IS0 RENEWABLE ENERGY

BIOGAS

THE ENERGY OF
THE FUTURE?

British on-farm biogas plants may be few and

far between now, but their impeccably green
credentials mean they soon could be much more
widespread. Kevin Lindegaard explains why

et’s face it: Biogas isn’t
exactly sexy. It brings to
mind images of dark, bub-
bling pits, swirling micro-
organisms and earthy smells.

But now, at least in farming
terms, it's been pushed centre-stage
in the search for carbon-friendly
sources of renewable energy.

The problem for biogas (and the
anaerobic digestion (AD) process
that produces it) is that it’s been

| kept in the shadows by wind farms

and has struggled to find a home

| in either the biomass or biofuels

camp. But now it’s sprung into the
limelight and even got an enthusi-
astic mention by David Miliband
in a recent speech.

So what's changed? Well, a lot of
it has to do with ever-tougher regu-
lations forcing local authorities to
cut methane emissions from their
landfill sites. But there are diversi-
fication opportunities for farmers
to convert slurry and crops into
methane that can then be used to
produce heat, power or fuel.

In fact, a number of companies
have sprung up to offer various
ways to help put a biogas plant on
your farm. Michael Chesshire of
Shropshire-based pioneers Green-
finch, which has built seven on-
farm plants, even goes as far as say-
ing that “2007 will be the year of
AD on farm”.

| Whatis AD?

Anaerobic digestion, like compost-
ing, is a way of converting organic
matter into an inert soil condition-
er. Both processes are carried out
by micro-organisms but there are
key differences. Unlike compost-
ing, AD requires air to be exclud-
ed and can be used with wastes of
more than 75% moisture content
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Greenfinch has seven plants.

(most food waste is 80% water).
And while composting requires
energy, AD releases energy in the
form of biogas (a mixture of 60%
methane, 39% carbon dioxide and
1% ammonia).

Why is the future bright for biogas?
A lot of the 30m tonnes of UK
food waste produced each year
currently gets tipped into landfill
sites. But the EU has said that bio-
degradable waste sent to landfill
has to be reduced sharply.

Most councils are countering
this by investing in composting
schemes, but a few are beginning
to look at biogas, which can ef-
fectively tumn the huge waste head-
ache into a massive local energy re-
source. Farmers are ideally placed
to take advantage of this demand.

What can biogas be used for?

Biogas is a versatile fuel that can
pOWer a generator as it is, or be
cleaned up to produce biometh-
ane. That can then be pumped
into the gas supply grid or used
as a road fuel. In Denmark biogas
is used for community heating
and power, while in Sweden it is
used as a vehicle fuel for buses and
waste collection vehicles.

Andrew Needham is in charge of
Bedfordia Farms’ brand new biogas
plantin Bedfordshire [see www.
fwi.co.uk/articles/981114htmlfor =
previousarticlefe===

CASE STUDY

Josef Hockner
SALZBURG, AUSTRIA

% Josef Hockner (right] and three
neighbouring farmers from north
of Salzburg in Austria set up their
biogas plant three years ago.

Over 200ha [500 acres) of maize,
sunflowers, whole-crop cereal and
grass silage supplies the plant
each year, most of it from within a
one-mile radius.

“About 30-32t of silage is
needed each day. Thatis roughly
four times the amount of a 250-
cow dairy unit,” says Mr Hockner.
About 10-15cu m of slurry is
added to this each day to enhance
methane production.

The methane produced
— about 300cu m/hour
— powers a gas engine
that generates 500kW/hr
of electricity for sale to
the national grid. “The
normal price for electricity
is six euro cents, but the
government subsidy on
green electric means we
get 14.5 cents, which
is guaranteed for 11
years,” he says.

Nothing is wasted,
as excess heatis
used for drying
woodchips
and the waste
slurry from the

fermenter. Piping this heat to the
local village was considered, buta
rival was already supplying heat
from woodchips and the two-mile
distance made it unfeasible.

Mr Hockner says the plant cost
about €1.6m (£1.07m) to set up,
funded mainly by a loan fixed at
0.5% above the European base rate
(2.9% when they took it out), plus a
£100,000 (£67,000) government
grant. “We expect payback over six
years.”

- Paul Spackman






