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Abstract
To mitigate global climate change, a portfolio of strategies will be needed to keep the atmospheric
CO2 concentration below a dangerous level. Here a carbon sequestration strategy is proposed in
which certain dead or live trees are harvested via collection or selective cutting, then buried in
trenches or stowed away in above-ground shelters. The largely anaerobic condition under a
sufficiently thick layer of soil will prevent the decomposition of the buried wood. Because a large
flux of CO2 is constantly being assimilated into the world's forests via photosynthesis, cutting off
its return pathway to the atmosphere forms an effective carbon sink.

It is estimated that a sustainable long-term carbon sequestration potential for wood burial is 10 ±
5 GtC y-1, and currently about 65 GtC is on the world's forest floors in the form of coarse woody
debris suitable for burial. The potential is largest in tropical forests (4.2 GtC y-1), followed by
temperate (3.7 GtC y-1) and boreal forests (2.1 GtC y-1). Burying wood has other benefits including
minimizing CO2 source from deforestation, extending the lifetime of reforestation carbon sink, and
reducing fire danger. There are possible environmental impacts such as nutrient lock-up which
nevertheless appears manageable, but other concerns and factors will likely set a limit so that only
part of the full potential can be realized.

Based on data from North American logging industry, the cost for wood burial is estimated to be
$14/tCO2($50/tC), lower than the typical cost for power plant CO2 capture with geological
storage. The cost for carbon sequestration with wood burial is low because CO2 is removed from
the atmosphere by the natural process of photosynthesis at little cost. The technique is low tech,
distributed, easy to monitor, safe, and reversible, thus an attractive option for large-scale
implementation in a world-wide carbon market.

Background
Atmospheric CO2 concentration has increased from 280
to 380 ppmv (parts per million by volume; a 35% change)
since pre-industrial time, largely due to carbon emissions
from anthropogenic fossil fuel burning and deforestation
[1]. The emission rate of carbon from fossil fuel (oil, coal
and gas) consumption is currently about 8 GtC y-1 (1015 g
of carbon per year) [2] while the deforestation rate for the

1990s is estimated to be 1.6 (0.5–2.7) GtC y-1. The cumu-
lative fossil fuel emission since 1800 is 330 GtC, but only
about half of that remains in the atmosphere; the remain-
der absorbed by carbon sinks in the ocean and on land
[1].

Fossil fuel emissions are projected to reach 9–20 GtC y-1

by 2050 in the absence of climate change policies, accord-
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ing to a range of emissions scenarios [3]. Depending on
how the current carbon sinks change in the future, the
atmospheric CO2 concentration for the Special Report on
Emissions Scenarios (SRES) A2 emissions scenario is
between 450–600 ppmv by 2050, and 700–1000 ppmv
by 2100, and global mean surface temperature may
increase between 1.5–5.5°C [4], with related changes in
sea-level, extreme events, and ecosystem shifts. Scientists
have argued that severe consequences will occur once
atmospheric CO2 concentrations reach between 450 and
600 ppmv [5-7]. Beyond this point, global climate change
would be very difficult and costly to deal with [8].

Keeping the atmospheric CO2 concentration below 450–
600 ppmv poses an unprecedented challenge to human-
ity. There are two main approaches: (1) to reduce emis-
sions; (2) to capture CO2 and store it, i.e., sequestration.
Since our economy depends heavily on fossil fuel, which
comprises more than 80% of primary energy use, to
reduce carbon emissions requires drastic changes in
energy use efficiency and the use of alternative energy
sources that are generally not economically competitive at
present [9,10]. Even if advanced technologies such as
hydrogen power and nuclear fusion become economical,
the infrastructure switch will take many decades. It is thus
very likely that at least some carbon sequestration will be
needed in the near future to keep CO2 below a dangerous
level.

Carbon sequestration involves two steps: (1) CO2 capture,
either from the atmosphere or at industrial sources; (2)
storage. Capture out of the atmosphere is assumed to be
much more expensive because of the low CO2 concentra-
tion in the atmosphere relative to N2 and O2. For this rea-
son, most current proposals seek to combine capturing
CO2 with power generation, with several pilot power
plants planned or underway [11]. The proposals for stor-
ing captured CO2 include pumping it into deep ocean
where CO2 may react with water under the high pressure
to form methane hydrates [12] or stays in CO2 lakes, bur-
ying carbon inside deep ocean sediments where condi-
tions are even more stable than ocean bottom [13]. The
technique that has been most seriously considered, is to
store captured CO2 in geological formations such as old
mines and deep saline aquifers [14]. There is also a spec-
trum of biospheric carbon sequestration methods, such as
enhancing oceanic plankton productivity by iron fertiliza-
tion, reforestation or altering forestry and agricultural
management practices to maximize carbon stored in soil
and vegetation, but the potential and permanence of these
biospheric techniques have been unclear.

Here I suggest a biospheric carbon sequestration approach
in which wood from old or dead trees in the world's for-
ests is harvested and buried in trenches under a layer of

soil, where the anaerobic condition slows the decomposi-
tion of the buried wood. This can be supplemented by
selective cutting of other suitable trees. On the storage
side, high-quality wood can also be stored in shelters for
future use. In this technique, CO2 capture is done by the
natural process of photosynthesis, and storage is low tech
and distributed, thus attractive in two important aspects:
cost and safety.

Results
Carbon sequestration via wood burial: a basic assessment
The possibility of carbon sequestration via wood burial
stems from the observation that natural forest is typically
littered with dead trees (Fig. 1). It is hypothesized that
large quantities of organic carbon were buried and pre-
served for over one hundred thousand years under the
great Northern Hemisphere icesheets during the Pleis-
tocene glacial-interglacial cycles [15,16]. Other studies
have shown that organic matter, especially wood, in
municipal landfills decomposes extremely slowly [17].
With these, it became clear that wood harvesting and bur-
ial could be a viable method for carbon sequestration.

