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SPECIAL REPORT by Ian Eddy

SO WHAT SHOULD  
WE DO INSTEAD?

The bad news for anyone 
who likes foreign holidays is 
that most people say the best 
thing you can do is to simply 
not fly. WWF told us that they 
see carbon offsetting as “the 
last step” and that you should 
first try to avoid or reduce 
harmful activities like flying 
and driving.

“Flying is quite interesting 
because not many people fly regularly,” says Middlemiss.

In fact, 48% of England’s population didn’t take a single flight in 2018, 
and 20% of flights were taken by just 1% of the population. 

“To make things fair, they’re the people who need to start cutting 
down,” Middlemiss says.

“To fight the climate crisis, we do need to be sucking carbon out of the 
air – by planting lots more trees – but this must happen at the same time 
as huge cuts to emissions,” says Childs. “This is why we need things like 
more solar and wind power, and cleaner public transport.”

“Another problem is that balancing a bad thing with a good thing adds 
up to zero, and keeps you where you are,” says Hamid. “But where we 
are is not a good place. We need to move very quickly to a less polluting, 
lower-carbon place, and that means we need much less bad stuff, and 
much more good stuff, all at once. We need to plant lots and lots of 
trees, and do all the other sensible offsetting ideas, AND fly less, drive 
less and eat less meat. But if people start polluting more because they 
think offsetting makes it okay, then the offsetting industry might be 
encouraging more pollution and speeding up climate change.”

“In the UK, long-distance train travel is hugely expensive, so one of 
the policies that would be really great is to subsidise train travel,” says 

Middlemiss, which means she 
thinks the Government should 
pay to make it cheaper. “They 
could also make it easier to 
get to places like Spain by 
train, which is a nice trip. It 
tends to cost more, depending 
on how organised you are 
and how early you book, but 
subsidies for that kind of 
travel would allow people to 
do some really interesting 
things without flying.”

WHAT’S THE POINT OF CARBON OFFSETTING?
To make up for environmental damage caused by harmful activities 

such as flying, people can pay some money to offset things like their 
flight’s emissions. The idea is that you pay into a scheme that removes 
CO2 from the air, such as by planting trees or providing new stoves to 
people in developing countries so that they can cook with cleaner fuel 
instead of chopping trees down for firewood.  

WHAT’S THE CATCH?
“In most cases, carbon 

offsetting just doesn’t 
work,” says Mike Childs, 
head of science at Friends 
of the Earth. “Some 
offsetting projects are also 
used by companies such 
as oil drillers who want to 
pretend they’re doing good 
things, but are continuing 
to extract fossil fuels and 
cause huge damage to 
the planet. Think of it like 
this: offsetting is like trying 
to look after your teeth by 
paying someone else not to eat sweets.”

Dr Lucie Middlemiss, an associate professor in sustainability at the 
University of Leeds School of Earth and Environment, agrees. “It’s kind 
of an economic fudge to make out that we’re solving something when 
actually it’s not really changing anything,” she told us. “It suggests we 
can carry on doing what we’re doing and just pay to clean up after 
ourselves. But there’s also a really big justice issue because the people 
who can afford it get to carry on while everybody else just has to 
change, which reinforces inequality.”

It’s also not very easy to work out if an offsetting scheme works. Your 
cash might go towards planting trees, but then what?  

“The forest might be burned, accidentally or on purpose, releasing 
all of the carbon at once,” says Areeba Hamid, a climate campaigner 
for Greenpeace UK. “Or it might be turned into paper, or furniture, 
or various other things, each of which would release its carbon at a 
different speed. When we plant it we don’t really know what  
will happen to it, or when.”

“Since offsetting is voluntary, it won’t work,” adds Middlemiss, 
“because lots of people won’t choose to do it. But also it suggests that 
it’s the responsibility of the individual, when it’s really a society-wide 
problem that governments can do something about.”
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“Jetting across the world is a privilege, 
not a right, and the best way to limit its 
impact is to do it less,” New Scientist 
magazine has said
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Some offsetting schemes don’t 
have the benefits they claim, and 
some turn out to be scams. Lots of 
tree-planting projects have failed 
or just not happened at all

IS CARBON OFFSETTING JUST A WAY 
FOR RICH PEOPLE TO FEEL BETTER 
ABOUT HARMING THE PLANET?

