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The Ecology Action Centre is extremely concerned that the Province’s forest biomass supply figures are not backed up by in-depth or current research, and that new, large-scale forest biomass projects may be promoted without solid information on biomass supply.  The Federal government just announced funding support for Northern Pulp’s planned forest biomass energy project, and Nova Scotia’s biomass co-firing project at their Trenton coal plant.
“Several times we’ve asked the Department of Natural Resources for their report on how they arrived at the 1.5 million tonnes of wood available for biomass harvesting per year,” says Jamie Simpson, forestry coordinator with the Centre.  “And so far we haven’t received any report that documents the forest biomass supply or the feasibility of harvesting it.”

“Why haven’t we received a biomass supply report?” continues Simpson.  “We can only assume, after our repeated requests and discussions with the Department on this issue, that there is no report that provides comprehensive justification for the claimed biomass supply.  Or if there is a report, it’s being kept under tight wraps.”

The Province’s Renewable Energy Regulations state that 1 million tonnes of wood yearly are available to be cut and burned for electricity.  While this is significantly less than the DNR estimate, the EAC is concerned that the province has moved ahead on a major policy decision in the absence of solid information that the claimed biomass supply exists and is feasibly available for cutting.
“This is extremely worrying, especially given Northern Pulp’s intention to significant ramp up its biomass cutting,” says Simpson.  Northern Pulp gained much publicity last year due to its whole-tree clearcutting methods.

The EAC points out several concerns with the DNR estimate:
1. Hardwood harvesting levels do not include firewood cutting, which is estimated at 450,000 tonnes per year – a significant bite off the top of DNR’s estimated supply

2. DNR’s estimate is based on an 85% woodlot owner participation rate – this is likely an over-estimate of the number of woodlot owners willing to sell biomass wood, given landowners’ changing values about clearcutting their land
3. DNR’s estimate makes no account of the availability of biomass wood over a range of prices – even if it’s there, there’s no guarantee that the owner will sell at a given price

4. DNR’s estimate makes no account of new forestry regulations, which may make the harvesting of low-value products such as biomass more expensive, thus less available

“The upshot of this,” says Simpson, “is that going forward with major policy decisions, with such negative impacts on our forests, on such a shaky foundation, is nothing but foolhardy.”
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