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			Introduction: We Have Had A Great Run, But…

			“There are no silver bullets, only silver buckshot.”

			—Bill McKibben 

			The world has experienced 140 years of economic progress that has brought billions of people out of poverty and modernized lifestyles around the globe.

			We have so much to celebrate: science solving cancer and other diseases; iPhones, chatbots, methane-detecting satellites; prosthetics to replace hips and knees. We have heat in the winters and air conditioning in the summers; and, sometimes, a little whiskey with friends. 

			Logically and predictably, while working toward all these developments, our economic systems incentivized us to use the lowest-cost energy sources. This had an unintended side effect on our planet. 

			Too much carbon dioxide (CO2) was released, at zero cost to emitters. 

			Economists call CO2 emissions an externality, or a cost that is not priced. Examples include pollution from factories, second-hand smoke, and biodiversity loss from deforestation. The biggest externality of all is the CO2 emitted into the atmosphere.

			For the first 100 years of this 140-year economic boom, there was no scientific awareness, let alone consensus, about the unintended consequences of our reliance on fossil fuels. It wasn’t until 1977, when Exxon’s scientists raised the flag of potential “catastrophic consequences” from rising CO2 concentrations in the atmosphere, that people started to take the early warnings by Dr. James Hansen and others more seriously.

			Fast forward to 2023, and the science is abundantly clear. Our emissions are warming the atmosphere and causing global climate disruptions at a scale that is hard for any of us to deny. We have experienced fires, floods, hurricanes, typhoons, and record heat. We have learned about the acidification of our oceans, the melting of the Greenland ice sheet, the bleaching of coral reefs, and so much more.

			If we are to continue to deliver broad-based economic growth to the eight billion people living on this planet, the objective is clear. We must limit carbon dioxide and methane emissions while continuing to deliver equitable economic growth and social benefits to the citizens of Earth. 

			Now, we need action on all fronts 

			There is no value in assigning blame. What’s done is done. It is time to move forward. With the same ingenuity that created so much advancement in the past, we must now turn our talents to fixing the problem we have created. 

			And we must do so with urgency. This problem will not wait. Delaying our response—or worse, doing nothing—exposes humanity, particularly the most disadvantaged communities, to the risk of a climate catastrophe and the economic and social devastation it will cause.

			We also need to recognize that there is no silver bullet to resolve the problem of CO2 concentrations in the atmosphere. We need to utilize all the tools in our toolbox to reverse carbon emissions from our economic systems. We need compostable plastics and the infrastructure to support their safe disposal; high-resolution satellites to pinpoint methane leaks; green hydrogen; new generations of nuclear plants; environmentally safe energy storage systems; and many new technologies that are not yet commercially viable or have not even been invented. 

			We need an “all of the above” solution.

			The Voluntary Carbon Market

			One of the essential tools in our toolbox is the Voluntary Carbon Market (VCM). The VCM is not the solution; it is a solution. The VCM represents one tool in the “all of the above” toolbox.

			Our analysis has confirmed that we cannot reach 1.5 degrees, and corporations cannot reach their Net Zero commitments, without the VCM. This is why so many of us are dedicated to creating the Framework for the VCM. The VCM is an essential tool to fight climate change.

			An overview of the VCM

			What is the VCM?

			The Voluntary Carbon Market is a system where companies and individuals can purchase carbon credits to offset their greenhouse gas emissions. These carbon credits are generated from projects that reduce or remove carbon dioxide or other greenhouse gases from the atmosphere. 

			The VCM can deliver benefits for the planet because:

			
					It puts a price on carbon to communicate the cost of carbon emissions—an essential element of integrating the true costs of climate pollution into the global economy.

					It enables corporates to immediately complement their efforts to reduce operational carbon emissions, increasing their ambition and impact. 

					It is a market mechanism that can advance essential ecosystem restoration, support critical biodiversity, reduce air pollution, increase climate resilience, and improve social outcomes for disadvantaged communities, particularly in the Global South. 

