
WANT TO KNOW MORE?
The International Biochar Initiative (biochar-international.org) is an excellent resource for biochar information. The Biochar Solution 

by Albert Bates and The Biochar Revolution by Paul Taylor are two excellent books on biochar. Of course there are also countless online 
videos exploring the origins, benefits and crafting of biochar.

a specialised form of charcoal 

prepared to benefit the soil. 

A l l  A b o u t  B i o c h a r  -  F A Q ’ s

IS BIOCHAR A NEW THING?
No! Archeolgists and soil scientists know that Indigenous 
peoples around the world have used biochar to greatly improve 
their soils. The most famous example is the “Terra Preta” of 
the Amazon basin – an area the size of France! As early as 500 
BCE, woody material, pottery shards, manures and bones were 
charred in special pits to create rich, black, deep soils that 
continue to be highly fertile today.

HOW DOES IT BENEFIT THE SOIL?
The biochar process produces a crystaline form of Carbon that 
does not breakdown in the soil for up to thousands of years. 
Quality biochar has a fantastic amount of surface area (1 gram 
has the surface area of two tennis courts!) enabling it to store a 
tremendous amount of nutrients. This high degree of porosity 
creates ideal habitat for beneficial microbes and for holding 
water in the soil. Biochar is generally alkaline and can help to 
raise the pH of acidic soils.

AN “ORGANIC” SOIL AMENDMENT?
Yes. Biochar products are eligible for certification under the 
Organic Materials Review Institute (OMRI). Some biochar 
producers obtain this certification while others do not. As long 
as the innoculation process does not use any synthetic nutrients, 
most biochars would meet organic standards.

OTHER BENEFITS?
The process of making biochar releases excess energy that can 
be harnessed for cooking, space heating (i.e. for a greenhouse) 
and even for the generation of electricity. Biochar production can 
reduce pressure on the waste stream by putting organic materials 
to use in the soil and for energy. Biochar is also increasingly used 
in bio-remediation e!orts since its high surface area can “tie-up” 
contaminants. Because biochar transforms organic material into 
a form of Carbon that remains in the soil for up to thousands of 
years, it can be an excellent tool for Carbon sequestration and the 
mitigation of climate change.

HOW IS BIOCHAR MADE?
The process for making biochar is the same today as it was 
during the time of the Terra Preta. Woody biomass is cooked 
in a low-oxygen environment creating a pyrolysis reaction in 
which the impurities (non-Carbon elements) are released as gas. 
These gasses are combusted to create heat, feeding the reaction. 
When all of the gasses have been consumed, the fire is quenched 
leaving behind essentially pure Carbon.

HOW TO APPLY IT?
Before adding biochar to the soil, it’s best to “innoculate” it with 
beneficial organisms and nutrients. This can be achieved by the 
application of compost teas, manure teas, EM, or by blending 
it with compost. High quality biochars come pre-innoculated. 
Biochar is best applied gradually to soils, never exceeding 10% 
of total soil volume. It can be lightly worked in to the surface of 
garden or field soils at any time of the year. Innoculated biochar 
is a great addition to potting soils, seeding trays and planting 
holes for trees, shrubs and perennials.

CAN I MAKE MY OWN?
Yes you can! While perfecting the craft of biochar takes time, it’s 
a very accessible process. For DIY backyard gardeners and small 
farmers, there are a number of simple technologies to chose 
from. Simple “Top-Lit Up-Draft” (TLUD) biochar cookers made 
out of metal cans - from 1 gallon paint cans to 45 gallon drums are 
an easy place to begin. Plans for simple kiln systems and “retort” 
systems (one container inside another) are also available online. 
Like many skills, you will progress more quickly if you seek out 
mentors, workshops or other training opportunities.

DOWN SIDES?
There are legitimate concerns that improperly applied, a biochar 
industry could have negative consequences such as deforestation 
or monocrop production for the generation of biochar feedstock. 
We believe that smaller scale biochar initiatives are the best 
option for ensuring the long-term benefits of this technology.
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