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What Is At Stake For the Future of Our

Communities in Michigan?

Polluting industries continue to release toxic air
contaminants in our neighborhoods as part of their profit-
making operations. Among these gases is carbon dioxide,
a powerful greenhouse gas (GHG). The rapid increase of
GHGs in the atmosphere is driving changes in climate
patterns that are already disrupting and endangering the
health and livelihoods of Black, Indigenous, People of
Color, and low-income communities in Michigan and the
Great Lakes region. It is estimated that People of Color in
the US, including Indigenous Peoples, on average breathe
40% more pollution than white people.[2] Black people
are 75% more likely to live near toxic oil and gas facilities.
[2] We are at the frontlines of the climate crisis.

In this policy brief, we demystify carbon markets and
carbon pricing policy, and their implications for the future
of our communities in Michigan. We present the latest
research showing that carbon markets, voluntary or
compliance-based, do not reduce emissions by using
examples from around the United States. To conclude, we
propose a set of policies that center environmental and
climate justice aimed at reducing greenhouse gases and
co-pollutants in impacted communities.

Legislators and policy-makers increasingly propose the use of market mechanisms to regulate carbon dioxide
emissions. However, policies like carbon markets and carbon pricing are false solutions. They are based on the
economic ideology that pollution can only be managed if it has a price tag, while failing to produce any evidence that
they reduce GHG emissions.[1] Corporations like Marathon Oil, Shell, BP, and other polluters support carbon pricing
policies because it allows them to continue their business-as-usual: making profits while releasing carbon dioxide and
other pollutants into our communities. Michigan Environmental Justice Coalition is vehemently opposed to such
policies.

The term carbon markets broadly refers to buying and/or
selling “carbon”, in the form of credits and offsets, for a
price. One carbon credit is the equivalent of one metric
ton (~ 2,025 lbs) of carbon dioxide emissions. Credits and
offsets are generated from activities that ostensibly
reduce GHGs like tree planting or preserving forests.
However, they do not represent emissions reductions in
the facilities near our homes, or a decrease in fossil fuel
extraction. Polluters like General Motors, Ford, Dow,
DuPont, DTE, Nestle, and others buy carbon offsets to
enhance their public image with a green veneer. [3-8]

Executive Summary 

What Are Carbon Markets?
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Other deceptive names for carbon pricing and carbon market schemes include: carbon offsets, carbon fees, carbon taxes,
cap and invest, carbon fees and dividends, net-zero emissions, natural climate solutions, nature based solutions, payment for
ecosystem services, and forest offsets.

Introduction
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Governor Whitmer’s “Building a Carbon Neutral Michigan”
Plan includes a pilot of a voluntary carbon markets
project in the Pigeon River Country State Forest.[9] This is
the first project in all of the United States to use state
forestland as part of a voluntary carbon offsetting
scheme. BlueSource, a Utah-based firm, has partnered
with the Department of Natural Resources (DNR) to study
carbon sequestration in Pigeon River and provide
marketing and brokerage services. Additionally, the
State’s Climate Action Council unanimously favored a
regional market, and cap and trade mechanisms— all
out-dated and ineffective policies. 

Should the DNR sell credits from the Pigeon River
Country State Forest, these credits would represent
carbon that has already been sequestered from the air
by trees, vegetation, and soil. They would not amount to
any real reduction in emissions of carbon dioxide or
other fumes. Polluters, like Marathon and 

There is no scientific or empirical evidence that putting a
price on carbon will reduce GHG emissions. In fact, a
recent study concluded that carbon pricing has resulted
in barely a 0-2% reduction in emissions per year, far from
the goal of 45% reduction by 2030 set by the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change.[10,11]
Nonetheless, corporations stand to make billions from
carbon market schemes.[12] They can buy and sell
pollution in the form of credits or emission allowances
supplied by the government to continue their toxic
operations. Under a carbon offsetting program,
companies like DTE and Dow can continue to poison our
homes, our air and water, while simultaneously claiming
to be reducing their carbon emissions. Carbon trading
produces sacrifice zones as emissions accumulate in one
area where polluters' emissions continue to rise by buying
credits from sources in other areas. [24] California's cap-
and-trade program and RGGI have increased
environmental inequity.

