To: Chair Brenda Mallory, Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ)

Cc: Chief Randy Moore, U.S. Forest Service (USDA) and Director Tracy Stone-Manning,
Bureau of Land Management (DOI)

Re: National Environmental Policy Act Guidance on Consideration of Greenhouse Gas
Emissions and Climate Change

Date: April 10th, 2023

Dear Chair Mallory,

We are writing to comment on the Council’s “National Environmental Policy Act Guidance on
Consideration of Greenhouse Gas Emissions and Climate Change” and specifically to urge the
Council to improve its recommendations concerning how agencies should address the
greenhouse gas emissions from logging. We welcome the Council’s direction that agencies
address the greenhouse gas pollution impacts of individual and cumulative logging projects and
underscore the importance of gross emissions avoidance' throughout our comments.

As detailed below, the Guidance should be amended to direct agencies to use methods and
models that represent high quality information and accurate greenhouse gas accounting’ when
undertaking environmental reviews of logging projects on federal lands. Research, including
studies done by the U.S. government,iil indicates that logging on federal forests is a substantial
source of carbon dioxide emissions to the atmosphere.”¥ Notably, logging emissions — unlike
emissions from natural disturbances — are directly controllable. Models and methods exist that
allow agencies to accurately report and quantify logging emissions for avoidance purposes at
national, regional, and project-specific scales. The Council’s guidance should direct that projects
on federal lands disclose estimates of such greenhouse gas emissions using published accounting
methods, aim to avoid or reduce the greenhouse gas emissions associated with logging, and
acknowledge the substantial carbon debt created by logging mature and old-growth trees and
forests on federal lands."

In particular, we recommend that:

1. CEQ should provide guidance to federal agencies to identify and assess the carbon stock
of mature and old-growth forests and trees"' given the substantial carbon value of such
trees and forests;"!

2. CEQ should provide explicit guidance to the agencies to identify and assess gross
emissions from logging, particularly logging mature and old-growth trees and forests on
federal lands, and including the emissions from logging on site and downstream
emissions through the entire chain of custody of milling, manufacturing, and
transportation;

3. CEQ should require that agencies provide a high standard of scientific support for any
asserted offsets of gross emissions, including discussion of timing factors that address the
carbon debit created from logging vs avoiding logging and allowing stocks to further
accrue."l We also note that storing some carbon in short-lived wood product pools is not



compensatory as an offset or avoidance for using other carbon-intensive materials in
construction;™* and

4. CEQ should direct that agencies may not fail to disclose emissions from logging or
dismiss such emissions as insignificant on the assumption that logging may leave residual
forests more resistant to natural disturbances.

Background: Interim Guidance on biogenic emissions. The Guidance’s section concerning
biogenic emissions includes the following:

In the land and resource management context, how a proposed action and
reasonable alternatives (as well as the no-action alternative) affect a net carbon
sink or source will depend on multiple factors such as the local or regional climate
and environment, the distribution of carbon across carbon pools in the action area,
ongoing activities and trends, and the role of natural disturbances in the relevant
area.

In NEPA reviews, for actions involving potential changes to biological GHG
sources and sinks, agencies should include a comparison of net GHG emissions
and carbon stock changes that are anticipated to occur, with and without
implementation of the proposed action and reasonable alternatives. The analysis
should consider the estimated GHG emissions (from biogenic and fossil-fuel
sources), carbon sequestration potential, and the net change in relevant carbon
stocks in light of the proposed actions and timeframes under consideration, and
explain the basis for the analysis.

Some actions that involve ecosystem restoration can generate short-term biogenic
emissions while resulting in overall long-term net reductions of atmospheric GHG
concentrations through increases in carbon stocks or reduced risks of future
emissions.*

The above guidance should be explicitly expanded to direct agencies to at least quantify and —
ideally — avoid gross emissions to the atmosphere from any logging of mature and old-growth
trees and forests on federal lands. Net emissions calculations often used in timber assessments
significantly undervalue the carbon stock retention from not logging such forests, focusing on
uptake instead of retention of stores.

