
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

offset (noun): Something 

set off against something 

else so as to counter-

balance it, as an item on 

one side of an account 

equivalent to one on the 

other side; anything that 

counterbalances, compens-

ates, or makes up for 

something else; a consider-

ation or amount dimin-

ishing or neutralizing the 

effect of a contrary one. 1 

 
‘No false solutions!’ This 

was the cry of campaigners outside the United 

Nations Climate Change Conference (COP28) in 

December.2 Whilst the delegates reached agree-

ment on a ‘transition away’ from fossil fuels for 

the first time, loopholes prolonging the fossil 

fuel era left many disappointed.3 For Mary 

Robinson, Chair of The Elders, ‘transparency, 

equity and climate justice [at COP28] have been 

undermined by misleading language, false solu-

tions and game-playing’.4 These false solutions 

fall into the trap of the ‘technocratic paradigm,’ 

described by Pope Francis as thinking that ‘real-

ity, goodness and truth automatically flow from 

technological and economic power’. Rather than 

dealing with the root causes of climate change 

and the injustice it brings, it seems, again, to 

have been difficult to break 

away from ‘the idea of inf-

inite or unlimited growth, 

which proves so attractive 

to economists, financiers 

and experts in technology’.5  

 

The world of climate chan-

ge is littered with terms 

such as ‘net-zero’, ‘carbon 

neutral’, ‘carbon capture’, 

and many more, which are 

easily misunderstood, and 

in the wrong hands danger-

ous. ‘Carbon offsetting’ is a good example of a 

climate buzzword, ’attractive to economists, 

financiers and experts in technology’, with deep 

issues, offering a seemingly easy and reputable 

way to pay your way to sustainability. Whilst 

some of the concerning technological ‘false 

solutions’, such as carbon capture and storage, 

and geoengineering, are still in their infancy, 

the economic tools – and specifically for the 

purposes of this article, carbon offsetting – are 

quite developed and causing considerable conc-

ern, not least among indigenous communities 

where ‘the risk of added pressure from the 

lucrative carbon markets places an additional 

lethal weight on Indigenous Peoples’. 6 
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Since the conclusion of COP28 earlier this month, the 
conference’s focus on ‘false solutions’ has been lamented by 
many who are disappointed with its outcomes. Edward de 
Quay asks us to consider whether carbon offsetting, now a well-
established practice, really lives up to its name. Is it just 
another false solution? 
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The problem of ‘greenwash’ 

 

A recent study entitled ‘I’ll take the easiest 

option please: Carbon reduction preferences of 

the public’7 is self-explanatory in content, and 

perhaps indicative of the public attitude that 

encourages carbon offsets as an answer to our 

carbon problem. The logic is seductive. By 

buying carbon ‘credits’ from someone, some-

where else in the world, with a project sucking 

in carbon rather than emitting it, you can pay to 

balance out your own emissions. However, in 

his encyclical letter Laudato si’, Pope Francis 

cautions that: ‘The strategy of buying and 

selling “carbon credits” can lead to a new form 

of speculation which would not help reduce the 

emission of polluting gases worldwide. This 

system seems to provide a quick and easy 

solution under the guise of a certain commit-

ment to the environment, but in no way does it 

allow for the radical change which present circ-

umstances require. Rather, it may simply 

become a ploy which permits maintaining the 

excessive consumption of some countries and 

sectors.’8 The danger is that companies and ind-

ividuals buy offsets instead of reducing emiss-

ions. They can then claim to be ‘carbon neutral,’ 

giving conscientious consumers the impression 

that they are supporting sustainable practices.9 

This behaviour is ‘greenwashing’, which does 

not address the root causes of the problem. 

 

There are two main carbon markets, a ‘comp-

liance’ market expected to be worth $800bn in 

2023, 10 and a ‘voluntary’ market which is estim-

ated to reach $10-40bn in 2030. 11 Compliance 

markets are created because of policy or regul-

ation. The European Emissions Trading 

Scheme, for example, issues emission permits 

(to energy, manufacturing and aviation)12 which 

are capped at a maximum level. Polluters 

exceeding their quota must then buy permits 

from others who have them in surplus. This 

provides an incentive to reduce emissions so as 

to avoid having to buy credits, or to have 

surplus to sell. The voluntary market is 

supplied by private entities, and bought by 

individuals or businesses who want to 

compensate for their carbon footprints out of 

principle rather than necessity.13 The money 

generated can then go towards financing 

beneficial projects and technologies to help 

draw down carbon and benefit affected 

communities. However, despite a growing 

market for offsets, global CO2 concentrations 

are still rising, reaching an all-time high in 

202214 and expected to climb again in 2023.15  

 
Do communities benefit? 

