ENVIRONMENTAL RESEARCH 5 EURPOSELED it esowcn
LETTERS

LETTER » OPEN ACCESS You may also like

- Climate, economic, and environmental

Meetl ng G H G I'ed UCtIOﬂ ta rgetS req U | I’GS impacts of producing wood for bioenergy

Richard Birdsey, Philip Duffy, Carolyn

accounting for all forest sector emissions Smyth et al.

- Climate change mitigation from increased

T . . paper recycling in Sweden: conserving
To cite this article: Tara W Hudiburg et al 2019 Environ. Res. Lett. 14 095005 f;ei[srf,f uctilnnzinlgn st)l\t’)iti?&iocr?’? —

Maximilian Schulte, Ragnar Jonsson,
Torun Hammar et al.

- Scoping review of carbon pricing systems
View the article online for updates and enhancements In forest sector modes
p ' Tomke Honkomp and Franziska Schier

ECS) The Electrochemical Socety Sciences

#& | Technology +
248th N~ roL
ECS Meeting |

Chicago, IL |
October 12-16, 2025 ‘

% Register by
September 22
fo save $$

Hilton Chicago

REGISTER NOW

This content was downloaded from IP address 152.53.39.37 on 17/07/2025 at 04:57



https://doi.org/10.1088/1748-9326/ab28bb
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/aab9d5
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/aab9d5
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/2515-7620/ad5930
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/2515-7620/ad5930
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/2515-7620/ad5930
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/ad101d
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/ad101d
https://pagead2.googlesyndication.com/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsvh1OXex5Do9lMp1IgBMM3D1FJCNaNm-l-y1VUFQRhob95JOn7Q1tXap0501CGG_fUPCk2zghZFqYS9NzBFsl6kVVwMY5b15AUyVno2YZFPel9BIW7NiHYDV2oSwEbKaIMBayaqhcuyLN6ud-vIYanv-AJj7gLMTAVwDJLaEQs4rvL5Plw_YbkgiIH4-T88xBvvUUG5XiEVXbJPc6lgyz2lftG_HB7A7v68FRUXDxK1b4JLClbzdNpNOIEG_jGzNh3PgepnmNoxgNgpIBvnS2cl84bviIISBZes0GurdKjE0BVx0-MAtJJfDviussX5BR8KqBRc0kf5Sqam5ZkOI8-oNfMBD7BnrKg3cOY4uAnPZfRvHAkB&sig=Cg0ArKJSzBfJTgnoo6UH&fbs_aeid=%5Bgw_fbsaeid%5D&adurl=https://www.electrochem.org/248/registration%3Futm_source%3DIOP%26utm_medium%3Dbanner%26utm_campaign%3DIOP_248_Early_Reg%26utm_id%3DIOP%2B248%2BEarly%2BRegistration

10P Publishing

@ CrossMark

OPENACCESS

RECEIVED
20 February 2019

REVISED
3June 2019

ACCEPTED FOR PUBLICATION
11 June 2019

PUBLISHED
23 August 2019

Original content from this
work may be used under
the terms of the Creative
Commons Attribution 3.0
licence.

Any further distribution of
this work must maintain
attribution to the
author(s) and the title of
the work, journal citation
and DOL

Environ. Res. Lett. 14 (2019) 095005

Environmental Research Letters

LETTER

https://doi.org/10.1088/1748-9326/ab28bb

Meeting GHG reduction targets requires accounting for all forest

sector emissions

Tara W Hudiburg"* ®, Beverly E Law’, William R Moomaw’ @, Mark E Harmon’

and Jeffrey E Stenzel'

! Department of Forest, Rangeland and Fire Sciences, 875 Perimeter Dr MS 1133, University of Idaho, Moscow, ID 83844, United States of

America
2

America

Tufts University, Medford MA, United States of America
Author to whom any correspondence should be addressed.

E-mail: thudiburg@uidaho

4

Department of Forest Ecosystems and Society, 321 Richardson Hall, Oregon State University, Corvallis, OR 97333, United States of

Center for International Environment and Resource Policy, The Fletcher School, and Global Development and Environment Institute,

Keywords: carbon, forests, wood products, climate mitigation, GHG mandates

Supplementary material for this article is available online

Abstract

Atmospheric greenhouse gases (GHGs) must be reduced to avoid an unsustainable climate. Because
carbon dioxide is removed from the atmosphere and sequestered in forests and wood products,
mitigation strategies to sustain and increase forest carbon sequestration are being developed. These
strategies require full accounting of forest sector GHG budgets. Here, we describe a rigorous approach
using over one million observations from forest inventory data and a regionally calibrated life-cycle
assessment for calculating cradle-to-grave forest sector emissions and sequestration. We find that
Western US forests are net sinks because there is a positive net balance of forest carbon uptake
exceeding losses due to harvesting, wood product use, and combustion by wildfire. However, over

