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Executive Summary 
During the last century, logging in western Oregon contributed to global warming by emitting 

millions of tons of carbon dioxide (CO2) into the atmosphere. After logging levels were reduced 

by the Northwest Forest Plan, the carbon flow reversed and—on federal public forestlands—

there is now more carbon being absorbed and stored by growing trees than is being emitted by 

logging.  

 

Additional opportunities exist to sequester carbon on federal forest land to make up for all the 

carbon lost to the atmosphere during decades of old growth liquidation. However, Congress is 

considering proposals to increase logging on western Oregon Bureau of Land Management 

(BLM) lands, including clearcutting carbon-rich mature forests. Increased CO2 emissions from 

logging will reverse progress in direct conflict with Obama Administration policy which is to 

“preserve[e] the role of forests in mitigating climate change.”
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These highly productive BLM forests are very well suited for carbon sequestration, which is also 

highly compatible with many other important public values, such as clean water, fish & wildlife 

habitat, recreation, and quality of life—important drivers of economic activity and community 

stability in Oregon. Increased logging—especially clearcutting—is incompatible with climate 

mitigation and other public values. 

 

Background  
Climate change is caused by excessive levels of heat-trapping gases in the atmosphere—

especially CO2—that have a long residence time in the atmosphere. Earth’s future climate will be 

largely determined by the cumulative global emissions of CO2 over the last and next centuries. 

Climate change won't be solved by any singular change in technology or land use. The solution 

will require changed management practices in every industry that affects the carbon cycle, 

including forestry. All CO2 emissions from all sources are part of the problem; none can be 

characterized as inconsequential. 

Forests play an important role in the global carbon cycle. Trees remove CO2 from the 

atmosphere when they grow, and they release CO2 to the atmosphere as they decompose. Forests 

help reduce global warming when they grow and absorb more carbon than they emit. Forests can 

also worsen climate change when trees emit more carbon than they absorb. For instance, logging 

stops trees from growing, and accelerates the transfer of carbon from the forest to the atmosphere, 

through fragmentation, accelerated decomposition, and combustion.  
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Over the past two centuries, forest conversion and forest management have contributed a 

substantial fraction of the excess CO2 observed in the atmosphere.
2
 Today’s management choices 

will determine whether forests continue to be part of the problem or become part of the solution. 

BLM Forests and Carbon  
All forests are not created equal. Some forests are far better at sequestering carbon than others.
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In terms of carbon storage, the famed old-growth forests of the Pacific Northwest (PNW) are 

among the best in the world.
4
 BLM’s low-elevation forests in western Oregon have nearly year-

round growing seasons, mild winters, available moisture, and disturbance regimes that allow 

long periods of carbon sequestration and accumulation. These highly productive forests store 

significant quantities of carbon
5
 and they have the capacity to store much more (depending on 

how they are managed).
6
 

 

 
The darker the green, the older (and more carbon-dense) the forest. The lighter the green, the younger (and less 

carbon-dense the forest. Federal public forestlands have the oldest forests and store the most carbon. 
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As a result of widespread clearcutting and slash burning, the PNW has already contributed more 

than its share of carbon to the atmosphere. During the 20
th

 Century, vast areas of carbon-rich old-

growth forests were clearcut and converted to carbon-deprived plantations. This occurred on 

both public and private forest lands. Millions of tons of carbon were transferred to the 

atmosphere. In fact, during the previous century, extensive logging of the productive forests of 

western Oregon and Washington caused carbon emissions from land use activities 100 times 

greater than the global average for similar sized areas.
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The good news is that the rate of carbon loss from northwest forests was significantly reduced in 

the mid-1990s with logging reductions resulting from listing of the spotted owl and the marbled 

murrelet under the Endangered Species Act, and the adoption of the Northwest Forest Plan.
8
 

These policies have provided tremendous secondary benefits in terms of carbon storage. 

Extensive areas that were previously logged are now regrowing. The federal forests in Oregon 

are now absorbing more carbon then they are emitting, and there is a net flow of carbon from the 

atmosphere back into the forest—a valuable contribution to climate change mitigation. It will 

take more than 100 years to re-attain historic carbon stores in the region, and forest policies 

being debated today can either advance or retard this progress. 

