Is there a case for a small scale biochar Declaration?

My name is Matt Dunwell.  I run a small farm in Gloucestershire, and have also been working for the last three months on a small scale biochar cooker. I am doing this as I see biochar has potential as a soil amendment and that, if produced and used wisely, it has potential as a carbon sink. 

What I am trying to do in this document is respond to the quandary that proponents of small scale biochar find themselves in.  On the one hand we see a technology that has great possibilities for soil improvement, crop increase, efficient combustion and ‘sinking’ carbon into soils. On the other we hear the industrial lobby gearing up to produce biochar on a massive scale using old fashioned plantation methodology, and lobbying governments for price support. The debate is becoming polarised which is a shame as it is a complicated one that merits a genuine public debate and understanding of a complex issue. 

What is needed is a Declaration that acts to clarify the position of people working on small scale biochar projects, whether they are producing biochar or using it in the soil. The points below are a sorry excuse for a Declaration – legalese is not my strong point.  There may be other key issues that I have left out as well.  By putting this out to a limited number of people I am inviting comment/suggestions on a) if this is good idea and b) if it is, what else might go in it. It is very unfinished and I ask you to not circulate it widely in its current form!

The intention behind this Declaration is to answer the corporate agenda of industrialising biochar by stating how local communities can positively produce biochar to increase their food production and to take responsibility collectively for our increasing atmospheric CO2 levels. This issue is unlikely to be addressed sustainably by governments and industry – it is up to communities to think through holistic solutions and implement them. (It is also important at the same time to campaign against industrial biochar production.)

This issue sits at the heart of our current crisis. As we collectively understand how precarious our situation is and how limited we are in terms of time, policy makers reach with increasing urgency for ‘big’ solutions. Biochar can be seen as a silver bullet and the old fashioned mindset says if it works lets do it on a grand scale. A newer perception is emerging that takes responsibility for our predicament on a local level, indeed it sees it as the only level that can react in the long term.  This local response is more able to respond with integrated solutions and in the long term will provide the vehicle to provide a sustained solution. Yes we have a problem with CO2 levels, yes we have a responsibility to lower them, but we must do it in a way that is intelligent and will not compromise the Earths natural systems and permanent agricultural systems. 

There is a need for research to determine the claims and counter claims for biochar, and to caution against large scale adoption of industrial production where it is shown to harm natural ecosystems and permanent agricultural systems, whether inside or outside recognised ‘economic activity’. 
I have no axe to grind on biochar and am happy to walk away from it if I am convinced against it but when I pull up seedlings and see their root hairs bound into charcoal grains in the soil I think we may be missing a trick if we throw out the case for biochar. Over the centuries carbon has been ripped from the ground in a violent manner, the important issue now is how we approach the possibility of placing it back again.

Matt Dunwell  25/3/09

Small scale biochar Declaration 

1 Biochar production should in no way distract attention from the fact that our primary goal is to reduce carbon emissions  - biochar production should not distract from this, nor should it be used in any carbon trading scheme.

2 Respect and protection of indigenous agriculture has more importance than production of biochar - both natural ecosystems and permanent agricultural systems must be enhanced and not harmed by the introduction of biochar production. This includes subsistence farmers, pastoralists, hunters and gatherers. 

3 Safety of small scale producers is paramount – both in the production and deployment of biochar   - pyrolysis can produce toxic gases – these must be completely burnt.  Partially charred fuel can contain creosotes – therefore pyrolysis must be complete before any product is incorporated.  Charcoal dust is toxic if inhaled, it should be handled stored and incorporated only after it has been damped down

4 Biochar may be useful when integrated into energy production AND soil conditioning  - carbon manufacture on its own is counterproductive. This lends itself to small scale implementation.

5 Biochar production is not a silver bullet – it is one tool in the kit. Biochar production sits in the universe of many other appropriate techniques for low carbon farming. Production of organic matter, soil inoculations, low and non tillage systems and permanent cropping are all part of this integrated system. This relies on an appropriate scale of production and an integrated approach

6 We oppose cultivation of monocultural forestry crops and woody species for the production of biochar, on the basis that these old fashioned plantation methods can themselves oxidise soils resulting in CO2 loss, as well as disruption of small farmers and marginalised people outside recognised ‘economic activity’.

7 We endorse biochar production that uses waste materials that can yield energy relevant for small scale consumption. It is critically important to consider where fuel stock for biochar production is sourced. Ideally it should come from within the waste stream. Additional biomass could be cultivated where it can be shown to contribute to the diversity and resilience of local communities. 

8 Research must continue into the correct application of biochar into the soil to ascertain where is it beneficial and where it is not. There may be instances where incorporation is not beneficial and may harm agricultural systems. We commit to an ongoing genuine public debate on the pros and cons of biochar production
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