
Tomorrow’s Art, Today’s Problems:
Digital Artists & Carbon Emissions
A new approach for the art community to combat climate change.



Abstract

The digital art community is growing, but it is also facing major challenges. Between the 
issues created by the rise of NFTs (rampant art theft and fraud, to name a couple) and the 
difficult nature of selling artwork digitally, we need a change to allow artists to keep 
creating. People want to support artists: a recent survey indicates that over 50% of art 
buyers purchase art for that reason. With NFTs providing only limited value to digital 
artists, they are not the solution. That’s where CO2ign Art comes in. By verifying artists 
are legitimate and allowing buyers to collect art with unique digital signatures, everyone 
is able to benefit. And by funding carbon reduction projects with each purchase, our 
planet isn’t left out of the deal.
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To some, NFTs are synonymous with buying digital art. Certainly, NFTs have brought 
unprecedented attention to the digital art market over the last year. While this boom 
could be a welcome gain for artists who want nothing more than to make a living doing 
what they love, the reality is that they more often have their work stolen, with
decentralized NFT marketplaces unable to curb rampant art theft and fraud. At the same 
time, energy-hungry blockchain technology has an impact on the environment wildly 
disproportionate to its value, and the solutions are slow to be adopted. All this combines 
to form a dark side of NFTs that has nothing to do with the heart of digital art, which can 
and should be a community that cares for and supports both artists and the environment.
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Introduction



Whether an artist uses an iPad, 3D modeling software, a canvas, or a chisel and block of 
marble, there is no fundamental difference between digital and physical art. Where the 
primary difference lies is how the artist presents digital art. When browsing art online, 
potential customers are given one of limitless, indistinguishable copies. It can be saved to 
one's device within seconds, taking no more than a few simple clicks - and spending 
money on that artwork often carries no intrinsic added value for the customer.
 
So how do digital artists make a living? The unfortunate truth of the matter is that, more 
often than not, they simply don’t.

Meanwhile, traditional fine art is often slow to move online. This is partly due to a desire 
to purchase in person and partially because those who regularly buy traditional art are 
aging, while millennials and Gen-Z simply aren't going to galleries and buying paintings.

With digital art emerging rapidly as its own unique medium, the art scene is slowly but 
surely changing. Artists are now streaming on Twitch and YouTube, sharing images on 
Twitter and Instagram, and selling on-demand prints and merchandise. In fact, our 
research indicates that there are thousands of artists with tens to hundreds of thousands 
of followers on Instagram and/or Twitter.

05

Digital Art:
The Good, The Bad, The Ugly
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The world of art collection has changed with the advent of the 
internet. It’s allowed a number of people who otherwise would 
have never had the opportunity to sell their artwork a potential 
avenue for success. But why do people actually purchase art?
For some, it’s an investment, and for others, it’s simply pretty - 
but there’s actually more to it than that. Artsy conducted a 
survey1 in 2019 that examined why nearly 4,000 physical art 
buyers decided to purchase physical artwork online. What stands 
out is that over 50% of art buyers do so “to support the artist”, 
which is roughly 15 percentage points more than those who 
purchase art “as an investment”.

Buying &
Selling Art

What drives online art buyers?

To decorate my home

To inspire me

To build a collection

To support artists i know

To support artists

As an investment

To give as gifts

To give to an institution

To pass on to a client

0 20% 40% 60% 80%



07

of physical art buyers who purchase online do so “to support 
the artist”, which is roughly 15 percentage points more than 
those who purchase art “as an investment”.

Over

50%



Buy

Artist

Women were 24%  more likely than 
men to report being motivated by 
wanting to support artists, and 35%  
more likely to be motivated by artist 
friends. 

Meanwhile, men were 39% 
more likely to say that they 
buy art as an investment

Depending on the demographic, the difference in motivation to 
purchase can vary greatly - specifically for women and Gen-Z. 
Even those who answered that they purchased traditional art as 
an investment, upon interview, clarified that they simply wanted 
their pieces to retain their value. This goes against the seemingly 
common notion that art buyers do so to resell their purchased 
artwork for a profit. While that’s all well and good for the buyer, 
it’s another story entirely for most artists. In practice, it’s
surprisingly challenging to resell traditional art, as secondary 
market liquidity is generally limited to a small subset of a few 
thousand artists. Unfortunately, it’s generally only the
highest-profile artists who have the popularity required to sell 
artwork consistently - and a number of those artists aren’t alive 
to see the returns on their artwork. So what about the artists 
themselves and the challenges that they face on a daily basis?

Even among those who answered “as an 
investment”, many simply wanted their 
expensive pieces to hold value, rather 
than hoping to gain and resell.
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The Gender Divide
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Even if an artist could build a following on Instagram or Twitter, 
one issue remains - how can that be monetized effectively? While 
there certainly are potential solutions and strategies to make it 
work, each comes with its drawbacks.