					It is a platform to mobilize billions of dollars of private capital into projects that reduce carbon emissions and accelerate the energy transition that would otherwise not have occurred.

			

			The learning curve

			The conceptual overview of the VCM is useful, but to really understand the VCM, we need to dig deeper. We need to understand more about carbon projects, and what it takes to create high-quality projects that verifiably contribute to the fight against climate change. 

			An analogy to investing in the stock market is helpful: an investor must be able to judge a company’s performance to make a rational investment decision. This is no less true for the VCM, but the fact is that creating great carbon projects, which were virtually non-existent at the beginning of this century, and the analysis by buyers to differentiate between carbon projects, are skills that are still evolving. We are still on the learning curve.

			The ultimate objective is for all market participants—carbon projects and corporate buyers—to work exclusively in high-quality, high-integrity carbon credits. We call this the Top of the Pyramid, where the highest level of integrity and quality is the law of the land.  

			In the first sections of this book we share the story of Proyecto Mirador, a non-profit established in 2004 to help disadvantaged communities in rural Honduras. We tell the story of how, from humble beginnings, Proyecto Mirador forged the path to success as a leading carbon mitigation project in Central America. We hope that the lessons learned at Proyecto Mirador may help others as they strive to reach the Top of the Pyramid. 

			We then tell the story of Cool Effect, a non-profit created in 2014 to connect carbon projects with corporations seeking to offset their carbon emissions in the Voluntary Carbon Market. The Cool Effect business model offers insight on what is needed, by both buyers and sellers, to reach the Top of the Pyramid in the VCM. 

			These experiences, at both Proyecto Mirador and Cool Effect, illuminate both the huge potential of the VCM to mitigate climate change, and the actions that will be required for the VCM to reach maturity. 

			A Framework for the VCM

			In the final section of the book, we discuss how improvements must be made, and weaknesses rectified, for the Voluntary Carbon Market to play its essential role in the fight against climate change. The VCM is a relatively new financial market, and any new market faces trial and error in its formative stages. But time is of the essence, and we must work urgently. This book therefore proposes a framework to improve and strengthen the VCM to accelerate its advancement as a fully functional financial market.

			Underlying every aspect of the VCM Framework that we propose here is transparency. Without full transparency, the VCM cannot succeed; with transparency, everything is possible. Transparency determines success for the VCM, so much so that it can be described as a maxim:

			Transparency leads to Trust;

			Trust leads to Scale;

			and with Scale, the VCM becomes a financial asset class.

			In 2021, the Voluntary Carbon Market reached $2 billion, four times its size in 2020. That is impressive and good news, but it is a tiny fraction of what it needs to be. The VCM needs to reach scale in the global financial markets if it is to achieve its full potential.

			Voices from the Top of the Pyramid

			If there is reason for optimism in the fight to mitigate climate change, it can be found in the emotional stories of the unsung leaders on the front lines to reduce carbon emissions. The amazing creativity of humanity is on display every day in the many people out there working for positive change. 

			This book incorporates the voices of leaders from all sectors of the VCM who are striving to get to the Top of the Pyramid, including the following:

			
					An 85-year-old Norwegian who figured out that communities protected by mangroves survived the 2004 tsunami in the Indian Ocean. He also learned that mangrove trees, by sequestering CO2, were a climate-saving miracle tree, and he has planted 75 million mangrove trees in the years since the tsunami—all funded by carbon credits.

					A mother of three with no prior work experience, but with exceptional innate talent, who has led an organization to build over 330,000 fuel-efficient stoves for the poorest of the poor in Honduras and Guatemala—also funded by carbon credits.

					Three sustainability officers for Fortune 200 companies who, with vision and determination, set their companies on a path to Net Zero.

					A successful investor and philanthropist who first raised the alarm within the investment industry to the dangers of our changing climate.
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			In the following pages, our journey to the Top of the Pyramid begins, oddly, with a weak storm moving slowly across the Atlantic Ocean.

