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BACKGROUND
The Institute for Carbon Removal Law and Policy (ICRLP or the
Institute) is a scholarly initiative of the School of International
Service at American University in Washington, D.C. The Institute
was launched in October 2018 in response to growing scientific and
political attention to carbon removal technologies and practices
as a potential response mechanism to climate change. We are
dedicated to assessing the social, legal, ethical, and political
implications of carbon removal technologies and practices and to
the characterization and promotion of sustainable carbon removal
approaches.
The Institute grew out of its sister institution, the Forum for Climate
Engineering Assessment (FCEA). FCEA, founded in 2013, works
to assess the social, ethical, and legal implications of emerging
technologies that fall under the broad rubric of climate engineering.
The label “climate engineering” or “geoengineering” has traditionally
been applied to both carbon removal and solar radiation
management or solar geoengineering technologies. Now, though,
carbon removal is more often and more properly looked at as part
of the climate change mitigation agenda. With the launch of the
Institute, FCEA now focuses strictly on solar radiation management
approaches and on climate engineering as a cross-cutting notion.

The Institute for Carbon Removal
Law and Policy is committed to
the assessment and promotion
of sustainable carbon removal
technologies and practices.

What is carbon removal?
			
Carbon removal is the process of drawing carbon dioxide out of the
atmosphere and locking it away in terrestrial, geological, or marine
sinks or in long-lived products for decades, centuries, or millennia,
or utilizing captured carbon for purposes such as the generation of
energy, chemicals production or to create high-strength materials.
The methods for doing so fall into three main camps: biological,
geological, and carbon-utilization. Carbon removal can also be
referred to as carbon dioxide removal (CDR) or negative emissions
technologies (NETs) or as one type of greenhouse gas removal
(GGR).
For more, see our fact sheets and explainer materials:
http://carbonremoval.info/
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Landscape of Carbon Removal Actors:
Policy - While it is difficult to ignore the speed at which carbon
removal is entering into regular climate and environmental policy
discussions, comprehensive discussions of research, scalability,
and use of specific negative emissions technologies remains
underdeveloped.
Academic Landscape - There are few academic research centers
dedicated to carbon removal; however, the literature assessing
carbon removal’s myriad components is robust and plentiful in
both the natural and social sciences. Academia is aptly positioned
to inform and fill the gaps seen in the policy landscape.
Philanthropy - Foundations play a significant role in strategically
driving climate change mitigation. However, in the context of
carbon removal, philanthropic work contributing to carbon
removal assessment is currently minimal.
Corporate Action - There are two streams of work that define
the interest of corporations in carbon removal: shaping the policy
landscape and technological development. However, these two
streams are still fairly niche, and often are not in conversation with
one another.
Civil Society - NGOs are familiar with addressing particular
components of carbon removal such as accounting for carbon
sinks and measuring blue carbon. However, conversations
about how carbon removal fits into broader environmental,
economic, and social agendas are progressing slowly. A handful
of organizations have staked out positions either strongly
supporting or opposing carbon removal, with an increasing
number of organizations adopting more moderate positions as the
conversation expands.

Why does carbon removal matter?
As a supplement to reducing emissions, carbon removal has the
potential to slow, reduce, and reverse the impacts of climate
change. Discussions of employing these technologies have emerged
in mainstream international climate change response discussions
and, on occasion, in domestic climate policy discussions. However,
there is still much uncertainty surrounding the technological
feasibility and social implications of these technologies. In order to
make responsible decisions about the use of carbon removal, these
uncertainties must be clarified and critically assessed.

THE INSTITUTE’S 2019
ACCOMPLISHMENTS
The Institute seeks to be part of the landscape of carbon removal discussions by educating
and engaging stakeholders to ensure informed, critical assessments of carbon removal’s role
in climate policy. Throughout 2019, the Institute has worked to promote a robust assessment
of carbon removal through research, creative dedication to stakeholder engagement, and
education. We describe our 2019 work below under three categories: research publications,
educational resources, and collaborative facilitation/events.