Problems
for Digital
Artists

Websites like Patreon or Ko-fi allow fans to purchase a
subscription or donate directly to the artist. These memberships 
and donations often are accompanied by bonuses such as
exclusive content, a like-minded community, and insight into how 
and why the artist works the way that they do.

However, subscription and donation services come with their 
own suite of issues. Once an artist opens a Patreon, they need to 
consistently support it, interact with clients and community 
members (e.g. having to administer and moderate a discord 
server for patrons who interact with each other, which possibly 
involves managing a moderation team), and create more content 
or merchandise exclusive to patrons.

While this is certainly a viable way for artists to support
themselves, it often comes with a large, secondary workload 
that smaller artists often simply don't have the time or means to 
sustain.

Patronage

Print-on-demand services such as RedBubble allow artists to 
offer prints, apparel, and home decor with their designs. While 
this seems convenient on the surface, the margins for artists 
using these services are slim at best - often as low as 10-20%.

Between production costs, processing fees, and competitive 
pricing, the amount of work required by (often solo) artists to 
make a living through print-on-demand services is generally not 
viable as a primary source of income.

Physical Merchandise
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Artists create original work for clients based on their exact
specifications for the client's exclusive use. While this is a 
common practice, especially on sites such as DeviantArt and 
various social media platforms, there is once again an essential 
factor to keep in mind: scalability.

Commissions

An increasingly common strategy among digital artists is to 
publish reduced-quality or watermarked artwork on social media 
as a portfolio. Those who wish to purchase the artwork can pay a 
fee and access the high-resolution, original quality piece.
While the platform can range from Twitter to stock image 
services like Shutterstock, the truth of the matter is that not 
everyone wants or needs the high-quality version. What's more, 
if limiting access to quality were the primary means of creating 
demand for their work, an artist would have to make sure the 
high-quality version isn't uploaded anywhere else online by 
someone who purchased it.

And this leads back to the same issue: the amount of work 
required by individual artists to police their online portfolios is 
often too much for a single artist. Add in that not all clients will 
actually need a high-quality version for their purposes (some 
people just want to look at it - not everyone needs an HD print 
to appreciate art), and artists are left in an awkward position.

Pay for Quality

Between marketing,
competitive pricing, and scope, 
artists are generally relegated 
to time-consuming, one-time 
work that cannot be resold to 
other clients. This turns what 
could be a career into a 
side-hustle; supplemental 
rather than primary income.
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With blockchain technology improving every day, it’s no wonder that NFTs came about 
when they did. This seemingly sudden craze (and mystery, to many) holds its own host of 
issues and benefits.
Many hoped that the above issues with digital art and artistry would be solved by
blockchain technology, particularly non-fungible tokens.

NFTs create or ‘mint’ a unique identifier (token) associated with an image and are
transferable on a blockchain. This is a way to represent ‘ownership’ of a unique digital 
piece, and smart contracts allow the creator to receive royalties on successive sales.

Digital Art NFTs
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There were $41 billion of NFT sales in 20212. This is surprisingly 
close to the traditional art market's size, valued at $50 billion in 
2020 - though only $12 billion of that revenue was generated 
through online sales.

In practice, the NFT market is notably different from the
traditional art market. While an NFT may be associated with an 
image, purchasing one is often not about supporting the artist - 
it's about its value as a status symbol, a collectible, a key to an 
exclusive club, or a speculative investment.

Additionally, there is increasing evidence of wash trading3 4 and a 
large number of outright scams5. As for demographics, those 
trading and buying NFTs are biased 3:1 as male, often
millennials. In comparison6, it's becoming increasingly apparent 
that the traditional art market's demographic is changing. The old 
demographic is aging out, and there's an increasing rise in
younger (millennial), female, and nontraditional households 
investing in art - both physical and digital.

Interestingly, the secondary market7 for NFTs looks like the 
secondary market for traditional art in one fundamental way - it's 
centered around a few thousand high-profile artists and
collections. This makes sense, logically. For an artist to have a 
secondary market, they first need to be widely known and valued 
in their community. There are only so many people in any given 
group, so artists who aren't part of the elite few are essentially 
gambling on success. Even if they sell and make money on NFTs, 
it's unlikely that their artwork will be resold as a hot commodity.

Buying &
Selling NFTs

And this brings us to perhaps the most critical part of the NFT 
market - it's highly flawed. There are few tangible links to the 
actual art, rampant theft and reuse, and negative environmental 
impact from excessive energy use.  And the same thing that 
makes blockchain and NFTs desirable (their decentralized, highly 
distributed nature) means that it's slow to implement new
standards that could solve these problems.

