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employees) makes no warranties and shall have no liability to the reader for any inaccuracy, representation, or misrepresentation
set out herein. The reader further agrees to hold Forest Trends harmless from and against any claims, loss, or damage in
connection with or arising out of any commercial decisions made on the basis of the information contained herein. The reader of
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ABOUT FOREST TRENDS
AND ECOSYSTEM
MARKETPLACE
Ecosystem Marketplace (EM) is an initiative of the Forest Trends Association (FT), a 501(c)(3)
organization founded in 1998. Forest Trends works to conserve forests and other ecosystems
through the creation and wide adoption of a broad range of environmental finance, markets, and
other payment and incentive mechanisms. Forest Trends does so by 1) providing transparent
information on ecosystem values, finance, and markets through knowledge acquisition, analysis, and
dissemination; 2) convening diverse coalitions, partners, and communities of practice to promote
environmental values and advance the development of new markets and payment mechanisms; and
3) demonstrating successful tools, standards, and models of innovative finance for conservation.

EM believes that transparency is a hallmark of robust markets. Launched in 2005, the EM Global
Carbon Hub is the world’s first and only independent international voluntary and compliance carbon
offsets tracking, reporting, and knowledge-sharing mechanism. Globally recognized, EM drives
market transparency, price discovery, and market participants’ understanding of supply, demand,
and credit quality, including through recognition of core carbon and additional attributes, such as
social, environmental, and biodiversity co-benefits that are “beyond carbon.”

The EM Global Carbon Hub is fueled by a growing global network of hundreds of EM Global Carbon
Survey Respondents and is made possible with the diverse mix of support that we receive from
Visionary Partners, Strategic Supporters, collaborators, and donors. With an unparalleled database
that unifies carbon market data from the over the counter (OTC) and platform/exchange-traded
markets, paired with rigorous research, EM is globally recognized as a leading source of decision-
useful and trustworthy information on prices, regulation, science, and relevant issues on
environmental services markets and climate finance. EM Data, Insights, and News have been used
extensively by companies, journalists, investors, practitioners, natural resource agencies, and
academics.

Now in its 16th year, EM will be continually making upgrades and adding new features to the EM
Global Carbon Hub to drive radical transparency in the voluntary carbon markets (VCM) to meet
growing interests for reliable, timely, and objective data and insights on VCM offsets transactions
prices, volumes, and insights. The EM Global Carbon Hub will provide the needed tools and
resources to enhance data collection, with the now launched Global Carbon Survey Online Platform
and the EM Data Intelligence & Analytics Dashboard (currently in beta testing), ensuring that EM
continues to deliver the best, most up-to-date, robust data and analytics available.
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We are an eager supporter of Ecosystem Marketplace, which has been providing valuable market
insights to the voluntary carbon market for years. By collaboration on this report, we hope to
contribute to Ecosystem Marketplace and our shared vision of increasing transparency and integrity
for the voluntary carbon market. 

Vertis has been active on the carbon markets for over 20 years, working with over 1,800 industrial
and aviation clients in compliance and voluntary carbon trading. Therefore, it is not surprising for us
to see that the data confirms high demand from the energy, utilities, or aviation sectors. However,
the 2019 buyer data also shows strong demand from the financial sector and emerging interest from
the shipping sector. We expect that the 2020 data will further confirm what we can only explain as
emerging speculative interest from the financial sector.

Price-wise, we see a significant difference in the average price paid by buyers in different sectors,
which is in line with our market experience. Our clients from high-energy intense sectors (typically
B2B) usually demand larger volumes and lower-priced credit types in their portfolios due to a
relatively high footprint of their operations/products as compared to clients from FMCG sectors
(typically B2C) who put a stronger emphasis on project co-benefits and are willing to pay a premium
for those. This also explains the significant demand for Indian projects, which traded below 1
USD/credit in 2019, as they are often used to decrease the overall average credit cost of larger
portfolios. 

