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COMMENTARY 

GREEN DELIVERIES:  
CARBON-CUTTING POLICIES FOR THE ONLINE RETAIL AGE 

KAITLYN SMITH
 *  

Since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, online shopping or “e-commerce” has 

drastically accelerated.1  While e-commerce has played an essential role in adapting to the 

pandemic, e-commerce has resulted in alarming negative environmental impacts.2  In the first six 

months of 2019 e-commerce grew 12.7%, comparatively in the first six months of 2020––after 

the pandemic began––e-commerce increased 30.1%.3  E-commerce has provided many benefits 

to consumers including, increased buying options, expedited shipping, and it requires no 

interaction with other people.4  Consumers are now accustomed to the convenience of expedited 

shipping, expecting packages to arrive on the consumers doorstep within a day or even a few 

hours after ordering.5  Not only do consumers expect expedited shipping, but they expect it to be 

available for “free.”  Many e-commerce businesses have bended to our expectations and now 

offer one- or two-day free shipping options.6  But, “free shipping” is not free.  While the delivery 

of an item doesn’t directly cost the consumer any money at that moment, there are other external 
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costs involved.7  With every delivery Green House Gas (GHG) emissions and waste is produced.  

Amazon exclusively “emits nearly as much carbon dioxide as a small country.”8  But who pays 

for all of the GHG emissions? For the waste that is left to fill countless landfills which may take 

hundreds of years to decompose?9  The answer is no one.  No one physically pays any money for 

these negative externalities.  The reality is every person, animal, plant, and living thing pays for 

the free shipping. 

Some e-commerce businesses have chosen to address the environmental implications of 

their businesses by publicly promising to incorporate more sustainable practices.  Amazon is 

among the businesses that has promised to be more sustainable, and to meet certain GHG emission 

goals.  While promises for e-commerce businesses are encouraging, they are just that, promises. 

The question is will self-regulation by e-commerce businesses be enough to address the 

environmental crisis?  Likely not.  Despite Amazon’s sustainability promises and ambitious goals, 

the company still produced 15% more CO2 in 2019 than 2018.10   

E-commerce retailers are incentivizing consumers to rely on online shopping behaviors 

that are negatively impacting both the environment11 and traditional brick-and-mortar stores.12  

Yet, neither the retailers nor the consumers are paying for the negative externalities their actions 

are imposing on the world.  In the wake of these rapid global changes, policymakers should 

consider finding ways to compel online shoppers and sellers to internalize more of the 

environmental costs of their activities.   

Policymakers could change consumer behavior by imposing a Pigouvian tax on expedited 

deliveries to consumers.  The tax should be implemented at a rate which reduces GHG emissions 

and waste to the “point where the marginal benefits of internalization equal the marginal costs of 

abatement.”13  This would incentivize consumers to chose standard shipping methods, and thus 

decrease the carbon footprint of their deliveries. 

The e-commerce era has arrived, and without the proper incentives and initiatives in place the 

environmental crisis will proceed.  President Biden has already taken steps to address climate 

change, hopefully more actions will be taken to minimize our global impacts, and to protect future 

generations.14 
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