Select Research Publications in 2019
ICRLP Reports
“The Carbon Removal Debate: Asking Critical Questions About Climate Change Futures,” Matthew
Nisbet, Professor of Communication, Public Policy, and Urban Affairs; Northwestern University
•
Released in December 2019, this report is the second report in our carbon removal
briefing paper series. “The Carbon Removal Debate” examines how carbon removal
methods have suddenly appeared on the climate agenda and argues for a more
honest debate about their uncertainties. Prepared by communications scholar
Matthew Nisbet, Professor of Communication, Public Policy, and Urban Affairs at
Northeastern University, this report builds on two events held by ICRLP to solicit critical
feedback. The Consortium for Science, Policy and Outcomes at Arizona State University
co-hosted the first event and the second meeting was convened in Boston. This report
explores the challenges and nuances involved when discussing carbon removal, the
additional need for scrutiny and debate over its technologies, and how to build a
better conversation about carbon removal in the context of climate policy. Nisbet also
published an article in Issues in Science and Technology detailing the complex nature of
carbon removal and explaining the purposes of ICRLP’s report.
Academic Papers and ICRLP Affiliated Publications
“Climate Engineering Under the Paris Agreement,” Wil Burns and Neil Craik
•
Craik, Neil, and William Burns. 2019. “Climate Engineering Under the Paris Agreement.”
Environmental Law Reporter 49 (12). https://elr.info/news-analysis/49/11113/climateengineering-under-paris-agreement.
•
ICRLP Co-Director Wil Burns and University of Waterloo professor Neil Craik discuss
how certain provisions of the Paris Agreement might provide a framework to govern
climate engineering globally and how the Agreement might influence the development
and implementation of climate engineering.
“Can technology save the environment? Lessons from Iain M. Banks’ Culture series,” Simon Nicholson
•
Nicholson, Simon. 2019. “Can Technology Save the Environment? Lessons from Iain M.
Banks’ Culture Series.” Elem Sci Anth 7 (1): 40. https://doi.org/10.1525/elementa.378.
•
Through engagement with Iain M Banks’ Culture novels, ICRLP Co-Director Simon
Nicholson explores some of the meaning and limits of contemporary environmental
techno-optimism.
“The hidden politics of climate engineering,” Sikina Jinnah and Simon Nicholson
•
Jinnah, Sikina, and Simon Nicholson. 2019. “The Hidden Politics of Climate
Engineering.” Nature Geoscience 12 (11): 876–79. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41561-0190483-7.
•
The Institute’s co-director, Simon Nicholson, teamed up with Sikina Jinnah from
UC Santa Cruz to study the fate of a resolution on carbon removal and solar
geoengineering that was introduced at the UN Environment Assembly in March 2019.
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Select Research Publications in 2019 Cont.
“Ocean Alkalinity Enhancement: Current state of knowledge and potential role of philanthropy,”
Antonius Gagern, Greg Rau, Debora Iglesias Rodriguez, Phil Renforth, Wil Burns, and Elisabeth Graffy
•
Gagern, Antonius, Greg Rau, Debora Iglesias Rodriguez, Wil Burns, Phil Renforth, and
Elisabeth Graffy. 2019. “Ocean Alkalinity Enhancement: Current State of Knowledge
and Potential Role of Philanthropy.” Meeting Report. Half Moon Bay, California.
•
The result of a convening of experts and funders, this report co-authored by Wil Burns
explores the current state of knowledge on ocean alkalinity enhancement and the
potential role of philanthropy.
Guide to Including Nature in Nationally Determined Contributions: A checklist of information and
accounting approaches for natural climate solutions
•
Beasley, Erin, Lisa Murray, Jason Funk, Breanna Lujan, Kiryssa Kasprzyk, and David
Burns. 2019. “Guide to Including Nature in Nationally Determined Contributions.”
Conservation International. https://www.conservation.org/docs/default-source/
publication-pdfs/guide-to-including-nature-in-ndcs.pdf?sfvrsn=99aecda2_2.
•
Co-authored by ICRLP Faculty Fellow Jason Funk, this report discusses the integration
