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Dear Recipients, 

Personally, I get very confused when I read comments such as the following which I copied/pasted from 
this article. “Such industrial-type forestry — large-scale plantings of trees selected to grow fast — creates 
a “biological desert,” said Talberth, of the Center for Sustainable Economy. “And it’s driving the extinction 
of thousands of species. Mass timber is mass extinction.” Bold is mine.  
Regards, 
Rich 

 

As Mass Timber Takes Off, How Green Is This New Building Material? 

 

Mass timber construction is on the rise, with advocates saying it could revolutionize the building industry 
and be part of a climate change solution. But some are questioning whether the logging and manufacturing 
required to produce the new material outweigh any benefits. 
BY J IM ROBBINS •  APRIL 9,  2019 
 
 

Mjösa Tower, the world's tallest wooden building, under 
construction in Brumunddal, Norway. ANTI HAMAR 
 
The eight-story Carbon 12 building in Portland, Oregon is the 
tallest commercial structure in the United States to be built 
from something called mass timber. 
If the many fervent boosters of this new construction material 
are right, however, it is only one of the first mass timber 
buildings among many, the beginning of a construction 

revolution. “The design community in Portland is enthralled with the material,” said Emily Dawson, an 
architect at Kaiser + Path, the locally-based firm that designed Carbon 12. 
 
The move to mass timber is even farther along in Europe. That’s because mass timber – large structural 
panels, posts, and beams glued under pressure or nailed together in layers, with the wood’s grain stacked 
perpendicular for extra strength – is not only prized as an innovative building material, superior to 
concrete and steel in many ways, it is also hoped it will come into its own as a significant part of a climate 
change solution. 

https://e360.yale.edu/authors/jim-robbins
https://e360.yale.edu/assets/site/_1500x1500_fit_center-center_80/Mjosa-Tower_Norway_42987-Bilder-til-Mj_starnet-episode-3_web.jpg
https://e360.yale.edu/assets/site/_1500x1500_fit_center-center_80/Mjosa-Tower_Norway_42987-Bilder-til-Mj_starnet-episode-3_web.jpg
https://databank.metsagroup.com/l/gN5K-TcLWv7q
https://www.kaiserpath.com/team
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Among architects, manufacturers, and environmentalists, many want nothing less than to turn 
the coming decades of global commercial construction from a giant source of carbon emissions into a 
giant carbon sink by replacing concrete and steel construction with mass timber. That, they say, would 
avoid the CO2 generated in the production of those building materials and sequester massive amounts of 
carbon by tying up the wood in buildings for decades or even longer, perhaps in perpetuity. 
 

There are new mass timber buildings in London, Atlanta, and Minneapolis, and an 80-story high-rise is proposed 
for Chicago. 

 
“Say the typical steel and concrete building has an emissions profile of 2,000 metric tons of CO2,” said 
Andrew Ruff, of Connecticut-based Gray Organschi Architecture, a leading proponent of the laminated 
wood revolution. “With mass timber you can easily invert so you are sequestering 2,000 tons of CO2. 
Instead of adding to climate change you are mitigating climate change. That’s the goal.” 
 
And it is taking off. Mass timber has a two-decade track record in Europe. The 18-story Mjösa Tower 
just opened last month in Norway. An 18-story mass timber building was recently built in Vancouver as 
well, and an 80-story high-rise is proposed for Chicago. There are new commercial mass timber buildings 
in London, Atlanta, and Minneapolis. Some 21 timber buildings over 50 meters (164 feet) tall will be 
completed in Europe by the end of the year, according to one report. 
 
But there are big questions being asked about just how sustainable the new building material is –
especially about how forests that produce mass timber are managed, and how much CO2 would be 
emitted in the logging, manufacture, and transport of the wood products used in the construction. So far, 
critics say, there aren’t good answers to these questions. 
 

Carbon 12 in Portland, Oregon is the tallest building in the United States 
made with mass timber. COURTESY OF KAISER + PATH 
 
“We want to debunk the myth that mass timber is in any way, shape, or 
form related to some kind of environmental benefit,” said John Talberth, 
president of the Center for Sustainable Economy, which is based near 
Portland. “That’s simply not true.” 
 
Yet proponents say mass timber does have real promise as a way to 
sequester massive amounts of CO2, if a fully sustainable life cycle comes 
together. “We are working with a large interdisciplinary team of climate 
scientists, carbon cycle researchers, metallurgists, and foresters to really 
understand the potential climate impacts of mass timber at scale,” said 
Ruff. 
 