Globally, approximately 60 GtC y-1 are temporarily
sequestered by land vegetation (Net Primary Productivity
or NPP; Fig. 2). This carbon is continuously returned to
the atmosphere when vegetation dies and decomposes
(heterotrophic respiration, Rh). In a steady state, the death
rates of these carbon components equal to their respective
decomposition rates and add up to NPP such that the net
land-atmosphere carbon flux is near zero (NPP = Rh). If
we can stop or slow down a part of the decomposition

Dead trees on forest floor in a natural North American deciduous forest, Belwood, MarylandFigure 1
Dead trees on forest floor in a natural North American 
deciduous forest, Belwood, Maryland.
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pathway, we have the hope to sequester CO2 at a rate that
may rival the current fossil CO2 emission of 8 GtC y-1.
Since woody material is most resistant to decomposition
due to its lignin-cellulose fiber structure which also mini-
mizes nutrient lock-up (below), I will focus on this carbon
pool.

Two major questions need to be first answered concerning
the potential of this method: what is the production rate
of dead wood, and how much is there in the world's for-
ests? Unfortunately, there is a general lack of knowledge
of dead wood on the forest floor, and this carbon pool is
often neglected in carbon budget accounting. Since death
rate is fundamentally limited by growth rate, the dead
wood production rate can not exceed the world total NPP
of 60 GtC y-1. Then the key question is how NPP is parti-
tioned into the three main carbon pools: leaf, wood, and
root. Leaves grow and fall in a deciduous forest each year,
but may last a few years in an evergreen forest. Fine woody
material such as twigs and small branches may break and
fall often, but tree trunks and major branches have a
lifespan of decades to centuries and longer. Thus, even
though wood biomass is much larger than leaf biomass,
its long lifetime suggests a production rate that is much
smaller than otherwise. Root biomass can be large and the
death rate is also substantial as roots constantly grow to
search for nutrient and water. A 'naïve' first guess could be
that NPP is partitioned equally into these three pools,
leading to a 20 GtC y-1 wood growth rate, thus 20 GtC y-1

wood death rate at steady state. Since fine woody debris
decompose more quickly and more difficult to handle,
coarser material such as trunks and major branches are
more suitable for burial. Assuming half of the woody
material is coarse, then about 10 GtC y-1 dead wood may
be available for burial, thus leading to a 10 GtC y-1 carbon
sink. Assuming an average residence time of 10 years for
dead trees on the forest floor, about 100 GtC (10 GtC y-1

times 10 years) in the form of coarse woody debris would
be already on the forest floor. These dead wood materials
are under various stages of decay, but even if half of that
can be collected and buried, it provides a substantial read-
ily available carbon sink.

The proposal is to (1) collect dead trees on the forest floor
and (2) selectively log live trees. Then the tree trunks are
either buried in the trenches dug on the forest floor (bur-
ial) or suitable landfills, or logs piled up above ground
sheltered away from rain (Fig. 3). The buried woody mate-
rial will have significantly longer residence time, and it
effectively transfers carbon from a relatively fast decom-
posing pool (about 10 years) to a much slower carbon
pool (100–1000 years or longer). In the case of (1), it
reduces part of the heterotrophic respiration, and is thus
an immediate effective carbon sink. In the case of (2), the
subsequent regrowth in the 'gaps' left by tree cut is a car-
bon sink, which would depend on the rate of regrowth. In
practice, (1) and (2) probably do not differ a lot, as fallen
trees leave gaps for smaller trees to grow in a way very sim-
ilar to case (2).

Quantifying the carbon sequestration potential
1 Sustainable sink of tree removal (limited by growth rate)
To quantify the size of this potential carbon sink, the glo-
bal dynamic vegetation and terrestrial carbon model
VEGAS [15,18,19] was used. While the model simulates
the full terrestrial carbon cycle, only the carbon pools and
fluxes relevant to the purpose here are discussed. The sim-
ulation did not include agricultural land, thus the esti-
mates will be potential rates. The model was driven by
modern observed climatology with seasonal cycles of pre-
cipitation, temperature, sunshine, wind speed, and vapor
pressure. The simulation was run until convergence at a
steady state where tree growth is balanced by mortality.

Schematic diagram of forest wood burial and storageFigure 3
Schematic diagram of forest wood burial and storage.
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Major pools and fluxes of the global carbon cycle, with red color indicating anthropogenic fluxes for 2000–2006 and cumulative pools for 1800–2006 based on [40,41], with updates from [2]Figure 2
Major pools and fluxes of the global carbon cycle, with red 
color indicating anthropogenic fluxes for 2000–2006 and 
cumulative pools for 1800–2006 based on [40,41], with 
updates from [2]. About 1/3 (20 GtC y-1) of the net terres-
trial productivity is wood production, a substantial fraction of 
which is the target of a sustainable carbon sink via wood bur-
ial.

Vegetation 
600

Soil  1500

Sediment and rocks  66,000,000

Deep Ocean  38,000

Surface Ocean   1000

Atmosphere 4.1

594      +214

The Disturbed Carbon Cycle

120

59.6

60

0.4

0.8

0.2

0.2

0.6

Marine biota 3

90 90
0.4

Fossil Fuel 7.6
+332

Land use 1.5

2.2

Land net
-26

Pools  GtC  (1015g)
Fluxes   GtC/y

Fossil fuel 5000

+144

“Residual” 2.8
Page 3 of 12
(page number not for citation purposes)



Carbon Balance and Management 2008, 3:1 http://www.cbmjournal.com/content/3/1/1
The modeled global NPP is 57 GtC y-1, of which 19 GtC y-

1 goes into dead leaf, 17 GtC y-1 into dead wood, and 21
GtC y-1 to dead root structures. Since fine wood (twigs and
small branches) decomposes quickly, is more difficult to
handle (more costly to clean up the leaves, etc.), and may
occupy more burial space, only coarse wood will be con-
sidered as suitable for burial. Forestry literature generally
makes a distinction between fine and coarse woody
debris, typically using 10 cm stem diameter to separate the
two classes. Unfortunately, the relative contribution to the
total wood death from fine and coarse wood is difficult to
quantify, in part due to the different lifetime (smaller
stems generally have shorter life than the whole tree). It is
sometimes unclear how these pools and fluxes are defined
and what the reported numbers represent in forestry liter-
ature. I thus somewhat arbitrarily designate the
fine:coarse ratio of death rate to be 7:10 so that the coarse
wood death rate is 10 GtC y-1.

