
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
No CfDs for biomass conversions 
Why DECC should not be subsidising converted coal-fired power stations 
 
We wish to respond to the current consultation on the allocation of Contracts for Difference. We are 
deeply concerned about DECC’s plans to reward more large, inefficient, import and whole tree-reliant 
converted biomass power stations with long-term subsidies. 
 
Most of the UK’s wood imports for power stations come from the southern US and British Columbia, 
Canada. In both regions, highly biodiverse and carbon-rich forests are being rapidly clearcut, a trend 
made worse by the new demand for wood pellets. 
 
Climate and forest impacts of big biomass for electricity 
 
There is a growing scientific consensus that burning wood from whole trees for electricity causes very 
high carbon emissions which will not be re-absorbed by new trees for many decades, if not centuries. 
In fact, the Government’s UK Bioenergy Strategy 2012 shows that burning wood from whole UK 
conifers instead of coal would increase carbon emissions by 80% over 20 years and by 49% over 40 
years. 
 
A report by Forest Research for DG ENER 1 recently concluded that “Biogenic carbon needs to be 
included in strategic assessments of GHG emissions arising from consumption of forest bioenergy”.  
“Where the additional harvesting is used to supply bioenergy as the sole product, then such forest 
bioenergy will typically involve high associated GHG emissions (i.e. compared with fossil energy 
sources) for many decades”.  
 
Currently biogenic carbon are excluded from the OFGEM biomass carbon calculator, leading to 
incorrect assumptions in regards to the real net emissions of energy from forest biomass. 
 
In many cases, the climate impacts will be worse still: Evidence shows that one of the main pellet 
suppliers of Drax, already awarded a CfD for a converted coal unit, has been sourcing wood from the 
clearcutting of biodiversity-rich wetland forests in the southern US, which have declined dramatically 
already. Given the scale of the current and projected demand for wood for bioenergy in the UK, 
companies have to rely primarily on whole trees – there simply are not enough residues available. 
Furthermore, residues are not suitable for coal-to-biomass conversions to burn, as we discuss below. 
 
 

                                                 
1 Forest Research; Review of literature on biogenic carbon and life cycle assessment of forest bioenergy; Final Task 1 

report, DG ENER project, ‘Carbon impacts of biomass consumed in the EU’; May 2014 
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Evidence for the use of whole trees in coal-biomass conversions 
 
There is clear evidence that whole logs and trees are being processed into wood pellets to serve 
emerging biomass markets in the EU and the UK. US conservation organisation Dogwood Alliance 
has shown that pellet producers that supply UK power stations are using whole trees for their pellets. 
[1] And together with another US environmental NGO, NRDC, they have published evidence that 
Drax’s and E.On’s pellet supplier Enviva is targeting declining rare wetland forests in North Carolina.  
[2] 
 
Moreover sixty prominent scientists from the U.S. have urged DECC to address the adverse carbon 
and wildlife impacts of the current subsidy policy. See the attached letter from Schlesinger to Edward 
Davey, 24 April 2014.  
 
Greenpeace Canada’s 2011 report, “Fuelling a Biomess” [3] shows evidence that “Canadian provinces 
are diving into a “biomess” by opening the door to large scale clearcuts, salvage logging and highly 
damaging extraction practices that could double the forest industry’s footprint on already damaged 
forest ecosystems. Whole trees and large areas of forest are being cut to provide wood that is burnt 
for energy.” 
 
A Freedom of Information request [4] revealed that Drax advised DECC in May 2012 that for technical 
reasons they can only burn wood from slow-growing trees with a low bark content. This rules out most 
residues, which are high in bark. Other types of biomass corrode their boilers. The same will apply to 
all coal-to-biomass conversions in the UK. In their own publications, Drax has also confirmed that 
“Conversion of existing coal units requires a specific type of biomass”, that they need a “Clean wood 
focus; limited other biomass” because of “Sensitivity to corrosion, slagging and fouling” of the boilers. 
 
We believe that large-scale biomass electricity must not be subsidised at all since it is not truly 
renewable, not sustainable, and not low-carbon. 
 
 
CfDs for big biomass so far, and the implications of this 
 

• Drax have been guaranteed subsidies for converting a second of their six coal power station 
units to biomass. Each converted unit will require pellets made from up to 5 million tonnes of 
wood [5] - that is wood from slow-growing whole trees. They are already in receipt of subsidies 
for their first converted unit - £190 million a year at full capacity - and now they have been 
guaranteed at least £250 million a year for converting another unit; 

• RWE Npower have been guaranteed subsidies for converting the 420 MW Lynemouth Power 
Station to biomass. This would require pellets made from up to 3 million tonnes [5} of wood a 
year; 

• MGT Power have been guaranteed around £190 million a year in subsidies for building a 
planned new 299 MW biomass power station at Teesport. This would burn up to 3 million 
tonnes [5] of wood a year. DECC and MGT Power class the proposed plant as 'Combined 
Heat and Power', even though no large heat customer has been confirmed, MGT has no plans 
to invest in district heating and the plant may not achieve more than 35% efficiency levels. 
Whilst not a converted biomass plant, climate and forest implications are similar for dedicated 
plants. 

 
Altogether, the new subsidy guarantees from the first round of CfD allocation translate into burning an 
extra 11.8 million tonnes of wood a year - more than the UK's entire annual wood production, which is 
around 10 million tonnes a year. As discussed, they will rely on imports, most likely from the southern 
US and Canada, where new pellet demand is putting further pressure on highly biodiverse and carbon 
rich forests. 
 
