
 

 

Karen G. Sabasteanski 

Department of Environmental Quality 

1111 East Main Street; Suite 1400 

P.O. Box 1105 

Richmond, VA 23218 

via email:  karen.sabasteanski@deq.virginia.gov 

 

re:  9VAC5-140.  Regulation for Emissions Trading Programs, Revised Proposed 

 

March 6, 2019 

 

Dear Ms. Sabasteanski: 

 

We represent six environmental organizations that are based in Virginia and other states.  We are writing 

to express our concern that the Northam administration may decide to exempt carbon dioxide (CO2) 

emitted by burning biomass for electricity, typically forest wood, from the state’s plan to cap and reduce 

emissions from power plants.  Dominion Energy operates five power plants that could be exempted from 

Virginia’s plan, four that burn wood exclusively, and the Virginia City Hybrid Energy Center that burns 

coal and “up to 20 percent biomass.”1  Allowing CO2 emissions from biomass combustion to go 

unregulated – when in fact, wood-burning power plants emit more CO2 per megawatt-hour than even 

coal plants – rewards cutting and burning forests for energy, when restoring and expanding forests is 

actually essential in the fight to reduce greenhouse gases. 

 

Virginia should show leadership on climate issues by accurately counting CO2 emissions from burning 

biomass.  In previous official comments on Virginia’s plan, several environmental organizations have 

provided the Commonwealth with two ways to accomplish this goal:  directly count biomass-related 

carbon dioxide emissions from power plants, or use a net emissions methodology that calculates 

emissions assuming some CO2 is offset.  We urge you to adopt one of these approaches. 

 

According to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), reducing greenhouse gas (GHG) 

emissions by 45 percent from 2010 levels by 2030 is critical in order to keep global temperature increase 

from exceeding 1.5° C above pre-industrial levels.2  Virginia’s plan to reduce CO2 emissions by 30 

percent between 2020 and 2030 (focusing on commercial electric generating facilities with a capacity of 

at least 25 megawatts) is an important step forward in reducing GHG emissions.  However, the plan 

should not at the same time incentivize cutting and burning forests for energy.  The IPCC is clear that 

avoiding dangerous climate change requires not just reducing emissions, but increasing carbon uptake.  

Forest growth represents the only significant terrestrial sink for carbon dioxide emissions,3 and reducing 

the forest sink by harvesting forests for energy increases atmospheric CO2 by reducing carbon storage 

and sequestration. 

 

At a public meeting in October, the state Air Pollution Control Board rightly removed the unexpected 

express exemption of biomass emissions from plants that co-fire biomass with coal.  The body of the 

revised proposed rule appears to reflect that change by correctly renewing coverage of co-firing plants.4  



 

 

However, it remains unclear whether the agency intends to cover co-fired biomass emissions because 

the summary of the revised proposed rule states that “other substantive changes in the reproposed action 

include…exemption of fossil fuel units that co-fire with biomass from CO2 accounting.”  The Governor 

and his agency would be on solid scientific and policy ground in clearly covering woody biomass 

emissions. 

 

Arguments that biomass carbon dioxide emissions should not be counted or that biomass should be 

treated as “carbon neutral” are often based on the claim that if forestry residues are used as fuel or pellet 

feedstock, emissions from combustion are no greater than the emissions from letting the material 

decompose, rendering the material effectively carbon neutral.5  However, even under such best-case 

scenarios, current science shows burning biomass has significant net emissions that persist for decades.6 

 

In 2015, Virginia U.S. Representatives Don Beyer and Gerald Connolly criticized a proposed EPA 

policy that would have counted biomass waste products or “sustainably harvested” biomass as emitting 

zero carbon dioxide under the Obama Administration’s Clean Power Plan (CPP).7  Like Virginia’s 

proposed plan, the Clean Power Plan was intended to reduce carbon dioxide emissions from power 

plants.  Rep. Beyer said he shared the concern of Virginia-based environmental groups that if biomass 

were exempted from regulation under the CPP, “Virginia will become known as a state that harvests 

forests to reduce its dependence on coal, rather than one that develops renewable technologies that 

clearly reduce emissions, such as solar and wind.”8  Rep. Connolly wrote that “the decision to treat 

biomass as carbon-neutral may have unintended consequences that could actually undermine and inhibit 

our ability to reduce carbon emissions.”9  Rep. Beyer cited a 2015 Washington Post story about how the 

European Union’s treatment of bioenergy as carbon neutral has driven forest clear-cutting in the U.S. 

Southeast to manufacture wood pellets that replace coal in the European Union.10  Multiple scientists 

also weighed in on the importance of counting bioenergy emissions.11 

 

Virginia has indicated that it needs to treat biomass as carbon neutral to be consistent with the Regional 

Greenhouse Gas Initiative (RGGI).12  But that is a factually incorrect understanding of what RGGI does. 

The nine-state program in fact requires participants to count emissions from biomass when it is co-fired 

with a minimum amount of fossil fuel, providing an exemption for emissions from “sustainably 

harvested” biomass.13  Virginia can improve on the RGGI policy and show truly robust climate 

leadership by counting all CO2 emissions from biomass at commercial plants of 25 MW and above, and 

not granting exemptions that allow biomass to be treated as zero emissions. 

 

We urge the Commonwealth to accurately count carbon dioxide emissions from biomass from 

commercial electric facilities of 25MW and greater.  Doing so would affirm the Commonwealth’s 

leadership role on climate change and ensure a robust program for reducing emissions.  Thank you for 

your consideration. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 



 

 

Georgia Murray 

Staff Scientist 

Appalachian Mountain Club 

 

William Snape III 

Senior Counsel 

Center for Biological Diversity (Norfolk) 

 

Harrison Wallace 

Virginia Director 

Chesapeake Climate Action Network Action Fund 

 

Adam Collette 

Program Director 

Dogwood Alliance 

 

Gail Fendley 

President 

Michelle’s Earth Foundation (Arlington) 

 

Dusty Horwitt 

Senior Counsel 

Partnership for Policy Integrity 
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