February 28, 2024
The Rt Hon. Claire Coutinho M.P.
Secretary of State for Energy Security and Net Zero
3-8 Whitehall Place
6th Floor
London
SWI1A 2EG
United Kingdom

Dear Secretary of State,

We are writing in response to your government’s proposal to extend an estimated billions of
pounds in subsidies incentivizing the burning of forest-based wood pellets for energy
generation.! Canada is the United Kingdom’s second largest source for wood pellets, and we
represent a group of organizations working to safeguard Canada’s primary forests.? Your
proposal would extend public funding for forest biomass indefinitely beyond 2027 based on the
unfounded assumption that Bioenergy with Carbon Capture and Storage (BECCS) could cancel
out the carbon emissions from logging forests and burning forest biomass as energy.® This is a
perilous gamble that risks incentivizing more industrial logging across Canada, with harmful
consequences for threatened species and the global climate.

We urge you to stop mischaracterizing wood from primary forests as a pathway toward “net
zero” carbon emissions.* The U.K.’s proposal would contribute to the ongoing loss of some of
the world’s last primary forests, by sourcing pellets from them. Investigative research in Canada,
as well as industry’s own reporting, shows that the biomass industry is creating wood pellets
both directly from whole trees, and as a coproduct along with other wood-based materials.® This
means that demand for wood pellets is helping to drive industrial logging across Canada.
Investigations have also revealed that power companies like Drax — the U.K.’s largest consumer
of Canadian wood pellets, a substantial producer of these pellets, and a major recipient of both
your current and proposed subsidies— sources wood pellets in part from primary forests.®

The industrial logging of primary forests for materials including wood pellets is irreversibly
harming them, eroding the habitat of threatened species, and releasing emissions that are
exacerbating the climate crisis.” Canada contains some of the world’s last unbroken stretches of
primary forest, but much of this area is threatened by Canada having the third highest rates of
intact forest landscape loss in the world.2 Industrial logging, one of the key drivers of this loss,
has contributed to the population decline of threatened species including woodland caribou and
various songbirds by degrading their habitat.® The logging and disturbance of these forests’ deep
carbon stores is rapidly releasing greenhouse gas emissions, a threat which is compounded when
that wood is turned into wood pellets, shipped overseas, and burned in industrial power plants.



Scientific evidence corroborated by the Canadian government shows that logging primary forests
and exporting wood pellets to be combusted in power plants releases greenhouse gas emissions
on par with fossil fuels, especially on the timescale that scientists say is urgent to reduce climate
emissions to avoid irreversible tipping points.t* While biomass proponents claim that tree
planting efforts cancel out the emissions associated with logging forests and burning those
pellets, experts estimate that the “carbon debt” from these operations can take hundreds of years
to repay.'? It is clear that the U.K.’s proposal would contribute to a carbon debt much longer than
the country’s 2050 net zero target, and make the U.K. a laggard in the global fight against
climate change.

The U.K.’s plan to rely on large-scale BECCS — an unproven technology — to justify the ongoing
burning of wood pellets is both a gamble and a false solution.!® Even if BECCS’ technology
were to somehow dramatically improve, forest biomass would still emit large volumes of carbon
dioxide throughout the logging and production cycle that would not be captured — emissions that
could contribute to exceeding critical climate thresholds in the next few decades.** Evidence
from the U.K. and Canada’s own government watchdogs show that the true emissions associated
with logging and burning Canadian biomass are not being adequately measured and reported by
governments, which means it is reckless to characterize forest biomass as carbon neutral.*®
Spending billions of taxpayer pounds on this unfounded experiment comes at the cost of cleaner
energy that could otherwise be rapidly expanded. For example, experts at the University of
Oxford recently highlighted that wind and solar energy could power the U.K. within decades, if
properly supported by government policies.'® Your proposal risks undermining that potential,
instead creating a growing demand for a highly emitting energy source that incentivizes the
logging of primary forests.

