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A number of key stakeholders involved in the greenhouse gas (GHG) process have advocated the position that biomass burning for energy generation (biomass burning) be considered carbon-neutral (e.g., Energy and Solid Waste Sector Working Group memo of 22 June 2004, page 21).  Several stakeholders have articulated a number of specific concerns with this position and with related issues, as summarized below.

1. While the concept of allowing biomass burning to claim some level of carbon neutrality has appeal from a policy standpoint - encouraging sustainable use of Maine's forests and reducing reliance on fossil fuels, for example –the issue is extremely complex. It needs full and careful consideration, with all of the assumptions underlying such a broad statement explicitly stated.  Biomass burning to replace fossil fuels in energy generation is a positive step; however, it must be acknowledged that biomass generating plants emit more (in some cases, much more) CO2 per MWH generated than other energy sources (see the attached charts supplied by Environment Northeast based on data from MSB Energy Associates).  In the short- to medium-term, biomass generation actually will result in increased CO2 emissions from the energy sector if the conditions that lead to true neutrality accounting are not articulated and followed.

Tom Peterson noted in a memo written in late March, 2004:  "Therefore, to address carbon neutrality when designing biomass policy options stakeholders must decide on:  1) the timing of sequestration vs. combustion (before or after); 2) the period of analysis (stop at 2020, or go later); 3) the discount rate (zero or some positive number); 4) the location of activities that emit or save GHG's (imports or exports); and, 5) the level and timing of ancillary GHG effects."

This goes to the heart of the matter.  To consider biomass burning as carbon neutral, the GHG reduction plan must seriously address and discuss all of the key assumptions that one needs to make to have true neutrality:  that trees are grown efficiently; trees are harvested and transported efficiently; and, tree biomass is burned efficiently.  Any inefficiency weakens the case for carbon neutrality.  The plan must also address how long trees grow before they are cut; the quantity of byproducts (green chips, mill residue, etc.) burned vs. whether the forest (acres, species, and harvesting rates) is sequestering a sufficient amount of carbon to offset the stack emissions; and it must address the issue of imports and exports.

The plan must be clear about the time frame over which sequestration offsets emissions (to achieve neutrality, the harvest cycle likely will exceed 60 years –  much farther out than 2010 or 2020).  If these issues are not addressed, it is possible - even likely - that increased biomass burning - as might be encouraged by state policy - will release carbon at a greater rate than that sequestered in the forest. 

2. Some carbon neutrality advocates claim that Maine's biomass plants burn only "waste" from wood processing industries (e.g., sawmills and paper mills) and that almost no new (“green”) trees are cut down for biomass.  

The Maine Forest Service “Wood Processor Reports” document that 1.8 million green tons of biomass chips were harvested in Maine in 2002, and that Maine's forest products industry burned 2.3 million tons of hog fuel, of which 1.6 million tons was harvested in Maine (the rest was imports).  Green trees are being harvested and burned for biomass, and the amount is significant.

All else held constant (e.g., sawmill production), it seems likely that any increase in biomass burning resulting from renewable portfolio standards, subsidies, or other policy measures will lead to more green tree harvesting.

This is not necessarily a bad thing, if the trees harvested originate from well-managed forest lands and capture anticipated mortality, but we need to tell the whole story.

There is an ancillary concern about this topic.  While the bulk of what biomass plants burn is waste from wood processing facilities, it is our understanding that at least some of them are licensed to burn other materials, such as construction waste (even from out of state), pressure treated lumber, and peat.  How are those materials - which should not be counted as carbon-neutral - accounted for?

3. Several stakeholders have shared with us their concern that biomass burning is counted as an emission in the forestry sector, when it really is an emission in the energy and solid waste sector.  Accounting for biomass burning in the forestry sector seems to diffuse the attention that rightly should be focused on our consumption of energy in this state.

4. This is, in part, a policy issue, and a policy decision may be made that some portion of biomass burning will qualify for carbon neutrality.  The DEP strongly recommends that the feedstock should come from forests certified as well managed (sustainable).  The Governor has endorsed certification broadly, so the certification standard should not be limited to FSC, as some have argued.

Biomass proponents have noted the challenges of measuring how much feedstock originates from certified sources.  We do not think the problem is intractable, provided that state regulatory agencies remain flexible.  MFS can determine with reasonable certainty how much wood gets used by sawmills and paper mills.  It also can determine with reasonable certainty how much wood is harvested in the form of biomass chips.  It tracks imports and exports of round wood and chips.  Through the landowner reporting system, we can identify how much wood is harvested on certified lands.  We assume that biomass burners can account for how much tonnage they receive each year from (1) wood processing facilities in the form of residue or waste; and, (2) loggers in the form of biomass chips.  Assuming reasonable interpretations by the regulatory agencies, I believe we can support an assumption that:  if X% of the wood processing residue volume and Y% of the biomass chip volume originate from certified lands and is consumed locally, then the biomass plants can claim that Z% of their output is "carbon-neutral."

Current forest certification programs do not establish harvesting guidelines based on carbon sequestration rates.  You may want to consider requiring a supplemental assessment of the sequestration rates of the source material (e.g., in the case of green-tree harvesting) or a dedicated/defined area that can be evaluated for its sequestration capability, i.e., allowing a quantification of the amount of carbon sequestered in the forest to offset the stack emissions.

5. If biomass burning for energy generation is given carbon-neutral status, there are concerns about the allocation of costs and benefits associated with any carbon trading markets that may become operational in the future, as well as any proposed subsidies for biomass energy generation.

In the former case, we want to make sure those forest landowners who commit to carbon-friendly practices can benefit in the marketplace from that commitment, and that the credit for such practices is not automatically taken by processing or energy-producing facilities without compensation for the landowner.

In the latter case, it may be more efficient to implement policy measures that ensure the market reflects something approaching the true cost of fossil fuels.  Subsidizing biomass burning to help us attain our GHG targets may turn out to be counterproductive to the extent that biomass burning generates so much more CO2 per kwh generated that it constrains our ability to attain reduction targets in the short- and medium-term.


6. From an accounting standpoint, in a February 19, 2004 email, Michael Gillenwater (national greenhouse gas inventory expert) wrote to the DEP’s Kevin McDonald:  "As for the perceived inconsistency between biomass combustion neutrality assumptions and the forest stock estimates, I can clarify that.  Under the inventory reporting framework developed under the IPCC, it is not (emphasis added) assumed that biomass combustion is carbon neutral (although it is incorrectly presented that way by some).  What is assumed is that net carbon emissions from biomass combustion are accounted for under the Land-Use Change and Forestry (LUCF) Sector.  In other words, it is assumed that if the combustion of biomass leads to a net change in the stocks of biomass carbon, that change will be captured under the LUCF accounting, and therefore can be ignored in accounting for energy emissions.  This approach was taken because of the problem with double counting if emissions were estimated under the Energy Sector and then also accounted for under the LUCF Sector.”   I would point out that this understanding is consistent with the PUC Advisors’ Recommended Report (Docket 2002-745), December 3, 2003.  

I would ask that you thoughtfully discuss these concerns at the July 29 meeting. I would ask Jack Kartez, your facilitator, and Tom Peterson, the principal technical consultant, to identify as clearly as possible areas of agreement regarding these issues.  Please know how much I appreciate your efforts in this matter.  You are helping Maine lead the nation in responding to this aspect of the climate change challenge.
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