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INTRODUCTION 

On April 2, 2019, the American Society of Landscape Architects (ASLA) posted an update in 

LAND, the online newsletter distributed to ASLA members, entitled “For ASLA, Addressing 

Climate Change is a Stewardship Obligation” 

(https://www.asla.org/land/LandArticle.aspx?id=55255 Accessed April 9, 2019). In it, the ASLA 

states that it is “fully engaged in addressing climate change—both through bringing the 

profession’s expertise to bear on the issue and through reducing the organization’s own carbon 

footprint.” The newsletter briefly describes a policy initiative, participation in a summit, and 

purchase of 100% renewable energy for the ASLA headquarters in Washington DC. The ASLA 

also states that a 2019 goal is to “reduce the carbon footprint of the Society’s signature meeting, 

the ASLA Conference on Landscape Architecture.” Indeed, a long-term goal listed for 

governance and general oversight on the 2019 annual operating plan is to “position ASLA as a 

resource, leader, and role model organization on environmental stewardship and other key 

issues” (ASLA, 2019, p.8). As of now, as the announcement in LAND states, the ASLA plans to 

act on this goal by offering conference registrants the ability to offset the carbon associated with 

their travel. Additionally, the ASLA indicates interest in purchasing offsets for the carbon 

emitted as a result of the entire conference; has begun an “environmental impact” analysis of all 

https://www.asla.org/land/LandArticle.aspx?id=55255
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ASLA operations, and begun developing a “plan and a timeline for moving the Society toward 

fully carbon neutral operations.”  

The annual Conference on Landscape Architecture (formerly the Annual Meeting and 

EXPO) probably makes a substantial annual contribution to the Society’s carbon footprint and 

requires the most immediate action. The first of many 2019 actions/goals related to the Annual 

Meeting (Conference) and EXPO is to “maintain the level of attendance at or above the five-year 

average of 5,900 total registrants and 2,800 total paid registrants in order to meet or exceed the 

registration/ticket revenue goal” (ASLA, 2019, p. 12). In a study that estimated the travel-related 

carbon emissions of 2018 ASLA Meeting educational session featured speakers, I found that 

about half of the 395 speakers likely traveled by air and each may have emitted, on average, 

about 0.40 metric tons (mt), or 881 lbs, of carbon into the atmosphere (Kuper, 2018). Thus, given 

the five-year averages the ASLA reports, one may estimate that if half of paid and total 

registrants traveled to the 2018 ASLA annual meeting by air, 560 to 1180 mt (1.2 million to 2.6 

million lbs) of carbon, respectively, would have been emitted into the atmosphere. The carbon 

footprint of the annual conference must be immediately addressed if the ASLA wants to be a 

leader and model organization in efforts to arrest global climatic change. Should the ASLA offer 

conference registrants carbon offsets? Will carbon offsets meet Ethical Standard 1.1 of the 

ASLA Code of Environmental Ethics, which is to “support planning, design, and construction 

policies and regulations that will enhance air quality such as multi-modal transportation facilities 

and measures to reduce fugitive dust, greenhouse gas emissions, and volatile organic 

compounds” (emphasis mine) (ASLA Environmental code of Ethics, 2019)? 

In what follows, I briefly review some literature regarding the effectiveness of carbon 

offsets, mostly from peer-reviewed academic journals. I have prioritized peer-reviewed literature 
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rather than newspaper or online articles because the former requires the review of usually two 

anonymous reviews by so-called experts in the field of study under examination. Although the 

refereed review process has flaws, it seeks to minimize or eliminate biases and encourages the 

creation and dissemination of rigorous, valid and reliable information using clearly articulated, 

replicable methodologies.   

An important clarification is in order before examining the literature. To repeat, the 

ASLA states that a 2019 goal is to “reduce the carbon footprint of the Society’s signature 

meeting,” but then plans to offer carbon offsets for conference registrants. Reducing the carbon 

footprint of the annual conference differs from offsetting carbon emissions. A reduction entails 

the employment of methods to convene an annual conference that results in lower carbon 

emissions when compared to the typical operations involved in the annual conference. 