Problems with
Digital Art
NFTs



13

The link buyers possess to their art when purchasing NFTs is 
hazy at best8 and controversial at worst. When buyers purchase 
an NFT, they don't receive any physical goods - instead, they're 
given a link to the image host. Should the image host, which is 
generally controlled by the original minter or the marketplace 
selling the NFT, change, fail, or simply not exist, the buyer is left 
with exactly nothing. NFT buyers are never actually in possession 
of their artwork - just a web link to the image's actual location - 
where it will live on… until it doesn't.

Fragile Links to the Actual Art

One of the most significant selling points for NFTs is their
verifiable transfer of ownership. Confusingly, though, there is 
often minimal (if any) verification of the first and most crucial step 
- determining whether or not the person minting the NFT actually 
owns the art in the first place.

It's shockingly easy to mint an NFT, assuming one is willing to 
pay the gas fees9 (essentially a transaction and storage fee) to 
have it processed on the blockchain. And even paying gas fees 
isn't always a requirement: "lazy minting10" is the practice of only 
minting an NFT when it is actually purchased, rolling gas fees 
into the cost of the first sale, meaning the seller never pays a 
cent.

Sounds great, right? Well, yes - if you're the seller. This process 
allows fraudulent sellers easy cash flow. Write a bot to pull 
images from DeviantArt or Instagram, list them on OpenSea, wait 
for a buyer, and profit. In fact, in January of 2022, OpenSea stated 
that over 80% of all NFTs listed11 via their lazy minting feature 
are spam or fraud. Small wonder then that DeviantArt has sent 
out over 80,000 alerts12 for potentially stolen artwork -  and it’s 
the artists that are subsequently expected to deal with it, rather 
than the platform itself.

Art Theft & Artist Validation
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Environmental Impact

NFTs draw massive amounts of power and increase global
greenhouse gas emissions, and the numbers are only getting 
larger by the day. In fact, the energy use of Etherium, the 
second-largest blockchain after Bitcoin and home of roughly 80% 
of all NFTs (though this number is slowly decreasing14), is
drawing an incredible amount of power. The energy usage of 
Etherium is currently estimated15 to be roughly the same as the 
entire annual energy consumption of the country of the
Netherlands - and Ehtereum's energy usage has grown by nearly 
1,000% since early 2021.

While the actual carbon emissions of 
this energy can't be directly calculated 
due to the source of in-use electrical 
grids varying person-to-person (some 
use hydro or solar power or are 
"off-grid”), it can be estimated based on 
averages to be over 60 megatons of 
CO2 per year.

This all combines to create an environment that, more often than 
not, smaller artists simply aren’t capable of participating in. The 
need to police one’s online portfolio at all hours (often having no 
readily-available recourse when a thief is caught red-handed) 
makes what should be a career as an artist into a career as a 
glorified digital security guard. In Ben Munster’s VICE News 
report13, we see Nelson M. Rosaria, an American copyright
attorney, saying that while U.S. copyright law does provide 
recourse for spurned artists, “the intellectual property
considerations get very complex very quickly.”

Buy
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The energy usage of Etherium is currently estimated 
to be roughly the same as the entirety of the
Netherlands' annual energy consumption - and this 
has grown by nearly 1,000% since early 2021.

Increase since
early 2021
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In addition to the sheer numbers, it's essential to consider the
avoidability of these emissions. The Netherlands uses just as 
much energy as Etherium, but the energy they use goes to 
providing heat, production, and other services that are vital to the 
health and wellbeing of the people who live there. In contrast, 
the vast majority of energy used by a proof-of-work blockchain is 
expended for the purpose of being expensive. It's possible to 
accomplish the same work with 99.95% less energy16 using 
different mechanisms such as proof-of-stake - something
Etherium now plans to do in Q3-Q4 2022, though it has been in 
the works since 201517.

This all goes to say that it's no wonder that the digital art 
community has developed an incredible dislike for the NFT 
market. NFTs seem to be a spectacle of investment speculation 
and conspicuous consumption that takes advantage of artists far 
more often than it helps them.
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With CO2ign Art, buyers purchase a digitally signed copy of 
digital artwork. Every purchase sees 50% of the purchase 
price go towards carbon reduction projects. To fund these 
projects, CO2ign Art uses high-quality, verified carbon 
credits. The image file buyers receive includes a digital 
signature that consists of the buyer's name, the artist's 
name, and information about the specific carbon reduction 
project(s) funded.

CO2ign Art helps artists and buyers in five fundamental ways:

How
CO2ign  Art
Helps

Regardless of their preferred medium, people want to support 
both artists and their work. However, with the limitations 
currently in place, supporting digital artists requires a great deal 
of work on the part of the artist (marketing their work, consulting 
for commissions, dealing with payment and accounting, etc.), as 
well as an emotional investment from the potential buyer when 
getting work commissioned.
By making it easier for a buyer to see art they enjoy and
immediately add a CO2igned copy to their collection, artists get 
more direct support from fans who want to support them.