The spatial distribution of coarse wood death rate is
shown in Fig. 4. The highest rate is found in the tropical
rainforest such as the Amazon and the Congo basins, fol-
lowed by temperate and boreal forests. The fact that the
spatial distribution of wood death rate is similar to that of
production (NPP) is not surprising because the death rate
largely follows growth rate. Any regional deviation from
the global mean partitioning ratio among the three pools
(leaf:wood:root = 19:17:21) is the result of plant func-
tional type (PFT) and climate dependent carbon alloca-
tion strategy. Such deviations are no more than 10–20%
in this model.

The carbon sequestration potential of coarse wood for var-
ious geographical regions is given in Table 1. The tropical
forest has a 4.2 GtC y-1 carbon sequestration potential,
temperate forest has 3.7 GtC y-1, while the boreal region

has 2.1 GtC y-1. Since the model considers only potential
vegetation (no agriculture) the temperate regions may
have substantially smaller potential.

At a regional scale (Table 2), South America has a carbon
sequestration potential of 2.3 GtC y-1, with major contri-
bution from the Amazon rainforest. Africa follows with
1.9 GtC y-1. Russia has a potential of 1.2 GtC y-1 due to its
vast expanse of boreal forest. The conterminous US has a
potential of 0.8 GtC y-1 with its extensive broadleaf and
mixed forests along the East Coast and the South, and the
mountainous West. Canada has a 0.7 GtC y-1 potential
from its mixed and boreal forests. Of the 0.9 GtC y-1

potential for China, probably only a fraction can be real-
ized because much of the country's forests has long been
converted into cropland. However, a successful reforesta-
tion program could boost the size of this fraction.

The coarse wood death rate estimated by the model is the
result of plant functional type and climate dependent car-
bon allocation strategy that is not well constrained in cur-
rent generation of global vegetation models [20].
Observations on this carbon pool and its turnover rate
have been generally lacking. Nonetheless, some research
has emphasized the importance of this carbon pool.
Using observed and estimated average tree mortality rates
and extrapolating point data using global biomass distri-
bution, Harmon et al. [21] estimated the production rate
of coarse woody debris to be 2–11 GtC y-1, with the uncer-
tainty range coming from the tree lifespan estimates.
Based on [21], Matthews [22] estimated 6 GtC y-1 as the
coarse woody debris production rate. A comparison is
listed in Table 3. Thus VEGAS model result is within the
range of [21] but on the high side. One of the reasons may
be that the equilibrium simulation of VEGAS implies that
the modeled forests have reached a steady state, i.e., they
are mature forests, while the data used include forests of
different ages. Since younger forests tend to have lower
mortality than old-growth ones, these young forests will
have higher potential in the future as mortality rate
increases towards maturity. Given the many unknowns in
both methods, I will assign a factor of 2 uncertainty to the
10 GtC y-1 model estimate, i.e., a range of 5–15 GtC y-1.

In estimating the 10 GtC y-1 potential, I assumed natural
vegetation, which by itself would be an overestimate

Table 1: Carbon sequestration potential based on coarse wood 
production rate (GtC y-1) estimated by VEGAS assuming 
potential vegetation for the main regions of the world.

Global Tropics Temperate Boreal

10 4.2 3.7 2.1

World coarse wood production rate estimated by the model VEGAS in kgC m-2 y-1Figure 4
World coarse wood production rate estimated by the model 
VEGAS in kgC m-2 y-1.
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because some of the potential forest area has been con-
verted to cropland. Since current world forest area is 3
times that of cropland, and a significant part of cropland
corresponds to potential grassland and even desert rather
than potential forest, the degree of overestimation is mod-
est. On the other hand, the actual potential could be
higher due to other factors such as selective cutting
(below), planting fast growing tree species, and burying
smaller-sized wood. In addition, reforestation, deforesta-
tion and climate change in the future will complicate any
attempt at a precise estimate including land use. Thus, the
choice in using potential vegetation was made here.

2 One time potential from existing coarse woody debris
As a legacy of past tree death, a significant amount of dead
wood has accumulated in the world's forests in various
stages of decay (Fig. 5). I used the model VEGAS to simu-
late this dead wood pool and estimated global coarse
woody debris to be 130 GtC, somewhat larger than the
estimates of 75 GtC of [22], but within the range of 60–
232 GtC estimated by [21]. These numbers may seem
large as relatively little attention has been paid to this car-
bon pool, but they are not surprisingly large in light of the
390 GtC stored in world's forest vegetation biomass
(mostly wood; [23]). Since wood at later stages of decay is
not suitable for burial (also less likely to be included in
forest inventory studies), even if half of this pool is suita-
ble for burial, that is still 65 GtC available for sequestra-
tion. The spatial pattern (Fig. 5) shows a somewhat
different distribution from the production rate with
higher values in temperate and boreal region mostly due
to the slower decomposition rate at lower temperature.

The implication of this large existing carbon pool is that
in the initial stage of wood burial, more than the sustain-
able rate of 10 GtC y-1 estimated above will be available.

3 Enhancing the sustainable rate via selective cutting of live trees
The 10 GtC y-1 dead wood production rate could also be
enhanced by active forest management. Instead of waiting
for the trees to die, one can also harvest relatively mature

trees via techniques such as selective cutting. At first sight,
this seems to be a carbon source as live trees take up CO2.
However, if trees are selected properly, it may lead to an
overall sink because younger forest tends to be more pro-
ductive, and somewhere in the development stage, pro-
ductivity significantly exceeds respiration and
decomposition loss [24]. Since the less productive trees
that do not do well compete for light and other resources,
their removal will leave younger trees to grow more vigor-
ously in the gaps, forming a net carbon sink. In an even-
aged forest, self-thinning is a major step of the secondary
succession in which a major fraction of young trees die to
give way to other trees. In this case much younger trees can
be selectively cut or collected after death.

Implementation strategy
The implementation of a wood burial scheme will involve
three major steps:

(1) Enabling access to the forest if not already in place;

(2) Site selection, trench digging for burial or building a
shelter for above ground storage;

(3) Selective tree cutting or the collection of dead wood
followed by trimming, shortening and burial or storage,
repeated at an appropriate return interval.

