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SUMMARY

T

he UK is currently witnessing a major rush to build large-scale electricity-only
biomass plants as well as seeing an increase in biomass used in co-firing. The scale
of proposed power plant development dwarfs the planned use of domestic fuel
resource. Instead, many of these new plants are expected to be dependent on imported
biomass. They are generally being built on the UK coast near port facilities with expected
sources of feedstock from Canada, the US, Russia and the Baltic States, among others.
Furthermore, new plants are often being sited in locations where it is either not possible or
not economic to capture the substantial quantities of heat produced, significantly reducing
their efficiency and therefore their ability to deliver greenhouse gas emissions reductions.

The RSPB has conducted analysis
to understand the scale of the
expected reliance on imports of
biomass. This analysis shows that
current planning proposals in the
UK indicate a substantial shift
from primarily domestic supply
(74%) to a bioenergy industry
based largely on imports (81%).
Wood imports in particular will
increase substantially from 13%
to 68%, resulting in wood being
the most significant feedstock
type for UK biomass plants. This
will be in addition to the already
high level of wood imports for
non-biomass use. Although
absolute levels of waste used for
bioenergy will increase, in
relative terms the waste sector is
expected to play a much more
limited role, providing just 15%
of overall feedstock.
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With the bioenergy sector on the
verge of rapid growth, the UK
faces an urgent choice about its
future development. Without
intervention, it will be dominated
by large-scale production of
electricity from biomass, locking
us into massive and
unsustainable demand for wood
that will be needed to keep these
plants running for decades to
come. The UK has rightly
embraced the need for renewable
energy, which is essential in the
fight against dangerous climate
change. However, it is imperative
that the renewable energy
industry develops sustainably
and environmental impacts are
not ignored. An unsustainable
bioenergy industry risks serious
damage to wildlife and the
climate by driving substantial

additional logging overseas.
We need to avoid the mistakes
that were made in the liquid
biofuels industry where policies
led to large-scale unintended
environmental and social
consequences. The RSPB
believes, however, that a
sustainable bioenergy sector
based on wastes and domestic
feedstocks is possible – if the UK
Government acts now to
encourage more sustainable
technologies at appropriate
scales, rules out subsidies for
large-scale electricity production
dependent on imported wood,
improves sustainability
standards, and fully accounts for
all emissions from bioenergy.
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INTRODUCTION

T

his report reveals the
findings of RSPB
research and analysis
into the future of the UK’s
rapidly expanding bioenergy
industry, provides an
assessment of the size and
nature of the environmental
threat this expansion risks
creating, and proposes
policy solutions that would
lead to an alternative future
for the sector which
delivers for the climate and
the wider environment.

Our analysis is based on the
latest available data for the UK’s
current and proposed bioenergy
plants and the expected sources
of feedstock required to fuel
these plants. We use data made
publicly available by power

companies and local authorities
together with data collated by the
ENDS Report and biofuelwatch.
For a full list of data sources and
assumptions please turn to the
back page of this report.

Bioenergy is the catch-all term for heat and power from
organic materials. The terms biomass and feedstocks
refer to material fuelling a bioenergy plant, which includes
wood from forestry and woody energy crops as well as
agricultural residues and wastes. Co-firing is the
combustion of biomass with coal in existing plant.
Imported virgin wood refers to all imported woody
material intended for use as a bioenergy feedstock that
has been removed from existing natural or semi-natural
forests and fast growing forestry plantations.
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THE UK’S
BIOENERGY PLANS

U

nder the Renewable Energy Directive, the UK has agreed a target to generate
15% of its energy from renewables by 20201. This target has been critical in driving
renewables investment in the UK and across the continent, and the RSPB
therefore strongly supports it. All EU Member States, including the UK, produced a
National Renewable Energy Action Plan (NREAP) in 2010. This document details
governments’ plans for meeting their targets, and the role they envisage for each
technology, including bioenergy2. These plans were further developed in the UK’s recently
published Renewable Energy Roadmap.

