To: Board 
From:  Dave and Bruce

RE:  Further explanation about bioenergy and End Commercial Logging policies interface
You have received memos from Jim Bensman and the Toiyabe and Mother Lode Chapters expressing displeasure with a section of the Energy Resources Policy dealing with bioenergy from federal public lands.
Jim Bensman was an author of the End Commercial Logging (ECL) ballot measure which was approved by the Club membership in 1996.  The language of the ballot measure is as follows:  
Commercial Logging on Federal Lands

The Sierra Club support[s] protecting all federal publicly owned lands in the United States and advocate[s] an end to all commercial logging on these lands. 

Adopted in the Sierra Club Annual Election, April 20, 1996
Jim believes this ballot adopted policy prohibits any tree that is cut on federal land ever being used to create commercial bioenergy (he concedes that personal firewood permits are permitted under the policy). 
The Forest Protection Team (a team in the Activist Network made up primarily of ECL activists) will be discussing this on a call on the 21st.  Some team members, such as Jim, believe the language that our task force drafted is a clear and blatent violation of the ECL policy.  Other team members (including team leader Bryan Bird) believe that our recommended language does not violate the ECL policy.   
When the ECL policy was adopted, there was an extensive dialog between President Robbie Cox, Executive Director Carl Pope, and Board Member Chad Hansen (who was coordinator of the petition drive).  Chad agreed that in addition to personal firewood permits, it was also permissible to allow the federal land management agency to contract with a logging firm to conduct a non-commercial tree removal in order to accomplish an ecosystem restoration, safety, or fuel reduction purpose.  
Chad wrote: 

It all comes down to the ultimate destination of the material that is 
cut.  If some small trees are cut, and the material is either left on site (typically such material is either piled and burned or masticated on site after thinning) or removed for personal/non-commercial use (e.g., a) gathered for personal firewood via personal use permits, b) gathered for fencing materials via personal use permits, or c) removed from the site by the land management agency for use in campground facilities (e.g., fencing)), then it is consistent with the Club's ECL policy.  If, however, the material is removed and sold, either as timber or biomass, then it is inconsistent with the Club's ECL policy--even if the private contractor removing the material does not pay for it.  This is the essence of what we discussed in personal conversations, and over email, back in 1995-1996.

We used the term "commercial logging" because we wanted to prevent the 
activities that create not only a direct financial perverse incentive for the land management agencies, but also to prevent the political and 
economic pressure that is brought to bear against the land management 
agencies when material that is cut can be removed and sold commercially.  
You have also heard from the Toiyabe and Mother Lode Chapters and the leaders of the Sierra Nevada Resilient Habitats Campaign that they feel this interpretation is way to strict and needs to be loosened so that more ecosystem restoration logging and ecologically-based fuel reduction can take place.  After 100 years of fire suppression (and a public outcry every time there is a large wildfire) there is not enough natural and prescribed fire on the landscape to deal with ecosystem restoration needs and fuel loads.  So these forest activists (and many others in chapters outside California) would like to see the Club permitted to support ecological and public safety logging, even if it has a commercial component.  They also question why it is a environmentally unacceptable to allow the removed trees to be run through a bioenergy plant since a controlled burn in a bioenergy plant would produce less pollution and more useful energy than burning the slash and trees on site.  

This flexibility is precisely what the ECL advocates fear.  They worry that any timber removal designed by a federal agency will not be ecologically designed and if the trees go to a bioenergy plant the pressure will be on to have a steady flow of federal timber to “feed the beast”.  So even if no money changes hands and there is no commercial incentive to log, the federal government will want to maximize logging to keep the industry alive, cut more trees, and create jobs.

The Task Force tried to establish a very narrow window of flexibility for chapters.  We did not go along with their desire to approve commercial sales since this appeared to be a violation of policy.  However, we did recommend that if trees were cut according to strict ecological standards that the Club would not oppose giving them away to bioenergy plant to get rid of the fuel load and in the process create a little renewable energy.  Here, the Club is not rubber stamping all federal lands non-commercial logging the agency plans -- so if the agency designs it wrong we can oppose it, but if they design it right, we can support it.  It seems odd that it is OK to use the logs for firewood or fence posts, but if they are used to make bioenergy that is unacceptable. 
The three options before the Board are as follows:  

The language the TF forwarded to the Board reads as follows:   

e) The Sierra Club opposes all commercial logging on federal public lands regardless of  purpose of the logging or the intended end use of the trees, with exceptions for personal  firewood permits. Any logging on federal lands for ecological restoration, fuel reduction  in the wildland-urban interface, or biofuels should be non-commercial contract thinning  operations that are designed to protect the forest ecosystem. 

To address Jim's concerns you would substitute: 

e) The Sierra Club opposes all commercial logging on federal public lands. Therefore, the Club opposes using trees from federal lands as source material for commercial bioenergy plants. Non-commercial logging for personal domestic use firewood is acceptable.   

To address the Chapters' petition you would adopt: 

e)  All projects done on federal lands for ecological restoration, fuel reduction in the wildland-urban interface or biofuels should be clearly designed to promote forest health and resilience.  Whether or not some of the costs are recouped by selling by-products of restoration such as small diameter wood, chipped material, or other wood residue should not influence our support.
Our Task Force agrees that it is not worth holding up the Energy Resources Policy over this minor issue.  It ultimately needs to be resolved by the Board as you have competing interests within the Club who seek very different interpretations of existing ECL policy.   Our attempt to find a middle ground has not managed to bring all people together.  This is not surprising since there have been deep divisions in the Club on this issue for over 25 years.   
