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Far from being a good energy source, biomass
threatens Central Valley health, climate

BY NAYAMIN MARTINEZ
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Communities in the Central Valley breathed easier when the biomass power plant in

Mendota was shut down in 2016, after years of being one of the biggest air polluters

in the region.

It was a particular relief for residents of the mobile home park a quarter mile away,

who’d been breathing the plant’s dangerous �ne particles for years.

This matters because �ne particulate matter penetrates deep into the lungs, entering

the bloodstream. These tiny particles are linked to serious health problems including

heart disease, premature death, stroke and aggravated asthma.

Mulched trees are converted by biomass plants into energy. Sstate Assemblymember Rudy Salas sees it as a key for California’s power future, but Nayamin Martinez
of the Central California Environmental Justice Network criticizes biomass as dirty and harmful to climate change. JOHN WALKER Fresno Bee �le
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But our community health is still in danger, with Assemblymember Rudy Salas

acting on behalf of the industry by promoting dirty biomass energy for the Valley

and our state.

The truth is that biomass is a false solution that harms our health and our climate.

Contrary to industry claims, biomass power plants are major emitters of air

pollutants, especially �ne particulate matter and nitrogen oxides, and are guilty of

repeated air quality violations.

Before it was closed, the Mendota biomass plant was the largest stationary source of

�ne particulate pollution in Kings, Fresno and Madera counties combined. The Rio

Bravo biomass plant in Fresno is the second-largest point source of �ne particulate

pollution in Fresno County.

Particulate pollution causes an estimated 1,200 premature deaths in the Valley every

year.

In the San Joaquin Valley, four out of �ve active biomass plants are in disadvantaged

communities with some of the highest air pollution in the state. The Rio Bravo

biomass plant in Fresno is located less than a half-mile from Malaga Elementary

School, Malaga Community Park and surrounding homes. It sits in a majority

Hispanic neighborhood with the state’s highest pollution score.

Like fossil fuels, biomass is a carbon-burning energy source that spews climate-

heating carbon dioxide into the atmosphere. In fact, biomass power is more carbon

polluting at the smokestack than coal.
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Biomass accelerates the climate crisis at the exact time when we must rapidly cut

carbon pollution to avoid devastating climate impacts like the drought that we’re in

now.

It’s also not needed for stabilizing the electrical grid. Biomass power currently

supplies less than 3% of the state’s total electric power. Instead, grid stabilization can

be achieved with truly clean and renewable solar and wind power, paired with

energy storage.

Salas’s claim that biomass is a�ordable is another inaccuracy. Biomass is California’s

most expensive electricity source, averaging more than three times the cost of solar

or wind power.

This expensive and dirty business is propped up by subsidies paid for by taxpayers

and utility customers, diverting investment away from genuine clean energy

sources.

Salas claims that forests are not being chopped down and turned into power, but

reports and photo evidence of whole trees trucked in and piled up at biomass

facilities show that Salas is simply wrong.

Biomass energy is often promoted as a way to incentivize large-scale tree-cutting —

using misleading labels like “thinning” — under the claim that this will protect

communities during wild�res.

In reality forest cutting doesn’t stop �re and can actually cause �res to burn hotter

and faster. Indeed, under a logging and thinning approach, California’s communities

have su�ered unprecedented wild�re deaths and home destruction.

Instead, research and experience show that the most e�ective way to protect homes

and communities in �re-prone areas is through home-hardening retro�ts to make

homes themselves more �re-safe and reducing vegetation in the 100 feet of

defensible space immediately surrounding homes.

The bottom line is that burning wood for electricity is an outdated, dirty energy

source that harms vulnerable communities, worsens the climate crisis, and diverts

resources away from genuine climate solutions such as solar and wind.

X

https://ww2.energy.ca.gov/almanac/renewables_data/biomass/index_cms.php
https://thehill.com/opinion/energy-environment/547068-why-investments-in-clean-renewable-energy-will-avoid-blackouts-at
https://ww2.energy.ca.gov/2019publications/CEC-200-2019-005/CEC-200-2019-005.pdf
https://www.biologicaldiversity.org/campaigns/debunking_the_biomass_myth/pdfs/Forest-Bioenergy-Briefing-Book-March-2021.pdf
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/03/26/biomass-carbon-climate-politics-477620
https://esajournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/ecs2.1492
https://johnmuirproject.org/2019/01/logging-didnt-stop-the-camp-fire/
https://wildfiretoday.com/2020/09/21/community-destruction-during-extreme-wildfires-is-a-home-ignition-problem/
https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjssuyWQLIaPkWBAPwR0o80CaN0G9oPii5U14rFdyStuVFSIhKWPlRa-yUSgTzCO5RJQr3ptP0KwFWfaFneQqmmFF82ticH2kUXIg6xzG5mMUJaOHI19ET3gvY5zg6eKHllATgyOpmypSMSbNSK_f2XxgALSz0czwaGMMaMVDDvBA670HVFbk5dhZfnnr-1-pltviSZaF4VrnWMkSi5dapMmPNt_D9hAtXdRcvDXKq_G1xx236YRbz1Bw5zyxO_QzyEfIuPYlOwaERjACsDjaUkHnHnSRZowKkNG6219chZG8cOZQGhKxsUUEa4MBLopoIIdPRxPuEgCMiKVU6YO-PXmeoYQQvA&sai=AMfl-YRtfYMBwH6biuDnUE0Rs-00JZlMi3Uz_X3R7bLHcSbdcTss4_voad1chM5ElBZXFrBX2sfNSVSJUUk--vSVdi495X29TAs91Rai4bjXLF-xWpGXKOcU81-5PSCH-Rk&sig=Cg0ArKJSzF3eUNUgntcm&fbs_aeid=[gw_fbsaeid]&adurl=https://www.pacwest.com/elevate-your-rate-contact-form%3Futm_source%3Dmcc%26utm_medium%3Dmcclatchydisplay%26utm_campaign%3Dpwb%26utm_content%3Dformfill


Part of the McClatchy Media Network

We encourage lawmakers like Assemblymember Salas to get the facts and work

towards a clean energy future for the Central Valley. Biomass is not it.

Nayamin Martinez is the executive director of the Central California Environmental Justice Network.

This story was originally published June 17, 2021, 10:33 AM.
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