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Biochar is a way we can lock stable carbon away for 
generations, improve the nutrient holding capacity of the soil 
and reduce pollution! So what is it and how could it be used 
more?

Biochar is related to charcoal, but it’s not quite the same. It’s 
created in a similar way, through pyrolysis, a process where 
woody waste is baked in a low-oxygen kiln. Instead of 
producing large fuel lumps, the goal is to create tiny pieces, 
ideally under one centimetre. This means biochar can be made 
from small bits of vegetation—like hedge cuttings—that would 
otherwise be chipped, left to rot or used to make compost.

But why make biochar when you could make nutrient rich 
compost to feed the soil? From a climate perspective, whether 
you burn wood or it rots naturally, at the end of a tree’s life the 
carbon it has stored in its trunks, branches and leaves goes 
back in the atmosphere. Biochar locks that carbon into a stable, 
solid form that can remain buried safely in the earth for 
centuries.

Biochar was originally discovered in the Amazon rainforest, 
called “Terra Preta” (Black Earth). Ancient civilisations used 
biochar in their latrines, where it absorbed nutrients and odours, 
before being buried in the soil. 
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It creates very fertile soil because pyrolysis leaves microscopic 
pores throughout the biochar, creating an immense internal 
surface area that acts like a permanent sponge for water and 
nutrients. It also has a negative ionic charge which holds onto 
positively charged ammonium, a form of nitrogen. Nitrogen is 
water soluble, which is why nitrogen run off from farmland is so 
bad at polluting our rivers. The tiny pores within the biochar also 
provide places for mycorrhizal fungi to attach, helping transfer 
the nutrients to plant’s roots. When added to the soil it can 
aerate while simultaneously increasing water holding capacity.

However biochar needs to be “inoculated” with a high nitrogen 
product before being added to the soil, or it will actually absorb 
available nitrogen from the ground leading to reduced plant 
growth. Therefore soaking it in urine or adding it to your 
compost is a perfect way of treating biochar before it is used. 
So biochar has a number of pollution-busting potential uses 
before it becomes a fertiliser. It could be used in livestock sheds 
or compost loos, to absorb run off from slurry pits and filter 
water in ditches and catchment pools, or if finely ground it can 
even be added to cow food to reduce the methane they 
produce! 

The Blackdown Hills Eco Group is working with farmers to turn 
hedge cutting waste into biochar, for more information visit 
Trimplants. If you’re interested in making biochar to help our 
environment we’d love to create a sister project in Wellington! 
Please come along to our first Hedge Group meeting on 
Tuesday 13th 7.30pm, details via TTW Hedge Group.
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