Case Study: CA's Cap & Trade
California’s Cap and Trade legislation is louded as one of the
best in the country. However, since it was enacted in 2013,
the annual supply of pollution permits handed out by the
government has been consistently higher than overall
pollution. As a result, the price to pollute is low for
corporations, and there is no indication it will change any
time soon.[16] Compliance carbon markets allow
governments to collect revenue but do not change
corporate behavior.[17] California’s cap-and-trade program
has increased local co-pollutant emissions (particulate
matter, nitrogen oxides, sulfur oxides, volatile organic
compounds).[18] After close to a decade of carbon markets
in CA, people of color and people living under the poverty
line continue to be impacted by GHG-emitting facilities
which are located closer to their neighborhoods, effectively
increasing pollution in already vulnerable communities.[19]

Carbon Pricing Increases Pollution!

Carbon Markets in Michigan
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Carbon markets can be divided into two types: voluntary
markets and compliance markets. In the United States,
two of the most prominent examples of compliance-
based carbon markets are: California’s Cap and Trade
program, and the Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative
(RGGI) in the Northeast. Compliance-based carbon
markets are created and regulated by national, regional,
or state governments that set specific allotments of GHG
emissions for polluters. Voluntary markets are those
where individuals and corporations buy carbon credits
that are not used for compliance with government
regulation.

Severstal, would buy these “credits'' and would be allowed
to continue contaminating our communities with the
blessing of the DNR and the State of Michigan.
Corporations like Amazon, which is opening multiple
fulfillment centers in Metro Detroit, already invest in
dubious carbon offset programs while its warehouse
workers continue to strike against inhumane labor
conditions.[13-15]
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Conclusion and Recommendations

Stop emissions at the source: ban all fossil fuel
extraction and pipeline projects.
Direct regulation on polluters: mandatory
emissions reduction, enact cumulative impact
legislation.
Revenue sources: repeal fossil fuel subsidies, cut
police and military budgets, and tax millionaires
and billionaires.
Invest in pollution-free energy like community-
owned wind and solar.
Invest in frontline communities: healthcare, food,
housing, education.
Ensure a Just Transition for workers affected by
shifting our energy sources.

Policy Recommendations:

Carbon markets and carbon pricing policies amount to
blatant greenwashing. They allow industries to buy their
way out of limiting their pollution levels, while donning an
environmentally-friendly façade. Carbon pricing policies
are regressive. Corporations and shareholders maintain
their profits while costs are passed down to struggling
consumers [23]. Most importantly, carbon pricing is a
form of green colonialism. These policies enable
corporations to avoid accountability for their current and
historic impacts on Black, Indigenous, 

Same Old Policies, New Tactics

Even the most ardent proponents of carbon pricing, like
the World Bank, are finally accepting its failures.[20]
However, some politicians, industries, and big non-profits
continue to push for carbon pricing policies using new
rhetoric. Under names like cap-and-invest, they promise
financial benefits to impacted communities from revenues
generated by carbon pricing. But, this “improved” version
of carbon pricing offers more of the same: fossil fuel
extraction, and pollution in communities of color, the
poor, and working classes.[1]. Market-based policies lack
any accountability to ensure funds go to communities in
need. In 2016, New York Governor Cuomo took $41
million dollars of RGGI revenue and rolled it into the
State’s general fund.[21] Meanwhile, under RGGI,
neighborhoods with higher proportions of people of color
and lower median household incomes experienced
increases in both CO2 and co-pollutants.[22]

People of Color, and low-income communities. Climate
Justice and Racial Justice must be at the center of future
climate legislation.

"Environmental Justice demands the cessation

of the production of all toxins, hazardous

wastes, and radioactive materials, and that all

past and current producers be held strictly

accountable to the people for detoxification

and the containment at the point of

production."

 
from the First National People of Color Environmental

Leadership Summit in 1991 in DC
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