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Dear President Biden and Members of Congress,
“As scientists with expertise in ecology, forest management, biodiversity, and climate change, we are writing to urge you to remove from the Budget Reconciliation and Infrastructure provisions that promote logging and fossil fuels because such measures will only make worse the global climate and biodiversity crises. As an initial matter, we note that, even under optimistic expert estimates, the clean energy provisions in these bills are insufficiently bold and would, by themselves, only achieve a fraction of what we would need to reach the Administration’s minimum climate crisis mitigation target of a 50% reduction in annual U.S. greenhouse gas emissions from 2005 levels by 2030.  Making matters worse, the bills contain numerous logging provisions that would dramatically increase annual carbon emissions from logging for lumber, forest biomass energy, and wood pellets on public and private forestlands nationwide, which would undermine natural climate solutions and our forests’ carbon storage and sink capacities. The Reconciliation Bill is in jeopardy unless the cost can be reduced. Removing these compromising logging provisions and the subsidies for logging, bioenergy and fossil fuels would help accomplish that goal. 

As hundreds of climate and forest scientists warned Congress last year, logging in U.S. forests emits 723 million tons of uncounted CO2 into our atmosphere each year—more than 10 times the amount emitted by wildfires and tree mortality from insects combined.  Greenhouse gas emissions from logging in U.S. forests are now comparable to the annual CO2 emissions from U.S. coal burning, and annual emissions from the building sector.  Most of the carbon in trees removed from forests through logging is emitted almost immediately, as branches and tree tops are burned at biomass energy facilities, and mill residues are burned at the sawmills, typically for energy production—emitting more CO2 than burning coal, for equal energy produced.  Logging conducted as commercial “thinning,” under the rubric of fire management, emits about three times more CO2 than wildfire alone.

The Reconciliation Bill currently contains $14 billion in new subsidies for logging on federal public lands—more than double existing levels—as well as billions in new logging subsidies on private forestlands. The Reconciliation Bill further proposes nearly $1 billion in new subsidies for forest biomass energy, wood pellet facilities, and mass timber (cross-laminated timber) under the heading of “wood innovation.” This ignores the advice of hundreds of climate and forest scientists who have previously informed Congress that these industries substantially increase emissions and worsen the climate crisis.

The Infrastructure Bill includes a legislative mandate for 30 million acres of additional logging on federal public lands over the next 15 years, in addition to misdirecting billions of dollars in new subsidies for the fossil fuel industry and an exemption from environmental analysis for new oil and gas pipelines across federal lands. It also includes provisions that would roll back the National Environmental Policy Act by creating new “categorical exclusion” exemptions from environmental analysis and disclosure of adverse impacts of this logging on our climate and forest biodiversity, while eliminating the public’s right to file administrative objections on logging proposals. Further, the Infrastructure bill includes $400 million for destructive post-fire clearcutting on public lands, and $400 million in new subsidies for forest biomass and wood pellet facilities, which not only harms our climate and forest ecosystems but also disproportionately adversely affect communities of color with increased particulate and toxic pollution.  In addition, there are $18 billion in new subsidies in the bill for the forest biomass/pellet and fossil fuel industries to promote carbon capture and storage (CCS) and biomass energy with carbon capture and storage (BECCS), and construction of a massive network of CO2 pipelines. Hundreds of climate scientists, and conservation and environmental justice organizations, have decried this as a false climate solution that can actually increase net carbon emissions and energy consumption while increasing pollution in communities of color.
In both bills, logging provisions are promoted as wildfire management and climate solutions measures, but commercial logging conducted under the guise of “thinning” and “fuel reduction” typically removes mature, fire-resistant trees that are needed for forest resilience. We have watched as one large wildfire after another has swept through tens of thousands of acres where commercial thinning had previously occurred due to extreme fire weather driven by climate change. Removing trees can alter a forest’s microclimate, and can often increase fire intensity.  In contrast, forests protected from logging, and those with high carbon biomass and carbon storage, more often burn at equal or lower intensities when fires do occur.
We urge Congress to move in the opposite direction by shifting from more logging toward natural climate solutions that store carbon in mature and older forests and allow naturally regenerating forests to continue growing for greater carbon accumulation. For example, protecting U.S. federal public forestlands from logging would not only reduce direct carbon emissions but would also increase annual drawdown of atmospheric CO2 by 84 million tons per year.  We do not wish to follow our Canadian neighbors where some of their managed forests have become a source of emissions because they followed many of the proposed policies in these Bills. There is a path toward meeting the vital 2030 climate crisis mitigation goals, but not with the Reconciliation and Infrastructure Bills as currently written.
We need the Administration and Congress to enact policies that will substantially reduce annual greenhouse gas emissions from logging, and from fossil fuels, and increase accumulation of carbon in our forests. The recent IPCC AR6 report released in August makes clear the urgent need to reduce emissions by at least half by 2030 to avoid large increases of devastating heat domes, prolonged droughts, wildfires that can impact communities, intense precipitation events, and catastrophic storms. The logging and fossil fuel subsidies and policies in the Reconciliation and Infrastructure Bills will only intensify the rate and intensity of our changing climate.”
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Here is the link to the letter
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Only a fool would reject the opinions and recommendations of 203 Ph.D. scientists in favor of a biased silviculturist whose job depends on logging.
