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Has the concept of sustainability as we know it reached the end of its 
useful life? Sustainability means many things to many people, but it has 
been a positive driving force across all levels of society in a broad-based 
e�ort—either through laws and treaties or voluntary action—to keep our 
planet and our people healthy. But none of those e�orts have managed 
to prevent climate change. It’s a reality that’s here to stay, and it’s bigger 
than we would have imagined even 20 years ago.

This collection of essays from experts in the �eld articulates a wide range 
of thoughtful ways in which conceptions of sustainability need to be 
reexamined, re�ned, or articulated in greater detail to address the 
climate challenge. As the editors note, one of the main challenges is the 
need for a better understanding of the issues at the intersection of 
sustainability and climate change and developing the proper means of 
communicating them. This important work takes critical steps toward 
reimagining sustainability in the era of climate change.
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Review

“There is no better critique of sustainable development in print today than these 14 essays by scholars of the 
Environmental Law Collaborative. Their discerning insights expose inadequacies inherent in how the diverse and 
competing concepts of sustainable development can cope with climate disruptions. Has the law and policy 
associated with sustainable development become a maladaptation, increasing socioeconomic and ecological 
vulnerability? The work is provocative and timely. Profs. Owley and Hirokawa have deftly edited a well-annotated 
book that is essential in assessing whether sustainable development can address—or survive—the problems of 
climate disruption.”

—Nicholas A. Robinson, Gilbert & Sarah Kerlin Professor of Environmental Law Emeritus, 
Pace University School of Law

A look back at the 
Clean Development 
Mechanism and at 

future reduction efforts

International trading of carbon cred-
its is approaching a decisive thresh-
old. In 2020, the Kyoto Protocol 

greenhouse gas emission reduction 
targets for richer countries will be re-
placed by the voluntary commitments 
undertaken by almost all countries in 
the 2015 Paris climate agreement. Ar-
ticle 6 of the agreement provides for 
international trading in “mitigation 
outcomes” and a “mechanism” to fa-
cilitate this. The details remain to be 
worked out.

Meanwhile, the European Com-
mission asked the German Oko In-
stitute to evaluate the principal global 
carbon trading entity of the protocol, 
the Clean Development Mechanism. 
The findings are devastating.

The CDM allowed the richer de-
veloped countries to meet part of their 
Kyoto targets by fi-
nancing less expensive 
reductions in devel-
oping countries. The 
CDM has approved 
over 1.8 billion so-
called Certified Emis-
sion Reductions as-
sociated with nearly 8,000 projects. 
Each CER supposedly represents a 
one metric ton reduction of CO2 or 
equivalent in global GHG emissions. 
The potential CER supply for CDM 
projects through 2020 is over 8.8 bil-
lion — about equal to the total annual 
emissions of the EU (including the 
UK), India, Japan, and Russia.

Oko examined registered CDM 
projects and potential CER issuance for 
the period 2013–20. Do CDM proj-
ects produce additional reductions as 
opposed to business as usual? The anal-
ysis found that only 2 percent of CDM 
projects, and 7 percent of the potential 
CERs, have a high likelihood of such 
environmental integrity. Eighty-five 
percent of the CDM projects and 73 
percent of the potential CER supply 
have a low likelihood that these offsets 
will represent additional reductions.

The study concluded that for impor-
tant CDM project categories the lack 
of environmental integrity is inherent, 
not merely a question of improving 
monitoring or procedures. For exam-
ple, carbon offsets to promote wind, 
hydro, waste heat recovery, switching 
from coal to gas, and efficient lighting 
are unlikely to produce any net climate 
benefits. For “these project types . . . 
revenue from the CDM is small com-
pared to the investment costs and other 
. . . revenue streams, even if the CER 
prices would be much higher than to-
day.”

The study identifies inherently con-
tradictory incentives in international 
carbon offset trading that undermine 
attempts at reform: “Information 
asymmetry between project developers 
and regulators” — the developers have 

a big advantage in 
gaming the system — 
“combined with eco-
nomic incentives for 
project developers to 
have their project rec-
ognized as additional, 
are a major challenge.” 

Host governments can be perversely 
incentivized “not to implement do-
mestic policies to address emissions” 
rather than lose prospective revenue 
from CERs.

Even for projects likely to result 
in reduced emissions, the CDM and 
other carbon offset mechanisms act as 
a subsidy to lower the cost of activities 
that nevertheless increase emissions 
overall (for example energy and cement 
production and transportation ser-
vices). This “rebound effect” results in  
greater growth in these activities than 
otherwise would have been the case. 

The study found that over the 
CDM’s more than decade and a half 
history, its performance steadily de-
clined. Pressures of governments and 
developers to simplify or debase its 
procedures undermined environmen-
tal integrity, adding project lists for 

technologies whose “additionality is 
questionable.” Moreover, the entire 
CDM portfolio has progressively shift-
ed “toward projects with questionable 
additionality.” In 2007, two thirds of 
the portfolio consisted of projects that 
depended principally on CERs for 
revenue — ensuring that they would 
indeed be additional, and would not 
have been funded by business as usual. 
In the 2013–20 portfolio, over three 
quarters of potential CERs will go for 
activities for which CER revenue is mi-
nor or marginal.

Finally, the CDM and other offset 
programs have produced a chronic 
oversupply of credits, which grows 
worse because of decreasing demand. 
The EU has no plans to credit interna-
tional carbon offsets after 2020.

These findings are “largely relevant 
and valid” for other international car-
bon crediting and offsetting mecha-
nisms, including globally used proto-
cols like the Verified Carbon Standard  
and Gold Standard. These two carbon 
reduction registries account for most 
voluntary carbon offsetting projects 
worldwide promoted by companies 
and non-profit organizations. The 
study is also relevant for proposed in-
ternational offset systems for airplane 
and ship emissions.

The Oko Institute concludes that 
carbon “crediting should not be fur-
ther pursued as a main tool for GHG 
mitigation.” The emphasis should be 
on carbon pricing through taxes and 
“bounded” emissions trading, without 
international offsets.

Are International Carbon Offsets 
Innately Flawed and Unreformable?
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