


Energy crops may not be sustainable due to water, fertilizer, 
and harvesting impacts on the soil (DOE Biomass Plan, 
2005). Like all other monoculture crops, ultimately yields of 
energy crops will be reduced due to “pest problems, diseases, 
and soil degradation” (Giampetro, 1997).  In the Southern 
US, this plays out in the form of more intense Southern pine 
beetle infestations, greater occurrence of invasive pests, and 
short-rotation forestry impacting our soil quality.

Genetically Engineered Trees

Cellulosic ethanol is derived from fermenting the sugary 
substance once the cellulose and lignin in plant is broken 
down. To make this process easier, some scientists are 
tampering with plant DNA to create a “naturally” lignin-
free or lignin-light plant from which cellulose would be easy 
to extract.  Unfortunately, genetically modifying plants and 
other organisms could lead to some unexpected consequences. 
(Petermann, A, 2007)

Producing trees with less lignin could have disastrous effects if the pollen is released and intermingles with our 
natural forests.  Low-lignin trees will be lacking in the “bone” structure necessary for keeping a tree healthy 
and strong.  This in turn will lead to more trees breaking in heavy wind and ice storms prevalent across the 
region.  With little resistance to wind, cold, disease or insects, more fertilizers and chemicals will be needed to 
grow them.  Additionally, it could impact the survival and the long-term viability of our forests.

In addition to engineering low-lignin trees, scientists are also seeking to add such traits as herbicide 
resistance, pesticide resistance, and increasing growth rates.  Again all of these could have devastating 
impacts should they mix with our natural forests and also are likely to help speed the development of super 
pests and diseases such as the Southern Pine Beetle and various other invasive tree diseases.  Escape of these 
laboratory genes into native forests could devastate forest ecosystems.

And as we have seen in the field of genetic engineering of crops, genetic engineering of our forests could 
have substantial impacts on private landowners’ rights to own the trees in their forests.  Companies like 
Monsanto consistently win in court when their genetically engineered crops contaminate a farmer’s natural 
crops and traces of the genetically engineered properties are found in the farmer’s crop.  In this case, the 
genetically engineered seed producing company retains control of the seeds even though they weren’t 
originally theirs.  If this were to occur in a landowner’s woodlot, the same could potentially occur.

Economic Impacts
With the Paper Industry

The Southern US is already the largest paper producing region in the world and as stated above, 43 million 
out of 200 million acres of forests are already pine plantations.  These plantations have cellulosic ethanol 
companies and decision-makers looking to these same plantations to feed their future mills.  Both Governor 
Sonny Perdue of Georgia and US Congressional Representative Bob Etheridge of North Carolina have 



commented that they want their states to be the Saudi Arabia of biofuel, using their state’s pine plantations 
as the feedstock.  (Adams, D, 2007 and Boyum, T, 2007)

The diversion of this timber from paper pulp to biofuels, without an attendant drop in paper consumption, 
will both compete with the existing paper industry and push some of the current demand for paper pulp 
elsewhere around the globe resulting in accelerated conversion of native forests into monoculture tree 
plantations, as well as increased legal and illegal logging of forests worldwide. 

Additionally, any proposed gain in jobs in the industry will likely be balanced out by loss of jobs in the 
paper industry.  Though there may be some synergies in turning pulp mill waste into fuel, mention the 
words biofuel in most paper industry board rooms and it typically strikes fear in their hearts.

Current Proposed Facilities

Sixteen new bio-energy projects have 
been announced for the Southern US 
over the past two years, which will lead 
to intense competition for wood waste 
and eventually chips.  Three of those 
facilities are slated to be biofuel facilities 
– Gulf Coast Energy in Mossy Head, 
FL, Range Fuels in Soperton, GA, and 
BlueRidgeXethanol in Spring Hope, 
NC. (Timber-Mart South, 2008)

The Gulf Coast Energy mill in Florida is 
proposing to produce 70 million gallons 
of biofuel using one million tons of wood 
per year.  The expected opening date of 
this facility is unknown.  The Range Fuels facility in Georgia, backed by venture capitalist Vinod Khosla, 
is expected to open in 2009 and produce 50 million gallons of fuel per year using 750,000 tons of wood.  
The North Carolina facility, which also does not have a projected start-up date, is small in comparison, 
producing 5 million gallons of fuel using 75,000 tons of wood. (Timber-Mart South, 2008)

Though the Range Fuels facility is likely the first to be open and these numbers may seem small at first, the 
market is waiting for the first to succeed in order to begin rapidly investing in future mills which will have 
massive compounding results and devastating impacts for our forests and communities.