While broadly expanding the use of wood pellets for power generation in the U.K. risks global
climate progress, the prospect of giving much of this public funding to Drax is particularly
egregious. Drax’s North Yorkshire power plant is estimated as the U.K. power sector’s largest
single source of CO2.2" In response to evidence that Drax uses pellets made in part from primary
forests in British Columbia, Drax has claimed that British Columbia does “not use” the primary
forests “terminology.”*® However this term is widely used across international frameworks and
scientific literature, and the definitions accompanying the United Nations Convention on
Biological Diversity — to which both Canada and the U.K. are signatories — describes a primary
forest as “a forest that has never been logged and has developed following natural disturbances
and under natural processes, regardless of its age.”'® Even if the government of British Columbia
does downplay the importance of primary forests, this does not exonerate companies logging
primary forests there; rather, this shows that companies like Drax are operating in a space where
companies have enormous leeway to degrade forests. For example, investigations have
highlighted that companies logging for biomass in British Columbia are able to avoid key



provincial logging limits through a government program which forestry experts have called a
“secretive, fraudulent Ponzi scheme.”?® Extending U.K. subsidies that incentivize these
operations will further allow companies to log threatened forests for biomass without adequate

forest safeguards.

Mischaracterizing forest biomass as carbon neutral and sustainable and spending billions of
taxpayer pounds on expanding this industry will take the U.K. backward in efforts to reduce the
county’s climate emissions and support the preservation of biodiversity. We urge you to:

e End subsidies for forest-based bioenergy (both new contracts and extensions of current
policies), including future subsidies for BECCS;

e Reverse the U.K.’s plan to incentivize increased volumes of wood pellets as a means to

meet net zero commitments;

e Stop publicly characterizing the burning of wood pellets in power plants as a climate
solution or carbon neutral, claims which run contrary to scientific evidence;

e Position the U.K. as a champion of collaborative, international efforts that safeguard the
world’s remaining primary and old-growth forests as critical carbon stores.

The U.K. could be a global leader in advancing low carbon energy solutions that are truly
paradigm shifting and help tackle the climate crisis. Burning forests in power plants is not this

solution.
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CC:

The Hon. Bruce Ralston
Minister of Forests
Government of British Columbia

The Hon. Graydon Smith
Minister of Natural Resources and Forestry
Government of Ontario

The Hon. Maité Blanchette VVézina
Minister of Natural Resources and Forests
Government of Québec

The Hon. Mike Holland

Minister of Natural Resources and Energy
Development

Government of New Brunswick

The Hon. Todd Loewen
Minister of Forestry and Parks
Government of Alberta

The Hon. Tory Rushton
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The Hon. Jonathan Wilkinson
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Government of Canada

The Hon. Steven Guilbeault
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Government of Canada

! Tom Harrison and Phil MacDonald, “Drax’s BECCS Project Climbs in Cost to the UK Public,”
Ember, January 16, 2024, https://ember-climate.org/insights/in-brief/draxs-beccs-project-

climbs-in-cost-to-the-uk-public/.

2 Robert Ireland, “Canadian Utility Wood Pellet Exports are Shifting from Europe to Asia,” June

2023,

https://www.usitc.gov/publications/332/executive briefings/ebot ireland canadian utility wood

pellet exports.pdf.

% Daniel Quiggin, “BECCS Deployment: The Risks of Policies Forging Ahead of the Evidence,”
Chatham House, October 1, 2021, https://www.chathamhouse.org/2021/10/beccs-deployment.

Fern, “Six Problems with BECCS,” 2022,

https://www.fern.org/fileadmin/uploads/fern/Documents/2022/Six problems with BECCS -

2022.pdf.

4 U.K. Government Department for Energy Security and Net Zero, “Consultation on a
Transitional Support Mechanism for Large-Scale Biomass Generators,” January 2024,
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/65a8170db2f3c6000de5d4d3/transitional-support-

mechanism-large-scale-biomass-generators-consultation.pdf.

