
Plants grow by a process known as photosynthesis where 
they harness light energy and carbon dioxide and convert 
this into oxygen and organic compounds). This means that 
the process of plant growth effectively removes carbon 
dioxide from the atmosphere and locks it away in the plant 
biomass. When a plant comes to the end of its life, microbes 
will start to break down the plant material and through a 
process known as respiration will turn the carbon back into 
carbon dioxide in the atmosphere. 

Forests therefore contain a lot of carbon locked within 
the plant matter and deforestation can cause substantial 
increases in the carbon dioxide levels in the atmosphere. 
In fact some estimates suggest 30% of all human-induced 
emissions of CO

2
 have come from deforestation processes. 

The other major source of carbon dioxide emissions is 
from the burning of fossil fuels, sucked up from deep the 
below ground. These hydrocarbons have formed over mil-
lions of years from the decomposition of organic matter. 
When we remove and burn these products, the fossilised 
carbon is released back into the atmosphere causing in-
creases in greenhouse gas levels.

This higher level of CO
2 
is causing global temperatures to 

rise and putting many environments at risk. One method 
of reducing carbon dioxide emissions is to replant forests 
so that the plants can absorb carbon dioxide from the at-
mosphere. However, this can only ever offset the emissions 
produced from previous deforestation and not combat the 
emissions produced as a result of carbon dioxide released 
from the use of long term stores of fossil fuels.  

Biochar offers a different solution. It turns the carbon in 
the plants into a more stable form. Biochar has been shown 
to be stable in some soils for hundreds if not thousands of 
years. We know this because charcoal produced by Ancient 
American civilisations is still present in the soil today, where 
it causes enhanced soil fertility and plant growth. Although 
there is still debate about how stable biochar is in other soil 
types, it has the potential to store carbon for long periods 
of time in the soil – a carbon negative technology.

  
Biochar offers an opportunity to make a difference to a 

large global problem in your back-gardens, farms, green-
houses and vegetable patches. It is a sustainable local solu-
tion to an important global problem. 
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