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December 17, 2009

Submitted via email to Cathy.Bleier@fire.ca.gov

California Interagency Forest Working Group

Attn:  Cathy Bleier

California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection

1416 Ninth Street

Sacramento, CA 95814

RE: Pacific Forest Trust Comments on IFWG Work Plans

Dear IFWG Members:

Pacific Forest Trust appreciates the opportunity to provide feedback on the draft work plans for the three task groups.  We hope these comments help improve coordination between the task groups and avoid potential pitfalls.  Because many of our comments involve information sharing between task groups, our thoughts are aggregated in this single document.

Task 1:  ARB – Develop and fund activities to improve the technical foundation of the State GHG inventory for the forest sector.

Important aspects of this task overlap with other task groups, particularly the item (step 2) which aims to “Evaluate available data and methods for use in developing statewide inventory and forecasting future emissions and stocks”.  This item step in particular should coordinate with the Task 2 group being led by CalFire.  

The evaluation of existing forest regulations will find that small tweaks in the reporting of inventory, growth, and harvest information would provide very useful data to inform an overall forest inventory.  These real-world data-points would provide ground-truthing to improve the accuracy of potential remote sensing activities or modeling, at almost no cost to the state or landowners.  

Also, the timeline for the tasks is unclear: does Winter 2010 mean January or next December? If it means next December, what is the delay?  It would be clearer to use designations such as 1st Quarter, 2nd Quarter, etc.  Other task group work plans would benefit from including such a timeline as well.

Task 2:  CalFire – Determine the effect of the State’s existing forest and rangeland regulations on meeting the state’s GHG goals, whether simple adjustments are necessary, or whether more significant action is needed.

An additional deliverable would be an evaluation of opportunities to improve the way information about timber harvest, growth, and stocking is gathered through existing regulations.  Much of, if not all, of this information is already gathered by the landowner and submitted to the state in some fashion, but that information does not necessarily flow in a way that would help inform a statewide inventory (see Task 1 comments).  For example, when timber is harvested, the volume of sawlogs coming from a given logging operation is reported to the Board of Equalization, but not to the Natural Resources Agency.  If the regulations were tweaked so that information was routed to the appropriate agency it could help inform the Task 1 project of refining the statewide inventory, both by quantifying the volume of timber removed from the forest as well as providing some data points to improve the accuracy of any modeling or remote sensing.

When evaluating existing regulations and programs, it would be useful if the Task 2 group focused not just on maintaining existing sequestration, but also identified opportunities for improving sequestration.  It may be useful to coordinate such a review with the Task 4 Landowners Incentives group, if that group continues.

It will be important that the review not focus exclusively on timberlands, but also evaluate the mechanisms for protecting forestland (oak woodlands and other forest types down to 10% canopy cover).  Regulation of land use conversion is much less robust on these areas, which tend to see far greater rates of conversion and therefore loss of carbon stocks and sequestration capacity.

The Task 2 work plan would benefit from a timeline.  It would be helpful if all the work plans used a similar timeline, such as 1st Quarter, etc.

Task 3: CEC – Development of Sustainable Forest Biomass Provisions for Energy Project Development and Greenhouse Gas Reductions.

The Task 3 biomass work plan would benefit from clearly acknowledging that a core aspect of “sustainable” biomass is that it supports creation and maintenance of resilient, adaptive forests that provide for broad public benefits now and into the future.  Sustainable forest biomass production should be viewed as sustaining a resilient forest, with biomass material as a byproduct.

Perhaps one of the greatest tensions in the biomass discussion is determining an appropriate size for a biomass facility that can accept appropriate forest thinnings, without being so large as to become an economic pressure on California’s forests to be managed for biomass material in a manner detrimental to other forest values.  It is critical that biomass facilities be sized based on what can be sustained in a healthy, resilient forest, and not have scale be driven by other economic pressures.

Therefore, we suggest adding a research question to item #7 along the lines of:

· What is the scale and landscape scope of biomass infrastructure that specific forest landscapes can sustain over the long term while providing an adaptive, resilient forest that provides the broad range of ecosystem service functions necessary for the state's public benefits.

Because there are a number of ways to ensure that biomass operations do not degrade the forest, we suggest that another topic be added to item # 7:

· Review and assess the legal and regulatory mechanisms available to support a sustainable biomass supply from adaptive, resilient forests.

Finally, we would caution against the casual use of the term “catastrophic fire”.  California is a fire-adapted landscape, and fire is a critical natural process.  While a legacy of fire suppression has increased fuel loads, and some forests may benefit from reducing some of this fuel load, it would be an error to view all fire as catastrophic or inherently bad from an ecological perspective.

We appreciate the opportunity to provide these comments on the draft work plans, and look forward to being involved in the ongoing discussions of all three groups.  Please don’t hesitate to contact Paul Mason at 916-214-1382 or pmason@pacificforest.org if you have any additional questions about our comments.

Regards,

Paul Mason
Director, California Policy

Pacific Forest Trust

