Preserving Western Forests Is Crucial in Fight against Climate Change
by Kale Williams
Dec. 10, 2019: The Oregonian – Not all forests are created equal, at least when it comes to staving off the worst impacts of climate change.
That is according to researchers at Oregon State University.  They found that preserving specific forests in the American West could help mitigate the effects of rising levels of greenhouse gas (GHG) concentrations in the atmosphere.
Over the course of their 5-year study, published this week in the journal Ecological Applications, researchers identified forests that had high potential to sequester CO2, by taking up the GHG and storing it in the trunks and roots and foliage of the forest.  They then looked for forests that would be resistant to the effects of climate change, like extreme weather events and increased wildfire.
Forests that checked both of those boxes should be preserved, said Polly Buotte, a post-doctoral research associate at the university and co-author of the study.  Doing so would not just keep vast amounts of CO2 out of the atmosphere, it would also help promote biodiversity.  “We are in the midst of a climate crisis and a biodiversity crisis,” Buotte said in a statement.  “Preserving these forests is one of the greatest things we can do in our region of North America to help on both fronts.”
Since the start of the Industrial Revolution, concentrations of GHGs have steadily risen by roughly 45%, driven primarily by human emissions.  Emissions have been slowing in recent years, but despite the fact that the dangers of climate change have been known for decades, 2019 was expected to set yet another record for human-caused CO2 output.
The global average atmospheric CO2 concentration in 2018 was 407.4 parts per million, higher than at any time in the last 800,000 years, according to federal government data.
Certain natural systems, known as carbon sinks, have the ability to take in and store some of the CO2 collecting in the atmosphere.  The ocean has taken in vast amounts of GHGs.  Forests can also act as carbon sinks, but only if they can withstand the effects of climate change.
Some of the forests with the highest potential to sequester greenhouse gases and withstand changes to the climate are along the Pacific Coast and in the Cascades.
Preserving those forests would be the equivalent of halting 8 years worth of CO2 emissions in the Western contiguous United States, according to the study.  That could help stave off some of the worst effects of climate change.  They are projected to hit the most vulnerable — indigenous people, people living in poverty and those who rely on natural resources — the hardest.
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