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Executive Summary 

With time running out to avoid the most serious impacts of climate change, corporate climate 

commitments to go net zero emissions or zero carbon are accelerating. Given many companies are not 

equipped with the finances or technology to immediately cut greenhouse gas emissions today, carbon 

offsets have emerged as a key tool in achieving these aggressive climate commitments. Based on 

discussions within the USGBC-LA Los Angeles Sustainability Roundtable (LASER), it’s clear Los Angeles 

companies are interested in carbon offsets, but a knowledge gap remains in the diverse array of offset 

options available to companies. In this playbook, we’ll explore the fundamentals of carbon offsets, offset 

projects, offset programs, and offset co-benefits, honing in specifically on the greater Los Angeles 

region. Recognizing many companies are interested in purchasing more local offset projects that benefit 

local communities and ecosystems, this playbook will also explore challenges and opportunities to 

expand local offset options in Los Angeles. As the public and private sectors finally align on fighting 

climate change, Los Angeles is in a unique position to expand carbon offset options in innovative and 

collaborative ways that have not been done before.  
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Introduction 

In 2021, climate change remains one of our civilization’s biggest threats. Human activities have 

caused around 1.0°C of warming since the industrial revolution, and natural and human systems around 

the world are already experiencing negative impacts, some of which will be long-lasting or irreversible.1 
The U.S. economy is not immune to these impacts; as of 2019, the Federal Reserve Bank of New York 

reported that the U.S. economy had suffered more than $500 billion dollars in direct losses due to 

climate change-related weather events in the previous five years alone.2 In an effort to prevent the 

worst impacts of climate change, the world’s major greenhouse gas (GHG) emitters (comprising nearly 

80% of global GHGs) entered into the Paris Climate Agreement in 2016.3,4 To achieve the Agreement’s 

goals of reaching net zero emissions by 2050 and limiting warming to only 1.5°C, it was clear that rapid, 

unprecedented GHG reductions across global energy, land use, infrastructure, and industrial sectors 

would be required.1 Yet, according to the United Nations Environment Programme Emissions Gap Report 

of 2019, current global climate policies are likely not sufficient to achieve these GHG reductions. On the 

“least-cost pathway” to the Paris Agreement goals, the report predicted we would need to emit only 25 

gigatons of equivalent carbon dioxide (GtGO2e) in 2030, but based on current policies, we’re on track to 

emit over double that amount (60 GtGO2e).2 In order to get back on track, the report concluded that 

countries would need to increase their emission reductions goals (i.e., Nationally Determined 

Contributions) by five times in 2020, emphasizing renewable energy, energy efficiency, and 

electrification as key elements to a successful energy transition.2  
Whether through voluntary action or legal requirements, undoubtedly companies will play a 

significant role in this energy transition. As the public increasingly takes climate change seriously, more 

companies are committing to net zero emissions. According to the United Nations, the number of 

companies committing to net zero emissions by 2100 increased threefold between 2019 (500 

companies) and 2020 (1541 companies).5 Moreover, as of September, 2020, 294 companies had 

“reached the highest standard of corporate climate ambition as part of the Business Ambition for 1.5°C 

campaign” and a record 762 certified B Corporations had committed to reach net zero emissions by 

2030.5 Many companies continued to make ambitious climate commitments in 2020, despite the 

COVID-19 pandemic and resulting economic fallout. In 2020, BP outlined plans to cut oil and gas 

production by 40% by 2030, Apple committed to be carbon neutral by 2030,6 and Microsoft pledged to 

1 IPCC, 2018: Summary for Policymakers. In: Global Warming of 1.5°C. An IPCC Special Report on the impacts of global warming 
of 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels and related global greenhouse gas emission pathways, in the context of strengthening the 
global response to the threat of climate change, sustainable development, and efforts to eradicate poverty [Masson-Delmotte, 
V., P. Zhai, H.-O. Pörtner, D. Roberts, J. Skea, P.R. Shukla, A. Pirani, W. Moufouma-Okia, C. Péan, R. Pidcock, S. Connors, J.B.R. 
Matthews, Y. Chen, X. Zhou, M.I. Gomis, E. Lonnoy, T. Maycock, M. Tignor, and T. Waterfield (eds.)]. In Press. 
2 Stiroh, Kevin J. “Emerging Issues for Risk Managers.” Emerging Issues for Risk Managers - FEDERAL RESERVE BANK of NEW 
YORK, November 7, 2019. https://www.newyorkfed.org/newsevents/speeches/2019/sti191107?mod=article_inline.  
3 United Nations Climate Change. “The Paris Agreement.” unfccc.int, 2020. 
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/the-paris-agreement. 
4 United Nations Environment Programme (2019). Emissions Gap Report 2019. UNEP, Nairobi. 
5 United Nations Climate Change. “Commitments to Net Zero Double in Less Than a Year.” unfccc.int, 2020. 
https://unfccc.int/news/commitments-to-net-zero-double-in-less-than-a-year.  
6 Murray, Tom. “Apple, Ford, McDonald’s and Microsoft among this summer’s climate leaders.” Environmental Defense Fund, 
2020. https://www.edf.org/blog/2020/08/10/apple-ford-mcdonalds-and-microsoft-among-summers-climate-leaders. 
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be carbon negative by 2030.7 Yet, many companies are not financially or technologically prepared to 

immediately eliminate emissions from their operations.  

While doing as much as possible to scale down their carbon footprints, a key tool companies are 

using to make their ambitious climate commitments feasible are carbon offsets.8 Carbon offsetting is 

used to balance out a companies’ emissions by helping to pay for emission savings in other parts of the 

world. A carbon offset broadly refers to a reduction in GHG emissions in one location – or an increase in 

carbon storage (e.g., through land restoration or the planting of trees) – that is used to compensate for 

emissions that occur elsewhere. As more companies make climate commitments, demand for carbon 

offset credits continues to grow each year. This is affirmed by an annual survey conducted by Ecosystem 

Marketplace to assess the status of the voluntary carbon offset market. In their 2020 survey of 152 

respondents, results indicated that 2019 had historically high carbon offset volumes, increasing 6% since 

2018. The report also noted that anecdotal evidence points to 2020 having an even higher volume, 

despite the COVID-19 pandemic.8 Yet, even with this optimistic trend, more carbon offsetting is needed 

to cut GHGs enough to meet the Paris Agreement’s 1.5°C target. One estimate from the Institute of 

International Finance indicated that to meet the Paris Agreement goals, we would need to scale up 

voluntary offsetting 15 fold by 2030.9 
With this urgency in mind, USGBC-LA and Adec Innovations worked together to create this 

carbon offset playbook. This playbook was born out of discussions within USGBC-LA’s Los Angeles 

Sustainability Roundtable (LASER), a group of sustainability executives in the greater Los Angeles area. 

Based on these discussions, it became clear that companies are increasingly interested in purchasing 

carbon offset credits, especially those with local impact, yet they are limited by a lack of knowledge of 

the carbon offset system and local carbon offsetting opportunities. To address this gap in knowledge 

and accelerate the rate of local carbon offsetting, this playbook contains two distinct sections. Section 1 

aims to demystify carbon offsets and relay fundamental knowledge on carbon offset credits, projects, 

programs, and co-benefits (i.e., benefits beyond GHG reductions). Section 2 takes a more exploratory 

approach, focusing on challenges in investing in local carbon offset projects and opportunities for new 

projects in the Los Angeles area. This section also showcases data from a short online survey distributed 

to the LASER group in November, 2020. This survey was created based on feedback from the LASER 

group with the purpose of detailing what types of local offset projects the group is most interested in 

pursuing.  

