
The Honorable Roy A. Cooper III 

North Carolina Office of the Governor 

20301 Mail Service Center 

Raleigh, NC 27699-0301 

 

Dear Governor Cooper, 

 

We, the undersigned scientists who study climate change, forests, wetlands, ecology and energy, are 

concerned with the expansion of the wood pellet industry in North Carolina and throughout the U.S. 

South. We are writing in our individual capacities to urge you to integrate forest conservation and 

restoration into your climate action plan and to swiftly address the threat that the wood pellet industry 

poses to meeting climate mitigation goals. 

 

Forests are one of our most powerful tools to sequester carbon, but deforestation and degradation also 

account for a significant amount of global greenhouse gas emissions. A recent study showed that tropical 

forests have become a source instead of a sink of carbon after continued disturbance and deforestation.1 

Although the global focus is on tropical forests, we cannot ignore forests in the U.S. South, which are 

logged at a rate four times that of South American rainforests.2 A 2016 study showed that logging reduced 

the potential of the U.S. forest carbon sink by approximately 35 percent.3 Increasing carbon sinks by way 

of forest conservation and restoration plays a significant role in emissions reduction. 

 

Healthy native forest ecosystems are also vital for climate change adaptation and disaster readiness. As 

we pass the one-year anniversary of Hurricane Matthew, and as recent hurricanes have brought tragedy 

and tremendous cost to the U.S. and our neighbors, it is more important than ever that we invest in 

standing forests to prepare for increasing frequency and severity of extreme weather events. Natural 

forests increase the resiliency of low-lying and flood-prone areas, whereas forest degradation, clearcut 

logging, and conversion of natural forests to pine plantations significantly decrease flood protection 

benefits to surrounding communities.4 

 

Of all the threats to forests, the expansion of the wood pellet industry is one of the most urgent and 

relevant to your administration. The world’s largest producer of wood pellets, Enviva, owns and operates 

three wood pellet facilities, as well as a Virginia facility near the North Carolina border. The company’s 

permit is being challenged in the courts regarding a proposed fourth facility in Hamlet, North Carolina. 

 

Combined, the four existing facilities have an annual production capacity of approximately 1.89 million 

metric tons of wood pellets. Meeting this production capacity requires logging, conservatively, 

approximately 135 acres of forest each day.5 Recent reports backed up by industry data, have documented 
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that Enviva sources whole trees from primarily native hardwood forests, in the Mid-Atlantic Coastal 

Ecoregion, which are ecologically important and sensitive ecosystems.6,7 

 

Heavy subsidies for wood pellets in Europe are driven by misguided energy policies and under the false 

assumption that burning trees for electricity will lower carbon emissions. Industry and other proponents 

of industrial-scale biomass have claimed that burning wood is carbon neutral simply because the source 

will eventually grow back. However, biomass plants emit more carbon dioxide emissions per unit of 

electricity than coal or gas plants.8 In addition to carbon dioxide, burning wood at biomass plants releases 

harmful particulate matter and smog precursors that are damaging to the health of nearby residents, and 

disproportionately impact already vulnerable populations.9,10 

 

Further, claims of carbon neutrality or carbon benefits do not endure on a meaningful time frame. 

Removing the carbon dioxide emitted from burning trees for electricity requires waiting decades to a 

century for trees to regrow. Not only are those offsets not verifiable nor enforceable, we cannot afford to 

wait that long: to stave off the worst effects of climate change, it is imperative that we reduce emissions 

and increase our forest carbon sinks now. 

 

Already you have demonstrated your climate leadership by pledging to uphold the goals of the Paris 

Climate Accord. Now, your climate leadership is needed to swiftly address the expansion of the wood 

pellet industry in North Carolina and to elevate the importance of forests in policy conversations and 

outcomes. We urge you to take prompt action to protect Southeastern forests and reconsider the 

policies—including sustainability criteria, air quality and pollution controls, incentives and subsidies—

that facilitate the growth of this industry.  

 

Thank you for your leadership on climate change and concern for the well-being of all North Carolinians. 

Please do not hesitate to contact us if you have further questions. 

 

CC: Secretary Michael Regan at the NC Department of Environmental Quality 

 

Sincerely, 

 

William H. Schlesinger, PhD 

President Emeritus, Cary Institute 

Former Dean 

Nicholas School of the Environment 

Duke University 
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Norman L. Christensen, PhD 

Professor Emeritus and Founding Dean 

Nicholas School of the Environment 

Duke University 
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Alan Weakley, PhD 

Adjunct Associate Professor 

UNC Chapel Hill 

 

Robert K. Peet, PhD 

Professor of Biology 

UNC Chapel Hill 

 

Stuart Leonard Pimm, PhD 

Doris Duke Chair of Conservation 

Duke University 

 

Ram Oren, PhD 

Professor of Earth System Science Co-Chair, 

Masters in Forestry Program Duke University 

 

Curtis J. Richardson, PhD 

Professor of Resource Ecology 

Director, Duke Wetland Center 

Duke University 

 

Dean Urban, PhD 

Professor of Landscape Ecology 

Duke University 

 