FLIGHT 
OF FANCY

SOMETHING called carbon offsetting has been in the news a fair bit lately, as celebs and members of the royal family have defended their frequent 
air travel by saying their flights have been offset. But what does that mean, what do carbon offsetting schemes involve and why do so many people 
say they’re a bad idea? And if they are so bad, what can we do instead that’s better for the planet?  

Prince Harry and Meghan 
have been criticised for 

the number of flights 
they take for work and 

holidays. They have also 
travelled in small private 

jets, which have higher 
emissions per passenger

Worldwide, the average person 
flies once every 21 months. In 
2000, it was every 44 months. 
Aviation is responsible for around 
2% of global emissions, yet in 2018 
the International Air Transport 
Association predicted that passenger 
numbers would double by 2037.

DID YOU KNOW?
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GLOSSARY Friends of the Earth – An environmental campaigning community
sustainability – Avoidance of the depletion of natural resources
WWF – The World Wide Fund for Nature is an international non-governmental organisation for the 
reduction of human impact on the environment 
Greenpeace – A non-governmental environmental organisation founded in 1971
aviation – Activities surrounding mechanical flight and the aircraft industry
International Air Transport Association – The trade association for the world’s airlines

Questions on: ‘Flight of fancy’                                                                                 

Part A:
A1. What is carbon offsetting?

A2. Who are the following people?

Mike Childs  

Dr Lucie Middlemiss
Areeba Hamid

A3. The following statements were made by Dr Lucie Middlemiss about carbon offsetting. Number them 1-5 in the 
order in which they are quoted in the report.

“Since offsetting is voluntary, it won’t work because lots of people won’t choose to do it.”  

“…there’s also a really big justice issue because the people who can afford it get to  
carry on while everybody else just has to change, which reinforces inequality.”
“It suggests we can carry on what we’re doing and just pay to clean up after ourselves.”
“In the UK, long-distance train travel is hugely expensive,  
so one of the policies that would be really great is to subsidise train travel.”
“It’s kind of an economic fudge to make out that we’re solving something when actually           
it’s not really changing anything”. 

A4. What do the following percentages refer to?
48% ............................................................ 20% ............................................................ 2% ............................................................ 

A5. If carbon offsetting is a bad idea, what can we do to fight the climate crisis?

Part B: 
B1. Areeba Hamid is quoted as saying that a problem with carbon offsetting is that “balancing a bad thing with a 
good thing adds up to zero, and keeps you where you are”. If things aren’t getting worse, why is that a problem? 

B2. Instead of being the solution, why might carbon offsetting actually speed up climate change? 

B3. Why is it significant that in 2000 the average person flew once every 44 months?

B4. Why does Middlemiss think that the Government should subsidise train travel?

B5. Suggest why there has been so much focus on the flights taken by Prince Harry and Meghan. 

Part C: 
C1. Mike Childs describes offsetting as: “like trying to look after your teeth by paying someone else not to eat 
sweets”. Analyse the effect of the language technique Childs uses. 

C2. Is ‘Flight of fancy’ an appropriate headline for this report? Why/why not? 

Part D: Discussion task
“Carbon offsetting is just a way for rich people to feel better about harming the planet.”  
Do you agree or disagree with this statement? Give reasons for your view.
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C2. Is ‘Flight of fancy’ an appropriate headline for this report? Why/why not?
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Do you agree or disagree with this statement? Give reasons for your view.
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Teacher Answers

AIM OF THE NEWS COMPREHENSIONS: News reports are unique non-fiction texts. Being real, they naturally 
engage students, and with the range of topics that are covered, help to develop pupils’ knowledge and 
understanding of the wider world outside the classroom. The reports are ideal for short, focused comprehension 
or discussion activities. Along with the opportunity to find fascinating facts and appreciate the opinions of those 
involved, there is plenty to be inferred and deduced to understand in more depth what is being reported. Like 
authors, journalists play with language, so news ‘stories’ are rich nuggets of text to investigate and provide the 
opportunity for literacy programmes.
TEACHER ANSWER GUIDE: The teacher answers are intended to provide a guide to the reading skill each 
question is practising. Suggestions are given for a starting point for responses that students would be expected 
to give at the start of KS3. Further suggestions then give fuller, more developed responses that students will work 
towards by the end of KS3, in preparation for the non-fiction elements of GCSE English language.