The Roadmap shows that in 2010
there was 2.5 GW of biomass
electricity installed in the UK4,
much of which was produced
from landfill gas. This capacity is
expected to increase up to 6 GW
in 2020, principally from solid
biomass. This would require an

1

equivalent of around 36 million
oven dried tonnes (odt) of wood
in 2020 compared to the demand
in 2010 of 15 million odt5.
Dependent on the feedstock, this
reflects at least a doubling in the
amount of biomass needed for
electricity production. However,

it is not the whole picture as an
additional 10 million odt would
also be needed to meet the
demands from the biomass heat
sector in 2020.

Directive 2009/28/EC on the promotion of the use of energy from renewable sources
http://ec.europa.eu/energy/renewables/transparency_platform/action_plan_en.htm
http://www.decc.gov.uk/assets/decc/11/meeting-energy-demand/renewable-energy/2167-uk-renewable-energy-roadmap.pdf
4
Includes 0.4 GW of co-firing capacity
5
Calculated using figures in the UK NREAP (as cited in footnote 3) and a conversion factor of 6,000,000 odt/GW (SQWenergy:
Renewable and Low-carbon Energy Capacity Methodology, Jan 2010)
2
3
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CURRENT
DEVELOPMENTS IN
THE UK’S BIOENERGY
SECTOR

T

he RSPB has analysed
the latest data on
proposals for biomass
power plant and co-firing
across the country to
establish how the sector is
developing to meet the
targets set out in the UK
Action Plan and to assess the
scale of the environmental
risks this may pose. Table 1
shows current and future
power plant developments.

Table 1: Number of solid biomass plants operating or planned in the UK

No. of plants

Operating
31

Approved
14

These plants will each have
significant demands for biomass
as shown in the map overleaf. All
operating and projected plants
with a yearly biomass demand of
more than 50,000 tonnes are
shown as circles. The colours
show the proportion of imports
compared to domestic supply,
while the size of each circle reflects
the expected biomass demand in

In planning
16

Proposed
9

tonnes of biomass delivered per
year. The average demand per
plant is 840,000 tonnes of
biomass, but ranges from smaller
plants such as Longannet
(number 23 on the map), which
co-fired 56,621 tonnes of biomass
in 2010, to the largest, Tilbury B
(number 49 on the map), expected
to need 7.5 million tonnes of
biomass per year.6

Electricity-only or combined heat and power (CHP)?
Table 2 shows the different types of bioenergy plants that are operating or are projected to
be operating in the UK. It highlights a huge growth in electricity-only generation with new
plants often being sited in locations where it is either not possible or not economic to capture
the substantial quantities of heat produced. In electricity-only plants, however, a large
proportion of the energy is wasted. In fact, emissions from a CHP plant in terms of
kgCO2/MWh of useful energy generated are four times lower7. The less efficient the plant,
the greater the quantity of feedstock needed to fuel it for the same output.

6

Some plant are clustered in one area, lines indicate their actual location.
Environment Agency (2009) Carbon sink or carbon sinner.
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Table 2: Types of energy plants identified in this report8

Total projected

Operating
Type
No. of plants

6

co-firing
13

electricity
12

CHP
6

co-firing
13

electricity
44

CHP
12
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If all plants currently proposed
were to be built, a total of 48.3
million tonnes of biomass would
be needed to fuel UK biomass
plants. This is 9.3 times the
current levels of biomass used
annually (see Figure 1) .
It can also be seen that by 2020,
if all current and projected plants
were operating, the biomass
market would be dominated by
imports. Domestic sources would
make up only 19% of the biomass
used by the sector. This
substantial increase in biomass
imports would require a total of
39.1 million tonnes of biomass a
year – approximately 29 times
higher than total imported
biomass in 2010.

order to import biomass
feedstocks. A small fraction of
biomass will be agricultural
waste imported from palm oil
plantations in South East Asia.
This massive increase in
imported wood suggests there
will be a substantial shift in the
composition of biomass used in

the UK; the fraction of biomass
coming from wood is expected to
increase from 50% to 73%, an
additional 32.3 million tonnes13.
This figure is comparable with
analysis by Confor, which
projected 2020 wood imports of
27 million tonnes. This should be
considered in the context of