100 years of wood product usage is reducing the potential annual sink by an average of 21%, suggesting
forest carbon storage can become more effective in climate mitigation through reduction in harvest,
longer rotations, or more efficient wood product usage. Of the ~10 700 million metric tonnes of
carbon dioxide equivalents removed from west coast forests since 1900, 81% of it has been returned to
the atmosphere or deposited in landfills. Moreover, state and federal reporting have erroneously
excluded some product-related emissions, resulting in 25%-55% underestimation of state total CO,
emissions. For states seeking to reach GHG reduction mandates by 2030, it is important that state CO,
budgets are effectively determined or claimed reductions will be insufficient to mitigate climate

change.

Introduction

Heat trapping greenhouse gases (GHGs) are being
added to the atmosphere at an accelerating rate by
fossil fuel combustion and land use change. Climate
change consequences were recently described by
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) and the United States National Climate Assess-
ment (USGCRP 2018). The IPCC Special Report
(IPCC 2018), Global Warming of 1.5 °C, concludes
that to keep global average temperature below 1.5 °C
by 2100, it is essential to reduce fossil fuel emissions by

45% by 2030, while substantially increasing the
removal of atmospheric CO,. Both reports emphasize
the need to increase atmospheric CO, removal strate-
gies by forests in addition to sustaining current forest
carbon uptake (Houghton and Nassikas 2018). Some
states in the US have set targets for reducing GHGs that
include forest climate mitigation options (Anderson
et al 2017, Law et al 2018), yet consistent, rigorous
accounting methods are required for evaluating
options. Challenges include determining the extent
that forests, harvest operations, and wood products
affect GHG budgets and emissions accountability.

©2019 The Author(s). Published by IOP Publishing Ltd
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The most recent global carbon budget estimate
indicates that land-based sinks remove 29% of anthro-
pogenic emissions (including land use change) with a
significant contribution from forests (Le Quéré et al
2018). However, none of the agreements or policies
(IPCC 2006, NRCS 2010, Brown et al 2014, Doe 2017,
EPA 2017, Duncan 2017) provides clear and consistent
procedures for quantitatively assessing the extent for-
ests and forest products are increasing or reducing car-
bon dioxide concentrations in the atmosphere.
Assessments are challenging because they involve
components that require multiple types of expertise
and accounting methods (i.e. forest ecosystem pro-
cesses, wood products, and inherently uncertain sub-
stitution credits). Methods are often in disagreement
over the wood product Life Cycle Assessment (LCA)
assumption of a priori carbon neutrality, where bio-
genic emissions from the combustion and decomposi-
tion of wood is ignored because the carbon released
from wood is assumed to be replaced by subsequent
tree growth in the following decades (EPA 2016).
Despite a multitude of analyses that recognize that the
assumption is fundamentally flawed (Harmon et al
1996, Gunn et al 2011, Haberl et al 2012, Schulze et al
2012, Buchholz et al 2016, Booth 2018), it continues to
be used in mitigation analyses, particularly for wood
bioenergy.

Forests are sustainable net sinks as long as forest
carbon uptake from the atmosphere exceeds emis-
sions from harvesting, wood product use and decom-
position, and wildfire. Wood products ultimately
release CO, to the atmosphere as they are manu-
factured, disposed of, and decompose or are burned.
However, because of concerns about double-count-
ing, significant emissions associated with harvest and
wood product use have not been counted for any sec-
tor (EPA 2018). These emissions are often not inclu-
ded in state CO, budget estimates (Brown et al 2014,
Oregon Global Warming Commission 2017), even
when they are included in national budgets
(EPA 2017) (table S1 is available online at stacks.iop.
org/ERL/14/095005/mmedia). If US states intend to
use forests for mitigation strategies, they must account
for all contributing sources and sinks of forests and
forest-derived products (Stockmann et al 2012,
IPCC2014).

By focusing on a region with sufficient informa-
tion to conduct a meaningful LCA, we demonstrate
how a quantitative assessment of forests, management
practices and wood products can assess the actual role
played by forests and forestry practices in managing
atmospheric CO,. We calculate the regional forest car-
bon balance (from 2001 to 2016) using observations
from over 24 000 forest inventory plots in Washing-
ton, Oregon, and California (states with GHG reduc-
tion mandates). Net forest sector carbon balance is
quantified using an improved LCA including harvest,
transportation, manufacturing, wood product pool
storage and decay, emissions associated with fire, and
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substitution for both building construction and
energy production. We specifically consider global
warming potential associated with carbon dioxide and
do not include additional GHGs such as nitrous oxide
and methane. Our aim is to provide an accurate cra-
dle-to-grave, transparent and transferable accounting
method of all forest-derived carbon for other states
and countries with GHG reduction mandates
(figure 1; box 1; figure S1; tables S2—-S6).

