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“To Review the impacts of indirect land use changes and the renewable biomass definitions in the Renewable Fuel Standard”
Pennsylvania and the Chesapeake Bay Region are rich in natural resources, agricultural land and products, and renewable energy feedstocks.  Because of these facts, in addition to the outstanding leadership and expertise of individuals, organizations, universities, and government agencies the region is poised to lead the nation in renewable energy production. The same geographic diversity that allows us to produce and process such a wide range of crops and commodities also dictates that our renewable energy potential come from a suite of diversified alternatives.  Pennsylvania leads the nation in the growing volume of hardwood species, with 17 million acres in forest land.  We have been the leading producer of hardwood lumber in the United States, with production of over 1.1 billion board feet in 2006, and Pennsylvania leads in the export of hardwood lumber.  Recent US Forest Service data shows that our forest growth to harvest rate is better than 2 to 1.  Our vast renewable resource puts the hardwoods industry at the forefront of manufacturing in the Commonwealth.  In 2006, the industry output was $17 Billion, employing nearly 86,000 people. 

Endless possibilities to create advanced biofuels are provided by the definitions of H.R. 6 of the 110th Congress, the “Energy Independence Act of 2007.” However, Pennsylvania has much to offer the biofuels effort, the environment and the economy regarding feedstocks from wood and food waste, and indirect lifecycle greenhouse gas accounting that also should be taken into consideration in the current language.
Pennsylvania recognizes the importance of this resource and industry to the Pennsylvania economy.   The General Assembly of Pennsylvania created the Hardwoods Development Council within the PA Department of Agriculture to promote development and expansion of the industry.  A recently published report of a Council sponsored Task Force on “The Low Use Wood Resource” estimates sufficient woody biomass exists to allow for 6 million dry tons of to be harvested annually on a sustainable basis with the potential of producing 6 million mega watt hours of electricity among 45 small power plants; or 540 million gallons of cellulosic ethanol; or 300 million 40 pound bags of wood pellets.  Although there is debate on how much of that volume could practicably be available for harvest, we know that current paper and manufactured board production in PA uses about 1 million tons, and in the early 1990s used 3 million tons; so there is strong evidence to show that a significant amount of renewable energy can be produced.  The majority of Pennsylvania’s forest land is owned privately by approximately 700,000 different people. The report concluded that small, distributed projects such as, “Fuels for Schools”, district heating or combined heating and power will have the most chance for sustainable feedstock supply and therefore success in Pennsylvania.  Wood energy has the potential to be a significant part of achieving the goals of Pennsylvania’s Renewable Portfolio Standards while also facilitating the production of advanced biofuels.
Proposed renewable biomass definition provisions in the national Renewable Fuel Standard, taken from HR 6 of 2007 would not allow Pennsylvania to reach its full feedstock supply potential.  Limiting use of forest biomass will disadvantage some states like Pennsylvania and disincentivize achieving energy mandates, increasing costs to consumers and creating new disparities in economic development.

To encourage the maximum development of all energy sources, legislation should be as inclusive as possible as to feedstocks and methods, rather than to arbitrarily discourage any source on its face. Wood and woody biomass is a necessary, logical and sustainable component of a renewable energy portfolio plan.  States should be in the best position to sustainably manage these decisions on a case-by-case basis as they work to achieve the portfolio standards that are most relevant to their resources and needs. To that end for example, Pennsylvania has already published formal Guidance On Harvesting Woody Biomass for Energy in Pennsylvania which can be downloaded at http://www.dcnr.state.pa.us/PA_Biomass_guidance_final.pdf. 

Federal policy should promote sustainable forest management which includes the proper and appropriate use of low value biomass material.  Management of this resource improves forest health, can improve habitat quality, contributes to pest control, and reduces fire risk; as well as creating economic activity.  Definitions of eligible biomass feedstocks should put working forests and forest industries on an equal basis with other renewable energy sources.  Federal lands must be included into the renewable energy equation.  It is illogical and counter-productive to create another disincentive to proper silvicultural management on federal lands that are already in desperate need of treatments.  Removal of biomass material can help improve forest health, control insects and disease, and prevent catastrophic wildfire; as well as significantly contributing to renewable energy goals and having positive impacts on rural economies.  This is particularly evident on the Allegheny National Forest.
"Food waste" needs to be very clearly defined and sufficiently broad to allow for an array of feedstocks such as nut shells, cocoa hulls, husks, seeds/pits, etc. Agriculture is the number one industry in Pennsylvania resulting in mass production of foods from snacks, canned goods, and dairy products.  The Act must provide an expanded definition of food waste to include processing waste and cannery waste as renewable sources for biomass energy.  Pennsylvania currently has 2 anaerobic digesters operating by processing cheese whey to methane.  Yellow, brown and trap grease should be provided flexibility to allow for local collection and use as a renewable energy feedstock through expanded general permits within states.  Renewable energy goals should support the use of yellow grease and animal fats for biodiesel or methane production or to use these materials directly as boiler fuel.  Provisions should also be included for unsuitable, out dated, and altered lots of feed, grain, or animal products to include as biomass energy production alternatives.  
As structured, I don't believe the definitions allow for biofuels production that may be facilitated through the growth of warm-season grasses on coal mine reclamation sites - essential to both Pennsylvania and Chesapeake Bay Region.   The definition would need to define "crops" such that it is clearly broad enough to include grasses (even cool-season grasses such as Miscanthus) and it can't be limited to agricultural lands but also needs to preserve forested land. 
The broader implication for the Nation is the interface of this first part of the definition and attempts to incorporate indirect life-cycle greenhouse gas standards related to biofuel development. This approach is well-intended but the limited research to date seems to assign a permanent and continual loss of soil carbon when a farmer turns over a fallow field.  The current definition allows for biofuel feedstock to be produced from recultivating of fallow fields (fallow prior to 2007). This is appropriate. Those lands have most likely been fallow primarily due to the poor economics for agricultural commodities in all but the most recent years. 

