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TALKING TIMBER 

WHAT EXACTLY ARE YOU DEALING IN? 

John Park says the tim ber industry is trading in 
carbon capture, storage and usage, as well as wood 

Wood is a remarkable material 
but for many within the timber 
trade it's just something to 
buy and sell and for which an 
understanding of how it works 
and quite how remarkab le it is 
just gets in the way. So, let's start 
with one of the many positive 
attributes of wood, that it's not 
plastic ! And now spa re a though t 
for wha t is made from crude oil 
derivatives but which, when there 
was no option otherwise, was 
made of or from wood. 

And yet, because of the scourge that is illegal loggi ng (and, 
at times, even when it is lega lly harvested and sustainab le) the 
wood industry bas had to defend itself against env ironmental 
campaigns so pervasive that the message pic ked up by 
school chiJdre n was that it's wrong to cut down any tree and woe 
betide anyone who happened to mention they were in the ti mber 
trade if there happened to be anyone of a certain environmenta l 
persuasion within earshot. 

In li ght of the realisatio n that plastic is not quite so fantastic 
should we not all now be work ing to create a wider awareness of 
wood, the astonishing diversity of products obtained from trees 
and that forests with no commercial value as wood (non-wood 
forest products and long- term forest reserves notwithstanding) 
will not remain as forest for very long? 

The key to it all is, of cou rse, that trees grow and can be 
harvested and rep laced in perpetuity. You plan t a seedling, it is 
allowed to grow for JOO years and , vo ila, you have a JOO-year­
old tree; plant enough of them and in time there will be a 
JOO-year-old forest - if we can wa it that long' Naturally not a ll 
tree species are as long-lived as that and also maxim isa tion of 
forest values is at the heart of commercial forestry. 

And now here's the wood science: wood, depending on tree 
species, comprises. in varying amou nts, cellul ose (40-550/o) , 
hemicellulose ( 12-150/o), lign in ( 15-JOO/o) and extractives 
(2- 150/o). From that it is determined that wood is, by weight, 
500/o carbon. That is taken from EN 16449:2014 Wood and wood­
based products - Calculation of the biogenic carbon content of 
wood and conversion to carbon dioxide (and I don't fee l too bad 
lifting it straight from there because I wrote it in the first place); 
this European Standard provides a ca lculation method (we 
got some clever peopl e involved with the drafting as well!) to 
quanti Fy the amount of atmospheric carbon dioxide, abso rbed by 
trees as they grow, based on the biogenic ca rbon content. 

By any other name, that is carbon captu re and storage (CCS) . 
Powered by free energy from sunligh t and by the natural magic 
that is ph otosynthesis, to grow (ie become more wood a nd bark) , 
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for each cubic metre of wood produced by 
the cambium, taking commercial softwood 
with ave rage density 450kg/m3, a t ree needs 
225kg of sequestered carbon for wh ich it 
absorbs approximately 900kg of a tmospheric 
carbon dioxide. (Do the calculation - the 
atomic weight of carbo n is 12; oxygen 16). 
AJas, that is not seen by the powers that be 
as a practicable means of CCS, because it has 
no commercial va lue. It is now a lso referred 
to as CCUS, U being usage ... ! Are yo u with 
me, yet? 

In last month's TTJ, Dr Morwenna Spear, 
menti oning in passing COP24 and the 
Committee on Cli mate Cha nge, highlighting 
invisibl e wood, that which tends to be 
overloo ked as it is out of sight but as you 
may have heard somewhere, every little 
helps' So now, as a timber trader, when 
anyone asks what you do for a living tell 
them you deal in carbon capture, usage and 
storage. ■ 
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