		

	
		
			Part One: Hurricane Mitch Creates Proyecto Mirador

		

	
		
			Prologue

			“We were all covering the election, and I don’t think we were paying proper attention to the storm.’’ 

			—Ted Koppel, Anchor, ABC Nightline

			It was mid-october, 1998. A seasonal storm system was reportedly forming and making its way westward from the coast of Africa, but so far, the storm was disorganized and weak. Coming so late in the year, it was not anticipated to become much of a threat. 

			However, by the time the storm reached the south-eastern Caribbean on October 22, it was designated a tropical storm and given the name Mitch. Within 48 hours, Mitch strengthened to a Category 1 hurricane. Meteorologists began to take notice. Then, incredibly and unexpectedly, Mitch strengthened to Category 5. The center of the storm was still at sea, but the outer bands of Mitch’s massive reach engulfed Honduras with fierce wind and rain. 

			Forecasters expected the storm to continue north on a path into the Gulf of Mexico, and it appeared that the worst of the storm would bypass Honduras. But then, full of surprises, on October 29, Mitch reversed course. The storm’s full, destructive brunt roared onto Honduras’s north coast with overwhelming rain, winds of over 150 miles per hour, and a 12-foot storm surge. 

			It would have been a historically devastating storm for Honduras under any circumstances. Still, Mitch’s worst cruelty was that it stalled as it made landfall, crawled in the slowest and longest possible route across the country, and pummeled Honduras not for hours but for a week. 

			Thirty-six inches of rain fell, and unofficial reports in some locations recorded 75 inches. Rivers and streams flooded like tsunamis, washing out 60% of the roads and bridges, destroying 70% of the crops, and killing more than 7,000 people as houses and buildings were swept away. Wind flattened everything. The airport in San Pedro Sula was 21 feet under water. Mudslides buried entire villages. Sudden homelessness was rampant. The toll was catastrophic. Hurricane Mitch was a total reset for Honduras. It has been said that the hurricane destroyed 50 years of economic progress. 

			People were completely isolated in the remote agricultural villages where most Hondurans live. Food was running out, potable water was scarce, and disease was spreading. In these rural communities—all of them poor—local governments did not have the resources to cope. Federal government aid was limited and slow to mobilize, so there was no trickle-down from Tegucigalpa, the capital of Honduras.

			To make matters worse, midterm elections in the U.S. were coming down to the wire, and the media paid scant attention to Mitch. When foreign aid finally reached Honduran shores, the infrastructure was obliterated, so there was no way to get that aid to most of the rural population. Communities were isolated and tens of thousands of people were stranded.
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			Ramon Villeda Morales International Airport, San Pedro Sula, 21 feet under water (1998).

		

	
		
			The Medical Mission in Atima, Honduras

			“You don’t lose if you get knocked down; you lose if you stay down.” 

			—Muhammad Ali

			An opportunity to help

			My family and I wanted to help Honduras, but we weren’t sure how. The opportunity came in 2001 when a friend introduced me to The Organization for Community Health Outreach (OCHO), a group of medical professionals out of Baltimore. OCHO was establishing a medical mission to Atima, a small town in the mountainous region of northwestern Honduras, to be staffed with 20 American doctors, supported by an equal number of volunteer high school students and four or five chaperones. Volunteers were needed. My daughter Skye and I talked our way into the Mission as the only non-Baltimorean members. 

			When we arrived at Atima in June 2001, the story of Hurricane Mitch was still unfolding. The evidence was plain to see. Many roads were still washed out. Homes and buildings were still under repair. Some damaged structures remained abandoned. Transportation was difficult, and sometimes, further out into the surrounding hills, impossible even for pickup trucks. 

