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The greatest challenge to getting genuine carbon reduction from the carbon offset market is the uncertainty about where money is actually going. From a citizens point of view the biggest problem is that it doesn’t necessarily help families and communities solve their energy or climate problems, carbon trading seems to be a game for the “big boys”. In fact, a little study shows that big money can actually squeeze the little guy off the land and drive up energy and food prices. Fortunately, the small scale of towns can contribute to a solution for both problems.

The “Offsets U Can See” program establishes a fund account similar to those often set up in a general store for personal disasters like uninsured illness or home fires. The offset fund is dedicated to conservation, efficiency, renewable energy and other carbon reducing activities in the community that will not take place without seed money. To establish a community fund simply recognizes some members in any community are eager to become “carbon neutral” and should have the opportunity to do that with projects that touch their everyday lives. Seeing a neighbors house weatherized, solar panels put on the school roof, or the management of a community car pool and parking lot, answers the question of whether or not the “offsets” are reducing carbon emissions.

The following are guidelines addressing the essential issues of managing Offsets U Can See with specific recommendations intended for Worcester, Vermont.

· The fund is overseen by all members of the Select Board, Conservation Commission and Energy Committee

· Any project must be approved by a majority of voting members. Voting members are select persons, the Chair of the Conservation Commission, the Energy Coordinator

· At least two of the voting members shall sign any check before it is legal payment

· Account statements with description and location of projects shall be posted monthly without any personal identification information. An updated estimate of $ / ton of carbon shall be included in this posting but is not to be the only measure of success.

· Not less than 95% of the funds passing through the account shall go directly to carbon offsetting projects, meaning that as much and no more than 5% can be spent on management and communication activities authorized by a majority of voting members. One purpose of this activity is to set an example. Expenses for sharing our experience and encouraging similar activities among individuals and communities shall be limited to this 5%

· The actual criteria for evaluating projects shall be determined by the combined effort of the Select Board, Conservation Commission and Energy Committee within these limits: 

· Projects must be carried out in part or completely within the Town of Worcester

· All property owners and residents of Worcester are eligible to suggest projects

· All projects must prevent, reduce or reverse the emission of CO2 or another Green House Gas as one benefit, but not the only benefit to now and future generations

· The management of the fund as a revolving account shall be encouraged but shall not obstruct the intent of this fund to benefit those who have limited resources (health, money, opportunity). The impact on carbon emissions is the only element to be quantified regarding a project. 

· A time credit fund shall be run under the same managers to compliment the monetary fund. But no money shall be exchanged for time between the two funds. Time donated to the time credit fund as volunteer time shall be repaid only with equal volunteer time.

From the global to the personal scale we need to make change that adjusts human activity to the capacities of our earth. Change needs to occur rapidly and efficiently using the resources of people, communities, technologies and dollars. Offsets U can see, is an example of “community certification” to make certain that offset spending becomes part of the climate solution. 

Worcester Energy Committee Contact:  Amos Baehr, abaehr(at)uvm.edu
Submitted by amos baehr 1/19/08


