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This book is a splendid, and timely, achievement. It serves as an authoritative text on Biochar, while simultaneously advocating its potential in addressing environmental and food security issues. But what is Biochar? Basically it’s charcoal, but not produced for burning as fuel, rather for mixing in the soil. Technically, as the editor’s excellent opening chapter tells us, it is the product of thermal decomposition of organic matter under a limited supply of oxygen – or (basically) “pyrolysis”. An actual definition, according to the International Biochar Initiative, is given (rather strangely) only on page 108. The next question is: why biochar? Well, the practice of incorporating charred organic matter into the soil was apparently an indigenous practice of the Amazonian Indians. The dark soils that resulted, the Terra Preta, simply made crops grow better, over a sustained period of time. And scientific investigations of the effect of biochar as a soil amendment, show that, as well as directly adding minerals, it indeed enhances certain properties – including uptake of nutrients, more efficient use of fertilizers, rainwater infiltration and toxin neutralisation. It is “more efficient at enhancing soil quality than any other organic soil amendment” according to the editors. 
What, however, makes biochar even more special, is the fact that it also locks up carbon in the soil for a very, very long time: up to 7,000 years and counting in the case of the Terra Preta soils of the Amazon. This is carbon sequestration at its very best, because the carbon is not just simply stored under lock and key (so to speak) but is actively employed improving soils for plant growth: it’s climate change mitigation that directly improves food production.  As though that was not enough, the process of producing biochar from organic matter generates energy through the by-products of gases and oils; and biochar can clean up the city by potentially being produced from green wastes. 
The 22 chapter book is divided into four main areas. First biochar’s properties, then “production and application”, thirdly “environmental processes” and finally “implementation”. The chapters are thus thematically arranged, and provide a logical continuity. It doesn’t take long to see that, despite the disparate authorship of these chapters, there is uniform quality from scientific authorities. While no doubt there has been time-pressure to produce the book in good time for the Copenhagen COP later this year, this is anything but a hastily cobbled together set of conference papers (the reader’s nightmare). And the presentation is firstly class: easy-to-read double columns and generous use of diagrams, drawing, tables and charts. You don’t have to be an organic chemist to understand this book, but much of the material is quite technical. It is an authoritative text after all. To the very broad constituency of readers that it will attract (climate change experts; agronomists; energy specialists; environmentalists), the first chapter itself may satisfy their main interests: it summarises the full story in easy, readable terms. The rest of the book then serves as reference material – which is not only well indexed, but also has a very valuable list of abbreviations and explanations of SI units (to help answer the question, for example, what is a petagram?).
At the outset this reviewer noted the dual goal of the book: to act as a text on biochar, while putting forward the argument for its potential environmental impact. The first objective is achieved admirably, the second, marginally less so. While the editors provide a balanced but powerful argument, the foreword by Tim Flannery provides a “green mist moment” with his extravagant claim that “[biochar represents] the single most important initiative for humanity’s environmental future”. That sort of hype can be counter-productive: there will be surely formidably practical barriers to full-scale adoption of biochar. More useful (and with far greater impact) is the sort of information snippet the editors provide us with: “diverting merely 1% of annual net plant uptake into biochar would mitigate almost 10% of current anthropogenic C emissions”. And the final chapter on policy could certainly have been punchier: why not a list of “policy points” for decision makers? But, all-in-all this is a must for anyone seriously concerned with the environment…or climate change…or food production. As someone who is concerned with all the above, and a university lecturer as well, your reviewer will make full and regular use of his copy. 
