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January 4, 2019

Mr. James McGarry
Energy Division
California Public Utilities Commission
505 Van Ness Avenue
San Francisco, CA 94102

Re: Climate Resolve’s Reply Comments on BioMAT Staff Proposal

Dear Mr. McGarry:

Climate Resolve submits these informal reply comments on the Commission’s BioMAT Staff Proposal issued in October 2018. Climate Resolve’s reply comments focus on three issues raised in opening comments:

1. Climate Resolve agrees with many of the opening comments that the BioMAT program is critical to meet the state’s climate, air quality, wildfire reduction, waste reduction and other policies, and all changes should focus on accelerating project development to meet these important state policies.
2. Other state policies and programs have established clearly that each of the three BioMAT feedstock categories provides significant greenhouse gas and Short-Lived Climate Pollutant reductions, so there is no reason to require individual projects to quantify their project specific reductions.
3. The Commission should adopt additional incentives and enforceable timelines to accelerate BioMAT project development.

Climate Resolve is a Los Angeles-based 501(c)(3) tax-deductible nonprofit organization, founded in 2010, that focuses on local solutions to global climate change, and works to achieve outcomes that bestow multiple benefits. Climate Resolve works to make California more equitable, just, livable, prosperous, and sustainable today and for generations to come by inspiring people at home, at work, and in government to reduce climate pollution as well as prepare for climate impacts. The organization’s 12-person team works to keep California cities resilient in the face of climate impacts, by disseminating climate information that makes local climate impacts relatable and solutions actionable. Climate Resolve’s members have a strong interest in ensuring that utility policies and programs are consistent with, and help to further, state and local policies on climate change and climate adaptation.

Climate Resolve’s reply comments focus on the climate change and air quality issues in opening comments on the BioMAT Staff Proposal.


I. Climate Resolve Agrees with SNC, CDFA and Other Parties that the BioMAT is Critical to Meet California’s Climate Change Policies.

Climate Resolve strongly supports the opening comments of the California Department of Food and Agriculture (CDFA), the Sierra Nevada Conservancy (SNC), and other parties that the BioMAT program is critical to reduce climate pollution in California. Organic waste, the feedstock required by the BioMAT, is by far the largest source of Short-Lived Climate Pollutant emissions, which are the most damaging climate pollutants.[footnoteRef:1] According to the California Air Resources Board, methane – which is produced by the feedstocks in BioMAT Categories 1 and 2 – is 72 times more damaging than carbon dioxide (the main climate pollutant emitted from the combustion of fossil fuels).[footnoteRef:2] Black carbon, which is emitted from controlled burns and wildfires (the focus of BioMAT Category 3), is 3200 times more damaging than carbon dioxide.[footnoteRef:3] The largest source of black carbon emissions is wildfire, which causes more than two-thirds of California’s black carbon emissions.[footnoteRef:4] In fact, recent studies by the National Academy of Sciences, Sierra Nevada Conservancy and others have found that wildfire emissions are now larger than all the greenhouse gas reductions achieved across all other sectors in California. In other words, California cannot meet its climate goals without reducing the methane and black carbon emissions from organic waste. [1:  Short-Lived Climate Pollutant Reduction Strategy, adopted by the California Air Resources Board in March 2017. Available at: https://www.arb.ca.gov/cc/shortlived/meetings/03142017/final_slcp_report.pdf.]  [2:  Id. at page 40.]  [3:  Id.]  [4:  Short-Lived Climate Pollutant Reduction Strategy, footnote 1 above, at page 7.] 

A. Diverted Organic Waste and Wastewater Biogas – BioMAT Category 1
Climate Resolve agrees with SNC’s opening comments that the BioMAT is very important to help achieve the state’s organic waste diversion requirements. SB 1383, the state’s Short-Lived Climate Pollutant law, requires California to divert 75 percent of its organic landfill waste by 2025. That means that the state must find alternative, beneficial uses of 15 million tons of organic material per year. Stand-alone facilities and wastewater treatment facilities can convert that organic waste to electricity rather than have it go to landfills where it will release methane emissions. BioMAT Category 1 projects are very important, therefore, to meet the landfill diversion requirements of SB 1383. As the Air Board’s Short-Lived Climate Pollutant Reduction Strategy states, “the State’s organic waste should be put to beneficial use.”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Short-Lived Climate Pollutant Reduction Strategy, footnote 1 above, at pages 4-5.] 