 
 
 



Consultation response 
 
A. Do you agree that biomass conversion should be placed in a separate grouping and subject 
to immediate competition through a constrained allocation process, if budget is available? 
 
We believe that biomass projects (both dedicated and conversions) should only receive Government 
support designed for renewables where they can demonstrate that they lead to real carbon reductions 
and where negative environmental, social and health impacts are being avoided. Current criteria for 
biomass are unable to distinguish between different forms of biomass as they falsely assume all 
biomass to be carbon-neutral.  
 
DECC’s current biomass carbon calculator assumes the burning of biomass to be carbon-neutral, fails 
to address the issues of carbon debt and indirect land use change and only accounts for peripheral 
GHG emissions as those that originate in the transport and processing of biomass.  
 
It should be noted therefore that the practice of burning wood pellets made from whole trees 
harvested with the sole purpose of being burned for bioenergy, as currently occurs in power stations 
like Drax, would no longer meet minimum emission savings under a carbon accounting system that 
accounts for their full carbon impact. 

Additionally DECC’s biomass sustainability criteria allow weak, voluntary certification schemes like the 
US Sustainable Forestry Initiative (SFI) as proof for sustainability, when SFI allows the large-scale 
clear-cutting of threatened and ecological important forest (e.g. wetland forests) in the Southeast 
US.  This clearly falls well short of ensuring truly sustainable forestry practices. Furthermore, no forest 
certification scheme currently has requirements in place to ensure carbon emission reductions occur 
where wood is burned to produce energy. 

Currently companies are eligible to state support whether they meet biomass criteria or not as 
OFGEM clarified in the recent communication:  
“Operators using solid biomass and biogas fuels at a generating station, with a declared net capacity 
(DNC) of greater than 50kW are required only to report against the sustainability criteria; they do not 
have to demonstrate their biomass meets the criteria in order to receive support under the RO.”2 
 
As well as releasing greenhouse gas emissions, burning wood produces other pollutants, including 
particulates, nitrogen oxides, and polyaromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs), which pose a threat to human 
health and ecosystems. 
 
Finally the current framework requires multiple applications to be made and budget to be a limiting 
factor and this is by no means guaranteed. Even if this takes place, operators would in theory only 
need to wait until the following round of allocations for a CfD. In effect, the proposal will remove 
competition. 

The undersigned NGOs urge that mandatory systems are put in place to ensure real carbon savings 
and exclude biomass with negative environmental, social and health impacts. Until then, the maximum 
for biomass in the CfD system should be set at 0GW. These systems are currently absent, yet huge 
volumes of wood would be needed fulfil the needs of the large-scale coal to biomass conversions that 
exist and are coming forward.  
 
To be effective, sustainability standards and criteria for biomass would need to be rigorously applied 
and robustly enforced by a fully financed and supported, independent regulator. Current criteria are far 
from this. 

As a result we do not support creating a dedicated technology category for biomass conversions nor 
the allocation of biomass into any other technology categories. 

                                                 
2 OFGEM; Renewables Obligation: Biomass Sustainability Criteria; https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/ofgem-

publications/87995/applicantguidancenoterobiomasssustainability.pdf  
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Notes: 
 
[1] http://www.dogwoodalliance.org/2012/11/new-report-discredits-uk-energy-company-claims-that-
pellets-come-from-wood-waste/ 
 
[2] http://www.dogwoodalliance.org/2013/08/press-release-new-maps-reveal-envivas-ahoskie-wood-
pellet-facility-threatens-southern-wetland-forests-surrounding-ecosystems-and-wildlife/ 
 
[3] http://www.greenpeace.org/canada/en/recent/Burning-trees-for-energy-puts-Canadian-forests-and-
climate-at-risk-Greenpeace/ 
 
[4] http://biofuelwatch.org.uk/docs/DECC%20FoI%20EIR%2013-
0340%20Q1%20Documents%20Drax%20etc%209May%202013.pdf 
 
[5] All tonnage figures are for green wood, not dried or processed wood. The figures are estimates 
based on the following calculations by Biofuelwatch. 
 

Assumptions: 
 

Net Calorific value by mass of 1 kg of wood pellets = 4.8 kWh/kg 
(http://www.biomassenergycentre.org.uk/portal/page?_pageid=75,20041&_dad=portal&_sche
ma=PORTAL)  
Efficiency of 1 Drax unit = 37% (Lynemouth = 37%, MGT Teesside = 35%) 
Capacity of 1 Drax Unit = 630 MW (Lynemouth = 400 MW, MGT Teesside = 299 MW) 
Hours of operation per year = 7000 (Lynemouth = 7000, MGT Teesside = 8000) 
 
Calculation: 
 
Mass of pellets required to produce 1 MWh thermal = 1000/4.8 = 208.3 kg pellets  
Mass required to produce 1 MWh electricity = 208.3/Efficiency = 563.1 kg pellets  
 
Mass of pellets required to produce 1 MWh x Capacity of unit x hours of operation = Mass of 
pellets burned in 1 year  
563.1 x 630 x 7000 = 2483271000 kg pellets = 2483271 tonnes of pellets = 2.48 million tonnes 
of pellets  
 
1 tonne of pellets is equivalent to 2 tonnes green wood, so 4.97 million tonnes green wood. 
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