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Who's Keeping Score? The Carbon Credit 
Standards Companies Should Actually Trust 

 

 

In the billion-dollar carbon offset market, not all credits hold equal value. For those attempting 
to navigate the complex landscape of terms like "VERs," "VCUs," and "CRT-certified forest 
sinks," common questions arise: who determines what qualifies as a credible carbon credit—
and who is merely profiting from the system? 

Below, Green Carbon Corp clarifies the key players and explains the true meaning behind their 
labels. 

The Market Makers: Standards That Define the Game 

Carbon standards are the referees of the offset world. They decide which projects get certified, 
what methodologies are acceptable, and how claims are verified. Carbon standards role is both 
critical and controversial. 

Carbon standards serve multiple essential functions in the marketplace, certifying and issuing  
credits that represent one tonne of CO₂e reduced or removed, providing the basic currency of 
carbon markets. Through independent, third-party validation, these standards verify project 
integrity—a crucial step that distinguishes legitimate climate action from greenwashing. These 
standards ensure additionality by confirming projects wouldn't have happened without carbon 
finance, addressing one of the most persistent critiques of offset markets. Carbon standards 



2 
 

maintain public registries to prevent double-counting, an increasingly important function as 
markets mature and overlap. Many also promote co-benefits beyond carbon, including 
biodiversity conservation, local employment opportunities, and community health 
improvements. Despite these shared functions, the rigor and emphasis vary dramatically across 
different standards. 

The Big Five Standards and Why They Matter 

Here's a breakdown of the major independent, Non-Government Organizations (NGO)-run 
carbon crediting programs: 

Standard Geographic Coverage Credit Label 
Verra – Verified Carbon Standard (VCS) International Verified Carbon Unit (VCU) 

The Gold Standard International Verified Emission Reduction (VER) 

Plan Vivo International Plan Vivo Certificate (PVC) 

Climate Action Reserve (CAR) Multiple countries Climate Reserve Tonne (CRT) 

American Carbon Registry (ACR) Multiple countries Emission Reduction Tonne (ERT) 

Let's unpack what sets them apart. 

1. Verra – VCS 

Verra's Verified Carbon Standard stands as the most widely used in the voluntary market, with 
more than 1,800 projects that have collectively reduced over 920 million tonnes of CO₂e. Its 
dominance stems partly from its singular focus on greenhouse gas reductions without requiring 
additional co-benefits—a streamlined approach that enables greater scale but sacrifices holistic 
impact. Despite its market leadership, Verra has faced persistent criticism for inconsistent 
oversight, particularly in early forest projects. In advisory work with corporate clients, Green 
Carbon Corp founders and executives have noticed this standard offers the greatest liquidity 
but demands additional due diligence to ensure quality beyond the basic certification. 

2. Gold Standard 

Founded by World Wildlife Fund (WWF) and other environmental organizations specifically to 
raise the bar on offset quality, Gold Standard takes a fundamentally different approach. It 
requires projects to deliver measurable progress on at least three United Nations (UN) 
Sustainable Development Goals alongside carbon reductions. This built-in requirement for 
demonstrable co-benefits has made Gold Standard the preferred choice for organizations 
prioritizing community and biodiversity outcomes beyond carbon. These additional quality 
assurances typically command higher prices in the marketplace—a premium that reflects both 
the additional value created and the more rigorous certification process. 

3. Plan Vivo 
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Plan Vivo has carved out a distinct niche by designing its standard specifically for smallholder 
and Indigenous-led projects. Its framework prioritizes livelihoods, community ownership, and 
creates deliberately lower technical barriers to entry compared to other standards. This 
approach doesn't sacrifice rigor in carbon accounting but redistributes complexity to make the 
system more accessible to communities traditionally excluded from carbon finance. In my 
experience evaluating portfolios for investment clients, Plan Vivo projects often deliver outsized 
social returns alongside reliable carbon outcomes. 

4. CAR & ACR 

Both Climate Action Reserve and American Carbon Registry originated in the U.S. market and 
share a conservative, heavily methodology-driven approach to carbon accounting. CAR has 
gained particular prominence through its widespread acceptance under California's cap-and-
trade system, creating a direct bridge between voluntary and compliance markets. ACR has 
distinguished itself through pioneering work in specialized areas including blue carbon and 
industrial process methodologies. Both tend to employ more stringent baselines than some 
international standards, reflecting their evolution alongside regulatory frameworks. 