B. Dairy Methane – BioMAT Category 2
Climate Resolve also agrees with CDFA’s opening comments that the BioMAT is important to help meet the dairy methane reduction requirements of SB 1383 (Lara, 2016). Reducing dairy methane is critical to the state’s overall climate goals since dairies cause half of all the methane emissions in California. As CDFA stated, many dairy digester projects in development now are looking to produce vehicle fuel, but as the state moves to electrify transportation and buildings, using dairy biogas for electricity production will be important. In addition, dairy biogas can provide a carbon negative source of flexible generation power, which solar and wind cannot provide.

C. Forest Biomass – BioMAT Category 3

Climate Resolve also supports the opening comments of SNC and the United States Forest Service that BioMAT Category 3 projects are critical to reduce black carbon emission from wildfires and controlled burns of forest waste. The California Forest Carbon Plan,[footnoteRef:6] adopted by the state’s public health, climate change and forest agencies, is very clear about the climate and air quality benefits of biomass energy compared to open burning of forest waste. According to the California Forest Carbon Plan: [6:  California Forest Carbon Plan, adopted by the California Environmental Protection Agency, California Natural Resources Agency and CalFire in May 2018. Available at: http://resources.ca.gov/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/California-Forest-Carbon-Plan-Final-Draft-for-Public-Release-May-2018.pdf] 

· Biomass energy reduces particulate matter, black carbon, methane and smog forming pollutants significantly, even when including the emissions from transport of the forest waste to a biomass facility.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Id. at page 130.] 

· Biomass to energy is preferable to controlled burns from an air quality and a climate perspective.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Id.] 

· Reducing carbon losses from forests, particularly the extensive carbon losses that occur during and after extreme wildfires, is essential to meeting the state’s long-term climate goals.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Id. at page 2.] 

· Bioenergy reduces greenhouse gas and black carbon emissions from the electricity sector.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Id. at page 125.] 

Given these findings, the California Forest Carbon Plan urges the California Public Utilities Commission to fully implement the BioMAT program. The Short-Lived Climate Pollutant Reduction Strategy, adopted by the California Air Resources Board, urges the Commission to accelerate BioMAT project development, to remove barriers to interconnection, and to accelerate connection of small-scale bioenergy projects to the electricity grid.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Short-Lived Climate Pollutant Reduction Strategy, footnote 1 above, at pages 3, 4, 28, and 29.] 

D. Joint Parties’ Comments Are Misguided
Climate Resolve disagrees with some of the assertions in the joint comments of the Center for Biological Diversity, Sierra Club and Partnership for Policy Integrity (the “Joint Comments”). We found some of the Joint Comments to be misleading or inaccurate. In particular, Climate Resolve takes issue with Joint Comments letter focus on emissions from the smokestack exclusively,[footnoteRef:12] which cherry-picks results and is at odds with established scientific methods of measuring air quality and climate change emissions. Climate emissions must consider the lifecycle emissions, also known as cradle to grave or well to wheels. The California Air Resources Board follows this established method in the Low Carbon Fuel Standard program and it is what other state agencies do when quantifying the cost-effectiveness of Cap & Trade investments. To consider only the emissions from the smokestack is incomplete and very misleading. [12:  Informal Comments Of Center For Biological Diversity, Sierra Club, And The Partnership For Policy Integrity On The Biomat Program Review And Staff Proposal, December 7, 2018, at page 1.] 

