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Bamboo and the Environment 
Bamboo is the fastest growing plant on dry land: clocked shooting skyward at 2 inches an hour. Some 
species grow one and a half meters a day. Bamboo is the fastest growing canopy for the regreening of 
degraded lands, and its stands release 35% more oxygen than equivalent stands of trees. Some bamboo 
even sequester up to 12 tons of carbon dioxide from the air per hectare. 

 
Moso Bamboo shoots grow to 6” in diameter and up to 100’ tall in 3-6 months, quite an impressive carbon storing mechanism 

 
A bamboo forest has an underground root network (rhizome) which connects every shoot together, allowing it to pool its 

resources and grow at an astounding rate. One root network can have 500 shoots growing at once 
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A peerless erosion control agent, its net-like root system creates an effective mechanism for watershed 
protection, stitching the soil together along fragile riverbanks, deforested areas, and in places prone to 
earthquakes and mud slides. Because of its wide-spreading root system, uniquely shaped leaves, and 
dense litter on the forest floor, the sum of stem flow rate and canopy intercept of bamboo is 25%, which 
means that bamboo greatly reduces rain run-off, preventing soil erosion and keeping up to twice as 
much water in the watershed. Bamboo is a pioneering plant and can be grown in soil damaged by 
overgrazing and poor agricultural techniques.  Unlike with most trees, proper harvesting does not kill 
the bamboo plant so topsoil is held in place. 

  
Bamboo grows abundantly and benefits small scale farmers in small towns (above left), while timber harvesting is now typically 

done by corporations that generally use large machines and harvesting methods as seen in the above right and bottom 
pictures. Above right: aerial view of clearcut up to the border of Gifford National Forest in Oregon 

(1)
. (Below: clearcuts on the 

Millicoma Tree Farm in western Oregon, 209,000 acres that is locked, gated and guarded 
(2)
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Bamboo is one of the strongest building materials. Bamboo's tensile strength is 28,000 pounds per 
square inch versus 23,000 pounds per square inch for steel. In the tropics it is possible to plant and 
'grow your own home’. In Costa Rica, 1000 houses of bamboo are built annually with material coming 
only from a 60 hectare bamboo plantation. If an equivalent project used timber, it would require 500 
hectares of our diminishing tropical rainforests. Using bamboo to replace timber saves the rainforests. 
With a 10-30% annual increase in biomass versus 2 to 5% for trees, bamboo creates greater yields of 
raw material for use. One clump can produce 200 poles in three to five years. Bamboo generates a crop 
every year. 

    
simple and affordable bamboo houses like this one in Nicaragua are becoming very common in developing countries (left), a 

two story bamboo-framed house being built in Bangalore, India (right) 

"The Bamboo Forest is an ecological wastewater utilization system that essentially grows away waste, 
producing a marketable crop in the process. Comprised of a subsurface evaporation-transpiration bed 
planted with bamboo and other rapid-growing, non-invasive plants, the system is engineered to provide 
an aerobic rhizosphere (the home of living organisms in the root system), in which damaging polluting 
components are transformed into plant nutrients". Go to the Discover magazine article on Bamboo used 
to treat waste water! 

 
This image taken from www.urbanbiofilter.org shows how bamboo can be used to treat grey water in a Western community 

setting 

Text taken from www.bamboocentral.org 

1. Photo and information taken from Gary Braasch/CORBIS images 
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http://www.urbanbiofilter.org/
http://www.bamboocentral.org/

