Bioenergy in France

Guest Editorial by Jean-Christophe Pouet, Alternate ExCo Member for France
The energy consumed in France comes mainly from non-renewable fossil resources. Despite a commitment under the Kyoto Protocol to stabilise its greenhouse gas emissions in 2010 at the same level as in 1990, current trends suggest France’s emissions will exceed this target by more than 50 million tonnes CO2 equivalent. Using biomass for energy and raw materials is one of the pathways to achieve the goal of reducing greenhouse gas emissions. 

Woodfuel represents about 10 MTOE annually, or 4% of primary energy consumption in France. The Woodfuel Programme 2000-2006 includes activities in the residential (over 80% of fuelwood consumption), industrial and collective/tertiary sectors. In the residential sector, the aim is to improve the energy and environmental performance of household appliances by supporting fuel standards and appliance labelling. The recommended energy and environmental performance criteria were approved by the Finance Ministry for a 40% tax credit effective 1 January 2005, and initial results show a clear market trend towards high-performance devices and increased sales volume. As a result, emissions should fall and the use of fuelwood for heating should rise.

The objective for boilers in industrial and collective facilities is to displace 300,000 TOE of fossil fuels over the period 2000-2006, avoiding 750,000 tonnes of CO2 emissions. The development of this market remains dependent on a sure and steady supply of high-quality fuelwood. Intermediate results are very encouraging because consumption of wood chips in this sector was 14 times higher in 2005 than in 2000. Furthermore, today there are over 60 major fuelwood suppliers throughout the country. 

The increase in oil prices has been favourable to the development of renewable energies and resources, and France has set a number of objectives in its Energy Policy law enacted in July 2005. 

· Boost the share of renewable electricity to 21%, from 14% in 2003.

· Increase the share of thermal renewable energy from 10 to 15 MTOE.

· Expand the use of biofuels for transport to 5.75% by 2010, compared to less than 1% today.

In light of these ambitious objectives, biomass is poised to play a crucial role. France possesses abundant forestry and agricultural resources, including 15 million hectares of wooded land in which more than 40% of the annual forest growth is not exploited. Over 5 million hectares of agricultural land is used for export crops or set-aside land, some of which could be devoted to energy crops. Experts estimate there are 40 MTOE biomass resources that could be used for energy, of which only 10 MTOE are used today.

Choices must be made between different biomass uses - heating, electricity, fuels - to make the most of this contribution. With current technology, electricity generation alone is a waste of resources, because conversion efficiencies of combustion and steam turbine are around 20%. Even if gasification technologies achieve 40% efficiency in the near future, cogeneration is a better option for getting the most value from a limited resource. Heating systems must first be modernised, particularly in single-family homes where the same heating output could be obtained with 25% to 30% less biomass (for 6 million homes fully or partly heated with fuelwood).The use of fuelwood for industrial and collective facilities must be developed, in particular via district heating, preferably using cogeneration. The most valuable use of biomass, partly because there are no other realistic options for substitution in the short and medium term, is to replace fossil fuels used for transport. This should be France’s priority if the promise of lignocellulosic biofuels is confirmed.

To respond to the need to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and protect the environment, we must frame our action today in terms of sustainable development for our country. Forestry, agriculture and energy crops, and energy production facilities will enable us to increase our energy independence, conserve fossil resources, develop local and world economies, and shape our countryside by maintaining rural areas.

For more information contact Jean-Christophe Pouet, Woodfuel Project Manager at ADEME. Email: jeanchristophe.pouet@ademe.fr

