Comment on Draft Scoping Plan       June 17, 2022

Dear CARB, 

I am usually a polite and academic type commenter but the draft SB32 scoping update deserves some strong language. This disappointing and frightening document is scientifically inaccurate, deaf to the voices of environmental justice advocates, and inadequate to meet its own greenhouse gas reduction targets.  Its conclusions run counter to its own declarations on centering equity and maximizing health benefits. Actions speak louder than words. This draft update sells the people of California short by trading proven low cost methods of real emissions reduction which improve public health, climate resilience, and equity in favor of unproven technologies which increase air pollution and whose real world efficacy and cost effectiveness are still in question. Even worse it reinforces the political and economic power of climate action's biggest opponents and sends a false signal to the rest of the world that we have plenty of time. 

When so many lives are in the balance, planning should be rigorous; logical, evidence based, and open to correction of deficiencies as soon as they are discovered.  From the perspective of a participating member of the public, who has only attended public workshops and not been privy to other discussions, this faulty draft appears to result from a defective planning process with the following deficiencies: 

1) the early decision to reduce “planning” to a choice between 4 prix fixe scenarios with arbitrary amounts of different measures

2) focus on the singular criterion of reaching carbon neutrality by 2035 or 2045 rather meeting the state's 2030 target

3) failure to fully and appropriately use existing data and modeling methodologies to inform costs and benefits, at the right stage of the process

4) unwillingness to heed calls by climate, health, and environmental justice advocates to correct missteps 1-3.

The only way to fix this problem is to go back and do it right.  The cost of failure to do so will be high: slowing of global climate action as California abandons its position of climate leadership, increased climate impacts due to higher cumulative emissions, and lost opportunities to maximize the public benefit of climate investment.  

The problem with prix fixe scenarios
The planning process put the cart before the horse, deciding on how much of each measure should go into a scenario and bundling them together before properly modeling their impacts.  Urban forests are a good illustration of the problem with this prix fixe method.  While Appendix G does an excellent job describing the health and equity impacts of urban heat islands and air pollution, the extent to which differing amounts of urban tree could mitigate these impacts was not analysed before the scenarios were created, or modeled afterwards,  leaving no basis to determine the “right size” for this strategy. The methodology exists (Sinha, 2021; Brochu, 2022).  It just wasn't applied at the right time in the planning process.   Compiling a list of health benefits for the chosen scenario after the fact is marketing, not decision support.  The same criticism applies to other measures in the scenarios.   

The failure to prioritize rapid near term emissions reductions 
Ignoring the fact that California is not on course to meet its 2030 target sets the draft update on a shaky foundation.   While the reference scenario on p 57 assumes the 2030 target will be met, a backlog of banked cap and trade allowances large enough to replace planned emissions cuts for the next decade,  growing threats to the permanence of the forest carbon which makes up 80% of cap and trade offsets, the slowing of clean energy development, and underperformance in reducing transportation emissions all make this assumption unlikely (Next 10, 2021, IEMAC, 2022). 

California's average annual rate of emissions reduction must accelerate nearly 4 fold over the next 8 years just to reach the state's 2030 target (IEMAC, 2022).   The selected scenario does not do this,  relying instead on CCS and CDR which, by the authors' own admission, are lagging so far behind in reaching commercial readiness that all the scoping plan update scenarios which contain them must already be revised.  

The IPCC says the sole role for CDR is compensating for emissions in difficult to abate sectors, and that it should not be relied upon to make up for foot dragging in sectors where solutions readily exist (IPCC, 2022).   With planetary impacts coming on larger and sooner than predicted and a tipping point looming somewhere in the murky future, taking anything less than the maximum possible action now with the solutions we have at hand would be the gravest mistake.   

Risks of CDR and CCS delay or poor performance not quantified or planned for
CCS, Direct Air Capture, and BECCS  come with energy and emissions penalties, have not yet proven to be scalable and economical, and are the most expensive of mitigation measures. There is great uncertainty as to when these technologies will be available on the scale assumed in the draft scoping update, what they will cost, and how effective they will actually be.  The scoping update must provide a risk analysis with projected social costs of uncaptured or unremoved carbon emissions in the event of delayed rollout and less than projected efficacy, and contingency scenarios with compensatory measures. 

Health impact analysis that is too little and too late 
A major failure of this plan is the exlusion of full quantifiable health impacts from modeling.  The  modeling for  clean air benefits only included  “reduced short-term exposure to PM2.5 and ozone for only two months in 2045.”   The much larger benefits from reduced chronic exposure were not counted, nor were the health harms arising from emissions from new facilities or those from continuing  to permit new fossil fuel extraction in the state for another one vs two decades (Shonkoff, 2021). It's not clear whether harm from increased criteria pollutant emissions from existing facilities retrofitted with CCS was counted as well. 

Chapter Three's tables and narrative include a number of other quantifiable health impacts which were not used in the modeling.  The Integrated Transport and Health Impact Model ITHIM, used to quantify the benefits of physical activity in Chapter 3,  provides an good example of how excluding these quantifiable health co-benefits from modeling can lead to erroneous policy.  In ITHIM, a  low carbon driving strategy which prioritizes EV adoption saves 34 lives a year, all due to improved air quality, while an active transportation strategy with expanded bicycle and pedestrian infrastructure saves 9 lives from clean air and nearly 5000 from physical activity. (CDPH, 2022)   Excluding the benefits of physical activity from modeling supports the erroneous conclusion that prioritizing electric vehicles would save more lives than reducing VMT via active transportation.   Again,  selecting a scenario with less VMT reduction than others, and then vaunting how many lives it will save is PR, not evidence- based support for deciding upon the best target for VMT reduction. 

