By ALAN LAUDER

E KYOTO process has made
rural producers aware that they
have to add the word “carbon” to

their vocabulary. We can’t see carbon,
but the Queensland tree clearing legisla-
tion reinforced that carbon is now a
commodity (ie has value that is poten-
tially of the order of hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars).

The legislation made it clear that
society wanted the carbon in trees to
remain in the landscape. and not return
to the atmosphere and add to the Green-
house effect.

Until the Queensland legislation, few
producers would have even realised that
trees contained carbon. Now the debate
is shifting to the part of the landscape
between the trees, the soil, and produc-
ers will become very aware that soil
also contains “carbon”,

As they come to understand the sig-
nificance of the carbon in the soil, so
they will become aware of how they
have to manage it.

There will be some potential Green-
house implications, but this debate will
be more about the economic survival of
producers and reversing some of the
land degradation of the past. This
upcoming debate is not one that produc-
ers need fear, as in this case, what is in
the interest of society, is also complete-
ly in their interest

The key issue at stake is that carbon,
above and below ground, impacts on
rural profits, greenhouse, salinity, sever-
ity of droughts, soil erosion, water qual-
ity (including underground water),
biodiversity, acid soils, exports and
river health.
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In developing strate-
gies for landholders, it is
important to go back to
basics and understand
what is really deteriorat-
ing in the landscape over
time (ie the building
blocks).

The good operators

are repairing the building
blocks faster than
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droughts destroy them.
When we look at bare
soil, we are looking at
the symptom not the
cause.

The main building

block on earth is carbon.
Life on earth is carbon based. Few
realise that the exchange of carbon
between the atmosphere and a grazing
property is at the heart of its long-term
economic future.
LIVESTOCK'S KEY ROLE: Producing livestock
is about using plants to turn sunlight (the
energy of the sun) and water into a prod-
uct that is made up of carbon com-
pounds. The efficiency of this process is
at the heart of generating profit.

Just as it is important to keep the
money account in the black, so the car-
bon balance on a property must also be
in the black. You can borrow and pay
back from this carbon account, but bor-
rowing more than you pay back leads to
ecological poverty, followed by eco-
nomic poverty.

Carbon is an integral component of
plants, soil, the atmosphere, and oceans.
It is continually moving between these
areas in a process known as the carbon
cycle (figure 1). Photosynthesis con-
verts carbon dioxide into plant material,

The plant-based (above ground) and detritus-based (below-
ground) food webs. Arrows represent energy flow (common-
ly measured in carbon units). Of the above ground organic
matter entering the pool of soil organic matter, 60-80% of
the carbon is eventually lost as CO?. Source: Soil Quality ~
Soil Biology Technical Note NRCS, USA.

which in turn facilitates the movement
of carbon into the soil.

How does this work? Plants draw in
carbon dioxide from the air. They
extract the carbon from the carbon diox-
ide molecule and use it to make the car-
bon compounds-that are the building
blocks of life.

They use some of these compounds
to grow above the ground in leaves and
stems and some below ground in roots.
When they die, the decay process even-
tually turns almost all the carbon in
plant material back into carbon dioxide
in the atmosphere.

In the meantime, as carbon cycles
through different forms it provides ener-
gy and building blocks for all the
processes in plants, animals and
microbes.

A small (but critical) amount
remains in the soil for a long time, giv-
ing it structure and supporting living
microbes.

Humic substances (humic acid, ful-
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