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Forestry as a climate change 
solution  
The  role of  the Irish forestry and the 
forest products sector in mitigating 
climate change. 
Paul Harvey

The forestry and forest products sector has long  been 
acknowledged for its economic, social and environmental 
benefits in countries which practice sustainable forest 
management. In recent decades forestry has been promoted 
as a multipurpose land use providing a unique opportunity to 
help Irish agriculture and energy achieve greenhouse gas  
(GHG) emission targets. Ireland is the only country in the EU 
that can increase forest cover substantially – from 11% of the 
land area at present to 17% –  without negatively impacting 
on agriculture and food security.  However, to achieve this 
target Ireland needs to dramatically increase afforestation 
from the current level of 5,800ha in recent years to 15,000ha 
as outlined in Food Wise the Department of Agriculture, Food 
and the Marine's strategic plan for agriculture and forestry.  
 

Food Wise recognises the role that forestry can play as a stand 
alone sector but also as a complementary land use to 
mainstream sustainable agriculture. In addition to the wealth 
and job creation mostly generated in rural Ireland, the carbon 
sequestration benefits are significant, even at our current 
planting programme as outlined by Minister Doyle in his 
introduction to the yearbook: "In 2016 over 3.6 million tonnes 
of carbon dioxide were sequestered by Irish forests and an 
additional 800,000 tonnes of carbon dioxide were stored in 
harvest wood products."  
 

Commissioner Hogan has emphasised the role of forestry 
during the year and has urged the relevant stakeholders to 
reboot the afforestation policies and start making real 
progress to deliver a sustainable model for the agri-food 
sector's green economy. In his foreword for the yearbook he 
has outlined the benefits of a sustainable approach to 
agriculture and forestry in the next EU budget which is 
proposing €100 billion for Horizon Europe. Of this, €10 billion 
is "dedicated to the primary sectors including forestry and 
agriculture".   
 

Forestry is unique in its contribution to the reduction in GHG 
as it is a multi-purpose resource with climate change benefits 
throughout the growing and production cycle including:  

In 2016 over 3.6 million tonnes of 
carbon dioxide were sequestered 
by Irish forests. This could be  
trebled if Ireland achieves planting 
targets proposed by Food Wise.

Wood products also play a key role 
in climate change as they store 
carbon – approximately one tonne  
of CO2 per  cubic metre of wood.
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•  In the forest – Carbon sequestration as forests grow,  
   with resultant climate change mitigation and benefits for  
   agriculture.  
•  Outside the forest – Carbon storage in wood products  
   which displace materials with high embedded carbon such  
   as steel, aluminium and concrete, as well as generating  
   energy which displaces fossil fuels. 
•  End of life – at the end of its useful life, wood  can be  
   recycled into new products or into carbon neutral thermal  
   energy and used for heating and/or electricity. 
•  New product development – or as the Department of 
   Agriculture-COFORD document Growing the Irish Forest  
   Bioeconomy maintained: "Anything that can be made from  
   fossil fuels can be made from wood."  
 

Forests and woodlands are the greatest natural stores of 
carbon in the planet as they absorb atmospheric carbon 
through photosynthesis and sequester it in living and dead 
biomass and soil. However, wood products also play a key role 
in  climate change as they store carbon – approximately 1 
tonne  of CO2 per  cubic metre of wood. The potential of 
wood as a large-scale construction medium has been 
underestimated. While wood utilisation in construction dates 
to the first buildings, timber is a minor component in 
contemporary architecture but this is changing. Engineered 
or cross laminated timber (CLT) is now the main medium 
used by a number of innovative international architects in 
designing bigger sustainable wood-based buildings .  
 

Markus Lager of Kaden + Lager Architects, the Berlin based 
practice who spoke at the national forestry conference in 
2018 outlined the future for designing high rise buildings in 
his presentation "Timber cities – the role of wood in 
sustainable high rise buildings". Mr. Lager is building multi-
storey compartments in Germany using Norway spruce 
cross-laminated timber (CLT), which is PEFC certified. 
 

While,  solid wood construction in Ireland is confined to three 
storeys, a number of buildings exceeding 50m have been 
designed and built in Norway, Canada and Austria with plans 
to build an 84-metre hotel and apartment complex in Vienna. 
The CLT used in all these buildings is softwood: Norway 
spruce mainly in Europe and Douglas fir in Canada. NUI 
Galway is researching the potential of Sitka spruce CLT for 
Irish multi-storey construction which has major climate 
change benefits. It will also add value to Sitka, which is the 
main contributor to the Irish forestry and forest products 
sector, now with an annual value of €2.3 billion.

The 10-storey building in cross-lami-
nated timber (CLT) in Heilbronn, 
Germany by Kaden + Lager was one 
of the buildings featured by Markus 
Lager in his presentation at the 
national forestry conference  in 
Enfield, May 2018.  CLT buildings 
exceeding 50m have been built in  
Norway,  Canada and China with 
plans to build an 84m hotel and 
apartment complex in Vienna. 

"Forestry as a Climate 
Change  Solution" is the 
topic of the 2019 National 
Forestry Conference. Organ-
ised by the Wood Marketing 
Federation and the Society of 
Irish Foresters, it is scheduled 
for Thursday, 30 May, in 
Johnstown House Hotel, 
Enfield, Co. Meath.   Further 
information: emailinfo@soif.ie  
or info@wood.ie or call  
086 2582240 / 086 2607883.   
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