Results

Western US forest ecosystem CO, balance
(2001-2016)

Forest carbon uptake and release (net ecosystem
production (NEP); figure 1(a)) controlled by ecosys-
tem biological processes is calculated as the balance
between forest carbon uptake (net primary production
(NPP)) and forest carbon release through the decom-
position of dead organic matter (heterotrophic
respiration; Rp). In this study, a negative number
indicates a net carbon sink (removal from the atmos-
phere) and a positive number indicates a net carbon
source (addition to the atmosphere). The coastal
Western US states together are a strong forest carbon
sink with NEP of —292 £ 36 million metric tonnes
(MMT) CO,e per year (—857 g CO,e m > yr )
(table 1; table S1), and account for approximately 60%
of total Western US forest NEP (coastal, southwestern,
and intermountain regions).

In addition to NEP, disturbances from harvest and
wildfire influence estimates of net ecosystem carbon
balance (NECB = NEP minus losses Chapin et al
20065 figure 1(a)). In the Western US states, the sig-
nificant carbon losses from the forest are primarily
from removals of wood through harvest, decomposi-
tion or burning of aboveground and belowground
harvest residues, and wildfire (Law and Waring 2015).
Significant harvest has been occurring in the western
US since the early 20th century (figure S2). Up to 40%
of the harvested wood does not become a product and
the products themselves decay over time, resulting in
product accumulation much smaller than the total
amount harvested (figure 2(a); solid line) (Harmon
et al 1996, Dymond 2012, Williams et al 2016,
EPA 2017). Emissions include combustion of wood
that does not become a product, combustion for
energy, decomposition and/or combustion at end-of-
life (table 1; rows 5, 6, 9, and 10). When these carbon
losses are accounted for, these forests remain sig-
nificant carbon sinks at —187 4+ 33 MMT CO,e per
year (—551 g CO,e m™ > yr '), with the largest sink in
California (40%) followed by Oregon (33%) and
Washington (27%). Despite California having twice
the fire emissions of the other states (~10 versus
~5 MMT CO,e yr~ ' per state) the ranking is due
to much lower harvest removals in California
(~12 MMT CO,eyr~ ') compared to almost double in
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Figure 1. Conceptual diagram of Forest-GHG (a) describes the natural, land-based forest carbon sink where the net of growth and
decomposition is net ecosystem production (NEP), and after accounting for removals from fire and harvest, the balance is net
ecosystem carbon balance (NECB), (b) describes the cascade of wood products until eventual deposition in landfills or the atmosphere

Washington (~20 MMT CO,e yr ') and triple in Ore-
gon (~31 MMT CO,e yr ). Fire emissions are a third
of harvest removals region-wide.

Building on our earlier work (Harmon et al 1996,
Hudiburg et al 2011, Law et al 2018), we developed a
modified cradle-to-grave model (Forest-GHG) for
combining the balance of carbon captured in forest
ecosystems, wood product use, lifetime emissions, and
eventual return to the atmosphere or long-term sto-
rage in landfills. Forest-GHG tracks emissions asso-
ciated with harvest of wood and manufacturing,
transport and use of wood products. Harvest removals
result in immediate (combustion of residues on-site or

as mill residues with and without energy recapture),
fast (short-lived products such as paper), decadal
(long-lived products such as wood) and centuries-long
(older buildings and land-filled) timeframes before
emissions are released back to the atmosphere
(figures 1(b) and S1). Our model includes seven pro-
duct pools and temporally dynamic recycling and
landfill rates. Most importantly, we now include a
more mechanistic representation of longer-term
structural wood in buildings, by moving beyond a
simple half-life with exponential decay (figure 3 and SI
methods and SI tables 2-6). Our new building
cohort-component method tracks decay of short- and
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Figure 2. Wood product inputs and outputs from 1900 to 2016 for Washington, Oregon, and California. (A) Cumulative production
in MMT CO,e per year assuming no losses over time (dotted grey line) versus the realized in-use wood product pool over time after
accounting for decay (losses). (B) Yearly product inputs over time (blue line) that represents the fraction of harvest (removed wood)
that becomes a product versus the decay emissions from the pool over time (red line).