of nature-based climate mitigation strategies into nationally determined contributions
under the Paris Agreement.
“Governing geoengineering research for the Great Barrier Reef,” Jan McDonald, Jeffrey McGee, Kerryn
Brent, and Wil Burns
•
McDonald, Jan, Jeffrey McGee, Kerryn Brent, and Wil Burns. 2019. “Governing
Geoengineering Research for the Great Barrier Reef.” Climate Policy 19 (7): 801–11.
https://doi.org/10.1080/14693062.2019.1592742.
•
Co-authored by ICRLP co-director Wil Burns, this article looks at the prospect of using
geoengineering to protect the Great Barrier Reef from extreme warming conditions.
“Governance of Marine Geoengineering,” Kerryn Brent, Wil Burns, and Jeffrey McGee
•
Brent, Kerryn, Wil Burns, and Jeffrey McGee. 2019. “Governance of Marine
Geoengineering.” Centre for International Governance Innovation. https://www.
cigionline.org/publications/governance-marine-geoengineering.
•
Commissioned by CIGI, this report co-authored by Kerry Brent, University of Tasmania;
Wil Burns, Co-Director of the Institute for Carbon Removal Law & Policy; and
Jeffrey McGee, University of Tasmania explores the potential role of marine climate
geoengineering approaches such as ocean alkalinity enhancement and “blue carbon.”
Focusing on the governance of marine geoengineering research and deployment, this
report also assesses potential risks of this approach.
Values in Climate Policy (Rowman & Littlefield International, 2019), David Morrow
•
Morrow, David R. 2019. Values in Climate Policy. New York: Rowman & Littlefield
International.
•
Published in October 2019, ICRLP Director of Research David Morrow’s new book
offers an insightful discussion of the moral and ethical implications of climate on policy
and how the choices we make impact the climate change timeline.
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Educational Resources
The Institute is developing a comprehensive set of digestible educational tools to help actors
gain the information needed to critically engage in discussions concerning carbon removal.
These resources are separated into the following categories:
Fact Sheets
The Institute has continued to develop and publish two-page fact sheets on different carbon removal
technologies and practices. Each fact sheet provides an overview of the technology, its capacity for
development, and its ethical and governance considerations.
Carbon Removal Blog
Launched in Fall 2019, the Institute’s new blog hosts short, timely posts on all aspects of carbon
removal by experts in the community.
Accessible Abstracts
In an effort to make the latest literature on carbon removal accessible to diverse audiences, the plain
English abstract project explains recent academic publications on carbon removal in ways that are
easier to understand by non-specialists.
Webinar Series
ICRLP’s webinar series is dedicated to keeping those on the forefront of the carbon removal
conversation in communication with those seeking to actively influence carbon removal’s development.
We have done so this year by hosting webinars on the Brazilian Amazon fires, a report by the Rhodium
Group on direct air capture, and the role forests play in the carbon removal portfolio.
Course on Climate Geoengineering Law/Policy
The first of its kind in the United States, this course, taught at the Illinois Institute of Technology (IIT)
by ICRLP’s Co-Director, Wil Burns, focused on the legal and political aspects of climate geoengineering
governance.
Carbon Removal Briefing Paper Series
ICRLP has published the first two reports in this series. The first briefing paper, “Why Talk About
Carbon Removal?,” explains the need for and the current landscape of carbon removal discussions.
The second, “The Carbon Removal Debate,” details the rise of carbon removal in the climate policy
agenda and why we need more efforts to promote greater public dialogue.
Additional Resources
ICRLP also provides additional resources on our website, such as an extensive bibliography of relevant
literature.
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Collaborative Facilitation and Events
Collaborations
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•

