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Public attitudes to biomass cofiring

There is substantial interest in producing energy from
renewable sources, given the continuing concerns
regarding climate change. Cofiring biomass is one of the
simplest ways of reducing GHG emissions from coal-fired
power plant. When doing so, in addition to addressing
technical factors, it is important to consider public
attitudes, as these shape government policies. Most
environmental concerns regarding biomass cofiring centre
on sustainability issues, which are complex and
controversial. Surveys of public attitudes to energy usually
include renewable sources such as wind, solar and hydro.
Bioenergy is sometimes included but cofiring seldom so.

A global poll of attitudes to climate change which
mentioned bioenergy showed that solar energy had
substantial support and bioenergy was favoured by about
two-thirds of the respondents with least opposition in the
UK. There have been more surveys of attitudes to
bioenergy in Europe and these show that there was
substantial support for solar, wind and hydro but only
moderate support for bioenergy. The countries in northern
and central Europe were most favourable to biomass
whereas the countries bordering the Mediterranean were
the least. This is unsurprising given that northern and
central Europe contain extensive forests and the local
population are used to timber being used as a fuel.

Several surveys have been conducted in recent years in
the UK into the public’s attitudes towards renewable
energy. These surveys show that though a substantial
majority considered solar, wind and hydro favourably, the
proportion favouring was bioenergy was much smaller but
was nevertheless a majority. The level of support for
biomass is similar to that of natural gas.

Biomass cofiring activity in coal-fired plant is limited
currently in the USA, and neither cofiring nor bioenergy is
considered to be sufficiently important to be included in
the many opinion surveys conducted in the USA on the
public’s attitudes to energy sources. The few surveys that
have included bioenergy have indicated that there was
majority support for bioenergy but the level of support
was considerably less than for solar, hydro and wind.
There is also a lack of knowledge about bioenergy and
doubts about its sustainability especially regarding
wood-based fuels.
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When assessing public attitudes, it is instructive to
consider what information is freely available, both
favourable and unfavourable, which could influence
people’s opinions. Most environmental organisations do
accept that bioenergy can be part of the solution to combat
climate change but they are sceptical of cofiring biomass in
coal-fired plant. Greenpeace are particularly opposed to the
use of forestry products for electricity generation. They
refute the belief that burning wood is carbon neutral as
forests take many decades or even centuries before
regenerating and recapturing the CO, released on
combustion. Friends of the Earth also accept that
bioenergy has a role in reducing GHG emissions and
support the use of sustainably cultivated energy crops and
locally sourced energy crops. The World Wildlife Fund
also accept that bioenergy can provide a diverse alternative
to fossil fuels, provided that strict sustainability criteria are
met.

In the USA, the Environmental Defense Fund accepts
that the emerging bioenergy markets offer improved
economic and management opportunities but also raises
difficult questions regarding environmental sustainability.
The Clean Air Task Force is in favour of CCS and
gasification but is highly sceptical of the use of bioenergy.
CATF contends that many bioenergy systems will achieve
carbon neutrality after many years or decades and
increased power generation from woody biomass will
increase the pressure to cut native, standing trees. The
Sierra Club also accepts that biomass can be utilised
renewably to provide heat, electricity and transportation
fuels but only some biomass projects are sustainable. It is
particularly opposed to the destruction of existing forests,
including national or native ones.

There have been several independent assessments of
bioenergy. The International Panel on Climate Change
accepts that bioenergy has a significant GHG mitigation
potential, provided that resources are developed
sustainably and that efficient bioenergy systems are used.
The UK government’s Committee on Climate Change
acknowledges that the role of bioenergy in climate change
mitigation is controversial but it would be difficult for the
UK to meet its 2050 targets without it. The Committee
supported the government’s focus on cofiring and
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conversions where appropriate. The World Bank has
considered issues relating to bioenergy. The development
of bioenergy presents opportunities and challenges for
economic development and the environment. Significant
concerns remain on its effect on agriculture and people.

There are several organisations worldwide which
represent the coal industry They contend that the main
options for reducing GHG emissions from coal generation
are CCS, increasing efficiency either by installing
supercritical plant or gasification or biomass cofiring. The
reports produced by the World Coal Association
concentrate on CCS and increasing efficiency and there is
only brief mention of biomass cofiring. The National Coal
Council also publishes reports on the sustainable use of
coal but it, too, concentrates on CCS and only briefly
considers biomass cofiring.

The main worldwide organisation supportive of biomass
cofiring in coal-fired plant is IEA Bioenergy Task 32. The
documentation concentrates on technical issues which
arise when firing biomass in coal-fired power plant. It does

not address issues relating to fuel sustainability or fuel
availability in any detail. There are many organisations
which extol the benefits of bioenergy but their publications
focus on pure biomass plant rather than biomass cofiring.

It is apparent that the public in most countries have little
knowledge of bioenergy as a renewable energy source and
most opinion polls do not even address the issue of the
public’s attitudes towards it. The few polls that have been
conducted indicate that solar, wind and hydro are much
more popular than bioenergy. Opposition to cofiring
biomass in coal-fired plant are mainly on the grounds of
biomass availability and sustainability. Yet the power
industry publications concentrate on the technical issues
for the plant when cofiring biomass. It is essential that
those promoting biomass cofiring in coal-fired plant
disseminate information intended for the public which
addresses in detail these availability and sustainability
concerns.
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