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Global open letter:

South Korea must take the lead in climate
action by eliminating Renewable Energy
Certificates for biomass power

April 5, 2024

Dear President Yoon Suk-yeol of the Republic of Korea
and Minister Ahn Duk-geun and Vice Minister Choe Nam-ho of the Ministry of Trade,
Industry, and Energy,

We, the undersigned 61 climate and environmental organizations from around the world, are
writing to urge your government to eliminate the Renewable Energy Certificates (RECS)
for biomass power during the upcoming revision of REC weightings by the Ministry of
Trade, Industry and Energy (MOTIE) this year. Biomass, the burning of wood for
electricity in large power plants, results in massive carbon emissions and forest loss. Biomass
is a dangerous distraction to your government’s ambition to contribute to tripling global
renewable capacity while accelerating an economy-wide decarbonization.

Biomass is a false solution to climate change. All biomass in Korea has been
indiscriminately labeled as ‘renewable’, receiving REC weightings higher than those for solar
and wind. However, burning trees emits more CO- per unit of energy produced than coal, oil,
and gas, destroys forest ecosystems which are crucial for sequestering carbon from the
atmosphere, and contributes to air pollution and health risks throughout the supply chain. The
industry claims that new trees will grow where old ones are felled and reabsorb the released
carbon, but this process can take decades to over a century — time the world simply does not
have.! Continuing to burn biomass at the current rate will only deplete the world’s
already dwindling carbon budget.

Biomass capitalizes on the climate and humanitarian crises. Since the introduction of the
Renewable Portfolio Standard (RPS) in 2012, biomass power in Korea has increased 42
times. This makes biomass the second-largest source of renewable electricity in Korea,
surpassing wind by three times.? It is estimated that, since 2015, the Korean biomass power
fleet has received 3.7 billion USD worth of RECs through burning 50 million metric tons of
wood, resulting in a cumulative emission of over 70 MtCO,.> Most of this wood is sourced
from around the world, including the natural and biodiverse forests of Southeast Asia?,
Canada’®, and Russia.® In particular, the imports of the internationally sanctioned Russian
wood pellets have surged by eight-fold since the invasion of Ukraine, inadvertently
making Korea a major enabler of the ongoing war.


http://forourclimate.com/detail.php?bo_table=research&idx=37
http://forourclimate.com/detail.php?bo_table=research&idx=37

Abusing the carbon accounting loopholes does not make biomass ‘green’. The outdated
IPCC rules let consumer countries omit emissions from burning biomass in energy sector
accounts, creating an illusion that countries can promote biomass as zero-emission energy.’
Taking full advantage of this peculiarity, Korea effectively transferred 5.8 MtCO, of
mitigation burden to the producer — mostly poorer — countries in 2022 alone. This level of
‘hidden’ emissions already cancels out much of the -8.4 MtCO./year of domestic forest
carbon sink enhancements the government committed to achieving as part of its 2050 net-
zero goals.® Claiming mitigation benefits from biomass by shifting the climate and
humanitarian consequences to the rest of the world is an act of climate injustice
committed on a national level.

Biomass fails to provide economic benefits. Forest biomass stands as one of the most
expensive sources of electricity, with generation costs exceeding those of solar and wind.
While the global average cost for solar has plummeted to 11% of what it was a decade ago,
the cost for biomass remains at 75%.° The Korea Energy Economics Institute’s analyses for
previous REC weighting revisions show that biomass is more costly than solar and onshore
wind in the Korean context as well. This high cost is primarily due to the cost of wood for
fuel, a valuable and limited resource whose price is only expected to rise. Globally, biomass
is a stranded industry without a clear path to cost-effectiveness or technological
breakthroughs.*

The world is ready to move beyond biomass. Already in 2021*! and 2022'2, more than a
thousand scientists from around the world requested your government to end support for
forest biomass. In 2023, the first global stocktake of the Paris Agreement agreed on the need
of tripling global renewable capacity by 2030 while halting and reversing deforestation and
forest degradation by the same year.'® We respectfully urge you again to recognize that now
is high time for Korea to put a complete end to subsidizing biomass that defies the country’s
own climate commitment. Removing these market-distorting subsidies that have
hindered the expansion of renewable energy will help restore Korea’s reputation in
climate action.*