This is particularly concerning for the BioMAT, which is focused on the beneficial use of organic waste that would otherwise be landfilled (causing methane emissions), burned (causing black carbon and methane emissions) or left in piles to rot (releasing methane). To ignore the upstream emissions and reductions is misleading and dangerous as it provides an incomplete assessment of the impacts and benefits of bioenergy. For example, the California Air Resources Board has found that the biogas from both diverted organic waste (BioMAT Category 1) and dairy manure (BioMAT Category 2) are carbon negative under the Low Carbon Fuel Standard Program. That is because ARB uses a lifecycle analysis of greenhouse gas emissions that includes the destruction of methane at the source (the landfill or dairy) as well as the displacement of fossil fuels. 
As for forest carbon and forest biomass emissions, Climate Resolve agrees with the opening comments of the Green Power Institute that analyzing greenhouse gas emissions from forest biomass and avoided wildfire is highly complex.[footnoteRef:13] The California Environmental Protection Agency, California Air Resources Board, California Natural Resources Agency, and CalFire – the state’s climate, health and resource agencies – all agree, however, that using forest waste for energy is far preferable to opening burning of forest waste from a climate and air quality standpoint. The state’s association of local air districts, CAPCOA, has also found that biomass energy can cut climate and air pollution by 99 percent compared to open burning.[footnoteRef:14] Yet the Joint Comments ignore the emissions from open burning and wildfire by focusing only on the emissions from the smokestack, which is highly misleading. [13:  Opening comments of the Green Power Institute at pages 3-7.]  [14:  California Air Pollution Control Officers Association Forest Biomass Policy, available at: http://www.capcoa.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/CAPCOA_Biomass_Policy_Dec_2016.pdf.] 

The Joint Comments are also misleading in their assertions about forest carbon emissions. While some biomass projects outside the BioMAT may encourage unsustainable forest practices, the Commission adopted forest sustainability guidelines for BioMAT projects that were developed in an open stakeholder process that included environmental groups and forest agencies. It is simply not accurate to ascribe the impacts of all types of forest biomass projects – including utility scale biomass projects and biomass projects in other states – to BioMAT Category 3 projects. BioMAT projects are required to use the byproducts of sustainable forestry, will only take waste from the local area due to the projects’ small size, and most will use gasification instead of direct combustion (the Joint Comments refer to “burning” of forest waste, which will not be the case for most if any BioMAT projects). 
Finally, Climate Resolve disagrees with the Joint Comments’ assertion that forest biomass results in a net carbon loss from forests. There are several reasons why this statement is misleading. First, forest waste that is eligible for the BioMAT must be forest waste removed for restoration or wildfire reduction purposes, meaning that it will be removed anyway or has already been removed. Therefore, the carbon loss from the forest must be attributed to the underlying reason for the biomass removal – either wildfire reduction or forest restoration purposes. Second, the California Forest Carbon Plan makes clear that while forest fuel removal may entail a short-term loss of carbon, if it is done to reduce wildfire or to restore long-term forest health, then it can help to provide long-term carbon sequestration. The Nature Conservancy, in its forest biomass policy, has made similar findings: forest fuel removal may cause a short-term carbon loss, but if it’s part of a larger forest restoration plan, forest fuel removal can increase long-term forest carbon sequestration. In any case, if the fuel removal is done for other reasons, then the loss of forest carbon is not a result of the bioenergy production, but must be attributed to the forest restoration or fire reduction efforts that required the forest fuel removal. 
Addressing the climate emissions from bioenergy requires considering the lifecycle emissions and the alternative fate of the organic waste, whether it will be landfilling, burning or rotting. Again, simply looking at smokestack emissions is not scientifically valid and is misleading.

II.  The Commission Should Not Require Project Level GHG Quantification.
Climate Resolve agrees with the opening comments of the Sierra Nevada Conservancy, Green Power Institute and many other parties that the Commission should not require individual projects to provide quantification of the greenhouse gas reductions. First, as noted in Section I above, California’s climate agencies have already determined that bioenergy projects using organic waste provide significant climate benefits, so there is no reason to require individual projects to quantify those benefits. Projects in Categories 1 and 2 are likely to be carbon negative on a lifecycle basis (as they are under the Low Carbon Fuel Standard) and projects in Category 3 will cut black carbon and methane emissions by 98 to 99 percent according to the state’s climate agencies and the California Air Pollution Control Officers Association.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  California Forest Carbon Plan at page 135; CAPCOA Policy Statement on Forest Biomass.] 

