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Project Overview 

• CATF is working to ensure that policies recognize and 
address the complex climate impacts associated with 
the production of liquid biofuels and biomass-derived 
electricity. 

– Project impetus: false assumption that bioenergy is c-
neutral 

• Science-driven advocacy with a heavy emphasis on 
supporting and interpreting new research. 

– http://www.catf.us/blogs/biofuels/ 

– Giffen’s forthcoming assessment of beneficial biomass 

• Upshot: bioenergy can provide climate benefits as long 
as carefully designed constraints on scale and 
feedstocks are in place. 

– Most current policies are not appropriately targeted, but it’s 
increasingly difficult to sustain the C-neutral assumption 
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Bioenergy is not inherently  

climate neutral 
• Searchinger, et al, “Critical Climate Accounting Error” (2009):  

– Policies have wrongly assumed all biomass-based energy is 
carbon-neutral.  

– “Bioenergy reduces greenhouse emissions only if the growth and 
harvesting of the biomass for energy captures carbon above and 
beyond what would be sequestered anyway and thereby offsets 
emissions from energy use.” 

• Manomet (2010): Even assuming forest regrowth, net CO2 
emissions from a biomass-fired EGU will: 

– Exceed the emissions from a like-sized coal plant for 40 years 

– Exceed the emissions from like-sized natural gas plant for 90+ 
years  

• European Environment Agency Scientific Committee (2011): 

– “The potential consequences of this bioenergy accounting error 
are immense.” 

• Draft SAB Report on EPA Bioengenic Accounting Framework 
(2012) 

– “Only when bioenergy results in additional carbon being 
sequestered above and beyond the anticipated baseline … can 
there be a justification for concluding that such energy use results 
in little or no increase in carbon emissions.”   
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Biofuels: Significant Costs,  

Limited Upside? 

• Farm-grown, commercial-scale liquid 
biofuel production is causing 
substantial environmental and 
economic harm (climate, soil, water, 
food prices). 

• Climate benefits from conventional 
biofuels are modest compared to the 
front-end CO2 releases caused by 
market-mediated land use changes. 

• And for what? All US corn would 
displace <20% US gasoline use. 

• CATF is funding top researchers, 
engaging policymakers, and litigating 
misguided regulations.      
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Biomass-based energy production 

• CATF is pursuing a combination of 
measures to preserve and enhance the 
climate-related opportunities that forest 
biomass power can provide. 

• Challenge poorly-designed policies:   
– challenge EPA’s deferral rule; critique 

EPA’s draft accounting framework  

• Identify and advocate climate-friendly 
forest management practices:  
– identify presumptively beneficial 

feedstocks/applications 

• Promote sensible biomass power 
options:  
– engage in SAB review process; advise 

SENR Committee on CES; comment 
on MA REC analysis; work with EPA on 
forthcoming Title V / PSD regs  
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CO2 emissions (biomass vs fossil) 
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Source:  Biomass Energy Resource Center.  2012.  Biomass supply and 

carbon accounting for southeastern forests. 



A comparison of burning sustainably produced 
biomass versus natural gas to produce electricity

1. Biomass

Scenario

Y MWHs 

produced

Net effect on atmospheric greenhouse gas levels if biomass is burned 
rather than natural gas to produce electricity, note if biomass is burned, 

this reduces the carbon stored by forests

@2Z tons 

of CO2

emitted*

Growth of 2ZHarvest of 2Z

Growth = Harvest

Net effect on atmospheric greenhouse gas levels if natural gas is burned to 
produce electricity while forest sequestration is increased by the amount 

of biomass fuels needed to produce the same amount of energy

Y MWHs 

produced

2. Natural

Gas

Scenario

Z tons 

of CO2

emitted*

No harvest for 

biomass

Growth of 2Z

In the short term, net result is that AGHG levels are 2Z higher from burning biomass.

Take 

Home 

Message

Burning 

biomass 

increases 

short term 

AGHG levels 

even if the 

biomass 

comes from 

sustained 

yield 

forestry

THE STARTING POINT FOR ANALYSIS



Forest TSC sequestration rates 

CATF  |  Bioenergy Project  | 8 

T
O

N
N

E
S

 C
A

R
B

O
N

 

SOURCE: Walker, et al. (2010) (Scenario 1). 



Carbon recovery times 
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SOURCE: Walker, et al. (2010). 



Source/uses in Northeast US that are 

presumptive beneficial for climate (20yrs)  

GHG Reduction Sources of Biomass Fuel Use Displaced 

maximum  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
minimum 

Wood that would otherwise be burned for disposal, e.g., 

wood from some land clearing operations, wood from 

some fire hazard reduction operations, some urban 

wood waste.  

Heating with oil (includes 

thermally led CHP that 

displaces oil). 

Wood from qualifying biomass plantations 

 

Generating electricity with 

coal 

 

Wood that would otherwise be left to decompose, e.g., 

limbs/tops from trees harvested for sawlogs and other 

purposes; some land clearing debris, wood from some 

fire hazard reduction operations, and some urban wood 

waste. 

 

Heating with natural gas  

Potentially whole tree chips from decadent stands which 

are replaced with fast growing species (further analysis 

is required to confirm GHG benefit; these are likely to 

be beneficial only if used to displace heating with oil).  

Generating electricity with 

natural gas provided that 

the biomass fuel is from 

Source 1 or 2 above  
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