
 

 

July 20, 2010 
 
The Honorable Barbara Boxer    The Honorable James Inhofe 
Senate Environment and Public Works Committee Senate Environment and Public Works Committee 
Washington, DC      Washington, DC 
 
The Honorable Jeff Bingaman    The Honorable Lisa Murkowski 
Senate Energy & Natural Resources Committee  Senate Energy & Natural Resources Committee 
Washington, DC      Washington, DC 
 
The Honorable Blanche Lincoln    The Honorable Saxby Chambliss 
Senate Agriculture Committee    Senate Agriculture Committee 
Washington, DC      Washington, DC 
 
Dear Chairmen Boxer, Bingaman, and Lincoln and Ranking Members Inhofe, Murkowski, and Chambliss: 
 
We write to express our concern that equating biogenic carbon emissions with fossil fuel emissions, such as 
contemplated in the EPA Tailoring Rule and other policies, is not consistent with good science and, if not corrected, 
could stop the development of new emission reducing biomass energy facilities.  It could also encourage existing 
biomass energy facilities to convert to fossil fuels or cease producing renewable energy.  This is counter to our country's 
renewable energy and climate mitigation goals. 
 
The carbon dioxide released from the combustion or decay of woody biomass is part of the global cycle of biogenic 
carbon and does not increase the amount of carbon in circulation.  In contrast, carbon dioxide released from fossil fuels 
increases the amount of carbon in the cycle.    
 
The EPA’s final Tailoring Rule defines what stationary sources will be subject to greenhouse gas (GHG) emission controls 
and regulations during a phase-in process beginning on January 2, 2011.  In the draft Tailoring Rule, the EPA proposed to 
calculate GHG emissions relying on the EPA’s Inventory of U.S. Greenhouse Gas Emissions and Sinks.  In the final rule, 
EPA ignored its own inventory methods and equated biogenic GHG emissions with fossil fuel emissions, which is 
incorrect and will impede the development of renewable biomass energy sources.   
 
The carbon released from fossil fuels has been long separated from the global carbon cycle and adds to the total amount 
of carbon in active circulation between the atmosphere and biosphere.  In contrast, the CO2 released from burning 
woody biomass was absorbed as part of the “biogenic” carbon cycle where plants absorb CO2 as they grow (through 
photosynthesis), and release carbon dioxide as they decay or are burned.  This cycle releases no new carbon dioxide into 
the atmosphere, which is why it is termed “carbon neutral”.  It is unrelated to the GHG emissions produced from 
extracting and burning fossil fuels, except insofar as it can be used to offset or avoid the introduction of new carbon 
dioxide into the atmosphere from fossil fuel sources.  Biogenic GHG emissions will occur through tree mortality and 
decay whether or not the biomass is used as an energy source.  Some regions of the United States have rampant 
wildfires contributing pulses of greenhouse gases to the atmosphere.  Capturing the energy value of these materials 
thereby offsetting fossil fuel emissions generates a net effect from burning biomass that is better than carbon neutral.   
  
In terms of their greenhouse gas properties, there is no difference between biogenic and fossil fuel carbon dioxide.  The 
difference derives from where the carbon was sourced.  Burning fossil fuels that are mined from millennia-old deposits 
of carbon produces an addition to carbon in the atmosphere, whereas burning woody biomass recycles renewable plant 
growth in a sustainable carbon equilibrium producing carbon neutral energy.  Fossil fuels also produce other greenhouse 
gases and pollutants with more negative environmental impacts than woody biomass. 
 
Though biogenic carbon is part of the natural carbon cycle, to be considered “absolutely carbon neutral” in the short 
term, biomass must be re-grown at the same rate it is consumed.  Because forests and trees are changing constantly, 



 

 

this does not happen everywhere at once.  For example, the current bark beetle epidemic in the western United States 
has killed 17 million acres of forests.  This will result in an unavoidable ‘pulse’ of carbon dioxide over several years and 
decades unless that material is used for products or energy that can offset the emissions from fossil fuels.  Humans can 
mitigate some natural disturbances, but cannot stop them.  As a result, the only way to ensure biomass is being replaced 
at the rate its removed is through sustainable forest management.  The regeneration of the forest along with setting the 
volume of removals to be no greater than new growth less mortality results in stable levels of carbon in the forest and 
sustainable removals as a carbon neutral source for energy or other products.  
 
While avoiding deforestation is important in developing countries and is of some concern around urban growth areas in 
the United States, reforestation, certification systems and programs promoting sustainable management of our working 
forests have resulted in forest increases exceeding losses.  Currently, there are 750 million acres of forest land in the 
United States and this number is largely stable even as some forest land has been converted for development.1  Forest 
growth nationally has exceeded harvest resulting in the average standing volume of wood per acre nation-wide 
increasing about 50% since 1952; in the eastern United States, average volume per acre has almost doubled.  In the 
southeast, net volume of all trees increased 12% from 1997 to 2007 and forests are reforested and growing well.2    
 
Forests are our nation’s primary source of renewable materials and second largest source of renewable energy after 
hydropower.  Sustainable development of new and traditional uses of our forests helps reduce GHG emissions3  and has 
the important benefit of providing economic incentives for keeping lands in forests and reducing the motivation for land 
conversion.   
 
A consortium of research institutions has, over the last decade, developed life cycle measures of all inputs and all 
outputs associated with the ways that we use wood: a thorough environmental footprint of not just managing the 
forest, but harvesting, transportation, producing products or biofuels, buildings or other products, maintenance and 
their ultimate disposal. 4  Results of this research are clear.  When looking across the carbon life cycle, biomass burning 
does produce some fossil fuel emissions from harvesting, transportation, feedstock preparation and processing.  These 
impacts, however, are substantially more than offset by eliminating the emissions from using a fossil fuel.  Sustainable 
removals of biomass feedstocks used for energy produce a reduction in carbon emissions year after year through a 
reduction in fossil fuel emissions far greater than all of the emissions from feedstock collection and processing.  When 
wood removals are used to produce both renewable materials as well as bio-energy, the carbon stored in forest 
products continues to grow year after year, more than off-setting any processing emissions while at the same time 
permanently substituting for fossil fuel intensive materials displacing their emissions.   
 
Finally, biomass power facilities generally contribute to a reduction of greenhouse gases beyond just the displacement 
of fossil fuels.  The use of forest fuels in a modern boiler also eliminates the methane (CH4) emissions from incomplete 
oxidation following open burning, land filling, or decomposition which occurs in the absence of a higher and better use 
for this material.  Methane is a 25 times more powerful greenhouse gas than CO2.  In contrast, the mining of coal and 
exploration for oil and gas release significant amounts of methane and other harmful pollutants into the environment.  
Any modeling to examine the impact of carbon-based fuel sources must account for all of these impacts.  
 
We thank you for the opportunity to share our concern with the EPA’s Tailoring Rule and other pending policies. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 

                                                 
1 Mila Alvarez, The State of America’s Forests (2007), 5. 
2Smith, W.B., P.D. Miles, C.H. Perry and S.A. Pugh. 2009. Forest Resources of the United States, 2007. General Technical Report WO-78. U.S. Department of 
Agriculture, Forest Service.  Washington, DC. 
3 CORRIM, “Maximizing Forest Contributions to Carbon Mitigation: The Science of Life Cycle Analysis – a Summary of CORRIM’s Research Findings.” CORRIM Fact 
Sheets #5, #6, #7  (2009). 
4 IPCC Fourth Assessment Report: Climate Change 2007.  Working Group III: Mitigation of Climate Change.  Chapter 9. Forestry 
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