 

 

 

 

7 Smith, Brad. “Microsoft will be carbon negative by 2030.” The Official Microsoft Blog, July 23, 2020. 
https://blogs.microsoft.com/blog/2020/01/16/microsoft-will-be-carbon-negative-by-2030/ 

United Nations Climate Change. “Commitments to Net Zero Double in Less Than a Year.” unfccc.int, 2020. 
https://unfccc.int/news/commitments-to-net-zero-double-in-less-than-a-year.  
8 Donofrio, S. et al. “State of the voluntary carbon markets 2020: Voluntary carbon and the post-pandemic recovery.” 
Ecosystem Marketplace, September 21, 2020. 
https://www.forest-trends.org/publications/state-of-the-voluntary-carbon-markets-2020-2/ 
9 Donofrio, S. et al. “The only constant is change: State of the voluntary carbon markets 2020 second installment featuring core 
carbon & additional attributes offset prices, volumes and insights.” Ecosystem Marketplace, December, 2020. 
https://www.ecosystemmarketplace.com/carbon-markets/ 
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Section 1: How does the carbon offset system work? 

Differences between Carbon Offsets, Carbon Credits, and Renewable Energy 

Certificates 

A carbon offset is a general reference to a reduction in GHG emissions that is used to compensate for or 

mitigate emissions that occur elsewhere. Offsets are intended to make it easier and more cost-effective 

for organizations to pursue emissions reductions anywhere in the world. Due to lower cost, offset 

projects most often occur in developing countries.10 Offsets come from a corresponding offset project 

which has clear boundaries, title, project documents and a verification plan.11 Carbon offsets must 

represent real, permanent, verified, and enforceable GHG reductions. Moreover, it is critical offsets 

come from activities or projects that are additional to what would occur under a business-as-usual 

scenario.12 

The terms carbon offset and carbon credit are often used interchangeably, though they have slightly 

different meanings. A carbon credit is a transferable instrument certified by governments or 

independent certification bodies to represent an emission reduction of one metric ton of CO2e. The 

purchaser of a carbon credit can “retire” it to claim the reduction towards their GHG reduction goals, or 

conversely the credit can be sold or traded.13 Both carbon offsets and carbon credits have the same 

potential for carbon dioxide reductions and carry the same benefits in terms of climate change. Credits 

are used to convey a net climate benefit from one entity to another. Because GHGs mix globally in the 

atmosphere and the warming effect of GHGs is a global process, it does not matter where exactly they 

are reduced.  From a climate change perspective, the effect of emissions reductions is the same if an 

organization: (a) ceases an emission-causing activity; or (b) enables an equivalent emission-reducing 

activity somewhere else in the world.14 Offsets derived from third-party certified projects usually 

generate carbon credits. Accredited Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) projects are awarded a 

Certified Emissions Reduction (CER) credit for each metric ton of CO2e avoided. CERs are often also 

referred to as carbon offsets.15  

Offsets and credits, though both resulting and representing a net reduction in GHG emissions, are also 

not to be confused with Renewable Energy Credits/Certificates (RECs). RECs are tradable, non-tangible 

energy commodities used in the United States (US) and serve as proof that one megawatt-hour (MWh) 

10Carbon Footprint Ltd. “Carbon Offsetting.” 3 steps to offset your carbon footprint, 2020. 

https://www.carbonfootprint.com/carbonoffset.html  

11Carbon Fund. 2012. Is There a Difference Between Carbon Offsets and Carbon Credits? 
https://carbonfund.org/difference-carbon-offsets-carbon-credits/. Accessed December 4, 2020 
12 Green Power Partnership U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. “Offsets and RECs: What’s the difference?” EPA Green 
Power Partnership, February 2018. 
https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2018-03/documents/gpp_guide_recs_offsets.pdf   
13 Carbon Offset Guide. 2020. What is a Carbon Offset?  
https://www.offsetguide.org/understanding-carbon-offsets/what-is-a-carbon-offset/. Accessed December 2, 2020 
14 Broekhoff et al. 2019. Securing Climate Benefit: A Guide to Using Carbon Offsets. Stockholm Environment Institute & 
Greenhouse Gas Management Institute. 
https://www.offsetguide.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Carbon-Offset-Guide_3122020.pdf. Accessed December 4, 2020  
15 Native Energy. 2018. How Carbon Credits Work. https://native.eco/2018/01/how-carbon-credits-work/. Accessed December 
2, 2020 
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of electricity was generated from an eligible renewable energy resource and was fed into the grid. For 

example, a REC of 5,000 MWh (i.e., 5,000 MWh of certified renewable energy) could be purchased to 

offset an entity’s use of 5,000 MWh from the typical grid that would otherwise generate GHG emissions 

associated with its electricity production portfolio. RECs can be used in a similar manner as offsets 

and/or credits and can help companies reduce emissions specifically related to electricity consumption 

and achieve corresponding sustainability goals. In a mandatory market, RECs track renewable energy 

production for regulatory compliance with Renewable Portfolio Standards (RPS).16 A renewable portfolio 

standard (RPS) is a regulatory mandate to increase production of energy from renewable sources such 

as wind, solar, biomass and other alternatives to fossil and nuclear electric generation. RECs were 

originally developed to track renewable energy production for regulatory compliance with RPSs. These 

standards require utilities to install and generate certain portions of their total electricity using 

renewable sources. 

What programs are out there? 

Offsets programs are broken into two primary categories: mandatory/ compliance and voluntary. Both 

categories have their own set of programs, standards, and protocols in place to verify and ensure that 

emissions reductions are occurring.  

Compliance Offset Programs 

The first and largest compliance offset program was the CDM established under the Kyoto Protocol as a                 

mechanism to allow developed countries to cost-effectively meet emission reduction obligations by investing             

in mitigation in developing countries. A Certified Emissions Reduction, also known as CER, is a certificate                

issued by the United Nations to member nations for preventing one tonne of carbon dioxide emissions.17 

In California, the Cap-and-Trade Program is the main element of California’s strategy to reduce 

greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. It works alongside other measures to ensure that California meets its 

goals for GHG emissions reductions per Senate Bill 32. The California Air Resources Board (CARB) creates 

a “cap” of allowances, which is equal to the total amount of permissible annual emissions.18  Each one of 

these allowances equals one metric ton of CO2e. Each year, fewer allowances are created and the annual 

cap declines, resulting in an overall reduction and pushing entities under the Cap-and-Trade program to 

develop reductions within their own operations. An increasing annual price for allowances coupled with 

the corresponding reduction in annual allowances creates a steady and sustained carbon price signal to 

prompt action to reduce GHG emissions. 

The Compliance Offsets Program is an important cost-containment element that operates within the 

broader Cap-and-Trade Program. In this program, ARB offset credits are issued to offset projects that 

16 Barnes, Aimee. “REC vs. Carbon Offset: Do You Know the Difference?” Greenbiz, March 12, 2009. 
https://www.greenbiz.com/article/rec-vs-carbon-offset-do-you-know-difference.  
17 “Designing a Large-Scale Federal Greenhouse Gas Offsets Program in the United States: Policy Choices and Lessons Learned 
from the Clean Development Mechanism and Other Offsets Programs .” Electric Power Research Institute, November 2011. 
https://cdm.unfccc.int/public_inputs/2011/eb64_02/cfi/SK3X51K1OAX014K8JWLYKMNIGXW42X.  
18 California Air Resources Board. n.d. Cap-and-Trade Program | California Air Resources Board, 

http://ww2.arb.ca.gov/our-work/programs/cap-and-trade-program/about. Accessed December 2, 2020. 
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meet specific requirements outlined in the Cap-and-Trade Regulation. These ARB offset credits, which 

may be used for compliance in the Cap-and-Trade Program, represent verified GHG emission reductions 

or removal enhancements achieved under ARB’s Compliance Offset Protocols or approved early action 

quantification methodologies. Currently, the ARB-approved project registries include American Carbon 

Registry, Climate Action Reserve, and Verra (Verified Carbon Standard).19 ARB credits are currently only 

issued to offset projects which meet the specific requirements of the Cap-and-Trade Regulation.  