Figure 1: Annual biomass requirement for UK solid biomass plants

BIOMASS
FEEDSTOCKS
So what type of feedstocks can
we expect to meet this huge
increase in demand? Figure 2
shows the current and projected
feedstock sources for the
bioenergy sector.
Our analysis shows that most of
the additional domestic supply
would be sourced from waste,
with the remainder coming from
forestry. The highest increase,
however, is expected to come
from imported wood,
contributing 68% of the total
biomass supply. Plans also
indicate companies intend to
increase imports of bioenergy
crops. Some companies, while
leaving their options open for
biomass supply, intend to locate
their plants near port facilities in

Figure 2: UK biomass supply for operating solid biomass plants versus
projected total solid biomass plants12

Operating

Total of 5.2 million tonnes of biomasss

Projected

Total of 48.3 million tonnes of biomass

8

Tilbury B (RWE) operates as a co-firing plant but the application to convert it into a biomass-only electricity plant is also approved.
Comparing findings for UK biomass plants with their current biomass consumption and the projected demand.
Note that not all proposed plant may be built and that tonnes of biomass received will always be a higher quantity than oven dried
tonnes of wood because of the lower energy content of mixed biomass sources.
11
The projected requirement includes solid biomass demands of operating, approved, in the planning system and proposed plants.
12
Projected total biomass supply and total future plant include operating, approved, in the planning system and proposed plant.
9

10
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Grahame Madge (rspb-images.com)

substantial existing UK imports
of wood-based products such as
sawn wood and wood-based
panels, and pulp and paper, the
latter alone contributing 8.5
million tonnes14.
Based on our analysis, the total
amounts of waste imports for
bioenergy generation are also
expected to rise, with plans
showing an additional demand
of 400,000 tonnes per year.
However, the proportion of
waste used as biomass is
expected to decrease from 42% to
15%, as a result of the substantial
increase in the use of wood.

12 electricity-only biomass plants have been built
in the UK with a further 32 proposed.

13
14

8

http://www.confor.org.uk/Upload/Documents/37_WoodFibreAvailabilityDemandReportfinal.pdf
http://www.forestry.gov.uk/pdf/trprod10.pdf/$FILE/trprod10.pdf
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ENVIRONMENTAL
RISKS OF RELIANCE
ON LARGE-SCALE
WOOD IMPORTS

L

ocking into a biomass electricity sector reliant on massive imports of wood poses
significant risks. Large-scale logging in countries such as Canada, Russia, the United
States and South Africa to meet demand in the UK could have substantial impacts on
the climate and wildlife. Mitigating these will be challenging, if not impossible. The UK has
only recently started to bring under control imports of timber for non-bioenergy use, having
been the world’s third largest importer of illegal timber in 200715.
A heavy reliance on imports also
marginalises domestic supply
where environmental impacts
can be more easily addressed
and controlled. It misses
opportunities to secure
substantial wider environmental
benefits by sensitively bringing
the UK’s native woodlands into
good biodiversity condition and
it ignores significant domestic
waste streams and opportunities.

CLIMATE RISKS OF
IMPORTS
One of the key reasons the UK
Government is supporting

15

bioenergy, and why UK energy
consumers are paying subsidies
to the sector through their
electricity bills, is because
bioenergy is considered to be a
low carbon energy source. This is
by no means certain, however,
particularly if it is fuelled largely
by imported wood. This is in
spite of the fact that Government
has proposed a greenhouse gas
emissions standard for biomass.
Particular problems include the
biological issue of carbon debt
from wood combustion, the
political issue of flawed
international accounting rules

and the logistical issue of
additional transport emissions
attached to biomass imports.
Carbon debt Our analysis
shows an expected increase
in the consumption of
imported wood to meet UK
bioenergy needs. When wood
and other biomass is burnt in a
power station, it releases carbon
dioxide, just like fossil fuels.
These emissions are ignored in
Government’s proposed
greenhouse gas emissions
standard on the grounds that
emissions from combusting

1

http://www.wwf.org.uk/filelibrary/pdf/logging_full_report01.pdf
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Canadian Parks and Wilderness Society

wood are compensated for when
forests regrow after harvesting.
Yet studies16 show that trees take
decades or even centuries to
reabsorb the initial carbon lost to
the atmosphere and therefore
repay the “carbon debt” from
their combustion.

