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WOODLAND CARBON EXPLAINED

M
ulti-purpose is a term for-

esters are familiar with. Af-

ter all the woodlands they 

work in are systems - dynamic enti-

ties with numerous inputs and out-

puts - and the role of the forester is 

to coax that system into delivering 

a desired blend of outcomes. Trade-

offs are made where necessary to 

reflect the relative importance of 

financial, social or environmental 

outcomes, but the woodland overall 

is always richer for being designed 

or managed with these multiple ob-

jectives in mind.

This same principle holds true 

when considering the many eco-

system services that a woodland 

can provide. If created solely for 

carbon capture, a woodland is likely 

to be quite densely planted, with 

high-forest species favoured over 

pioneers. Conversely, if biodiversity 

gain is the main objective, the re-

sulting woodland will be more of a 

habitat mosaic, with dense pockets 

of scrub in places and flower-rich 

glades elsewhere providing the flo-

ral diversity to support a wide ar-

ray of species. Co-design for both 

these outcomes, however, and for 

an additional ecosystem service 

such as timber production, and the 

resulting woodland will be seques-

        With the woodland carbon market now well 
established, attention is turning to other 
ecosystem services. In his fourth article 
for FTN, Forest Carbon’s Matthew Hay 

considers how new ecosystem markets may 
interact with woodland creation and management.

Integrating payments for ecosystem 
services: carbon, biodiversity, and more

tering atmospheric CO
2
, support-

ing local wildlife and reducing our 

reliance on timber imports. In other 

words, delivering everything a 21st 

century woodland needs to.

But it only makes sense to afford 

these ecosystem services equal 

weighting in our decision-making 

processes if all of them generate 

revenue. At the moment, of the 

three listed above, only carbon cap-

ture and timber production will pro-

vide land managers with an income. 

That is set to change, though, as 

new ecosystem markets come to 

the fore, and payments start being 

made for biodiversity gain, nutrient 

neutrality, natural flood mitigation 

and more. Woodlands are well po-

sitioned to deliver many of these 

ecosystem services, and that could 

change the financial drivers for, and 

expectations of, woodland creation 

going forward. 

Generating payments from mul-

tiple ecosystem services in this 

way is referred to as stacking, and 

stacked ecosystem services can ei-

ther be sold bundled or unbundled. 

The jargon itself isn’t important, 

it simply highlights that there are 

different ways to generate income 

from projects that deliver more 
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Figure illustrating the different ways ‘Payments for 
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than one ecological outcome. This 

is happening already, with wood-

land carbon commanding a premi-

um when generated from a project 

with clear biodiversity or hydrologi-

cal benefits. In these instances, the 

latter two ecosystem services are 

bundled in with the carbon, and 

the price achieved for the resulting 

credit often reflects that. 

Looking ahead, it isn’t hard to 

imagine that as more and more pay-

ments for ecosystem services come 

online, land managers will wish to 

stack as many of them as possible 

in every project they undertake. But 

this does present challenges, espe-

cially if any of the services are being 

sold as offsets, each of which will 

need to prove additionality.

The other great unknown is how 

these emerging ecosystems mar-

kets will interact with new rural 

subsidy regimes in each of the UK 

nations. In England, the direction 

of travel signaled by the Environ-

mental Land Management Scheme 

(ELMS) makes it likely that public 

funding will also, increasingly, be 

of ecosystem services, from food 

production to eco-tourism, which 

lessens the relative importance of 

those services we don’t pay for, 

at least economically. By allowing 

more services to generate income 

for land managers, we level the 

playing field and incentivise the 

creation of systems that are more 

ecologically productive. That has to 

be a good thing.

In any case, it will be interesting 

to see how these ecosystem mar-

kets develop and grow. They have 

the potential to underpin a radically 

different rural economy, where our 

land is managed to deliver a whole 

suite of new commodities. As an 

industry, forestry is well placed to 

benefit from this shift and play its 

part in restoring the natural capital 

of our country.

I’ll be back with another article 

in the next edition of Forestry and 
Timber News, where I answer any 

questions readers have about car-

bon markets and the Woodland 

Carbon Code. If you’d like to submit 

a question, please email the editor: 

Stefanie.Kaiser@confor.org.uk
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targeting delivery of ecosystem 

services. Intelligent integration with 

any private markets that are oper-

ating will be key, to avoid govern-

ment money outcompeting private 

investment in this space.

Regardless of what individual 

governments do, it seems certain 

that interest in the broader context 

of natural capital is going to con-

tinue to grow. More and more busi-

nesses are beginning to account for 

their impacts on the natural world, 

and the recent Dasgupta review2 

will only spur on action to fully in-

ternalise environmental costs with-

in our economy.

Some people instinctively mis-

trust this move to monetise nature, 

concerned that if our living systems 

are given a financial value it opens 

the door to them being disregarded 

in favour of more lucrative activi-

ties. Others counter that we won’t 

achieve the scale of investment into 

the environment that is required 

unless we can bring natural capital 

wholesale into our economies.

My personal view is that our so-

cieties have already monetised a lot 
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A
uthor, forester, and Confor 

member Gabriel Hemery is 

working on a guidebook se-

ries featuring a selection of copses, 

woods, and forests across Britain, 

and is hoping that Confor members 

will come forward and register their 

woodlands so that they can be in-

cluded.

Through the books he aims to 

reconnect the British public with 

the forests on their doorstep, to 

rekindle their interest in the natu-

ral world, and help them develop 

an appreciation of those who care 

for our forests. He believes that by 

building a stronger affinity between 

people and the environment, this 

will provide the foundation to cre-

ating a more caring and sustainable 

society.

There are hundreds of well-

known forests across Britain, and 

thousands of others which could be 

better celebrated, and it is the latter 

Calling all woodland 
owners across Britain

he is particularly interested in fea-

turing in the guidebooks. While he 

is collaborating with environmental 

and woodland-owning organisa-

tions, he is particularly keen to hear 

from individual private woodland 

owners, right across Britain.

The author has created a dedi-

cated website (see below) to help 

collect information from contribu-

tors. While the public are able to 

suggest a woodland for inclusion, 

the main purpose of the website is 

to enable woodland owners to reg-

ister information directly. Gabriel 

expects the first of the guidebooks 

to be published in 2023, and it is 

likely to be the guide to forests in 

Scotland.

The contribution form is straight-

forward to complete. Owners are 

able to Register a woodland, and 

they can request that their name 

remains anonymous in the guide if 

they choose. Other questions deal 

with area, location, forest type and 

tree species, and history. A free text 

box is used to collect the main de-

scriptive entry. Gabriel is hoping to 

personally visit a selection of for-

ests, to meet with the owners for an 

interview and to take photographs, 

so there are some final questions 

which allow owners to agree to this 

if they are interested.

www.copsewoodforest.com
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