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Natural Climate Solutions
Quick Facts and Talking Points 
For Land Trusts, SWCDs, and Watershed Councils

The Carbon Story

One of the biggest drivers of climate change is an excess of carbon - in the form of carbon dioxide (CO2) and other carbon compounds - in our atmosphere. While carbon is ubiquitous on our planet and plays a central role in the makeup of all living organisms, the excessive concentrations of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases in our atmosphere pose a massive threat to Earth’s human and natural systems. 

Carbon is naturally found in, and moves between four major pools: the oceans, atmosphere, earth’s crust, and terrestrial ecosystems (including soils). Prior to the Industrial Era, the balance of carbon across these four reservoirs allowed life as we know it to exist[endnoteRef:1]. But during and after the Industrial Era, large amounts of carbon were moved from the fossil/rock and terrestrial ecosystem pools into the atmosphere and ocean through activities such as burning oil, coal and gas, tilling soils, draining wetlands, and logging and burning forests[endnoteRef:2],[endnoteRef:3].   [1:  Global Carbon Cycle:
http://globecarboncycle.unh.edu/CarbonCycleBackground.pdf
]  [2:  Second State of the Carbon Cycle Report (2018):
https://carbon2018.globalchange.gov/?fbclid=IwAR0G6Esc8QJuOKqiFZmVRd6Aoa9KKSSjiRjWl_v98z16l7ppYokcyP5BrcQ
]  [3:  Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change Fifth Assessment Report (2014): http://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar5/index.shtml
] 


We now have too much carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases in our atmosphere. It’s causing our climate to change and our globe to warm. The excess gases create a layer around the earth that traps warm air under it, and causes the earth’s surface to warm and climate to change. Scientists believe we need to urgently and dramatically reduce the amount of carbon in the atmosphere to avoid the most serious impacts of climate change: rising and acidifying oceans, greater intensity storms, and increased wildfires, forest mortality, river temperatures, and severe droughts [endnoteRef:4],[endnoteRef:5].  [4:  Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change Special Report on Global Warming (2018): https://www.ipcc.ch/news_and_events/pr_181008_P48_spm.shtml
]  [5:  US Global Change Research Program Fourth National Climate Assessment (2018): https://nca2018.globalchange.gov/  and  https://www.globalchange.gov/nca4
] 

The potential of Natural Climate Solutions

Humans need to reduce carbon emissions from power plants, vehicles, and major industrial sources in order to lower the carbon in the atmosphere[endnoteRef:6]. An additional way to draw down the carbon in the atmosphere is through Natural Climate Solutions:  strategies that focus on modifying land management to lower greenhouse gas emissions, and promoting nature’s tools (including photosynthesis!) for capturing and storing carbon in living things - both above and below ground. [6:  United Nations Environment Program Emissions Gap Report (2018): https://www.unenvironment.org/resources/emissions-gap-report-2018
] 


Natural climate solutions in the Pacific Northwest include:
· Protection: avoid converting forests, wetlands and natural areas to other uses.
· Restoration: bringing back natural ecosystems, such as forests, wetlands, grasslands.
· Climate-smart farming and forestry: changing how working lands are managed to increase carbon storage in soils and vegetation and reduce greenhouse gas emissions from management activities.

In the US, natural climate solutions can remove 21-37% of the nation’s annual greenhouse gas emissions - equivalent to removing emissions from all cars and trucks on the road. Pacific Northwest ecosystems, particularly coastal wetlands and forests, have some of the biggest carbon storage capacity in the world. Range and croplands can also be major carbon sinks if they are managed in ways that facilitate and accelerate the movement of carbon into soils and vegetation [endnoteRef:7],[endnoteRef:8],[endnoteRef:9]. [7:  Fargione etl al. (2018). Natural climate solutions for the United States.  doi:10.1126/sciadv.aat1869
]  [8:  The Nature Conservancy Natural Climate Solutions: https://global.nature.org/initiatives/natural-climate-solutions
]  [9:  Pacific Northwest Blue Carbon Working Group, Laura Brophy testimony (2018): https://olis.leg.state.or.us/liz/2017I1/Downloads/CommitteeMeetingDocument/149747   and   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T3jityqWI34
] 


How our work can help address climate change

Restoration and land protection help us deal with climate change in two important ways:

· Adaptation - Because our climate is changing, we will see many impacts to humans and nature in the future. Adaptation means making adjustments in our systems - human and natural - in response to current and future climate impacts. For example, preserved lands can be located to capture floodwaters, protect developed areas from storm surges, and allow for plants and animals to migrate to better habitats when their existing habitats become inhospitable. 
· Mitigation - Mitigation is reducing the amount of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere by reducing our contributions of greenhouse gases, and removing CO2 from the atmosphere. Protected and restored areas naturally pump carbon into soils and vegetation through photosynthesis and other ecological processes, so increasing the amount of land surface area for natural ecosystems is a key climate mitigation strategy. Additionally, modifying the way land and ecosystems are managed (i.e., moving from annual to perennial crops) and harvested (i.e., extending forest rotation length) can improve the rate of carbon storage. 
And that’s not all: the co-benefits of natural climate solutions

Unlike other technologies under consideration for drawing down carbon, nature-based solutions can be more cost effective and have fewer negative side effects than other strategies being considered to remove carbon from the atmosphere[endnoteRef:10]. Also, natural climate solutions provide numerous additional benefits, including improved water and air quality, flood buffering, improved soil health, habitat and biodiversity protection, beauty, nature therapy, and recreation[endnoteRef:11]. [10:  Griscom et al. (2017.) Natural Climate Solutions. http://www.pnas.org/content/114/44/11645 and  https://www.carbonbrief.org/analysis-how-natural-climate-solutions-can-reduce-the-need-for-beccs
]  [11:  Land Trust Alliance Natural Climate Solutions: 
http://climatechange.lta.org/natural-climate-solutions/

] 



Sources and Further Information:

Prepared by: Paula Gagnon (Paula Gagnon Consulting), Fiona Noonan (Deschutes Land Trust) and Rose Graves (Portland State University and The Nature Conservancy).
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