
iema.net

Carbon Offsetting 

Net-Zero developments and the 
Oxford Principles 

12 05 2021 
Dr Thomas Hale, Oxford University

Miguel Naranjo, UNFCCC 

Dr Anne-Marie Warris, ecoreflect

Nick Blyth, IEMA



iema.net

Today’s Webinar  

Carbon offsetting is an important tool in efforts to achieve net 
zero, but their use can be contentious. So, what types of offsets 
are now seen as acceptable and under what conditions should 
they be used? 

In this webinar, Thomas Hale will outline the Oxford Principles 
for Net Zero Aligned Carbon Offsetting. Additional presentations 
will be provided by Miguel Naranjo, Programme Officer with the 
United Nations Climate Change Secretariat, Nick Blyth, IEMA 
Policy Lead and Dr Anne-Marie Warris.
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Questions and 
Answers
We will have a short Q&A/discussion session at the 
end of the presentations. 

Send in your questions as we go through today’s 
webinar
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Webinar slides 
and recording
This webinar is being recorded and will 
be made available on the IEMA 
website
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IEMA white paper and ‘principles’ - 2020

https://www.iema.net/transition-to-net-zero

Further developments underway - 2021

• ‘Race to Zero’ Lexicon
• Climate Neutral Now - UNFCCC
• ISO14068 – Carbon Neutrality
• Science Based Targets – Net Zero Standard
• Taskforce on Scaling Voluntary Carbon Markets

https://unfccc.int/climate-action/race-to-zero-campaign

Net Zero and Neutrality

https://www.iema.net/transition-to-net-zero
https://unfccc.int/climate-action/race-to-zero-campaign
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Multiple corporate claims involving offsetting exist, the most important are 

Carbon Neutral and Net Zero   (TSVCM 14 April 2021)

Time (years)

GHG emissions (t CO2e)

1.5°C aligned reduction pathway Gross GHG emissions Removal / sequestration offsets Avoidance / reduction offsets

Net zero 

target
Time (years)

GHG emissions (t CO2e)

Offset unavoidable emissions within a given year with 

any credit type

Some claim providers require a substantive commitment to 

reduction to claim carbon neutral (although not necessarily 

in line with 1.5°C) 

Commitment to reach a state of no impact on the climate from 

greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions within a timeframe aligned with the 

Paris ambition.

• Abate1 emissions following interim Science Based Targets (SBT)

• Neutralize2 unabated emissions by permanent removal / sequestration

• Optional compensation3 of emissions with offsets (all types) along the 

way.    

Illustration

Offsets 

allowed

(Expected) 

standard setter

Description

For claims:

• Removal / sequestration

• Avoidance / reduction

For claims: Only Removal / sequestration and only for residual 

emissions

Avoidance / reduction offsets encouraged, but not leading to a claim 

Carbon Neutral Net Zero

1. Abatement includes measures that companies take to prevent, reduce or eliminate sources of GHG emissions within its value chain, incl. internal decarbonization and attribute certificates

2. Neutralization includes measures that companies take to remove carbon from the atmosphere in order to counterbalance the impact of a source of emissions that remains unabated, i.e. removal / sequestration credits

3. Compensation includes measures that companies take to prevent, reduce or eliminate sources of GHG emissions outside of their value-chain, i.e. avoidance / reduction credits

Carbon neutral in 

any given year Interim SBTs
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Carbon offsetting basics and

Updated Climate Neutral Now initiative 

Presentation for IEMA

12 May 2021



Climate neutrality
Carbon neutrality
Net zero 
Climate positive
Carbon negative
Net negative
… ?



Emerging consensus:

• Carbon neutral

• Net zero

Nomenclature and conceptual discussion

measure + reduce/avoid + offset

with current project types (avoidance, reduction,

temporary capture / sequestration)

Only carbon or other GHGs too.

measure + reduce/avoid + long-term capture

with technological solutions, still to be made

broadly available or even developed (like-for-like

compensation)



• Should stakeholders (individuals, organizations, companies,

subnational authorities etc.) wait until they reach “truly

unavoidable” emissions – whose definition is not yet clear- or

make an extra effort now?