 

There are concerns that the price paid for offsets 

is often insufficient to provide the benefits 

promised, or that the benefits of the project 

might be inflated. An investigation by UK 

climate website ‘Carbon Brief’ claimed that of 

the stories they analysed for a report, more than 

70% contained evidence of carbon offset 

projects causing harm to Indigenous people and 

local communities, including indigenous people 

being moved from their lands.16 Furthermore, 

an investigation into BP’s purchase of forest 

carbon credits in 2021 showed that rural 

villagers in Mexico were paid a fraction of the 

market rate (at $4 a credit),17 and massively 

below the $40-$80 a ton recommended by the 

Carbon Pricing Leadership Coalition in 2017.18 

As for inflating the benefits, a recent study in 

the journal Science on carbon offsets from 

‘avoided-deforestation projects’ found that most 

projects in the study did not in fact reduce 

deforestation, and those that did made 

reductions substantially lower than claimed.19 

An investigation in 2023 concluded that 90% of 

the rainforest carbon offset offers provided by a 

leading certifier were worthless.20 These are not 

claims that instil confidence in the market. 

 
The position of the Catholic Church 

 

With billions of dollars being pumped into a 

market designed to reduce emissions, it seems 

fair to ask whether it is working, and how best 

the Church might engage with it, if at all.21 

Recently the General Secretariat of the Synod 
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issued a press release announcing the offsetting 

of residual emissions from the 16th General 

Assembly of the Synod (the ‘Synod on Synodal-

ity’). Supported by the ‘SOS Planet Foundation’ 

and ‘LifeGate’, this will rely on projects that 

generate a carbon ‘credit’ to balance the accum-

ulated ‘debt’. Whilst there can be no doubt that 

the General Secretariat has made this progr-

amme as reputable as it is possible to do (the 

projects are certified by the ‘Gold Standard’ 

programme), the voluntary carbon market is 

still perceived as a ‘wild west’, with standards 

developing but concern increasing as to the 

integrity of the options on offer.22 It is worth 

noting that the Vatican has been a victim of 

unscrupulous carbon trading before. A reforest-

ation project set to make Vatican City the first 

carbon-neutral state in the world failed to 

materialise back in 2010.23 Whilst a well-

managed offsetting project can indeed bring 

multiple benefits, it is worrying to see the same 

uncritical offset language used in a Vatican 

project as any other business, indicating either 

total support and/or trust, or plausibly insuf-

ficient scrutiny from a religious institutional 

perspective. Where the Vatican treads others 

will follow, so its messaging is important.  

 
Our common home 

 

The carbon offset market sits uncomfortably 

with the idea of the Earth as our common home, 

in that it treats the life sustaining processes of 

the planet as commodities. In terms of Catholic 

Social Teaching, ‘the church recognises that … 

the environment is one of the ‘common goods’ 

which are the shared responsibility of the 

human race … belonging to all humanity, 

present and future, freely and equally. Because 

of this environmental mortgage that the future 

holds over the present, none of this natural 

wealth can be owned outright, as if nobody but 

the owner had any say in its disposal’.24  

 

Another concern is that offsetting, especially in 

the voluntary market, could be seen as a mod-

ern financialisation of overseas development 

aid or wildlife conservation, rebranded as 

carbon offsetting. Often offsetting programmes 

present opportunities that, arguably, we should 

be (and have been) embracing altruistically, not 

to receive benefit in kind. For example, the 

benefit of financing a clean cookstove might be 

the knowledge that a family will suffer fewer 

respiratory problems, not that our intervention 

has lowered their carbon use, which we can 

purchase to offset our own emissions. Luke 

6:34-35 is worth considering. ‘And if you lend to 

those from whom you hope to receive, what 

thanks can you expect? Even sinners lend to 

sinners to get back the same amount. Instead, 

love your enemies and do good, and lend 

without any hope of return.’25 

 

If offset payments don’t cause the purchasers’ 

emissions to drop, a clean cookstove will not 

solve the dangers that climate change poses to 

the people we are looking to support. This 

behaviour puts us in danger of what some have 

referred to as ‘climate colonialism’, once again 

using the resources of poorer communities to 

prop up our lifestyles (which are usually vastly 

more polluting than those from whom we 

would be buying offsets). In fairness, the 

benefits of clean cookstoves increasing fuel use 

efficiency and associated health benefits are real 

and necessary, and it may be that more funding 

comes in because of the availability of carbon 

offsets than would otherwise,26 but we are still 

not addressing the real root causes.  

