IRISH FARMERS JOURNAL
Saturday 7 March 2020

Forestry

Wood energy
begins its
renewable journey

Last week’s
IrBEA
conference
heard how to
develop the
bioenergy
sector to
help achieve
Ireland's
renewable
energy
targets,
mainly
using wood
biomass
Donal
Magner
reports

ile wind and solar
power are playing an
increasingly impor-
tant role in decar-
bonising the energy
economy, bioenergy - wood and other
organic biomass - is still the main
source of renewable energy in the EU.
Forestry remains the main element
of biomass for energy, either as wood
residue (wood chips, sawdust and
waste wood) or fuelwood. Wood pel-
lets, mainly for heating and electricity
production, have also become an im-
portant energy source.

Wood energy featured prominently
in last week’s conference “Bioenergy
—inspiring the industry with opportu-
nity and vision”, though the event also
addressed other bioenergy crops and
opportunities, including biogas and
biofuels to achieve renewable energy
targets in heat, transport and electric-
ity.

Organised by the Irish Bioenergy
Association (IrBEA) and sponsored by
Bord na Ména, the annual conference
was the first of its kind since Minister
Bruton launched the Support Scheme
for Renewable Heat (SSRH) last sum-
mer “to increase the use of renewable
energy in the heat sector by approxi-
mately three percentage points”.

Many countries with ambitious re-
newable energy programmes use mul-
tiple sources of energy. Tom Egan,
head of bioenergy operations and
power generation at Bord na Ména,
alluded to this when he spoke of his
company’s transition from fossil fu-
el to renewable energy at Edenderry
Power Station.

“Biomass contribution at Edenderry
makes it the biggest supplier of on-de-
mand renewable energy on the island
of Ireland,” he said.

“This means that when the wind
doesn’t blow or the sun doesn’t shine,
Edenderry can guarantee a supply of
renewable energy to the grid. This
adds flexibility to the grid, to install
more wind and solar generation.”

While countries such as Denmark,
Sweden, Finland and Austria place
strong emphasis on wood as a major
renewable energy source, it has its crit-
ics.

For example, the 2018 EPA report Air
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quality in Ireland identified domestic
use of solid fuel such as coal, peat and
wood “as having a negative impact on
our air quality”. In England, wet wood
and house coal will be banned by 2023.
These will be replaced by cleaner alter-
natives, including dry wood and man-
ufactured solid fuels.

Anumber of speakers at the confer-
ence, including Nick Cotter from Cot-
ter Bros Firewood and Kenny McCauley
of McCauley Wood Fuels, stressed the
need to urgently move away from wet
fuelwood.

“This will require regulation to en-
sure that products such as wood chips
are dried to moisture content at least
below 25%, which is the standard de-
manded by the Wood Fuel Quality As-
surance (WFQA) scheme,” McCauley
said.

This view was shared by Nick Cotter,
whose company, like McCauleys, is a
member of WFQA scheme.

“Lack of regulation is a significant
challenge, as there is a lot of inferior,
sub-standard wet firewood out on the
market,” he told the conference.

“This is not good for our industry,
nor is it good for the consumer, as wet
firewood contains less heat and is bad
for stoves and the environment.”

He outlined a plan to implement
mandatory minimum standards for
wood biomass, including firewood,
which his company processes in Ab-
beyfeale.

“ Lack of regulation is a
significant challenge, as there
is alot of inferior, sub-standard
wet firewood out on the
market

He proposed “an initial maximum
moisture content of 25% and then
move to 20% as this is the optimum
moisture content of kiln dried fire-
wood”.

Both speakers also emphasised the
importance of locally-sourced wood.
“A Western Development Commission
study shows that 1,000t of firewood
leaves €250,000 in the local economy,
while the same usage of oil leaves a
mere €15,000,” said Nick Cotter.

Kenny McCauley said his customer
base includes the agriculture sector
as well as industry, tourism and lei-
sure users, mainly in the northwest.
His company’s long-term aim is to
increase production to 40,000m? of
small logs, which would displace 2.5m
litres of heating oil every month dur-
ing the peak heating period.

Tom Egan also stressed the benefits
of localised wood energy.

“Edenderry Power continues to tran-
sition towards ever-increasing levels of
biomass, which is sustainable and 80%
of which is indigenous from local Irish
suppliers,” he said.

Cork and Cavan
venues for free SSRH
information seminars

The second phase of the Support
Scheme for Renewable Heat (SSRH)
was opened last May by Minister
Bruton. This provides operational
support for biomass boilers and an-
aerobic digestion heating systems.
Although the scheme is now live, the
take-up has been modest, despite
its potential for many enterprises,
including hotels, nursing homes,
leisure centres and the agriculture
and horticulture sectors, where sig-
nificant savings can be made by con-
verting to wood biomass.

The current flow of queries on
the SSRH shows that there is a
knowledge gap around the practical
engineering applications that are al-
lowed within the regulations. Some
of these were discussed by Ray
Langton, SSRH programme manager
at the Sustainable Energy Authority,
during last week's bioenergy confer-
ence. He will be one
of the speakers
at the hands-on
seminars on the
practical ap-
plication of the
SSRH on:
> Tuesday, 10
March, 1.30pm,
Teagasc, Ballyhaise,
Co Cavan.
< Wednesday, 11 March, 1.30pm,
Teagasc, Moorepark, Co Cork

Organised by Teagasc and SEA,
both seminars, which are free, will
cover the principles of biomass
heating systems, including:

2 Interpretation of eligibility rules
for biomass boilers.

< Biomass resources and sustain-
ability criteria.

2 System quality and performance.
2 How the reduction in the farm's
carbon footprint could be of advan-
tage in the market place.

2 Consideration of payback on the
investment.

In addition to Ray Langton, Tom
Houlihan of Teagasc, Mark Hanly of
Greengrove Wood Energy, Barry Ca-
slin of Teagasc, Conor Casey of To-
wards Zero Carbon, Pat Smith of Lo-
cal Power and Robert Goss of Solar
Electric Ireland will also be speaking
at the seminars.

For more information, contact
Vanessa Keane, Teagasc via email
(vanessa.keane@teagasc.ie) or by
phone (057-868 2175).
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