
   

 

 
1701 Rhode Island Ave NW, Suite 3-123 | Washington, DC 20036 

 

December 2nd, 2025  

To: Mr. Akazawa Ryosei, Minister of Economy, Trade and Industry 

Mr. Keigo Akimoto, Chair of Calculation Committee for Procurement Price  

Ms. Yukari Takamura, Chair of Biomass Sustainability Working Group  

Request for Transparency and Restriction on Wood Biomass from Pellet Mills 

with Legal Violations and Community Health Impacts 

The undersigned organizations are writing to request that the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry, 

FIT Calculation Committee for Procurement Price and Biomass Sustainability Working Group end the 

subsidization of electricity generated using wood pellets that were produced at mills with pollution 

violations and increase transparency of woody biomass sourcing. This request follows a September 2025 

meeting between METI and a US-Japan delegation of environmental advocates.  

We are environmental organizations and advocacy groups with shared concerns about the environmental 

violations, pollution, and community health impacts associated with wood pellet production in the United 

States.1 Japan's renewable energy subsidies have driven the expansion of the wood pellet industry in the 

United States and the ongoing, repeated nature of legal violations of pellet operations in the US (outlined 

below) indicate that there are not adequate remedies within US law to regulate the wood pellet industry.2 

The Feed-In Tariff (FIT) gives Japan power as a buyer to set a higher standard for production, providing an 

opportunity to exclude sourcing from problem producers. Affected communities and individuals lack 

recourse and there is a need for the industry as a whole to ameliorate ongoing pollution and community 

rights violations. 

The Business Plan Development Guidelines for Biomass (hereinafter referred to as the Guidelines) states 

that only legally harvested timber may be used as fuel and requires power generators to demonstrate 

sustainability (legality) of the wood biomass products that they use. One example of the Guidelines’ 

limitations is that it requires companies to confirm traceability for wood biomass but not necessarily back 

to the processing plants. The requirements do not sufficiently ensure transparency in the wood biomass 

supply chain, enabling them to evade public scrutiny. The result is that pellets may still come from areas 

with forest conversion or produced with excessive air pollution.   

Our concerns include the following:  

1. Subsidization of biomass power plants enables an industry that has been found to pose legal, 

financial, and environmental risk. Pellet companies are increasingly facing legal issues, as was 

reported recently when major pellet producer Drax was found to have over 11,000 air pollution 

violations.3 The pellet industry is volatile in the market, proven by Enviva’s recent bankruptcy 

proceedings, which created financial hardship for Japanese companies that held long-term 

contracts with Enviva.4 Environmental risks of pellet production include rampant destruction of 

natural and old-growth forests that would otherwise act as carbon stores, in addition to high 



   

 

   

 

levels of air and noise pollution from pellet mills. Similar risks are found across the biomass 

industry globally, making it vital to adjust policies to mitigate risk exposure across all sourcing 

areas.  

 

2. A lack of transparency prevents accountability for both suppliers and buyers. Without 

transparency to the mill from which wood pellets are sourced, both buyers, impacted 

communities, and other concerned parties cannot hold pellet mills accountable for legal and 

community rights violations. Companies should be mandated to provide traceability data for 

wood biomass imports. Otherwise, pellets produced with high levels of pollution at the 

production site may be imported and subsidized contrary to legality expectations under the FIT. 

Greater transparency and traceability to the pellet mill allows for visibility and opportunities to 

prevent high-emission or illegal biomass from entering Japan.    

 

3. Wood pellet companies are violating the rights of communities living near pellet plant 

operations. Pellet mills in the United States are far more likely to be located in Black and 

underserved communities, a clear case of environmental injustice where residents near pellet 

mills are at higher risk of developing chronic disease and a lower standard of living due to nonstop 

air and noise pollution during pellet production.   

In response to these concerns, we request that the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry, which has 

jurisdiction over biomass energy policies, adopt the following standards and accountability mechanisms 

for wood pellet sourcing:   

1. Prohibit subsidies for any pellets produced at mills with legal violations in the US and beyond. 

This standard should apply both prospectively and retrospectively, requiring METI to investigate 

wood pellet mills within Japan's supply chain to determine whether any of those mills are violating 

legal requirements or environmental permits, polluting over legal limits, and/or operating to the 

detriment of community health and well-being. If any violations are discovered, METI must 

immediately take action to revoke subsidies (or alternatively, level a heavy penalty/fine) to any 

FIT-certified operator sourcing from those mills until the power plant can demonstrate an 

alternative, compliant supply chain. Pellet mills or companies with repeated violations should be 

excluded from existing and future long-term contracts. 

