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C LI MATE SOLUTION:

Type of action
Removal of disincentives to forest conservation  
and carbon sequestration.

Groups and  
organizations involved
WOLF Forest Protection Movement, Slovakia

Peter Sabo, peto@wolf.sk. 

Project for Policy Integrity (PFPI) United States 

Mary S. Booth, mbooth@pfpi.net. 

Location
Slovakia and E.U.

THE IPCC IS CLEAR THAT MITIGATING CLIMATE CHANGE 
requires both reducing emissions and increasing carbon se-
questration, particularly in forests. Protecting existing forests 
is essential to this enterprise. However, an increasing amount 
of renewable energy worldwide is generated by harvesting and 
burning forest wood, which numerous studies show increases 
emissions relative to fossil fuels over mitigation-relevant time-
frames while reducing forests’ ability to se-quester carbon on 
for decades to centuries.1 

Despite this, EU regulations treat forest biomass as having 
zero carbon emissions. Use of harvested wood for energy 
production exploded as a result. Bioenergy now constitutes 
around 65% of EU renewable energy, with solid biomass about 
45% (Figure 1). 

Wood pellets constitute an increasing share of biomass burned 
in the EU, and use is increasing rapidly, with millions of tonnes 
manufactured both in the EU and imported from North Amer-
ica and even further away. Wood pellet use in-creased more 
than 10% from 2016 to 2017. 

Within the EU, energy wood (including residential fuel-
wood) constitutes about half of wood harvested. Energy wood 
harvesting is accelerating destruction of the EU’s last primary 
forests, including the Carpathians.

In Slovakia, domestic fuelwood use more than doubled between 
2000 and 2005 and is currently around 1.8 million tonnes per 
year.2 Use of biomass for electricity generation also started to 
increase in the mid-2000’s.3 Exploitation of forests for energy 
wood (including residential heating) appears to co-vary with a 
reduction in Slovakia’s forest carbon sink, as shown in Figure 2.

Figure 1. Renewable energy inputs in the EU. Data from Eurostat. 

Figure 2. UNFCCC emissions data for Slovakia

1 See for example the model by Laganière, J., D. Paré, E. Thiffault and P. Y. Bernier (2017). “Range and uncertainties in estimating delays in greenhouse gas mitigation 
potential of forest bioenergy sourced from Canadian forests.” GCB Bioenergy 9(2): 358-369. Model at https://apps-scf-cfs.rncan.gc.ca/calc/en/bioenergy-calculator
2 citation
3 Eurostat data
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Impacts of this action on...

Reducing carbon 
emissions
In Slovakia, there are 24 plants burning 
around 2 m tonnes wood biomass per year. 
Wolf estimates that about two-thirds of 
this is sourced directly from forests. If the 
new Slovakian legislation is effective in 
ceasing this practice, this will reduce direct 
emissions by at least 1.3 million tonnes CO2 
per year and could help restore carbon 
sequestration rates in Slovakian forests. 
In the EU, bioenergy emissions are 0.55 Gt 
per year, with an increas-ing portion from 
forests harvested for fuel. Total ecosystem 
emissions are dramatically higher than just 
the CO2 that can be counted coming from 
smokestacks, meaning any reduction in use 
of forests for fuel will help reduce emissions 
in both the land and energy sectors.

Social and  
economic factors
In Slovakia, the government is allocating 
about $66 million per year to just 24 wood-
burning power plants (more than $50 per 
MWh). We estimate that eliminating subsidies 
for burning forest wood will save $44 million, 
generating a windfall that can be allocated to 
forest preservation and true zero-emission 
renewable technologies like solar.

Biodiversity and 
ecosystem resilience
The growing wood pellet industry is 
devastating forests globally. In the US 
Southeast, the wood pellet industry exploits 
bottomland hardwood forests that are 
hotspots of carbon density and biodiversity, 
resulting in some cases to their conversion 
to monoculture plantations. In the EU, 
biomass logging scrapes the ecosys-tem 
bare in fragile boreal forests, for in-stance in 
Estonia, which has seen a dra-matic increase 
in clear-cutting due to pellet manufacture. 
Reducing demand for wood fuel will reduce 
harvest pressure on forests internationally. 