Department for Energy Security and Net Zero, “Biomass Strategy,” 2023,
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment data/file

/1178897/biomass-strateqy-2023.pdf.



https://ember-climate.org/insights/in-brief/draxs-beccs-project-climbs-in-cost-to-the-uk-public/
https://ember-climate.org/insights/in-brief/draxs-beccs-project-climbs-in-cost-to-the-uk-public/
https://www.usitc.gov/publications/332/executive_briefings/ebot_ireland_canadian_utility_wood_pellet_exports.pdf
https://www.usitc.gov/publications/332/executive_briefings/ebot_ireland_canadian_utility_wood_pellet_exports.pdf
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2021/10/beccs-deployment
https://www.fern.org/fileadmin/uploads/fern/Documents/2022/Six_problems_with_BECCS_-_2022.pdf
https://www.fern.org/fileadmin/uploads/fern/Documents/2022/Six_problems_with_BECCS_-_2022.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/65a8170db2f3c6000de5d4d3/transitional-support-mechanism-large-scale-biomass-generators-consultation.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/65a8170db2f3c6000de5d4d3/transitional-support-mechanism-large-scale-biomass-generators-consultation.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1178897/biomass-strategy-2023.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1178897/biomass-strategy-2023.pdf

® Wood Pellet Association of Canada, “WPAC Fibre Study,” March 2023, https://pellet.org/wp-
content/uploads/2023/09/wpac-fibre-study-british-columbia-pellets-are-responsibly-sourced-
factsheet.pdf.

Stand.earth, “Canada’s Growing Wood Pellet Export Industry Threatens Forests, Wildlife, and
our Climate,” April 23, 2020;
https://old.stand.earth/sites/stand/files/report-canada-wood-pellet-industry.pdf.

Conservation North, “Logging Rainforests for Pellets,” https://conservationnorth.org/logging-
rainforest-for-
pellets/#.~:text=Pellets%20made%200f%20whole%20trees,based%20Partnership%20for%20Pol

icy%20Integrity (accessed February 27, 2024).

® Joe Crowley and Tim Robinson, “Drax: UK Power Station Owner Cuts Down Primary Forests
in Canada,” BBC Panorama, October 2, 2022, https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-
63089348.

Stand.earth, “Risk Map: Pellet Facility Threatens Primary Forest and Caribou Habitat,” March
23, 2021,
https://stand.earth/resources/risk-map-pellet-facility-threatens-primary-forest-and-caribou-
habitat/.

Robert Ireland, “Canadian Utility Wood Pellet Exports are Shifting from Europe to Asia.”

" Brendan Mackey et al., “Assessing the Cumulative Impacts of Forest Management on Forest
Age Structure Development and Woodland Caribou Habitat in Boreal Landscapes: A Case Study
from Two Canadian Provinces,” Land, 2024, 13(1):6. https://www.mdpi.com/2073-445X/13/1/6.
David Bysouth et al., “High Emissions or Carbon Neutral? Inclusion of ‘Anthropogenic’ Forest
Sinks Leads to Underreporting of Forestry Emissions,” Frontiers in Forests and Global Change,
2024, 6.

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/ffgc.2023.1297301/full.

lan Austen and Vjosa lIsai, “Canada’s Logging Industry Devours Forests Crucial to Fighting
Climate Change,” The New York Times, January 4, 2024,
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/01/04/world/canada/canada-boreal-forest-logging.htmi.

8 Michelle Sims et al., “The World’s Last Intact Forests Are Becoming Increasingly
Fragmented,” Global Forest Watch, November 2, 2022,
https://www.globalforestwatch.org/blog/data-and-research/worlds-last-intact-forests-are-
becoming-increasingly-fragmented/.

% Ibid. Matthew Betts et al., “Forest Degradation Drives Widespread Avian Habitat and
Population Declines,” Nature Ecology and Evolution, 2022, 6.
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41559-022-01737-8. Boreal Songbird Initiative, “North
America’s Bird Nursery,” https://www.borealbirds.org/threats-boreal-
birds#:~:text=Two0%200f%20the%20largest%20threats,and%200il%20and%20gas%20extractio
n (accessed February 27, 2024). Brendan Mackey et al., “Assessing the Cumulative Impacts of
Forest Management on Forest Age Structure Development and Woodland Caribou Habitat in
Boreal Landscapes.”

10 Jay Malcolm et al., “Forest Harvesting and the Carbon Debt in Boreal East-Central Canada,”
Climatic Change, 2020, 161. https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10584-020-02711-8.
Bysouth et al., “High Emissions or Carbon Neutral?”