Table 1. Average annual total fluxes by state and region from 2001 to 2016. All units are in million MT CO,e. Negative numbers indicate a
carbon sink (CO, is being removed from the atmosphere). The more negative the number, the stronger the sink. Grey shading is used to
indicate net values that represent carbon sink strength both before and after removals are accounted for.

Ecosystem Washington Oregon  California Total

1. Forested area (million hectares) 9.7 12.4 11.9 34.0
2. Net ecosystem production (NEP) —89.9 —102.0 —99.8 —291.6
3. Fire emissions 5.1 5.3 10.3 20.7
4. Harvest removals 18.5 30.5 11.5 60.5
Net ecosystem carbon balance (NECB) (sum of rows 1 through 4) — 66.4 —66.2 —78.0 —210.5
Forest industry Washington Oregon California Total

5. Harvest residue combustion (onsite) 3.9 6.5 2.5 12.9
6. Harvest, transportation, manufacturing (FFE emissions) 2.8 4.6 1.6 9.0
7.Wood product pool annual inputs —18.5 —30.5 —11.5 —60.5
8. Landfill annual inputs (from products) —6.8 —11.9 —4.2 —229
9. Wood manufacturing losses 3.9 6.5 3.9 14.3
10. Wood product and landfill decomposition 21.4 36.2 13.3 71.0
Net forest sector carbon balance (NECB + sum of rows 5 through 10) —59.5 —54.7 —72.4 —186.6
11. Wood product substitution (wood) —3.0 —4.9 —1.6 —9.4
12. Wood product substitution (energy) —1.8 —3.0 —1.8 —6.6
Net forest sector carbon balance (with credits; NECB + sum of rows 5 through 12) —64.3 —62.6 —75.8 —202.7

long-lived building components annually, and the lag
time associated with these losses (figure S3). Our wood
bioenergy substitution credits (Sathre and O’Connor
2010) include wood waste from harvest, mill residues,
and wood products displacement of more fossil fuel
intensive materials.

Using our component tracking LCA, we found
that of the ~10 700 MMT CO,e of wood harvested in
all three states since 1900 (figure 2), only 2028 MMT
CO,e are currently stored in wood products with half
stored in Oregon (1043 MMT CO,e). In just over 100
years, Oregon has removed the equivalent of all live
trees in the state’s Coast Range forests (Law et al 2018),
and returned 65% to the atmosphere and transferred
16% to landfills. Even though these are some of the
most productive and carbon dense forests in the world

(Hudiburg et al 2009), the carbon accumulated in
much of the removed biomass took up to 800 years to
accumulate—and cannot be recovered if current man-
agement practices continue.

Forest harvest-related emissions have averaged
107 MMT CO,e annually from 2001 to 2016 (table 1;
row 5, 6, 9, and 10). Emissions are highest from decay
of the wood product pool that has been accumulating
for over 100 years (table 1 row 10; figures 3 and S3).
This is after accounting for recycling and semi-perma-
nent storage in landfills. Structural wood product
decay for long- and short-term components (wood in
buildings; figure 3) account for about 30%-35% of
wood product and landfill decomposition while paper
and non-building wood products account for about
65%-70%. Under this complete accounting, the
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Short-term and long-term components in a building cohort
with short-term component replacement (1900 - 2050)
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Figure 3. Conceptual models of the Forest-GHG cohort-component method for: (a) mass loss in a cohort of buildings with a 75 year
average life span that accounts for the short and long-term portions of buildings and (b) mass remaining in a single building cohort
over time (with replacement). Data presented is based on the 1900 cohort of single-family homes built in Oregon.
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lowest contribution to overall emissions is from fossil
fuel usage during harvest, transportation, and manu-
facturing, i.e. less than 10% of total wood product-
related emissions in the three states.

We found that wood-related substitution for con-
struction materials (0.54 fossil fuel carbon emissions
avoided per unit carbon of wood; table 1 row 11) and
energy (0.68 fossil fuel carbon emissions avoided;
table 1 row 12) may offset 18% of forest industry emis-
sions. This assumes 50% of wood-derived construc-
tion products are substituted for a non-wood product
and that 75% of mill residues are substituted for fossil
fuel energy (Berg et al 2016).

We varied the maximum average life spans of the
wood products used in construction (e.g. buildings) to
examine its effect on emissions estimates. Emissions
are minimally reduced by 2%—4% in each state when a
longer average maximum lifespan is used (100 years)
for the long-term building components and mini-
mally increased by 2%-3% when a shorter average
maximum lifespan is used (50 years, which is the mean
lifetime of buildings in the US EPA 2013).