Conversely, an offset implies that the annual conference is held as usual. All conference-related 

carbon enters the atmosphere with the expectation that a fee incurred by conference registrants or 

the ASLA will fund the implementation of a project somewhere else in the world that is intended 

to remove a quantity of carbon from the atmosphere that is equal to that emitted as a result of the 

conference, or prevent the same quantity from entering the atmosphere. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Airline Carbon Offsets. A recent article in Wired presents two reasons why air 

travelers should “stop worrying about buying carbon offsets” for flights (Stewart, 2018). First, 

the author notes that online ticketing websites like Expedia allowed customers to purchase 

carbon offsets for flights about ten years ago, but are less available than they once were because 

the options may have confused travelers, and were less effective than if airlines purchased the 
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offsets for travelers. Airlines, such as Delta and jetBlue, have purchased limited quantities of 

carbon offsets for travelers. Delta estimated that it purchased 30,000 and 15,000 carbon offsets in 

April 2018 for patrons and employees, respectively (https://news.delta.com/delta-offsets-carbon-

emissions-170000-customers-thursday. Accessed 21 November 2018). Since 2012, Delta has 

purchased more than 8 million offsets. If we assume that each offset is equal to one pound, Delta 

may have purchased offsets equal to 3,628 mt of carbon. jetBlue states on their website that they 

have purchased carbon offsets that amount to 2 billion pounds of carbon to date, which is 

equivalent to about 907,184 mt. According to the Air Transport Action Group 

(https://www.atag.org/facts-figures.html Accessed April 15, 2019), the airline industry emitted 

859 million mt in 2017. Thus, Delta offset roughly 4.22 x 10-6 percent (or 0.000004.22 percent) 

of the worldwide global emissions in 2018, and jetBlue offset 1.056 x 10-3 percent (or 0.00106 

percent) to date. The offsets may give travelers the impression that each company is addressing 

carbon emissions and global climatic changes, but the potential effect of the airlines’ offsets on 

arresting global climatic change appear negligible.  

According to Stewart (2018), the second reason why air travelers should stop worrying 

about purchasing carbon offsets is because of a 2018 agreement called the Carbon Offsetting and 

Reduction Scheme for International Aviation (CORSIA), which currently has two limitations. 

First, CORSIA only requires airlines that fly internationally to cap carbon emissions at 2020 

levels. It is unclear whether a cap on emissions exists for domestic flights, like those that many 

ASLA members would use to travel to the Annual Conference. Nonetheless, to implement 

CORSIA, airlines will improve the efficiency of operations and fuel use, as well as purchase 

carbon offsets. Warnecke, Schneider, Day, La Hoz Theuer, and Fearnehough (2019, 218) state 

that the agreement may “constitute the single largest demand for offset credits after 2020.” 

https://news.delta.com/delta-offsets-carbon-emissions-170000-customers-thursday
https://news.delta.com/delta-offsets-carbon-emissions-170000-customers-thursday
https://www.atag.org/facts-figures.html
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Second, the criteria needed to ensure that carbon emissions are reduced to 2020 levels have not 

been addressed by the International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO) and incorporated into 

CORSIA. Warnecke et al. (2019) state that projects that supply offset credits for CORSIA must 

be created explicitly to address CORSIA and vulnerable to the loss of funds needed to implement 

and reduce carbon emissions. If these two criteria are not met, then CORSIA will not effectively 

contribute to reductions in carbon emissions.  

Carbon Offset Uncertainties. Stewart (2018) has made a flawed argument for 

avoiding the purchase of carbon offsets. However, numerous uncertainties that carbon offsets 

inherently possess should cause one to seriously question the purchase of carbon offsets 

altogether. Millard-Ball and Ortolano (2010, 533) write that carbon offsets, “by definition, do not 

exist in any tangible form. An offset can neither be measured directly nor observed in reality.” 