Zero carbon is not zero pollution

All fuel combustion produces air pollution and carbon capture does not capture it.  The additional energy required for CCS increases direct and indirect emissions of NOx and pm2.5 if it is provided by fuel combustion (EEA, 2011).  Direct Air Carbon Capture is even more energy intense. The draft scoping plan includes new facilities burning gas and biomass for power and grey hydrogen production and facilities for CDR,  but does not count the additional pollution in its health analysis.   There are no provisions for locating these new facilities outside of EJ communities already burdened with high levels of pollution.   

BECCS as a form of CDR and biomass energy for renewable electricity are particular concerns. The 2021 SB 100 Joint Agency Report excluded coal + CCS as an option due to incompatibility with public health priorities (CEC, 2021).   Consistency should require exclusion of biomass as well.  Major national public health organizations including the American Lung Association, the American Academy of Pediatrics,  the National Environmental Health Association and the National Association of City and County Health Officers oppose biomass energy as a public health harm.  EPA regulations allow new and existing biomass boilers to emit 3-27 times more pm2.5 than coal (EPA, 2017).  Burning woody biomass without carbon capture is neither clean nor carbon neutral in the timeframe of the this scoping update, since even burning timber slash for energy (with no trees cut exclusively for fuel) creates a 50 year carbon debt (Law, 2018).  Cultivation of faster growing biomass more appropriate for BECCS would have similar air quality consequences and also compete with food production for land and water, raising prices for those who can least afford them.  

Where's the justice?  
No credit for equity can be given for soliciting EJAC opinions and then ignoring them.  The scoping update's position on dairy digesters is just one excellent example.  Despite strong statements from EJAC members and the public, the selected scenario supports the expansion of manure digesters to a much greater extent than alternative manure management which avoids the production of methane altogether. While the consolidation of dairy livestock from pasture to feedlots is not entirely due to the state's generous biodigester subsidies and valuation of RFS credits,  these policies incentivise the expansion and proliferation of confined feeding operations which, according to the National Academy of Sciences,  pose myriad health threats to surrounding communities (PNAS, 2021).  

In California, in addition to air pollution, dairy CAFOs increase nitrate contamination of drinking water in low income communities of color (Harder, 2013; Smith, 2022).  To compound the injustice, carbon credits purchased from dairy digesters allow urban industries to continue polluting their own neighborhoods, as does combustion of the biogas itself.  Since the market for renewable CNG vehicle fuel is already saturated and expansion of the state's CNG fleet is not contemplated,  increasing the supply of biogas will not decrease traffic pollution.  Injecting dairy biogas into pipelines for residential use will only serve to lengthen our dependence on fossil gas while raising utility bills for low income people who can't afford to electrify.  Burning dairy gas in power plants will continue pollution perpetuate environmental injustice. The fossil gas industry in California has been a major opponent of building electrification which cannot be trusted to refrain from political influence.  To quote a physician friend of mine,  “Biogas is not a bridge, it's a gangplank.”

No support is given for the assumption in scenario 3 that dairy and livestock animal population will decrease 0.5% per year in contrast to the reference scenario, which holds the population constant from 2030 to 2050.  This unfounded assumption that biodigesters lead to a shrinking dairy population makes this measure appear more effective at the same time dairy economists worry that biogas and the LCFS will drive herd expansion (Smith, 2022; McCully, 2021). 

The best way to prevent methane from dairy manure is to make sure the manure is oxygenated so methane never forms, either by pastured grazing or by alternative manure management with composting.   Both of these methods are more cost effective than digesters, and have the potential when done in conformance with regenerative agricultural principles, to be carbon negative,  sequestering more carbon than the manure contains.   

Show us the net cost

The scoping update Overview section contains a graphic demonstrating that, for the world's 15 largest GHG emitters, the cost of inaction is greater than the cost of action.  Not all actions have the same cost or savings, and decisions to act more slowly can incur a cost for inaction as well.  A transparent process would show the public net costs for strategies in each sector, defined as the sum of the cost of implementation and the social cost incurred by unabated carbon emissions minus the savings from fuel and co-benefits. 
This use of the social cost of carbon is analagous to the left side of the scale in the graphic.  While social cost in the current draft plan is defined as economic damage avoided by action,  we need to be able to see and compare the health and economic damage from avoiding to take action as promptly as possible. 
The Climate Impact Lab has developed methodology to predict the cost in terms of mortality and adaptation, per ton of carbon emitted in different jurisdictions, which could be adapted to generate health and other social costs of different emissions reduction trajectories (Carleton, 2022). 
The hazards of “transitional” investment in fossil and biogas
It is unwise to permit construction of natural gas hydrogen facilities and power plants with CCS as  “transitional” measures.  These projects divert capital from and create unfair competition with more longterm solutions such as clean energy, electrification, and demand reduction, but more importantly, they enrich and empower a fossil fuel industry with a history of fighting climate legislation and clean energy (CPUC, 2022; Slowiczek, 2022).   Similarly, injecting hydrogen and biogas into mainstream gas pipelines, rather than directing it exclusively to hard to abate industrial facilities, will delay the transition to all electric buildings, diverting resources from clean alternatives, prolonging natural gas extraction, and condemning low income ratepayers to shoulder the cost of maintaining an aging natural gas distribution system.    Once such plants and pipelines are built, there will be intense political pressure to keep them subsidized and operating for the rest of their working lives.  

Sincerely,  

Wendy Ring MD, MPH

2322 Golf Course Rd

Bayside, CA  95524
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