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So whatõs wrong, then, with using trees to soak up 
greenhouse gases? In brief, whatõs wrong is this: What 
ôoffsetõ forestry does is confuse fossil carbon with bio-
logical carbon. It claims that emissions from burning 
oil, gas or coal can be considered equal, in climatic 
terms, to the biological carbon stored in a tree. For 
example, companies like UK-based Future Forests, 
a marketing þrm that provides ôcarbon neutralõ serv-
ices, says that it can calculate exactly how many trees 
someone somewhere will need to plant and tend for 
99 years in order to soak up the emissions generated 
by air travel to, say, Brussels. 

Fine as advertising copy. The problem in reality is that 
carbon emissions from burned oil, gas or coal cannot be 
considered as equal to the same amount of  biological 
carbon in a tree. Why not? As the diagram on page 2 
explains there exists naturally an active carbon pool with 
carbon freely moving between forests, oceans and air. 
The fossil carbon pool, in contrast, is inert. But once 
out of  the ground, fossil carbon joins the active carbon 
cool and will not go back into the fossil carbon pool for 
millennia. Releasing fossil carbon increases the active 
carbon pool, and this is the crucial difference between 
fossil and biological carbon. 

Of  course trees can also die, at which point they release 

1. Introduction

Can the climate damage caused by fossil fuel emis-
sions be ôneutralisedõ or ôoffsetõ? Over the past few 
years, the idea of  carbon ôoffsetõ or ôcarbon neutralõ 
projects has found a large following. Show-biz ce-
lebrities, aid agencies and even þnancial institu-
tions like the World Bank hail tree-planting and 
similar projects as a win-win-win approach to 
global warming. Following suit, the European 
Commission declared its intention to provide a 
ôclimate neutralõ Green Week 2005. 

2. Can ôoffsetõ projects really help slow 
climate change? 

The idea is simple enough: we pay someone else 
somewhere else to cover their land with trees, and 
theyõll soak up the carbon dioxide released through 
the emissions from our bargain trip to that cottage 
in Southern France; that splashy CD release; that big 
corporate conference ð or Green Week 2005. We can 
go on using fossil fuels without affecting the climate as 
long as we plant enough trees. And who could object 
to planting trees? 

Well, FERN does ð at least in this case. If  the deal 
sounds too good to be true, it probably is.  

Carbon ôoffsetõ - no magic solution to 
ôneutraliseõ fossil fuel emissions
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Carbon 'offset'  

most of  the carbon that they keep locked away from 
the atmosphere. In relation to ôoffsetõ forestry, pro-
ponents assure us they can calculate the odds of  this, 
and take this into consideration in their calculations. 

Yet, within scientiþc circles, intense debate continues 
about whether one can predict over the next century, 
or even over the next few decades, the carbon ÿuxes 
of  complex ecosystems. 
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Figure 1: Fossil fuels increase the world's volume of  free carbon

3. How accurate are the calculations?
Can anyone really calculate the carbon performance 
of  a tree? Can they really guarantee how much carbon 
planted forests can mop up? At a time when we are 
increasingly facing aberrant storms, droughts and other 
climatic changes across the world, can we really pre-
dict how these forests will fare in the political turmoil 
that dominates many of  the areas where tree planting 
projects are most likely to occur? Cambridge Univer-
sity landscape historian Oliver Rackham has the right 
perspective on this: ò[F]or its practical effect, telling people 

to plant trees is like telling them to drink more water to keep 
down rising sea levels.ó  Even if  the fantasy of  accurately 
predicting treesõ carbon performance had any solid 
basis in science, just dealing with the increased carbon 
dioxide emissions we will generate worldwide over the 
next half  century would require completely covering 
Europe ð from the Atlantic to the Ural mountains 
ð with trees. For example, soaking up the UKõs annual 
greenhouse gas emissions would require planting an 
area of  forest the size of  Devon and Cornwall every 
single year ð and maintaining them forever.