I envision a network of roads and paths that will allow
machine access, and trenches that are distributed at a
more a less uniform spacing. For example, a 1 km × 1 km
area (100 hectares) would accumulate about 100 tonne of
carbon per year for a typical coarse wood production rate
of 0.1 kgC m-2 y-1 (Fig. 4). At a return interval of 5 years,
each trench would bury 500 tonnes of carbon (about
1000 tonne dry wood mass). Assuming a 0.5 tonne dry
matter per cubic meter and neglecting some space in
between the logs, the volume required would be 2000 m3.
If the pile is buried under 5 meters of soil, the trench can
have the dimensions of 10 m × 10 m × 25 m (Fig. 6). The
surface area would be 100 m2, only 0.01% of the wood

Table 3: A comparison of estimates of world total coarse wood production rate (GtC y-1) and coarse woody debris (GtC).

Harmon et al., 1993 Matthews 1997 VEGAS(this study)

Coarse wood production rate 5 (2–11) 6 10 (5–15)
Coarse woody debris 60–232 75 130

Table 2: As in Table 1, but for some sub-regions (may overlap).

N Am US Canada S Am Africa Europe Russia Asia China SEAsia AusNZ

1.5 0.8 0.7 2.3 1.9 0.7 1.2 1.8 0.9 0.6 0.4
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collection area, thus the disturbance would be small. Soil
will fill the space in between logs and above and be
allowed to settle. Vegetation can be allowed to grow back
naturally on the burial sites. Selective sites can be moni-
tored for the decay of the buried wood. Figures 3 and 6
illustrate these procedures.

The actual trench size and distribution need to balance
several factors such as cost of digging trench, transporting
deadwood, minimizing disturbance to the forest, and
selecting the location that most effectively prevents
decomposition. Onsite burial is preferred wherever possi-
ble to minimize transportation cost. Transportation may
be needed where soil is too shallow to dig trenches of suf-
ficient depth. Since soil condition can vary greatly even
within a small area such as soil moisture content variation
associated with topography, care needs to be taken in site
selection.

Depending on the dead wood accumulation and decay
rates, this process can be repeated every few (1–10) years,
but the burial sites will be different each time. The main
criterion for choosing return interval will be a balance
between the cost of each operation and the need not to let
the dead trees rot away. If selective cutting is the main
operation mode so that there is little natural tree death
(trees are cut before they die), the dominant factor will be
the density of suitable trees to remove. In the case of plan-
tation, it may be a good strategy to clear cut small sections
(group cutting) for its low cost, allowing trees to grow
back as secondary succession.

Compared to above-ground shelter storage, trench burial
is a better choice for fallen trees as they are typically
already in the process of decomposition, so they are less
useful as lumber wood. On the other hand, shelter storage

preserves lumber wood for easy use should future demand
increases.

The technology required for collecting or selectively cut-
ting trees is low tech and has been around for thousands
of years. Most modern large-scale logging is done by
machines in many places such as Europe and North Amer-
ica. The road system for access is already in place in many
of these regions such as the US 'Forest Highway' system.
Half of the world's forests are already within 10 km, and
three quarters are within 40 km of major transportation
infrastructure [25]. Since there is no major technological
hurdle, such a scheme can be implemented almost imme-
diately in a substantial fraction of these regions. For
instance, a common practice in North American forestry is
to hire private logging companies with a variety of opera-

An example trench that could bury 500 tC, the amount of coarse wood carbon from a typical midlatitude forest area of 1 km × 1 km in 5 yearsFigure 6
An example trench that could bury 500 tC, the amount of 
coarse wood carbon from a typical midlatitude forest area of 
1 km × 1 km in 5 years.
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World distribution of coarse woody debris, in kgC m-2Figure 5
World distribution of coarse woody debris, in kgC m-2.
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tion scales to cut trees on private or public land, allowing
the flexibility of handling forests of different sizes and
conditions. Although currently intensely managed forests
have little dead wood immediately available for burial,
their long-term potential still holds.

Such a distributed system can be run with little govern-
ment intervention except for monitoring, as long as eco-
nomic incentive is provided through schemes such as
carbon trading. In North America, much of the forested
land is privately owned. The potential for carbon seques-
tration will have a positive impact on the logging industry
and many land owners and the economy in many regions.
The accounting and monitoring of the carbon sinks can be
done by certified engineers when logging companies
return for each round of harvest. This can be supple-
mented by larger-scale monitoring systems such as eddy
correlation flux measurement [26], source/sink inversion
using atmospheric CO2 measurements [27] assisted by
future satellite CO2 observations [28]. The vast expanse of
boreal forests in Canada and Eurasia are only partly acces-
sible and largely unmanaged at present, but infrastructure

such as roads can be built relatively quickly in the relevant
countries.

If a major portion of the estimated 10 GtC y-1 carbon
sequestration potential is to be utilized, nearly all the
world's forests will need to be managed. Then a main
question would be the accessibility to the remote forest
regions. Firstly, extremely steep mountainous regions or
boggy wetland will be difficult to access. Secondly, there
are practically no roads to the deep tropical forests. More-
over, a proposal of building a network of roads in the
heart of a rainforest will raise major environmental con-
cerns such as loss of biodiversity. On the other hand, eco-
nomic incentives will continue to stimulate such road
expansion. Even in this case, the issue of law enforcement
for illegal deforestation, and more broad governance
issues need to be first ensured before countries in these
regions reach a point-of-no-return. In the near future, a
beneficial practice is to bury rather than to burn the trees
in the regions with ongoing deforestation.

If the cores of the tropical rainforests are to be left intact
which accounts for about 20% of the total carbon seques-
tration potential (half of the tropical rainforest; Table 1),
sequestration in the remaining tropical, temperate and
boreal regions still provide a sink of 8 GtC y-1. Difficulty
in accessing steep terrains where forests are typically better
preserved will further reduce this number. In fact, giving
the cost of road construction and environmental con-
cerns, it is desirable to manage more efficiently a smaller
fraction of the available forests through methods such as
selective cutting or burying part of the finer woody debris,
than disturbing a larger fraction at lower per unit area car-
bon sequestration rate.

