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Mr. Chairman, Ranking Member Goodlatte, and members of the Subcommittee, thank you for this opportunity to appear before you today to talk about the Renewable Fuel Standard and how it could impact family forest owners in my home state of Virginia and across the country.  

I’m here today representing the American Forest Foundation, home of the American Tree Farm System®, a network of over 91,000 family forest owners across the country who are committed to conservation. Many of you are probably familiar with “Tree Farmers” in your state—family forest owners who typically own small tracts of forest, and manage it for wildlife, hunting, fishing, recreation, and timber production. 

My family forest is located near Lynchburg, Virginia, in Big Island, where I own and actively manage 390 acres. It started out as an old abandoned farm, but I’ve worked since 1985 to restore the land to a healthy forested state correcting bad forestry practices. As a participant in the American Tree Farm System, I manage my forest sustainably, under a management plan and certified by a third-party audit to be in compliance with nine standards of sustainability. I entered the Tree Farm System decades ago and in fact, was named the outstanding Tree Farmer of the year in Virginia in 1991. 

Now you’re probably asking yourself: Why do family forest owners care about the Renewable Fuel Standard? Well it’s pretty simple. Forest biomass can and should be an important source for renewable fuels. And right now we really need new markets, with the fall off in housing. 

Unfortunately, the Renewable Fuel Standard passed by Congress in 2007 essentially left out the opportunity for family forests and other privately held forests to supply biomass for the production of renewable fuels. This is a serious concern for family forest owners, who are working hard every day to pay their taxes and maintain healthy forests.

I am here today to urge you to fix the Standard to allow all sustainably produced forest biomass, from both planted forests and those that naturally regenerate.

Without this change, even properties like mine, that are certified to meet international standards for sustainable forest management, could be unfairly excluded from an important emerging market, at a time when the forest products industry is at a 30-year low. 

With the change, Congress can keep healthy forests as forests, preserving their capacity to store carbon and provide clean water, wildlife, recreation and scenic values to their communities. 

Expanding the Standard in this manner is critically important in helping America to:

1)  Strengthen a form of renewable energy that reduces greenhouse gases 

2)  Meet our nation’s renewable energy goals 

3)  Encourage sustainable forest management on millions of private forests 

4)  Create new markets for private forests 

The only forest biomass considered “renewable” and allowed under the current Standard is that from “actively managed tree plantations” that already exist or tops and limbs of trees, known as slash, and brush. By excluding biomass from naturally regenerated forests and planted forests that are not “actively managed”, even if these forests are sustainably managed, family forest owners are precluded from effective participation.

Impact on Family Forest Owners

Let me give you an example on how the restrictive Standard impacts a family forest owner like me.  I happen to have a 20-30 acre stand of white pine that I planted back in the late 80’s in abandoned fields (see Photo #1 attached). This stand is now growing to maturity and is just about ripe for thinning. Normally I’d have a logger come in and remove some of the smaller trees to make way for the other trees to grow larger. Thinning like this will also help enhance wildlife habitat. I have a lot of turkey, deer, and other wildlife. 

Here’s the problem: under the current definition of renewable biomass, it’s not clear whether my planted pine stands are considered "actively managed tree plantations." If I were to talk about it myself, I don't think I would call it that, since I only do minor work to maintain it, and I don't use any pesticides or fertilizers. 

 

What's also unfortunate right now, if I want to do this thinning for both economic and ecological reasons, there’s no market for the trees. So it’s not economical to do the thinning the forest needs. A renewable energy market could help me recover cover the cost of doing these sorts of activities, so we can help improve the environment at a lower cost. 

 

There’s a related problem—in terms of qualifying as forest biomass—with the other forest on the rest of my land.  The rest of my forest, roughly 340 acres, is not a planted forest, but rather forestland that naturally regenerates and essentially grows on its own (see Photo #2). A number of years ago, I decided to do a "shelterwood cut" where I worked to remove a lot of the older trees, selling most for lumber, but leaving trees behind for seed production and shade, so new growth can develop. This is a way to regenerate forests and ensure that my natural forest comes back strong. 

While most of these trees will sell for lumber, not every tree is straight enough, so we either try to sell it for pulp or if there is no pulp market, we leave it in the forest. I would not be able to see any of these trees used for renewable energy because they don’t qualify under the Standard. The only thing I could sell is the tops and the limbs and any brush lying around. 

 

Interestingly, there is a Dominion Power facility about 45 miles from my land and that plant does use wood chips to generate electricity. I know Congress is working on a Renewable Electricity Standard and is considering the same sorts of restrictions on the use of wood for electricity. Under this scenario, the facility could not get credit for the biomass from my forests. And I am left out of the market.

This perverse result would occur with my similarly situated neighbors and colleague family forest owners across the country

Most of the forests in Virginia are naturally-regenerating forests, meaning they aren’t typically planted but come back on their own. Under the Standard, the only materials that can be utilized for fuels from this type of forest are tops and limbs of trees.

Improve the Practicality of the Standard

The current Standard only allows trees from “actively managed tree plantations” that already exist to be counted.  No one really knows what that term means, and frankly, because of the incredible variation across the country in how forests grow and are managed, I think it would be incredibly difficult to figure out what that means and enforce it.

So if I plant trees in a stand that isn’t actively managed, which is not well defined and could be very hard to interpret, I will only be able to sell a very small part of those planted trees for renewable fuel. 