 

Efforts to Increase Logging  
Current congressional efforts to increase logging in Oregon’s federal forests threaten to curtail 

the carbon uptake now occurring. The intent of these legislative proposals is to shift current 

management away from conservation and toward increased logging. Any carbon benefits in 

proposed legislation are minor and offset by provisions that increase logging, especially 

clearcutting of productive forests that have significant growth potential. Logging will increase 

carbon emissions by “changing patterns of land use from uses that store more carbon per unit 

area to uses that store less carbon per unit area.”
9
  

 

Carbon Consequences of Logging Policies  
Increased federal forest logging will exacerbate climate change. Several analyses shed light on 

the question of how much carbon is emitted by logging versus sequestered by not logging: 

 

 The more forests that are conserved, the greater the carbon benefits. The more we log, the 

more carbon is emitted to the atmosphere. Current efforts to increase logging come at a 

significant climate change opportunity cost. The forests of western Oregon, in particular, 

have tremendous potential to store carbon.
10

 

 

 Over time old-growth forests store approximately twice as much carbon as forests managed 

on a 100 year rotation, and forests managed on a 50 year rotation store about 38% as much as 

old growth.
11

 Recent science indicates that trees continue to grow and absorb carbon 

throughout their lives,
12

 overturning a common myth that old forests are stagnant and 

decaying. In fact, old-growth trees continue to both absorb and store carbon as they age. 

Preserving older forests—and restoring younger ones—on federal lands is the only way to 

realize the carbon value of old forests, as the vast majority of non-federal lands are already 

committed to short-rotation forestry with adverse climate effects. 

 

 BLM’s own analysis shows that past decades of converting old-growth forests to plantations 

has reduced current stores of forest carbon on BLM lands in western Oregon by 149 million 
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tons (even after accounting for decades of forest regrowth on logged sites). Some of that 

carbon was converted into wood products, but most wood products do not last very long, so, 

of 149 million tons of carbon missing from the forest, only 11 million tons of that carbon 

remains stored in wood products today. This means that logging our public forests to make 

wood products resulted in approximately 13 times more carbon emissions than carbon 

storage. For every ton of carbon in wood products, there are 13 tons emitted to the 

atmosphere.
13

  

 

 
 

 BLM estimates that logging approximately 500 million board feet (mmbf) per year would 

release 180 million net tons of carbon over the next century compared to letting the forests 

grow.
14

 This is equivalent to operating the 585 megawatt Boardman coal-fired power plant 

for 132 years (Oregon’s single largest point source carbon emitter), or adding one million 

cars to the road for 132 years. Carbon emissions from H.R. 1526 might be similar.  Carbon 

emissions from S.1784 and S.2734 would be slightly less because they are estimated to 

produce 338-400 mmbf/yr.
15

  

 

 Focusing on Oregon forests, Hudiburg et al (2013) found that intensified timber management 

like that proposed in the Wyden bill would result in a net increase in carbon emissions, even 

after accounting for carbon in wood products, reduced fire effects, and fossil fuel substitution 

effects.
16

 

 

 A new report from Dr. Olga Krankina and the Geos Institute indicates that increased logging 

levels under the Wyden bill (S.2734) would increase carbon dioxide emissions (CO2) into by 

approximately 2.7 million tonnes/year which is equivalent to about half of the annual 

emissions of the Boardman coal-fired power plant, Oregon’s largest point source of 

greenhouse gases.
17
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Policy Goals and Legal Authorities  
Increased logging in the carbon-rich forests in western Oregon—as proposed in congressional 

legislation—conflicts with President Obama’s June 2013 Climate Action Plan
18

 which calls for: 

 

 “Preserving the Role of Forests in Mitigating Climate Change: … Conservation and 

sustainable management can help to ensure our forests continue to remove carbon from the 

atmosphere …” (p 11); 

 “Conserving Land and Water Resources: America’s ecosystems are critical to our nation’s 

economy and the lives and health of our citizens. These natural resources can also help 

ameliorate the impacts of climate change, if they are properly protected.” (p 15); and  

 “Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation:  Greenhouse gas emissions 

from deforestation, agriculture, and other land use constitute approximately one-third of 

global emissions.” (p 18).  

 

Other policies, such as Secretarial Order No. 3289
19

 and the U.S. government’s position on land 

use and forestry under the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change
20

, also direct federal 

agencies to provide “strong incentives to remove carbon from the atmosphere through sound 

land management and to protect existing reservoirs of carbon, for example those in mature 

forests.”  

 

Conclusion  
To mitigate for past emissions and help avoid the worst consequences of climate change, BLM 

should devote the full productive capacity of their western Oregon lands for carbon sequestration. 

Any forgone opportunity to store carbon essentially imposes real economic costs on communities, 

industries, watersheds, and ecosystems near and far—and violates BLM’s legal mandates under 

the O&C Act, the Federal Land Policy & Management Act, and the Endangered Species Act. 

Forests conserved for carbon storage and climate mitigation also provide many other public 

benefits and advance many other policy objectives, including clean water, flood control, fire 

hazard abatement, fish & wildlife habitat, soil conservation, slope stability, recreation, scenic 

vistas, and quality of life. Logging undermines climate goals and many of these other important 

policy objectives. 
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