Cost
The scale of the climate change problem dictates that any
mitigation strategy, whether being alternative energy
source, carbon sequestration technique, or geo-engineer-
ing approach, has to be cost effective when operated on a

Lifetime of buried wood can be substantially longer than fos-sil fuel CO2 residence time in the atmosphereFigure 7
Lifetime of buried wood can be substantially longer than fos-
sil fuel CO2 residence time in the atmosphere. CO2 concen-
tration is based on a scenario in which 1000 GtC fossil fuel is 
burned in the next few hundred years.
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Table 4: Comparison of wood burial and power plant CCS. The markets use tCO2 as carbon unit which can be converted into tC with 
the conversion factor the molecular weight ratio CO2:C = 44:12; both units are shown.

Wood Burial Power plant CO2 capture with 
geological storage

Price on Chicago Climate 
Exchange (CCX) 2006

European carbon trading market 
price during 2005–2007

$14/tCO2 ($7–27) $20–270/tCO2 [14] $3–4/tCO2 €1–33/tCO2
$50/tC ($25–100) $73–990/tC $12–16/tC €4–120/tC
Storage safe; semi-permanent, 
reversible; some environmental 
concern

Possibility of leakage; lower cost 
storage capacity small

Potential: 10 ± 5 GtC y-1

Long-term: thousands of GtC or 
no practical limit

Potential rate is limited by scale of 
operation
Longterm: > 500 GtC
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large scale. Data from the US logging industry indicate
that a typical cost for harvesting 1 tonne of lumber wood
is about $20 [29]. Since lumber wood is only part of the
coarse woody material that can be buried, which I assume
is about 50% more than lumber wood alone (there are
substantial amount of smaller branches compared to the
trunk). In the other direction, given that lumber wood
contains some water and that plant dry mass is approxi-
mately 50% carbon, the cost could be $40 per tonne of
sequestered carbon. This would be higher if the cost of
trench digging, road construction and maintenance is
included. I will thus put the cost at $50 for 1 tC (tonne or
106 gram of carbon) sequestered, with an uncertainty
range of $25–$100/tC.

It is illuminating to compare this with power plant CO2
capture and geological storage (CCS; Table 4), a strategy
that has been under intense study [14]. The $50/tC ($14/
tCO2) cost for wood burial is lower than the $20–270/
tCO2 for power plant CCS. The large range in power plant
CCS is due to the increasing cost as cheaply available old
mines run out. In the case of wood burial, there is no prac-
tical storage capacity limitation. A major cost of industrial
CCS is the capturing of CO2 from flu gas, while wood bur-
ial is free air capture with near-zero cost because it is done
by the natural process of photosynthesis.

It is also interesting to compare this cost with the pioneer-
ing European Union Emission Trading System (EUETS)
carbon cap-and-trade market price. The EUETS price has
fluctuated between €1–33/tCO2 during 2005–2007. In
comparison, the voluntary Chicago Climate Exchange
(CCX) price has been around $3–4/tCO2. Although the
wood burial cost is somewhat higher than the current
market price, it is expected that future climate mitigation
policy will result in higher prices for carbon. When imple-
mented at global scale, many factors will vary from loca-
tion to location such as technology and labor costs. The
cheapest will be the forests that are already under intense
management where roads and machinery are in place. The
price may increase as the total area of forests utilized this
way increases. The operation of machinery will consume
some fossil fuel and emit CO2. These factors need to be
evaluated.

Scale of operation
Even if only half of the estimated potential (5 GtC y-1) is
carried out in the next few decades, say, by 2050, the scale
of such a world-wide operation would be enormous, as
illustrated in the scenario below.

If each trench has a 500 tC capacity (example in Fig. 6),
then the number of trenches needed for a 5 GtC y-1 seques-
tration rate would be 10 million per year, i.e., one trench
every 3 seconds. Assuming it takes a crew of 10 people

(with machinery) one week to dig a trench, collect/cut and
bury wood over a 100 hectare area, 200,000 crews (2 mil-
lion workers) and sets of machinery would be needed.
This estimate is admittedly simplistic and the task could
be quite labor-intensive if it is to be carried out in dense
or steep-sloped natural forests.

The scale of such an operation may be difficult to imagine
at first sight, but the enormous scale of the CO2 problem
means that any effective mitigation strategy also has to be
at a comparable scale. The current rate of 8 GtC y-1 fossil
fuel carbon emission rate corresponds to 250 tC per sec-
ond. Since carbon content of wood is roughly the same as
in fossil fuel, if wood burial is to counteract the fossil fuel
emission (as it could potentially do), the rate (in terms of
either mass or volume) at which we bury wood needs to
be comparable to the rate we burn fossil fuel. If wood bur-
ial is used as part of a portfolio, the operation could be
scaled down accordingly.

The plausibility of this operation may be more easily com-
prehended from an economical point of view. A $50/tC
cost for wood burial corresponds to $250 billion per year
at a 5 GtC y-1 sequestration rate. This is only 0.5% of world
total Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of $48 trillion in
2006, compared to the projected 5–20% GDP potential
economic damage from climate change [8]. The $250 bil-
lion per year cost for 2 million workers means $62,500
per worker, assuming half is for machinery and other
costs. Obviously, labor and machine costs can be very dif-
ferent in different countries. The job opportunities pro-
vided by the operation and other positive impact on the
economy will be attractive in many regions especially the
developing countries.

Discussion
Potential issues
1 Decomposition of buried wood
Because of the low oxygen condition below soil surface,
the decomposition of buried wood is expected to be slow.
This is supported by the observation of extremely slow
decomposition of woody material such as furniture in
landfills where wood products are found to be well pre-
served after many years of burial by Micales and Skog
[17]. Indeed, these authors found that only 0–3% of the
carbon from wood are ever emitted as landfill gas after
several decades, and considered the remaining fraction
locked away 'indefinitely'. Ancient wood can be preserved
for thousands of years in undisturbed archeological sites.
Indeed, the current proposal can be viewed as creating
'graveyards' for dead trees worldwide. In the boreal forests
where the temperature is low, decomposition can be very
slow as evidenced by tree trunks hundreds of years old on
the boreal forest floor. Since decomposition rate is also
function of moisture, the burial sites need to be chosen
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properly in consideration of local topography and hydrol-
ogy. If needed, the decomposition could be further
slowed by sealing the outer layer with resistant material
such as wax. It is also possible to bury dead wood in wet-
lands or under water, but there will be major transporta-
tion cost, availability of suitable sites, and permanence
issue in face of human activities and climate change.