In terms of popular project types, no surprise in the major demand for nature-based projects.
However, over the past months, we have seen a very strong interest in removal credits (particularly
afforestation/reforestation). With the 2019 data showing the preferences of European buyers
supporting forest protection, our hope is that the emerging “removal fever” we have seen in the past
month won't derail the financing of forest protection activities but rather increase the overall support
for nature-based projects. It would concern us if all those corporates, who previously supported
REDD+ projects, suddenly redirected their finances to afforestation/reforestation projects
exclusively. Both activities are important but carbon removals are not a silver bullet, especially if we
keep chopping our carbon sinks at the current rates. 

Overall, we are pleased to see that the European private sector is taking a leadership role in
voluntary carbon offsetting initiatives. The climate emergency now reached all of our clients and we
hope that the need for beyond-compliance climate action will continue in being a significant driver in
the climate financing flow facilitated by the voluntary carbon markets.

A SPECIAL NOTE FROM 2021 EM
STRATEGIC SUPPORTER &
REPORT CONTRIBUTOR: VERTIS
ENVIRONMENTAL FINANCE

Katerina Kolaciova
Carbon and EAC trader | Sustainability Adviser  



Continuously since 2006, Ecosystem Marketplace (EM), an initiative of Forest Trends, has run its
globally recognized EM Global Carbon Survey platform to track what would otherwise be an opaque
voluntary carbon market. This work has served as a consistent and comprehensive price discovery
mechanism, while at the same time shedding light on fundamental questions about market dynamics,
supply, demand, and market actors.

Voluntary carbon markets are poised to expand dramatically in 2021 and beyond, driven by a rapid
acceleration of net zero commitments from corporations and reflected in bold new initiatives, such as
the Institute of International Finance (IIF)’s Taskforce on Scaling Voluntary Carbon Markets (referred
to herein as “the Taskforce”).

In 2020, a global network of EM Respondents consisting of 152 project developers, investors,
retailers, and brokers provided confidential responses to the EM Global Carbon Survey. The findings
in this installment have been derived from carbon offsets buyers data reported by 110 of these
organizations. These respondents reported on at least one of the key "buyers" indicators:
country/region, type/sector, market function (e.g., end-user, intermediary), and greenhouse gas
(GHG) emissions scope for offsets use. 

INTRODUCTION

Ecosystem Marketplace opened the 2020 EM Global Carbon Survey in March of that same year to
its worldwide network of EM Market Participants, just as the world went into lockdown due to the
COVID-19 pandemic. As a result, EM extended the survey submission deadline at the end of
August, the same month that EM’s interviews with market experts commenced, aiming to draw on all
known participants to understand how markets function.

About the EM 2020 Global Carbon Survey
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EM Data on Buyers of Carbon Offsets
Ecosystem Marketplace has long tracked the buyers of carbon offsets directly from a global network
of hundreds of market participants reporting tens of thousands of current, historical, and future
offset transactions through the EM Global Carbon Survey. This uniquely positions EM to be able to
determine how demand-side preferences are reflected in prices, volumes, and the variety of core
carbon and additional attributes, including project location, project category & type, vintage, seller
type, seller location, primary vs. secondary market, buyer type, buyer location, contract delivery
structure (e.g., spot, futures), standard, co-benefits, among others.

Important updates for the 2021 EM survey: New questions have been added to enable greater
transparency of transactions, particularly for end buyers of carbon offsets, and to track the use of
offsets to meet specific voluntary commitments (e.g., net zero, carbon neutrality), the buyer's
organization name, among other metrics.

Contact us at carbonsurvey@ecosystemmarketplace.com if you have specific data requests. 
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This third and final installment of Ecosystem
Marketplace’s State of the Voluntary Carbon Markets
(SOVCM) 2020 report offers insights into key trends
and developments related to European & North
American buyers of voluntary carbon offsets, based
upon aggregated and anonymized EM Global Carbon
Survey Respondent data and interviews. Building
upon the first two installments of SOVCM 2020, this
third installment presents additional EM data and
analysis in light of increasing calls for insights about
the demand-side of the voluntary market as new net
zero goals continue to be announced by an
increasing number of companies worldwide.