A lack of understanding of the full CO2 picture has not kept the field from 

taking off. The burgeoning demand for mass timber posts and beams has seen sawmills open in the 
timber towns of the the U.S. Northwest and loggers go back to work to harvest the pine, fir, and spruce 

https://www.pwc.com/sg/en/real-estate/assets/pwc-real-estate-2020-building-the-future.pdf
http://timbercity.org/assets/wcte_2016_timbercity_final_alternate.pdf
https://bostonrealestatetimes.com/the-worlds-tallest-wooden-building-mjosa-tower-completed-in-norway/
https://archinect.com/news/article/149968916/world-s-tallest-wood-building-constructed-in-vancouver
https://www.curbed.com/2017/10/9/16449494/tall-timber-building-skyscraper
http://global.ctbuh.org/resources/papers/3350-TBIN.pdf
https://sustainable-economy.org/staff/
https://www.npr.org/2017/03/12/519638180/oregon-lumber-community-looks-to-trump-and-innovation-to-survive
https://e360.yale.edu/assets/site/_1500x1500_fit_center-center_80/Carbon12_Portland_web.jpg
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used in the manufacture. The first certified U.S. producer of mass timber – also known as cross-laminated 
timber – opened in Riddle, Oregon in 2015. Other producers have either recently opened or soon will. 
Analysts call it a revolution in building and the next great disruption of the construction industry, for a 
number reasons that have nothing to do with the environmental aspects. 
 
“Because its components are fabricated off-site to [precise specifications], it goes together really fast on 
site,” said Dawson. “So you can cut months off the construction time. It’s more predictable than concrete. 
You can work through cold weather and don’t have to worry about the temperature tolerances of 
concrete. It’s also a lot quieter than other kinds of construction, so you can be a good neighbor.” It’s 
stronger than steel, lighter, and, surprisingly, may be as fireproof. 
 

The possible prodigious climate benefits are what has many people taking mass timber seriously. 
 

Architects say the exposed wood interiors in these buildings are warmer than other materials and far 
more aesthetically pleasing. Michael Green, who builds mass timber structures in British Columbia, said 
some people walk into buildings he has designed and want to hug the wooden interiors. The dense 
laminated beams also hold up well to fire, unlike other kinds of wood construction. 
 
Mass timber can be cheaper than concrete and steel, depending on where it is sourced. And when 
production is scaled up across the globe, experts say, mass timber should be considerably cheaper. 
 
The possible prodigious climate benefits, though, are what has many people taking mass timber 
seriously. These benefits come because of two big facts about commercial construction. First, CO2 
emissions from the building industry account for about 40 percent or more of global CO2 emissions. And 
the manufacture of concrete and steel each contribute about 5 percent of global emissions. 
 
Using mass timber for commercial construction could greatly change that equation. But there are key 
questions about the life cycle of mass timber, and some say the industry doesn’t have enough data yet to 
back up its claim that it is a major climate change solution. 
 

Glue is applied to create cross-laminated 
timber at the D.R. Johnson Lumber Company 
in Riddle, Oregon, one of the first mass 
timber-certified manufacturers in the U.S. AP 
PHOTO/GILLIAN FLACCUS 
 
After the building has run its course, the 
beams would need to be stored without 
decomposing or re-used without releasing 
the CO2 in order to make the carbon 
equation work. And there are numerous 
unknowns about how much CO2 would be 
expelled in the logging, manufacturing, and 

transport of mass timber products. The forest products industry is already the largest source of 

http://www.wfpa.org/news-resources/blog/northwest-companies-take-major-role-in-clt/
http://mg-architecture.ca/about-us/team/
http://news.mit.edu/2013/steel-without-greenhouse-gas-emissions-0508
https://www.pnas.org/content/115/14/3663
https://e360.yale.edu/assets/site/_1500x1500_fit_center-center_80/AP_16358635374143_TimberOregonGlue_web.jpg
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CO2 emissions in Oregon because of fuel burned by logging equipment and hauling trucks, the burning of 
wood, and the decomposition of trees after they are cut. 
 
