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Applications for biomass plants are increasing around the UK. Government 

incentive schemes are playing a part in this. 

 

Friends of the Earth believes bio-energy has a role to play in bringing down 

greenhouse gas emissions, but only if it is done in a way that protects wildlife, 

people's livelihoods and guarantees emissions cuts. Each development must be 

looked at on an individual basis 

 

This is a summary of our position on biomass. For a fuller briefing giving advice on 

campaigning on new biomass plant applications and definitions of biomass please 

see http://www.foe.co.uk/resource/briefings/energy_biomass.pdf 
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Energy from biomass 

FRIENDS OF THE EARTH'S POSITION ON BIOMASS  

 

Friends of the Earth supports the use of locally sourced woody biomass/energy crops 

where this results in significant net reductions in carbon dioxide, while not impacting 

negatively on biodiversity, air, water and soil quality. There must be mandatory safeguards 

to ensure that only sustainable sourcing occurs or we will simply be swapping one 

environmental problem for another. The overall scale of the use of biomass in the UK 

should be kept to a sustainable level and must not outstrip domestically available biomass 

resources.  

 

Friends of the Earth supports the following for generating energy from biomass:  

 anaerobic digestion of food, sewage sludge and agricultural waste  

 wood fuel from sustainable UK woodland management, including sawmill and 

arboricultural waste.  

 local energy crops for local consumption  

 cereal straw, providing sufficient proportions are ploughed back into the soil to avoid 

nutrient leaching   

 focusing biomass use close to production, for district heating schemes and domestic 

heating, particularly off the gas network.  

 available biomass should always be used in the most efficient way, which is generally to 

provide heat e.g. in industry or off grid  

 biomass use for heat in processes and locations which cannot be electrified e.g. some 

industrialized processes, off the grid network. This would reduce reliance on coal and oil for 

generating heat. 

 an integrated approach to energy planning that considers the most efficient use of any 

energy generated and seeks to manage future demand for energy 

 

Friends of the Earth opposes:  

 increased biomass imports –  the use of biomass should be restricted to the amount that 

can be grown sustainably in the UK; 

 any imports of wood fuel;  

 the use of biomass in large scale thermal electricity generation. Higher efficiencies are 

achieved in generating heat rather than electricity. 

 an over-reliance on biomass to generate electricity as this could undermine the 

development of more efficient electricity generating technologies such as windpower; 

 the diversion of land away from food production to energy crop production. Food production 

must be at the heart of the UK’s land use policy.   

 

 

SUMMARY 

 

Friends of the Earth believes that biomass has a role to play in meeting our energy needs. 

However, there are dangers.  
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Energy from biomass 

 Too great a use of biomass can set up economic pressures for land, leading to habitat 

destruction which undermines biodiversity and the benefits it brings to poor people, as 

well as the very carbon benefits used to justify the biomass use.  

 It can push up food prices, potentially increasing hunger and leading to indirect habitat 

loss. 

 Intensive production of energy crops can damage biodiversity and undermine the 

carbon benefits of displacing fossil fuels.  

 

The Government should introduce a framework to govern biomass use as part of an overall 

strategy to reduce carbon emissions and protect biodiversity. This should include: 

 a limit on the amount of biomass used for energy, to ensure that overall demand can 

be accommodated alongside other demands for land e.g. food production and nature 

conservation 

 legally-binding standards to ensure the biomass is produced in a sustainable way 

(social and environmental) 

 measures to ensure that biomass is converted to energy in an efficient manner to 

maximize its benefits. 

 

Energy from biomass will need to be part of the UK energy mix in future in order to ensure 

that carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions are reduced in line with national and international 

commitments. However, this is a complex area and we hope we have highlighted the issues 

to look out for when individual applications are submitted. 

 

Our full briefing on Biomass includes the benefits of biomass use as well as highlighting 

specific concerns.  It also includes questions to ask developers and planning authorities if 

you are faced with a specific biomass plant application. 

 

if you need further support or information contact either your Friends of the Earth Regional 

Campaigner http://www.foe.co.uk/community/local_groups/staff_support.html 

or Biofuelwatch (http://www.biofuelwatch.org.uk/contact.php). 

 

NOTES: 

Friends of the Earth and BIOFUELS 

This position statement is concerned with generating energy from biomass and not from 

bio-fuels. Friends of the Earth is generally opposed to generating energy from liquid bio-

fuels from food crops, because without sufficiently rigorous legislation at UK and European 

Union level it is impossible to guarantee that crops being used to create bio-fuels are 

sourced or grown sustainably. For more information on our position on energy from bio-

fuels please see our briefing – 

http://www.foe.co.uk/resource/briefings/agrofuels_fuelling_or_fool.pdf.  

 

Whilst these concerns about sustainability can also apply to certain types of biomass used 

for energy generation, the situation is more complex, depending on the size and fuel source 

of the development.  

http://www.foe.co.uk/resource/briefings/energy_biomass.pdf
http://www.foe.co.uk/community/local_groups/staff_support.html
http://www.biofuelwatch.org.uk/contact.php
http://www.foe.co.uk/resource/briefings/agrofuels_fuelling_or_fool.pdf