About This Installment

mailto:carbonsurvey@ecosystemmarketplace.com
http://www.ecosystemmarketplace.com/carbon-markets


European buyers' share of the demand-side of the
voluntary carbon offsets market has grown over the past
few years. In 2019, Europeans accounted for 63% of
voluntary offsets purchased (Figure 1), an uptick since EM
last reported on buyers  in 2017, when 48% of buyers were
European [1]. This would make Europe the largest buyer
region in 2019 with 23.5 million (Mn) offsets purchased,
followed by the North American buyers with 12.2 Mn. This
points to Europe’s leadership in terms of carbon offsetting
and net zero initiatives across the corporate sector. On an
aggregate level, buyers from Europe and North America
paid very comparable prices of around $3.30 per credit,
which is slightly more than the global average of $3.08, but
less than prices in 2016 of $4.90 and $3.40, respectively
(Table 1).

Figure 1. European & North American Buyers' Share of
2019 Voluntary Offset Purchases
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Table 1. European &
North American
Buyers' Share of
2019 Voluntary
Offset Purchases

of Carbon Offsets
Buyers in 2019

were European, up
from 48% in 2016 

EUROPEAN CORPORATE BUYERS
DOMINATED THE DEMAND SIDE

[1]  The 2017 report included data from the 2017 EM Global Carbon Survey, which covered the 2016 calendar year. Throughout this report, wherever 2019 is compared to a
historical year, it is 2016. (Forest Trends’ Ecosystem Marketplace. 2017. Unlocking Potential, Regional Analysis. State of the Voluntary Carbon Markets 2017. Washington DC:
Forest Trends Association. www.ecosystemmarketplace.com/carbon-markets/.)
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FOR-PROFIT BUYERS TAKE OVER
PUBLIC SECTOR AND NON-PROFIT DEMAND SIDE IS
UNIQUELY PRESENT IN NORTH AMERICA

The share of European buyers from for-profit, or
private sector companies, increased significantly
in 2019 to 98%, from 80% in 2016. Non-profit and
public sectors represented only slightly over 1%
combined, a decline from 7% and 4% in 2016,
respectively.

In North America, the relationship between private
and public sectors' share of carbon offsets
demand looked very similar, with 87% of demand
coming from for-profits. As with European buyers,
this was a significant increase in North American
for-profit representation in 2016 (68%). While the
mix of North American buyers is more diverse than
Europe, this signals change has occurred, with
less than 12% of buyers being from public and
non-profit sectors, compared to 2016 where these
sectors were 7% and 11% of the buyers,
respectively. Irrespective of the amount of data
collected, this shows a clear gap/opportunity in the
public sector for voluntary offsets. 

The specific for-profit sectors that had the greatest
European demand were Energy (21%), Finance /
Insurance (17%), Consumer Goods (16%),
Aviation (10%), and Utilities (9%), who were
collectively responsible for the purchases of over
9.2 Mn credits in 2019 (Figure 2). Perhaps what is
most surprising is the strong interest from
Europe's Finance / Insurance sector, similar to
North America, where the financial sector is the
number one buyer and represents 29% of for-profit
demand. Arguably, the numbers might be signaling
a potential speculative interest coming from the
Finance sector already in 2019. 

Figure 2.  Volumes and Average Prices by For-Profit Buyer
Sector (European Buyers, 2019)

Figure 3. Volumes and Average Prices by For-Profit Buyer Sector
(North American Buyers, 2019)

In terms of average prices, Europe's Food & Beverage sector paid the highest unit cost of USD $8.20,
whereas the Energy sector paid USD $6.21 less on average. In North America, a similar dynamic between
these two sectors exists, albeit not as dramatic. And while total volumes for this region's Tourism &
Recreation sector the least of all sectors, the average price of $8.43 is noticeably higher than other sectors
(Figure 3). 
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REGIONAL DEMAND VARIES
BETWEEN AVAILABLE LOCAL
SUPPLY AND  PROJECT TYPES

European buyers showed a strong preference
for the Forestry and Land Use project category
(referred to herein as "nature-based projects")
in 2019 (Figure 4). It is notable that nature-
based credits were the most popular category
for European buyers, despite having the
highest price (Figure 4). Out of the total volume
purchased by European buyers, over 58% of
credits were from nature-based projects, 71%
of which fell under the REDD+ project category.
The second most popular project category was
renewable energy (21%). Industrial and
Transportation offsets were the least demanded
by European buyers. 