Voluntary Offset Programs 

Similarly, the voluntary offset market includes a wide range of programs, entities, standards, and 

protocols in which virtually any corporation, institution, or individual can participate.20 Voluntary 

programs include the American Carbon Registry, Climate Action Reserve, Verra, the Gold Standard, and 

the Plan Vivo system. These programs are a subset of all voluntary offset programs and have been 

selected based on their applicability to carbon offsetting in the United States.  

Voluntary Programs: United States 

The American Carbon Registry (ACR) functions within the United States. ACR registers project-based 

carbon offsets from around the globe, although some sectors and methodologies within the ACR 

Program prescribe regional applicability limitations. In 2012, ACR was accepted as an approved Offset 

Project Registry by the California Air Resources Board within the California Cap-and-Trade compliance 

offset market21. The American Carbon Registry Standard outlines the eligibility requirements for 

registration of project-based carbon offsets, and includes requirements for methodology approval, 

project validation and verification, and other procedural requirements and information on the general 

use of the ACR.22 All participating entities must open an ACR account, the process for which is initiated 

entirely online. Corporations wishing to purchase and retire offsets are required to open a Corporate 

Account. 

The Climate Action Reserve (CAR) is a USA-based voluntary offsets program whose projects are 

implemented within North America. CAR establishes standards for quantifying and verifying GHG 

emissions reduction projects, provides oversight to independent third-party verification bodies, and 

issues and tracks carbon credits, called Climate Reserve Tonnes (CRTs). The Reserve guides the 

development of project protocols in accordance with the principles in its Climate Action Reserve 

Program Manual. CAR’s GHG emission reduction program, including its project-specific protocols and its 

verifier accreditation and oversight program, has been approved under the international Verified Carbon 

19 California Air Resources Board. n.d. compliance Offsets Program | California Air Resources Board, 
https://ww2.arb.ca.gov/our-work/programs/compliance-offset-program/about. Accessed December 2, 2020. 
20 Carbon Offset Guide. Voluntary Offset Programs. 22 May 2020, 
www.offsetguide.org/understanding-carbon-offsets/carbon-offset-programs/voluntary-offset-programs/. Accessed December 
3, 2020.  
21 Carbon Offset Guide. American carbon Registry. 13 November 
2019.https://www.offsetguide.org/understanding-carbon-offsets/carbon-offset-programs/voluntary-offset-programs/american
-carbon-registry/. Accessed December 3, 2020 
22 Carbon Offset Guide. American carbon Registry . 13 November 
2019.https://www.offsetguide.org/understanding-carbon-offsets/carbon-offset-programs/voluntary-offset-programs/american
-carbon-registry/. Accessed December 3, 2020 
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Standard (VCS). CRTs issued by the Reserve can be converted into Verified Carbon Units (VCUs) and 

transferred to a VCS registry23. All Reserve participants must register for, and open, an account by 

reviewing the mandatory documentation, and submitting a completed Terms of Use form by fax, email 

or post. 

Voluntary Programs: International  

The Verified Carbon Standard (VCS) is an international voluntary carbon offset program developed and 

run by Verra. It focuses on GHG reduction attributes only and does not require projects to have 

additional environmental or social benefits (also known as co-benefits). The VCS Program recognizes the 

CDM, Joint Implementation, and CAR as acceptable within the VCS Registry. These corresponding project 

credits can be converted to VCUs. One VCU represents the reduction/removal of one metric ton of CO2e 

achieved by a verified project and is characterized by a variety of quality assurance principle confirmed 

though the validation and verification processes. 24 All entities participating in Verra must open, and 

register, for an online account. There are separate user guides and fee schedules associated with VCS 

and its SD VISta program. 

The Gold Standard (GS) is a voluntary carbon offset program which focuses on progressing the United 

Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and ensuring projects benefit their neighboring 

communities.25 The GS can be applied to voluntary offset projects and to CDM projects. The GS focuses 

on offset projects that provide lasting social, economic and environmental benefits, and all projects 

accepted to the GS must have conducted additional assessment(s) of the project’s communal impact 

and analysis detailing how neighboring populations are benefiting.16 The GS is also one of the leading 

programs in terms of their emphasis on co-benefits associated with verified projects. The GS is currently 

not onboarding new members due to restructuring, however future participants will need to register for 

an online account in order to access the platform.  

What types of carbon offset projects are out there? 

A carbon offset project is an “additional” project that converts a company's monetary investments into 

an equivalent reduction of CO2e emissions. These projects require a monetary transaction in exchange 

for carbon emission elimination. For example, if reducing an organization’s emissions means replacing 

older equipment that is very expensive, purchasing carbon credits may present a financially feasible 

alternative for meeting emission reduction objectives. Currently, the CDM recognizes over 200 types of 

projects suitable for generating carbon offsets.  Main offset project types in the United States include 

renewable energy, methane abatement, energy efficiency, reforestation, and fuel switching. These 

project types can be used to fulfill either mandatory /compliance obligations, or for voluntary purposes. 

23 Carbon Offset Guide. Climate Action Reserve. 18 November 2019. 
https://www.offsetguide.org/understanding-carbon-offsets/carbon-offset-programs/voluntary-offset-programs/climate-action-
reserve. Accessed December 4 2020 
24 Verra. N.d. Verified Carbon units (VCUs). https://verra.org/project/vcs-program/registry-system/verified-carbon-units-vcus. 
Accessed December 11, 2020 
25 Carbon Offset Guide. Gold Standard. 13 November 2019. 
https://www.offsetguide.org/understanding-carbon-offsets/carbon-offset-programs/voluntary-offset-programs/gold-standard/
. Accessed December 8 2020. 
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Compliance Offset Projects 

There are many offset projects that organizations may use to fulfill mandatory or regulatory 

requirements.  Some examples of compliance projects and protocols through CARB include: 

● Livestock Projects- activities designed to reduce GHG emissions through the installation of a 

biogas control system on dairy cattle and swine farms; 

● Mine Methane Capture (MMC) projects- activities designed to reduce GHG emissions via the 

capture and destruction of CH4 that would otherwise enter the atmosphere as a direct result of 

mining operations; and 

● Ozone Depleting Substances (ODS) projects- activities designed to reduce GHG emissions by 

destroying ozone depleting substances that would otherwise be released into the atmosphere. 

With regard to compliance offsets in California, “the California Air Resources Board issues ARB Offset 

Credits to qualifying projects that reduce or sequester greenhouse gases (GHG) pursuant to six 

Board-approved Compliance Offset Protocols.”26 The CDM/CER market is highly regulated by 

government agencies with complex procedures and methodologies for project registration. Some types 

of projects are excluded from registration due to their complexity and difficulty to verify, including many 

agriculture and forestry projects. CER credits are aimed at the global compliance market and the price 

per tonne is broadly the same wherever it is bought..4 

 

Voluntary Offset Projects 

Similarly, voluntary offsets allow for companies to mitigate their GHG emissions resulting from various 

emissions sources, such as transportation or electricity use. Voluntary offset projects generally follow 

rules established by one of a small number of voluntary standards bodies. While they are just as rigorous 

as their compliance counterparts, different standards use different processes to verify that emissions 

are genuinely reduced.  