Standards Beyond the Big Five 

Several newer or complementary frameworks are shaping the future of high-integrity offsets. 
France's national certifier for local projects, Label Bas-Carbone (LBC), represents an emerging 
model of country-specific standards that align with national climate policies. The Climate, 
Community & Biodiversity Standards (CCB) has established itself as the leading certifier of co-
benefits like biodiversity protection, often paired with VCS for comprehensive project 
validation. ISO 14068 provides global guidance on carbon neutrality claims, emphasizing 
transparency requirements for organizations making such assertions. Perhaps most 
significantly, the recently developed Core Carbon Principles (CCPs) created by the Integrity 
Council aim to define clear benchmarks for what constitutes a "high-quality" credit across all 
standards and methodologies. 

If a carbon credit isn't aligned with at least one of these standards, it's time to dig deeper—or 
consider walking away. 

This isn't merely cautious advice; it's risk management. As markets mature and scrutiny 
intensifies, unverified credits increasingly represent both climate and reputational liability. 

How Credits Are Actually Created 

Carbon credits don't just materialize. The creation process follows a structured pathway from 
conception to market. Initially, a project is proposed—whether reforestation, improved forest 
management, or soil carbon storage. The developer then selects an appropriate methodology 
from those approved by their chosen standard, establishing the scientific foundation for 
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quantification. A baseline scenario is developed to determine what would have happened 
without the project intervention, creating the counterfactual against which additionality is 
judged. Independent third parties then audit the project data and implementation through 
verification processes, followed by certification if all requirements are met. Finally, credits enter 
registries and become available for sale, with unique serial numbers to prevent fraud. 

Throughout this process, two critical tests ultimately determine credit quality: additionality and 
permanence. Additionality asks whether this project would exist without carbon funding—a 
seemingly simple question that involves complex economic and technical assessments. 
Permanence considers whether the carbon will remain stored for decades or face reversal risks 
like wildfires or policy changes. In my experience reviewing hundreds of credit-generating 
projects, these two factors most reliably separate high-integrity interventions from 
questionable ones, regardless of which standard issues the final certification. 

Standards, Sorted: What Each One Emphasizes 

Here's a quick comparison to keep a BS radar tuned.  

*Note-there is good content on the Green Carbon Corp (Insert link to articles page) web site to 
insert links for related images and txt. 

Standard Focus Known For Weaknesses 

Verra (VCS) Emissions-only Scale, global use 
Weak co-benefits, early REDD+ 
issues 

Gold Standard Emissions + SDGs 
Community & biodiversity 
impacts 

Stricter = fewer projects 

Plan Vivo Community-first Indigenous-led, accessible Smaller scale 

CAR & ACR Methodical rigor U.S. policy integration Less flexibility for global projects 

CCB Co-benefits Paired with VCS Not a standalone certification 

Core Carbon 
Principles 

Quality 
benchmark 

Futureproofing integrity Still being adopted 

Why This All Matters  

When buying offsets, a landowner exploring carbon markets, or trying to navigate climate 
claims—transparency is deserved. 

Poor quality credits create multiple layers of harm beyond simple ineffectiveness. These credits 
overstate climate impact, creating a false sense of progress that delays necessary systemic 
emissions reductions. Organizations relying on substandard offsets face significant reputational 
risk as stakeholders become increasingly sophisticated in their assessment of climate claims. 
Perhaps most troublingly, low-quality projects often perpetuate patterns of exploitation in 
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vulnerable communities, promising benefits that never materialize or creating unintended 
negative consequences. 

In contrast, high-integrity standards ensure emission reductions are real, additional, and 
permanent—the fundamental requirements for meaningful climate action. The standards 
create frameworks where projects uplift communities rather than simply extracting value for 
distant corporations. Perhaps most importantly, high-integrity standards establish transparency 
and traceability at every step, creating accountability throughout the value chain from project 
developer to final credit retirement. 

What's Next? 

As regulation catches up with reality, expect stricter scrutiny on what qualifies as a valid carbon 
offset. In the meantime, ask three questions before supporting any credit: 

● Which standard certified the credit—and why that standard? 

● Does the project demonstrate true additionality and permanence? 

● Are local communities benefiting—or being sidelined? 

In carbon markets, integrity isn't a nice-to-have. It's the baseline. 

Through years of advising organizations on carbon strategy, GCC executives have observed a 
clear pattern: those who ask these tough questions early avoid costly reputational damage 
later. The market is rapidly maturing from its wild west phase toward greater standardization 
and scrutiny. Forward-thinking organizations aren't waiting for regulations to force their hand—
they're already implementing these higher standards today, securing both climate impact and 
strategic advantage in one move. 
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