Recommendations to Dr. David Wheeler and the Dalhousie team on the NS Renewable Energy Strategy Interim Report

December 17th, 2009

Ecology Action Centre:
Kermit deGooyer

Jamie Simpson

Cheryl Ratchford

RE: forest biomass energy recommendations

Dear Dr. Wheeler:

Your Interim Renewable Energy Report contains a wealth of sensible and progressive recommendations for Nova Scotia’s path forward in meeting it 2015 renewable energy goals.  For this we commend you, and Cheryl has provided you with more specific details of our support for these recommendations.

However, we believe it is unrealistic to assume the scale of forest biomass proposed in the report can be harvested in an ecologically sustainable manner.  A gold standard for forest biomass in the province would require provincial goals and regulations in advance of harvesting, in addition to a reduction in the total scale proposed.

Further, we recommend that you include a specific recommendation regarding non-forest biomass, such as construction and demolition wastes, and farmland-based sources.
In the event that Nova Scotia endeavors to produce a smaller amount of energy (<10 MW) from burning forest biomass, it is critical that the provincial government ensure that the following conditions be met:

· Modify the Wildlife Habitat and Watercourse Protection Regulation under the Forests Act by adding the following statement to the regulation: 

“A forestry operator shall ensure that 100% of harvested tree branches and tops up to a diameter of 10 centimetres are retained on the harvest site.  Tree tops and branches up to 10 centimetres diameter are not to be chipped, and are to be evenly distributed across the harvest site.”
· Set a province-wide target to reduce clearcutting in Nova Scotia (by area) in half by 2015, or to 250km2 per year.
· Commit to a regulation that would restrict clearcutting and similar even-age treatments (e.g., seed tree, variable retention, mosaic, conventional shelterwood) on public and private lands to forest types where no other form of harvesting can be justified. 

· Adopt a cap on the overall amount of forest harvesting.  We recommend a cap at the current level of 5.1 million m3 per year (includes hardwood and softwood). 
· Require a provincial policy of no-net-increase in forest roads to address the loss of interior forest habitat caused by the proliferation of logging roads into intact interior forests.  New road construction or upgrades could be considered only if they are offset by decommissioning existing logging roads elsewhere that are no longer required for forest management.
It must be emphasized that Nova Scotia’s forests are already severely degraded and fragmented.  Generally speaking, we are already cutting too much – layering additional harvesting over the status quo will simply accelerate this degradation.  We conservatively estimate that roughly 100km2 of forests would need to be clearcut every year to produce enough wood to supply 70MW of energy – the equivalent to clearcutting a piece of land the size of Kejimkujik National Park every four years.  We are also concerned over the loss and fragmentation of wilderness as a result of “unlocking” large tracts of intact interior forests that have till now been uneconomical to log.  Forest harvesting for biomass must not be layered on top of already unsustainable levels of cutting, regardless of the forest harvesting methods that are used. 
While we concur that any biomass harvesting must be done in a manner that does not compromise the ecological integrity of our forests, we stress that there is, unfortunately, no “gold standard” of forestry practice that could allow a significant amount of new harvesting, for biomass or any other product, to be done in an ecological responsible manner.  We cannot envision a “win-win” scenario for the forest if Nova Scotia attempts to generate anywhere near 70MW from burning trees.  FSC certification, for example, still allows clearcutting in low-grade hardwood stands, which would likely form a substantial portion of land targeted for biomass.  
The Voluntary Planning committee that assessed how Nova Scotians value the forest during Phase 1 of the development of a new provincial forest strategy found that many Nova Scotians want clearcutting “banned or greatly reduced” and that the new strategy “must include a transition away from clear-cutting and toward less environmentally disruptive harvesting methods.”  EAC agrees and has estimated that achieving ecologically sustainable forest management in Nova Scotia requires cutting the level of clearcutting by area in half by 2015.  In absolute terms, that means reducing clearcutting to 250km2 per year.  Any harvesting for biomass should be consistent with achieving this target.  
Please note that the Department of Natural Resources has drafted a set of interim guidelines for biomass harvest and retention for Crown lands.  These guidelines cater to the interests of the forestry industry, and we strongly advise against any recommendation to release these guidelines in their present state.

