
To many within the forestry, natural
resources, and environmental communi-
ties, the creation of viable industries and

markets for forest biomass are key to minimizing
the threat of catastrophic wildfire, shrinking the
cost of forest management activities, improving
forest health, spurring economic development in
places hurt by the demise of the timber industry,
and even reducing the nation’s dependence on
foreign oil. But for others, such as Dennis
Becker, assistant professor at the University of
Minnesota’s Department of Forest Resources,
such forecasts may be too optimistic. 

“We’ve heard a lot of success stories [about bio-
mass utilization], but we need to hear the dirty side,
too,” he said. “A lot of people are caught up with
selling the virtues of biomass. We need to critique it
and to make sure that we’re doing the right thing.”

To provide that critique, Becker is leading a
team of researchers in a nationwide analysis of haz-
ardous fuels reduction and biomass utilization
efforts to bring attention to the challenges that the
people involved in these efforts have faced, as well as
the strategies used to overcome them.

“Uncertainty exists regarding the characteristics
necessary to stimulate biomass utilization, the effec-
tiveness of agency and local efforts, and the role of
partnerships in building the types of capacity neces-
sary to expedite biomass removal,” the researchers noted on a
poster about their work displayed at the 2008 SAF National
Convention. “Although similar in some areas, the challenges to
[effective and sustainable biomass utilization] vary considerably
across the country.”

To that end, Becker said that he hopes the study will help peo-
ple interested in biomass utilization “learn what other people are
doing around the country and identify specific approaches.”

To conduct their analysis, the researchers conducted case stud-
ies of 10 biomass utilization programs in California, Colorado,
Minnesota, Montana, New Mexico, Oregon, South Carolina, and
Vermont. According to the researchers, these areas were selected
based on fuel reduction needs in the regions, level of existing infra-
structure, community partnerships present, and the diversity of
stakeholders involved. 

“We identified the areas with potential for forest fires and that
were known to have an interest in using biomass,” said Dalia
Abbas, a research associate in the University of Minnesota’s
Department of Forest Resources. “Once those areas were identi-
fied, we went there and identified the key players in each area who
could introduce us to people we could interview.”

At each site, the researchers conducted face-to-face interviews
in the field with individuals intimately involved in each project.
Approximately 150 people were interviewed, including federal,
state, tribal, and county land managers and industry representatives

and community stakeholders.
“People are still trying to figure out whether biomass is going to

be important to them or not,” she said. “There’s an interest in uti-
lizing biomass, but there are real problems that are getting in the
way.”

Although the challenges differ among the study areas, among
the most common barriers to effective biomass utilization pro-
grams are terrain and accessibility, transportation and fuel costs,
lack of markets, the uncertainty generated by litigation and appeals,
and operational costs. 

The final results of the study aren’t expected until spring 2009,
Abbas said. However, its preliminary findings highlight the inno-
vate work done by particular groups or communities in areas that
have been struggling with the removal of hazardous fuels. Among
them are:

Northern Colorado Front Range 
�Colorado State Parks has received a USDA Forest Service,

Forest Products Lab grant to establish wood collection sites in
proximity to private land to facilitate the collection of forest thin-
nings. 
�The Colorado State Forest Service has been a catalyst for

emerging ideas and strategies through the Wood Utilization and
Marketing Program by providing technical expertise, and helping
to expand the Colorado ProudTM label to include forest products
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Nationwide Analysis Offers Lessons from Biomass Removal Projects

According to a forthcoming nationwide analysis of federal biomass removal 
projects, such as this on the Rogue River–Siskiyou National Forest in Oregon,
inaccessibility, high transportation and fuel costs, lack of markets, the uncer-
tainty generated by litigation and appeals, and high operational costs are among
the most common barriers to efficient and cost-effective biomass utilization 
programs.
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and create the Colorado Forest Products program.

Southern New Mexico 
�The Village of Ruidoso assesses property taxes to create

incentive to reduce hazardous fuels on private property. The rev-
enue generated is used to pay for the removal of biomass, which is
utilized by a local business for landscape mulch. 
�The Greater Ruidoso Area Wildland–Urban Interface

Working Group brings together local community, agency, tribal,
and industry stakeholders to prioritize and implement fuels reduc-
tion projects and strategize ways to increase biomass utilization. 

Coastal South Carolina 
�The South Carolina Forestry Association, South Carolina

Forestry Commission, and the USDA Forest Service work
closely to promote the role of biomass utilization for forest
restoration and community development. 
�The South Carolina Energy Office is working with the

South Carolina Biomass Council to craft legislation to encour-
age the development of biomass energy and bioproducts, and
there exist multiple partnerships among area universities, agen-
cies, and the forest products industry to develop utilization tech-
nologies, including development of the torrefaction process for
liquid biofuels production. 

Southern Oregon 
�The Applegate Partnership is collaborating with industry rep-

resentatives, conservation groups, government agencies, and com-
munity residents to promote expansion of biomass energy produc-
tion from fuels reduction treatments in the area. 
�The Lomakatsi Restoration Group provides forest restora-

tion training and promotes value-added products from haz-

ardous fuels reduction treatments. 

Despite the challenges of creating an effective program from
the ground up, Becker said that the stakeholders in each of the
10 study areas remain committed  and have developed a more
sophisticated understanding of what a successful biomass uti-
lization program entails.

“This isn’t a simple fix,” he said. “They’re progressing through
a reflective period in which they begin with a local perspective, see
the enormity of the problem and become convinced that only a
large- scale effort will suffice, and then return to that local perspec-
tive with a more nuanced approach, which includes a greater under-
standing of the complete life cycle from forest to consumer.”

Given these challenges, has the love affair with biomass
come to an end? Not quite, said Becker. 

“The relationship is still good. It’s progressed to the point
that they can now see the character flaws in their ‘significant
other,’ but as much as problems might exist, no one is walking
away,” he said. “In some places, such as in Colorado’s Front
Range, they can’t.”

The Joint Fire Science Program, an interagency research
partnership between the US Department of Agriculture and the
US Department of the Interior, funded this research. In addition
to Becker and Abbas, the research team included Kathy
Halverson of Michigan Technology University, Cassandra
Moseley of the University of Oregon, and Pam Jakes and Sarah
McCafferey of the US Forest Service.

For more information, contact Dennis Becker, assistant professor,
University of Minnesota, College of Food, Agriculture, and Natural
Resources Sciences, Department of Forest Resources, 115 Green
Hall, 1530 Cleveland Avenue North, St. Paul, MN 55108; (612)
624-7286; drbecker@umn.edu.


