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22 October 2002

The Secretary

Senate ECITA References Committee

Parliament House

CANBERRA   ACT   2600

ecita.sen@aph.gov.au
Dear Secretary

Re:  Submission to ECITA with respect to the inquiry into the Renewable Energy (Electricity) Amendment Bill 2002

Forestry Tasmania seeks to assist an inform deliberations of the Committee in respect of the issue of use of native forest waste as a renewable energy source.

We have attached for your consideration a recent CSIRO report into the science relevant to the sustainable use of forest-harvesting residues for energy production in Tasmania. 

Our position

Forestry Tasmania's position is that it supports Item 33 Section 17(1) and (2) of the Bill as drafted, but opposes Section 17(3) and Section 17(4).  The retention of post harvest residues as fuels eligible for renewable energy credits will make a major contribution to improving and protecting native forest.

Our interest

Forestry Tasmania is a Tasmanian government business enterprise and wishes to sell native forest harvesting residues from current operations to National Power Partners who wish to build and operate a power station utilising these residues.

The total forest estate in Tasmania comprises 3.3 million ha.  Forestry Tasmania manages about 1.5 million ha of this estate, about 1.27 million ha (40.1% of forested land) is wholly protected while the balance is largely private forests.  The RFA has identified 1.25 million ha of old-growth forest of which over 1 million ha will never be logged.

Harvesting of native forest in Tasmania over the past 5 years has involved 53,400ha.  All of this area has been regenerated - mainly as native forest.  Of this harvested area, old-growth forest, as defined in the RFA, comprised 7,100ha (<0.4% of total old-growth forest area).   The harvesting of this small amount of old growth is controlled under the State’s Regional Forest Agreement.
Management of harvest residues

Forest will not be logged specifically to provide fuel for the power station.  Logging will occur in accordance with the RFA and for the supply of high quality sawlog and veneer logs.  But, where logging occurs, residues will be collected if the coupe is within the collection range of the power station.

Management of harvesting residues is critical to the establishment and protection of a new forest.  A certain amount of burning is usually required to provide a seed bed. The burning of the residue also reduces the fuel load and thereby provides greater protection to the forest from wildfire.

After a fire, the larger logs are left and eventually rot, releasing methane, a gas with a greater greenhouse impact than carbon dioxide.

What a wood-fired power station allows is a market for some of the residue material, therefore it permits the removal of the larger residue material from coupes post-harvest and disposal through a controlled burn.

Once the forest is regrown and the next cycle of harvesting occurs after about eighty years, the residues are once again created.  Harvesting of residues must also allow for the retention of the coarse woody debris habitat important for some elements of biodiversity including beetles and fungi.

Forestry Tasmania commissioned an extensive report by the CSIRO on the impacts of removal of forest residues and the impacts on the environment of burning the wood in a power station.  A copy of the report is appended to this submission together with Forestry Tasmania's responses to the recommendations of the report.

The key findings of the report are that:

· Management prescriptions can be developed that will suitably address the management of harvesting processes and retention of coarse woody debris to maintain bio-diversity.  Much of the work associated with these recommendations is being undertaken as part of the Warra Long Term Ecological Research Site operated by Forestry Tasmania.
· The use of fuelwood is likely to have considerable greenhouse benefits, but further work could be undertaken on non-CO2 greenhouse gasses generated during regeneration burns.  CSIRO estimates that a reduction in green house gas emissions of about 240,000 tonnes of carbon dioxide per year could be achieved through burning the forest residues for power generation.
Wood-fired power generation benefits

The use of residues from forest harvesting as renewable fuels has a number of immediate benefits.  Reducing the amount of wood burnt in the open will reduce smoke emission during regeneration burning operations.

The principal costs in generation are the cost of capital and the cost of gathering the fuel.  Compared to more concentrated forms of energy such as coal, gas and oil, a wood-fired power station requires a higher investment in capital and much higher costs in fuel supply.  The Renewable Energy Act provides a mechanism that makes it possible to gain a revenue source to offset the higher cost and thus bring such projects into economic consideration.

This then brings about the flow on benefits of wood-fired power, socially a range of jobs from harvesting through transport to power station operation are created, often in more remote rural areas where unemployment is high.  Economically the project stimulates investment and injects income in regional areas that provides improved prospects for other businesses in the area.

Therefore, the retention of wood from native forest harvesting residues as a renewable source of energy under the Act will benefit the economy, the forest industry and the environment.

Section 17 (3) and (4)

Forestry Tasmania submits that it would be appropriate for Parliament to consider any extension or retraction of sources from section 17(1) through an amendment to the Act, rather than providing wide discretion in interpretation through Regulations.

Yours faithfully

R L Gordon

GENERAL MANAGER, MARKETING

Attachment:

CSIRO Report:  Review of the science relevant to the sustainable use of native and plantation forest-harvesting residues for energy production in Tasmania. 31 May 2002. (Not been previously released)