2

Flawed carbon
accounting rules
International guidance17
requires emissions from
bioenergy to be accounted for in
the land use, land-use change
and forestry (LULUCF) sector.
This means that the carbon
released is recorded when and
where wood is harvested, not
when it is combusted. It is
therefore counted as zero carbon
in the energy sector as the
emissions have theoretically
already been accounted for.
However, new accounting rules
currently being negotiated under
the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change
(UNFCCC) will allow a
significant proportion of
emissions from forestry and
agriculture to go unaccounted.
What’s more, developing
countries, and countries that
have not signed the Kyoto
Protocol, like the US, will not
account for these emissions at all.
This means millions of tonnes of
carbon emissions arising from
burning biomass imported from

16

Clearance of land to meet bioenergy
demand in Nova Scotia, Canada.

these countries will be entirely
unaccounted for. For example,
the 7.5 million tonnes of biomass
expected to be imported annually
to feed the Tilbury biomass plant,
partly sourced from the US, will
falsely be accounted as zerocarbon, despite massive
emissions from this combustion
being released.

3

Higher life-cycle
emissions from imports
It is essential that
emissions arising from bioenergy
throughout its life cycle are taken
into account, minimised and
shown to be substantially lower
than the fossil-fuel equivalent.
Feedstocks transported over
large distances, for example from
Russia, South America, the US
and Canada will see a higher

contribution from transport
emissions to life-cycle
greenhouse gas emissions,
undermining the climate benefits
of these feedstocks18.

WILDLIFE AND
ECOSYSTEM RISKS
OF IMPORTS
Wood demand to fuel UK
biomass plants will be fulfilled
either through logging existing
forests or establishing plantations
on new land. Both can potentially
lead to serious harm to wildlife
and ecosystems.
Logging of old growth or seminatural forests for biomass can be
very damaging to wildlife as vital
habitat is destroyed. Equally,
over-extraction from managed
forests by, for example, removing

Eg Walker, T. (ed.). 2010. Massachusetts Biomass Sustainability and Carbon Policy Study: Report to the Commonwealth of
Massachusetts Department of Energy Resources. Manomet Centre for Conservation Sciences and Zanchi, G., Pena, N., Bird, N.
2010. The upfront carbon debt of bioenergy. Joanneum Research.
17
IPCC Guidelines for National Greenhouse Gas Inventories: http://www.ipcc-nggip.iges.or.jp/public/2006gl/index.html
18
http://www.environment-agency.gov.uk/static/documents/Leisure/Biomass__carbon_sink_or_carbon_sinner_summary_report.pdf
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Mike Beedell

3.3 million tonnes of biomass
annually. This area contains some
of the most biodiversity-rich
ecosystems in North America
and has already experienced
huge losses, with the conversion
of natural forest to industrial pine
plantations. According to the US
Forest Service Southern Forests
Research Assessment, only about
182 million acres of the original
356 million acres of natural forest
still remain21. New demand for

Over-extraction of woody biomass for bioenergy removes
the habitat of the great grey owl in Canada.

wood production from these
forests will only put increasing
pressure on this resource.

dead wood and extracting
stumps, can also have significant
impacts on biodiversity,
hydrology and soils. Data show
that imports of wood into the UK
from Canada are expected to
increase significantly. British
Columbia has seen increased
extraction of woody biomass that
would previously have been left
behind after traditional logging
practices in response to demand
for wood for bioenergy19. When
left in the forest, this woody
biomass provides habitat and
shelter for birds, such as
woodpeckers and owls, and
mammals, such as the pine
marten. It supports a wide
diversity of smaller organisms
from insects to fungi, as well as
micro-organisms which support
the nutrient cycle. Finally, it
protects the soil from erosion into

Plantations, if poorly sited, can
also risk the destruction of other
important habitats for wildlife.
Areas at risk include seminatural grassland, heathland,
partially drained peat and
bogland, and scrubland. Without
significant improvements in
resource efficiency, when
dedicated biomass crops such as
eucalyptus or short rotation
coppice are grown on land that
previously produced food (or
other products for which there is
an established market), the
demand for land to produce food
will increase and inevitably
production will be shifted
elsewhere. As well as impacting
on the greenhouse gas savings
associated with bioenergy, this
indirect land use change can lead
to negative impacts on

