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December 18, 2008

Renee Littaua

California Air Resources Board

1001 I Street

Sacramento CA 95814


Re: Comments from December 2 LCFS Workshop

Dear Ms. Littaua:

On behalf of our client the California Biomass Energy Alliance (CBEA), I would like to submit the following comments on the Discussion Draft of the Low Carbon Fuel Standard regulations. 


CBEA is a trade association comprised of the State’s solid fuel biomass electricity generating facilities.  There are 31 such biomass facilities in California, generating roughly 600 MWs of renewable power, which is approximately 1½% of the overall power generated in the State, and 17½% of all the renewable power. 

The biomass power industry is important to the State of California for several reasons. First, biomass power is needed to help California meet its renewable energy mandates (AB 1078 / SB 107).  Existing biomass facilities are a large component of the Investor Owned Utilities (IOUs) Renewable Portfolio Standard (RPS) baseline as they attempt to reach a goal of 20% renewables by 2010.  Because biomass power is baseload power, meaning it runs all the time, not having to wait for the wind to blow or the sun to shine, it is an important component of making the renewables mandates work. This is why there are an additional ~100 MWs of signed biomass contracts under the State’s RPS.  Second, California’s biomass industry consumes 7½ million tons of wood waste every year, helping local governments throughout the State meet their landfill diversion requirements set by AB 949 (Sher, 1990), reducing the amount of open burning of agricultural and forestry waste, and reducing the risk of catastrophic wildfires by supporting thinning on overgrown forest lands. 


Finally, and importantly, biomass power facilities have a net negative impact on greenhouse-gas (GHG) emissions. Diverting waste from high GWP (methane) disposal methods like landfills and open burning actually reduces GHG emissions on a true net basis. This is in addition to the GHG reduction that results from the displacement of utility fossil-fueled generation by the renewable power generation. New biomass facilities will be needed to help California meet its mandated GHG reductions (AB 32).


Although CBEA members are generating electricity and not producing transportation fuel, the industry is extremely concerned with the definition of biomass outlined in the current draft LCFS regulations (Section 95420). Such a restrictive and baseless definition would not only stifle the development of new biomass-based transportation fuel technologies, it is likely to find its way into the power sector and actually shut down parts of the current biomass power industry and stifle the development of new facilities. This definition also puts an added burden on only one biomass fuel type, forest residues, and totally excludes a major fraction of the biomass industry fuel, that being urban-generated wood wastes diverted from landfill disposal.  Every fuel in the LCFS regulations goes through a lifecycle analysis to determine its carbon intensity.  Regardless of the outcome of that analysis, only biomass fuel derived from wood waste would have to pass a second test, that being restrictions on the origin of the wood waste.  Ironically, the amount of benefit the state derives from the use of forest-residue fuels, including reduced wildfire risk and healthier forests, is greater than the amount of benefits associated with any other kind of biomass fuel.  And federal forest lands in California tend to be in much worse shape than private forest land.  The proposed definition therefore restricts the very kind of biomass that the state should be trying to promote.

Federally managed forestland-derived biomass fuel is the waste produced from a forest operation, which on public lands are increasingly focused on fuels reduction.  Fuels reduction is conducted by the U.S. Forest Service in an effort to reduce insects, diseases, and catastrophic forest fires.  No forest-harvesting activities of any type are permitted on forest lands in California (State, Federal, or private) without first undergoing the most rigorous environmental analyses.  These analyses take into account issues regarding the project affects on wildlife habitat, water quality, cultural resources, and many other factors.  From all these projects, waste is generated. The waste is comprised of non-merchantable timber, dead and dying trees, tree tops and limbs, and brush.  Mature and/or merchantable trees are not being cut down to fuel any biomass facility.  To assume so would be a ridiculous presumption, especially given the economic limitations on the biomass power plants’ ability to pay for waste wood. These forest operations are occurring and will continue to occur on public lands with or without the existence of a biomass power generating or transportation fuel industry to take the waste. Also, the cost of a fuel-reduction project is high, anywhere from $200 to $800/acre or more per treatment. Such an activity could not be undertaken solely within the economic structure of a biomass plant, which is constrained by its power contract with a utility.  Biomass generators would seek another source of fuel, such as agriculture or urban wood wastes, before incurring more than just the transportation costs for forest-derived fuel. 