Moreover, they write that “the value of an offset is inevitably a fiction, and the precise storyline 

depends on the institutions and decision-makers writing the story” (Millard-Ball & Ortolano, 

2010, 533). Millard-Ball and Ortolano (2010) interviewed 29 methodological panel reviewers 

who are responsible for evaluating and determining whether projects are implemented as part of 

the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM), the largest carbon offset program that was included 

in the Kyoto Protocol and allows developed countries to offset carbon emissions by “investing in 

climate change mitigation projects in developing countries” (Olsson, Grönkvist, Lind, & Yan, 

2016). Warnecke et al. (2019) note that the last “commitment period of the Kyoto Protocol” 

related to the CDM ends in 2020. After this time, the CDM may or may not continue in its 

current state. 

In all sectors of the CDM (forestry and agriculture, biogas/methane capture, renewable 

energy, energy efficiency, fugitive/industrial gases, transport, and “other”), the methods for 
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measuring and verifying the effectiveness of carbon offset projects have become increasingly 

complex, which may prevent project proposals from receiving approval and becoming 

implemented. Transportation CDM project proposals may serve as an example. In 2008, 

transportation accounted for 23 percent of “global energy-related greenhouse gas emissions,” yet 

only two transport CDM projects were registered out of 1792 in 2009 (Millard-Ball & Ortolano, 

2010, 533). One reason why methodologies for transport projects, at least, have become 

increasingly complex is due to the number of uncertainties in quantifying carbon emissions, 

which all offset projects must account for. Following is a table of uncertainties directly from 

Millard-Ball and Ortolano (2010, 539). 
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As the preceding table from Millard-Ball and Ortolano (2010) describes, rebound effects 

and carbon leakages are two uncertainties that are difficult to measure and may contribute to the 

failure of a project to reach carbon offset emission targets. Wang-Helmreich and Kreilbich 

(2019, 457) define carbon leakage as the “temporal or geographic dislocation of emissions 

outside the scope of the mitigation activity.” Wang-Helmreich and Kreilbich (2019, 457) define 

the rebound effect as the “situation in which the implementation of a mitigation activity leads to 

a reduction of GHG emissions associated to a specific activity, which are, however, countered by 

changes in behaviour and consumption.” For example, if one purchases carbon offsets for air 

travel to the ASLA conference, or elsewhere, one may then use carbon offsets to justify flying 

(and emitting greenhouse gases) more. See the following box from Olsson, Grönkvist, Lind, and 

Yan (2016) for more specific information.  
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 Olsson et al. (2016) presents the intended carbon reduction values for three hypothetical 

carbon offset projects, along with the outcomes that incorporate different measurement 

uncertainties. In each case, the intended carbon reductions of 100 mt of carbon for the 

hypothetical solar power, reforestation, and soil carbon sequestration projects presented vary 

greatly depending on the measurement of uncertainty used, but range from 0 to 94. Moreover, 

the authors present and suggest using conservativeness factors and rebound factors, which range 

from 0.73 to 0.94 and 0 to 0.96, respectively, for each category of CDM projects to account for 

uncertainties. In other words, carbon offset projects in each of the eight CDM categories do not 

meet their targeted carbon reduction values.  

Although afforestation/reforestation projects may have a conservativeness factor of 0.73 

(Olsson et al., 2016) (meaning that a target of removing 100 mt may only result in the removal of 

73 mt), van Kooten (2017, 88) concludes that “forest carbon offsets are a poor tool in the climate 

mitigation arsenal” due to problems with governance. There are many potential differences in 

incentive and motivation between landowners and land users/tenants/peasants, contractors and 

landowners, sellers or contractors and aggregators, and buyers and sellers. Olsson et al. (2016) 

also examined leakages within the CDM program. The authors suggest that the small percentage 

(0.8 percent) of afforestation and reforestation offset CDM projects in 2012 were due to the issue 

of permanence, or lack thereof. Forest fires, unincorporated harvests, pests, and natural disasters 

are always possible and decrease the likelihood that an afforestation or forestation project is 

permanent and achieves the targeted goal of carbon sequestration.  

