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Soil carbon capture - a greenhouse market opportunity

17/12/07:
Managed farmlands could help mop up much of the carbon emitted into the atmosphere, converting a hazard into a productive opportunity, some farmers and scientists say.
The scientists say Australia has the largest greenhouse gas emissions per capita in the world and carbon storage in soil has been largely overlooked as a solution for cutting the carbon footprint.

According to Biological Farmers of Australia (BFA), soil managed under organic and other regenerative farming systems could be a key tool to combating globally warming greenhouse gases.

"Carbon can be stored in the soil in the form of stable humus fractions, which can last for more than a thousand years - longer than most trees live," said soil health technical advisor and BFA spokesman Greg Paynter.

The Australian Society of Soil Science says about 1,500 gigatonnes of carbon is stored in soils worldwide, twice the amount that is stored in plants, and double the amount contained in the atmosphere.

(One gigatonne is the equivalent of one billion tonnes)

The director of consulting group Organic Knowledge, Alasdair Smithson, said the potential benefits from soil carbon capture and storage had not received enough attention from policy makers.

"Well-managed soil is a highly effective method of storing carbon from the atmosphere," Smithson said.

"It happens in real time - not like planting a tree, which can take 25 years to mature," he said.

Smithson said carbon soil storage could provide farmers with additional income via carbon credit trading schemes.

Prime Minister Kevin Rudd has recently ratified the Kyoto Protocol and said a domestic carbon trading scheme would be in place by 2010.

"Its benefits (ratifying the protocol) could be significant in the near future, with developments in carbon trading programs meaning farmers could be paid for sequestering carbon as an additional farm income in the future," Smithson said.

One such carbon facilitating program is the Australian Soil Carbon Accreditation Scheme, launched early this year in collaboration with 14 organisations. They include the Western Australian Department of Agriculture and Food and mining giant Rio Tinto Ltd.

The scheme pays participants carbon credits for activities that reduce levels of atmospheric carbon dioxide by returning it to the soil.

And some forecasters have suggested that carbon is poised to become the world's largest commodity market.

According to the World Bank, the value of the global carbon market tripled in 2006 - to $US30 billion ($A32.2 billion) from $US10 billion ($A11.4 billion) in 2005.

Ecologist and founder of Australian Soil Carbon Accreditation Scheme, Christine Jones, said that in a healthy ecosystem soils were a dynamic part of the carbon cycle.

"When people think carbon, they usually think trees, but in reality 82 per cent of carbon in the terrestrial biosphere is in the soil," she said.

"A one per cent increase in soil carbon in just 10 per cent of Australia's farmland could remove 10 years worth of Australia's CO2 emissions, while a four per cent increase in soil carbon could remove 40 years' worth."

Dr Jones said putting carbon back in soil required the adoption of regenerative farming and grazing methods that resulted in the formation of new topsoil.

Groundcover, which needed topsoil and included plants and crop stubbles, provides the channel between the atmosphere and the soil, providing the "way in" soil carbon, she said.

"Carbon can not be sequestered in soils if we continue with the same forms of land management that cause the carbon losses in the first place," she said.

"People cannot function without a skin, soil cannot function without cover."

Agriculture accounts for 30 per cent of the world's carbon emissions and 17 per cent of Australia's total carbon emissions, according to the Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics.
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