26 California Air Resources Board. N.d. Compliance Offset Program. 
https://ww2.arb.ca.gov/our-work/programs/compliance-offset-program. Accessed December 2, 2020 
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“The voluntary carbon market (VCM) is promoted as one of the best solutions to the problem of climate 

change that is affecting the world, due to their effectiveness in environmental protection and economic 

empowerment”.27 Participation in the VCM is primarily driven by certain buyer considerations such as 

establishing or protecting company reputation, aligning corporate actions with environmental or social 

ethics, and issues concerning corporate social responsibility (CSR).  The flexibility of the VCM allows for 

greater innovation and experimentation, so a wider range of project types can be developed, including 

many smaller projects that would otherwise not be usable for compliance efforts.28 As a result of this 

flexibility, a wide variety of participants (ranging from private firms to individuals) can engage and gain 

experience with carbon markets. Communities can also benefit from the CSR activities of large 

companies and corporations that participate in the VCM.  This can result in certain social co-benefits, 

such as the potential to strengthen climate change policies and address the inequalities that exist 

between socioeconomic classes, gender, and other divisions within society.8 Co-benefits will be 

discussed in greater detail later in this section. With voluntary offset projects taking place on a global 

scale, these projects also offer an opportunity to achieve global greenhouse emission reductions while 

addressing the needs of developing countries. Involving developing nations in climate protection allows 

them to achieve carbon emission reduction and avoidance while earning revenues from selling their 

offsets. Revenues can then be used to finance development projects for the developing communities in 

their countries.8 

Carbon offset co-benefits 

Many offset projects lead to improvements in the quality of life for a local population, beyond the main 

project purpose of reducing atmospheric GHG levels. These additional improvements are termed 

co-benefits and are often considered by companies when choosing carbon offset projects. Some 

examples of co-benefits include job creation, health benefits, additional pollution mitigation beyond 

carbon (e.g., air quality, water, or waste), supporting gender equality (e.g.  fair/equal pay, equal 

employment, and trade/skill development for women), renewable energy generation, biodiversity 

protection/conservation, and education.29  

Co-benefits are often the deciding factor in carbon offset purchases, as they allow the purchaser to 

achieve CSR goals in addition to their primary goal of emissions reduction.30 In a research study 

conducted by ICROA (International Carbon Reduction and Offset Alliance) and Imperial College, 

27Corporate Finance institute. What is the Voluntary Carbon Market? 
https://corporatefinanceinstitute.com/resources/knowledge/other/voluntary-carbon-market/#:~:text=Allows%20the%20reduc
tion%20of%20greenhouse,development%20needs%20of%20developing%20countries. Accessed December 8, 2020 Corporate 
Finance institute. N.d. What is the Voluntary Carbon Market? 
https://corporatefinanceinstitute.com/resources/knowledge/other/voluntary-carbon-market/#:~:text=Allows%20the%20reduc
tion%20of%20greenhouse,development%20needs%20of%20developing%20countries. Accessed December 8, 2020 
28 Native Energy. N.d. How Carbon Credits work. https://native.eco/2018/01/how-carbon-credits-work/. Accessed December 3, 
2020 
29 Second Nature. Purchasing Carbon Offsets. 
N.d.https://secondnature.org/climate-action-guidance/purchasing-carbon-offsets-faqs/#:~:text=Cobenefits%20are%20positive

%20outcomes%20from%20a%20carbon%20offset,%20reductions.%20Co-benefits%20may%20be%20social%2C%20economic%

2C%20or%20environmental. Accessed December 7, 2020 
30 Carbon Offset Guide. Carbon Offset Projects. 
https://www.offsetguide.org/understanding-carbon-offsets/carbon-offset-projects/. Accessed December 2, 2020 
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relevance to business and co-benefits were the two main factors in businesses’ preference for carbon 

offset project types31; in this study, buyers were willing to pay up to 33% more per tonne of CO2 for 

projects with verified social, economical and environmental benefits. As such, listing co-benefits of an 

offset project is becoming more common. Additionally, carbon offset developers often categorize the 

project co-benefits in terms of how they contribute to the UN SDGs.  

Co-benefits fall into three high-level categories as defined by the Net Balance Foundation: 

1. ENVIRONMENTAL: including increased biodiversity, habitat protection and improved 

environmental management.  

2. ECONOMIC: including increased employment, improved infrastructure, technology transfer and 

increased economic activity.  

3. SOCIAL: including capacity building, access to services and enhanced utility. 

 

Environmental Co-benefits 

Biodiversity  

Land use, land-use change, and forestry (LULUCF) is defined as a “GHG inventory sector that covers 

emissions and removals of GHGs resulting from direct human-induced land use, land-use change, and 

forestry.”32 LULUCF is a major part of carbon offset activities. According to Ecosystem Marketplace, the 

volume of offsets generated by land-use and forestry activities increased 264% between 2016 and 2018, 

from 13.9 metric tons of CO2 equivalent to 50.7 metro tons of CO2 equivalent.33 Beyond carbon 

offsetting, land use and forestry activities can contribute to improving biodiversity. In one study, 

planting biodiverse native vegetation on indigenous land across Australia showed both carbon 

sequestration and improving biodiversity potential.34 Opposed to reducing GHG emissions, carbon 

sequestration is another carbon offsetting approach. Natural resources that sequester atmospheric 

carbon are referred to as carbon sinks; examples of carbon sinks are forests, riparian areas and oceans. 

Examples of carbon sink projects include riparian buffer conservation, afforestation, reforestation, forest 

management, and ocean uptake.35  

31 Imperial College London. “Unlocking the Hidden Value of Carbon Offsetting.” International Carbon Reduction and Offset 
Alliance, 2020. https://www.icroa.org/resources/Documents/ICRO2895%20ICROA%20online%20pdf_G.pdf.  
32 United Nations Climate Change. “Glossary of Climate Change Acronyms and Terms.” unfccc.int, 2020. 
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-convention/glossary-of-climate-change-acronyms-and-terms.  
33 Forest Trends’ Ecosystem Marketplace. Financing Emission Reductions for the Future: State of Voluntary Carbon Markets 
2019. Washington DC: Forest Trends, 2019.  
34 Renwick AR, Robinson CJ, Martin TG, May T, Polglase P, Possingham HP, et al. (2014) Biodiverse Planting for Carbon and 
Biodiversity on Indigenous Land. PLoS ONE 9(3): e91281. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0091281 
35 Ravin, Amelia, and Teresa Raine. “Best Practices for Including Carbon Sinks in Greenhouse Gas Inventories .” Environmental 
Protection Agency, 2020. https://www3.epa.gov/ttnchie1/conference/ei16/session3/ravin.pdf.  
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Water Quality Improvement 

Environmental water quality or ambient water quality refers to the health of water bodies such as rivers, 

lakes and oceans. According to the Duke Carbon Offsets Initiative, a well-designed carbon offset project 

can mitigate water pollution by decreasing stormwater runoff to waterways containing harmful 

pollutants such as nitrogen and phosphorus.36 Projects that reduce stormwater runoff can similarly 

decrease the need for stormwater management infrastructure. In a 2014 report by the International 

Carbon Reduction and Offset Alliance (ICROA), 30% of the offset projects studied resulted in positive 

impacts on local water resources via reduced water pollution.37 

 

Air Quality  

Carbon offset projects can improve both indoor and outdoor air quality. According to Second Nature, 

some GHG emission reduction projects may result in reducing non-GHG air pollutants such as black 

carbon.38 Black carbon is a by-product of incomplete combustion of fossil fuels in vehicles or household 

energy/cooking equipment. According to ICROA, carbon offset projects that replace open-fire and 

inefficient cookstoves with energy-efficient and clean cookstoves in rural areas can reduce indoor air 

pollutant concentration by 40% to 100%.35 Besides GHG emission, offset projects can prevent emission 

of harmful pollutants such as sulfur dioxide and particulate matter. One study in nature sustainability 

found that diesel road fleets are accountable for 78% of global black carbon emissions.39 Carbon offset 

projects targeting freight transportation decarbonization incentivize replacement of old, non-efficient 

modes of transportation with those that are new and energy efficient. 

 

Biomass projects also help improve air quality via reduced fossil fuel use and prevention of biomass 

burning in open fields. According to ICROA, air quality co-benefits can be quantified by measuring the 

level of reduction in nitrogen oxides, sulphur oxide, particulate matter, non-methane VOCs, fly ash, and 

dust in tonnes per year compared to the baseline case.35 Among the 59 studied projects in the ICROA’s 

2014 report, 32% of the projects had positive contribution to the local air quality. The financial benefit of 

air quality improving projects can be decided based on the health and environmental cost of air 

pollution. 