Additionally, as noted above, there are also thirteen facilities under consideration or in operation that will 
burn wood waste, wood chips and residuals for energy.  For example, the Green Circle Energy facility in 
Florida is already creating wood pellets from the forests of North Florida and exporting them to Europe in 
order for countries of the EU to be able to meet their renewable energy standards.

In the Community

Cellulosic ethanol production will not only impact environmental quality, but the associated practices 
in the forest and the production processes at the mill will harm local communities and their quality of 
life.  Beyond just forest destruction, fiber production and mill output will impact soils, increase noise and 
dust pollution, increase hazardous truck traffic on rural roads, increase property devaluation, impact local 
forest-based tourism, deplete water tables and lead to greater water quality degradation.



In addition, local tax money is used to accommodate the facilities.  Hundreds of trucks a day will deliver 
chips and wood waste to the facilities.  Because of this increased traffic, road improvements and maintenance 
are necessary.  Not to mention the push from this industry for tax breaks and subsidies. 

Bloated Government Subsidies
Unfortunately, our government is not typically equated with fiscal responsibility.  And with mounting 
pressure to address the climate crisis, they are looking for any and all solutions that will be a quick fix.  
Right now, our government is pouring billions of dollars into an unproven technology with no foresight to 
the potential environmental and community impacts of this technology.  Companies across America are 
lining up to feed at the government trough.

According to a report produced for the International Institute for Sustainable Development, “Total 
government support for biofuels in the United States reached approximately $6.3–$7.7 billion in 2006…  
Total support is projected to reach around $13 billion in 2008 and almost $16 billion by 2014. Under 
existing policies, the industry will, in aggregate, obtain subsidies worth more than $92 billion over the 
2006–2012 timeframe.” (Koplow, D, 2007)

Those numbers are absolutely staggering and grow every day.  Taking a small sampling of the current subsidies, 
it is no wonder so many investors are getting involved.  The Tax Relief and Health Care Act of 2006 provided 
a 50% write off in cellulosic capital investment.  The 2008 Farm Bill added a $1.01/gallon subsidy for 
cellulosic ethanol produced.  The Department of Energy Biomass and Biorefinery research facility received 
$110 Million in 2006 and will receive close to $400 M/year by 2009.  Additionally, the DOE offered grants 
totaling $385 M in 2007, including a $76 M for Range Fuels.  And the list goes on and on.

Also note that we are just looking at federal subsidies, when you add in the additional layers of state 
and local subsidies, the numbers become even more bloated.  According the International Institute for 
Sustainable Development, producers have been able to tap into multiple pots of funding from local to state 
to federal sources. (Koplow, D, 2007)

All the while government mandates are driving this process.  The Energy Policy Act of 2005 mandated 
250 million gallons per year by 2013.  And two bills under consideration in 2008 raised those numbers to 
either 20.3 billion gallons per year by 2030 or a staggering 21 billion gallons per year by 2022.  

Finally, the government is setting aside money to pay large landowners to reserve land for biofuel, which 
on the surface sounds like a conservation-oriented solution.  Unfortunately, this will instead subsidize the 
continued use of intensive business as usual forestry management like conversion of forests to plantations 
and large-scale clearcutting.  The current state of affairs feels like the blind leading the blind and the cliff 
is only a short distance away.

Conclusion and Solution
Seemingly everyday, we hear new arguments as to why the full-scale rush to biofuels will end our dependence 
on foreign oil, create energy independence, and solve the climate crisis.  The most common arguments 
from proponents of biofuels include domestic energy security, reduction of greenhouse gases, job creation, 
environmental protection, and an abundance of renewable resources.



As we have shown, most of these arguments do not hold water when put to the real test and, ultimately, we 
are sacrificing our forests, communities and quality of life for at best a short-sighted failed investment and 
at worst an environmental tragedy.  We agree that we need to wean ourselves from our fossil fuel addiction 
and seek out alternatives that allow us to maintain our quality of life.  But, our forests and communities 
can not afford this false solution and it is vital that we find a better way.

The smartest investment we could make in this country right now is in conservation and efficiency.  We 
need to protect our forests as vital carbon reserves, increase the gas mileage in our cars and trucks, invest in 
hybrid and electric vehicle technology, keep up on the maintenance on our current automobiles, increase 
investment in alternative and public transportation, build smarter walkable and bikeable communities, 
invest in less intense natural solutions like fuel from algae, and look at our own individual habits while 
working to minimize our carbon footprints.

America is known worldwide for its innovation and great ideas.  Now is the time to reinvest in research and 
development of positive solutions, not get bogged down in false solutions.  Our forests and communities 
in the Southern US and worldwide depend on that.
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