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Methodology 
The research will consist of rapid appraisals to identify candidate locations for wood energy deployment in Minnesota and Washington State. A panel of national 
experts will first develop criteria and indicators relevant to siting wood energy projects followed by deployment of assessment protocol that integrates site level 
expertise in the social, economic, environmental, legal, financial, energy development, and engineering sciences. The team will assimilate information from 
various models and agency initiatives related to characterizing forest feedstocks, logistics, and conversion technologies. The team will engage local communities 
and businesses in conducting gap analyses and evaluation of candidate locations. 

Evaluating Wood Energy Opportunity Zones:  
Integrating Social and Biophysical Project Planning 

Project Purpose 
A forest-based bioeconomy may simultaneously address national security concerns, climate change and promote economic development, while helping to 
reduce the risk of catastrophic wildfires and facilitate forest health treatments. Some progress has been made in regards to bioenergy development for these 
purposes, but the scope of on-the-ground accomplishments is strikingly limited.  From regulatory hurdles and technical questions, to financing and linking supply 
chains, communities interested in expanding upon their energy infrastructure with wood energy are struggling to find solutions scaled to their needs. The 
purpose of this project is therefore to accelerate community wood energy development using social and biophysical project information to identify “opportunity 
zones” for siting bioenergy facilities.  

Social License – broadly encompasses public sentiment and 
expectations of forest management, energy development options, 
and consumer choices.  Support for bioenergy systems hinge upon 
perceptions of multiple tradeoffs among potentially conflicting 
values. As such, social license, or its absence, greatly affects 
project success at all steps in the value chain. 

Community Capacity – is a community’s ability to mobilize 
resources to affect a desired condition. It includes the collection of 
skills, education, and experiences of residents and businesses, as 
well as physical infrastructure and financial capital a community is 
able to mobilize or leverage towards a purpose. 

Matching Development Goals – bioenergy must be viewed as 
part of an integrated system that includes matching the physical 
characteristics of available forest resources with processing 
infrastructure, consumer markets, local experiences, and skills so 
that communities may capitalize on new economic opportunities. 

Information Networks – degree of information sharing and 
trust among key personnel within state and federal agencies, local 
communities, economic development organizations, industry 
specialists, and conservation organizations. 

Identifying Opportunity Zones 
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EXPECTED BENEFITS 
This project builds upon previous investments to identify 
areas where there exists a higher likelihood of success for 
establishing biobased utilization infrastructure. Identifying 
opportunity zones will help (a) federal and state land 
management staff prioritize program investments, (b) 
economic and rural development specialists maximize 
program impacts, (c) local communities and industry 
partners critically assess their readiness to implement 
wood energy projects, and (d) leverage private capital to 
accomplish national and regional goals related to energy 
security, climate mitigation, and forest restoration. 

Principle Investigator: Dennis R. Becker, PhD , Department of Forest Resources 

Feedstock Characteristics and Logistics – includes availability 
by tree type, age, physical form, spatial distribution, accessibility, 
and species mix, which affects the total volume available and 
feedstock consistency over time within a defined transportation 
distance. Industry expectations for the type, moisture content, and 
quality of feedstock received varies by product and technology. 

Infrastructure and Conversion Technology – the capacity of 
the existing processing infrastructure has an influence on the 
technology options available from both an investment standpoint 
and level of experience and skills necessary. Accommodating new 
bioenergy opportunities requires building the capacity (skill and 
knowledge) and fostering markets to sustain business investments. 
Matching the conversion technology with the physical resource 
limitations, scale of desired industry, and the array of social factors 
present is fundamental to the “opportunity zone” concept. 

Consumer Markets – defined by the availability of financially 
stable markets matched to the types of products possible given 
social, physical resource, and technological constraints in a given 
area. Existing industries have long-standing market relationships 
whereby shifting product focus requires new market segmentation 
and forging new and potentially unproven business relationships. 

http://www.fs.fed.us/