Carbon offset projects may also not meet the criteria of additionality. A project that is 

intended to offset the carbon emissions from one activity must be implemented explicitly for that 

purpose. If the project already exists, it cannot be used to reduce carbon emissions of an activity 
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that calls for an offset. For instance, the adolescent forest outside my door cannot remove the 80 

to 118 mt of carbon emitted into the atmosphere by featured educational session speakers’ travel 

to and from the 2018 ASLA Annual Meeting and EXPO (Kuper, 2018). A project that aims to 

produce and plant between 3,300 and 4,900 three-inch caliper sugar maples (Kuper, 2018), or 

their equivalent, to remove the carbon that resulted from the featured speakers’ travel would 

meet the criteria of additionality. For perspective, Wang-Helmreich and Kreibich (2019, 457), 

cited an analysis of randomly sampled CDM projects that found “about 85% of the projects have 

a low likelihood of their emission reductions being additional.” In other words, the projects 

included in the analysis may not have been implemented to explicitly reduce carbon emissions 

for a particular project and are likely not reducing the carbon emissions that the project was 

intended to reduce or sequester.      

 In sum, a limited review of existing refereed literature pertaining to carbon offsets 

suggests that past efforts to allow passengers to purchase offsets for themselves proved 

ineffective. Airlines that have instead purchased offsets for passengers likely fail to adequately 

offset emissions that have been generated from air travel. CORSIA appears only to address 

emissions from international travel, rather than domestic. The largest carbon offset program in 

the world (CDM) is nearing the end of the agreed commitment period. Eighty-five percent of 

CDM projects may not meet the criteria of additionality. Uncertainties in carbon offset 

methodologies such as the rebound effect and leakages decrease the likelihood that carbon offset 

projects achieve targeted emission reductions. Methodological complexities prevent carbon 

offset projects in the transport sector from receiving approval and implementation. 

Governance—oversight of the various layers and people involved—in afforestation and forestry 

projects make them ineffective carbon offset projects, as do several natural or human-caused 
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events that compromise the potential permanence of the projects. Overall, carbon offsets may not 

display the appropriate level of action needed to reduce carbon emissions and arrest global 

climatic change. Moreover, carbon offsets may be "worse than doing nothing,” as Kevin 

Anderson, chair of energy and climate change in the School of Mechanical, Aerospace and Civil 

Engineering (MACE) at the University of Manchester, writes in Nature (2012). He goes on to 

say that carbon offsets are “without scientific legitimacy, [are] dangerously misleading and 

almost certainly contributes to a net increase in the absolute rate of global emissions growth." 

Samples of existing refereed literature that focus on carbon offsets appear to support his claim. 

Thus, the ASLA should not offer carbon offsets to registrants of the Annual Conference on 

Landscape Architecture. Offering carbon offsets to ASLA conference registrants may mislead 

ASLA members into thinking carbon offsets effectively prevent carbon emissions from entering 

the atmosphere that are equal to the emissions that conference registrants will be personally 

responsible for, or remove the same quantity, when evidence from refereed literature indicates 

that such offsets may not perform this function.  

Don’t Airplanes Always Fly Full? Without carbon offsets, a landscape architect may 

grapple with whether or not to travel by air to attend the Annual Conference on Landscape 

Architecture. One attempt to rationalize air travel is to suppose that an airplane will fly from a 

point of origin to a destination with or without you given the existing demand for air travel. If 

one opts to fly, that passenger becomes responsible for a portion of the carbon emissions 

resulting from the flight. If one opts not to fly, two scenarios exist. In the first, the seat on the 

airplane that one could have occupied will remain vacant. Frontier Airlines boasts that 

lightweight seats made of recycled leather save 214 gallons of jet fuel per seat per year, which 

may reduce the release of 1.90 mt (4190 lbs) of carbon into the atmosphere 
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(https://www.flyfrontier.com/about-us/why-fly-frontier. Accessed 29 November 2018). A vacant 

seat is lighter than a seat occupied by a person, who may also have luggage. Thus, by opting out 

of air travel, one reduces fuel use by decreasing the weight of an airplane, reduces carbon 

emissions, and reduces the demand for air travel. If demand decreases enough, the number of 

planes in the air may decrease too. 