1 Government of Canada, “Forest Bioenergy,” July 20, 2020, https://natural-
resources.canada.ca/our-natural-resources/forests/industry-and-trade/forest-bioeconomy-
bioenergy-bioproducts/forest-bioenergy/13325.



https://pellet.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/wpac-fibre-study-british-columbia-pellets-are-responsibly-sourced-factsheet.pdf
https://pellet.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/wpac-fibre-study-british-columbia-pellets-are-responsibly-sourced-factsheet.pdf
https://pellet.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/wpac-fibre-study-british-columbia-pellets-are-responsibly-sourced-factsheet.pdf
https://old.stand.earth/sites/stand/files/report-canada-wood-pellet-industry.pdf
https://conservationnorth.org/logging-rainforest-for-pellets/#:~:text=Pellets%20made%20of%20whole%20trees,based%20Partnership%20for%20Policy%20Integrity
https://conservationnorth.org/logging-rainforest-for-pellets/#:~:text=Pellets%20made%20of%20whole%20trees,based%20Partnership%20for%20Policy%20Integrity
https://conservationnorth.org/logging-rainforest-for-pellets/#:~:text=Pellets%20made%20of%20whole%20trees,based%20Partnership%20for%20Policy%20Integrity
https://conservationnorth.org/logging-rainforest-for-pellets/#:~:text=Pellets%20made%20of%20whole%20trees,based%20Partnership%20for%20Policy%20Integrity
https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-63089348
https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-63089348
https://stand.earth/resources/risk-map-pellet-facility-threatens-primary-forest-and-caribou-habitat/
https://stand.earth/resources/risk-map-pellet-facility-threatens-primary-forest-and-caribou-habitat/
https://www.mdpi.com/2073-445X/13/1/6
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/ffgc.2023.1297301/full
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/01/04/world/canada/canada-boreal-forest-logging.html
https://www.globalforestwatch.org/blog/data-and-research/worlds-last-intact-forests-are-becoming-increasingly-fragmented/
https://www.globalforestwatch.org/blog/data-and-research/worlds-last-intact-forests-are-becoming-increasingly-fragmented/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41559-022-01737-8
https://www.borealbirds.org/threats-boreal-birds#:~:text=Two%20of%20the%20largest%20threats,and%20oil%20and%20gas%20extraction
https://www.borealbirds.org/threats-boreal-birds#:~:text=Two%20of%20the%20largest%20threats,and%20oil%20and%20gas%20extraction
https://www.borealbirds.org/threats-boreal-birds#:~:text=Two%20of%20the%20largest%20threats,and%20oil%20and%20gas%20extraction
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10584-020-02711-8
https://natural-resources.canada.ca/our-natural-resources/forests/industry-and-trade/forest-bioeconomy-bioenergy-bioproducts/forest-bioenergy/13325
https://natural-resources.canada.ca/our-natural-resources/forests/industry-and-trade/forest-bioeconomy-bioenergy-bioproducts/forest-bioenergy/13325
https://natural-resources.canada.ca/our-natural-resources/forests/industry-and-trade/forest-bioeconomy-bioenergy-bioproducts/forest-bioenergy/13325

John Sterman et al., “Does Replacing Coal with Wood Lower CO2 Emissions? Dynamic
Lifecycle Analysis of Wood Bioenergy,” Environmental Research Letters, January 18, 2018, 13,
1. https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/aaa512?ref=https://githubhelp.com.
World Wildlife Fund, “500+ Scientists Tell EU to End Tree Burning for Energy,” February 11,
2021, https://www.wwf.eu/?uNews|D=2128466.

12 Malcolm et al., “Forest Harvesting and the Carbon Debt in Boreal East-Central Canada.”

13 Harrison and MacDonald, “Drax’s BECCS Project Climbs in Cost to the UK Public.”

14 Natural Resources Defense Council, “A Bad Biomass Bet,” October 2021,
https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/bad-biomass-bet-beccs-ib.pdf.