Combined, the US west coast state forest sector
(cradle-to-grave) is a net carbon sink, removing
~187 MMT CO,e annually from the atmosphere and

potentially reducing fossil fuel emissions by up to
another 20 MMT CO,e through product and energy
substitution. Harvest-related emissions reduce the
natural sink (NEP—Fire) by 34, 46, and 27% for
Washington, Oregon, and California, respectively.
When substitution credits are included, this changes
to reductions of 27%, 37%, and 23%. Harvest rates
have been highest in Oregon (table 1), contributing to
increasing wood product emissions and the largest
reductions to forest sink capacity.

Discussion

NECB is a good estimate of ecosystem carbon uptake,
e.g. for carbon offsets programs (Anderson et al 2017),
and can be compared spatially with changing environ-
mental conditions or disturbances, but is an incom-
plete calculation of the entire forest sector emissions.
It does not include emissions from wood products
caused by machinery, transport, manufacturing and
losses—emissions that can equal up to 85% of the total
versus 15% from fire, insects, and land use change
(Williams et al 2016). Nor does it account for the
storage and subsequent release of carbon in varying
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end uses with varied product lifetimes. Given that not
all harvested wood is an immediate source to the
atmosphere and very little harvested wood is stored in
perpetuity, it is essential to track associated emissions
over time. For state- or region-level carbon budgets, a
cradle-to-grave carbon LCA should be combined with
the ecosystem carbon balance (NEP and NECB) to
account for how much the forestry sector is contribut-
ing to or offsetting total carbon emissions.

If wood buildings are replaced by wood buildings,
substitution is not occurring, and because wood is pre-
ferred for construction of single-family housing in
North America, some of our substitution values are
overestimated (Sathre and O’Connor 2010). Wood
products store carbon temporarily, and a larger wood
product pool increases decomposition emissions over
time (figure 3). This emphasizes that increasing the
wood product carbon sink will require shifts in pro-
duct allocation from short-term to long-term pools
such as reclaimed (re-used) wood products from
demolition of buildings, and reduction of product
manufacturing losses (EPA 2016). Clearly, there is
potential for climate mitigation by using forests to
sequester carbon in biomass and reduce losses asso-
ciated with the wood product chain (Law et al 2018).

It is argued that there may be reductions in fossil
carbon emissions when wood is substituted for more
fossil fuel intensive building materials (e.g. steel or
concrete) or used as an alternative energy source
(Butarbutar et al 2016). Substitution is a one-time
credit in the year of the input. Studies have reported a
range of substitution displacement factors (from nega-
tive to positive displacement; Sathre and O’Connor
2010, Smyth et al 2017), but we found no study that
has tracked the actual amount of construction product
substitution that is occurring or has occurred in the
past in the United States. This makes substitution one
of the most uncertain parts of this carbon budget. It
may be more easily tracked in the fossil fuel sector
through a decrease in emissions because of reduction
in product supply, in which case it would be double
counting to then include it as a credit for the forest sec-
tor. We show results with and without the substitution
credit (a decrease in forest sector emissions) because it
cannot be verified. We show the potential impact it has
on the overall forest sector carbon sink, even though
the displacement factor may be unrealistically high
(Smyth et al 2017, Dugan et al 2018). For forest sector
emissions assessments, the uncertainty suggests exclu-
sion of the credit.

Currently, state’s GHG accounting budgets are
incorrect because they are not full cradle-to-grave esti-
mates of all CO, emissions associated with forest nat-
ural processes and human influences. For accurate
GHG accounting, these emissions should be included
in the forestry sector as they are not accounted for by
state’s energy and transportation sectors (IPCC 2006)
(table S1). The US EPA reported average fossil fuel
CO, emissions of 491 MMT CO,e yrf1 for the three
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states combined (2013-2016). Forest industry harvest,
transportation, and manufacturing fossil fuel emis-
sions are included in this total. However, it is unclear
to what extent wood product decay and combustion
emissions are also counted in state budgets. In Ore-
gon, they are not included at all, resulting in state CO,
emissions that have been underestimated by up to
55% (Oregon Global Warming Commission 2017,
Law et al 2018). Washington includes combustion
emissions from the current year’s harvest (table 1;
Manufacturing losses; row 9), but not from wood pro-
duct decay, resulting in up to a 25% underestimation
of state CO, emissions. Because California’s emissions
from other sectors are so high (76% of regional total),
and harvest rates have been historically lower than in
Oregon and Washington, the impact of not including
these emissions is very small as a proportion of the
total. Although fire in California has received much
attention, it only accounts for 3% of the state’s total
fossil fuel CO, emissions.