36 Duke University. “Duke Carbon Offsets Initiative Guide to Carbon Offsets and Co-Benefits.” Duke Carbon Offsets Initiative, 
2020. https://sustainability.duke.edu/sites/default/files/cobenefitsguide.pdf.  
37 Kountouris, Yiannis, Zen Makuch, and Feng Tan Loh. “Quantification and Evaluation of the Voluntary Market’s Co-Benefits.” 
International Carbon Reduction and Offset Alliance, April 2014.  
https://icroa.wildapricot.org/resources/Documents/ICROA_ICL_Co-BenefitsReport_2014.pdf.  
38 Second Nature. “Co-Benefits of Carbon Offset Projects: Information for Carbon Offset Procurement.” Second Nature, 
September 2020. https://secondnature.org/wp-content/uploads/Co-Benefits-Document-Rev5.pdf.  
39 Greene, S., Façanha, C. Carbon offsets for freight transport decarbonization. Nat Sustain 2, 994–996 (2019). 
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41893-019-0413-0 
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Soil Quality  

Tree planting projects can help stabilize the soil and reduce soil degradation. According to ICROA, such 

soil quality improvement can also result in better air quality by reducing particulate matter and dust 

generation.35 Furthermore, planted trees can act as windbreaks and collect dust on leaf surfaces which 

can be washed back to the ground during rainfalls, helping to enrich the soil beneath the tree.  

 

Social Co-benefits 

According to a study conducted by ICROA, a survey of 59 projects showed that the projects contributed 

about $725,000 USD to local infrastructure and services such as education, health and transportation.29 

The projects resulted in training about 210,000 local people in different fields from administration to 

technical skills and health, safety, and environment. Social co-benefits can also be considered as 

reducing social costs in terms of reducing air pollutants. 

 

Social Equity  

Projects can contribute to social equity by improving the welfare of community members with lower 

socioeconomic status. The benefits of the projects are shared equally among participants regardless of 

gender, race, socioeconomic status, etc. An example project is an energy conservation education 

program that educated local residents of Durham, NC on how to save energy within their homes, 

regardless of their socioeconomic status.34 Another example is Loyd Ray Farms swine waste-to-energy 

project.34 One of the biggest problems with hog farms is odor. In many cases hog farms are situated in 

poorer areas where the neighbouring community doesn’t have sufficient means to address the odor 

issue. This waste-to-energy offset project reduced the odor from hog waste and thus improved the 

well-being of neighbouring communities. 

 

Community Engagement 

Offset projects can engage communities at the local level and promote community engagement. 

An example of community engagement is Duke University’s Urban Tree Planting project.34 Tree planting 

projects can promote community engagement through local governments and community entities.   

Economic Co-benefits 

According to ICORA, economic co-benefits of carbon offset projects might include local employment, 

technology transfer, and increases in household income.35 Included in the 2014 ICORA report was a 

survey to gauge how many jobs were created for 48 distinct carbon offset projects. This survey found 

that 1728 jobs were created during the project development phase and 10,064 jobs were generated 

throughout project operation, 80% of which were local to the project site. It was shown that wind and 

hydro projects create more jobs during the development stage as these projects require site preparation 
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and construction. During the operation, domestic biogas projects generated more jobs as they involved 

labor for construction and maintenance of bio digester systems. 

 

Why Invest in Offsets with Co-benefits? 

The demand for offset projects with robust co-benefits is a relatively new trend. Currently, co-benefits 

are not automatically priced into the value of offsets, essentially allowing for purchasers to achieve 

multiple ESG goals for the price of one single investment. This is a financially prudent way for 

corporations to align their investments with their overall ESG goals. Purchasing offsets that have verified 

co-benefits can also help organizations make progress towards the UN SDGs within the communities and 

regions where they operate. Aligning investments with the UN’s SDGs establishes buyers as innovators 

and cultivators who are helping to “drive and support policies and institutional actions aimed at 

achieving the crucial advances for people, planet, prosperity, peace and partnership set out in the 2030 

Agenda.”40 As a result of their cost-effective ability to help purchasers meet multiple sustainability goals, 

establish reputation, and  operate both transparently and ethically,  co-benefits are quickly becoming an 

increasingly important aspect of purchasing offsets. 

 

Co-benefit Standards 

Standards, such as the Climate, Community & Biodiversity Standards  or SocialCarbon provide design 

criteria to ensure robust project design and standards are in place to demonstrate local community and 

biodiversity co-benefits. 41 42 

Climate, Community, and Biodiversity (CCB) Standard  

Land use change is a major contributing factor to climate change. According to the IPCC, land use 

conversion activities such as deforestation and agriculture contribute to about a quarter of total human 

GHG emissions.43 Land-based carbon offset projects are therefore an important part of climate change 

mitigation activities.  

 

40 Verra. Sustainable Development Verified Impact Standard.  N.d. https://verra.org/project/sd-vista/. Accessed December 8, 
2020 
41 Carbon Offset Guide. “Climate, Community & Biodiversity Standards.” Carbon Offset Guide, May 19, 2020. 
http://www.offsetguide.org/understanding-carbon-offsets/carbon-offset-programs/add-on-standards/climate-community-biod
iversity-standards/.  
42 Carbon Offset Guide. “SocialCarbon Standard.” Carbon Offset Guide, May 19, 2020. 
http://www.offsetguide.org/understanding-carbon-offsets/carbon-offset-programs/add-on-standards/socialcarbon-standard/.  
43 Smith P., M. Bustamante, H. Ahammad, H. Clark, H. Dong, E.A. Elsiddig, H. Haberl, R. Harper, J. House, M. Jafari, O. Masera, C. 
Mbow, N.H. Ravindranath, C.W. Rice, C. Robledo Abad, A. Romanovskaya, F. Sperling, and F. Tubiello, 2014: Agriculture, 
Forestry and Other Land Use (AFOLU). In: Climate Change 2014: Mitigation of Climate Change. Contribution of Working Group 
III to the Fifth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change [Edenhofer, O., R. Pichs-Madruga, Y. 
Sokona, E. Farahani, S. Kadner, K. Seyboth, A. Adler, I. Baum, S. Brunner, P. Eickemeier, B. Kriemann, J. Savolainen, S. Schlömer, 
C. von Stechow, T. Zwickel and J.C. Minx (eds.)]. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, United Kingdom and New York, NY, 
USA. 
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The Climate, Community and Biodiversity (CCB) standard identifies land management projects that 

deliver net positive benefits for climate change mitigation, local communities, and biodiversity.44 This 

standard applies to both GHG reduction projects and carbon sequestration activities. The CCB standard 

plays a role in all phases of project planning and management from design and implementation to 

monitoring. CCB standard is applied at a project’s design phase and provides validation of a 

well-designed project which can help to attract funding from stakeholders and investors. 

 

While CCB standards are focused on the social and additional environmental benefits of the projects, 

they can be combined effectively with carbon accounting standards such as Clean Development 

Mechanism (CDM) and Verified Carbon Standard (VCS). CCB uses various indicators for the climate, 

community and biodiversity to validate and verify climate change mitigation projects. 