Lower the
Barrier
to Entry

Perhaps one of the most essential differentiating factors between 
CO2ign Art and other digital marketplaces lies in CO2ign's 
investment in helping to ensure the authenticity of artwork. 
CO2ign Art is a platform that screens artists based on their social 
media presence, activity, and interaction with their community 
before they're allowed to sell. They're then supported with 
personalized promotion and content once verified. And no, 
art-stealing bots aren't allowed on the platform, period.

1

Prevent
Theft & Give
Artists Value

2
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Projects that decrease greenhouse gas emissions (like renewable 
energy, methane capture, or reforestation) are not always
financially practical. Carbon credits are the solution. independent 
organizations verify that a project truly reduces emissions, and by 
how much, and issue one credit for each metric ton of emissions 
reduction. Purchasing these credits then helps to fund such 
projects. 

Companies often buy credits in order to “offset” their own
emissions in order to make a public claim of “carbon neutrality.” 
This is a good-faith strategy to avoid contributing to climate 
change even when eliminating emissions is impossible, though it 
can also be misused as an easy way out by buying cheap credits 
rather than making real efforts in their own business. 

CO2ign Art takes a different approach. Rather than offsetting 
estimated emissions with a set number of credits, CO2ign Art 
dedicates 50% of all sales to credits, and maintains a high bar, 
only using credits that meet the strict CORSIA standard. This will 
create new demand to drive more high-quality carbon reduction 
projects worldwide. And not just a little more - due to limited 
demand, the carbon credit industry is still small and nascent. If 
the amount of money spent on NFTs in 2021 was spent on 
CO2ign Art, the carbon credit market would grow by 2000%.

While NFTs are certainly an exciting new area, the technology for 
verified authenticity has existed long beforehand. Since the 
secondary market for art is relatively small, there's no tangible 
reason for most artists to use blockchain - which is, for all intents 
and purposes, a glorified digital ledger of transactions.
The goal with CO2ign Art was to create digital signatures and a 
comprehensive verification system to ensure that artwork is 
authentic, from a real artist, and that it goes to those who
actually want the art, rather than those who just want an
investment. With the inclusion of purchase data in the image file 
itself, buyers are given clear proof of purchase while knowing 
that they're directly supporting the artists they love.

Verify
with
Real Art

3

Add Demand
for Quality
Carbon Credits
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trees over 40 years

That's the equivalent of CO2
absorption by

The world's CO2
emissions could
be cut by 7%
Based on half of all proceeds
going to carbon credits.

2.5 billion

$41billion
was spent on NFTs in 2021
That’s more than three times the online 
sales of the entire traditional art industry. 
If that money had instead been spent on 
CO2ign Art...

References: 18, 19, 20



Perhaps the largest barrier that carbon credits face at the 
moment is recognition. The average person doesn’t generally 
know that carbon credits exist, let alone know how they actually 
function. Even where a consumer can purchase carbon credits, 
they rarely get any insight into them, or even any assurance their 
money is being used properly. To be fair, carbon credit systems 
are often confusing to anyone who isn’t extremely familiar with 
their inner workings, and someone simply offsetting the “carbon 
footprint” of a cross-country flight doesn't always care about the 
details. 

However, CO2ign Art believes art buyers want to know more 
about helping the environment. CO2ign Art provides a
straightforward, transparent way to understand where your 
money is going and how carbon credits actually work. Credits are 
sourced through Verra, a globally recognized independent
organization, and buyers can go to Verra’s registry to see the 
details of the project their art purchase supported and verify their 
credits were officially “retired”. By improving the digital art 
community's “carbon literacy”, CO2ign Art can ensure that the 
community as a whole is more educated and better equipped for 
having hard conversations on climate change and criticizing 
bad-faith practices.

19

Offer
Education on
Carbon Credits

5



Digital art is an ever-growing market that has struggled with the implementation of NFTs. 
The questionable business practices that are encouraged in some of the largest NFT 
marketplaces have certainly generated a massive amount of revenue, but they’ve also 
directly impacted both artists and the planet we all inhabit. 

And that’s where CO2ign Art comes into play. By providing a safe space for artists and 
buyers to meet and grow together, the digital art community stands to make real, tangible 
differences in reducing global greenhouse gas emissions. Ultimately, the first steps to 
reducing emissions lie in education and lowering the barrier to access carbon credits; 
demonstrating what works, what doesn’t, and showing how to use potential solutions in 
the best possible way. 

Now all that’s left is to educate the digital art community on the value of carbon credits 
and, you know, halt global warming once and for all - should be easy, right?
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