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Cutting our Carbon Footprint - Carbon Offsetting- Is It
Worth It?

Carbon offsetting is the act of planting trees or improving other
natural systems such as restoring soil and wetlands which will
draw down and store carbon dioxide from the atmosphere,
therefore offsetting emissions. There are many companies
offering carbon offsetting to both businesses and individuals,
but the whole process has come under criticism. It should not
be seen as a way for anyone, especially big businesses, to buy
their way out of truly changing their ways and cutting their
carbon emissions, or this is just greenwashing. There are also
unscrupulous carbon offsetting companies who do not
guarantee the right number of trees are planted, or that they
survive in the future. The “Gold Standard” company is one that
makes sure your investment is worthwhile.

So is it actually worth doing? To answer this, I’'m going to refer
to a lecture given by Walter Jehne, a soil scientist from Healthy
Soils Australia, entitled “The Soil Carbon Sponge, Climate
Solutions and Healthy Water Cycles” which we would highly
recommend watching on YouTube or reading the transcription
soon to be on our website www.ttw.org.uk.

Atmospheric carbon dioxide has risen from 280 parts per million
(ppm) to 406ppm due to human activity. Every year 130 billion
tonnes is emitted by all the oxidisation processes on earth, but
only 120 billion tonnes is drawn back down by plants every
spring and summer, showing a deficit of 10 billion tonnes each
year. Can we draw down that extra 10 billion tonnes per year to
reach net zero? Although to fix the amount of carbon we have
released we actually need to draw down at least twice that
amount each year (and stop emitting more). Is this even
possible?



We can increase the drawdown of carbon dramatically. In the
last 8-10,000 years we have created 5 billion hectares of man
made desert and wasteland. The residual bio system is perhaps
half of what we had. Carbon is not only stored in trees and
plants, but in soil. By removing forests and with soil-destructive
farming systems we have removed carbon and microorganisms
from the soil, reducing its capacity to store water and to grow
plants. To draw down this carbon we can improve agricultural
systems to increase and maintain the carbon stored in the soil
by avoiding agrochemicals and using minimal till methods (i.e.
not ploughing), and extend the longevity of green growth by use
of cover crops and more perennial plants. And we can restore
nature’s bio systems. In arid areas, we start with rebuilding the
soil so that every drop of water that falls is held on the land to
be available to plants. This first means growing pioneer plants,
then grasses and native trees.

Fantastic work is being done by The Savory Institute, who
pioneered planned rotational grazing in the savannahs of Africa
to mimic the natural movement of wild herds, and is now
helping farmers worldwide to restore overgrazed desertified
regions. There are charities that are restoring large areas of
land such as Ecosystem Restoration Camps where you can
volunteer to help reverse desertification in over 70 camps
worldwide. Or Trees for a Future (www.trees.org) which has
restored 71,000 acres of land by giving the tools and training to
farmers in Africa to create forest gardens, and who also provide
carbon offset opportunities.

Unfortunately, as fast as we draw down carbon into our plants
and soils, it will be released by the oceans, because they are
storing 30,000 billion tonnes of carbon. It could take us over
1000 years to restore our atmosphere to pre industrial levels.
We do have enough land to eventually drawdown the carbon
we have emitted, because in the Cretaceous period, when our
fossil fuels were still lush forests, the atmospheric carbon was


http://www.trees.org

only 100ppm. But we don’t have enough time to do this and
save ourselves from climate disaster. We need a new solution.
And luckily that new solution is in the water cycle, which will be
fixed at the same time as we fix our soils and green up our land.

We receive a constant 342W of incident solar radiation per
meter on earth, and unfortunately we are only releasing 339W
back out to space. That crucial 3-watt deficit is what is warming
our planet. Carbon dioxide, although hugely important, only
actually accounts for 4% of global heat dynamics; the
hydrological cycle accounts for about 95%! So much of what we
see as the effects of climate change are linked to water; floods,
droughts, hurricanes etc, and by increasing vegetative cover on
the planet we can influence the water cycles, because plants
drive the hydrological cycle.

When plants transpire, they release water which goes up into
our atmosphere as vapour. This then condensates to form
clouds and falls as rain. Plants also release precipitation nuclei
as they transpire in the form of bacteria, which actually helps
rain to fall. So plants help make clouds and rain. A cloud, being
white, reflects 120W/sgm back into space, accounting for 1/3 of
our incident solar radiation. But because of the degradation of
our land there is less cloud-cover than there used to be.
Increasing cloud cover by 2.5% would offset 3W/sgm.

Transpiration also cools the planet in what’s known as latent
heat fluxes. This is because heat energy is transferred by
turning the water into a gas, and is released back into space as
the clouds form, accounting for another 85W or 24% of incident
solar radiation. A 5% increase in transpiration would also
negate 3W/sgm.

Bare ground is having a massively detrimental affect, re
radiating heat and disrupting our water cycle. It is a huge
problem in deserts as these large areas form high pressure
heat domes that prevent cool, moist air from which being drawn



inland from the oceans, increasing the frequency of hurricanes.
Again plants will help to fix this, releasing their precipitation
nuclei bacteria and forming clouds and rain (as explained
above). So greening up our deserts must be a worldwide
priority.

So what can we do? We need plants in as much bare ground as
possible, in every farm, every garden, every urban space. We
need to reduce the amount of concrete, gravel, patios and
definitely ditch the fake grass! Doing all we can in our local
space, plus any money given to projects either in our country or
abroad to help restore our world, replant rainforests and reduce
desertification is definitely a good thing. So in conclusion - yes,
we need to reduce our carbon emissions to stop even more
carbon in the atmosphere, and actively work to drawdown the
carbon we’ve released, but let’s do nature based carbon
offsetting too because this gives money to projects that will
increase the green cover on our planet, and plants have the
greatest chance of saving us in time.



