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Biomass fuels – what's in 
store for 2030

The EU have set ambitious targets for reducing fossil fuel use 
by 2030, and complete decarbonisation by 2050. The climate 
crisis sets a clear precedent for dramatic changes over the 
coming decades and the set targets are seen as a minimum 
requirement to prevent unprecedented global climate 
upheaval. Heating, electricity and transport will need to reduce 
reliance on oil and gas significantly, while essentially eliminating 
coal and peat as fuel sources. It is increasingly certain that 
forests will be a vital carbon sink, and the use of forest 
products and by-products will play a significant role replacing 
fossil fuels for heating, and, to a lesser extent, electricity. 
 
Tackling the issues 
Two predominant issues arise when using biomass as fuel  i) 
combustion emission of particulates; and ii) the sustainability 
of the supply chain. Both are currently being tackled by the 
biomass heating sector through IrBEA (the Irish Bioenergy 
Association). 
 
Combustion of most fuels produce particulates (smoke). Fuel 
quality and correct boiler design and installation are critical 
to control these emissions. Calls have been made by Irish 
suppliers of firewood in the Wood Fuel Quality Assurance 
scheme to set statutory limits on the moisture content of 
firewood offered for sale, significantly reducing emissions from 
domestic stoves while increasing efficiency. Industrial 
woodchip and wood pellet boilers are designed to limit 
emissions through proper combustion control and by having 
particulate filters installed.  
 
Supply of biomass from Ireland has little to no sustainability 
issues, as our felling licence system offers good documented 
sustainable management. Nonetheless the new EU Renewable 
Energy Directive (RED II) sets out clear sustainability 
requirements for a fuel to be considered renewable, including 
greenhouse gas reduction of 80% and protection of sensitive 
ecosystems.  
 
Irish material is well poised to meet the requirements of RED 
II and it is not considered to be a major challenge for native 
material. 
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FUEL SUPPLY 
 

The highest value use of 
timber is as a material, 
whether it's used for sawn 
timber, panel boards or 
other uses.  This is where 
it generates the highest 
revenue and where the 
bulk of material will go. 
However throughout the 
forestry industry there are 
significant by-products, 
pulpwood, brash, bark, 
wood chip and sawdust. 
Significant amounts of this 
material finds its way into 
the energy market. The 
supply of material for fuel 
will increase alongside for-
est harvesting over the 
coming decades. Projec-
tions for 2030 show that 
residues from the forest 
and milling sector will be 
sufficient to meet 15% of 
Irelands entire heating 
needs, with additional 
scope for supply by plant-
ing energy crops and short 
rotation forestry.
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Biomass as a fuel is one of the best alternatives to fossil fuels 
when it comes to reducing carbon, providing energy on 
demand, and providing a stimulus to the local economy.  
 
Markets  
Biomass fuels can readily meet the challenges of domestic, 
commercial and industrial energy demands, predominantly 
for heat in meeting the challenge of a decarbonised economy.  
 
Industrial heat use of biomass is very familiar to the 
sawmilling sector, with many sawmills incorporating large-
scale biomass heating systems to dry lumber, sawdust and 
wood pellet products. The sector is also very familiar with 
biomass CHP systems utilised to produce onsite electricity 
as well as providing large scale heat for onsite use. These 
larger systems can readily use marginal wood products such 
as bark and brash, as well as any wood shavings from 
sawmilling. Large demand heat users such as sawmilling, food 
processing and the pharmaceutical sector are very difficult 
to decarbonise without the use of biomass. 
 
Commercial use of biomass includes woodchip and wood 
pellet boilers. These are used for medium scale heat uses such 
as hotels and intensive agriculture. They are supported by the 
Support Scheme for Renewable Heat (SSRH), which offers 
clear incentives for commercial operations to switch to 
biomass heating. 
 
The domestic sector has been re-identified as a significant 
market, albeit with no official support from government or 
the SEAI. Firewood stoves have become increasingly popular 
in recent years and the sale of firewood has increased in line. 
Also significant is the large volume of wood pellet stove 
systems that are being installed, and there has been a very 
noticeable increase in demand for bagged pellets to cater for 
this market. Government targets to retrofit 600,000 homes 
with heat pumps to meet the 2030 targets are seen by most 
as unrealistic, and with industry estimates of an average 
€60,000 cost to retrofit each home it is clear that other 
solutions must be considered. The potential to use domestic 
pellet systems and log systems suited to the modern home 
is a real alternative to meeting the climate challenges in a cost 
effective manner. 
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Commercial use of biomass is 
funded by the Support Scheme for 
Renewable Heat (SSRH). This offers 
clear incentives for commercial 
operations to switch to biomass 
heating.
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