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Design Options for the Expanded National Renewable Energy Target Scheme.

(Discussion Paper)

The Institute of Foresters of Australia (IFA) is a professional organisation with 1,300 members engaged in all aspects of the management and conservation of Australian forests.  The Institute is strongly committed to the principles of sustainable forest management and the processes and practices that translate these principles into outcomes.  The membership represents all segments of the forestry profession, including public and private practitioners engaged in many aspects of forest protection, nature conservation, resource and water catchment management, research, administration and education.

IFA appreciates the opportunity to make this submission to the COAG Working Group on Climate Change and Water on its discussion paper, Design Options for the Expanded National Renewable Energy Target Scheme.

This submission responds to the discussion paper’s request for stakeholder views on the range of eligible sources, in particular the treatment of forest biomass under the proposed Renewable Energy Target (RET) scheme.  It also briefly discusses issues arising from the transition of the RET scheme into the Commonwealth Government’s proposed Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme.

IFA strongly supports the widest possible recognition of woody biomass as an eligible source under the proposed RET scheme.  As such, IFA supports the proposals outlined in the discussion paper for both approaches 1 and 2, that “native forest wood waste would remain as under the Mandatory Renewable Energy Target (MRET) scheme” (p. 18), however we propose that the woody biomass eligibility criteria under MRET should be expanded.  Expanded MRET eligibility criteria should recognise biomass produced from purpose-grown plantations managed specifically for bioenergy production.  This would require a modification to the definition of ‘eligible biomass’ and/or ‘energy crop’ under the current Commonwealth Renewable Energy (Electricity) Regulations 2001.  We support the continued recognition of energy generated from waste wood as a by-product of harvesting, processing, construction or from weed control.   

Broadest possible recognition of woody biomass under the proposed RET scheme will have the following benefits:

· Minimises cost of the scheme to energy generators;

· May help finance plantations established for environmental purposes, and therefore will help meet other Government objectives such as salinity alleviation and biodiversity enhancement;

· Promotes rural development by providing a strategic new industry that can create jobs and income, particularly in areas where traditional agricultural productivity may be declining; 

· Reduces fire hazard in harvested stands, and allows superior management of smoke from residues converted to energy rather than burned in the field; and

· Provides funding for thinning to promote forest health and increase water supplies in catchments, through creation of markets for small diameter timber.

In particular, recognition of biomass produced from purpose-grown bioenergy plantations under the RET scheme will have the following benefits:

· Allows plantations to be co-located near industries that may require renewable energy; and

· Provides an alternative, value-added market for woodchips currently destined for export.

IFA would not support an RET scheme that excluded the utilisation of native forest wood waste for bioenergy production, as is currently the case under the Victorian Renewable Energy Target (VRET), the NSW renewable energy scheme, and the national Greenpower accreditation program.  This would also require a reversal on policies that prohibit the use of native forest residues for bioenergy production, such as the NSW Protection of the Environment Operations Act 1998
.

Failure to recognise native forest residues as a legitimate source of biomass for bioenergy would forego significant opportunities for avoidance of greenhouse gas emissions.  Consider that in native forests, the equivalent of approximately 42 percent of the volume of logs removed is left in coupe following harvest (Ximenes, In Press, CRC for Greenhouse Accounting, 2004).  Given that approximately 8.5 million cubic metres of logs are removed from native forests in Australia in 2006/07 (ABARE, 2008), this suggests that there is approximately 3.4 million cubic metres of native forest residues left in the forest each year.  Allowing for retention of debris for ecological purposes, we might realistically assume that approximately one third of this biomass is available for bioenergy production.  If this native forest biomass were used for bioenergy in place of brown coal, Australia’s greenhouse gas emissions could be reduced by approximately 0.93 tonnes of CO2e for every dry tonne of wood (DCC, 2008a).

Residues are also generated as a result of further processing, including sawmill wastes such as offcuts and sawdust, and even woodchip production produces significant amount of waste material which could be utilised.  

This opportunity is noted in Australia’s State of the Forests Report 2008: 

 “The wood by-products of timber harvesting, processing and recycling are one of the largest sources of biomass in Australia; an estimated 12 million tonnes (dry weight) of waste wood is generated each year, comprising about 4.2 million tonnes of harvesting residues, 2.8 million tonnes of processing residues and 5.3 million tonnes of salvaged wood (from recycling and demolition projects). The net availability of this wood for bioenergy production is estimated to be about 3 million tonnes across a wide range of regional locations.”

When left in coupe, this residual wood eventually burns, or rots away generating CO2 emissions and also adds to bushfire fuels.  The collection of a proportion of native forest residues for bioenergy can potentially minimise further CO2e emissions through reduced severity of wildfires.  Collection of forest residues from thinning operations can also allow improved smoke management which is difficult to control under current burning practices (The Bushfire Front, 2008), which are primarily aimed at improving forest health or aiding regeneration of a new forest.

In line with its policy of widest possible recognition of native forest residues, IFA supports the recognition of biomass residues generated as a by-product of silvicultural activities, firebreak creation, and forest product processing.  There should be no restriction on the purpose of the silviculture/harvesting event (high value or low value) nor restriction on the proportion of the felled/harvested trees that may used (residual part after some products removed, whole trees).  

IFA also supports the inclusion of heat generation from renewable sources in RET. Firewood, burnt under the appropriate conditions of moisture content and air supply, is an appropriate use of biomass to produce bioenergy that is an alternative to the use of non-renewable fuels.

IFA recognises that further research may be required to study the ecological impacts of utilisation of in-coupe residues in native forests for bioenergy, compared with the current burning practices.  It is clearly not desirable to remove all harvest debris from clearfelled areas where successful regeneration is dependent on the creation of ashbeds. On the other hand, all of the waste generated by thinning operations could and should be used. 

IFA advises careful planning in establishment and management of bioenergy plantations to minimise potential conflict with other government objectives, such as water supply and some forms of agricultural production.  We note that professionally managed forests can provide biomass sustainably without conflicting with water quality or biodiversity objectives. 

It is possible that increased demand for forest biomass may place upward pressure on pulpwood prices, and therefore Government should be aware of potential distributional impacts between the pulp, paper, MDF, particleboard and emerging bioenergy sectors.  

IFA considers there is an important role for government in improving coordination between the forestry sector, bioenergy industry, and major energy users, in order to realise the co-benefits for each respective sector from wood-based bioenergy production.  

IFA would be pleased to clarify any forestry or forestry related issues raised by the consultation, and thank COAG for the opportunity to make this submission.
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� The Act stipulates that “The occupier of any premises who causes or allows native forest bio-material to be burned in any electricity generating work in or on those premises is guilty of an offence”.