 

2. Increase transparency. Mandate that FIT-certified operators disclose all pellet mills within their 

supply chain and make these disclosures publicly available in full.  This list will serve both as a way 

to ensure compliance with the FIT’s legality requirement and a form of accountability for harm 

caused at sourcing sites.  

 

3. Include public health standards as a criterion for sourcing in the Guidelines. In the US, wood 

pellet facilities have repeatedly caused harm to the health and well-being of communities living 

near pellet plants through excessive pollution that causes chronic respiratory issues and excessive 



   

 

   

 

noise that degrades quality of life for residents. Any buyers of wood pellets should hold their 

suppliers to a high standard of operating, ensuring that rights are upheld for communities living 

near pellet plants.     

 

4. Require due diligence. When assessing if a supplier (mill) has legal or community rights violations, 

buyers should not rely on certification schemes as a means of verification.6 Instead, METI should 

require the companies to conduct due diligence of current and potential suppliers and to disclose 

the list of documentation issued by public authority to demonstrate the compliance or non-

compliance of a mill to relevant environmental regulations.  

 

For existing and future FIT requirements to be meaningful, systems must be in place to ensure compliance 

with those requirements and enforce against any violations. This includes the suspension or revocation of 

existing subsidies, back-pay of previously issued subsidies, and/or significant monetary fines for sourcing 

from illegal or otherwise non-compliance operations.  

We kindly request you to respond and share your thoughts on the above requests by December 17th by 

email to a representative of our organizations, Roger Smith, Japan Director for Mighty Earth 

(roger@mightyearth.org). 

Please consider this letter an invitation to meet with US groups to further discuss these concerns at your 

earliest convenience. Furthermore, we encourage you to visit the communities in the Gulf South who are 

being impacted by Japan’s energy policy and its sourcing of wood pellets.  

Respectfully,  

Southern Environmental Law Center (Southern U.S.) 

Black Belt Women Rising (Alabama, U.S.) 

Mighty Earth 

Biofuelwatch  

  



   

 

   

 

Endnotes 

1. Health impacts of wood pellet production are documented in the following: 
a. Pellet Mill Community Impact Survey (SELC): 

https://www.selc.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/Biomass_Report_0924_F.pdf  
b. For the summary, please see Heather Hillaker’s presentation at September seminar in 

Japan. 
https://www.gef.or.jp/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/Heather-Hillaker_Sept-2025-
Japan-Seminar_web_final.pdf 

2. Media coverage includes:  
a. Tokyo Shimbun Newspaper “Wood Biomass Power Generation, Warnings Raised: Large-

scale Pellet Plants Cause Environmental Pollution in U.S. Environmental Groups Visit 
Japan, ‘This Isn't Renewable Energy’ “ https://www.tokyo-np.co.jp/article/446696 

b. Research Institute for Environmental Finance “Japanese wood biomass power generation 
is causing clear-cutting destruction in the southern U.S. forests, while illegal operations 
at wood pellet manufacturing plants are harming the health of nearby residents. U.S. 
NGOs came to Japan to appeal to the Japanese government and Japanese electricity 
consumers.” https://rief-jp.org/ct7/161316 

3. The list of pellet mill violations in the US South by SELC, as of November 2025, documents over 
100 state enforcement actions against the act of exceeding emissions limits, failing to operate 
pollution control technology, failing to conduct required monitoring, etc, which have resulted in 
more than $8 millions in fines. https://www.selc.org/biomass-violations/ 
The most recent case of lawsuits filed against a mill operator in Mississippi.  
https://news.mongabay.com/2025/10/drax-pellet-mill-wins-appeal-to-raise-pollution-limits-in-
small-mississippi-town/ 

4. Japanese media reporting on the impact of the volatile business environment facing the pellet 
industry includes:  

a. Research Institute for Environmental Finance “Enviva, the world's largest wood pellet 
producer, files for Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection amid deteriorating business 
conditions. Its contract partners include Sumitomo Corporation and Mitsubishi 
Corporation. Rising pellet prices could impact the operation of Japan's biomass power 
plants.” https://rief-jp.org/ct4/144061 

b. Nikkei Business “Biomass Power Generation Faces Mounting Challenges as Major Wood 
Fuel Firm Files for Bankruptcy”  
https://business.nikkei.com/atcl/gen/19/00620/050900003/ 