19
20
21

streams and serves as a source of
nutrients and moisture for the
growth of new trees. Removal of
dead wood therefore has
significant detrimental impacts
on this ecosystem.
In Florida, the scale of impacts is
also expected to be very
significant. There are currently a
number of proposals, which may
source biomass feedstock from
Florida. For example, Forth
Energy has submitted
applications to construct and
operate four biomass power
stations in Scotland, which if
consented, could lead to
substantial imports of wood. The
application suggests that up to
two-thirds of the imported wood
may initially be sourced from
Florida20. Our calculations show
this could be equivalent to up to

http://cpaws.org/uploads/pubs/facts_woody-bioenergy.pdf
http://www.forthenergy.co.uk/sustainability-statements.asp
US Forest Service Southern Forest Research Assessment as cited in http://www.foe-scotland.org.uk/biomass-us-objection
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biodiversity, resource availability
and other ecosystem services.

WHY
SUSTAINABILITY
STANDARDS ARE
INADEQUATE
In response to concerns already
raised by the RSPB and other
environmental organisations, the
UK Government has recently
proposed sustainability criteria
for solid biomass based on those
developed for biofuels and
bioliquids in the Renewable
Energy Directive. These
standards are often used by
industry and Government as the
justification for their plans for
large-scale expansion of the
sector, yet they are
fundamentally flawed for four
principle reasons:
Biodiversity protection is
limited They provide limited
protection for certain high
biodiversity and high carbon
stock areas from conversion for
bioenergy. However, they do not
deal with the bulk of biomass
production likely to arise from
existing forestry resource where
the key issue outside the UK is
over-exploitation and
unsustainable harvesting.
Government’s proposals to deal
with this are currently unclear.
Significant greenhouse gas
emissions will be permitted
The Government is proposing a
60% threshold for emissions

1

2
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savings from bioenergy
compared to fossil fuels.
However, bioenergy could easily
deliver much higher savings and
indeed should be incentivised to
do so through a higher emissions
standard. Furthermore, the
emissions from combusting
biomass will be largely
unaccounted for as a result of
flawed greenhouse gas rules
under the international carbon
accounting system for land use,
land-use change and forestry
(LULUCF) under the Kyoto
Protocol.
The scale of demand will be
overwhelming The sheer
scale of demand will result in
indirect impacts, which cannot be
addressed through sustainability
standards. Such impacts include
the displacement by energy crops
of other land uses into valuable
habitats for biodiversity which
are also often important carbon
stores. Indirect impacts can
significantly alter the carbon
profile of a particular feedstock.
Enforcement outside the
UK is not guaranteed
Sustainability standards for
biofuels, which form a basis for
those used for biomass, are not
working in countries with poor
environmental laws and/or
enforcement. For example,
European companies have
permission to convert woodland
areas in Dakatcha, North Kenya,
for jatropha plantations.

3

4

FOREST
MANAGEMENT
STANDARDS
The UK Forestry Standard
(UKFS) has been developed for
forestry in the UK. At the
moment, this does not entirely
guarantee sustainability for UK
grown forestry biomass. The
RSPB has concerns regarding the
agricultural and planning system
exemptions from UKFS
compliance, the rigour and
quality of auditing for UKFS
compliance, and the continued
restocking of priority open
ground habitats, such as lowland
heathland and blanket bog.
Nevertheless, the UKFS is
mandatory and sets standards for
good practice and, alongside the
voluntary UK Woodland
Assurance Standard (UKWAS),
provides a framework under
which it is possible to bring
domestic woodlands back into
management for bioenergy
production in a way that benefits
rather than harms wildlife.
Many countries do not have an
equivalent standard and forest
laws vary widely. Indeed, there
are no EU-wide or global
standards for bioenergy, or
proposed EU legislation to
harmonise forest management or
felling laws. The UK Government
and the devolved
administrations are not
proposing to apply the Forest
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We note the work done by the UK
Government and devolved
administrations on procurement
guidance for their own timber
and wood product purchasing.
This needs wider adoption
outside government, ensuring
credible assessment of
environmental sustainability.
The RSPB does, however, have
concerns about how the UK
Government and devolved
administrations define
“sustainable” timber sourcing via
guidance from its Central Point of
Expertise on Timber. The
international standards it
recommends must have credible
site level auditing and equitable
representation from
environmental and social
interests in addition to economic
concerns, as well as have strong
governance, be transparent and
contain robust biodiversity
requirements.

