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Doctors for the Environment Australia (DEA) is an independent, non-government organisation of medical 
doctors and students in all Australian States and Territories. Our voluntary members work across all 
specialties in community, hospital, and private practices to prevent and address the diseases – local, 
national, and global – caused by damage to our natural environment. We are a public health voice in the 
sphere of environmental health with a primary focus on the harms to health from pollution, environmental 
degradation and climate change. 

DEA welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the Consultation Paper on whether accredited power 
stations are eligible to use native forest biomass to create Large-scale Generation Certificates (LGCs) through 
the RET. 

The legislated objectives of the REE Act Renewable Energy (Electricity) Regulations 20011  are:  

(a) to encourage the additional generation of electricity from renewable resources 

(b) to reduce emissions of green-house gases (GHGs) in the electricity sector 

(c) to ensure that renewable energy sources are ecologically sustainable 

(d) to contribute to the achievement of Australia’s GHG emissions reduction targets. 

These objectives are achieved through the issuing of certificates for the generation of electricity using 
eligible renewable energy sources and requiring certain purchasers to surrender a specified number of 
certificates for the electricity that they acquire during a year. 

Questions requiring a response: 

Should the eligibility of native forest biomass be removed? 

If it should be retained, do the REE Regulations adequately ensure, and provide the public confidence, that 
electricity generation from native forest biomass is from ecologically sustainable sources? 

If it should be retained, how could the REE Regulations be amended to provide greater certainty and public 
confidence that native forest biomass comes from ecologically sustainable sources? 

Are there proposals for new native forest biomass power stations that are likely to be eligible under the RET 
and have potential adverse impacts? 

If the Government removes the eligibility of native forest biomass under the RET, what transitional provisions 
could provide appropriate support to affected registered power stations? 

DEA is responding to the questions because they interact with the very concerns of our organization, which 
are the gradual degradation of all global and local biological and ecological systems resulting from 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, air and ocean pollution, biodiversity loss and increased extinctions. Global 
warming and climate change from increased GHG emissions is regarded as the greatest health challenge of 
this century.2    

Already extreme weather events, which are potentiated by global surface and ocean warming are creating 
havoc, with Australia among many regions in the world bearing the brunt of these in the last 12 months. As 
well as deaths, injury, illness and loss of livelihoods from floods, storms and excessive heat, a huge mental 
health burden is developing.3  

Australia has barely made any progress in reduction of carbon emissions over the last two decades due to 
the combination of political resistance, conflicts of interest and disinformation. Therefore, it is imperative 
that we subject any action which adds to GHG emissions and pollution to the closest scrutiny, and that every 
measure is taken to advance our RET and strengthen our Emissions Reduction Target (ERT). 

 
1 https://www.legislation.gov.au/Details/F2022C00698 
2 https://www.thelancet.com/commissions/climate-and-health-2015 
3 https://dea.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Report-How-Climate-Change-Affects-Mental-Health-in-Australia-v3-1.pdf 
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Responses to the listed questions 

Should the eligibility of native forest biomass be removed? 

There are several reasons why eligibility for burning native forest biomass should be removed from the 
ability to create LGCs under the RET.  

a. The burning of forest biomass is not renewable  

The objectives of the Renewable Energy Act, amended in 2022, depend on the definition of renewable 
energy which is energy derived from natural sources that are replenished at a higher rate than they are 
consumed.4  Essentially, Australia’s native forests are not renewable because of the centuries required 
for their establishment, their on-going loss and destruction and their increased vulnerability under 
climate change.5  

Therefore, the burning of native forest biomass is not renewable in that the carbon emitted cannot be 
replaced at a rate equal to or higher than consumption. To equal consumption would require the 
existence of plentiful native forest regrowth and even then, it would take decades, if ever, to remove the 
deficit.6,7  

It is false accounting for native forest biomass combustion to qualify for LGCs in the RET. 