OceanNETs Advisory Board Member: As a member of the advisory board, ICRLP
Co-Director Wil Burns is part of a group of carbon removal experts from economic,
political, legal, social, and natural science backgrounds who work together with
stakeholders to evaluate ocean-based NETs within the UN Sustainable Development
Goals framework. The aim of this project is to analyze the feasibility, risks, and cobenefits of ocean-based negative emission technologies for stabilizing the climate.

•

Columbia University School of Law’s Sabin Center Collaboration: CDR Legal
Texts Project: ICRLP is collaborating with Columbia’s Sabin Center to develop a
comprehensive database of legal instruments (national and international) pertinent to
carbon removal technologies.

•

Participation in the Climate Action Network (CAN): ICRLP is one of the very few
academic members of the US Climate Action Network (USCAN). We are privileged in
this capacity to inform sober consideration of carbon removal options across USCAN’s
membership, including key working groups within USCAN that are scrutinizing carbon
removal approaches, and briefings to CAN working groups. We play a similar role for
the “4 per 1000” international network focused on soil carbon.

•

Speakers Bureau: In early 2019, ICRLP rolled out its Speakers Bureau. With this,
organizations can request to have our staff speak at events or give lectures to provide
interested parties in-depth and objective information about technology, law, ethics,
and politics associated with potential deployment of carbon removal approaches.

•

Carbon Removal Working Group: The Carbon Removal Working Group (CRWG)
was born out of a meeting convened in 2018 by the Institute for environmental and
social justice non-governmental organizations. Continuing the CRWG through 2019
provided space for information sharing, deliberation, and where appropriate, strategic
coordination on carbon removal. Participants share, request, and work together to
develop resources; communicate about activities they are engaged in; exchange
perspectives; and communicate about upcoming events or milestones and potential
responses to them. It is not expected that participants will have the same positions or
shared advocacy goals, however, some may decide to form subgroups to advance work
on specific issues.

•

Consortium Membership, 4 per 1000 Initiative: The “4 Per 1000 Initiative”, launched
by the French government at the 21st Conference of the Parties to the United Nations
Framework Convention for Climate in 2015, consists of governmental and nongovernmental organizations dedicated to enhance soil carbon sequestration. More
specifically, it seeks to effectuate an annual growth rate of 0.4% in soil carbon stocks,
or 4‰ per year to significantly reduce atmospheric levels of carbon dioxide. ICRLP
hopes to work with colleagues at the University of California-Davis and University of
California-Berkeley to discuss the potential role of enhanced mineral weathering in the
context of soil sequestration, as well as to assist in the drafting of governance protocols
for soil sequestration programs.

Collaborative Facilitation and Events Cont.
Select Events
•

In December 2019, ICRLP organized a panel discussion on carbon removal at the
Policy Studies Organization’s 13th Annual Dupont Summit on Science, Technology,
and Environmental Policy. Simon Nicholson and David Morrow spoke on the
panel alongside Maya Breitburg-Smith (RESOLVE) and Olufemi Taiwo (Georgetown
University).

•

In November 2019, ICRLP co-hosted the event, “Prospects for Carbon Dioxide Removal
in Climate Policy-Making within the United States” with Chatham House and the
Royal Institute of International Affairs. The event was convened at the University of
California-Davis’s School of Law.

•

In September 2019, ICRLP hosted two events to solicit critical feedback on
research and principles used by civil society leaders that facilitate dialogue-based
communication about carbon removal technologies. The Consortium for Science,
Policy and Outcomes (CSPO) at Arizona State University co-hosted the first event
September 12, 2019 in Washington, DC. Matthew Nisbet presented his report in
preparation and facilitated a discussion focusing on criticalw reflections on the
negative emissions conversation to date. ICRLP then convened a day-and-a half long
workshop in Boston, Massachusetts, on September 18-19, 2019. The participants at
this workshop included academics, NGO representatives, representatives from the
philanthropic community, and journalists who came together to discuss strategies for
improved communication of carbon removal. The meeting included an overview by
experts of carbon removal approaches, an assessment of current laws and policies
around carbon removal, and conversations with journalists covering the topic. Read
the full meeting report here.

