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Disclaimer

The findings and conclusions in this presentation are those of the 
authors and should not be construed to represent any official CARB or 

California Government determination or policy. This research was 
supported in part by the California Air Resources Board
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Background

• In 2005, SB 705 strictly reduced  agricultural burning in California’s 
San Joaquin Valley 

• San Joaquin Valley Unified Air Pollution Control District (District) has 
prohibited burning from a majority of agricultural crops
• Includes tree/vine trimmings, etc. 

• Until 2014, restrictions reduced ag burning by 80%

Source: SJVAPCD June 3, 2021 presentation: Supplemental Report and Recommendations on Agricultural Burning



Background

• Loss of state incentives and other challenges have 
contributed to a reduction of biomass co-gen plants since 
2014
• Over 20 plants in 1980s, down to 5 plants today

• 2021 recommendations phase out nearly all agricultural 
burning in the San Joaquin Valley by January 1, 2025

Source: SJVAPCD June 3, 2021 presentation: Supplemental Report and Recommendations on Agricultural Burning



Background

• Many value-added alternatives exist to agricultural burning

• Adoption revolves around a few key areas:

• Biomass removal (especially in the case of vineyards 
with metal trellis systems)

• Removal equipment inventory (currently large State 
investments)

• Restrictive statutes/regulatory barriers

• A coordinated supply chain

• Financial support (the assumption of risk in a startup)



Background

In preparation for the phase out and in accordance with 
recommendations by the District and California Air Resources Board 
(CARB);

The California Clean Biomass Collaborative has been tasked with 
identifying and evaluating alternatives to agricultural burning.



Mission Statement

The Clean Biomass Collaborative 
exists to identify technically and 

economically feasible and 
sustainable strategies to achieve a 

near-complete phase-out of 
agricultural burning in the San 

Joaquin Valley.

The Collaborative provides a forum 
for key stakeholder groups to 
identify and overcome issues 

inhibiting deployment of advanced 
bioenergy projects, and to 

communicate resulting options and 
benefits.

We believe representation across all 
stakeholder areas is vital to ensure 

transparent evaluation of all 
alternatives



Biomass Supply Chain Focus Areas

Biomass Inputs

• Vineyards

• Nut Orchards & 
shells/hulls

• Citrus Orchards

• Etc.

Technologies

• Pyrolysis

• Gasification

• Whole Orchard 
Recycling

• Composting

• Air curtain 
burners

• Etc.

Outputs

• Energy

• Fuels

• Biochar

• Compost

• Etc.

Capital

• Private equity

• Federal/State 
funding

• Etc.



One Year Later

• SJVAPCD Governing Board allocated $25 million in local funds 
for a pilot program as proof of concept 

• Subsequently the State provided an additional $178.2 million 
at the behest of local advocacy

• Significant effort by the District, CARB, and Local Advocacy 
Groups in outreach and education
• As a result, the State program has distributed about $5 million/month



One Year Later

State Program since 2021

• $29.7million in new chipping/grinding equipment 

• 55 pieces funded to date

• $76.3million in support for alternatives to ag burning 

• Up to $1,400/acre depending on crop and farm size

• Directed funds to smaller operations 

• Less than 500 and 100 acres

• Most alternatives to burning are chipping and soil incorporation 

• 3.3 million tons as of Sept. 2022



Unanswered Questions

Transition funding will not last forever and several questions 
remain unanswered:

1. What will farms do when funding support runs out?

• Will this disproportionately affect smaller farms?

2. Is there a natural limit to healthy soil incorporation?

• If so, what happens when it is reached?

3. What are the sustainable alternatives to soil incorporation? 



What are the 
sustainable 
alternatives to soil 
incorporation?

• Is there an optimal share of these 
alternatives?

• Do they depend on the type and quality 
of available biomass?

• Should investment be targeted towards 
large scale projects that can handle large, 
consistent supplies of biomass? 



What are the 
sustainable 
alternatives to soil 
incorporation?

• What is the role of state support for these 
projects? 

• What plausible non-biased market 
solutions exist?

• Is there a complementarity to municipal 
organic waste and/or forest biomass for 
biomass processors?



What are the 
sustainable 
alternatives to soil 
incorporation?

Finally, what are the current barriers to 
these alternatives? 



Where do we go 
from here?

• The solution is not 
“one-size-fits-all” 

• The State should 
chart a path to 
sustainable biomass 
use



Where do we go from here?

California Biomass Scoping Plan

• Solidify the goal of biomass use in California (from all sources).

• Survey communities and stakeholders to ascertain their perceptions of 
alternatives to agricultural burning.

• Evaluate the economic efficacy of various public and private policies that 
incentivize and/or support biomass alternatives.

• Evaluate the economic efficacy of biomass markets.

• Review possible regulatory barriers to alternative biomass use project. (local 
permitting, CEQA, Composting requirements, etc.) 

• Evaluate the use of provisional licensing in the case of regulatory barriers that 
cause operational delays.



Questions and comments welcome!
mpmccull@calpoly.edu