 

Social Carbon Standard  

Social Carbon is a certification program to guarantee carbon offset projects are sustainable and 

contribute to additional social and environmental benefits. Similar to CCB, Social Carbon includes criteria 

for GHG reductions and must be implemented along with carbon accounting standards. Using this 

standard, project benefits are considered in six categories: carbon, social, human, financial, natural, and 

biodiversity or technology.45  

 

Co-benefit Verification 

Carbon offset programs have rules and procedures in place to avoid approving projects that could cause 

social, economic, or environmental harm. Some carbon offset programs and third-party certifiers even 

offer supplementary certifications for social and environmental benefits produced by offset projects. For 

example, the Gold Standard (GS) lists the certified SDG impacts that projects can currently issue, 

including the certified claim that emissions reductions projects verified through GS contribute to the 

Paris Agreement and SDG 13.46  Verra has also developed the Sustainable Development Verified Impact 

Standard (SD VISta), which “is intended to address the challenges of consistently and transparently 

assessing and communicating the economic, social and environmental impacts of projects.”47 Through 

SD VISta, Verra has developed a rigorous set of rules and criteria that allow for the verification of 

sustainable development benefits that coincide with the 17 SDGs.  Buyers can rely on these procedures, 

rules and certifications when evaluating potential offset credit purchases, particularly when it comes to 

44 VCS, and CCB Standards. Climate, Community, and Biodiversity Standards, 2013. 
https://verra.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/CCB-Standards-v3.1_ENG.pdf.  
45 SocialCarbon. SocialCarbon Standards, July 2013. 
http://www.socialcarbon.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/SOCIALCARBON_STANDARD_v-5-.0-final-II1.pdf.  
46 Gold Standard. Certified SDG Impacts for Results Based Finance. N.d. 

https://www.goldstandard.org/impact-quantification/certified-sdg-impacts. Accessed December 7, 2020. 
47 Verra. Announcing the Development of the Sustainable Development Verified Impact Standard . 17 July 2017. 

https://verra.org/announcing-the-development-of-the-sustainable-development-verified-impact-standard/. Accessed 

December 7, 2020. 
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identifying projects with positive co-benefits.48 When searching for offset projects with verifiable 

co-benefit claims, it is important to note that the types of projects that make for higher-quality carbon 

offsets generally tend to be those with the fewest co-benefits – and vice versa- as projects that easily 

meet environmental integrity requirements often offer very little in terms of social and environmental 

benefits.49 The UNFCCC has created a dedicated online Sustainable Developments Co-Benefits Tool (SD 

Tool) where CDM activities and prior consideration projects are able to report their co-benefits on a 

voluntary basis, allowing buyers to essentially shop for offset project based on what types of co-benefits 

they are interested in. 

 

 

  

48 Carbon Offset Guide. Co-benefits/Harm. N.d. 
https://www.offsetguide.org/avoiding-low-quality-offsets/conducting-offset-quality-due-diligence/co-benefits-harms/  
49 Carbon Offset Guide. Sticking to Lower-risk Project Types . N.d.  

http://www.offsetguide.org/sticking-to-lower-risk-project-types/. Accessed December 4, 2020 
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Section 2: Challenges and opportunities for local carbon offset projects in 

Southern California  

What types of offsets are SoCal companies interested in? 

In October, 2020, USGBC-LA held a workshop with the Los Angeles Sustainability Executives Roundtable (LASER) to                

explore what appeals to these leaders when it comes to carbon offsets. A key theme gleaned from this gathering                   

was that many LASER companies are motivated to expand their investment in local carbon offset projects. Based on                  

this workshop, USGBC-LA distributed a brief online survey to the LASER group in November, 2020 to understand                 

how the group approaches carbon offsets and what types of local offset projects the group would be most                  

interested in pursuing. Beyond the LASER group, the survey was also distributed via Adec Innovations’ clientele.                

There were eight respondents representing a variety of sectors: higher education, entertainment, public utility, real               

estate, technology, and environmental consulting. Given this was a small, convenience sample, it should be noted                

that this survey is not representative of all Southern California companies. Results and implications are discussed                

throughout Section 2. The full survey results are available in the Appendix.  

Figure 1. Interest in regional carbon offsets  

 

 

Six out of eight (75%) survey respondents indicated they would be interested in obtaining more regional carbon                 

offsets, even if there were less expensive options available throughout the U.S. or internationally (Figure 1).  
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Figure 2. Carbon offset co-benefits preference  

 

Survey respondents indicated interest in a variety of carbon offset co-benefits (Figure 2). All eight respondents                

showed interest in offset projects with an environmental justice co-benefit. The second preference was for social                

equity, followed by air quality and community education. None of the respondents were interested in soil health or                  

biodiversity co-benefits.  

Figure 3. Carbon offset project-type preference 

 

Out of the 14 choices presented for carbon offset projects, respondents were most interested in energy efficiency,                 

followed by renewable energy generation and urban reforestation (Figure 3). None of the respondents were               

interested in public transportation, biofuels, or soil health projects.  
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Challenges of developing local projects in Southern California  

Based on the survey results, it appears that LASER companies are interested in procuring more local carbon offset                  

projects, even if they are more expensive. This is partially because local projects can provide additional                

environmental, social, or economic co-benefits that positively impact local communities. Respondents indicated            

that when evaluating local offset options, the co-benefits they would be most likely to prioritize are environmental                 

justice and social equity, with a moderate emphasis on air quality and community education. This is an interesting                  

result given environmental justice groups tend to be opposed to carbon offsets because the practice is thought to                  

absolve polluters of responsibility to mitigate air pollution locally.50 Overall, results of these survey items indicate                

that local companies might be interested in buying more local offsets, especially if they provided environmental                

justice and social equity benefits. 

However, it is important to note the several barriers to purchasing local carbon offsets in an urban or semi-urban                   

setting. Chiefly, there are simply less local carbon offset projects to choose from in Los Angeles compared to those                   

available elsewhere. This is partially because planning, implementing, and monitoring offset projects in urban areas               

is highly complex compared to a similar project in a rural setting. To illustrate, consider a reforestation offset                  

project. In a rural setting, trees of the same species are likely planted contiguously across a single property with                   

similar environmental conditions throughout. Conversely, in an urban setting, trees would likely need to be               

distributed across multiple properties with varying environmental conditions. This higher degree of complexity has              

multiple implications. For one, the project would likely be more difficult to scale up due to the dense nature of                    

cities. Secondly, the project would likely demand more reporting and analysis costs associated with offset               

verification. Third, there is a risk that the project would be less likely to keep carbon sequestered permanently.                  

Sticking with the reforestation example, 50 years down the road, it may be difficult to ensure all trees are being                    

adequately maintained if they are distributed across a city with various property owners. Offset projects in general                 

are often critiqued for their lack of permanence or potential for double-counting.51 Altogether, this increased               

complexity is likely to result in a more expensive project overall, an important factor in the offset decision making                   

process. Another limitation relates to the concept of additionality, or the requirement for offset projects to mitigate                 

or sequester carbon that wouldn’t have occurred otherwise. Because of California’s Cap and Trade regulations, one                

company purchasing local carbon offsets beyond their compliance obligation might allow another company in              

California to emit more GHGs, such that the overall amount of GHGs emitted in California is the same.  

Yet, because the carbon offset market is still relatively new, there could be creative opportunities to overcome                 

some of these limitations. Given the importance of expanding carbon offsetting to mitigate climate change and                

address environmental justice concerns, arguably these are barriers that must be overcome.  

 

50 California Environmental Justice Alliance. “Stop REDD from Harming Communities Locally and Globally.” California 
Environmental Justice Alliance, April 30, 2016. 
https://caleja.org/2016/02/stop-redd-from-harming-communities-locally-and-globally/.  
51 Irfan, Umair. “Can You Really Negate Your Carbon Emissions? Carbon Offsets, Explained.” Vox. Vox, February 27, 2020. 
https://www.vox.com/2020/2/27/20994118/carbon-offset-climate-change-net-zero-neutral-emissions. 
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Opportunities to improve local offset options in Southern California 

Collective Portfolio Approach 

The costs associated with funding carbon offset projects are often influenced by the current carbon 

credit market and the location and type of the project. Because carbon offset projects must represent 

reductions in GHGs beyond what is currently required under existing regulation,52 the location of the 

offset project will have a large impact on the cost of carbon credit procurement. For instance, California 

is well-known for having stringent or more rigorous environmental regulations than other States in the 

US. In California, the heightened regulatory requirements for GHG reductions makes the cost of 

reductions in GHGs beyond what is currently required greater than the cost of GHG reductions in other 

States in the US. An interested party, what this paper refers to for an organization that is interested in 

either purchasing carbon credits or sponsoring an offset project, may choose to purchase credits or 

sponsor an offset project either independently or collectively with other organizations. An interested 

party may join with other companies, agencies, or organizations to form what this paper will refer to as 

a ‘collective portfolio’ to normalize the financial burden of sponsoring a carbon offset project. 