The 0–3% range of decomposition rate [17] translates
into an e-folding timescale of 1000 years to infinity,
assuming a 30 year average age for landfills in their survey.
If these burial sites are better protected through, e.g.,
thicker soil cover, the preservation would last even longer.
Thus, we can slow down the decomposition rate of col-
lected wood at least to the timescale of 1000 years (most
likely longer) so that the release of this buried carbon pool
is negligible compared to forest regrowth uptake in
response to collection/cutting that occur on the timescales
of decades. If the buried carbon comes out slowly over the
timescale of thousands of years, it should have already
passed the major peak of atmospheric CO2 as the anthro-
pogenic CO2 'pulse' is absorbed into the deep ocean and
the carbonate sediments (Fig. 7; [30]).

Depending on the burial depth, the deep roots of trees re-
growing on some burial sites may eventually invade into
the trench and facilitate the decomposition of buried
wood so that the nutrient and carbon will slowly return to
the surface and the atmosphere. Although the vegetation
could be made not to re-grow above the trench, or the bur-
ied wood could be insulated from the top soil by a layer
of resistant material, re-growth might be more desirable
than 'permanent' burial (tens of thousands of years or
longer). Thus the way wood is buried will determine the
decomposition rate, and can be managed to desired effect.
Long term monitoring and research of representative sites
will be useful for finding optimal burying methods.

2 Nutrient lockup
One potential drawback of wood burial is that nutrient in
wood will be locked away. The same drawback also
applies to other methods of large-scale vegetation use
such as biofuels. This is a serious concern because nutri-
ents may already be a limitation for plant growth in some
forest ecosystems. Plants recycle a major part of the nutri-
ent in dead material. This is especially so in the tropical
rainforests where the recycling is so efficient that most of
the nutrient is locked in live and dead trees rather than in
the soil. If a major fraction of the nutrient becomes locked
up by buried wood, the forest growth could be severely
limited after some decades so that the strategy becomes
unsustainable. Here I use nitrogen as an indicator of nutri-
ent for analysis.

Fortunately for our purpose, the nutrient content in wood
is much smaller than in leaves and fine roots. For instance,
typical carbon to nitrogen ratio (C:N) is 20:1 for leaves,
but 200:1 for wood [31,32]. This is fundamentally
because the structural components of plants consist
mostly of lignin-cellulose complexes which are carbohy-
drates, i.e., C, O and H, while nutrients are concentrated
in the photosynthetic and metabolic components such as
chlorophyll and protein.

The magnitude of this potential problem can be viewed in
two ways. First, because leaf turnover rate is comparable
to wood turnover (above), but the C:N ratio is 10 times
larger, so that the nitrogen recycling rate in leaves and fine
wood is more than 90% faster than that in the coarse
wood, even though the total amount of nitrogen in wood
may not be too different from that in leaves. The fact that
tropical rainforest is extremely quick at 'grabbing' what-
ever nutrient is on the forest floor suggests the great ability
of forest at utilizing what is on the ground.

The ultimate question is whether internal fixation and
external input are fast enough to compensate for the loss
rate due to burial lockup. If 10 GtC y-1 of carbon is to be
buried, a C:N ratio of 200 implies that about 50 MtN y-1

(Mega tonnne or 1012 gram of nitrogen per year) will be
locked up in the buried wood. Although 50 MtN y-1 is a
nontrivial amount, this is only a fraction of both the glo-
bal natural nitrogen fixation rate of 110 MtN y-1 and the
anthropogenic N (mainly from fossil fuel burning and fer-
tilizer use) deposition rate of 140 MtN y-1 [33]. In addi-
tion, natural fixation rate may increase when nitrogen is
in short supply. Thus, globally speaking, the nutrient lock-
up due to burial does not appear to be a problem big
enough to hold back the wood burial proposal. However,
it will depend on the spatial distribution and the fraction
of the nitrogen deposition that can be utilized [34]. Our
current understanding of such issues is limited, and more
research in this area is needed. In some regions or locali-
ties this may be a more important issue. In these cases,
some moderate fertilization could be used to alleviate the
problem, or the intensity of the operation could be
reduced.

3 Habitat loss
Dead wood, whether standing (snags) or down, plays an
important role in forest ecology, acting as habitat for ani-
mals such as cavity-nesting birds, plants and microbial
lives. To minimize the impact, it may be desirable not to
completely clean the forest floor, but leave a fraction to
maintain these important ecological functions.

4 Disturbance to forest floor and soil
Although modern forest logging practice has shown that
disturbance can be kept at minimum, there is no guaran-
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tee it will be the case when practiced world-wide. If not
executed properly, it may harm forest regeneration capa-
bility, biodiversity and cause significant loss of soil car-
bon. One method is to have ecological monitoring and
carbon accounting conducted together by certified agen-
cies or institutes following carefully crafted international
standards.

The soil carbon pool is a dynamic balance between dead
vegetation input and decomposition. If the deadwood
input to soil is reduced, the soil carbon pool will decrease
somewhat. It is difficult to quantify this possible loss at
present. Regardless of the extent of this soil carbon loss,
equilibrium will be reached after sometime so that the
cumulative effect of a sustainable wood burial will even-
tually exceed the initial loss.

5 Competition with other wood usage
Wood has been a major resource for humans ever since
our ancestors learned to use fire and sticks. Current world
total wood consumption is about 0.9 GtC y-1 [35]. Obvi-
ously, priority will be given to these uses such as furniture
and building material, but compared to the 10 GtC y-1

coarse wood production rate, there will be large addi-
tional capacity for carbon sequestration. Indeed, the bur-
ial scheme may be carried out most naturally as an
expansion of the existing logging capacity. In addition, if
old furniture and building lumbers are buried rather than
left to decay in open dumps, they will still serve the pur-
pose of carbon sink. This has already been practiced to
some extent in landfills.