Whether this appeal for nature-based projects
is driving international demand or vice versa,
it's clear that European buyers mostly
purchased offsets from outside of its
boundaries. Europeans purchased 40% of their
traded volume in 2019 from projects based in
Latin America & the Caribbean, with Africa and
Asia holding a roughly 30% share each. In
terms of specific countries, the largest volume
purchased was coming from India (over 4 Mn
credits) and Peru (over 3 Mn credits) , followed
by Brazil, Guatemala, and Ethiopia, each with
over 2 Mn credits sold (Figure 5).  

European buyers favor international
and nature-based projects

Figure 4.  Prices & Volumes by Project Category (European
Buyers, 2019)

Figure 5. Prices & Volumes by Leading Project
Countries (European Buyers, 2019)
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In North America, the most popular
project type was Waste Disposal (e.g.,
landfill methane, wastewater methane,
etc.) (Figure 6). This was the third most
transacted project category in 2019 with a
total global volume of 7.3 Mn MtCO2e, of
which North American buyers constituted
close to half of at a slightly lower average
price of $2.35 / ton than the global
average price of $2.5 / ton (Figure 6). 

It should be noted that, globally, in terms
of the location of Waste Disposal offsets
that were transacted in 2019, 65% (4.4
Mn) were from the US alone. 

In contrast with Europe, North American
buyers' preferences were more balanced
with other project categories (e.g.,
Forestry and Land Use,  Chemical
Processes & Industrial Manufacturing,
and Renewable Energy) (Figure 7).
However, it should be noted that this
significant supply of domestic and lower-
priced  Waste Disposal offsets, and of
domestic nature-based projects, might
have been the key driver for this disparity,
as compared to the preferences of
European buyers. 

North American buyers demand
reflects a more balanced mix of
project categories

Figure 7.  Prices & Volumes by Project Country (North
American Buyers, 2019)

Figure 6.  Prices & Volumes by Project Category (North
American Buyers, 2019)

2  Details available at https://www.woodlandcarboncode.org.uk/
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Further, only 1% of the credits purchased by European buyers came from European (domestic) projects. This
is not surprising, considering that only a handful of projects are registered in Europe, as compared to the
thousands registered outside of Europe. In comparison, in North America, the share of purchased domestic
credits is exactly the opposite (80% of the credits purchased in North America come from the US). This raises
a question on the possible supply gap/opportunity for domestic projects in Europe in 2019. The EM team will
continue to report on this given the growing appetite for homegrown offsets and the rise of project
registrations by domestic standards (e.g., the UK Woodland Carbon Code) [2].



The data also show that more recent vintages
dominate the European and North American
buyers preferences, with over 8.8 and 5.7 Mn
credits with vintages from 2015 to 2019 traded
as compared to just a little over 2 and 1.5 Mn
credits from 2009 to 2014, respectively. This
aligns with what EM reported in installment two
[3] of the State of the Voluntary Carbon Markets
report: that in 2019, the majority of offsets
transacted were from 2015 to present-year
vintage, with some future vintages of 2020 to
2022 transacted as well.

The increased volume and higher prices for
more recent vintages, including future vintages,
underscores buyers’ preferences for newer
credits, and that as historical supply is retired
from the market that buyers will be seeking to
establish more futures contracts. In response,
EM has updated this section of the core
"Transactions" questions in the 2021 EM Global
Carbon Survey to capture both spot and futures
contracts, and have added in a new "Deliveries"
set of questions to track when those futures
contracts are completed.