Second, as several parties noted in their opening comments, the Commission does not require GHG quantification of other RPS projects and SB 1122 does not require this for BioMAT projects. Finally, as several parties commented, there are too few BioMAT projects as it is, so the focus at this stage should be on increasing the number of projects. Perhaps in the future, if there are more projects than needed to meet the requirements of SB 1122, then the Commission could use lifecycle carbon intensity as a basis for prioritizing projects, but it is too soon to do that now when there are so few projects in total. 

III. Climate Resolve Agrees with Parties’ Recommendations to Adopt Additional Incentives to Accelerate BioMAT Implementation.
Reducing Short-Lived Climate Pollutant emissions is a critical part of the state’s overall climate strategy. In fact, the California Air Resources Board is counting on SLCP reductions to provide more than one-third of all emissions reductions needed to meet the state’s 2030 climate requirements.[footnoteRef:16] As several parties noted in their opening comments, it is also urgent to reduce wildfire risks, cut landfilling of organic waste, and reduce the air pollution from open burning of agricultural and forest waste. In light of these urgent state priorities, we agree with the Bioenergy Association of California and other parties’ opening comments that the Commission should adopt additional incentives to accelerate BioMAT implementation. The California Air Resources Board, in the Short-Lived Climate Pollution Reduction Strategy, also urges the Commission to quickly and fully implement the BioMAT. [16:  California’s 2030 Climate Change Scoping Plan, adopted by the California Air Resources Board in November 2017, at page 28.] 

In particular, Climate Resolve agrees with the Bioenergy Association of California’s opening comments that the Commission should:
· Allocate 20 percent of Electricity Program Investment Charge (EPIC) funding to BioMAT projects until all 250 MW have been procured;
· Allocate ten percent of the electric utilities’ Cap & Trade revenues to the BioMAT; 
· Coordinate with CalRecycle, California Department of Food and Agriculture and CalFire to ensure that they allocate Cap & Trade funding to BioMAT projects.

Finally, Climate Resolve agrees with many parties’ opening comments that the Commission must address interconnection timelines and costs, which are a major barrier for BioMAT projects.[footnoteRef:17] Climate Resolve agrees with the Placer County Air Pollution Control District that the Commission should expedite interconnection of BioMAT projects and should correct the definition of “strategically located” as the Air District has proposed.[footnoteRef:18]  [17:  Opening comments of the Placer County Air Pollution Control District, Generate Capital, Bioenergy Association of California, Sierra Nevada Conservancy, and others.]  [18:  Placer County Air Pollution Control District opening comments at pages 3-7.] 

The California Air Resources Board, throughout the Short-Lived Climate Pollutant Reduction Strategy, also urges the Commission to remove barriers to interconnection of new bioenergy projects. As the Strategy notes:
“Stubborn barriers remain, including connecting distributed electricity and biogas projects, which have slowed previous efforts to reduce emissions of SLCPs and a wide array of benefits. These barriers are not insurmountable, and now is the time to solve them. . . Practical solutions must be developed and implemented to overcome barriers to . . . grid interconnection . . . State agencies, utilities, and other stakeholders need to work immediately to identify and resolve remaining obstacles to connecting distributed electricity to the grid”[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Short-Lived Climate Pollution Reduction Strategy, footnote 1 above, at pages 3-4.] 


In conclusion, Climate Resolve urges the Commission to focus on changes and incentives that will accelerate the development of small-scale bioenergy projects to meet the requirements of SB 1122 and the state’s climate change policies. These projects are urgently needed and will provide great benefits to local communities, including reduction of landfilling and burning of organic waste, local energy supplies that increase community resilience, job creation, protection of air quality and more.
Thank you for the opportunity to submit these informal reply comments on the BioMAT Staff Proposal. 
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Sincerely,
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Jonathan Parfrey
Executive Director
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