TEACHER ANSWERS

Part A 
A1. What is carbon offsetting?
READING SKILL  — Find and explain information
Possible answer
Starting point 
• Carbon offsetting is when you try to make up for the environmental damage that you cause when you engage in 

activities such as flying.
Developed response
• The idea is that you counteract the damage by paying into a scheme that removes CO2 from the air, such as by planting 

trees or providing new stoves to people in developing countries, so that they can cook with cleaner fuel. 

A2. Who are the following people?
READING SKILL  — Find and explain information
Possible answer
Expected response

Mike Childs Head of science at Friends of the Earth

Dr Lucie Middlemiss An associate professor in sustainability at the University 
of Leeds School of Earth and Environment

Areeba Hamid A climate campaigner for Greenpeace UK

A3. The following statements were made by Dr Lucie Middlemiss about carbon offsetting. Number them 1-5 in the order 
in which they are quoted in the report. 
READING SKILL  — Find and explain information
Possible answer
Expected response

"Since offsetting is voluntary, it won’t work  
because lots of people won’t choose to do it.” 4

“…there’s also a really big justice issue because the people who can afford it get  
to carry on while everybody else just has to change, which reinforces inequality.” 3

“It suggests we can carry on what we’re doing  
and just pay to clean up after ourselves.” 2

“In the UK, long-distance train travel is hugely expensive,  
so one of the policies that would be really great is to subsidise train travel.” 5

“It’s kind of an economic fudge to make out that we’re solving  
something when actually it’s not really changing anything”. 1
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A4. What do the following percentages refer to?
READING SKILL  — Find and explain information
Possible answer
Expected response
• 48% The percentage of England’s population who didn’t take a single flight in 2018.
• 20% The percentage of flights taken by just 1% of the population.
• 2% The percentage of global emissions that aviation is responsible for.

A5. If carbon offsetting is a bad idea, what can we do to fight the climate crisis?
READING SKILL  — Find and explain information
Possible answer
Starting point
• We need more solar and wind power, and cleaner public transport.
Development
• We also need to plant lots of trees AND fly less, drive less and eat less meat.

Part B
B1. Areeba Hamid is quoted as saying that the problem with carbon offsetting is that “balancing a bad thing with a good 
thing adds up to zero, and keeps you where you are”. If things aren’t getting worse, why is that a problem?  
READING SKILL — Infer information and justify with evidence from the text
Possible answer 
Starting point
• It is a problem because we are not in a good place now, so staying where we are is not good enough.
Development
• We need to move very quickly to a less-polluting, lower carbon place. This means that we can’t just do good things to 

remove CO2 from the air, we need to reduce our emissions at the same time.

B2. Instead of being the solution, why might carbon offsetting actually speed up climate change?
READING SKILL — Infer information and justify with evidence from the text
Possible answer 
Starting point
• Carbon offsetting might speed up climate change if people believe that it is the solution to pollution.
Development
• People might stop being careful and start polluting more if they believe that offsetting makes it okay. This means that 

the offsetting industry might be encouraging more pollution and thus speeding up climate change.  

B3. Why is it significant that in 2000 the average person flew once every 44 months?
READING SKILL — Infer information and justify with evidence from the text
Possible answer 
Starting point
• It is significant that in the year 2000 the average person flew once every 44 months because, worldwide at the 

moment, the average person flies once every 21 months.
Development
• This shows that the average person flies much more frequently than was the case 20 years ago. Furthermore, in 2018 

the International Air Transport Association predicted that passenger numbers would double by 2037. Since we need to 
be flying less and not more, this is bad news for the climate crisis. 

B4. Why does Middlemiss think that the Government should subsidise train travel?
READING SKILL — Infer information and justify with evidence from the text
Possible answer 
Starting point
• Middlemiss thinks that the Government should subsidise train travel because long-distance train travel in the UK is 

highly expensive.
Development
• Middlemiss thinks that if train travel was cheaper and it was made easier to get to places like Spain by train, then it 

“would allow people to do some really interesting things without flying”. Trains are a cleaner form of public transport 
than planes so this would be better for the environment.   
 