Jim Clark, PhD 

Professor of Environmental Science 

Duke University 

 

Miles Silman, PhD 

Professor of Conservation Biology 

Director, Center for Energy, Environment and 

Sustainability 

Wake Forest University 

 

Rebecca Vidra, PhD 

Faculty Director, Duke Environmental 

Leadership Program 

Duke University 

 

Andrew George, PhD 

Chapel Hill, NC 

 

 

William R. Moomaw, PhD 

Professor Emeritus 

Co-Director, Global Development and 

Environment Institute 

Tufts University 

 

Michael Mann, PhD 

Distinguished Professor 

Director, Earth System Science Center 

Penn State University 

 

George Woodwell, PhD 

Founder and Emeritus President 

Woods Hole Research Center 

 

Philip B. Duffy, PhD 

President and Executive Director 

Woods Hole Research Center 

 

Timothy D. Searchinger, PhD 

Research Scholar 

Princeton University 

 

James R. Strittholt, PhD 

President and Executive Director 

Conservation Biology Institute 

 

Dominick A. DellaSala, PhD 

Chief Scientist and President 

Geos Institute 

 

Jerry M. Melillo, PhD 

Distinguished Scientist 

Marine Biological Laboratory 

 

Eric Chivian, MD 

Founder and Former Director 

Center for Health and the Global Environment 

Harvard University 

 

Mary S. Booth, PhD 

Director 

Partnership for Policy Integrity 

 



Robert K. Musil, PhD, MPH 

President and CEO 

Rachel Carson Council 

 

Nicolette Cagle, PhD 

Lecturer in Environmental Science & Policy 

Duke University 

 

Brad Johnson, PhD 

Associate Professor of Environmental Studies 

Davidson College 

 

David Martin, PhD 

Professor of Economics and Environmental 

Studies 

Davidson College 

 

Christopher Paradise, PhD 

Professor of Biology 

Davidson College 

 

Mark Stanback, PhD 

Professor of Biology 

Davidson College 

 

Sophie Kathariou, PhD 

Professor of Food Science and Microbiology 

North Carolina State University 

 

Erin Lindquist, PhD 

Associate Professor of Biological Sciences 

Environmental Sustainability Program 

Coordinator 

Meredith College 

 

S.E. Koerner, PhD 

Assistant Professor of Biology 

UNC Greensboro 

 

Robert J. Cabin, PhD 

Professor of Environmental Studies 

Brevard College 

 

 

Dee Eggers, PhD 

Associate Professor of Environmental Studies 

UNC Asheville 

Andrew Laughlin, PhD 

Assistant Professor of Environmental Studies 

UNC Asheville 

 

James W. Petranka, PhD 

Professor Emeritus of Biology 

UNC Asheville 

 

Barbara C. Reynolds, PhD 

Professor Emerita of Environmental Studies 

UNC Asheville 

 

Amy E. Boyd, PhD 

Professor of Biology 

Warren Wilson College 

 

Rick Savage, MS, MNR 

President 

Carolina Wetlands Association 

 

Sam Davis, PhD 

Research Manager 

Dogwood Alliance 

 

Thomas R. Easley, PhD 

Assistant Dean, Community Inclusion 

Yale School of Forestry and Environmental 

Studies 

 

Lee E. Frelich, PhD 

Director, Center for Forest Ecology 

University of Minnesota 

 

Walter J. Bock, PhD 

Professor of Biological Sciences 

Columbia University 

 

Nicholas Brokaw, PhD 

Professor of Environmental Sciences 

University of Puerto Rico 

 



Ligia Collado-Vides, PhD 

Senior Lecturer of Marine Sciences 

Florida International University 

Jeffrey D. Corbin, PhD 

Professor of Biological Sciences 

Union College 

 

Jon Evans, PhD 

Professor of Biology 

University of the South 

 

Andrew Friedland, PhD 

Professor of Environmental Sciences 

Dartmouth College 

 

James N. Galloway, PhD 

Professor of Environmental Sciences 

University of Virginia 

 

Scott Goetz, PhD 

Affiliated Scientist 

Woods Hole Research Center 

 

John Harte, PhD 

Professor of Ecosystem Sciences 

UC Berkeley 

 

Sarah Hobbie, PhD 

Distinguished McKnight University Professor 

University of Minnesota 

 

Jeff Howell, MS 

Laboratory Supervisor 

University of Kentucky 

 

Malcolm Hunter, PhD 

Professor 

University of Maine 

 

John Stephen Kominoski, PhD 

Assistant Professor of Ecology 

Florida International University 

 

 

Beverly E. Law, PhD 

Professor, Global Change Biology and 

Terrestrial Systems Science 

Oregon State University 

 

Deborah Lawrence, PhD 

Professor of Environmental Sciences 

University of Virginia 

 

Jennifer Lind-Riehl, PhD 

Postdoctoral Fellow 

University of Wisconsin-Madison 

 

John Makemson, PhD 

Professor of Biological Sciences 

Florida International University 

 

Erin M. O’Brien, PhD 

Forest Entomologist 

Ohio State University 

 

