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April 26, 2007
Dr. Webster Tasat

Manager of the Emissions Inventory Systems Section
California Air Resources Board

1001 I Street

Sacramento, CA  95814

Re: Landfill Carbon Sequestration in the Emissions Inventory 

Dear Mr. Tasat:

Thank you for the opportunity to discuss the landfill portion of the greenhouse gas emissions inventory with you. We believe that this inventory is a crucial step towards the tracking, and eventual reduction, of greenhouse gases in our state and it is critical that the information in the inventory be accurate.

We have concerns regarding the emissions inventory values for landfills, and the use of the undefined term “sequestration,” as it applies to the landfilling of lumber and yard trimmings.  We request that you address the technical issues outlined below, create a definition for sequestration, and consider adopting a new term to describe the temporary storage of the carbon in landfills resulting from the landfilling of wood products.

Double Counting
Our analysis of the inventory indicates the potential for double counting the carbon in wood products in two different sections of the inventory, the Land Use Change and Forestry section and the Landfill section.  The inventory lists Land Use Change and Forestry sinks as 21MMTCO2E.  While the source of these sinks is not entirely clear, it does appear from the text of the inventory that some portion of the total forestry sink is attributed to sequestration in wood products:

“A portion of the carbon associated with harvested forest wood is sequestered in long-term products.  For softwoods, 75 percent is extracted from the forest and 44 percent of the extracted volume is stored in these long-term products.  For hardwoods, 73 percent is extracted and 23 percent of the extracted hardwood volume is stored in long-term products.” (p. 45, Inventory of California Greenhouse Gas Emissions and Sinks: 1990 to 2004)
At the same time, the inventory lists Landfill Lumber Disposal sinks as 5.01 MMTCO2E and Yard Trimming Landfill Disposal Sinks as an additional 1.87 MMTCO2E.  There is no apparent mechanism in the inventory to avoid double counting the same carbon in these long-term wood products— once as sequestered in long-term products in the forest sector and then a second time as wood waste sequestered in landfills.  It is not indicated in the inventory whether double counting has been avoided by subtracting out the carbon already counted in the forest sector from the carbon from lumber and yard trimmings in the landfill sector.

Another source of potential accounting errors occurs when you consider that most of the wood that ends up in the waste stream originates outside the state (and often outside the country). This wood does not appear as a source of carbon in the inventory because it was cut down outside of California, but it is nonetheless counted as a sink when it is disposed. This is not only inaccurate, but it also creates the impression that landfilling wood products somehow offsets greenhouse gas emissions in the state.

Lack of Accurate “Sequestration” Terminology

We urge you to adopt a clear and scientifically accurate definition of “sequestration” in the inventory.  Carbon sequestration is, traditionally, the uptake and long-term storage of carbon such as that which occurs from plant growth or certain geological processes. This process is distinctly different from the avoidance, or delay of, emissions from a dead and decaying carbon pool. Equating carbon stored in a landfill with true sequestration significantly blurs this line. Landfills are repositories for dead carbon pools, and no atmospheric carbon uptake occurs in landfills.  To the contrary, the wood products “sequestered” in landfills have a decay rate associated with them.  Perhaps in addition to emission and sinks, the inventory should contemplate a third category of long term stores of dead carbon pools.  

It is important that this distinction be made clearly in the inventory to avoid the possibility of landfills being seen as a global warming mitigation measure. Five million tons of lumber and yard waste are disposed in landfills every year (12.2% of total disposed waste). Landfills are long-term environmental hazards and the disposal of wood waste does not result in greenhouse gas reductions. In fact, wood products that are landfilled instead of being recycled contribute to significant global warming pollution by resulting in further deforestation. To avoid this problem, the inventory needs to specifically define sequestration and make it clear that the temporary storage of decaying carbon does not offset, mitigate, or prevent the production of greenhouse gases. 
We recognize the magnitude of the task before you, and we appreciate you taking the time to address our concerns. We look forward to working together on this vital issue.

Sincerely,

Scott Smithline

Director of Legal and Regulatory Affairs

cc:
Catherine Witherspoon, Executive Officer, ARB


Chuck Shulock, Program Manager for Greenhouse Gas Reduction, ARB
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