The Guidance should also specifically direct agencies to disclose direct and indirect climate
pollution from removing, transporting, and milling wood. This includes emissions from loss of
stored carbon during the removal at the forest (in-boundary) and manufacturing and transport
process (out-of-boundary). That is, Guidance should more closely specify the need to disclose
the GHG emissions from logging on site through the entire chain of custody of milling,
manufacturing, and transportation, including:

- construction, reconstruction, and maintenance of logging access routes;

- all forms of logging operations (clearcut, selective, postfire, commercial thinning, etc),
including any herbicides, insecticides and related treatments;

- transport of logs to mills;



- milling of the wood; and
- transport of products to other sectors.

These emissions are all foreseeable impacts of logging projects. In some cases, these impacts
may be considerable. For example, the South Plateau Project in Montana, currently undergoing
NEPA review, will result in at least 40,000 trips by fully loaded logging trucks to remove the 83
million board feet of timber, and will involve the construction (and subsequent obliteration) of
up to 57 miles of temporary road. We note that in addressing the impacts of coal mine
expansions, federal agencies have disclosed the GHG emissions of equipment used to mine coal
and to transport it to market. Land management agencies can and should make similar
projections for GHG pollution associated with vegetation removal projects.

The Guidance should specifically direct agencies to disclose carbon loss from wood products.
Land management agencies routinely assert that the impacts of logging on carbon stores will be
minimal because carbon from logged trees will be stored long-term in forest products. Such
assertions are contrary to research indicating that much of the carbon stored in removed trees is
lost in the near term, and little carbon is stored long-term in wood products.

For example, a 2019 study evaluated the quantification of biogenic emissions in the state of
Washington, which included GHG emissions from logging, but not decomposition of wood
products. The study concluded that the failure to address decomposition losses amounted to as
much as a 25% underestimation of carbon emissions. *

Losses from decomposition vary over time and also depend on the lifetime of the wood product
being produced from the timber. Paper and wood chips, for example, have very short lifetimes
and will release substantial carbon to the atmosphere within a few months to a few years of
production. Bioenergy production and burning have been found to release more emissions than
burning even coal, including methane. Product disposal in landfills results in anaerobic
decomposition that releases methane. Methane has a global warming potential about 30 times
that of carbon dioxide over 100 years, and over 80 times that of carbon dioxide over 20 years, X
magnifying the impact of disposal of short-term wood products.

Longer term wood products can store carbon for many decades, but this depends on the life of
the product. To give a sense of the larger picture, a study modeling carbon stores in Oregon and
Washington from 1900-1992 showed that only 23% of carbon from logged trees during this time
period was still stored as of 1996. Similarly, more than 80% of carbon removed from the forest
in logging operations in West Coast forests since 1900 was transferred to landfills and the
atmosphere within decades.*! Hudiburg (2019) also concludes that state and federal carbon
reporting had erroneously excluded some product-related emissions, resulting in a 25-55%
underestimation of state total carbon emissions from logging.*\V

Many of these decomposition emissions could be avoided if these trees were left standing,
especially by protecting carbon stocks from logging of mature and old-growth trees and forests
on federal lands. The Council’s biogenic emissions guidance should direct that agency NEPA
analyses disclose the trade-off and the importance of maintaining the stock value of mature and
old-growth trees.



The Guidance should specifically direct agencies to disclose both gross and net impacts from
logging, and to address impacts to carbon stores over time. The Council’s Guidance generally
directs that agencies address climate pollution impacts on both a gross and a net basis, and that
they also address how those pollution impacts may change over time. But specific guidance for
climate emissions from biogenic resources alludes only to impacts of net emissions: “The
analysis should consider the estimated GHG emissions (from biogenic and fossil-fuel sources),
carbon sequestration potential, and the nef change in relevant carbon stocks in light of the
proposed actions and timeframes under consideration, and explain the basis for the analysis.” 88
Fed. Reg. at 1207 (emphasis added). We underscore again the importance of logging activities
avoiding gross emissions especially of mature and old-growth trees due to their irreplaceable
stock value and their contributions to slowing the global biodiversity and climate crises.*’ At the
same time, the Guidance recognizes that the impacts of logging projects may vary over time:
“Some actions that involve ecosystem restoration can generate short-term biogenic emissions
while resulting in overall long-term net reductions of atmospheric GHG concentrations through
increases in carbon stocks or reduced risks of future emissions.” 88 Fed. Reg. at 1207. We urge
the Council to amend the Guidance for biogenic resources to make clear that agencies should
quantify both the short-term and long-term gross and net impacts of logging projects. This will
allow agencies to disclose and assess the trade-offs between increasing GHG emissions via
logging now — when decreases are most sorely needed — versus alleged increases in storage later.

