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June 15, 2009

Roy Cowdrey, Chair

Greenfield Zoning Board of Appeals

14 Court Square

Greenfield, MA 01301

Dear Mr. Cowdrey:

We are poised to make the serious and potentially irreversible mistake of burning trees to generate electricity in new biomass plants.  This action would greatly increase greenhouse gas emissions in three ways.  1) Burning wood emits copious amounts of carbon dioxide (CO2).  For each unit of energy generated, biomass emits more than 1.5 times as much CO2 as coal.  CO2 is not removed by air pollution control equipment.  2) Trees that sequester CO2 would be destroyed in the process.  3) Petroleum is used, and CO2 is thus emitted, in cutting the trees, processing them into wood chips, hauling them in trucks that get less than 10 miles to the gallon, to facilities that each cost hundreds of millions of dollars and take significant amounts of energy to build.  
Trees are not currently sequestering as much carbon dioxide as we would like, as evidenced by CO2 concentrations in the atmosphere that are increasing with time.  Thus, we do not have “extra” trees available to burn.  According to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), once CO2 is emitted, it remains in the atmosphere for “decades to centuries.”  This makes sense when one considers that it takes a minute to burn a tree in a biomass plant, whereas it takes multiple decades to grow that tree.  The myth of biomass carbon neutrality, that trees will grow back as fast as one burns them, is an unfortunate error in need of correction.
EPA recently ruled that greenhouse gases such as CO2 endanger public health:  “For a given amount of CO2 released today, about half will be taken up by the oceans and terrestrial vegetation over the next 30 years, a further 30 percent will be removed over a few centuries, and the remaining 20 percent will only slowly decay over time such that it will take many thousands of years to remove from the atmosphere…Greenhouse gases in the atmosphere may reasonably be anticipated to endanger public health and welfare due overwhelmingly to the effects of climate change” (Federal Register, April 24, 2009).

CO2 concentrations in the atmosphere are the key metric, and to minimize climate change impacts, we need to minimize CO2 concentrations in the atmosphere.  All CO2 molecules in the atmosphere count equally, regardless of where they came from.  There is no justification for removing CO2 from biomass plants from the equation.  Biomass plants would release a large slug of CO2 into the atmosphere, just when we can least afford it.  For example, the five biomass power plants proposed in Massachusetts would increase statewide power plant CO2 emissions 11% for just a 1% increase in electrical generating capacity, an increase that could easily be made up for by conservation.
Although trees are not sequestering all CO2, they are extremely helpful in sequestering what they can.  We should not only keep them but grow more of them.  Deforestation is responsible for 20-25% of the CO2 entering the atmosphere.  A 2008 European Union-commissioned study by a Deutsche Bank economist concluded that “the global economy is losing more money from the disappearance of forests than through the current banking crisis,” and that “losses are great, and continuous.”  The annual cost of forest loss was estimated at between $2 trillion and $5 trillion, based on the value of the various services that forests perform, such as providing clean water and absorbing CO2.  Forest decline could be costing about 7% of global Gross Domestic Product, the report said.  The greatest cost to western nations would initially come through losing a natural absorber of the most important greenhouse gas, CO2.   

It would be the height of irresponsibility, and set a terrible example, for the United States as the largest per capita energy user and CO2 emitter in the world, to destroy its own forests while urging other countries to preserve theirs.  Biomass plants would take us a large step in exactly the wrong direction and it would take decades to undo the damage, if this was even possible.  Much better alternatives are available.  









Very truly yours,
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Ellen Moyer, Ph.D., P.E.

