





Common Concerns

energy needs. On a national level, shifting to sustainable
sources of energy will involve a combination of solar,
wind, and biomass. However, neither solar nor wind en-
ergy currently represents a viable option for large-scale
power production in the South. With current technology,
solar energy is best suited to supplying individual homes
with hot water, heat, and electricity. It is currently too ex-
pensive to produce energy in a utility plant. Wind is a less
consistent energy source in the South than in other areas
of the country for large-scale facilities. Both solar energy
and wind are available during limited times and there-
fore require energy storage systems. Wood is essentially a
form of stored solar energy that is convenient to use.

Question 7: How does wood compare to
coal and natural gas?

Coal and natural gas are fossil fuels widely used to gener-
ate electricity. Coal-fired power plants require air pollu-
tion control devices to keep sulfur and mercury out of
the air. The combustion of natural gas and wood does
not emit much sulfur and mercury, and tends to have
smaller amounts of nitrogen oxides and carbon monox-
ide than coal. The combustion of wood from fast-grown
trees, however, may emit some metals, but far less than
coal. The fact sheets Impacts on Air Quality and Comparing
Wood and Fossil Fuels have additional information.

Cost comparisons among the resources show that the
cost of wood is dependent upon the source and distance
from the facility (see community economic profiles)
and other factors. Coal is relatively available and cheap

(between $2 and $3 per million Btu), and the price of
natural gas fluctuates considerably but has been high
enough to cause utility operators to consider other fuels.

Because wood is locally available, the money that is spent
to buy the wood stays in the local economy, supporting lo-
cal jobs. If your community does not produce coal or nat-
ural gas, spending money to buy these fuels takes money
out of your local economy. (See the fact sheet, Economic
Impacts of Generating Electricity, for more information.)

Using local wood for energy is one step toward becom-
ing more self-sufficient and sustainable. Using a locally
available energy supply may help increase awareness
and knowledge of how we produce, use, and conserve
energy.

Finally, wood also differs from fossil fuels in terms of
carbon and climate, which is explained in the answer to
question 8.

Question 8: Doesn’t wood put carbon in
the air, just like fossil fuels?

Wood, coal, and natural gas are made of carbon-based
compounds. Burning them releases carbon, which be-
comes carbon dioxide in the atmosphere. Decompos-
ing wood releases the same amount of carbon, which
eventually goes into the atmosphere or the soil. The big
difference between wood and fossil fuels is that the car-
bon released by burning or decomposing wood has been
recently circulating through the atmosphere. Growing
plants and animals absorb and release carbon every day,
and cycling this amount of

carbon is a benefit that our
ecosystems provide to us.
Burning coal and natural gas
releases fossilized carbon that
has been out of the system for
millions of years. This newly
released carbon, when added
to the atmosphere, is thought
to be responsible for a sig-
nificant amount of the chang-
ing global climate. See the
fact sheet on Climate Change
and Carbon. In addition, the
newly planted trees that re-
place those harvested for
energy will absorb the same
amount of carbon during their

lifetime.

Figure 2. Wood has been used for on-site industrial power production for decades.
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Wood to Energy

Summary

Many of the concerns about using wood for energy are
based on elements of truth. Across the South, variations
in topography, industrial forests, energy availability, har-
vesting practices, road networks, and population density
affect projections about the possibility of using wood for
energy. It is important to investigate local assumptions
and factors in order to create a strategy that is best for
your area. These fact sheets were created to provide a
starting point for discussing whether or not a community
should utilize wood for energy.
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For more information about using wood to produce en-
ergy, visit http://www.interfacesouth.org/woodybiomass

and read other fact sheets, community economic profiles,
and case studies from this program, or http://www.
forestbioenergy.net to access a number of other re-
sources.
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