The Guidance should direct that agencies may not fail to disclose emissions from logging or
dismiss such emissions as insignificant based on the unsupported assumption that logging may
leave residual forests more resistant to natural disturbances. As noted, the Guidance asserts that
logging justified as “ecosystem restoration can generate short-term biogenic emissions while
resulting in overall long-term net reductions of atmospheric GHG concentrations.” In a similar
vein, the Forest Service routinely asserts that it can effectively ignore short-term carbon losses
due to logging because the residual forest will have significantly reduced potential to have its
carbon stores diminished by high-severity fires.

But there is no reasonable basis for a blanket assumption that logging leads to fewer emissions
from a given acreage of forest. The comparative probability of a particular acreage being
affected by natural disturbance in the presence or absence of logging is difficult to predict with
certainty, especially given the changing climate. And assertions about the relationship of logging
and carbon emissions require careful documentation, disclosure of uncertainty, and consideration
of near, medium, and long-term emissions. Among other things, emissions calculations should
account for assumed or expected land management practices (including subsequent re-
introduction of natural fire and/or future entry for additional thinning), the fate of carbon in
unlogged burned trees as well as logged and processed trees, and the statistical likelihood that
intense fire would otherwise occur in the logged area within the lifespan of the proposed
treatment and be substantially reduced by the logging. Corroborating this, research indicates that
only a small percentage of acres logged are subsequently affected by natural disturbances during
the period when the logging is arguably effective.*"!

Additionally, the mere possibility of a reduction in post-logging emissions from natural
disturbances is not a basis for failing to disclose emissions from the logging itself, especially in
comparison to fire. Research shows that emissions from logging across the conterminous United
States greatly exceed those from all natural disturbances combined (fire, insects, wind storms).*Vi



And a recent assessment of carbon emissions that incorporated the intense 2020 fire season
found that even in the more fire-prone western United States, the ten-year average emissions
from logging were significant, including in comparison to fire.**"

To evaluate biogenic emissions, federal agencies must assess site-specific data. The Guidance
makes clear that agencies must address the emissions and storage impacts of project-specific
vegetation removal projects, “such as prescribed burning, timber stand improvements, fuel load
reductions, and scheduled harvesting.”** We support this direction. We also urge the Council to
direct agencies to assess emissions from pile burning related to forestry operations, as such
actions can intensify carbon release.

The nature of the climate change emergency is based on multiple points of emission sources,
with each contributing to the problem cumulatively. Therefore, project-level analysis is a critical
undertaking and one for which land management agencies now have the tools to quantify the
contribution of each federal action, including in cumulative effects analyses.

Given the significant climate impact of logging on federal lands, it is critical that agencies
estimate and quantify greenhouse gas emissions associated with each individual logging project
and provide annual estimates associated with total logging on federal lands. Agencies should
expand their abilities and expectations around accounting for logging emissions as a significant
contributor to climate change in tandem with continued progress in fire emissions accounting
that more accurately captures actual carbon emissions from forest fires.**

There is a great need for the Council to direct federal land management agencies to undertake
project-level analysis based on accurate scientific information. The Forest Service, for instance,
which manages 193 million acres of public land, continues to use outdated approaches that
discount the impacts of logging and fire on carbon stores. For example, the agency has not
rescinded and continues to rely on guidance issued in 2009* during the last month of the Bush
Administration that is at best obsolete, and at worst amounts to climate denial **! The Forest
Service used this guidance as recently as 2022 as grounds to dismiss as “infinitesimal,” without
any attempt to quantify emissions, the climate impacts of a project authorizing 11,000 acres of
logging and burning, including 1,700 acres of clearcuts. il This is the very type of cursory and
uninformed analysis that the Council’s Interim Guidance specifically recommends against.

In closing, we request that the Council direct federal land management agencies to implement
robust gross greenhouse gas emissions calculations for all logging projects going forward, with
particular attention to effects of such projects on the carbon value of mature and old-growth trees
and forests.

Thank you for your consideration.

Sincerely,
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