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Strategies to mitigate carbon dioxide emissions through forestry
activities have been proposed, but ecosystem process-based in-
tegration of climate change, enhanced CO 2, disturbance from fire,
and management actions at regional scales are extremely limited.
Here, we examine the relative merits of afforestation, reforesta-
tion, management changes, and harvest residue bioenergy use in
the Pacific Northwest. This region represents some of the highest
carbon density forests in the world, which can store carbon in
trees for 800 y or more. Oregon ’s net ecosystem carbon balance
(NECB) was equivalent to 72% of total emissions in 2011 –2015. By
2100, simulations show increased net carbon uptake with little
change in wildfires. Reforestation, afforestation, lengthened har-
vest cycles on private lands, and restricting harvest on public lands
increase NECB 56% by 2100, with the latter two actions contribut-
ing the most. Resultant cobenefits included water availability and
biodiversity, primarily from increased forest area, age, and species
diversity. Converting 127,000 ha of irrigated grass crops to native
forests could decrease irrigation demand by 233 billion m 3·y�1.
Utilizing harvest residues for bioenergy production instead of leav-
ing them in forests to decompose increased emissions in the short-
term (50 y), reducing mitigation effe ctiveness. Increasing forest carbon
on public lands reduced emissions compared with storage in wood
products because the residence time is more than twice that of wood
products. Hence, temperate forests with high carbon densities and
lower vulnerability to mortality have substantial potential for reduc-
ing forest sector emissions. Our an alysis framework provides a tem-
plate for assessments in other temperate regions.
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Strategies to mitigate carbon dioxide emissions through for-
estry activities have been proposed, but regional assessments

to determine feasibility, timeliness, and effectiveness are limited and
rarely account for the interactive effects of future climate, atmo-
spheric CO2 enrichment, nitrogen deposition, disturbance from
wildfires, and management actions on forest processes. We examine
the net effect of all of these factors and a suite of mitigation strat-
egies at fine resolution (4-km grid). Proven strategies immediately
available to mitigate carbon emissions from forest activities in-
clude the following: (i) reforestation (growing forests where they
recently existed), (ii) afforestation (growing forests where they did
not recently exist), (iii) increasing carbon density of existing for-
ests, and (iv) reducing emissions from deforestation and degra-
dation (1). Other proposed strategies include wood bioenergy
production (2–4), bioenergy combined with carbon capture and
storage (BECCS), and increasing wood product use in build-
ings. However, examples of commercial-scale BECCS are still
scarce, and sustainability of wood sources remains controversial
because of forgone ecosystem carbon storage and low environmental
cobenefits (5, 6). Carbon stored in buildings generally outlives
its usefulness or is replaced within decades (7) rather than the
centuries possible in forests, and the factors influencing prod-
uct substitution have yet to be fully explored (8). Our analysis
of mitigation strategies focuses on the first four strategies, as
well as bioenergy production, utilizing harvest residues only and
without carbon capture and storage.

The appropriateness and effectiveness of mitigation strate-
gies within regions vary depending on the current forest sink,
competition with land-use and watershed protection, and envi-
ronmental conditions affecting forest sustainability and resilience.
Few process-based regional studies have quantified strategies that
could actually be implemented, are low-risk, and do not depend
on developing technologies. Our previous studies focused on re-
gional modeling of the effects of forest thinning on net ecosystem
carbon balance (NECB) and net emissions, as well as improving
modeled drought sensitivity (9, 10), while this study focuses mainly
on strategies to enhance forest carbon.

Our study region is Oregon in the Pacific Northwest, where
coastal and montane forests have high biomass and carbon se-
questration potential. They represent coastal forests from northern
California to southeast Alaska, where trees live 800 y or more and
biomass can exceed that of tropical forests (11) (Fig. S1). The
semiarid ecoregions consist of woodlands that experience frequent
fires (12). Land-use history is a major determinant of forest carbon
balance. Harvest was the dominant cause of tree mortality (2003–
2012) and accounted for fivefold as much mortality as that from fire
and beetles combined (13). Forest land ownership is predominantly
public (64%), and 76% of the biomass harvested is on private lands.

Significance

Regional quantification of feasibi lity and effectiveness of forest
strategies to mitigate climate change should integrate observa-
tions and mechanistic ecosystem process models with future cli-
mate, CO2, disturbances from fire, and management. Here, we
demonstrate this approach in a high biomass region, and found
that reforestation, afforestati on, lengthened harvest cycles on
private lands, and restricting harvest on public lands increased net
ecosystem carbon balance by 56% by 2100, with the latter two
actions contributing the most. Forest sector emissions tracked
with our life cycle assessment model decreased by 17%, partially
meeting emissions reduction goals. Harvest residue bioenergy use
did not reduce short-term emissions. Cobenefits include increased
water availability and biodiversi ty of forest species. Our improved
analysis framework can be used in other temperate regions.
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94 Tg C and cumulative NECB by 14 Tg C, and afforestation
reduced forest sector GHG emissions by 1.3–1.4% in 2025, 2050,
and 2100 (Fig. 3).