Research is ongoing in cellulosic biofuel where cellulose
in woody material is converted to fuel [36]. Should this
become economical with minimum environmental
impact in the future, obviously it will have priority over
wood burial because of the energy produced. This can also
be said for other uses such as co-firing of wood chips and
agricultural residue with coal. Nevertheless, the capacity
built for wood harvest and burial will lend itself naturally
to collecting wood for biofuel use. The 10 GtC y-1 wood
production rate also provides an (approximate) upper
limit on how much biofuel can be produced, and the
caveats discussed here such as nutrient lock-up also apply.

6 Other unintended consequences
One possibility is that if roads are built into remote for-
ests, it will make it easier for deforestation. What has hap-
pened in the Brazilian Amazon over the last 3–4 decades
where deforestation (legal and illegal) follows road con-
struction cautions against the implementation of wood
harvest and burial in such regions. For this and many
other environmental concerns, a considerable fraction
should be preserved and left completely natural. A wise
strategy would be intense management of suitable land to

achieve higher efficiency while preserving as many forests
in their natural states as possible.

There may be the concern that wood burial (or any other
effective carbon sequestration scheme) will hinder the
motivation to reduce emissions and the development of
alternative energy. While this is a legitimate and impor-
tant concern, there is currently a major mismatch between
the urgency of the climate problem and the slow pace of
the transition toward a carbon-neutral economy due to
technological, economical and political hurdles. Carbon
sequestration should only be used to 'buy time' so that the
society has sufficient lead time to adjust while avoiding
dangerous climate change.

Synergy with other activities
1 Reforestation and afforestation: making the carbon sink long-
lasting
Reforestation is a widely embraced carbon sequestration
technique [37,38]. However, its capacity in sequestering
carbon is limited by competition with other land use pur-
poses such as agriculture. In addition, as forest and under-
lying soil mature, the carbon sink becomes saturated. If
the trees are cut or burned by fire, the stored carbon would
be lost back into the atmosphere. Such concerns had led
to a disappointingly small role of reforestation in the
Kyoto Protocol under the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). Wood har-
vest and burial comes most naturally to such forests
because they are by definition managed. Reforestation fol-
lowed by wood burial will extend the lifetime of such land
carbon sink indefinitely. Because much marginal land
suitable for reforestation is currently not utilized, the ear-
lier such activities are undertaken, the earlier is the effect.

2 Deforestation: cutting off the CO2 source
Deforestation currently accounts for a significant fraction
of the anthropogenic CO2 emissions (0.5–2.7 GtC y-1;
[1]). While mid-latitude regions such as China, India,
Western Europe and North America were mostly defor-
ested in earlier centuries, current deforestation takes place
mainly in the tropics, notably the Amazon and Southeast
Asia. Deforestation at the southern Amazon is typically
done at the end of the dry season. Trees are cut, piled up
and burned, often with the help of kerosene. While devel-
opment pressure makes deforestation difficult to stop at
present, burying the downed trees instead of burning will
reduce the associated CO2 emissions at minimum cost.
Such a strategy is not in defense of deforestation, but
serves to reduce its negative impact.

3 Post-consumer wood: making waste a carbon sink
A large fraction of municipal waste is wood, e.g., old fur-
niture and construction lumber, and backyard dead trees.
Most of these are burned or buried in landfills where they
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may already have relatively long lifetime. If these can be
collected and buried in landfills with long-storage time
ensured, it will serve as a carbon sink of up to 1 GtC y-1

assuming the current wood use rate [35]. This is of course
part of the estimated 10 GtC y-1 world potential. One
advantage of burying waste wood is that there will be no
additional ecological impact, unlike wood harvest from
the forest. Because it already carries significant cost to han-
dle the waste wood, burial for carbon sequestration
should be even more economically viable. On the other
hand, such wood could also be incinerated to produce
energy and their costs and relative merits need to be eval-
uated, but the wastes do not have to be wasted anymore.

4 Fire suppression: burying the fuel
Fire suppression, such as in the US and Canada over last
several decades, has left a large amount of dead vegetation
on the forest floor and contributed to an apparent carbon
sink in North America. This additional fuel load, com-
bined with recent drought in the America West has led to
more frequent and large fires in recent years. The release
of this carbon pool through catastrophic fires may
become an important source to atmospheric CO2 in the
future. Collecting dead trees and burying them would
reduce fire danger while creating a carbon sink.

Conclusion
Coal was formed by the burial of ancient plants in anaer-
obic conditions such as swamp and peatland. The pro-
posed wood burial method is essentially a first step of a
fossil fuel formation process, only drastically accelerated
by active human management. It is ironic that the whole
climate change problem is caused by the human acceler-
ated release of the fossil fuel carbon pool. Thus it will not
be surprising if this method turns out to be the most 'nat-
ural' way to undo fossil fuel CO2 emission.

The wood burial technique uses natural tree growth to
capture CO2 from the air at nearly no cost, thus making it
significantly more economical than other carbon capture
methods. For storage, past focus has been on geological
formations and in the ocean. Storing carbon by wood bur-
ial under soil will not only cut down atmospheric CO2,
but also relieve the CO2 burden on the ocean where acid-
ification is of major concern [39]. The traditional carbon
sequestration techniques tend to be industrial scale, while
the present proposal is a distributed approach. This has
both advantages and disadvantages that need to be sorted
out. It is likely that many of these methods will be prac-
ticed to some degree, but the merits of wood burial make
it an attractive option: low tech, low cost, distributed, easy
to monitor, safe, reversible, thus a no-regret strategy. On
the other hand, forest is a precious resource Mother
Nature endowed upon us that serves many critical ecosys-

tem functions and human needs. Care needs to be taken
in pursuing such a strategy at large scale.

Competing interests
The author(s) declare that they have no competing inter-
ests.

Authors' contributions
This is a single-authored paper.

Acknowledgements
I thank the students from the class 'AOSC586A: Carbon Cycle and Climate' 
in the spring of 2006, including J. Gregg, H. Qian, D. Love, R. Pavlick, A. 
Cohn, and B. Shui; and the students from the Gemstone Carbon Sink team 
and their 'advisors' B. Zaitchik, J. Gregg, B. Cook, and S.-Q. Wang. Doug 
Love showed me the landfill in Greenbelt, MD. Jay Gregg proofread the 
manuscript. I also thank A. Cowie and D. Nepstad for an inspirational dis-
cussion on landfill, G. J. Collatz, L. Heath and E. Matthews for discussion on 
coarse woody debris, F. Norbury for discussion on fire, and H. Sloan for 
explaining his logging calculator. Comments and suggestions from six anon-
ymous reviewers helped to improve the manuscript.