In the second scenario, the seat on the airplane that a landscape architect could have 

occupied, but decided not to, becomes occupied instead by another passenger who (hopefully) 

may not be a landscape architect. If one assumes that the weight of the replacement passenger 

approximately equals the weight of a landscape architect, along with her or his luggage, the 

weight of the airplane, fuel use, and carbon emissions are equal, regardless of the passenger. 

However, the landscape architect, which may believe that stewardship is an obligation (defined 

in my desk American Heritage College Dictionary as “a social, legal, or moral requirement that 

compels one to follow or avoid a particular course of action” [emphasis mine]), is not 

responsible for the carbon emissions and may exemplify leadership in climate action. 

Additionally, demand for air travel still decreases if the landscape architect opts not to fly then, 

or at any other time thereafter. If enough landscape architects stay grounded, demand for air 

travel will obviously be more significant. Imagine if half of paid and total 2018 ASLA meeting 

attendees who traveled by air to the conference did not fly; instead they traveled by train or not at 

all. Consequently, between 1400 and 2950 landscape architects would not have flown, which is 

equivalent to between six and 21 full Boeing 737 Max airplanes. We can make a difference!    

 

Conclusions and Suggestions 

https://www.flyfrontier.com/about-us/why-fly-frontier
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The ASLA should not offer carbon offsets to registrants of the Annual Conference on 

Landscape Architecture. Furthermore, the ASLA should educate ASLA members about the 

uncertainties related to carbon offsets, and discourage ASLA members from purchasing offsets 

to rationalize carbon-intensive actions like air travel. The ASLA should encourage members to 

reduce carbon emissions by flying less and eventually not at all, among other actions.  

While all carbon reductions are welcome, dramatic reductions are immediately necessary 

given the potential ecological, economic, and social peril associated with climatic change that is 

presented in the Special Report on Global Warming of 1.5° C prepared by the Intergovernmental 

Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). On the whole, the ASLA must reimagine the Annual 

Conference so that conference-related emissions are reduced by 50% before 2030 and 

completely eliminated by 2050, as the IPCC recommends. Efforts to actually lead climate action 

as a professional organization wherein “stewardship is an obligation” will require reducing and 

ultimately eliminating conference-related emissions faster and sooner than the IPCC 

recommends. A petition to the ASLA regarding this issue exists and has been circulating among 

members, albeit slowly 

(https://docs.google.com/document/d/12LKjss38S4LsurNz81omTW6kPZ2I-

Fit3IQg_LbIhiM/edit?usp=sharing). But I suspect that you all already knew that! 

To achieve the goal of reducing the carbon footprint of the Annual Conference, and 

leading climate action as an organization, the ASLA should set a goal to make the 2025 Annual 

Conference on Landscape Architecture completely virtual. Between now and then, experiment 

and implement measures to achieve that goal. Quantify and compare the carbon footprints of past 

conferences (three to five, perhaps), the 2019 Conference on Landscape Architecture in San 

Diego, and future conferences that implement measures to reduce air travel. See my study that 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/12LKjss38S4LsurNz81omTW6kPZ2I-Fit3IQg_LbIhiM/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/12LKjss38S4LsurNz81omTW6kPZ2I-Fit3IQg_LbIhiM/edit?usp=sharing
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estimated travel-related emissions of featured speakers at the 2018 ASLA meeting and EXPO for 

more information (Kuper, 2018).  
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