We quantified cobenefits of afforestation of irrigated grass crops
on water availability based on data from hydrology and agricultural
simulations of future grass crop area and related irrigation demand
(20). Afforestation of 127,000 ha of grass cropland with Douglas
fir could decrease irrigation demand by 222 and 233 billion m3·y−1

by 2050 and 2100, respectively. An independent estimate from
measured precipitation and evapotranspiration (ET) at our ma-
ture Douglas fir and grass crop flux sites in the Willamette Valley
shows the ET/precipitation fraction averaged 33% and 52%, re-
spectively, and water balance (precipitation minus ET) averaged
910 mm·y−1 and 516 mm·y−1. Under current climate conditions,
the observations suggest an increase in annual water avail-
ability of 260 billion m3· y−1 if 127,000 ha of the irrigated grass
crops were converted to forest.

Harvest cycles in the mesic and montane forests have declined
from over 120 y to 45 y despite the fact that these trees can live
500–1,000 y and net primary productivity peaks at 80–125 y (21).
If harvest cycles were lengthened to 80 y on private lands and
harvested area was reduced 50% on public lands, state-level stocks
would increase by 17% to a total of ∼3,600 Tg C and NECB would
increase 2–3 Tg C y−1 by 2100. The lengthened harvest cycles re-
duced harvest by 2 Tg C y−1, which contributed to higher NECB.
Leakage (more harvest elsewhere) is difficult to quantify and could
counter these carbon gains. However, because harvest on federal
lands was reduced significantly since 1992 (NW Forest Plan),
leakage has probably already occurred.

The four strategies together increased NECB by 64%, 82%,
and 56% by 2025, 2050, and 2100, respectively. This reduced
forest sector net emissions by 11%, 10%, and 17% over the same
periods (Fig. 3). By 2050, potential increases in NECB were largest
in the Coast Range (Table S5), East Cascades, and Klamath

Mountains, accounting for 19%, 25%, and 42% of the total
increase, whereas by 2100, they were most evident in the West
Cascades, East Cascades, and Klamath Mountains.

We examined the potential for using existing harvest residue
for electricity generation, where burning the harvest residue for
energy emits carbon immediately (3) versus the BAU practice of
leaving residues in forests to slowly decompose. Assuming half of
forest residues from harvest practices could be used to replace
natural gas or coal in distributed facilities across the state, they
would provide an average supply of 0.75–1 Tg C y−1 to the year
2100 in the reduced harvest and BAU scenarios, respectively.
Compared with BAU harvest practices, where residues are left to
decompose, proposed bioenergy production would increase cu-
mulative net emissions by up to 45 Tg C by 2100. Even at 50% use,
residue collection and transport are not likely to be economically
viable, given the distances (>200 km) to Oregon’s facilities.

Discussion
Earth system models have the potential to bring terrestrial ob-
servations related to climate, vulnerability, impacts, adaptation,
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Fig. 3. Future change in carbon stocks and NECB with mitigation strategies
relative to BAU management. The decadal average change in forest carbon
stocks (A) and NECB relative to BAU (B) are shown. Italicized numbers over
bars indicate mean forest carbon stocks in 2091–2100 (A) and cumulative
change in NECB for 2015–2100 (B). Error bars are ±10%.
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Fig. 2. Oregon’s forest carbon sink and emissions from forest and energy
sectors. Harvest emissions are computed by LCA. Fire and harvest emissions
sum to forest sector emissions. Energy sector emissions are from the Oregon
Global Warming Commission (14), minus forest-related emissions. Error bars
are 95% confidence intervals (Monte Carlo analysis).
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the PSS is therefore PSS multiplied by the proportion of buildings lost per year
(2% per year).

To compare the NECB equivalence to emissions, we calculated forest sector
and energy sector emissions separately. Energy sector emissions [“ in-boundary”
state-quantified emissions by the Oregon Global Warming Commission (14)]
include those from transportation, residential and commercial buildings, industry,
and agriculture. The forest sector emissions are cradle-to-grave annual carbon
emissions from harvest and product emissions, transportation, and utility fuels
(Table S3). Forest sector utility fuels were subtracted from energy sector emissions
to avoid double counting.

Uncertainty Estimates. For the observation-based analysis, Monte Carlo sim-
ulations were used to conduct an uncertainty analysis with the mean and SDs
for NPP and Rh calculated using several approaches (36) (SI Materials and
Methods). Uncertainty in NECB was calculated as the combined uncertainty of
NEP, fire emissions (10%), harvest emissions (7%), and land cover estimates

(10%) using the propagation of error approach. Uncertainty in CLM4.5 model
simulations and LCA were quantified by combining the uncertainty in the
observations used to evaluate the model, the uncertainty in input datasets
(e.g., remote sensing), and the uncertainty in the LCA coefficients (41).

Model input data for physiological parameters and model evaluation data
on stocks and fluxes are available online (37).
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