James Perry, PhD, PWS 

Professor of Marine Science, Emeritus 

College of William and Mary 

 

Peter Petokas, PhD 

Research Associate 

Clean Water Institute 

Lycoming College 

 

Diane M. Ramos, PhD 

Associate Professor of Biology 

Daemen College 

 

G. Philip Robertson, PhD 

University Distinguished Professor 

Michigan State University 

 

Bruce Robertson, PhD 

Assistant Professor of Biology 

Bard College 

 

 

 



Jacqueline Slack, MS 

QC Technician 

Genentech 

 

Philip K. Stoddard, PhD 

Professor of Biological Sciences 

Florida International University 

F. Stuart Chapin III, PhD 

Professor Emeritus of Ecology 

University of Alaska Fairbanks 

 

Eric von Wettberg, PhD 

Assistant Professor, Plant and Soil Science 

University of Vermont 

 

Matthew S. Ward, PhD 

Associate Professor of Chemistry 

Daemen College 

 

Richard H. Waring, PhD 

University Distinguished Professor Emeritus 

Oregon State University 

 

Matt R. Whiles, PhD 

Professor of Zoology 

Southern Illinois University 

 

Sami Yassa, MS 

Senior Scientist 

Natural Resources Defense Council 

 

Louise Andresen, PhD 

Researcher 

University of Gothenburg 

 

Anni Arponen, PhD 

University Lecturer 

University of Helsinki 

 

Ceres Barros, PhD 

Postdoctorate Research Fellow 

Pacific Forestry Centre, Canadian Forest 

Service 

Natural Resources Canada 

Wolfgang Benecke, PhD 

Professor 

Christian Albrecht University 

 

Sasha R.X. Dall, PhD 

Associate Professor of Mathematical Ecology 

University of Exeter 

 

Uta Dirksen, PhD 

Professor 

University Duisburg- Essen 

 

Hilde Eggermont, PhD 

Scientific Coordinator 

Belgian Biodiversity Platform 

 

Lutz Fähser, PhD 

Retired Forester 

Lübeck, Germany 

 

Uwe Fritz, PhD 

Department Head 

Senckenberg Dresden 

 

Ulf Gärdenfors, PhD 

Professor of Conservation Biology 

Swedish Species Information Center 

 

Mathias Gruenwald, PhD 

Professor of Applied Zoology 

University of Applied Sciences 

Neubrandenburg, Germany 

 

Horst Grunz, PhD 

University Professor 

University Duisburg-Essen 

 

Yeisson Gutiérrez 

PhD Candidate 

University of Münster 

 

 

 

 



Jeffrey Harvey, PhD 

Professor 

Netherlands Institute of Ecology 

VU University, Amsterdam 

 

Margareta Ihse, PhD 

Professor of Ecological Geography 

Stockholm University 

 

Gunnar Jacks, PhD 

Professor 

Royal Institute of Technology, Stockholm 

 

Hubertus Jersmann, PhD 

Professor of Medicine 

Royal Adelaide Hospital 

 

Martijn B. Katan, PhD 

Emeritus Professor of Nutrition and 

Biochemistry 

VU University, Amsterdam 

 

Johannes Kuechler, PhD 

Professor 

Technical University of Berlin 

 

Ulrich O. Kull, PhD 

Professor Emeritus 

University of Stuttgart, Germany 

 

Jan Kunnas, PhD 

Environmental Historian and Independent 

Researcher 

Sweden 

 

Luc Lens, PhD 

Professor of Terrestrial Ecology 

Ghent University, Belgium 

 

Anders Lindroth, PhD 

Professor Emeritus 

Lund University 

 

 

Bernhard Christian Lippold, PhD 

Professor 

University of Duesseldorf 

 

Rainer Loewen, PhD 

Professor of Mathematics 

Technical University of Braunschweig 

 

Sebastiaan Luyssaert, PhD 

Professor 

VU University, Amsterdam 

Juan F. Masello, PhD 

Principal Researcher 

Justus-Liebig-University Giessen 

 

Christoph Meyer, PhD 

Lecturer in Global Ecology and Conservation 

University of Salford, UK 

 

Otto Miettinen, PhD 

Professor 

University of Helsinki 

 

Leffert Oldenkamp, PhD 

Forest Management Consultant 

Netherlands 

 

Snæbjörn Pálsson, PhD 

Professor 

University of Iceland 

 

Christoph Scherber, PhD 

Professor 

University of Münster 

 

Klaus Staeck, PhD 

Professor, Institute of Landscape Ecology 

Academy of Arts, Berlin 

 

David van der Spoel, PhD 

Professor of Biology 

Uppsala University 

 

 



Nico M. van Straalen, PhD 

Professor of Animal Ecology 

VU University, Amsterdam 

 

Louise E.M. Vet, PhD 

Director 

Netherlands Institute of Ecology 

 

V.A.M. Vintges, PhD 

Director 

Gelderland Nature and Environmental 

Federation 

 

Edward Webb, PhD 

Professor 

National University of Singapore 

 

Alex Woell, PhD 

Professor 

National University of Singapore 