These underestimates are especially alarming for
Oregon where GHG reduction targets are to be 10%
below 1990 levels by 2020 and at least 75% below 1990
levels by 2050 (Pietz and Gregor 2014). California and
Washington emissions are to be reduced to 1990 levels
by 2020 (Nunez 2006), and 80% and 50% below 1990
levels by 2050 (Washington State 2008), respectively.

In contrast, the US EPA reports emissions from
wood product decay and landfills (EPA 2017) per the
IPCC guidelines (IPCC 2006) (table S1). However,
combustion emissions from logging and mill residues
are not reported (EPA 2017). Moreover, ecosystem
carbon losses are indirectly estimated through changes
in biomass pools with measurement uncertainty that
can be greater than the change (Ferster et al 2015). So
even at the national level, emissions (as a fraction of
fossil fuel emissions) would be underestimated by 10%
and 24% in Washington and Oregon, respectively.
Undoubtedly, there are implications for reduction
mandates when the magnitude of emissions them-
selves are incorrect.

Conclusions

The goal for all societies and governments as stated in
Article 2 of the United Nations Framework Convention
on Climate Change (Oppenheimer and Petsonk 2005)
should be ‘. ...stabilization of GHG concentrations in the
atmosphere at a level that would prevent dangerous
anthropogenic interference with the climate system.’
The Paris Climate Agreement (UNFCCC 2015) aims to
keep global average temperature from rising by no more
than 2 °C above preindustrial levels, and if possible no
more than 1.5 °C. Forests are identified as part of the
strategy (UNFCCC 2015).

Although some US states have attempted to quan-
tify a portion of forest-related emissions, improved
estimates are essential to track emissions to meet

6
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reduction goals. We identified the main components
that should be part of the forest sector state estimates.
We found that emissions have been underestimated by
up to 55% in Oregon and 25% in Washington, and
that at present, these emissions are not reported in
state GHG reporting guidelines. The accuracy of forest
sector emissions estimates can be improved with sub-
regional data on residential and commercial building
lifespans, recycling, verifiable substitution benefits
and accurate monitoring of growth rates of forests.
However, verifiable substitution of one material for
another may be more readily quantified in the fossil
fuel sector.

The 2006 IPCC GHG guidelines provide three dif-
ferent approaches for calculating emissions from har-
vested wood products (IPCC 2006) (including
reporting ‘zero’) and reporting of this component is
not required by UNFCCC. To complicate accounting
further, several studies have shown that using the dif-
ferent recommended approaches results in emissions
that differ by over 100% (Green et al 2006, Dias et al
2007). Moreover, according to IPCC and UNFCCC,
emissions of CO, from forest bioenergy are to be
counted under land use change and not counted in the
energy sector to avoid double counting. However, this
provides a ‘loophole’ leading to their not being coun-
ted atall.

The United States government currently requires
all federal agencies to count forest bioenergy as carbon
neutral because the EPA assumes replacement by
future regrowth of forests somewhere that may take
several decades or longer (EPA 2018). While it is theo-
retically possible that a replacement forest will grow
and absorb a like amount of CO, to that emitted dec-
ades or a century before, there is no guarantee that this
will happen, and the enforcement is transferred to
future generations. In any rational economic analysis,
a benefit in the distant future must be discounted
against the immediate damage associated with emis-
sions during combustion. Furthermore, the goal for
climate protection is not climate neutrality, but rather
reduction of net GHGs emissions to the atmosphere to
avoid dangerous interference with the climate system.
Allowing forests to reach their biological potential for
growth and sequestration, maintaining large trees
(Lutz et al 2018), reforesting recently cut lands, and
afforestation of suitable areas will remove additional
CO, from the atmosphere. Global vegetation stores of
carbon are 50% of their potential including western
forests because of harvest activities (Erb et al 2017).
Clearly, western forests could do more to address cli-
mate change through carbon sequestration if allowed
to grow longer.

Since it is now clear that both CO, emissions and
removal rates are essential to meet temperature limita-
tion goals and prevent irreversible climate change,
each should be counted and reported. We recommend
that international agreements and states utilize a con-
sistent and transparent carbon LCA that explicitly

P Letters

accounts for all forest and wood product storage and
emissions to determine compliance with goals to
lower atmospheric GHGs. Only by using a full
accounting of GHGs can the world manage its emis-
sions of heat trapping gases to achieve concentrations
in the atmosphere that will support a stable climate.