References
1. IPCC: Climate Change Cambridge University Press; 2007. 
2. Canadell JG, et al.: Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 2007,

104:18866. November 20, 2007
3. Nakicenovic N, et al.: Special Report on Emissions Scenarios Cambridge

University Press; 2000. 
4. Friedlingstein P, et al.: Journal of Climate 2006, 19:3337.
5. Hansen JE: Climatic Change 2005, 68:269.
6. O'Neill BC, Oppenheimer M: Proceedings of the National Academy of

Sciences of the United States of America 2004, 101:16411.
7. Schneider SH, Mastrandrea MD: Proceedings of the National Academy of

Sciences of the United States of America 2005, 102:15728.
8. Stern N: The Economics of Climate Change Cambridge University Press,

Cambridge, UK; 2007. 
9. Pacala S, Socolow R: Science 2004, 305:968.
10. Hoffert MI, et al.: Science 2002, 298:981.
11. Schrag DP: Science 2007, 315:812.
12. Brewer PG, Friederich C, Peltzer ET, Orr FM: Science 1999, 284:943.
13. House KZ, Schrag DP, Harvey CF, Lackner KS: Proceedings of the

National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America 2006,
103:12291.

14. IPCC: Special Report: Carbon Dioxide Capture and Storage Edited by: B
M et al. Cambridge University Press; 2005. 

15. Zeng N: Advances in Atmospheric Sciences 2003, 20:677.
16. Zeng N: Clim Past 2007, 3:135.
17. Micales JA, Skog KE: International Biodeterioration & Biodegradation

1997, 39:145.
18. Zeng N, Qian HF, Munoz E, Iacono R: Geophysical Research Letters

2004, 31:.
19. Zeng N, Qian HF, Roedenbeck C, Heimann M: Geophysical Research

Letters 2005, 32:.
20. Friedlingstein P, Joel G, Field CB, Fung IY: Global Change Biology 1999,

5:755.
21. Harmon ME, Brown S, Gower ST: Carbon Cycling in Boreal Forest and

Sub-aritic Ecosystems Edited by: Vinson TS, Kolchugina TP. U.S. Envi-
ronmental Protection. Agency, Washington, D. C.; 1993:167-177. 

22. Matthews E: Journal of Geophysical Research-Atmospheres 1997,
102:18771.

23. IPCC: Special Report on Land Use, Land-use Change and Forestry Cam-
bridge University Press; 2000. 

24. Odum EP: Science 1969, 164:262.
25. FAO, "Global Forest Resources Assessment 2000" FAO, the United

Nations; 2001. 
26. Baldocchi D, et al.: Bulletin of the American Meteorological Society 2001,

82:2415.
27. Gurney KR, et al.: Nature 2002, 415:626.
28. Rayner PJ, O'Brien DM: Geophysical Research Letters 2001, 28:2429.
Page 11 of 12
(page number not for citation purposes)



Carbon Balance and Management 2008, 3:1 http://www.cbmjournal.com/content/3/1/1
Publish with BioMed Central   and  every 
scientist can read your work free of charge

"BioMed Central will be the most significant development for 
disseminating the results of biomedical research in our lifetime."

Sir Paul Nurse, Cancer Research UK

Your research papers will be:

available free of charge to the entire biomedical community

peer reviewed and published immediately upon acceptance

cited in PubMed and archived on PubMed Central 

yours — you keep the copyright

Submit your manuscript here:
http://www.biomedcentral.com/info/publishing_adv.asp

BioMedcentral

29. Visser R: 2007.
30. Archer D, Kheshgi H, MaierReimer E: Geophysical Research Letters

1997, 24:405.
31. Vitousek PM, Fahey T, Johnson DW, Swift MJ: Biogeochemistry 1988,

5:7.
32. Schlesinger ME: Biogeochemistry: an analysis of global change Academic

Press, San Diego, CA, USA; 1991. 
33. Galloway JN, Schlesinger WH, Levy H, Michaels A, Schnoor JL: Global

Biogeochemical Cycles 1995, 9:235.
34. Hungate BA, Dukes JS, Shaw MR, Luo YQ, Field CB: Science 2003,

302:1512.
35. Hurtt GC, et al.: Global Change Biology 2006, 12:1208.
36. Stephanopoulos G: Science 2007, 315:801.
37. Dyson FJ, Marland G: Workshop on the Global Effects of Carbon Dioxide

from Fossil Fuels US Dept. of Energy, Washington D.C.; 1979:111-118.
vol. Rep. Conf-770385

38. Sedjo RA: Environment 1989, 31:14.
39. Caldeira K, Wickett ME: Nature 2003, 425:365.
40. Marland G, Boden TA, Andres RJ: Trends: A Compendium of Data on

Global Change Carbon Dioxide Information Analysis Center, Oak
Ridge National Laboratory, U.S. Department of Energy, Oak Ridge,
Tenn., U.S.A.; 2007. 

41. Sabine CL, et al.: Science 2004, 305:367.
Page 12 of 12
(page number not for citation purposes)

http://www.biomedcentral.com/
http://www.biomedcentral.com/info/publishing_adv.asp
http://www.biomedcentral.com/

	Abstract
	Background
	Results
	Carbon sequestration via wood burial: a basic assessment
	Quantifying the carbon sequestration potential
	1 Sustainable sink of tree removal (limited by growth rate)
	2 One time potential from existing coarse woody debris
	3 Enhancing the sustainable rate via selective cutting of live trees

	Implementation strategy
	Cost
	Scale of operation

	Discussion
	Potential issues
	1 Decomposition of buried wood
	2 Nutrient lockup
	3 Habitat loss
	4 Disturbance to forest floor and soil
	5 Competition with other wood usage
	6 Other unintended consequences

	Synergy with other activities
	1 Reforestation and afforestation: making the carbon sink long- lasting
	2 Deforestation: cutting off the CO2 source
	3 Post-consumer wood: making waste a carbon sink
	4 Fire suppression: burying the fuel


	Conclusion
	Competing interests
	Authors' contributions
	Acknowledgements
	References

