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Biomass Energy: Questions and Answers 
 
What is renewable forest biomass energy? 
 
At its core, renewable forest biomass energy is using material from the forest, including limbs, 
branches, bark, underbrush, smaller and inferior trees, and wood wastes from manufacturing to 
produce energy, including power, heat and transportation fuels.  It is the original renewable 
energy, and is presently the largest source of non-hydro renewable energy in the U.S., 
exceeding wind, solar, and geothermal combined1. The forest products industry uses wood 
waste from the manufacturing process to meet 65% of its power needs1.  The future holds the 
promise of using forest biomass as a renewable, domestic source of energy that can decrease 
our dependence on foreign oil.   
 
Why is biomass energy beneficial to the atmosphere?   
 
According to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), biomass energy does not 
increase carbon in the atmosphere when it is used sustainably2.  Increasing levels of carbon in 
the atmosphere is a concern because of climate change.  One of the chief sources of increasing 
carbon in the atmosphere is fossil fuel combustion (anthropogenic carbon).  This carbon is 
released from storage deep in the Earth and is reintroduced into the natural carbon cycle, where 
it accumulates.  Carbon from the combustion of biomass (biogenic carbon) is part of the natural 
carbon cycle.  Rather than accumulating, it is recycled through 
the atmosphere as carbon is absorbed by growing plants and 
trees, released through combustion and other uses, and then 
reabsorbed when plants and trees grow back.   
 
Eventually, carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases stored 
in plants and trees is released to the atmosphere through 
decomposition, wildfires, prescribed fires, or the burning of 
logging debris.  Using biomass for energy captures the energy 
potential of this biomass as it moves through the natural carbon 
cycle.  
 
Why is the use of renewable forest biomass for energy sustainable in the U.S.? 
 
The U.S. has an extensive framework of laws, regulations, 
policies, and voluntary agreements that work together to 
ensure the sustainable management of our forests.  
Consequently, the U.S. leads the world in conserving working 
forests.  Using modern forest practices the U.S. has met an 
increasing demand for forest products used by millions of 
Americans every day while at the same time retaining the 
same total acres of forest today that existed 100 years ago.  
Over the last 50 years modern forestry has increased tree 
growth in the U.S. by 49 percent3 as forest owners in the U.S. 
consistently grow more trees than they harvest.  Forest 
owners plant over 3.5 million trees in the U.S. every day. 
 



Using forest biomass for new renewable energy markets will help conserve forestland.  Today 
the greatest threat of deforestation comes from the conversion of forests to non-forest uses that 
have a higher economic value.  The families, businesses and individuals that own 57% of our 
nation’s forests3 depend on the returns they get from the products their forests produce to make 
additional investments in sound, long-term forest management.  When existing markets for their 
products are strong, or when new markets like energy emerge, they provide forest owners the 
means to keep their land forested by investing in tree planting and forest health treatments4 and 
by keeping their forests economically competitive with other uses. More information is available 
at http://nafoalliance.org/environmental-regulation-of-private-forests/.  
 
Why do we need energy from forest biomass in addition to other renewable sources, 
such as wind and solar power?  
 
The U.S. requires a broad mix of energy sources to meet its energy demands.  Renewable 
energy is important to the long-term sustainability of our energy supplies and decreasing our 
reliance on foreign energy sources.  The most important power sources are those that can 
produce electricity when it is needed (baseload) since electricity cannot be stored on a large 
scale.  Traditional baseload energy sources include coal, natural gas, and nuclear.  Biomass 
energy is a reliable, renewable baseload power source.  Additionally, energy resources vary by 
region.  Areas of the U.S. that are abundant in forest resources often are not practical for wind 
and solar generation.  Biomass is a necessity for these regions to meet renewable energy 
goals.   
 
Why won’t whole forests or large trees be harvested for bioenergy?  
 
The economics of forestry favors the growth of large trees to produce high value products, like 
lumber for homes or furniture.  Energy production is one of the lowest value uses of forest 
biomass.  Because of this, forest owners will continue to grow forests for long periods to 
produce large trees.  Forest owners will use smaller and inferior trees thinned from the forest to 
benefit larger trees along with tree limbs, tops and other debris from logging for energy 
production.  Forest owners can also manage their forests to produce more biomass and larger 
trees over time.  Market history and recent studies show that forest owners can sustainably 
increase biomass from their forests by as much as 150% on planted forests and 75% on 
naturally growing forests as the market demand for biomass increases5. 
 
Even with this potential, biomass facilities in the U.S. will only be built as economic and other 
conditions, such as securing necessary permits and enough wood to operate sustainably, will 
allow.   Credible market analysis shows that only 52% of all the new biomass energy projects 
announced in 2010 are expected to be online by 20206.  This will create a gradual build-up in 
the demand of forest biomass for energy rather than a sudden spike that could create short-
term biomass shortages.  More information is available at http://nafoalliance.org/assurance-of-
long-term-sustainable-biomass-energy/.  
 
Visit www.nafoalliance.org/renewable for more information on renewable forest biomass. 
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