The logic that appears to be applied in the indirect lifecycle green house gas accounting for land conversion, such as recultivating fallow land, is to assume that a vast carbon sink has now been lost and would remove any eligibility for biofuels production. Fallow land should not be subject to indirect land use lifecycle greenhouse gas calculations because it inappropriately imposes a penalty. Such acreage has provided for unintentional, temporary and limited carbon storage.  It is inappropriate that fallow land conversion automatically assumes a massive soil carbon release.  Soil carbon release is mostly dependent upon which tillage practice is utilized. Drill-seeding and no-till planting significantly reduces soil carbon release than conventional tillage of fallow lands.  In Pennsylvania, we have seen a dramatic shift away from conventional tillage practices in the last two to three years.  These practices should be encouraged in these definitions and they should be accounted for accordingly for there increased environmental benefits instead of applying a blanket calculation for any fallow land conversion. We are sitting on at least 200 million acres of once farmed, now abandoned land in the US, much of it in the northeast.  A great research opportunity and motivation for sustainable agriculture exists if this land could be brought back into production in ways that also increase carbon sequestration through use of perennials.  Documenting that positive Land Use Changes impact provides additional income from other farmers, or ultimately consumers, would provide incentives for farmers to implement sustainable practices. 

While the indirect land use analysis under the RFS is specific to carbon, and is global in scale, we can refer to a local study demonstrating indirect land use effects on water quality.  The Biofuels for the Bay Report, published by the Chesapeake Bay Commission in 2007, identified the potential water quality impacts to the Chesapeake Bay when high commodity prices increase corn acreage.  The report found that when grown with typical levels of best management practices, the nitrogen loads from increased corn acreage could increase Bay nitrogen levels by up to 5 million pounds – a level that would eclipse annual progress in nitrogen reductions.  One of the recommendations that resulted from this report was a focus on development and production of a next-generation biofuels industry – one that uses biomass such as switchgrass, forest thinnings, or fast-growing trees as feedstocks.  These feedstocks do not require significant nutrient inputs and can act as riparian buffers for other agricultural land.  These same feedstocks would most likely score well under an indirect land use analysis for carbon, because they have the capacity to sequester carbon and, since they are able to be grown on relatively marginal land, they do not directly compete with food and feed crops.

This is not to say that corn is a bad crop.  Corn is an important source of food and feed to this country and the world.  When grown using a full suite of best management practices, its environmental impact is minimal.  However, our dairy, cattle, and hog growers and food processors were significantly impacted when grain prices spiked in reaction to, among other things, increasing corn ethanol production.  We acknowledge that speculation, as opposed to true supply and demand, was a contributor to the price volatility, but the effect was the same.

Additionally, first-generation ethanol, such as that produced from corn, is an important first step in the evolution to cellulosic and other advanced biofuels.  As we anxiously await commercial-scale technology for advanced biofuel production, first-generation ethanol will help to grow the distribution and other infrastructure needed for a mature biofuels industry.  In the meantime, Pennsylvania and other states in the Chesapeake Bay region are encouraging the production of first-generation ethanol from winter cover crops such as barley.  Because they are grown on the same acreage, cover crops do not compete with corn or soybeans.  Cover crops also reduce excess nitrogen in the soil and reduce runoff, improving water quality.

It should be recognized that there is not a single solution or prescription for renewable energy that fits all the states.  Some are blessed with great solar or wind energy potentials, and others like Pennsylvania have an abundance of wood energy potential.  Moreover, there is no single type of feedstock or biofuel that is the silver bullet for renewable energy.  To the contrary, it is only with a mix of crops, with the right crop grown on the right acre, with the right best management practices, and other sustainably available renewable feedstocks that we can achieve both our energy security, economic, and water quality goals. 