b. Burning biomass does not reduce emissions compared with fossil fuels  

Burning waste as biomass releases emissions far more rapidly than natural decomposition of the waste. 
Because energy in biomass is much less concentrated than in fossil fuels, biomass combustion 
contributes significantly more carbon emissions than other fuels per unit energy: 

a. Natural gas: 50.6 CO2Kg/GJ 

b. Bituminous coal: 88.3 CO2Kg/GJ 

c. Wood (bone dry): 91.6 CO2Kg/GJ  

Thus, use of forest waste for energy is not an effective form of emissions reduction.8  

c. Emissions from burning of biomass for energy are a major public health risk  

Pollution from biomass plants includes particulates (PM2.5), nitrogen oxides, carbon monoxide and 
volatile organic compounds such as benzene and dioxin. Exposure to these pollutants is associated with 
cancer, heart disease, respiratory disease and symptoms, cataract and preterm birth, increased 
emergency presentations, hospitalisations and mortality. PM2.5 appears significant even at very low 
levels of exposure. While modern technologies such as gasification and pyrolysis can reduce pollution, 
even with currently available technologies burning biomass increases risks to health.9  

USA data show costs and deaths from emissions from combustion of fossil fuels have been replaced by 
those from burning biomass. This is because rather than a rapid transition to renewable energy, USA 
has prioritised biomass combustion. As a result, combustion of biomass in USA is now the leading 
source of mortality impacts from fuel combustion.10 USA has missed the opportunity to transition to 
wind, solar, and other non-fuel combusting renewable energy, the healthiest energy sources, and 
replaced one form of polluting energy with another. DEA believes Australia should not place itself at 

 
4 https://arena.gov.au/what-is-renewable-energy/ 
5 https://academic.oup.com/jpe/article/5/1/109/1294916 
6 https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/aaac88   
7 https://research-repository.griffith.edu.au/bitstream/handle/10072/417933/Mackey3343691-Published.pdf?sequence=1  
8(Partnership for Policy Integrity 2011) Partnership for Policy Integrity, Carbon emissions from burning biomass for energy. 2011, 

https://www.pfpi.net/wp-content/uploads/2011/04/PFPI-biomass-carbon-accounting-overview_April.pdf 
9 https://erj.ersjournals.com/content/46/6/1577  
10 https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/abe74c    
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this risk by including the use of native forest biomass in the RET. Burning biomass in preference to fossil 
fuels does not have a health benefit. 

d. Forests are bedrocks of human health and wellbeing 

As a health organisation, DEA recognises that forests are keystones to human health and wellbeing, and 
all processes that contribute to further pressure on Australia’s remaining forests could contribute to 
serious ecological imbalance. As our native forests are essential for clean air and water, absorbing 
atmospheric carbon, biodiversity and providing havens for mental rest, Australia cannot accept an 
additional risk to its forested area. From 2001 to 2021, Australia lost 8.73Mha of tree cover, equivalent 
to a 21% decrease and 2.40Gt of CO₂e emissions.11 The inclusion of native forest biomass in the RET 
possibly leads to more intensive native tree logging as a dual purpose is created – logs for industry and 
waste for biomass. In this way, a decreasing fraction of timber tends to make its way to high-value 
processing.12 A study in Europe reported a substantial increase in harvested forest area and increase in 
biomass loss between 2016 and 2018 which had been caused partly by expansion of wood-based 
bioenergy.13  

Moreover, in the last decade there has been minimal establishment of both hardwood and soft wood 
plantations in Australia.14  

If it should be retained, do the REE Regulations adequately ensure, and provide the public confidence, that 
electricity generation from native forest biomass is from ecologically sustainable sources? 

a. Electricity generation from native forest biomass cannot be regarded as being from ecologically 
sustainable sources. Sustainability means maintaining a continuum for ever, so since new native tree 
growth takes decades to replace those removed, and since the rate of plantation establishment in the 
last decade in Australia has been minimal, no case can be made that native forest biomass is from 
ecologically sustainable sources.  

b. If biomass is obtained directly from the forest floor, incorporation of carbon back into the soil through 
complex biological processes of biomass decay is interrupted, thereby reducing the soils ecological 
sustainability.15 Forestry residues such as treetops, small branches or trees killed by pests and infections 
are of insufficient bulk to be useful biomass sources and these components can be chipped on site and 
left to compost to add carbon to soil.16 Coarser woody material provides habitat for native creatures, 
many of which are at risk of extinction.17  

The REE Regulations do not take these factors into consideration. 