Chris Gomersall (rspb-images.com)

Stewardship Council (FSC)
requirements to imports. FSC has
robust environmental
requirements combined with an
effective chain of custody for
traceability of wood products
from the forest through to the end
use. Without the use of robust
standards, it will be impossible to
control or limit the damage to
wildlife and ecosystems expected
from reliance on bioenergy
imports.

Forest management must be
carried out in a sustainable way.
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WHAT IS THE
SOLUTION?

T

he RSPB believes that bioenergy can play a significant and environmentally
sustainable part of the UK’s low carbon energy mix, making a genuine contribution
to mitigating climate change. This will require prioritising the most carbon-effective
and sustainable means of bioenergy production and use, in a way that limits damage to
and preferably benefits biodiversity.

So how can the UK achieve this
vision in the context of
substantial additional demand
for biomass, while avoiding the
climate and wildlife risks from
high levels of imports
highlighted above?
The European Environment
Agency (EEA) investigated the
potential of all EU-25 States to
generate biomass in a sustainable
way in 202022 utilising feedstocks
from agriculture (bioenergy
crops), forestry (wood) and
waste. The EEA suggested
criteria for each sector to ensure a
more sustainable approach23.
For agriculture, the criteria
include:
• meeting EU targets of 30%
of agricultural land being

22

23
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devoted to “environmentallyorientated farming” by 2030;
• establishing ecological
compensation zones;
• choosing low environmental
impact bioenergy crops.
For forestry, the criteria involve:
• respecting existing protected
forest areas;
• leaving foliage and roots on site
post-harvesting;
• limiting the extraction rate of
residues from stem and
branches;
• reducing the area available for
wood supply by 5% in each
Member State to allow an
increase in protected woodland;
• setting aside 5% of dead wood
and large diameter trees
by volume.

Finally for waste, the criteria
include:
• an overall target to reduce the
amount of waste produced and
to ensure that no waste
currently reused or recycled is
used for energy production;
• household waste currently
destined for landfill or compost
can be utilised for bioenergy
production, alongside some
waste products from the
agricultural sector.
Based on these criteria, the EEA
calculated the potential
environmentally compatible
contribution of different biomass
feedstocks for the UK in 2020
(see Figure 3).
According to the EEA’s criteria,
the contribution from the
domestic forestry sector could be

European Environment Agency (2006):How much bioenergy can Europe produce without harming the environment?, No 7, 67 pp.,
ISBN 92-9167-849-X, ISSN 1725-9177
For full details see EEA report 7/2006 as cited above, p. 12
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Figure 3: Potential environmental-compatible biomass supply [Mtoe]
compared to expected UK biomass requirement in 202024

1.5 mega tonnes of oil equivalent
(Mtoe). This compares to the
6.9 Mtoe of biomass that would
be required to meet the UK’s
current 2020 plans. Therefore if
the UK bioenergy targets were to
be met through forestry products
alone, the UK would need to
import nearly four-fifths of its
bioenergy supply. However the
analysis also demonstrates that
large-scale imports of forestry
feedstocks are not necessary: the
UK’s 2020 ambitions for the
sector could instead be satisfied
by solely relying on waste, which
has the potential to deliver
8.7 Mtoe. This suggests that the
rush to develop a sector based on
large-scale wood imports is
unnecessary. It even suggests that
no bioenergy crops would be
needed from agriculture in the

timeframe to 2020, reducing
direct pressure on land and
eliminating indirect impacts
on food prices and land use
change overseas.
While these criteria may not
entirely represent the RSPB’s
ideal criteria for sustainable
agriculture and forestry, they
nevertheless represent a credible
attempt to understand and
quantify bioenergy production
that can take place in an
environmentally compatible way.
The EEA’s findings are supported
by a separate review of
independent assessments of
domestic bioenergy resource25.
This review found that waste
wood and paper products
represent a potentially
substantial resource of up to