Ter-Mikaelian et al., “The Carbon Neutrality Assumption for Forest Bioenergy: A Case Study
for Northwestern Ontario,” The Forestry Chronicle, 2011, 87 (5). https://pubs.cif-
ifc.org/doi/pdf/10.5558/tfc2011-071. Bysouth et al., “High Emissions or Carbon Neutral?”

15 U.K. National Audit Office, “The Government’s Support for Biomass,” January 24, 2024,
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/Report-the-governments-support-for-
biomass.pdf.

Office of the Auditor General of Canada, “Independent Auditor’s Report,” 2023,
https://www.0ag-bvg.gc.ca/internet/docs/parl_cesd 202304 01 e.pdf.

16 Brian O’Callaghan et al., “Could Britain’s Energy Demand Be Met Entirely by Wind and
Solar?” Smith School of Enterprise and the Environment, Working Paper No. 23-02, September
2023, https://www.smithschool.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2023-09/Could-Britains-energy-
demand-be-met-entirely-by-wind-and-solar-SSEE-working-paper.pdf.

17 Tom Harrison and Harriet Fox, “Biomass Plant is UK’s Top Emitter,” Ember, July 31, 2023,
https://ember-climate.org/insights/research/drax-co2-emissions-biomass/.

18 U.K. House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee, “Oral Evidence: Sustainable
Timber and Deforestation, HC 637, October 26, 2022,
https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/11433/pdf/.

19 Convention on Biological Diversity, “Definitions,”
https://www.cbd.int/forest/definitions.shtml (accessed February 27, 2024).

International Union for Conservation of Nature, “Primary Forests Including Intact Forest
Landscapes,” https://www.iucn.org/our-work/topic/forests/primary-forests-including-intact-
forest-
landscapest#:~:text=Primary%20forests%20including%20intact%20forest%20landscapes%20incl
ude%20several%20forest%20types,fragments%20in%20much%?20larger%20landscapes
(accessed February 27, 2024).

20 Ben Parfitt, “The Great Tree Robbery,” Policynote, December 2, 2021,
https://www.policynote.ca/tree-robbery/.



https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/aaa512?ref=https://githubhelp.com
https://www.wwf.eu/?uNewsID=2128466
https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/bad-biomass-bet-beccs-ib.pdf
https://pubs.cif-ifc.org/doi/pdf/10.5558/tfc2011-071
https://pubs.cif-ifc.org/doi/pdf/10.5558/tfc2011-071
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/Report-the-governments-support-for-biomass.pdf
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/Report-the-governments-support-for-biomass.pdf
https://www.oag-bvg.gc.ca/internet/docs/parl_cesd_202304_01_e.pdf
https://www.smithschool.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2023-09/Could-Britains-energy-demand-be-met-entirely-by-wind-and-solar-SSEE-working-paper.pdf
https://www.smithschool.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2023-09/Could-Britains-energy-demand-be-met-entirely-by-wind-and-solar-SSEE-working-paper.pdf
https://ember-climate.org/insights/research/drax-co2-emissions-biomass/
https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/11433/pdf/
https://www.cbd.int/forest/definitions.shtml
https://www.iucn.org/our-work/topic/forests/primary-forests-including-intact-forest-landscapes#:~:text=Primary%20forests%20including%20intact%20forest%20landscapes%20include%20several%20forest%20types,fragments%20in%20much%20larger%20landscapes
https://www.iucn.org/our-work/topic/forests/primary-forests-including-intact-forest-landscapes#:~:text=Primary%20forests%20including%20intact%20forest%20landscapes%20include%20several%20forest%20types,fragments%20in%20much%20larger%20landscapes
https://www.iucn.org/our-work/topic/forests/primary-forests-including-intact-forest-landscapes#:~:text=Primary%20forests%20including%20intact%20forest%20landscapes%20include%20several%20forest%20types,fragments%20in%20much%20larger%20landscapes
https://www.iucn.org/our-work/topic/forests/primary-forests-including-intact-forest-landscapes#:~:text=Primary%20forests%20including%20intact%20forest%20landscapes%20include%20several%20forest%20types,fragments%20in%20much%20larger%20landscapes
https://www.policynote.ca/tree-robbery/