5. Media coverage and independent reports on destruction of natural and old-growth forests in the 
producing countries includes:  

a. Guardian “Drax still burning 250-year-old trees sourced from forests in Canada, experts 
say” (Nov. 9, 2025) 
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2025/nov/09/drax-still-burning-250-year-old-
trees-sourced-from-forests-in-canada-experts-say 

b. Research Institute for Environmental Finance “Hanwa Corporation imports wood pellets 
produced from clear-cut forests on Indonesia's biodiversity “treasure trove” islands as 
biomass power generation fuel for Tokyo Gas. Environmental NGOs and others send open 
letters to both companies.” (Oct. 30, 2025) https://rief-jp.org/ct7/161957 

c. Mongabay “Forest biomass growth to soar through 2030, impacting tropical forests” (Mar. 
6, 2025) https://news.mongabay.com/2025/03/forest-biomass-growth-to-soar-through-
2030-impacting-tropical-forests/ 

https://www.selc.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/Biomass_Report_0924_F.pdf
https://www.gef.or.jp/news/event/250929woodpellet_usa/
https://www.gef.or.jp/news/event/250929woodpellet_usa/
https://www.gef.or.jp/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/Heather-Hillaker_Sept-2025-Japan-Seminar_web_final.pdf
https://www.gef.or.jp/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/Heather-Hillaker_Sept-2025-Japan-Seminar_web_final.pdf
https://www.tokyo-np.co.jp/article/446696
https://rief-jp.org/ct7/161316
https://www.selc.org/biomass-violations/
https://news.mongabay.com/2025/10/drax-pellet-mill-wins-appeal-to-raise-pollution-limits-in-small-mississippi-town/
https://news.mongabay.com/2025/10/drax-pellet-mill-wins-appeal-to-raise-pollution-limits-in-small-mississippi-town/
https://rief-jp.org/ct4/144061
https://business.nikkei.com/atcl/gen/19/00620/050900003/
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2025/nov/09/drax-still-burning-250-year-old-trees-sourced-from-forests-in-canada-experts-say
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2025/nov/09/drax-still-burning-250-year-old-trees-sourced-from-forests-in-canada-experts-say
https://rief-jp.org/ct7/161957
https://news.mongabay.com/2025/03/forest-biomass-growth-to-soar-through-2030-impacting-tropical-forests/
https://news.mongabay.com/2025/03/forest-biomass-growth-to-soar-through-2030-impacting-tropical-forests/


   

 

   

 

d. Asahi Shimbun Newspaper “Canada's “Mother Tree” Also Used as Fuel: Is Wood Biomass 
Power Generation Eco-Friendly?” (Feb. 13, 2025)  
https://digital.asahi.com/articles/AST2B2QPTT2BULBH00CM.html 

e. Associated Press “Indonesian forests pay the price for the growing global biomass energy 
demand” (Oct. 27, 2024) https://apnews.com/article/indonesia-biomass-deforestation-
energy-coal-japan-south-korea-22d17f5a00abbccb59960438590ab31c 

f. Daily Mail “Devastating pictures of the rape of America's century-old hardwood forests... 
stripped bare to provide wood pellets for European energy plants - in a deluded bid to 
meet climate goals” (15 September 2022) https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-
11209335/Historic-U-S-southeast-hardwood-forests-threatened-rapacious-11B-wood-
pellet-industry.html 

6. Certification schemes used by the industry are generally about forest harvesting practices and fall 
short in addressing legal or community rights violations. For example, SBP, a prominent industry-
led certification scheme for biomass is found to overlook the environmental impacts of mills on 
air quality, noise, and human health. https://forourclimate.org/research/596 

https://digital.asahi.com/articles/AST2B2QPTT2BULBH00CM.html
https://apnews.com/article/indonesia-biomass-deforestation-energy-coal-japan-south-korea-22d17f5a00abbccb59960438590ab31c
https://apnews.com/article/indonesia-biomass-deforestation-energy-coal-japan-south-korea-22d17f5a00abbccb59960438590ab31c
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-11209335/Historic-U-S-southeast-hardwood-forests-threatened-rapacious-11B-wood-pellet-industry.html
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-11209335/Historic-U-S-southeast-hardwood-forests-threatened-rapacious-11B-wood-pellet-industry.html
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-11209335/Historic-U-S-southeast-hardwood-forests-threatened-rapacious-11B-wood-pellet-industry.html
https://forourclimate.org/research/596