Not only is this ambiguous and confusing—requiring a landowner to guess what’s in and what’s out—it will be tremendously difficult to determine whether a particular tree came from an active tree plantation or perhaps was just planted in my backyard at some point. On my property I have white pine stands that are planted and white pine stands that naturally regenerated. Once trees from these stands are harvested, they all look the same. They would all go to a log-yard, where they are aggregated for sale to the highest-value market. Tracking the planted tree and the natural tree, would be an impossible and costly feat. 

These kinds of restrictions are just not practical when considering the nature of the forest products supply chain and how harvesting occurs. 

We understand that the intention behind the language was to protect the environment and ensure that a renewable fuels market does not unintentionally trigger unsustainable harvesting. But this is the exactly wrong way to do it. Instead, it has the effect of making it much more difficult to even use forest biomass as a feedstock for renewable fuels. 

Cutting family forest owners out of markets can actually mean less environmental protection. If families do not have income to stay on the land, they may be forced to sell their land to a developer or convert it into some other use, that doesn’t provide the same level of environmental benefit. 

Strengthen a Form of Renewable Energy that Reduces Greenhouse Gases 

Forest biomass is plentiful in the U.S, but its potential as a renewable energy source at a national level remains largely untapped. In fact, we have fifty percent more forest biomass today than we did in 1950. 

This is a critical time for our nation as we begin the difficult transition to more of a carbon-neutral economy. Healthy forests will play a central role in any national climate change strategy because they capture and store carbon emissions from all sources.  U.S forests now sequester 10% of the total U.S carbon emissions every year, and could do even more if policies are adopted that support forest management designed to maximize greenhouse gas reducing benefits.  

By redefining the Standard in a more practicable way that includes family forest owners, families will have an added incentive, and stream of revenue, that can help them stay on the land and continue managing their forest as a healthy forest.

Meet Our Nation’s Renewable Energy Goals

Renewable energy standards now under consideration by Congress set forth a goal of meeting 25% or the nation’s electricity demands from renewable sources of energy.  But under the overly restrictive definition under consideration in these standards, only roughly 15% of the nation’s available forest biomass resources could be used for electricity. The same is true for the Renewable Fuel Standard. 

Unless forest biomass from all sustainably managed forests is included in the Renewable Fuel Standard, we will miss a time-sensitive window for engaging family forest owners in the nation’s transition to renewable sources of energy.

Encourage Sustainable Forest Management on Millions of Private Forests 

As more and more private forests are converted to non-forests uses—at the rate of 1.5 million acres every year—Congress needs to support policies that encourage sustainable forest management. Since privately owned forests make up nearly two-thirds of all forestland in the U.S., what each individual forest owner decides to do with his or her land can have a tremendous impact on the environment, wildlife, and forest-based communities.  

What do we mean by allowing all sustainable forest biomass to be included in the Renewable Fuel Standard? Sustainable forest management essentially means that the forest is managed in a way that protects both the environmental and economic potential from that forest. There are a variety of tools that landowners use to help them manage sustainably. Some are as simple as having a management plan in place that specifies both stewardship and economic objectives. 

Others are more complex, like forest certification, which involve a third-party audit to see if a forest is meeting specified environmental standards. Some states use mandatory or voluntary standards to ensure environmental protection.

To participate in the American Tree Farm System, for example, my property is required to be inspected by a qualified forester and then certified that it is managed pursuant to a plan that protects the air, water, wildlife habitat and the forest’s capacity to continue producing fiber products in the future. It must be re-inspected periodically to make sure the stewardship objectives continue to be met.

Instead of taking the incredibly complicated and impractical approach of trying to manage forests in federal legislation, Congress should rely on these existing tools to ensure sustainability and environmental protection. 

Create New Markets for Private Forests 

Including family forest owners in a revised Renewable Fuel Standard could also help them stay economically viable at a time when the forest and paper products industry has been depressed to the lowest levels in 30 years. Making a living from timber alone has become increasingly difficult. These new markets can supplement, not replace existing forest products markets. 

Providing an additional income stream to struggling family forest owners, by allowing forest biomass from all sustainable sources to be included in the Standard, can help them stay on the land and maintain the forest in a healthy condition. We should not close these new and emerging renewable energy markets to those family forest owners who control the majority of forestland. Doing so severely limits the effectiveness of the Standard.
Mr. Chairman and Committee Members, if we truly wish to meet the energy goals envisioned in the Renewable Fuel Standard legislation, it is essential that a more inclusive definition of sustainable forest biomass is adopted. 

We strongly believe Congress should correct the flaws in the 2007 Renewable Fuel Standard by allowing all sustainable forest biomass to be considered “renewable” under the Standard. Additionally, as Congress considers a Renewable Electricity Standard, we must ensure that ALL sustainable forest biomass can to be used in the production of renewable electricity to help meet our nation’s energy goals. 

Fixing the Standard will make it more practicable and accessible to millions of family forest owners like me. We urgently need this change in order to meet our nation’s renewable energy goals, encourage sustainable forest management, and create new markets for family forests. 

Thank you again for this opportunity to testify.
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Photo #1: Stand of White Pine, planted in late 80’s that should be thinned to remove smaller trees, allow trees left to grow larger and healthier. Smaller trees like one in right corner of photo could be used for renewable fuels markets. However, this is a planted stand, but it is not clear whether this would be considered “actively managed” and therefore count as “renewable.” 
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Photo #2: A mixed hardwood stand, growing naturally. Eventually, this stand will be thinned, removing some of the trees that are not growing straight or healthy, to make way for the healthy trees to grow. Under the current biomass definition, only the tops and limbs or “slash” of these thinned trees could be used for fuels.