			Plus, another kind of hurricane

			Atima, a town of about 10,000 people, is located high in the Honduran hills, and the altitude and climate are perfect for growing coffee. Coffee was the region’s main export crop and the most important source of employment and income. The problem for Atima was that now, when cash from coffee exports was so desperately needed, coffee prices had crashed. 

			All commodity markets, including coffee, are cyclical, and the boom-and-bust cycles make sustained progress for developing countries difficult. But this depression in the coffee cycle was different; it was much worse. With the rising popularity of coffee in China in the early 1990s, demand for coffee boomed. That was initially good news for coffee growers, but worldwide coffee supplies—propelled by free trade globalization—had surged so much that by 2001, coffee prices had fallen by 85%. At precisely the moment that Honduras needed the coffee price to be high, it was so low that the cost of harvesting coffee exceeded the income it produced. This was another kind of hurricane for Honduras: an economic one.

			These people needed help.

			Treating 1,500 people a day 

			On our first day in Atima, we transformed the town’s only elementary school into a medical clinic. What available space remained in the school was used as a dormitory for medical mission staff. We had to work quickly because the clinic would open its doors early the following morning. 

			The sight outside the clinic that next morning was stunning. Rumors of the clinic—with its U.S. doctors and U.S. medications—had preceded our arrival, and a huge crowd had gathered outside the front gate. There were people everywhere! People from remote villages with names not found on maps. Worried mothers, all so young—and babies, babies, and more babies. The sense of desperation was visible on their faces as they pushed their way into the clinic through the front gate. They never complained, but there were many pleas for help, some spoken, some just seen in their eyes.

			Inside, we did what we could to organize the elementary school into a functioning medical clinic. Educational material hung on classroom walls: world maps, alphabets, math tables, and crayon drawings. Doctors and patients sat at low stools and tables sized for young children. But it worked, and we treated nearly 1,500 patients a day. 

			The range of conditions confronted was head-spinning. There were gastrointestinal issues caused by unclean drinking water; viral and bacterial infections; dental issues; wounds and burns; gynecological afflictions and pregnancies; impetigo and scabies; and chronic respiratory problems. 

			The clinic had brought stocks of medicines and clothes. Medications were always in short supply in rural Honduras, and desperately so after Hurricane Mitch. For the local people, the medicines were a godsend. Mothers would tell us they had every illness on earth, not to lie purposefully but because they knew their families would need those drugs at some point and they had no idea if we would ever return.  

			The men would show up late in the afternoon on their way home from working in the fields. These were strong men with hardly any formal education but with great integrity. One couldn’t help but be drawn to them. Many suffered from shoulder pain from years of machete use, or needed glasses to correct poor eyesight. Some of them simply needed shoes. 

			Also, members of the medical mission staff—doctors, translators, and students—were also getting sick, primarily with intestinal issues. We maintained a daily count of how many were down so we could reallocate enough staff to cover the work.

			Our home sweet home in Atima

			When our work at the clinic wound down to a close in the evening, we were physically exhausted and emotionally drained. We needed rest at the end of those days. Instead, we made do with our makeshift dormitory. I am not complaining: we were there for the medical clinic, not the comforts. We can laugh about it now. 

			We rigged up makeshift showers in the playground outside. Cold water! There were six toilets for our group of 45, and we never knew how many would be functioning at any one time. We slept in classrooms on concrete floors in tents with sleeping bags. Hard concrete floors. Those who snored were politely directed to a separate classroom. The students had their own two rooms because they talked and laughed too much for us sleepy adults. And somehow, exhausted from long days at the clinic, we slept soundly, at least until crowing roosters woke us. Morning already? It can’t be; it is still dark. Look at your watch. 3:00 AM! You have got to be kidding. Don’t roosters crow at dawn? Not in Honduras. 

			But none of that mattered. We were here for the medical mission; our work was important and rewarding. These people needed our help, and we had skills and supplies that were otherwise completely absent from Atima in 2001. Our work for these people was the only thing that mattered.
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			Patients waiting outside the medical clinic in Atima.
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