Separately, if an interested party seeks to purchase offset credits already generated by an existing offset 

project, the cost per carbon credit decreases when purchased in greater quantities, all other factors 

being equal.53 As a result, a collective portfolio approach to sponsoring offset projects or purchasing 

carbon credits can be financially beneficial for both the purchaser and project developer of those 

credits.  

Taking a collective portfolio approach for financing carbon offset projects or purchasing carbon credits 

can also facilitate collective learning about the processes and requirements associated with marketable 

carbon credit procurement. If an interested party wishes to purchase carbon credits, that party must go 

through two steps: 1) identify the credits to purchase and 2) contact a third-party organization to 

facilitate the purchase. If an interested party wishes to instead sponsor an offset project that will 

generate credits to be retired or sold, that party would need to go through two similar, but slightly 

different, steps: 1) identify the credits to generate and 2) contact a project developer to initiate and 

manage the project.54 

Main Steps to Purchase Credits: 

1. Identify the project type, location, and volume of credits necessary to meet their objective; and 

2. Contact an accredited broker, retailer, or offset developer to initiate and facilitate the 

transaction. 

 

Main Steps to Generate Credits: 

1. Identify the project type, location, and volume of credits necessary to meet their objective; and 

52 “Additionality.” Carbon Offset Guide, May 22, 2020. https://www.offsetguide.org/high-quality-offsets/additionality/. 
53 Kim, Richard, and Benjamin C. Pierce. “Carbon Offsets: An Overview for Scientific Societies,” June 24, 2018. 

https://www.cis.upenn.edu/~bcpierce/papers/carbon-offsets.pdf.  
54 “Purchasing Carbon Offsets: A Guide For Businesses.” terrapass, October 20, 2020. 

https://www.terrapass.com/carbon-offsets-101-simple-guide-buying-quality.  
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2. Contact an entity with demonstrated familiarity with developing that project type. The project 

developer would then, on behalf of the interested party: 

a. Develop the offset project; 

b. Contract an entity with demonstrated familiarity with verifying that project type; and 

c. If the interested party wishes to sell the credits, contact a broker or retailer to facilitate 

the sale of credits procured by the offset project.  

Taking a collective portfolio approach has greater potential for creating an established system that 

improves access to purchasing and/or generating carbon credits for members of that collective portfolio. 

That system would loosely consist of known processes and partners (e.g., brokers, retailers, developers, 

verifiers) that the members of a collective portfolio can utilize. As previously mentioned, when all else is 

equal, the cost per credit decreases when purchased in greater quantities. Therefore, a collective 

portfolio approach can play an important role in helping reduce the cost of credits by purchasing credits 

with collective purchasing power and improving access to established processes and partners when 

purchasing or generating carbon credits. 

In the aforementioned survey to the LASER group, five out of eight respondents indicated they would be 

interested in pooling carbon offset purchasing power with like-minded players (Figure 4). The remaining 

three respondents were unsure about this. 

Figure 4. Interest in pooling carbon offset purchasing power #1 

 

 

 

  

For survey respondents that said they would be interested in pooling carbon offset purchasing power, respondents                

indicated the top four reasons why they would be interested in this: pooled purchasing power, shared costs of                  

project generation verification, commitment to support under-resourced communities, and reduce overall project            

cost.  
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Figure 5. Interest in pooling carbon offset purchasing power #2 

 

 

 

Urban Forestry  

According to the USDA Forest Service, over 141 million acres of the US forests are located within urban 

areas.55 Given over 81% of American live in urban centers, clearly urban forests have a role to play in 

urban communities’ health and wellness.53 Urban forests include urban parks, street trees, landscaped 

boulevards, riparian areas, gardens and wetlands. Urban forests can help improve quality of life for city 

residents through various environmental, social, and economic benefits. Environmentally, urban forests 

can help improve air and water quality, prevent flooding, preserve wildlife, provide shade, prevent soil 

erosion, conserve energy, sequester carbon, and mitigate the urban heat island effect. In terms of social 

benefits, urban forests provide spaces for recreation and social interaction, can help reduce noise, and 

are aesthetically pleasing. Furthermore, they add economic value. According to the City of Austin’s 

Urban Forest Plan, it was shown that urban forests provide economic benefits as shoppers spend more 

time and money in highly vegetated and tree-covered areas. They also increase property values by 

20%.56 

 

Building Related Projects 

Building related offset projects were of particular interest to the development of this paper, given 

USGBC-LA’s focus and the opportunities presented across portfolios of buildings. Of particular interest 

are bundling of building retrofits for older buildings such as Class B and Class C commercial office, retail, 

and multifamily assets. This is especially important as this sector remains the most difficult to address 

55 U.S. Forest Service. “Urban Forests.” Urban Forests | US Forest Service, 2020. 
https://www.fs.usda.gov/managing-land/urban-forests.  
56 Austin, Texas. “About Austin's Urban Forest.” About Austin's Urban Forest | AustinTexas.gov. Accessed December 23, 2020. 

https://www.austintexas.gov/page/about-austins-urban-forest.  
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from an efficiency standpoint as ownership tends to be fragmented and management less sophisticated. 

These bundled retrofits could include traditional retrofits such as LED lighting, HVAC upgrades, and 

demand response controls, but also weatherization improvement such as insulation, heat wrapping, and 

more. However, the concept of additionality needs to be addressed in this context and achieving scale 

across a large enough portfolio of buildings to generate enough offset value may be a challenge. With 

residential building codes continuing to push towards electrification in California, fuel switching from gas 

to electric across portfolios of multi-family or single-family homes could likely generate valuable offsets. 

This is especially true in situations where moving from gas to electricity may either be cost neutral or 

require expensive equipment or infrastructure investments and the carbon offset would bring the 

needed value to generate the GHG reduction with additionality. In this context, the projects themselves 

would largely be heat pump water heaters and air-source heat pump space heaters. Lastly, with 

increased transparency around materials through Environmental Production Declarations (EPDs), 

substitution of materials in the initial construction of buildings with products producing less GHGs could 

be an attractive alternative, particularly with carbon intensive products such as concrete, glass, steel, 

roofing, and insulation. As an example of this, Amazon and Microsoft have invested in a company that 

reduces the emissions of the concrete industry, by injecting the waste CO2 into the mix called 

CarbonCure. CarbonCure injects a precise amount of CO2 into wet concrete mixes to form Calcium 

Carbonate (CaCO3), which makes the structure stronger - and does not turn back into CO2 if the building 

is destroyed. 

 

Transportation Offset Projects 

Transportation-oriented offset projects are often seen as difficult to implement due to financial or 

technological constraints associated with new or upgraded transportation infrastructure and are 

typically utilized to satisfy cap and trade or offset compliance program requirements.57 For instance, 

installing hydrogen refueling infrastructure at a facility that is governed by the Low Carbon Fuel 

Standard (LCFS) regulation can procure credits used as compliance offsets;58 however, the cost per 

carbon credit procured by this project type may deter those seeking transportation-related offsets for 

voluntary purposes. While transportation-related offset projects are usually associated with compliance 

offset programs, these projects can sometimes be used for voluntary carbon offsetting.  

