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Climate change is increasingly a key topic, and New 

England Forestry Foundation is reimagining one 

solution to the problem by examining the potential role 

of New England’s forests. Trees remove carbon dioxide from 

the atmosphere and store it in wood. Society then can provide 

incentives to encourage different uses of that wood. There are 

many options — we can use wood for heat, we can store carbon 

in the forest itself, or we can use wood for long-lived buildings 

and lock up the carbon for as long as the building stands. Part of 

the equation depends on the alternatives to meet societal needs. 

Right now, if we don’t build with wood, then steel and concrete 

are the primary alternatives — with much greater carbon costs. 

New England Forestry Foundation aims to lead a movement 

via our new program: Build It With Wood: The Green Carbon 

Pump. The new effort aims to increase the role of New England 

forests in sustainably producing wood for buildings, and to 

increase carbon dioxide sequestration in both buildings and 

forests along the way.

As a tree grows, it takes up carbon dioxide and releases oxygen. 

The carbon is used both to maintain the tree’s metabolism and to 

create fibers for growth; the fibers accumulate as wood. When 

using wood to build structures or in products such as flooring 

or furniture, the carbon in the wood remains trapped for the 

lifetime of the building or product. While some fossil fuels are 

used to harvest and process wood, much more carbon is emitted 

in the production of steel and concrete. And when a sustainably 

managed forest is harvested to produce wood, the forest soon 

will draw carbon out of the atmosphere again with the growth  

of new trees. 

New England’s 32 million acres of forests could produce twice 

as much wood as they currently do without jeopardizing their 

intrinsic and biological benefits, according to NEFF’s Path 

to Sustainability study from 2014. That wood could be used 

to increase the use of wood construction in commercial and 

public buildings where steel and concrete are today the primary 

building materials. By making the switch to wood construction, 

3.5 million metric tons of carbon dioxide would be kept out of 

the atmosphere each year, an important step toward reducing 

our region’s greenhouse gas emissions. Importantly, wood 

construction costs less than steel and concrete construction, so 

using more wood would allow the same amount of public and 

private investment to create more units of housing, lowering 

housing costs in the region.

 

Cities and states across the country are working toward reducing 

their greenhouse gas emissions. Nine Northeast and Mid-Atlantic 

states participate in the Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative, 

a cap-and-trade program for greenhouse gas emissions from 

power plants. The Massachusetts Global Warming Solutions Act, 

enacted in 2008, requires greenhouse gas emissions to be reduced 

between 10 and 25 percent below 1990 levels by 2020. Within 

the same timeframe, Boston’s Climate Action Plan aims to reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions 25 percent. Aspects of this plan include 

piloting innovative building technologies.

As leaders in technology and innovative ideas, New England 

cities and states could serve as drivers in an effort to design and 

construct more buildings with wood. Over the next five months 

NEFF plans to facilitate a detailed feasibility study of the idea 

— examining policy, science, and communications needs to 

make it reality. Between the region’s expansive managed forests 

and its strong environmental consciousness, NEFF feels that 

now is the time for New England to implement Build It With 

Wood: The Green Carbon Pump, and pilot a new approach to 

sustainability for other cities, states, and even countries. a
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