In the hope that Korea will assume leadership in advancing the world toward achieving the
global climate and biodiversity goals, we call on the government of the Republic of Korea to
take the first step to start phasing out biomass power. We recommend that the Korean
government take this opportunity at the 4th revision of REC weightings this year to
eliminate the weightings for biomass, following our recommendations:

e Immediately remove REC weightings for all utility-scale biomass for future facilities,
irrespective of the origin of feedstocks or combustion type;

e Phase out, by 2025, the legacy REC weightings given to facilities that began
operations prior to 2018 and have been subject to interim measures;

e Phase out, by 2028, the current REC weightings given to facilities that commenced
operations between 2018 and 2023.


https://www.korea.kr/briefing/pressReleaseView.do?newsId=156490876
https://www.korea.kr/briefing/pressReleaseView.do?newsId=156490876
https://www.korea.kr/briefing/pressReleaseView.do?newsId=156490876
https://www.khan.co.kr/environment/environment-general/article/202312081849001
https://www.khan.co.kr/environment/environment-general/article/202312081849001
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Sincerely,

Leefmilieu,
the Netherlands

Comité Schone Lucht,
the Netherlands

AbibiNsroma Foundation,
Ghana

Green Longjiang,
China

Blue Dalian,
China

Earthsight,
United Kingdom

Biofuelwatch,
United Kingdom & United States

Nature Nova Scotia,
Canada

Trend Asia,
Indonesia

SOS Save our Sumter Stop Enviva,
United States

Natural Resources Defense Council,
United States

Science Alliance for Forestry
Transformation,
Canada

Landelijk Netwerk Bossen- en
Bomenbewscherming,
the Netherlands

Wild Europe Foundation,
the Netherlands

Bellingen Environment Centre,
Australia

Kalang Land Environment Action
Network,
Australia

Environment East Gippsland inc,
Australia

Johan Vollenbroek,
the Netherlands

Snow Alliance,
China

De Klimaatcoalitie,
the Netherlands

Federatie tegen Biomassacentrales,
the Netherlands

EDSP ECO,
the Netherlands

Bomenbond,
the Netherlands

Ei polteta tulevaisuutta,
Finland

Mighty Earth,
United States

Colectivo VientoSur,
Chile

Environmental Protection Information
Center,
United States

Pivot Point, A Nonprofit Corporation,
United States

Australian Forests and Climate
Alliance,
Australia

Forest Watch Indonesia,
Indonesia

Auriga Nusantara,
Indonesia

Dogwood Alliance,
United States



Mount Shasta Bioregional Ecology
Center,
United States

LPESM Riau,
Indonesia

Link-AR Borneo,
Indonesia

Stand.earth,
Canada

Rettet den Regenwald,
Germany

Scholar Tree Alliance,
China

JPIC Kalimantan,
Indonesia

Society for Responsible Design,
Australia

Forum Penjaga Hutan dan Sungai
Harimau Pining,
Indonesia

Biodiversity Conservation Center,
Russia

Yayasan Pusaka Bentala Rakyat,
Indonesia

Aceh Wetland Foundation,
Indonesia

Backkaru Institute,
Indonesia

Jaringan Advokasi Tambang Sulawesi

Tengah,
Indonesia

Perkumpulan Hijau,
Indonesia

Castlemaine Residents Against Biomass,
Australia

Earth Action, Inc.,
United States

Coastal Plain Conservation Group,
United States

Wild Heritage,
United States

Sahabat Alam Malaysia (Friends of the
Earth),
Malaysia

Healthy Indoor Environment,
Denmark

Green Global Future,
Denmark

Greenpeace East Asia,
Hong Kong

Friends of the Earth Japan,
Japan

Biomass Action Network,
global

GeaSphere,
South Africa

Gippsland Environment Group,
Australia

Global Forest Coalition,
the Netherlands

Cascadia Climate Action Now,
United States & Canada
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