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ABSTRACT
Limiting global warming to 1.5°C requires immediate and drastic reductions in greenhouse 
gas (GHG) emissions. A significant contributor to anthropogenic global GHG emissions is 
the production of building materials. Biobased materials offer the potential to reduce 
such emissions and could be deployed in the short term. Timber construction has received 
the main attention from policy and industry. However, the implementation of timber 
construction at the global scale is constrained by the availability of sustainably managed 
forest supplies. A viable alternative is fast-growing plants and the use of agricultural 
waste products. These can be deployed faster and are better aligned to local supplies 
of biomass and demands from the building sector. Fast-growing materials are generally 
able to achieve net-cooling impacts much faster due to their short rotation periods. The 
GHG emissions due to the production of biogenic building material can be compensated 
by regrowth of the new (replacement) plant and, overall, this will absorb CO2 from the 
atmosphere. A range of biogenic materials can be promoted and used as insulation 
materials and structural materials. 

POLICY RELEVANCE 

Materials play an important part of the transition to a low carbon society, especially as 
many existing construction materials have large amounts of ‘embodied carbon’ in their 
manufacture. Given the need to rapidly reduce GHG emissions, public policies can promote 
a rapid transition to low carbon biogenic materials. The use of fast-growing biogenic 
materials for use in construction products can create carbon-neutral or even carbon-
negative products. The use of biogenic materials in construction materials delivers larger 
GHG savings than their use in other sectors (e.g. biofuels). The use of these materials can 
be scaled up quickly due to their short rotation period. An integrated policy approach 
is needed that provides synergy between the energy, industry, housing and agriculture 
sectors to encourage the use of biobased materials.
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Climate change is no longer just a future scenario but a present reality. Recent years saw an 
increased pace of ‘natural’ disasters around the world. Raging bushfires in Australia in 2019 and 
2020 cost A$100 billion (Read & Denniss 2020) and harmed 3 billion animals (Vernick 2020). Heavy 
rainfalls leading to floods in Germany in 2021 destroyed entire villages and killed more than 180 
people (BPB 2021). Droughts and changing weather led to failed harvests causing hunger and loss 
of income, which has forced mass emigration from Guatemala during the last few years (Steffens 
2018). And these are just a few examples. 

Climate change is primarily a threat to our livelihood and that of our planet, and by extension also 
to our economic wellbeing and political stability. For this reason, many countries have agreed to 
reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. Around 40% of anthropogenic GHG emissions are linked 
with building activities (UNEP 2022). Half of those emissions are associated with embodied carbon in 
materials and the construction process. The other half of built environment GHG emissions is attributed 
to the operation of buildings. There has been significant progress to improve energy performance and 
efficiency of building operation, but not for the embodied carbon in materials (Röck et al. 2020). 

Society is putting its hope on high-tech solutions to solve the climate crisis (Allwood 2018). In 
Europe and the US, three-dimensional (3D) printing for optimised structures, robotic construction 
or the use of artificial intelligence for optimised deconstruction are often considered as solutions 
for current construction challenges (Adaloudis & Bonnin Roca 2021; De Schutter et al. 2018). 
However, most of these technologies are not feasible for large-scale implementation since the 
necessary tools, equipment and know-how come at high costs (Allwood 2018). Another attractive 
technology is carbon capture and storage (CCS) for cement and steel production. This technology, 
although promising and useful in the long run, will be difficult to implement widely in the very 
short term. The Carbon Capture and Storage Institute stated that installation capacities have been 
reduced by 30% between 2010 and 2020, while they need to scale up by 14,000% over the next 
20 years (Page et al. 2020). 

Two questions arise:

•	 Given the urgency of the climate crisis, what are economically (and environmentally) viable 
solutions for building materials? 

•	 What actions are needed to support this transition?

2. MATCHING SUPPLY AND DEMAND 
2.1 GLOBAL NORTH

A widely promoted solution to tackle embodied emissions of materials, advocated by researchers 
and policymakers, is for timber to replace concrete and steel in construction (Churkina et al. 2020; 
Mishra et al. 2022). Yet, a building constructed from timber alone just transfers carbon from one 
carbon pool (the forest) to another carbon pool (the built environment) (Arehart et al. 2021). 
Timber construction typically releases significantly less GHGs into the atmosphere compared 
with mineral-based construction, e.g. steel, concrete, etc. (Heeren et al. 2015). But this is also 
contingent on whole life-cycle considerations. However, the climate benefit associated with 
biogenic carbon storage is only achieved when another tree grows, which takes decades. Within a 
short time horizon (i.e. until 2050) timber construction is not climate neutral (Hawkins et al. 2021) 
and sufficient resources are not readily available to meet demand.

