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Recently, there have been talks about planting trees as a way to 
offset climate change. Planting trees may help cities stay cool, but won’t be good in other places. Instead, 
we must do more to restore natural forests. Natural forests have the ability to clean water, purify air, and provide homes for 
wildlife.

When we focus on planting trees, we don’t think about other actions to prevent climate change. To prevent climate change, 
we can protect more natural forests and get rid of fossil fuels. We believe that the concept of proforestation, allowing natural 
forests to grow older, is a better and lower cost answer for the complex problem of climate change.

Here’s the truth:

•	Planting trees is just one small step to prevent climate change.

•	Protecting natural forests and roadless areas is an affordable climate solution.

•	Logging forests makes climate change worse.

•	Nature knows best. Natural forests are much better at providing homes for wildlife, cleaning water and air, 
and reducing the risk of wildfire. 

THE BOTTOM LINE: We need new policies designed to reduce logging and leave more forests standing.

MYTH: Planting trees is the only solution to climate change.

TRUTH: Protecting natural forests will  
yield bigger climate benefits than simply  
planting more trees. 
“Natural climate solutions” can only prevent about a third of climate 
change impacts, and planting trees is just one small part of the puzzle. 
It is much more important to protect and improve natural lands.2 If 
we focus only on planting trees, we lose out on other benefits. By 
protecting forests, we can improve homes for wildlife, reduce damages 
from big storms, and remove as many greenhouse gases from the 
atmosphere as we can.3

Instead, we have a bigger impact by focusing on proforestation, 
which includes reducing logging, forest protection, and better land 
management activities.1 Proforestation is cheaper than planting  
trees, and more important for preventing the worst impacts  
of climate change.4,5

TRUTH: Mature forests store significantly more 
carbon than younger trees.
Trees are so valuable in the fight against climate change because they 
remove carbon dioxide from the atmosphere. Carbon dioxide is one 
of many harmful greenhouse gases that contribute to climate change. 

The wood products industry commonly says that young trees “store 
more carbon” than older trees, but this is a myth. Every year that 
a tree grows, it absorbs more carbon. In fact, older forests have 
already stored more carbon than younger forests, and will continue 
to store carbon for decades to come.6,7

Therefore, cutting down old forests and replanting them will cause 
more climate change to occur.8 In fact, some simulations show that 
it can take 200 years before a forest is able to return to the carbon 
storage it had before being logged.8 In the US South, where over half 
of forests are less than forty years old, allowing forests to grow to 
true maturity could provide large carbon benefits.9

MYTH: Planting trees is “the same”  
as natural forests

TRUTH: Natural forests provide 
many more benefits than plantations in 
ecosystem services like wildlife habitat, 
water quality, and carbon storage.
Large plots of planted trees, usually being grown to be 
logged, are called plantations. Plantations are very low 
quality forests, especially when compared to natural 
forests.7 These fake forests provide just a fraction of the 
value that natural forests do. Natural forests provide 
more homes for wildlife, cleaner air and water, and more 
protection from flooding.10–12 In contrast, fake forests are 
more likely to die from drought than natural forests.13,14 20172012200719971987197719631953
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TRUTH: Fake forests store significantly less carbon 
than natural forests do.  
Did you know that many studies show that natural forests store more 
carbon than fake forests?15–17 When natural forests store more carbon, 
that means that they’re doing more to stop harmful climate change 
than plantations are. 

Plantations store less carbon because they get cut down so 
frequently.15 Whenever you log a forest, most of its carbon ends up  
in the atmosphere soon after. After 100 years, over eighty five percent 
of carbon from a harvest is in the atmosphere.18 To stop climate 
change, we need to keep carbon out of the atmosphere. This means 
that we must reduce the amount of logging going on in natural  
or planted forests. 

TRUTH: Fake forests cause issues with water 
supply, risk of wildlife, and more.  
According to the UN, a third of the world’s land is degraded and 
in need of help.19 However, restoration projects must be planned 
carefully because of their unintended impacts. Large plantations  
use fast-growing trees that require large amounts of water. China’s 
large fake forests have lowered both water quality and security in  
the region.20 Another study found that fake forests decrease how 
much water is available by about half.21 In some cases, plantations  
can even increase the risk of large scale wildfires, especially here  
in the United States.22,23

Beyond water and fire, scientists are also discovering that fake forests 
can impact genetics of natural forests, and the frequency of forest 
pests. For example, if you plant clones of one tree species in a large 
area, they may interbreed with natural forests nearby.24,25 Finally, in 
some places, non-native species are used as plantation species, which 
can escape and hurt native forests.26,27 Or, pests that travel on the 
plantation trees can escape and hurt native forests.

LEARN MORE
•	 dogwoodalliance.org
•	 stand4Forests.org
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NATURAL FORESTS STORE  
50% MORE CARBON  

THAN PLANTED FORESTS
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ABOUT DOGWOOD ALLIANCE • Dogwood Alliance mobilizes diverse voices to protect Southern forests 
and communities from destructive industrial logging. For over 20 years, Dogwood Alliance has worked 
with diverse communities, partner organizations and decision-makers to protect Southern forests 
across 14 states. They do this through community and grassroots organizing, holding corporations and 
governments accountable and working to conserve millions of acres of Southern forests.dogwoodalliance.org • (828) 251-2525
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