•

In August 2019, David Morrow served as a faculty member at the Sixth International
Summer School on Geoengineering Governance, where faculty and students examined
the governance of both carbon removal and solar geoengineering.

•

During the Institute’s Wingspread meeting in 2018, NGO representatives expressed
a need for information and tools to guide individual NGOs and society at large in the
comparative assessment of many different existing and proposed forms of carbon
removal. In March 2019, the Institute took its first steps in responding to those calls
by hosting a workshop at American University entitled, “Scoping the Carbon Removal
Assessment Agenda.” The goal of the workshop was to gather input from the NGO
community and assessment experts to ensure the Institute identifies and develops
tools that meet NGOs’ needs and interests as they develop their own positions on
carbon removal-related matters.

Postdoctoral Researchers: Early in 2020, the ICRLP team will be joined by two postdocs who
will work to improve modeling of carbon removal in integrated assessment models, funded
by the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation.

Looking Forward
to 2020

Podcast Series: The Institute is thrilled to launch a podcast series in 2020 that will widen the
scope and audience of those engaged with carbon removal.
The Institute is working on organizing a workshop for people of faith on climate engineering
in Chicago.
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Select Staff Presentations
David Morrow, Director of Research
7.11.19

Presentation, A Meeting of Civil Society Organizations on Carbon Dioxide Removal,
Nairobi, Kenya

Setting the Context for Carbon
Removal

8.6.19

Presentation, Sixth International Geoengineering Governance Summer School,
Banff, Canada

Interactions between Components
of a Climate Policy Portfolio

11.8.19

Presentation, Towards an interdisciplinary knowledge community on the critical
understanding of emergent climate system intervention technologies in Southeast
Asia, Bali, Indonesia (via Skype)

Interactions between Components
of the Climate Policy Portfolio
(Skype presentation)

Simon Nicholson, Co-Director
2.5.19

Panel, School of Advanced International Studies, Johns Hopkins University,
Washington DC

Ocean Climate Geoengineering:
An Assessment of Potential Risks,
Benefits, and Governance

3.27-30.19

Presentation, the Annual Meeting of the International Studies Association, Toronto,
Canada

Carbon Removal and Extractivism:
How the Promise of Carbon
Removal is Shaping Global Climate
Response

4.3.19

Presentation, PSE Workshop for Society and the Environment, University of
Maryland, College Park, MD

The Search for Just and
Sustainable Forms of Carbon
Removal

5.3.19

Panel, DC Area Climate and Energy Research Workshop, Georgetown University,
Washington DC

A Post-Paris Research Agenda on
International Climate Governance

11.9.19

Presentation, Workshop on Climate Colonialism, Georgetown University,
Washington DC

Reading Carbon Removal through
the Lens of Climate Colonialism

11.20.19

Lecture, International Climate Policy and Diplomacy graduate seminar, Georgetown
University, Washington DC

An Introduction to Carbon
Removal and Solar Radiation
Management

Wil Burns, Co-Director
1.21.19

Presentation, Manylabs Forum, San Francisco, CA

International Governance of
Marine Geoengineering Options

1.31.19

Lecture, SIT Study Abroad, International Honors Program, San Francisco, CA

Overview of Climate
Geoengineering

2.12.19

Environmental Studies Department Seminar, Sacramento State University,
Sacramento, CA

Into the Great Wide Open: The
Promise, and Potential Perils, of
Climate Geoengineering

2.21.19

Presentation, Global Studies Seminar, University of Wisconsin School of Law,
Madison, WI

The Paris Agreement and Climate
Geoengineering Options

3.06.19

Presentation, Environmental Studies program, DePaul University, Chicago, IL

Into the Great Wide Open: The
Promise, and Potential Perils, of
Climate Geoengineering
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Wil Burns, Co-Director
3.08.19