Pine trees, a common source for structural material, take 25–30 years to reach maturity. A letter 
addressed to the European Commission and administrations of the US, Japan and South Korea, 
signed by more than 500 renowned scientists, called for caution: forest regrowth requires time, 
which currently is not available (Raven et al. 2021). In fact, the expanding bioeconomy already 
forces an increased demand on wood harvest, which is likely to hamper the global vision and 
targets for forest-based climate mitigation (Ceccherini et al. 2020). Pressure on forest will be 
further increased due to rising temperatures and increased water stress (Bauman et al. 2022). 



747Göswein et al.  
Buildings and Cities  
DOI: 10.5334/bc.254

The slow population growth and existing high rate of urbanisation (UNDESA 2018) mean that 
current construction rates of new buildings in the Global North are generally low. Instead, the 
main material demand is for stricter energy efficiency measures and refurbishment of existing 
buildings (Heeren & Hellweg 2019). 

The emphasis on retrofitting the existing building stock in the Global North presents an opportunity 
to use straw (an agricultural waste product) as a biobased thermal insulation material. To assess 
the feasibility of using straw in the Global North, a simple model is constructed to evaluate the 
future demand and future supply. To model the demand, a 3% retrofit rate in the Global North is 
assumed, based upon what has been conceptualised by regulatory agencies as what is needed to 
achieve climate neutrality (BPIE 2021).

To model the supply side, straw availability is calculated using Food and Agriculture Organization 
(FAO) statistics for ‘wheat area harvested’ (FAO 2019) at the country level. The wheat area harvested 
is converted into straw, using an average wheat-to-straw ratio of 6.5 tons/ha, considering soft red 
winter wheat and soft white spring wheat, as presented by Dai et al. (2016). From the resulting 
straw, straw that must be left behind to conserve soil quality (sustainable straw extraction) 
and conventional competitive uses (i.e. feed, bedding, fibre uses, etc.) was subtracted, together 
accounting for 32%, as estimated by the Netherlands Programmes Sustainable Biomass (Lesschen 
et al. 2013). The resulting demand and supply balance for straw is visualised in Figure 1.

It is difficult to estimate the competing uses of straw as a large portion will stay on the farm to supply 
animal bedding. Some studies consider that 60–70% of straw production could be currently used 
for other competing activities (mainly soil incorporation and animal bedding) (Scarlat et al. 2010; 
Iqbal et al. 2016; Einarsson & Persson 2017). Even though this would reduce the straw availability 
shown in Figure 1 by a factor of 2, it would still be highly sufficient in North America and Europe. 
Furthermore, the straw used as feedstock for bioenergy is still marginal. However, because the 
European Union (EU) is encouraging the use of agricultural residues instead of cultivating dedicated 
energy crops, the demand from the energy sector is likely to increase (Einarsson & Persson 2017). 

2.2 GLOBAL SOUTH

In South America, Africa, China and Southeast Asia, urbanisation and population growth are 
driving high rates of new construction that require substantial quantities of structural materials. An 

Figure 1: Balance of the 
available supply of biomass and 
potential demand for biomass 
(Mt) between 2021 and 2050. 

Note: Results are shown 
for straw—in the Eastern 
European Union (EEU), Former 
Soviet Union (FSU), North 
America (NAM), and Western 
European Union (WEU)—and 
for bamboo—in Latin America 
(LAC), Africa (AFR), South Asia 
(SAS), Pacific Asia (PAS), Pacific 
member of the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (POECD) 
and Centrally Planned Asia 
and China (CPA)—across geo-
clusters. The ratio between 
demand and supply is noted for 
each region, with values < 1.0 
indicating a sufficient supply in 
the region, while numbers > 1.0 
indicate an insufficient supply 
in the region. In most regions 
there is sufficient supply to 
meet demand, and the overall 
global demand-to-supply 
ratio is 0.30. Thus, policy that 
incentivises the use of biobased 
materials in new construction 
and retrofits is feasible globally 
from a demand-and-supply 
balance. 
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increased use of wood for structural applications may be inadvisable since the world’s rainforests 
located in these regions are already dwindling (Boulton et al. 2022). 