Materials and methods

We calculated the 2001 to 2016 average net forestry
sector emissions from cradle-to-grave, accounting for
all carbon captured in biomass and released through
decomposition by forest ecosystems and wood pro-
ducts industry in Washington, Oregon, and Califor-
nia. Building on our previous work (Harmon et al
1996, Hudiburg et al 2011, Law et al 2013, Law et al
2018), we developed a modified and expanded LCA
method to combine with our ecosystem carbon
balance, now called Forest-GHG (version 1.0; figure 1
and box 1). We accounted for all carbon removed from
forests through fire and harvest. All harvested carbon
was tracked until it either was returned to the
atmosphere through wood product decomposition/
combustion or decomposition in landfills, minus the
amount semi-permanently stored in landfills (buried).
This required calculating the carbon removed by
harvest operations starting in 1900 to present day
because a portion of the wood removed in the past
century is still in-use or decomposing. In addition to
carbon in biomass, we also accounted for all carbon
emissions associated with harvest (equipment fuel,
transportation, manufacturing inputs). Moreover, our
wood product life-cycle assessment includes pathways
for recycling and deposition in landfills. Finally, we
give substitution credits for not using more fossil fuel
intensive materials than wood used in construction of
buildings and energy production.

Observed carbon stocks and fluxes (ecosystem
carbon balance)

Carbon stock and flux estimates were calculated from
over 30000 forest inventory plots (FIA) containing
over 1 million tree records in the region following
methods developed in previous studies (Law et al
2018) (SI Methods). Flux calculations include NPP
(Clark et al 2001) NEP, and NECB. The NECB
represents the net rate of carbon accumulation in or
loss from ecosystems.

Off-site emissions associated with harvest (LCA)

Decomposition of wood through the product cycle
was computed using a LCA (Harmon and Marks 2002,
Law et al 2018). A 117 year wood products pool
(1900-2016) was simulated using reported harvest
rates from 1900 to 2016 for Oregon and Washington
(Harmon et al 1996, DNR 2017, Oregon Department
of Forestry 2017) and from the California State Board
of Equalization (CA 2018). Harvest was converted to
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Box 1. Terminology and Flux Definitions for table 1

1. Forest Area = sum of all forest area in each state derived from
US Forest Service forest area map (30 m resolution). Includes

all ownerships.
1. NEP = Net Primary Production—heterotrophic respiration;
microbial respiration as they decompose dead organic matter

in an ecosystem.

. Fire emissions = the emissions associated with combustion of

—

organic matter at the time of the fire. Most of what burns is
fine surface fuels, averaging 5% of aboveground biomass in

mixed severity fires of Oregon and Northern California.

—

. Harvest removals = Wood actually removed from the forest
(not the total aboveground biomass killed). Removals are not
equal to emissions but are the removed carbon from the for-
ests at the time of harvest. This is subtracted from NEP along
with fire emissions to calculate the net forest carbon balance

from the viewpoint of the forest ecosystem.

NECB = NEP + Fire Emissions + Harvest Removals. The term
is the simplest expression of forest carbon balance without track-
ing wood through the product life cycle. Although not all of the
harvest removals will result in instant or near-term emissions,
NECSB still captures the impact of the removed carbon on the for-
est ecosystem carbon balance, and is consistent with international
agreements (REDD+-, conservation).

1. Harvest Residue Combustion = the emissions associated
with combustion of slash piles; the branches, foliage, and non-
merchantable wood left after harvest operations (remains in

the forest) and burned onsite (assumed to be 50% of slash).

—

. Harvest, Transportation, Manufacturing (FFE emis-
sions) = the fossil fuel emissions associated with harvest
(skidding, sawing, etc), transportation of logs to mills, manu-
facturing of wood and paper products, and transportation of

products to stores (see table S5 for coefficients).

1. Wood Product Pool Annual Inputs = Harvest removals

—

. Landfill Annual Inputs (from products) = The amount of
wood and paper that is sent to landfills at end of life. In Forest-
GHG, this occurs incrementally from 1950 to 1960 and then in
1961 is assumed to be constant at the current rate.

1. Wood Manufacturing Losses = fraction of wood that is lost at
the mill (sawdust, etc) and is assumed to be returned to the
atmosphere within one year through combustion (with 75%

energy recapture) or decomposition.

—

. Wood Product and Landfill Decomposition = fraction of the
total wood product and non-permanent landfill carbon pools

thatis returned to the atmosphere annually.

Net Forest Sector Carbon Balance = sum of NECB and rows 5
through 10. Emission sources are rows 5, 6,9, and 10. Sinks are
rows 7 and 8.

1. Wood product substitution (Wood) = carbon credits that
account for the displaced fossil fuel emissions when wood is
substituted for a fossil fuel derived product in buildings (e.g.
concrete or steel). We assume 0.54 g C fossil fuel emissions

avoided per g of C of wood biomass used.
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Box 1. (Continued.)