 
Putting offsets in their place 

 

For all these reasons it is generally accepted that 

carbon offsets should be at the bottom of the 

‘mitigation hierarchy’. A 2020 discussion paper 

from the World Wildlife Fund stresses the 

importance of dealing with the most pressing 

issues, such as the avoidance of waste of resou-

rces, first. Skipping to easier or cheaper steps at 

best provides a temporary plaster to complex 

global challenges, and at worst will ‘cannibalize 

efforts for meaningful change’.27 Whilst there is 

still ambiguity around the place of offsets in a 
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carbon reduction strategy, the Science Based 

Targets Initiative specifically states that comp-

anies cannot purchase carbon credits as a 

substitute for emission reductions,28 and the 

Climate Change Committee has recommended 

that the UK government publish guidance to 

stop businesses claiming net-zero status on the 

back of inappropriate reliance on offsetting.29 

If carbon credits, used properly, are secondary 

and additional to emission reductions rather 

than integral to them, they really resemble 

something closer to charitable donation than a 

business transaction.  

 

There are good news stories too. Some recent 

research suggests that businesses who purchase 

carbon credits on the voluntary market are 

more likely to be reducing their own emissions 

year on year than their peers who are not.30 If 

this is representative of the market at large, it is 

good news. It is, however, more difficult to find 

equivalent indications for the much larger 

compliance market. By far the largest carbon 

market is the EU compliance market,31 which is 

also a region noted as having a decreasing 

carbon footprint.32 However, the second biggest 

market is the Chinese market, where emissions 

are still increasing (though this is a market still 

in its infancy where the emphasis is on 

establishing the market rather than emissions 

reduction). The important difference between 

these two markets is the price of a carbon credit. 

The price per tonne in China is currently 

around $8, whilst the European price is around 

$110.33 A higher compulsory carbon market 

price is likely to be more effective at driving 

large scale emissions reduction. However, the 

size of the market does not say anything 

necessarily about the quality of the credits.  

 
Change the narrative. Do offsets replace charity? 

 

How might the Church address the challenge of 

carbon offset markets? Firstly, by cultivating a 

practical ‘integral ecology’ mindset when cons-

idering the carbon market, paying attention to 

the most vulnerable and recognising the inter-

connectedness of all life.34 It should not uncrit-

ically accept dominant technocratic or economic 

narratives. Where offsets are to be used, they 

need to be reputable, and with clear benefits to 

the host community. However, given the diffic-

ulties in finding reputable projects, the moral 

issues raised and the secondary nature of offsets 

to absolute emissions reduction, perhaps it 

would be best to retire the terminology of 

offsetting entirely and replace it with something 

more suitable.   

 

ClientEarth, an environmental law company, 

has a helpful stance. ‘Carbon credits are not 

offsets in the way that a profit offsets a loss. 

The accurate label for these credits is simply a 

donation towards climate-friendly projects and 

not, as marketing for high-carbon products 

often claims, as a means to ‘offset’ the harmful 

climate impacts of the things we buy.’35 This 

narrative, where emission reducing projects are 

seen as a donation rather than compensation for 

emissions is much harder to criticise, and 

stresses that any emissions reductions are real 

and not reliant on someone else’s reductions.36 

It is still worthwhile, under this narrative, to 

monitor your emissions and give them a value 

with which to make these payments, but a 

language of donation rather than offsetting 

would be more honest. It is possible that this is 

where we are anyway. The report mentioned 

previously, which suggests that businesses 

buying offsets have stronger emission 

reductions, also notes that the credits these 

companies buy represent on average just over 

2% of their total emissions.37 This suggests that 

these companies see the offsets as a charitable 

gesture rather than the totality of their efforts.  

 

In conclusion, whilst it is right to recognise the 

modest but useful38 contribution that the volun-

tary carbon market can play for faith institut-

ions, it is important not to overstate its import-

ance or see it as a one-stop solution. To do so is 

to fall into the trap about which Pope Francis 

warns us: ‘we risk remaining trapped in the 

mindset of pasting and papering over cracks, 
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while beneath the surface there is a continuing 

deterioration to which we continue to contribu-

te.’39 The carbon offsetting market seems curren-

tly unable to prove itself as ‘profit’ that offsets a 

‘loss’. Carbon offsetting is, as it stands, a ‘false 

solution’. It seems sensible to consider a langu-

age more centred on charity than offsetting, and 

to treat these projects as recognition of damage 

done rather than as a means to balance the 

books, extra rather than integral to any emis-

sions reduction programme, for fear of exa-

cerbating rather than improving the problem. 

 

 

 

Edward de Quay is the Integral Ecology Project 

Officer at the Laudato Si’ Research Institute, based 

at Campion Hall, and a member of the Jesuits in 

Britain Province Decarbonisation Committee. 
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