• There is still enormous opportunity to reduce and avoid, and

long-term capture is not yet broadly possible.

• We are still far away of meeting reduction targets.

• An intermediate step towards net zero.

Reduce/avoid and make an extra contribution NOW

Carbon neutrality – a tool to encourage action



Carbon offsetting: The Basics



Basic concept: compensating one’s greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions.

What is carbon offsetting? 

1 ton of CO2e 1 carbon credit

$$



A concept that gives a stakeholder the rationale to invest in projects that 

reduce, avoid or capture GHGs beyond their direct area of influence. 

Translation: it gives an argument to the environment/sustainability/CSR manager 

of the organization to convince management to allocate budget to activities that 

benefit the environment/climate/society but “mean no profit” for shareholders.

And a tool to mobilize finance, especially from private sector, for 

emission reduction/avoidance/capture-sequestration projects, and to 

bring sustainable development co-benefits to communities. 

1- The polluter pays principle / Price on carbon

2- Taking responsibility for our pollution (GHG emissions) as we do for other forms 

of pollution.

What does carbon offsetting represent? 



Real, permanent, additional = environmental integrity

A project certification system (carbon market mechanism or 

standard) that is/has:

1. Robust (clear, strong rules)

2. Independent governing body (no conflict of interest)

3. Transparent (all information publicly available)

4. Inclusive (include all relevant stakeholders)

5. Third-party verification,

6. Accounting for leakage

7. A tracking system (a registry) to avoid double 

use/double counting/double claiming.

TSVCM – Paris Agreement Article 6

Environmental integrity of carbon credits



All information related to claims of carbon neutrality or net zero 

should ideally be, for the highest level of credibility:

• Developed under a recognized standard(s)

• Third-party, independently verified

• Publicly available

• Transparently communicated to the public

There are also “self-declared” carbon neutrality claims.

ISO 14068 (upcoming) – PAS 2060 – National standards

Integrity of claims



1. Compliance mechanisms (under the UNFCCC process)

• Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) – Certified Emission Reductions (CERs)

• Joint Implementation Mechanism (JI) – Emission Reduction Units (ERUs)

2. National or Subnational Mechanisms (outside the UNFCCC process)

• Carbon Action Reserve (California, Climate Reserve Tonnes)

• Chinese CERs (CCERs)

3. Voluntary Carbon Market mechanisms (outside the UNFCCC process)

• Woodland Carbon Code (Woodland Carbon Units)

• Gold Standard (Gold Standard Foundation, Switzerland)

• Verified Carbon Standard  (VERRA, NGO in USA)

• Climate, Community & Biodiversity Standards or CCBS (VERRA, NGO in USA)

• Plan Vivo (Foundation, Scotland)

• ISO 14064-2 (international)

• GHG Protocol for Project Accounting (international)

• Generate Voluntary Carbon Units (VCUs) or Verified Emission Reductions (VERs) or similarly 

named units.

Types of carbon credits/offsets



Update on the Climate Neutral Now 

initiative of the UNFCCC secretariat



The process



Enhanced Measure+Reduce+Contribute approach

Organizations that reach gold level for all steps 1 and 3, and silver level 

for scope 2, can be recognized as carbon neutral. 

Others can be considered as contributing and being on the road to 

climate neutrality.