1. Wood product substitution (Energy) = carbon credits that
account for the displaced fossil fuel emissions when wood is
substituted for energy. In the Oregon, Washington, and Cali-
fornia this primarily a mix of natural gas and coal. We include
the biogenic emissions from combustion of forest-derived
woody biomass and include an energy substitution credit if it

is combusted with energy recapture.

Net Forest Sector Carbon Balance (with substitution credit) =
sum of NECB and rows 5 through 12.

total aboveground biomass using methods from (Law
et al 2018). The carbon emissions to the atmosphere
from harvest were calculated annually over the time-
frame of the analysis (1900-2016).

The coefficients and sources for the Forest-GHG
LCA (figures 1(b) and S1) are included in table Sl
through S6 with all units expressed as a function of the
wood biomass being cut, transported, manufactured,
burned, etc. We accounted for the fossil fuel emissions
that occur during harvest (fuel for equipment) and the
fossil fuel emissions associated with transport of wood to
mills. Then, we accounted for the fossil fuel emissions
associated with manufacturing of products followed by a
second transportation emission for delivery of products
to stores and warehouses. Wood that is not made into a
wood or paper product (e.g. waste) is assumed to be
combusted onsite at the mill (with 50% energy recapture
as combined heat and power) or used in a product that
will return the carbon to the atmosphere within one year
(table 1 and box 1; Wood Manufacturing Losses).

Wood products are divided into varying product
pools and are then tracked through the wood product
cascade until end of life (figure 1(b)). Wood products
are split into seven product pools: single-family
homes, multi-family homes, mobile homes, non-resi-
dential construction, furniture and manufacturing,
shipping, and other wood. We simulated wood pro-
duct storage and emissions to 2050 for display pur-
poses in the figures assuming a constant harvest rate
after 2016.

We estimate the carbon pools and fluxes asso-
ciated with buildings by separating buildings into
components with different life spans (figures 3 and
S3). This allows components and buildings to have a
lag time before significant losses occur, and recognizes
the difference between building life span and the resi-
dence time of carbon in a building. This also allows
capacity for Forest-GHG to have component and
building life spans evolve over time as construction
practices and the environment (including biophysical,
economic, and social drivers) change.

In Forest-GHG, a fraction of each year’s new harvest
is allocated to residential (single-family, multi-family, and
mobile homes) and non-residential construction (Smith
et al 2006). This fraction is further divided into the short-
term (23%) and long-term (77%) components. The
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resulting pools are tracked independently, quantifying
losses through decay and demolition from the year they
start until then end of the simulation.

All the components created in a given year are con-
sidered a building cohort that is also tracked separately
each year. All components are summed to give the
total amount of building carbon remaining in a cohort
at a given time (figure S3). For each year, the amount
lost to the atmosphere or to the landfills through
demolition, is simply the current year’s total wood
product carbon pool plus the current years inputs and
minus last year’s total wood product carbon pool.

Substitution

We calculated wood product substitution for fossil fuel
derived products (concrete, steel and energy). The
displacement value for product substitution was
assumed to be 0.54 Mg fossil C/Mg C (Smyth et al 2017,
Dugan et al 2018) wood use in long-term structures
(Sathre and O’Connor 2010). Although the displacement
value likely fluctuates over time, we assumed it was
constant for the simulation period. We accounted for
losses in product substitution associated with building
replacement (Harmon et al 2009), but ignored the
leakage effect related to fossil C use by other sectors. We
assumed 75% of ‘waste wood’ was used for fuelwood in
homes or at mills (wood manufacturing losses in table 1).
We accounted for displacement of fossil fuel energy
sources using a displacement factor of 0.68 assuming a
mix of coal and natural gas replacement (Smyth et al
2017, Dugan et al 2018).

Uncertainty estimates and sensitivity analysis

We calculate a combined uncertainty estimate for NEP
and NECB using the uncertainty in the observations and
input datasets (climate, land cover, harvest amounts).
For the biomass and NPP observations, we performed
Monte Carlo simulations of the mean and standard
deviations for NPP (Hudiburg et al 2011) derived for
each plot using three alternative sets of allometric
equations. Uncertainty in NECB was calculated as the
combined uncertainty of NEP, fire emissions (10%),
harvest removals (7%), and land cover estimates (10%)
using the propagation of error approach. Sensitivity
analysis was only used for the long-term wood product
pool by varying the average life spans of buildings by
=£25 years in our new cohort component method. Our
estimates varied by 7%. This was combined with the
uncertainty in NECB to calculate total uncertainty on the
net forest sector carbon balance.
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