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27.07.2021 nr 135-1
To Suistainable Biomass Programm
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the  SBP RRA Estonia review findings. As an organisation, we find sustainability in any use of natural resources extremely important in overcoming global challenges of today and therefore we support in principle efforts by industries on their sustainability aspects. However these efforts should never be used to justify wasteful or unnecessary use of resources and products.
In the case of forest biomass, there are clear signs of stimulus for unnecessary use, voiced by 800 scientists and EASAC among others. Using forest biomass to substitute fossil fuels leads to an increase of greenhouse gas emissions in a critical time frame and can distract efforts from energy efficiency critically required for feasible climate mitigation pathways.

Over the years, we have witnessed situations where meeting certain sustainability standards like SBP are used to dismiss these concerns raised by scientists or NGOs, although the criteria itself does not address issues raised. These occasions discredit the role of certificates as sutch and decrease civil society´s motivation in participating in discussions around sustainability of biomass. Our comments on this occasion are made with a reservation that we do not support use of forest biomass as a form of renewable energy and find it a counterproductive climate solution even if the highest possible sustainability requirements are met in forest management unit level.
We also condemn the overall approach that SPB shares with other forestry certificates, where historic degradation of ecosystems is seen as inevitability and can therefore justify ongoing practices that are destructive to ecosystems health and ability to provide vital services. This approach turns a blind eye on opportunity costs that are associated with restoration and approaches like proforestation, close to nature forestry and others.  
Concerning minor update and extension of the validity of the Regional Risk Assessment for Estonia all concerns raised above apply. In addition we witness many occasions where legality is used as an indicator for sustainability. In many aspects this is not the case and should not be used this way. There are also sections where important information is not taken into account. Therefore we have following comments on specific indicators:
Indicator 2.1.2
Potential threats to forests and other areas with high conservation values from forest management activities are identified and addressed.
The main effort to determine woodland key habitats in Estonia was made in the beginning of 2000 when woodland key habitats inventory was conducted all over the country. It is estimated that around 42-50% of total woodland key habitats were mapped during that initial inventory. After the inventory up until 2015 only 349,3 hectares (3,4% of the total area) of woodland key habitats were additionally mapped which means that the inventories were basically stalled for around 15 years . Leaving the woodland key habitats not inventoried and thus without protection meant that a large part of them were logged in coming years. 
ELF has estimated that during the years 2010-2019, around 5700 hectares of woodland key habitats were felled in the State forest.
Estonian Naturalists Society has been compiling woodland key habitat inventories in the past years in the State forest. They are selecting forests which to inventory by their age and tree species to find areas that are more likely to be woodland key habitats. Around 36% of the forests that are inventoried meet the criteria of woodland key habitats. This means that there is a higher risk of logging a woodland key habitat that has reached a certain age. 
In order to prevent buying timber from unmapped woodland key habitats, additional assessment needs to be carried out in forest stands that have reached a certain age. The forest ages by tree species that are used by Estonian Naturalist Society are as follows:
	Tree species
	Age

	Pine
	110

	Spruce
	90

	Birch
	90

	Oak
	90

	Ash
	80

	Aspen
	80

	Black alder
	75

	Lime
	60

	Maple
	60

	Elm
	60

	White elm
	60


Because the woodland key habitat inventory in Estonian forests has not been completed, we find it is important to avoid timber from forests with these characteristics in sustainable certification systems. Therefore the forests listed in these categories will have to be addressed as potential woodland key habitats both in State owned and private forests in Estonia.
Indicator 2.2.4
Biodiversity is protected (CPET S5b).
In our view the indicator has been insufficiently assessed. We agree that probably there have not been violations of nature protection regulations but European Commission has started an infringement procedure against Estonia. It is stated by the European Commission that there are problems with at least 217 protected areas, thus the assessment of only evaluating violation of national nature protection regulations is not sufficient in this risk assessment because the regulations are flawed and do not meet requirements set by European Union. Therefore timber from the Natura 2000 network should not end up in SPB certified biomass until Estonia and European Commission have settled the issue.
There are many ways biodiversity protection can be measured. One of the ways is looking at species dwelling in the forest. There is a national assessment on birds that are listed in the EU’s Bird Directive. 
In our view, wood sourced from  habitats of forest bird species that are in decline should not be considered sustainable. Forest birds that have declining populations in Estonia include capercaillie, hazel grouse, northern goshawk, European nightjar, lesser spotted woodpecker, European crested tit, Eurasian three-toed woodpecker etc.
2.9.1 Feedstock is not sourced from areas that had high carbon stocks in January 2008 and no longer have those high carbon stocks.
The review defines areas of high carbon stocks as wetlands, peatlands and very old mature forest stands.This is a relevant way to define high carbon stock forests. It then states “ .. forests which contain the high carbon value mostly have strict protection regime enforced by the legislation”. Unfortunately no reference or further explanation is given to this statement.
Peatlands are defined by soil. In Estonia, any area with a peat soil layer thicker than 30 cm is officially classified as peatland. This is the case for 494,500 ha of Estonian forest falling into swamp forests or drained peatland forest types. As in 2015 only 92,500 ha these were protected. Wetlands as a term include all petlands as well as other habitats like floodplain forests, so from the wetland perspective the area is even bigger.   
There is no common definition of very old mature forests, but this should presumably cover natural forests that are covered in national statistical inventory. According to the Environmental Agency, 29 018 ha of these were strictly protected in 2018 out of 46 600 ha in total. To say they are “mostly protected” is stating only the narrow margin of which the protected ones outnumber the not protected ones. Regardless of the differences in approach, woodland key habitat mechanisms are effective to protect natural forests. Therefore all comments above apply here.
We believe that, in order to exclude wood from areas that have or had high carbon stock, all timber logged in peatlands and areas that meet woodland key habitat criteria should be excluded.  Other forest types with existing peat layer thinner than 30 cm are subject to long lasting soil carbon loss in extensive forest management and should also be considered when making a judgement on sustainability from the soil carbon aspect.
2.9.2 Analysis demonstrates that feedstock harvesting does not diminish the capability of the forest to act as an effective sink or store of carbon over the long term.
We strongly disagree with conclusions that any decrease in sink, forest carbon stock or overall LULUCF figures are primarily due to age structure of forest or even increased emissions from croplands to cover growing food demand. Wood extraction is the single most important factor in the overall total in all of the figures mentioned and the referred “Forest and Climate Change” presents series clear qualified scenarios for different logging rates that clearly demonstrate the effect on sink and stock. Its conclusions on optimal rate are not solely based on optimal carbon management, but also taking into account socio-economic considerations, that are not relevant under the indicator discussed here.
It is a matter of discussion what “long term” means, but the modeling data presented in the “Forest and Climate Change” clearly says that the suggested optimal logging will result in lesser sink in the next 50 years that are critical in climate perspective and somewhat predictable. The figures it presents about the effect on the stock are heavily conflicting with Environmental Agency earlier calculations, including the ones presented in National Forestry Accounting Plan 2021-2025.
It is also important to note that national statistics have shown a notable decrease in 2020 in growing stock that further confirms the effect current logging volumes have on forest carbon stock.
As a side note we want to emphasise that universities as institutions do not publish studies like “Forest and Climate Change” therefore it is wrong to say “published in cooperation between the Estonian Ministry of the Environment and the University of Cambridge” as this may mislead the reader. The report should be referred to with a reference to the authors.
Sincerely
Siim Kuresoo
Estonian Fund for Nature
siim@elfond.ee 
