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WHAT I'M HEARING

Mike Darcy
Head “plant nerd,” longtime speaker, host of 
gardening shows on radio and TV, and author 

of the In the Garden email newsletter.  
You can reach Mike, or subscribe to his 

newsletter, at ITGMikeDarcy@Comcast.net.

Nurturing Mother Earth 
though carbon sequestration

MOST GARDENERS would like 
to think of themselves as being 
good stewards of the earth — 

people do what they can to care for and 
nurture our planet. 

With the electronic age that we live in, 
we are often bombarded with information, 
some useful and some not so much. The 
gardening world is also full of myths, and 
it can be difficult to decipher what is true 
and what is not. It can also sometimes be 
difficult to know, as gardeners, what role 
we can play to help our environment.

A question or topic that is often men-
tioned is that of carbon sequestration. What 
does it really mean, and what practices can 
we, as gardeners, do that are beneficial? 

To find answers, I talked to Jessica 
Halofky, director of the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture Northwest Climate Hub and 
Western Wildlife Environmental Threat 
Assessment Center. The content of this dis-
cussion is based on what she told me.

Carbon sequestration
When we hear the phrase “carbon 

sequestration,” the carbon refers to atmo-
spheric carbon dioxide. Carbon dioxide 
is one of many greenhouse gases, and it 
is the most important one when referring 

to climate change. Sequestration means to 
remove and store something, and in this 
scenario, it means to remove and store 
atmospheric carbon. Sometimes this is 
referred to as “carbon capture.” Plants 
sequester carbon when they photosynthe-
size, storing carbon in their cells.

While leaves are the powerhouse of 
photosynthesis, bark can also photosyn-
thesize. This usually happens in late win-
ter, as trees form buds to leaf out. Sunlight 
can also penetrate thin-barked trees like 
birch and aspen. 

Carbon is stored in all parts of the 
tree, including leaves, bark, branches, 
roots, flowers, and fruit. A young or mid-
dle-aged tree would take in carbon dioxide 
faster than an older tree. However, the 
older tree takes in more carbon overall and 
has more carbon stored because the older 
tree is probably larger. Older trees tend to 
be more efficient at carbon uptake and they 
capture more carbon per unit of leaf area.

How much carbon?
Faster-growing tree species would 

absorb more carbon annually than slower-
growing trees. Maples with large leaves 
could uptake more carbon in their grow-
ing season, but they don’t grow in winter. 

Hardwoods have denser wood, and they 
can store more carbon even if they are 
smaller. Conifers tend to live longer than 
deciduous trees, which means they store 
carbon for longer periods of time. 

There are many factors to consider 
regarding the amount of carbon taken in 
by a tree. In one season, a maple may take 
in more carbon than a conifer, but when 
looking at the tree, a conifer stores more 
carbon than a maple. 

Carbon cycle
When a tree dies, the speed at which 

it decomposes affects how quickly it 
releases carbon. Slower decomposition 
gives other organisms a chance to recap-
ture some of that carbon. 

In the autumn, as leaves fall from 
deciduous trees and decompose, the leaves 
release carbon. Some of the carbon stays 
in the leaves when they are composted.  
However, if the leaves are not composted, 
where do they go? 

Sending them to a landfill or burning 
them are not good options. When leaves are 
burned, they release much more carbon than 
through decomposition. When leaves are put 
in a landfill, over time they release methane 
gas which is a more powerful greenhouse 
gas than carbon. So, yes to composting 
leaves — it is the better option. 

Carbon is stored in all parts of a tree, including leaves, bark, branches, roots, flowers, and fruit. 
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MATERIAL FLOW
AND CONVEYOR SYSTEMS INC.

Toll Free 800-338-1382
Phone 503-684-1613
Fax 503-684-5133

21150 Butteville Rd. NE
Donald, OR 97020

Visit Our Website:
materialflow.com

TEARDROP
PALLET
RACKS

Used and 
New

SALE ON MANY PRODUCTS
USED/SURPLUS RACKING,
CONVEYORS, CONV. BELTING, 
SHELVING, PLASTIC BINS, 
LIFTS, CASTERS & MUCH 
MORE. 2 miles off I-5 just 
south of Wilsonville.