Glue-laminated (glulam) bamboo materials for structural systems is a viable technology. To 
assess the future demand for bamboo, future floor space estimates are derived from Güneralp et 
al. (2017), considering the S50 (medium urban population density) scenario, linearly interpolating 
between 2021 and 2050. Total material demand is then calculated using the average values 
for residential glulam bamboo construction (Zea Escamilla et al. 2018). The supply of bamboo 
is assessed using data of bamboo areas (ha) from Xu et al. (2019) for China and from the FAO 
(2007) for other world regions, and coefficients from Zea Escamilla et al. (2016) to convert into the 
available bamboo biomass (metric tonnes). Similar for the Global North, the supply and demand 
balance of bamboo in the Global South is shown in Figure 1.

The availability of bamboo as a construction material must contend with competing uses. Bamboo 
forests have multiple uses. In China, for instance, around 30% of forests are primarily used for 
production (FAO 2021), and within this production, engineered bamboo products, such as glulam 
bamboo, represent a small fraction (GVR 2019). This means that a more conservative approach 
of bamboo supply would divide the bamboo supply shown in Figure 1 by a factor of 10, which 
would lead to the ability to supply half of the housing demand globally. In addition, there is a 
Chinese ambition to increase bamboo forest size (King 2020), as well as to increase revenue from 
engineered bamboo (GVR 2019).

The resulting differences between demand and supply show a large over-supply of biobased 
materials compared with building material demand (Figure 1). This is a simplified model, but supply 
is one order of magnitude larger than what is needed to meet the global demand of bamboo 
once sustainable management practices are considered. This result challenges a previous analysis 
on the supply and demand balance of timber construction that found that regions with high 
construction activities may be unable to supply sufficient wood (Pomponi et al. 2020). This finding 
clearly shows the potential of using fast-growing biobased materials for construction, especially 
as two of the large variety of fast-growing bio-resources have been explored.

3. ACHIEVING FAST CARBON REDUCTION 
The difference for the climate between using fast-growing plants and wood is illustrated in Figure 2. 
It shows the performance of 1 kg of each material with respect to global temperature change 
(GTP) as calculated by the methodology of Cooper et al. (2020). In such calculations the temporal 
effect of the GHGs is measured, which considers the direct effect due to carbon sequestration 
during plant growth as well as carbon emission during building material production. The biomass 
regrowth model considers a normal regrowth curve (Cherubini et al. 2011) with all carbon removed 
starting at the year of construction and depending on the growth rate of the plant, which takes 
90 years for sawn wood (Eriksson et al. 2007), 40 years for glulam (Diaz et al. 2018), five years for 
bamboo (Greco 2010) and one year for straw. The life-cycle inventory data are cradle to gate and 
are from the Ecoinvent database, assuming ‘rest-of-world’ values, except for glulam (Puettmann & 
Wilson 2006) and bamboo (van der Lugt & Vogtländer 2015) as data were unavailable in Ecoinvent. 
Finally, only CO2 and methane (CH4) are considered as GHGs, with others assumed to be negligible.

The results show clearly that fast-growing materials achieve net-cooling impacts much faster 
due to their short crop rotation periods. This result illustrates how the carbon emission due to the 
production of building material is directly compensated by regrowth of the new plant and, overall, 
there is a cooling effect on the atmosphere. In contrast, materials that have longer rotation 
periods contribute in the short term to a warming of the atmosphere, and only achieve a cooling 
effect decades after implementation into a building. In that sense, the use of wood in construction 
is contributing to carbon removal from the atmosphere but a cooling effect on the climate is 
perceptible only decades after construction. In addition, the use of biobased construction products 
also avoids emissions by the replacement of a more polluting building material. 
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The overall climate benefit of substituting fossil-fuel based materials with biobased products has 
been quantified through a displacement factor (DF), which expresses the amount of reduced 
GHG emissions per mass unit of biobased use, when producing a functionally equivalent product 
(Sathre & O’Connor 2010). Such DF values are sensitive to harvesting rate and the lifetime of the 
biobased product in the technosphere (Seppälä et al. 2019). Wood product values range usually 
between 0.5 and 2 tC removed per tC in the wood product, but an increase of harvesting in forestry 
is certainly linked with an increase in GHG emission in the first 30 years (Soimakallio et al. 2021) 
before perceiving benefits. For strawbale, no DF has been calculated so far, but a simple calculation 
looking at the DF of a strawbale replacing extruded polystyrene (XPS) insulation would lead to 
similar values, around 0.9 tC/tC, considering the density difference (30 versus 210 kg/m3 for XPS 
and strawbale, respectively), the thermal performance difference (0.04 versus 0.06 W/K.m) and 
their GHG emissions (14.4 versus 0.1 kg CO2/kg) and storage (0 versus 1.35 kg CO2/kg) given from 
the Swiss database KBOB.1 Such a DF would, however, be achieved in year 1 after construction and, 
therefore, provide immediate cooling.

