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Is Burning Trees Still Green? Some Experts Now Question Biomass 

Lisen·3: 
• Transcript 

 
July 12, 20165:02 AM ET 
Heard on Morning Edition 
DAVID SOMMERSTEIN 

 

 
Logger Greg Hemmerich and his crew feed low-value trees into a wood chipper, before bringing the chips 
to ReEnergy Holdings' biomass plant in Lyonsdale, N.Y. 
David Sommerstein/NCPR 
 

In northern New York state, logger Greg Hemmerich and his crew are clearing out an old pasture at the 
edge of a forest. 

"There's a lot of balsam, lot of spruce, thorn apple trees," Hemmerich says. "Ninety percent of this lot is 
low-grade wood." 

http://www.npr.org/templates/transcript/transcript.php?storyId=482937940
http://www.npr.org/programs/morning-edition/2016/07/12/485661644/morning-edition-for-july-12-2016
http://www.northcountrypublicradio.org/
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In other words, it's no good for furniture or paper or sawmills. But he'll make $80,000 to run the wood 
through a chipper and truck the chips to a nearby biomass plant. 

"Everybody said that green power was supposed to be the wave of the future," Hemmerich says. "So I 
went full in." 

In 2015, biomass — which refers to trees or other organic matter burned for fuel — produced more 
electrical energy in the U.S. than solar panels. 

The practice exploded in the 1990s, when oil prices were on the rise, in part because of the idea that 
biomass was "carbon neutral." 

When you burn a tree, it releases carbon gas, which causes climate change. But if you plant a new tree in 
the old one's place, the idea goes, it'll grow and suck up that carbon. 

"So there's not adding any greenhouse gas emissions over the whole life cycle of that species, of that 
plant," says David Murphy, who researches renewable energy for St. Lawrence University. 

Here's where Hemmerich — and the biomass industry as a whole — got blindsided. 

The plant where Hemmerich sells his chips has shut down temporarily — it couldn't compete with cheap 
oil and natural gas. 

And now, some scientists and environmentalists are challenging the 
"renewability" of biomass. 
"It's absolutely true that we're becoming, as a whole, a lot 
more skeptical of biomass's ability to deliver large amounts of 
electricity in a sustainable fashion," says John Coequyt, 
director of federal and international climate campaigns with 
the Sierra Club. 

The debate is over how sustainable logging is defined. The 
industry and many forestry experts insist biomass plants burn 
mostly forest and farm leftovers. 
 
According to Bob Cleaves of the Biomass Power Association, 
the operations are using materials like "orchard prunings and 
rice hulls, tops and limbs from forestry operations, bark, 
sawdust." 

Plants don't have economic incentive to burn anything but low-value material, Cleaves says.  

 

http://www.nafoalliance.org/images/issues/carbon/resources/NAUFRP-EPA-11-6-2014.PDF
http://www.npr.org/2015/09/10/319535020/coal-gas-nuclear-hydro-how-your-state-generates-power
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"There's no question that it would be a very different calculation if you were to take mature trees and you 
were to cause deforestation or cause land use changes in the United States, but that's not happening in 
the power sector today," he says. 

Cleaves says the federal government and 37 states have classified biomass as renewable. But 
critics tell a very different story. 

"What's actually happening is we are basically cutting down perfectly healthy, productive trees," says Tim 
Searchinger, a research scholar at Princeton University. 

Searchinger is among 65 scientists who are fighting an amendment in the new energy bill in Congress. 
The amendment calls biomass "carbon neutral." The scientists say the devil's in the details of each logging 
operation.  
 
Searchinger says sure, if logging scraps are sitting on the forest floor, send them to the biomass plant. But 
even low-value trees suck up carbon dioxide.  He says if they are cut down, it'll be decades before new 
trees will replace them. 
 

"That takes a long time," Searchinger says. "And in the interim, you've actually probably increased the 
amount of carbon in the atmosphere." 
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http://www.eenews.net/assets/2016/04/20/document_cw_03.pdf
https://www.collins.senate.gov/newsroom/senators-collins-klobuchar-king-biomass-amendment-passes-senate
http://www.lfpdc.lsu.edu/
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