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This note is provided to inform wood chip boiler users, design consultants, suppliers and installers.

The SEI ReHeat Deployment programme provides grant support for wood fuelled boilers for the commercial and industrial sectors.  The typical application under this programme is between 250 kWth and 1 MWth with the fuel being wood chip.  Wood chip fuels can be broadly classified as:

· ‘dry fuel’ of up to 30% moisture content, or

· ‘wet fuel’ of up to 45% moisture content.

Some boilers require the use of ‘dry fuel’ and will not perform satisfactorily with ‘wetter’ fuels, while other boilers, which tend to be a little more expensive, can handle the higher moisture content fuels.  It is important to match the boiler to the fuel that is and will continue to be available, in order to ensure efficient and largely smoke free operation.

In order to investigate the characteristics of wood fuel supply to the Irish energy market COFORD is funding research into the harvesting and drying of wood fuels.  The work commenced in 2006 and is continuing through 2007.  The research has consisted of harvesting and drying trials on a variety of sites in order to determine the optimal procedures to be applied by wood fuel suppliers to achieve pre-determined wood fuel quality.  Preliminary findings are now available and can be used to inform applications of wood chip boilers.
The research indicates that it can take from six to 18 months to air-dry fuelwood in the forest. Even then the moisture content may not be sufficiently low for a ‘dry fuel’ boiler. Artificial drying to get the fuel to the 30% level is a possibility, but it is expensive, takes heat and ventilation to dry the wood chips, and the overall energy balance is less favourable when compared to air-drying. Alternatively, air drying wood down to 45% only takes one summer, and from then on it is relatively easy to procure and deliver.

Current estimates indicate that wood chip at moisture levels up to 30% are approximately 30% more expensive on a €/GJ basis compared to wood chip at up to 45% moisture content due primarily to the added cost of drying.  This differential is likely to increase as the higher moisture content fuels become more readily available to the market.
Important Note
Before investing in a boiler it is always a good idea to investigate your fuel supply and delivery: Make contact with fuel merchants and forestry people, and try to find out who would be willing and able to deliver fuel to your boiler of the required specifications.  The shorter the delivery distance, the cheaper the fuel should be.