The double effect of carbon mitigation and carbon removal can be significant depending on the 
application and its market share penetration. For example, in Europe, estimations show that if 
straw is used as insulation material to insulate all existing facades, up to 3% of the total GHG 
annually emitted by all sectors in 2015 could be removed every year (Pittau et al. 2019). Using 
fast-growing biomass can provide a savings of 6% of current anthropogenic GHG emissions 
(Arehart et al. 2021). This carbon removal needs to be added to the carbon mitigation achieved 
through improved energy efficiency of buildings as well as carbon avoided through avoided use 
of fossil-based insulation (e.g. stone wool, expanded polystyrene—EPS) which can represent up to 
20% of GHG emissions related to the construction sector in certain European countries, such as 
Switzerland (Heeren & Hellweg 2019).

4. DIVERSITY IS KEY 
Moving away from concrete and steel to biobased materials should not just mean a switch 
from one material to another. This is an opportunity to promote a diverse range of construction 
materials that respect the diversity of building needs and supply chains. Fast-growing biomass 
can be used for both structural and thermal insulating purposes. Appropriate biobased material 
choices consider the local supply chain and availability, sustainable cultivation, climate responsive 

Figure 2: Global temperature 
change (GTP) of different 
biobased construction 
materials considering the 
production (cradle-to-gate) 
emission and subsequent 
biogenic carbon sequestration 
from replanting of 1 kg of each. 

Note: Straw and bamboo 
allow for fast cooling of the 
atmosphere in the near term 
(cooling within a decade) due 
to short rotation periods, while 
sawn wood and glue-laminated 
(glulam) timber only reach 
negative temperature change 
starting from about 2040 
onwards.
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architecture, and possibly add value to local agricultural practices by creating new streams for 
by-products’ valorisation, as well as creating jobs in local communities. Today, there are already 
some promising examples: wheat straw can be turned into an added-value product as insulation 
material (Pittau et al. 2018); bamboo forests can be used to supply building materials in local 
production workshop allowing farmers to obtain additional revenue from both carbon credits and 
transformed bamboo products (Zea Escamilla et al. 2016). Furthermore, the use of fast-growing 
biomass provides additional revenues in the hinterlands, which are usually impoverished places. 

Diversity of biomass use is also key to minimise the risks of land-use changes and inter-sectoral 
competition. Here, policymakers can learn from past mistakes made with first-generation biofuel 
production from maize, sugar cane or vegetable oil. The use of these commodities for biofuel rather 
than food production can threaten global food security. Moreover, converting forests into farmland is 
generally not recommended as forests provide an array of ecosystem services (Creutzig et al. 2021). 
To avoid those mistakes, cross-sectoral policies should be developed considering the needs and 
challenges of the energy, agriculture and building sectors, as well as environmental consequences 
of land use and land-use change, instead of waiting for market self-regulation (Lapola et al. 2014).

5. POLICY LEVERS AND BEYOND 
To facilitate the use of biogenic materials for construction, a policy and legal framework is needed.

A legal framework would reassure investors and insurance companies. Devising a legal framework 
would, of course, need to be tailored to each country’s existing legal landscape. The International 
Standard Organisation (ISO) has recently released standards on bamboo construction for bamboo 
culm and engineered bamboo (ISO 2021, 2022). This first step allows engineers to design bamboo 
structures. Similar frameworks are needed for the use of agricultural waste products (e.g. straw) 
in construction materials.

A robust supply chain of materials is needed. The current policies for afforestation linked with 
carbon storage strategies can have synergetic effects when bamboo forests are planted. Indeed, 
bamboo forests reach maturity after five years, after which the first bamboo pole can be extracted, 
and as no clear cuts are made, the bamboo harvesting maintains the carbon stock of the land 
(Zea Escamilla et al. 2016). China is planning to plant 1 million ha of bamboo by 2030, which will 
increase the current bamboo forest area by 20% (King 2020).