In 2013, Wolf Forest Protection Movement (WOLF) published a report documenting 
biomass harvesting of sawtimber quality wood, overharvesting, and harvesting in pro-
tected forests. They took the following Climate Actions relevant to this contribution: 

Part I: Enact legislation restricting subsidies to biomass. Alarmed by destruction 
of Slovakia’s ancient forests, Wolf helped pass legislation (Dec. 2018) that confines 
biomass subsidies to plants that burn only mill residues or energy crops. 

Part II: Protect land from logging. Wolf has three approaches: 

• Buying forest land—thus far, a total of 270 hectares in the Cergov and 
Strážovské Mountains, and in the High Tatras. 

• Establishing strictly protected areas on state and private land; thus far 4 areas 
totaling 880 hectares. 

• Establishing 10% of Slovakia as non-intervention areas (now it is 1.7%). The 
Slovakian Ministry of Environment set aside 75% of the National Park territory 
as core zones. A total of 11 new proposals for strict protected areas (total area 
17,000 hectares) have been submitted.

• Establish EU “Wilderness Directive” with the main goal to set at least 5% of the 
area of every EU member state as a non-intervention area.

Part III: Bring legal action challenging treatment of bioenergy as carbon 
neutral. Despite evidence that EU subsidies for biomass are already harming forests 
and increasing emissions, the EU’s new RED continues to promote bioenergy as car-
bon neutral. In response, a group of NGO’s and individuals filed a lawsuit against the 
EU Commission and Council in March 2019. Wolf is one of the plaintiffs. The suit is 
described at www.eubiomasscase.org. 

ˇ
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Figure 3a. A hardwood forest next to the river 
in North Carolina. (Screen grabs from Google 
Earth, 36.164990°, -7.284164°)

Figure 3b. Just after having been clearcut. Figure 3c. Five or six years after logging, two 
thirds of the former hardwood forest has 
been replaced with pine; the unplanted area 
still shows little regeneration. 

This action is 
transformational 
because...

This action  
could be scaled up  
through...

These actions have the potential to be transformational with 
a “carrot and stick” approach. Most EU countries have not 
grappled with the fact that restoring and expanding forests to 
increase carbon sequestration is fundamentally incompatible 
with intensified biomass harvesting. Using the legal suit to push 
the question of whether the EU will continue to allow subsidies 
for forest biomass energy may lead countries reduce reliance 
on bioenergy in their NDC’s. At the same time, countries can 
free up large amounts of resources for real climate action by 
reallocating subsidies away from biomass burning and towards 
forest preservation and the deployment of true zero-emissions 
renewable energy.

Biomass use is increasing in many countries because emis-
sions are counted in the land sector, not the energy sector, and 
forests are considered to be renewable, with little consid-era-
tion of the time this requires. This means that to the extent 
countries are relying on woodburning as renewable energy, 
their emissions are decreasing on paper, but not in reality. 
The problem is likely to worsen because the EU’s ‘loophole’ 
for biomass emissions is now being copied by other con-sumer 
countries, like Japan and South Korea, leading to major in-
creases in wood pellets imported to Asia, even from the east 
coast of North America. Reducing subsidies and other support 
for burning forest biomass and acknowledging the reality of 
carbon emissions will have a global impact, both reducing 
emissions and increasing sequestration.

The CLARA network includes climate justice advocates, faith groups, 
conservation groups, land-rights campaigners, agroecologists, and 
representative of peoples movements around the globe. Our commitment  
to social justice brought us into the climate debate and informs our 
approaches to climate solutions. For more information about CLARA,  
visit climatelandambitionrightsalliance.org.

CLARA
Climate Land Ambition and Rights Alliance

Contact / For Further Information
Wolf: Peter Sabo, peto@wolf.sk. Total commitment by Wolf.

PFPI: Mary S. Booth, mbooth@pfpi.net. Total commitment by PFPI.

Contact CLARA
Media:

Don Lehr (CLARA) / dblehr@cs.com / +1 917 304 4058

Network Coordination:

Peter Riggs (Pivot Point) / peteriggspivotpoint@gmail.com /  
   +1 360 426 0959

Twitter: @CLARA_Alliance