Beverly Law, a professor of global change biology and terrestrial systems science at Oregon State 
University who headed up the Oregon forest study, says there hasn’t been a thorough analysis of carbon 
emitted by mass timber production because it is enormously complex to track the factors that produce 
CO2 in forest ecosystems and in production. Some of the data needed, she said, is incomplete or absent. It 
took her team of researchers more than a decade of analysis to figure out that the Oregon wood products 
industry was the largest emitter of CO2 in the state, Law said. 
 
“We looked at long- and short-term products, what mills burn for heat, fuel burned for harvesting, 
transporting from forest to mills to end use, and emissions along the way,” she said. Another major issue 
is how long the wood will be in use, which is not yet known. In addition, Law said, any analysis of CO2 
must account for how much the forest is taking up before and after logging, “and a lot of people don’t pay 
attention to that part of it. We just don’t have the information to run this through a life cycle assessment.” 

 
“We must ensure that mass timber drives sustainable forestry management, otherwise all of these benefits are 

lost.” 
 

The forestry part is what has some skeptical of how ecologically sound mass timber is and, if and when 
it’s scaled up, whether it will truly provide a planetary climate solution. In a letter to the city of Portland 
last year, representatives of Oregon environmental groups — including the Audubon Society, the Sierra 
Club, and Oregon Physicians for Social Responsibility — raised serious doubts about mass timber as a 
green climate solution and questioned the city’s plan to use it. 
 
First and foremost, they said, is the need to certify that wood is logged sustainably and certified as such. 
“Without such a requirement,” the letter stated, the city “may be encouraging the already rampant clear-
cutting of Oregon’s forests… In fact, because it can utilize smaller material than traditional timber 
construction, it may provide a perverse incentive to shorten logging rotations and more aggressively 
clear-cut.” 
 
Such industrial-type forestry — large-scale plantings of trees selected to grow fast — creates a “biological 
desert,” said Talberth, of the Center for Sustainable Economy. “And it’s driving the extinction of 
thousands of species. Mass timber is mass extinction.” 
 
“We must ensure that mass timber drives sustainable forestry management, otherwise all of these 
benefits are lost,” agreed Mark Wishnie, director of forestry and wood products at The Nature 
Conservancy. “To really understand the potential impact of the increased use of mass timber on climate 
we need to conduct a much more detailed set of analyses.” 
 

https://www.pnas.org/content/115/14/3663
http://terraweb.forestry.oregonstate.edu/beverly-law
https://s3.amazonaws.com/arc-wordpress-client-uploads/wweek/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/01145112/CLT-letter-to-Wheeler-1.29.18.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/arc-wordpress-client-uploads/wweek/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/01145112/CLT-letter-to-Wheeler-1.29.18.pdf
https://www.linkedin.com/in/markwishnie
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A crew in southwestern Oregon hauls logs 
that will be used to manufacture mass 
timber. AP PHOTO/GILLIAN FLACCUS 
 
Wishnie said The Nature Conservancy, the 
U.S. Forest Service, and a dozen 
universities and other research 
institutions are launching a new analysis 
of mass timber. 
At the same time, he said. “there is enough 
data to say the [CO2] savings are 
significant.” He said the substitution of 
concrete and steel with wood and the long-
term carbon storage in mass timber 
buildings make up about 75 percent of the total benefit, and the forestry end, if executed sustainably, 
about 25 percent. 
 
While there is disagreement on many points, making the mass timber movement work, proponents say, is 
essential. “If you look 30 years down the road to 2050, we’re projected to have 2.3 billion new urban 
dwellers,” said Ruff. “That is a huge amount of construction. Every day that goes by that we don’t convert 
from mineral-based extractive construction techniques to carbon sequestering building systems, we tend 
to dig ourselves further in a hole. 
“So,” he added, “the question is, how can we grow this fast enough to be a solution for climate change?” 
 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Richard P. Vlosky, Ph.D. 
Director, Louisiana Forest Products Development Center 
Crosby Land & Resources Endowed Professor of Forest Sector Business Development 
Room 227, School of Renewable Natural Resources 
Louisiana State University, Baton Rouge, LA 70803 
Phone (office): (225) 578-4527; Fax: (225) 578-4251; Mobile Phone: (225) 223-1931 
Web Site: www.LFPDC.lsu.edu  
 

 
 
President, Forest Products Society; President, WoodEMA i.a. 

                                                                                        
 

http://www.lfpdc.lsu.edu/
https://e360.yale.edu/assets/site/_1500x1500_fit_center-center_80/AP_16358635424022_TimberOregon_web.jpg
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