B5. Suggest why there has been so much focus on the flights taken by Prince Harry and Meghan.
READING SKILL — Infer information and justify with evidence from the text
Possible answer 
Starting point
• There has been so much focus on the flights taken by Prince Harry and Meghan because they are members of the royal 
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family and as such they are always subject to intense scrutiny. 
Development
• Furthermore, Harry and Meghan have always been very vocal about environmental issues. Therefore, there has been 

more focus on their carbon footprint and they have been branded hypocritical for the number of flights that they take 
for work and holidays. In particular, they have been criticised for their use of private jets, which have higher emissions 
per passenger.

Part C
C1. Mike Childs describes offsetting as “like trying to look after your teeth by paying someone else not to eat sweets”. 
Analyse the effect of the language technique Childs uses.
READING SKILL — Recognise effect of language choices
Possible answer 
Starting point
• The simile makes Childs’ point very easy to understand. Obviously, paying someone else not to eat sweets will not 

help to protect your own teeth! Therefore, he is making the point that paying into a scheme will not protect the 
environment from the damage that you do to it by taking frequent flights or engaging in other environmentally harmful 
activities.

Development
• Childs uses the simile to make offsetting seem nonsensical. The use of a comparison that refers to sweets is also likely 

to appeal to First News’ young readership.
  
C2. Is ‘Flight of fancy’ an appropriate headline for this report? Why/why not?
READING SKILL — Develop opinions and provide justifications for view points
Possible answer 
Starting point
• A flight of fancy is an idea that is imaginative but is not realistic. Therefore, it is an appropriate headline because it 

provides a good introduction for the information about carbon offsetting and it being something that sounds like a 
good idea but which isn’t in reality.

Development
• The use of the word 'fancy' can also mean sophisticated or expensive, so the title 'Flight of fancy' not only refers to the 

phrase, but reinforces suggestions that flights are for the rich, or the 'fancy'. There is also the use of alliteration which 
rolls off the tongue and draws you into the report.

Part D – Discussion task
READING SKILL — Develop opinions and provide justifications for view points
“Carbon offsetting is just a way for rich people to feel better about harming the planet.”  
Do you agree or disagree with this statement? Give reasons for your view.
Possible answer 

Agree Disagree
• Offsetting schemes may alleviate the consciences of 

the rich but they may not be effective. Some schemes 
don’t have the benefits they claim, and some turn out 
to be scams.

• Even if a scheme isn’t a scam and, for example, trees 
are planted, there is no way of knowing if it has helped 
the environment. As Areeba Hamid says: “The forest 
might be burned accidently or on purpose, releasing 
all of the carbon at once.” Alternatively, “it might be 
turned into paper or furniture… each of which would 
release its carbon at a different speed”. With tree 
planting schemes, “when we plant it we don’t really 
know what will happen to it or when”.

• The rich can afford carbon offsetting, so they just 
throw their money at the problem and then they don’t 
feel the need to make real and necessary changes in 
their lifestyles. It would be too inconvenient for them!

• Royals and celebrities may need to travel for work but 
if they were really serious about the environment then 
they would stop taking flights for holidays and  
social reasons. 

• Celebrities and members of the royal family have to 
travel for their work. Sometimes it is unavoidable. If 
they didn’t fly then they would not be able to get to 
all of the places they need to be in time to fulfil their 
engagements. At least if they are carbon offsetting 
they are showing an awareness of the need to protect 
the environment and they are doing what they can.

• The royal family need to use private flights for security 
reasons. For their safety, and the safety of the general 
public, it is not advisable for them to take commercial 
flights. At least by carbon offsetting, they are trying to 
reduce the damage. It would be worse if they didn’t do 
anything at all. 

• Some celebrities make other sacrifices to show that 
they care about the environment. For example, 
Prince Harry and Meghan have said that they won’t 
have more than two children. Furthermore, many 
other celebrities and royals support animal and 
environmental charities or make lifestyle choices to 
help the environment such as becoming vegan.