13.6 million odt, with an
additional, potential resource of
16.8 million tonnes of dried
biomass from food, municipal,
garden and plant wastes.
Agricultural products, such as
straw and livestock manure for
anaerobic digestion, were also
found to be significant. The huge
potential for bioenergy based on
waste is echoed by the UK’s
NREAP26. This highlights that
waste biomass is under-used and
could provide a significant
contribution to our renewable
energy targets and reduce the
amount of waste land filled in the
UK. It notes that in 2009,
approximately 6 million tonnes of
waste wood and 9 million tonnes
of waste food were land filled.
The UK’s NREAP further
suggests there could be sufficient
biomass resource potential in the
UK to meet demand for heat and
power in 2020, if the supply
potential is fully developed. This
assessment assumes that we
could rapidly increase the
production of energy crops in the
UK, increase wood fuel supply
from sustainable forestry, make
better use of agricultural residues
and fully exploit waste biomass
currently going to landfill.
While waste will be a substantial
resource, utilising domestically
produced feedstocks from UK

24

Graphic based on data from the EEA Report 7/2006 and the DECC Renewable Energy Roadmap
(http://www.decc.gov.uk/assets/decc/11/meeting-energy-demand/renewable-energy/2167-uk-renewable-energy-roadmap.pdf)
Gove et al. 2010 A review of environmental consequences of biomass production for UK energy consumption
26
http://www.decc.gov.uk/assets/decc/what%20we%20do/uk%20energy%20supply/energy%20mix/renewable%20energy/ored/25nat-ren-energy-action-plan.pdf
25
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woodlands provides important
opportunities to control directly
and improve management
practices, and to bring
unmanaged woodlands back into
management, which can have
wildlife benefits. The decline in
management of our woodlands
has led to an increasing
proportion of high forest areas
and a lack of structural
complexity and diversity that is

crucial for woodland specialist
species. With evidence-based
targeting, appropriate safeguards
in place and the provision of
appropriate management
support and guidance, a viable
and successful woodfuel sector
could see major gains for the
wildlife associated with native
woodland. This could help
reverse some of the major species
declines, such as woodland bird

populations which have declined
32% since 197027 and woodland
butterflies which have declined
74% since 199028. Policies are
needed to ensure woodfuel
delivers maximum benefit for
declining woodland wildlife
associated with coppice and open
habitats and avoids damaging
the rare and fragile wildlife
associated with dead wood rich
and mature woodland.

Andy Hay (rspb-images.com)

The spotted flycatcher is one of 12 declining woodland bird species
that could benefit from bringing woodlands back into management.

27
28
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Defra Woodland Birds Indicator 2009
Defra Woodland Butterflies Indicator 2009
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CONCLUSION –
POLICY
RECOMMENDATIONS

T

he UK has the potential to meet its 2020 targets from sustainable sources, but
current plans will instead lock us into heavy reliance on imported wood, with all the
attendant risks to wildlife, the climate and the environment. Urgent action is needed
to correct this at the UK and devolved Government levels.

Bioenergy policies of the UK
Government and devolved
administrations should be
directed towards supporting an
industry that relies on utilising
waste feedstocks and sustainable
domestic forestry rather than
large-scale imports. This means
directing support to waste-based
technologies and the
management of woodlands to
increase the supply of domestic
bioenergy forestry products in
ways that protect and enhance
biodiversity.
The RSPB therefore calls on the
UK Government to put in place
the following policy measures:

1

Remove public subsidies
from unsustainable
supplies of bioenergy
UK consumers are paying for
generous subsidies to the
bioenergy industry, much of
which will ultimately bank-roll
large-scale electricity generators
using huge amounts of imported
wood. As well as causing an
environmental disaster in its own
right, this threatens to undermine
support for renewable energy
more generally. The RSPB is
therefore calling for an urgent
review of subsidies delivered to
the industry, and specifically for
large-scale bioenergy that uses
imported feedstocks from virgin
wood and non-waste bioliquids
to be removed from eligibility for
the Renewables Obligation.

