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Biomass Power

By RUSSELL GOLD

While solar power is taking
root in the sunny Southwest and
wind power is growing in the blus-
tery band from the Dakotas to
Texas, other places are turning to
trees and.grass as their best bet
for producing renewable energy,

leading to a new building boom in

“biomass” power plants.

Electric utilities may soon face
newrules requiring them to gener-
ate 20% of their power from re-
newable souices by 2020, accord-
ing to terms in a hill to combat cli-
mate change being considered by
the House of Representatives.
While the cost of generating solar
and wind power is declining, mak-
ing them increasingly attractive
options, not all places have

. enpugh wind or sunshine to make
power generation practical,

The potential for government
quotas is amajor reason why elec-
tric utilities in the Southeast and
parts of the Midwest are now be-
ginning to build industrial-scale
plants that burn wood and other
plant material——dr “hiomass.”
The wtilities also stand to get sig-
nificant federal tax credits for pro-
ducing renewable energy.

Atlanta-hased Southern Co.
said it will build a $135 million bio-
mass power plant. Progress En-
ergy Inc. recently agreed to buy
power from a sepatate $135 mil-
lion biomass power plant in Harts-
ville, 8.C.

.Oglethorpe Power Corp.,
power cooperative basedin the At-
lantta suburbs, said in early May
that it had bought land to build at
least two 100-megawatt biomass
power plants, costing $400 mil-
lion each, “In Georgia, trees are
plentiful,” says Greg Jones, an

Zuma

A plant In California that produces electricity from biomass, More
utifities are burning trees and drass to generate renewable ¢ energy. -

"hut

Oglethorpe spokesman,
wind is not abundant.”

1.5, energy forecasters predict
that by 2030, hiomass will genei-
ate 4.5% of the kilowatts con-
sumed tirthe U.S., versus 2.5% for
wind, with solar coming in behind
both—though all three will trail
the more established power
sources of hydroelectyic, nucleat,
coal and natural gas.

_“Proposed policy that would put
a price on greenhouse-gas emis-
sions and provide tax credits and
loan guarantees for renewable en-
ergy is boosting the prospects for
plant-based fuels. Another big vea-
son for biomass’s growing popular-
ity; it’s dependable, When the
wind doesn’t blow, electricity utili-
ties need to fire up backup plants.
But like coal, biomass can be con-
tinnously fed into a frnace to pro-
vide a steady flow of juice,

. While greenhouse gas is re-
leased when biomass is burned,
the process is considered nearly

carbon neutral because the plants
only emit the carbon they ab-
sorbed while they weré growing,
The plants would. release the

same amount of gréenhouse gas if.

they died naturally and decom-
posed. The burning of coal, by con-
trast, releases carbon that other-
wise never would have been sent
into the atmospherye.

Using nonfood crops to make
cellulosic ethanol to fuel vehicles
has been the most common path
laict out by Congress, but it may be
more efficient to use those crops
to make electricity. An acre of
crops can generate enough elec-
tricity for a battery-powered SUV
to travel 15,000 miles, nearly
twice the distance that would be
covered if the crops were turned
into cellulosic ethanol, noted El-
liptt Campbell, an assistant profes-
sor of engineering at the Univer-
sity of California, Merced, in a re-
cent articie in Seience magazine.

Many of the new biomass
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power plants are using wood -
scraps left over from the region’s
timber industry, but some compa-
nies are considering planting
'crops stich as energy-rich grasses
designed to be burned in power

* plants, While the practice of burn-
ing biomass to generate power
has been used in Scandinavia for
decades, growing crops specifi-
cally designed for biofuel is a hew
development,

That’s the plan Fir stEnmgy .
Corp., Akron, Ohdo, is pursuing in
eastern Ohio. The company saidin
Aprit it wonld spend $200 million
retrofitting two units of a coal
plant to run on briguettes made of
CrOpS EIOWH specifically to burn
in combustion boilers to make
electriciky.

The use of carbon-neutral fuel
is important for utilities, hecause
they may soon have to pay for
some greenhouse-gas emissions
under the climate hill moving
through Congress.



