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UARB Hearing CI 39029
EAC Opening Statement

Submitted by Jamie Simpson on behalf of the Ecology Action Centre

July 26, 2010

Dear Mr. Chair:

Thank you for the opportunity to make these opening remarks regarding NewPage Port Hawkesbury and NS Power Inc.’s proposed forest biomass energy project.

This biomass energy project remains of great concern to the Ecology Action Centre.  While we do not oppose biomass energy per se, it is critical that Nova Scotia proceeds down the biomass path with a clear understanding of impacts of biomass energy on our forest resources and greenhouse gas emissions.  There is undoubtedly a role for biomass energy in Nova Scotia, but the proposed project is not the responsible direction to take.
From the evidence presented, the Ecology Action Centre cannot support the project on the following grounds:
1. Uncertainty over biomass supply and required amounts.  Although NPPH has clarified some information regarding supply, outstanding questions remain on both supply available and required tonnage of biomass.  No sensitivity analysis has been provided by the proponent, but calculations based on the available information show that small changes in the facility’s efficiency or in fuel moisture content will have dramatic affect on fuel requirements.  Because the only slack in available biomass supply is in the purchased round-wood category, any increased fuel requirement could exacerbate the degradation of Nova Scotia’s forests.
2. The state of Nova Scotia’s forests is far from certain.  I have tried to obtain provincial biomass supply documents from the Department of Natural Resources without success, and the lack of transparency is disturbing.  The only wood supply numbers that are available – those in the Department of Natural Resources’ 2008 State of the Forest Report – do not paint a promising picture of Nova Scotia’s sustainable timber supply, if one examine them critically.  I have reviewed Mr. Jim Verboom’s comments to the Board on provincial wood supply; however, I am not convinced of his assertion that Nova Scotia’s wood supply need not be questioned.  I suggest that a thorough examination of the province’s wood resources is required before adding a large new demand, in the order of hundreds of tonnes of wood per year, on our forest resources.  Dr. Patriquin’s letter to the Board, which details some of the science of forest harvesting on soil nutrients in Nova Scotia, also points to the need for caution.
3. There is presently significant regulatory uncertainty regarding forest and energy policy.  The EAC respectfully suggests that major decisions affecting forestry and energy developments, such as the proposed biomass facility, should not be made until we have regulatory clarity.  Policy governing both renewable energy and forestry are undergoing change that could significantly alter the regulatory conditions under which this project is envisioned to proceed.
4. The greenhouse gas impact of the proposed project is far from clear, as described in the EAC’s direct evidence.  Despite claims on NPPH’s website and in letters of support received by the Board that the project will help Nova Scotia meet its green house gas reduction targets, the emerging scientific understanding of the carbon emissions of forest biomass relative to fossil fuels shows that the issue is far more complex, and much less beneficial, than is commonly perceived.  

In my direct evidence to the Board, I stated that “Although government policy currently lags the science, we can trust it will catch up.  If science prevails, the RES will be revised and corrected.”  Some 3 weeks after submitting my direct evidence, the State of Massachusetts announced its decision to overhaul its regulation of forest biomass energy as a renewable fuel source.  If Nova Scotia were to adopt similarly enlightened changes to renewable energy regulation, the proposed NSPI / NPPH project would likely not qualify as a source of “renewable energy”.  I respectfully recommend that the Board consider the impacts of these changes, and the science guiding these changes, on the future of renewable energy development in Nova Scotia.  Changes to Nova Scotia’s Renewable Energy Standard vis-à-vis forest biomass could drastically affect Nova Scotia Power’s rationale and justification for proceeding with this project.
I should note that the flaw in carbon accounting regarding forest biomass energy projects is well described in a 2009 article in the prestigious journal Science.  Massachusetts is taking the lead in correcting this flaw, and I trust Nova Scotia and other jurisdictions will follow.
5. The carbon emission benefit of the project is further called into doubt by the effect on forest carbon storage, as is well documented by a number of studies, most recently in a 2010 study by Dr. William Keeton of the University of Vermont.  Increasing the area of forest harvested, as proposed by NPPH, will decrease Nova Scotia’s forest carbon stores.  The decrease in forest carbon stores will be exacerbated by burning harvested wood. 
6. Fortunately, there appear to be viable options to meet the 2013 and 2015 renewable energy targets without proceeding with the proposed Project.  The Transmission and System Operator report prepared by SNC-Lavalin for the provincial government, shows that minor upgrades to the provincial grid system would allow for enough additional wind development to meet the 2013 renewable energy target.  Some of these upgrades, as stated in the report, are part of NSPI’s 2009 Outlook Plan.  In our direct evidence, we noted the need to upgrade the grid connection with New Brunswick, and the province of Nova Scotia has recently announced its plan to do just this over the next few years.  This upgrade should allow for better import and export of renewable energy, thereby alleviating some of the concern regarding the intermittency of wind power.
7. Finally, the benefits identified in many of the supporting letters received by the Board, such as jobs, domestication of our fuel bill, and creating a market for low-value wood, are all equally met by developing smaller scale, more regionally dispersed biomass heating or biomass combined heat and power projects.

Mr. Chair, we are a roomful of reasonably rational people.  We all want to see our forest resources conserved, we all want to see a thriving forestry industry, and we all want to see a shift to renewable energy.  To achieve these goals, we must avail ourselves of current science, and act cautiously with decisions having long-term impacts on our collective well-being.  We respectfully suggest that there are far too many uncertainties regarding imminent changes to forestry and renewable energy policy, as well as the proposed project’s carbon emission benefits and effect on Nova Scotia’s forests, to be considered a prudent investment of rate payers’ money at this time.  
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