Changes are needed in the regulatory frameworks to provide clarity and agreement on how to 
account for the potential benefit of temporary carbon storage in biogenic materials (Hoxha et al. 
2020). For instance, neither Switzerland nor Germany includes temporary carbon storage in carbon 
accounting, which gives only the substitution advantage to biobased materials. In contrast, France 
and the Netherlands include negative carbon from biomass, but do not consider the regrowth 
time, which gives the full DF benefit for the use of biobased materials without accounting for the 
short-term increase of emissions associated with timber-based products.

Second, alignment with energy policies is needed. In Europe, the primary source of renewable 
energy is bioenergy (comprising 60% of renewable energy), for which most feedstock is provided by 
forestry (75% of biomass comes from forestry residues and 25% from agriculture residues) (Scarlat 
et al. 2019). Today, mainly dedicated energy crops are used as feedstock to produce transport 
biofuel. In the EU, maize is the primary feedstock for ethanol, followed by sugar beet, wheat, other 
cereals and molasses and, lastly, wastes and residues (European Commission 2020). However, 
as the subsidies shift from dedicated energy crops to residues (Einarsson & Persson 2017), straw 
will become a more critical feedstock because the biological composition of straw (a high lignin 
content) makes it ‘highly suitable’ for bioethanol production (Iqbal et al. 2016). The potential for 
straw and other agricultural residues as a feedstock for bioenergy (within Europe) has been subject 
to numerous studies in the past years (Einarsson & Persson 2017; Scarlat et al. 2010). In 2019, straw 
accounted for 75% of the agricultural residues produced in the EU-28 (Scarlat et al. 2019). This shift 
in straw use does not seem beneficial for the climate since bioethanol is only providing a carbon-
neutral solution while strawbale insulation is providing a temporary carbon-negative solution.
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Third, current EU agriculture policy subsidises straw incorporation in soil to increase soil organic 
carbon (SOC). Studies reviewed by Powlson et al. (2008) have estimated that increasing the SOC 
of arable land with manure, cereal straw or biosolids (sewage sludge) could compensate 1–2% 
of annual anthropogenic emissions. However, the increase of SOC per ton of straw incorporated 
declines significantly after the first 20 years of straw incorporation (Powlson et al. 2008). 
Furthermore, Cook et al. (2013) found that the increase of SOC is more significant for applying 
manure (by a factor of 4) and biosolids (by a factor of 100) than by incorporating straw.

6. CONCLUSIONS
The coordination of an interdepartmental policy strategy between the energy, agriculture, 
housing and construction sectors can hasten a transition to a low carbon society, in this case 
by promoting the use of fast-growing biobased materials for construction. Current incentives for 
farmers to incorporate straw leads to short-term carbon storage, which is not efficient. Current 
energy incentives might shift part of the straw towards bioenergy production, which leads to zero 
carbon emission and a very small fraction of energy covered. In contrast, promoting a carbon-
negative buildings standard could accelerate the use of strawbale insulation which would allow 
for a reduction in energy demand in addition to the long-term storage of carbon in the built 
environment. The policy lever available appears to lie with incentivising changes to the agriculture 
sector.

To mainstream the use of fast-growing biobased building materials, it is important to act on the 
many different levels of the value chain, linking resource producers to the final building contractor 
(Simpson et al. 2020). Incentives are needed to motivate farmers to restructure their activities and 
orient their by-products towards the construction industry. Furthermore, educational institutions 
need to train construction workers, engineers and architects to work with such materials. Finally, 
top-down constraints are also required. Laws and local regulations can specify the minimum 
amount of fast-growing biobased materials in building projects to secure the demand and allow 
local producers to step up on the supply side. Similarly, public institutions as clients can also use 
their procurement policies to create demand for fast-growing biobased products in buildings and 
infrastructure.

In regions where structural material is needed, bamboo forests can supply a significant part of 
the demand and could supply more with increased bamboo forestry activities and afforestation. 
In regions where insulation materials are needed, straw is an abundant by-product of wheat 
production and can already supply the demand in Europe (Göswein et al. 2021) and North America. 
Therefore, timber should not be the primary material of focus in order to turn the global building 
stock into a carbon sink.

The materials are there in abundance. The technology is ready, tested and already implemented in 
a multitude of buildings. What is lacking is a structured value chain. Positive change can be created 
quickly by creating both supply push (agriculture incentive) and demand pull (public procurement 
and regulatory demand). Middle actors will need training provided by established construction 
associations or the vocational and professional education sector. Shifting future buildings to use 
a wide range of fast-growing biobased materials is a truly sustainable choice, providing climate, 
financial and social benefit across the globe. 

NOTE
1	 See https://www.kbob.admin.ch/kbob/de/home.html/.
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