2

Enhance support for
sustainable bioenergy
generated from wastes
and domestic feedstocks,
ensuring heat capture
Provide the highest levels of
support to wastes such as postconsumer wood and the
biodegradable fraction of
municipal and industrial waste
(providing there are not more
efficient uses of these waste
streams) as well as the use of
residues such as cereal straw and
nut shells. The Renewables
Obligation and the Renewable
Heat Incentive should not
subsidise residues from crops,
such as kernels from palm oils,
which have significant
sustainability impacts, if it is
shown that use of these is an
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additional market driver.
In addition, support should be
redirected towards small-scale
local supply of feedstocks,
ensuring efficiency is maximised
through heat capture. We
welcome the statement by the
Scottish Government that it
prefers to see biomass deployed
in heat-only or combined heat
and power schemes, off gas-grid,
at a scale appropriate to make
best use of both the available
heat, and of local supply29.

3

Revise sustainability
standards for bioenergy
Sustainability standards do
have an important role to play,
but this report shows that current
proposals are deeply flawed and
need urgent revision if they are
to offer genuine climate and
biodiversity protection. In
particular, they should include
greater protection for wildlife
from unsustainable land
conversion and harvesting
practices, a strengthened
greenhouse gas emissions
standard and full accounting
for indirect impacts.

4

Andy Hay (rspb-images.com)

Fully account for
emissions

Both the international accounting
rules for LULUCF and the UK’s
greenhouse gas emissions
standard have to fully account

29
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http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2010/11/17094217/8

for emissions. Where bioenergy
emissions are not captured in the
LULUCF accounting system,
these must be counted in the
energy sector or imports must be
ruled out from countries that fall
outside this accounting system.
Where imports are from
countries with partial LULUCF
accounting, a factor should be
applied to reflect the proportion
of emissions unaccounted. The
greenhouse gas standard should
include a carbon debt factor
where bioenergy is derived from
an existing forestry resource. This
can be calculated by assessing the
emissions at combustion
discounted for the rate of
regrowth that will take place in
managed forest systems over a
20-year period.

Bioenergy: a burning issue
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ANNEX 2: CALCULATIONS
A conversion from GWh to GW data was achieved by applying a load factor of 57.6% for
electricity from biomass (DUKES) and assuming a constant run time {8,760 hours a year).
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Conversion
factor

Unit

Source

11630
6000

http://www.onlineconversion.com/energy.htm

41.87

Mtoe/GWh
odt/MW
biomass electricity
GJ/toe biomass heat
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72% of the assessed plant provided full information for the RSPB’s analysis. For the
remaining 28%, calculations had to be based on the following assumptions:
1. When generalised terms such as “mainly imports”, “primarily waste” or “most likely...”
were given, all tonnes of biomass for that plant were accounted to the major or most likely
category (even if further feedstock was listed but without its contribution being specified
or if other supply was also seen as possible in the future).
2. From application forms, which did not explicitly name a geographic origin of the biomass
but showed plans how local traffic will be affected, it was assumed that biomass supply
will be from domestic sources.
3. Plant that are or intend to use imports initially with the possibility or intention of using
domestic biomass in the future were categorised as using imports (no company provided
a timeline for when domestic supply might be expected to be introduced).
4. For five plants (Grainger Sawmill, Widnes PDM, Rothes Distillers, Tansterne Hull and
Wetwang), no information on tonnes of required biomass a year could be found. Their
biomass requirement was calculated using their capacity and a conversion factor of
6,000 tonnes/MW.
5. For nine plants, which use biomass for co-firing, no electricity capacity of the biomass
fraction was available. A conversion factor of 6,000 tonnes/MW was used to calculate the
plants’ capacities.
6. The plant’s energy capacity available to the grid system was chosen over a maximum
capacity value.

Written by Melanie Coath and Sandra Pape
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tackling the problems that threaten our environment.
Nature is amazing – help us keep it that way.
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