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Renewable Energy Information sheet


BIOMASS

What are energy crops?

Perennial crops such as deciduous trees and grasses are grown for use as fuel to be used in biomass power plants to provide heat and power. The most commonly used is willow, grown on a rotation of 2 – 4 years and known as short rotation coppice. Grasses such as miscanthus give a bigger harvest per hectare than willow and can be harvested annually, but are better suited to the more temperate regions of the UK. Straw can also be used.

What is forestry and industrial wood waste?

Forestry waste is the residue from the clearing and management of woodland and forests.  It is also possible to use the wood waste from industrial sites such as furniture manufacturers. 

How do they work?

For a biomass power plant, the chipped, shredded and dried fuel is fed into a boiler, from where the gas is collected and used to produce electricity or heat by combustion.  The growing cycle for short rotation coppice requires a growth period of 3-5 years before effective harvesting can take place.

What is the environmental impact?

Energy crops require very little in the way of pesticides and herbicides and apart from the visual impact of growing coppice, in certain circumstances it could be regarded as beneficial for wildlife. This will, of course, depend on individual site characteristics. There are few environmental issues related to forestry and straw although, after a forestry site has been cleared there could be more water run-off but this is manageable with good forestry practice.  Using industrial wood waste avoids land filling and the use of woodland residues can make forests more accessible through better management.  The costs involved in transporting fuel to a power plant would need to be taken into account and it could cause an increase in traffic.  All power plants would need to meet emissions regulations.

Are there many projects in Britain?

In Ely, Cambridgeshire, there is a 31MW straw burning plant, the biggest and most efficient plant of this type in the world. RSPB Old Moor, an RSPB reserve near Barnsley, has a 100kW wood fuelled boiler capable of burning wood chip and wood pellets. The boiler provides heating and hot water for five farmhouse buildings. Viewings can be arranged by appointment, and they can be contacted on 01226 751593 or at old.moor@rspb.org.uk. A 

350kW wood-fired boiler was installed at Weobley School in 1997, using locally grown wood: it heats the school itself as well as the secondary school on the adjoining site. An increasing number of farms are using straw-fired boilers for on site heating requirements in buildings and poly tunnels. 

How much does it cost?

At present the total investment costs for biomass boiler plants are estimated at £1800-3000/kW installed. It is estimated that wide scale deployment will bring the costs down considerably and improve the efficiency. Costs for boiler plants for forestry residue will be in the region of £1600/kW installed for a 5MW installation.

Where can I find an installer.

For information about accredited installers within the Yorkshire and Humber area visit www.yhmp.org
Trade Association

In 2005 British Biogen, the trade association for the Biomass industry, merged with the Renewable Energy Association (REA).  For details of wood fuel suppliers and suppliers , biomass heating systems and more visit the REA website at http://www.r-e-a.net/home.fcm.

Newsflash… details of the proposed Renewable Heat Incentive, the equivalent of the Feed in Tariff for heat technologies, has been released by DECC. This scheme provides a good rate of return for all heat produced by renewable means and includes heat from biomass systems – thus making it not only environmentally friendly but also economically profitable, to have microgeneration systems installed in ones home, community centre or workplace. For details of the scheme, see the DECC website at www.decc.gov.uk
A variety of low carbon energy calculators, which can help you calculate everything from your carbon footprint to the wind power and solar potentials of your home or workplace, can be found at www.encraft.co.uk. These are free and easy to use.

The ATC promotes energy efficiency – it is cheaper to save energy than produce it.
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