If it should be retained, how could the REE Regulations be amended to provide greater certainty and public 
confidence that native forest biomass comes from ecologically sustainable sources?  

a. Native forest biomass cannot come from ecologically sustainable sources within the next 3 to 4 decades 
since once a tree is removed it cannot continue to act as a carbon sequestrator.18 Therefore, any 
biomass which is removed and combusted is adding to net carbon emissions which cannot be matched 

 
11 https://academic.oup.com/jpe/article/5/1/109/1294916 
12https://www.researchgate.net/publication/359157519_Diversifying_Forest_Landscape_Management-  

A_Case_Study_of_a_Shift_from_Native_Forest_Logging_to_Plantations_in_Australian_Wet_Forests 
13 https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32612223/   
14 https://daff.ent.sirsidynix.net.au/client/en_AU/search/asset/1033683/ 
15 https://magazine.scienceconnected.org/2016/05/soil-carbon-unstable-clear-
cutting/#:~:text=Changes%20in%20land%20use%20cause%20carbon%20to%20be,study%20shows.%20%28talaakso%20via%20Foter
.com%20%2F%20CC%20BY%29 
16 https://bioag.com.au/resource/the-importance-of-soil-carbon/ 
17 https://www.ecolsoc.org.au/?hottopic-entry=australias-species-extinction-crisis-in-numbers-2019 
18 https://daff.ent.sirsidynix.net.au/client/en_AU/search/asset/1033683/ 

https://academic.oup.com/jpe/article/5/1/109/1294916
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https://www.researchgate.net/publication/359157519_Diversifying_Forest_Landscape_Management-%20%20A_Case_Study_of_a_Shift_from_Native_Forest_Logging_to_Plantations_in_Australian_Wet_Forests
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32612223/
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https://magazine.scienceconnected.org/2016/05/soil-carbon-unstable-clear-cutting/#:~:text=Changes%20in%20land%20use%20cause%20carbon%20to%20be,study%20shows.%20%28talaakso%20via%20Foter.com%20%2F%20CC%20BY%29
https://magazine.scienceconnected.org/2016/05/soil-carbon-unstable-clear-cutting/#:~:text=Changes%20in%20land%20use%20cause%20carbon%20to%20be,study%20shows.%20%28talaakso%20via%20Foter.com%20%2F%20CC%20BY%29
https://bioag.com.au/resource/the-importance-of-soil-carbon/
https://www.ecolsoc.org.au/?hottopic-entry=australias-species-extinction-crisis-in-numbers-2019
https://daff.ent.sirsidynix.net.au/client/en_AU/search/asset/1033683/


 

 

immediately. Thus, it would not be possible to amend the current REE Regulations in a way that 
conformed to ecological sustainability of biological outcomes. 

b. Even if there were more than sufficient mature plantations to match harvesting of mature native forests 
and combustion of biomass, repetition of this process would lead to gradual soil deterioration.19  

In this case, under Section 8 Meaning of wood waste (4) ecologically sustainable forest management 
principles (a) and (b); the word “maintenance” would need to be changed to “improvement”.20   

Are there proposals for new native forest biomass power stations that are likely to be eligible under the 
RET and have potential adverse impacts? 

Two major coal fired power stations in Queensland are now well advanced in their planning to substitute 
wood for coal. The de-commissioned Redbank coal fired power station near Singleton in NSW is planning to 
re-open, using native forest biomass. This power station would burn almost 1 million tonnes of native forest 
wood per year – more than twice the volume of woodchips ever exported from the forests of northern 
NSW.21   

If the Government removes the eligibility of native forest biomass under the RET, what transitional 
provisions could provide appropriate support to affected registered power stations? 

DEA is not qualified to respond to this question, but we note the importance of employment to health and 
the need for planned workforce transition. 

Summary 

Because of the serious environmental consequences of burning native forest biomass for electricity 
generation, no case can be made for its continuation.  

Importantly, the burning of native forest biomass adds to carbon emissions, is polluting, is of low energy 
efficiency and is not renewable. A strong and valid RET is imperative to achieving emissions reduction. 

Therefore, the eligibility of native forest biomass should be removed from the RET.  

 
19 https://www.earthday.org/repeated-logging-depletes-soil-pushing-forests-to-ecological-limits-finds-new-study/ 
20 Renewable Energy (Electricity) Regulations 2001 (legislation.gov.au) 
21 https://www.nature.org.au/stop_redbank_power_station 
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