Rivet 
Shelving
Various
Colors

Available

Gravity Roller Conveyor
In Stock - Donald, OR

Powered
Conveyors

100s of
Hand Trucks

IN-STOCK

HAND TRUCKS
58PMP
$145

CPT2748E
4400 Lb. Cap.
27 x 48

$249

ROUGH TERRAIN
OUTDOOR TRUCK

$1,295
CASTERS

1,000S IN STOCK

Available

$145

1/4 Yard - $1,039
1/2 Yard - $1,223
3/4 Yard - $1,341
1 Yard - $1,595

1-1/2 Yard - $1,813
2 Yard - $2,160

1/4 Yard - $1,039
1/2 Yard - $1,223
3/4 Yard - $1,341
1 Yard - $1,595

1-1/2 Yard - $1,813
2 Yard - $2,160

All pricing F.O.B. 
Donald, Oregon

IN-STOCK

IN-STOCK

IN-STOCK

STEEL 
DOCK BOARDSALUMINUM

DOCK PLATES

ALUMINUM
DOCK BOARDS

INDUSTRIAL STEEL
ROLLING LADDERS

Capacity 350 lbs.
F.O.B. Donald, OR.

MFRLC357
shown

IN-STOCK

DOCK BOARDSCONVEYORS, CONV. BELTING, DOCK PLATES

Many Sizes
Available

$334 to $689

$1,602 to $3,517

$930 to $2,044

Special
On Self
Dump

Hoppers

IN-STOCK

IN-STOCK

IN-STOCK

Model 
No. Steps Height to

Top Step Wgt. Price

MFRLC354 4 Step 40” 165 $499
MFRLC355 5 Step 50” 196 $634
MFRLC356 6 Step 60” 229 $782
MFRLC357 7 Step 70” 260 $839
MFRLC358 8 Step 80” 293 $940

Top Step 
Platform - 16¾ x 24"W

Assembly RequiredAssembly Required
Prices subject to change without notice

Enriching soil
When compost is added back into 

the soil, it improves the texture and water-
holding capacity. It also adds nutrients like 
calcium, magnesium, and potassium. This 
essentially makes your composted leaves 
either carbon neutral or carbon negative. 

When a tree dies, much of the carbon 
the leaves have taken in will end up in the 
tree. If it is burned or taken to a landfill, 
it will release more carbon than it stored. 
If it is made into woodchips and used as 
mulch or compost, some of that carbon 
will return to the soil.

Soil health is a key factor to increased 
carbon storage. Healthy soil is vibrant and 
alive with healthy microbiome and nutri-
ents to sustain plant growth. Plants grow 
bigger in healthy soil, which means more 
carbon sequestered. Healthy microbiomes 
in soil can slow down decomposition 
rates, meaning more carbon ends up stay-
ing in the soil.

Being a gardener is already a big step 
towards increasing carbon sequestration 
capacity on your land. To think about 
places where you can store carbon, can 
you plant more trees? Adding biochar 
(charcoal produced from plant matter) to 
your soil is helpful. Rather than leaving 
bare soil after the summer garden is gone, 
consider planting a cover crop. 

When it is time to plant in the spring, 
till the cover crop into the soil. This 
will increase the carbon in your garden. 
Including legumes in the cover crop seed 
mix will also add nitrogen which improves 
plant growth. 

Perhaps having a goal of encouraging 
the land to store as much carbon as pos-
sible should be on every gardener’s mind. 
Think of your own personal carbon cycle 
and, how you emit and recapture carbon. 
That should stimulate you to envision cre-
ative ways to store more carbon and help 
nurture Mother Earth. 

WHAT I'M HEARING

Maples with large leaves could uptake more 
carbon in their growing season, but they don’t 
grow in winter. PHOTO BY MIKE DARCY


