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1. Reimagining how carbon credits fit into voluntary climate 

strategies 
 

Since the Paris Agreement was created, WWF has sought to understand how companies 

might incorporate voluntary carbon credits into their climate strategies. The TCFI Guide 

includes some of these points including that companies ensure that purchases of carbon 

credits must be supplemental to their own internal decarbonization goals, but other issues 

were beyond the scope of this Guide, which focuses on maximizing the impact of climate 

mitigation and co-benefits of on-the ground tropical forest conservation interventions. 

Below we explain in more detail several conclusions WWF has reached about the role and 

limitations of carbon credits, and how we believe companies can address them by aligning 

their climate strategies with the WWF-BCG Blueprint for Corporate Action on Climate and 

Nature: 

Companies should go beyond using carbon credits – including REDD+ credits – 

for “traditional offsetting”. WWF defines “offsetting” as the compensation of a 

company’s (or other entities’) emissions with climate mitigation outcomes that are 

achieved outside the value chain of that company. When companies purchase credits 

instead of making deep cuts in their value chain emissions (i.e., “traditional offsetting”), 

they avoid the deep decarbonization that we know is essential to achieve a liveable 

climate. WWF believes that by setting targets under the Science Based Targets 

initiative, companies can avoid the pitfalls of traditional offsetting. 

Even if a company has a science-based target, there are good reasons to consider a 

few issues before using credits to compensate for the company’s remaining emissions 

it is not able to eliminate. 

o Risk of having multiple claims to the same carbon credit. In the era before 

the Paris Agreement, it was accepted that a company voluntarily buying carbon 

credits did not need to have an exclusive right to claim those credits towards 

its own carbon footprint – to claim carbon neutrality, for example. But since 

Paris, experts have debated whether companies that offset need to buy only 

carbon credits that they can exclusively claim (i.e., the country where the 

emissions mitigation occurred promises it will not claim it towards the country’s 

target under the Paris Agreement). Those that support this idea think that 

companies claiming carbon neutrality using carbon credits without these 

promises from the host country are guilty of greenwashing and double counting. 

But experts on the other side of this debate argue that requiring companies to 
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have an exclusive claim for voluntary market credits risks scaring off 

investments and losing out on valuable interventions. 

 

o Climate mitigation impact of the carbon credit and associated 

conservation activities. Establishing that carbon market support and 

associated actions on the ground explicitly resulted in reduced deforestation 

and emissions – the definition of “additionality” – is no small feat. Researchers 

found that many projects – 70%+ of them – under the Clean Development 

Mechanism were non-additional. The long-term “permanence” of the climate 

benefit is challenging to ensure for land-based carbon crediting activities. 

Carbon crediting projects partially mitigate some of these risks with things like 

insurance arrangements and “buffer” pools of credits, but it is hard to ensure 

the land based carbon stock (forests or other vegetation) will remain intact at 

the scale of decades or centuries – a level of permanence assurance that may 

be unattainable economically or practically speaking. 

DEFINITIONS 

 

Carbon credit: An emission unit that is issued by a carbon crediting program and represents an emission 

reduction or removal of GHGs (i.e., one type of “mitigation outcome” as referenced in Article 6 of the Paris 

Agreement) 

 

Traditional offsetting: The compensation of an entity’s emissions with climate mitigation outcomes that are 

achieved outside the value chain of that entity, which ends up reducing the entity’s ambition to reduce its 

value chain emissions. 

 

Top-off offsetting/compensation: When an entity sets and follows a science-based target and then 

compensates for the remaining emissions with climate mitigation outcomes that are achieved outside the 

value chain of that entity. 

 

Contribution approach: An alternative to offsetting. In this approach, an entity multiplies its remaining 

emissions by a given price which gives it the amount it must invest annually in mitigation outside its value 

chain (including what could be carbon credits). The WWF-BCG Blueprint for Corporate Action on Climate and 

Nature uses the contribution approach, but also allows companies to use the resulting funds for value chain 

emissions reductions to allow the company to go beyond its science-based target. 

 

 

The Solution  
 

The WWF/BCG Blueprint for Corporate Action on Climate and Nature report represents 

a concrete alternative to traditional offsetting that helps companies implement truthful, 

authentic and impactful climate mitigation strategies. Offsetting and the common claims 

associated with the practice (e.g. “carbon neutrality” or “net zero)” are often criticized in the 

media and by many in civil society. This criticism is in many cases justified, but at the same 
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time many corporate leaders have a genuine interest in supporting the protection of tropical 

forests, and WWF’s role should be to enable this in the most responsible manner possible. 

 

Companies can avoid these controversies by aligning their climate strategies with the WWF-

BCG Blueprint. In simplified form, a company multiplies its remaining emissions by a 

meaningful carbon price, such as the social cost of carbon, determining the amount it should 

invest annually on mitigation outside its value chain or within its value chain to achieve 

abatements above and beyond its science-based target. 

This approach avoids the issue of double claiming altogether. If a company claims it has 

supported mitigation outcomes under the Blueprint, it doesn’t make claims of achieving a 

target like “carbon neutrality” or “net zero”. Instead, it simply communicates when it buys a 

carbon credit or other mitigation outcome that it made an investment of $X which delivered Y 

tonnes of CO2e mitigation (and potentially related biodiversity and social benefits) and that 

the tonnes are donated to the host country of the mitigation outcome for its exclusive use. The 

company still gets the right to refer to the climate mitigation results of its purchase, but it is not 

counting these credits to its own target. 

While the company must establish that its climate investments meet a high bar for 

quality, it is less important to demonstrate that the mitigation outcomes are the 

equivalent of the company’s own emissions than would be the case with traditional 

offset claims. Whether a company is offsetting or using the Blueprint, it is important to invest 

in the most impactful climate interventions. However, at some point the marginal efforts put 

into planning, development, and verification may be too much of an opportunity cost to spend 

more on climate mitigation itself. If a company is aligning with the Blueprint and therefore not 

avoiding its own decarbonization by purchasing carbon credits that have some impermanence 

risk--or providing the impression of such a swap-- the permanence concern, while still 

important, becomes less absolute. Because in this instance, the company is not claiming that 

it is “carbon neutral”; it is instead acknowledging that it is contributing to the broader global 

effort to combat climate change. 
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