Thank you
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Core III: Organization and Practice of Government

Thomas.hale@bsg.ox.ac.uk | http://www.bsg.ox.ac.uk/people/thomas-hale | @thomasnhale

ChangeGetting to Net Zero Aligned

Carbon Offsetting

May 2021

Thomas Hale

mailto:Thomas.hale@bsg.ox.ac.uk
http://www.bsg.ox.ac.uk/people/thomas-hale


Context: Scrutiny and accountability

1. Net zero’s success as a concept creates new demands for credibility

2. Scrutiny of offsetting’s track record



UN Race to Zero

• Defining the “starting line”, promoting upward 

convergence
https://racetozero.unfccc.int/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Race-to-

Zero-Criteria-2.0.pdf

• Aligning terminology – Lexicon
https://racetozero.unfccc.int/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Race-to-

Zero-Lexicon.pdf
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https://racetozero.unfccc.int/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Race-to-Zero-Criteria-2.0.pdf
https://racetozero.unfccc.int/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Race-to-Zero-Lexicon.pdf
https://racetozero.unfccc.int/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Race-to-Zero-Lexicon.pdf
https://racetozero.unfccc.int/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Race-to-Zero-Lexicon.pdf


Definitions

Net zero

Race to Zero considers individual 

actors to have reached a state of net 

zero when: An actor reduces its 

emissions following science-based 

pathways, with any remaining GHG 

emissions attributable to that actor 

being fully neutralized by like-for-like 

removals (e.g. permanent removals 

for fossil carbon emissions) exclusively 

claimed by that actor, either within 

the value chain or through purchase 

of valid offset credits. 

Climate neutral(ity)

Race to Zero considers individual 

actors to be climate neutral when: 

GHG emissions or other activities with 

warming effects attributable to an 

actor are fully compensated by GHG 

reductions or removals, or other 

activities with cooling effects, 

exclusively claimed by the actor, such 

that the actor's net contribution is 

zero, irrespective of the time period or 

the relative magnitude of emissions 

and removals involved. 
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Like-for-like

When a source of emissions and an emissions sink correspond in terms of 

their warming impact, and in terms of the timescale and durability of 

carbon storage. 
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Updated “sinks and credits” criterion

• In the transition to (net) zero, prioritize reducing emissions, limiting any 
residual emissions to those that are not feasible to eliminate.

• Clearly specify what sinks or credits are used to make what, if any, 
neutralization claims, clarifying how sinks and credits are used both on 
the path to (net) zero, and after (net) zero is obtained. Any 
neutralization of residual emissions must transition to permanent 
removals by the time (net) zero status is achieved.

• Encourage immediate contributions to the preservation and 
restoration of natural sinks, not necessarily linked to neutralization 
claims.

• Ensure that any credits achieve robust outcomes for additionality, 
permanence, and accounting, and do not undermine social justice or 
harm biodiversity. 
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Oxford Principles

1. Cut emissions, use high quality offsets, and regularly revise offsetting 

strategy as best practice evolves

2. Shift to carbon removal offsetting

3. Shift to long-lived storage 

4. Support the development of net zero aligned offsetting 
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1. Cut emissions, use high quality offsets, and regularly revise offsetting 

strategy as best practice evolves.

• Prioritize reductions

• Ensure environmental integrity*

• Transparency/good governance 

32



2. Shift to carbon removal offsetting

33



3. Shift to long-lived storage 
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4. Support the development of net zero aligned offsetting 

• Signal market demand for net zero aligned offsets

• Aggregate demand and supply 

• Set standards and regulations 
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Important outstanding questions

• How to define residual emissions?
– Sector

– Geography

• Supporting nature-based solutions

• Pace of transition from types I and II to types III, IV, and V 

• The basics
– Can offsetting markets deliver?

– Can they earn trust?

36



Thank you.

Dr. Thomas Hale

http://www.bsg.ox.ac.uk/people/thomas-hale

@thomasnhale
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What next?
• Midlands Race to Zero  - Today at 16.00 

• Local Govt and the Climate Emergency (Y+H) Tomorrow at 
09.30 

• Carbon Offsets and net-Zero Transition, Evidence review and 
Environment Agency Strategy - 9th June

• TSVCM (later in June)

‘Newsletter’ -or- ‘Join Network’  - Climate@iema.net

IEMA members can record your CPD on IEMA’s new CPD portal: 
plan, record and reflect on your learning.

mailto:Climate@iema.net


Thanks for 
joining us

www.iema.net/event-reports

http://www.iema.net/event-reports