 


Some may have argued for the proposed definition based on a notion that if there is a proliferation of biomass transportation-fuel production facilities, competing with biomass energy facilities, the economics of a forest operation will change, prompting fuel removal specifically for these facilities. This argument is completely unfounded and ignores the fact that research shows that State biomass resources are sufficient to supply a substantially larger amount of renewable electricity than is presently generated, as well as serving as feedstock for biofuels and bioproducts. An assessment of biomass resources in California was conducted by the California Biomass Collaborative on behalf of the CEC’s PIER program in 2006 for the purposes of evaluating the potential quantities of biomass that can be used for energy, fuels, and other products in California.
 That study identified that out of the total amount of biomass in the state, 32 million BDT/y in 2005 was considered to be available on a technically sustainable basis, increasing to 40 million BDT/y in 2020. That includes more than 14 million BDT/y of forestry wastes, 8 million BDT/y of agriculture residues, and 9 million BDT/y of usable urban waste wood.  Based on these numbers, electrical energy contributions from biomass in 2020 could reach 52 TWh, or nearly 15% of statewide consumption (355 TWh), compared to about 2% today, and unlike most other renewables, these resources could be developed without the necessity of building major new transmission lines in the state. 

What these numbers do not show, however, is that while there is plenty of fuel available, the economics of a plant dictate how far a facility can go to get fuel. The economics for CBEA members are constrained by their power contracts.  A transportation-biofuel facility would likely have similar constraints. The economic reality is that all the plants are competing for the least cost fuel. And, when the least cost fuel goes away, so do those facilities. The history of the biomass power industry proves this point. There were once 55 biomass plants operating in California (see the attached map).  More than half of those facilities were specifically located in forest locations because all the forest operations were creating large amounts of waste. As the US Forest Service shifted its activities to less management, less waste was  produced and many biomass plants shut down. If you believe the rationale for the biomass definition in the LCFS regulations, then the US Forest Service would have been pressured to continue its operations in order to supply the waste fuel to those plants, and those plants would still be running today.  That clearly did not happen.  

While it  is  not CBEA’s mission to lobby for sustainable forest practices, ARB must consider the question of what happens to the waste if it has nowhere to go.  Currently, if there isn’t a facility within a reasonable distance, the waste simply stays in the forest. The larger operations are required to pile the waste and burn it as soon as conditions are appropriate, because the risk of wildfire is too great if residue is left on the ground. Typically, anything under 4 tons/acre remains in the forest to decay, in the process generating GHG emissions, and becomes fuel for a forest fire. It is like leaving a 15’ x 15’ box of matches on the forest floor waiting for a light.  Without the existing biomass industry, this problem is exacerbated.


We would like to submit for the record a published report demonstrating that appropriately managed forests, which are forests that dispose of waste generated by fuel reduction projects, are more likely to survive and regrow after a wildfire. The attached study shows this.

Finally, the exclusion of urban-derived wood wastes, a sizable fraction of the biomass power industry’s fuel base, from the definition as a qualifying renewable biomass component cannot be justified on any environmental grounds. It is almost as if the lack of mention of urban waste wood as a qualifying renewable biomass component was an oversight.

In conclusion, we request that the definition of “renewable biomass” included as point number 25 in the discussion draft of Section 94520 be deleted in its entirety. The term does not require definition since it is not used in the regulation. Its inclusion could have severe adverse effects on the biomass power industry because its presence could well be extended to biomass technologies beyond the LCFS. The California Energy Commission has developed an acceptable definition of biomass, which is referenced in point number 3 of the proposed definitions. This definition should be adopted as the definition of renewable biomass.

Very truly yours,
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Julee Malinowski-Ball

Public Policy Advocates
Attachments

� http://www.energy.ca.gov/2006publications/CEC-500-2006-094/CEC-500-2006-094-D.PDF





1015 K Street, Suite 200, Sacramento, CA 95814
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