Presentation, Net Zero by 2050 Conference, Cornell University, Ithaca, NY

International Governance
of Carbon Dioxide Removal
Technologies

3.21.19

Lecture, Introduction to Climate Change course, San Francisco State University, San
Francisco

Into the Great Wide Open: The
Promise, and Potential Perils, of
Climate Geoengineering

4.05.19

Lecture, Sustainability Forum, Illinois Institute of Technology, Chicago, IL

Carbon Dioxide Removal Options
and Potential International
Governance

4.09.19

Lecture, Urban Environmental Studies Forum, Birmingham-Southern College,
Birmingham, AL

Carbon Dioxide Removal Options
and Potential International
Governance

4.15.19

Webinar Presentation (virtual), Bard College Sustainability Forum

Carbon Dioxide Removal Options
and Potential International
Governance

4.16.19

Presentation, Harris School of Public Policy, University of Chicago, Chicago, IL

Carbon Dioxide Removal Options
and Potential International
Governance

5.02.19

Lecture, International Environmental Policy course, Middle Institute of International
Studies, Monterey, CA

Carbon Dioxide Removal Options
and Potential International
Governance

5.24.19

Lecture, Climate Change Science course, North Central College, Naperville, IL

Scientific Overview of Carbon
Dioxide Removal Technologies

7.20.19

Lecture, ESPM 50AC, Culture & Natural Resource Management, University of
California-Berkeley, Berkeley, CA

Overview of Climate Change
Geoengineering Approaches

8.24.19

Lecture, SIT Study Abroad, International Honors Program, San Francisco, CA

Overview of Climate
Geoengineering

8.26.19

Seminar, Illinois Institute of Technology Armour College of Engineering, Chicago, IL

Carbon Dioxide Removal Options
and Potential International
Governance

09.10.19

Presentation, Expert and Donor Meeting on Ocean Alkalinization Geoengineering,
Half Moon Bay, CA

Pertinent Legal Regimes for
Regulating Marine Geoengineering
Approaches

10.09.19

Lecture, Environmental Law Society, University of Maine School of Law, Portland,
ME

Carbon Dioxide Removal
Technologies and Human Rights
Law

10.10.19

Lecture, Environmental Studies Colloquium, Bowdoin College, Brunswick, ME

Overview of Carbon Dioxide
Removal Options

10.11.19

Lecture, Environmental Studies Colloquium, Bowdoin College, Brunswick, ME

Overview of Solar Radiation
Management Geoengineering
Technologies

10.23.19

Lecture, Global Environmental Politics Course, Harvey Mudd College, Claremont, CA

Into the Great Wide Open: The
Promise, and Potential Perils, of
Climate Geoengineering

10.30.19

Lecture, School of Engineering, Vanderbilt University, Nashville, TN

Into the Great Wide Open: The
Promise, and Potential Perils, of
Climate Geoengineering
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Wil Burns, Co-Director
11.08.19

Lecture, Biology seminar course, Bradley University, Peoria, IL

Overview of Solar Radiation
Management Geoengineering
Technologies

11.08.19

Lecture, Joint Biology/International Relations lecture series, Bradley University,
Peoria, IL

Overview of Carbon Dioxide
Removal Geoengineering
Technologies

11.12.19

Lecture, ESPM169, University of California-Berkeley, Berkeley, CA

Into the Great Wide Open: The
Promise, and Potential Perils, of
Climate Geoengineering

11.23.19

Lecture, Global Environmental Theme House Seminar, University of CaliforniaBerkeley, Berkeley, CA

Into the Great Wide Open: The
Promise, and Potential Perils, of
Climate Geoengineering
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The Institute for Carbon Removal Law and Policy,
housed at American University, is committed to the
assessment and promotion of sustainable carbon
removal technologies and practices.

Institute for Carbon Removal Law and Policy
American University School of International Service
4400 Massachusetts Ave. NW
Washington, DC 20016
carbonremoval.info