Sponsoring transportation offset projects or purchasing carbon credits from local transportation offset 

projects have the potential to generate additional co-benefits (e.g., benefiting local air quality, reduced 

traffic congestion) for which the interested party may be a direct recipient and help foster public-private 

partnerships. For instance, funding the replacement of a local public transportation agency’s vehicle 

fleet with electric vehicles can help incrementally improve local air quality due to a relative decrease in 

fossil-fueled vehicles on the transportation network while producing offsets that may be used by either 

the agency or the interested party, or both. Employees of both the funding organization and 

57 Keith, David, and Christopher R. Knittel. “Why Reducing Carbon Emissions from Cars and Trucks Will Be So Hard.” The 

Conversation, March 6, 2020. 
https://theconversation.com/why-reducing-carbon-emissions-from-cars-and-trucks-will-be-so-hard-113230. 

58 “California Air Resources Board.” LCFS ZEV Infrastructure Crediting | California Air Resources Board. Accessed December 14, 
2020. https://ww2.arb.ca.gov/resources/documents/lcfs-zev-infrastructure-crediting.  
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transportation agency would be direct recipients of the incremental improvement in local air quality. 

Additionally, Metropolitan Planning Organizations (MPO) in California are tasked by Senate Bill 375 with 

identifying ways to reduce GHG emissions from the operation of that regional transportation network, 

which may provide opportunities for the MPO and an interested party to partner to sponsor a related 

project. 

The following are examples and a case study of transportation offset projects that can be used for 

voluntary carbon offsetting: 

▪ Case Study: Lyft offset 100 percent of Lyft rides across the globe in 2018 by utilizing the 

following:59 

o Emission reduction projects in automotive manufacturing and waste oil recycling. 

o Vehicle electrification. 

o Purchasing carbon credits. 

▪ Example: Decarbonizing freight transportation activities60 

o Truck stop electrification projects can be verified for GHG reductions and utilized as 

voluntary carbon credits. 

▪ Example: Subsidizing or encouraging the use of public transit options to secure carbon offsets.61 

o For instance, LA Metro periodically solicits the sale of LCFS credits they generate by 

using low carbon transportation fuels like electricity and natural gas.62 

▪ Example: Upstream carbon reduction, such as fuel switching during industrial processes to 

utilize alternatives to substances which produce climate-forcing emissions, such as sulfur 

hexafluoride.63 

▪ Example: Replacing vehicle fleets with low-carbon alternative-fueled vehicles, such as renewable 

natural gas or electricity.64,65 

▪ Example: Investments in hydrogen refueling infrastructure (HRI) or fast-charging infrastructure 

(FCI) for encouraging alternative fuel use.66 

59 3Degrees. “Lyft Combats Climate Change with Every Ride.” Success Story, n.d. 

https://3degreesinc.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/3D_CaseStudy-Lyft-060520.pdf.  
60 American Carbon Registry. Truck Stop Electrification. Accessed December 14, 2020. 

https://americancarbonregistry.org/resources/truck-stop-electrification.  
61 “Global Carbon Project (GCP).” Carbon neutral: Offset projects. Accessed December 14, 2020. 

https://www.globalcarbonproject.org/carbonneutral/OffsetProjects.htm.  
62 “Carbon Credits.” LA Metro. Accessed December 14, 2020. https://www.metro.net/projects/sustainability/carbon-credits/. 
63 “Gas Switching, USA: Our Carbon Offset Project Portfolio: Bp Target Neutral.” bp Target Neutral. Accessed December 14, 

2020. 
https://www.bp.com/en_gb/target-neutral/home/offsetting-projects/previous-portfolios-projects/gas-switching--usa.html.  

64 Mondik, Mark. “Tackling the Decarbonization of Transportation.” 3Degrees, September 25, 2019. 

https://3degreesinc.com/resources/tackling_the_decarbonization_of_transportation/.  
65 Colbert-Sangree, Tani. “The Low Carbon Fuel Standard Has Succeeded, but How Does It Work?” GHG and Carbon 

Accounting, Auditing, Management &amp; Training. Greenhouse Gas Management Institute, January 22, 2020. 
https://ghginstitute.org/2020/01/22/the-low-carbon-fuel-standard-has-succeeded-but-how-does-it-work/.  

66 “California Air Resources Board.” LCFS ZEV Infrastructure Crediting, 2020. 
https://ww2.arb.ca.gov/resources/documents/lcfs-zev-infrastructure-crediting.  
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In Conclusion: A Local Call to Action 

From where we sit today, leveraging carbon offsets to accomplish corporate emissions goals remains a 

complex and daunting undertaking for most companies, especially if there is a desire for more specific 

co-benefits and local outcomes. There is collective interest in improving this process and improving the 

pool of potential projects, but much work needs to be done to increase collaboration and align goals 

across organizations in a much more comprehensive manner. To bring this to a local level, relatively 

recently both the City of Los Angeles and the County of Los Angeles have released comparable 

sustainability plans that present a regional opportunity for this increased collaboration. The UN 

Sustainable Development Goals provide a framework to cut across organizations, from corporations to 

municipalities and from regional agencies to community based groups that would allow for alignment on 

objectives.  

 

The challenges remain in sourcing projects at scale across the region and creating demand for the 

development of those projects in the first place. Developing a commitment amongst the largest 

companies and agencies for a portion of their voluntary carbon offset portfolio to be committed to local 

projects would help create demand and an unprecedented regional collaboration that may help drive 

increased investment and could spur the creation of additional methodologies to support electrification, 

urban reforestation, and more.  This commitment could be provided in a menu format to meet 

companies where they are at in their sustainability goals and anchored with tangible projects developed 

in the context of increased awareness around environmental injustice, the need for resilience in face of 

climate impacts such as increased wildfires, and with a public reinforcement mechanism of 

transparency. With less than a decade to make an impact in the global fight against climate change and 

limited results to show from the current approach to voluntary offsets, it is time to be more innovative 

and collaborative in ways that we have not done before, lest we risk squandering this moment of 

increased corporate commitment and rare regional alignment that position Los Angeles as a leader in 

sustainable change.  
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Appendix 

 
Eight companies participated in carbon offset survey in the following industries: 

2 companies in education, 2 companies in entertainment, a public utility (e.g., natural gas, electricity,               

water), a real estate company, a company in technology and a company in environmental consulting.  

 

Half of the 8 companies have zero emission portfolio goals. Among those 4 companies, 1 company has                 

the goal to reach net zero emission in the next 6-10 years and 3 companies are planning to become net                    

zero emission in the next 11-20 years. 

 

 

 

 

Only 1 out of the 8 companies currently operate a reporting facility under the California Cap and Trade                  

program. 
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None of the companies declared that they need to mitigate GHG emissions associated with CEQA review                

for a new or expanded facility and participants mentioned that their companies don't have that               

obligation or they mentioned that they are not aware of such obligation. 

 

 

Regarding obtaining more regional carbon offsets even if there are less expensive options available              

throughout the U.S. or internationally, 6 out of the 8 companies mentioned that they have preference in                 

obtaining more regional carbon offsets. According to the participant from the utility company there are               

prioritizing regional carbon offsets over price. 
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All of the companies are interested in investing in carbon offsets with Environmental Justice co-benefit.               

The second preference for co-benefits is Social Equity followed by Air Quality and Community Education.               

None of the participants were interested in Soil Health and Biodiversity co-benefits. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Top preference for type of carbon offset projects is Energy Efficiency followed by Renewable Energy               

Generation and Urban Reforestation. None of the participants were interested in Public Transportation,             

Biofuels and Soil Health carbon offset projects. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5 companies are interested in pooling carbon offset purchase along with like-minded players. The other               

3 participants mentioned that they are sure about interest in such an option. 
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The top four reasons that why companies would be interested in pooling carbon offset purchase are:  

- Pooled purchasing power 

- Shared costs of project generation verification 

- Commitment to support under-resourced communities 

- Reduce overall project cost 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The companies participated in the survey mentioned the following comments and questions regarding             

the carbon offsets: 

 

- Information on verification and certification 

- Carbon offsets which can deliver net positive outcomes that present environmental and positive             

social impacts 
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- More information from local utilities on carbon offsets considering that most of the marketing is               

coming from 3rd party companies looking to sell offsets from other regions of the country or the                 

world 
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