BUYERS IN BOTH REGIONS TRADE
CREDITS ACROSS OFFSET VINTAGES,
ESPECIALLY FROM 2015 TO 2019

contracts are completed.

Figure 9.  Share of offset vintages (North America Buyers, 2019)

Figure 8.  Share of offset vintages (European Buyers, 2019)

3  Download at the EM Global Carbon Hub: https://www.ecosystemmarketplace.com/carbon-markets/



Consistent with total transaction volumes in 2019, Verra's VCS comprised the largest share of
European and North American buyer credits at 73% and 38%, respectively. At 19%, Gold Standard
was the second most preferred by European buyers without the option of a significant supply from
offsets from domestic standards, followed by CDM (2.8%) and Plan Vivo (2.5%) (Figure 10). North
American buyers purchased offsets from a more balanced mix of standards - 22% were Climate
Action Reserve (CAR) and 11% were American Carbon Registry (ACR), both of which have a
primary, if not exclusive, focus on the US (Figure 11).

A  total of 62% of the offsets purchased in 2019 were co-benefits certified. In terms of Verra's
VCS, buyers in both geographies were willing to pay more for these credits that also had CCB
Standards certification. This is also reflected in the higher prices for offsets from standards, such
as Gold Standard, that require all projects to incorporate sustainable development and climate
mitigation benefits, or Plan Vivo that provide direct benefits for communities (e.g., poverty
alleviation, climate adaptation, capacity building), as well as climate and other environmental
benefits. It should be noted that in 2019, Verra launched SD VISta as a flexible approach to
quantifying co-benefits for carbon offsets, and Gold Standard launched the consultation phase for
its new SDG Impact Tools in early February 2021 [4]. These tools were not yet available in 2019
when the data in this report were collected and analyzed, so EM will continue to track demand for
offsets with beyond carbon benefits as well as the uptake of these resources.

PREMIUM PRICES WERE PAID FOR
OFFSETS WITH NON-CARBON
BENEFITS

Figure 10. Prices & Volumes by Standard
(European Buyers, 2019)

Figure 11. Prices & Volumes by Standard (North
American Buyers, 2019)
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Ecosystem Marketplace. www.ecosystemmarketplace.com/articles/whats-in-a-carbon-credit-new-tools-help-quantify-the-sustainable-development-benefits-of-carbon-offset-projects/.
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Carbon markets are booming. The Taskforce on Scaling Voluntary Carbon Markets estimates that
voluntary offsets need to grow 15-fold by 2030 and 100-fold by 2050 in order to meet Paris
Agreement ambition. And now, as 21% of the world’s largest 2,000 public companies, accounting for
sales of almost $14 trillion, have set net-zero commitments [5], it is increasingly important for EM to
track demand-side movements and dynamics.

EM has worked to understand buyers in years past and plans to expand upon this work in 2021 and
beyond. Among many new research questions, EM seeks to revisit our previous research in 2016,
which provided an analysis that debunked a number of "myths about carbon offsetting," including:

Myth 1: Companies that buy offsets are just buying their way out of their obligations. EM found
that the opposite was true: companies that included offsetting in their carbon management
strategy typically spent about 10 times more on emissions reductions activities than the typical
company that didn’t offset.
Myth 2: Offsets don’t represent real reductions. EM found that 99% of offsets sold on the
voluntary market were certified by a standard. 

This is why EM has enhanced the "Buyers Section" of the 2021 EM Global Carbon Survey, which will
capture additional details from sellers about whom they are selling to, which will help to inform the
market as a whole. The EM team is grateful for its global network of supporters and survey
respondents [6], both returning as well as those that will be reporting for the first time in 2021, for
their efforts and collaboration as we continue to drive transparency in the voluntary carbon markets.

CONCLUSION

9

5  Details available at: https://ca1-eci.edcdn.com/reports/ECIU-Oxford_Taking_Stock.pdf
6  EM Global Carbon Survey Respondents are listed on the EM Global Carbon Hub: https://www.ecosystemmarketplace.com/carbon-markets/em-carbon-survey-respondents/




