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Renewable energy currently plays a small part in Irish energy supply, accounting in 2003 for just 11 PJ of the total primary energy supply of 615 PJ. Of this 11 PJ approximately 6 PJ is derived from biomass. This bioenergy is primarily in the form of wood residues which are used to provide process heating in board manufacturing mills (medium density board, particle board and oriented strand board) and sawmills. There is also some domestic use of wood fuel.

The main drivers for further development of renewables in Ireland are greenhouse gas emissions reductions and security of supply. In the case of security of supply, for example, Ireland’s energy import dependence is currently 89%. Bioenergy is expected to make an important contribution to the further development of renewables in Ireland.

The resources that could be exploited for bioenergy in Ireland are diverse and include wood residues and purpose grown energy crops (such as willow, agricultural residues such as animal wastes and crop residues, and the biodegradable fraction of municipal solid waste. While the national capacity to produce biomass is significant the currently available resource is limited. The comparatively low levels of afforestation (currently at 10% of land area), for example, mean that the available wood residue resource is limited.

Two technologies that are seen as important in an Irish context are co-firing of wood residues with peat for generating electricity, and the use of wood chips and wood pellets for heating. Three recently constructed peat fired power stations have a combined power output of 360 MWe. Each of these could be co-fired up to a level of 20% without requiring technical modifications.

In the case of wood chips and wood pellets for heating a market is beginning to emerge in the Republic of Ireland and steps to pilot a grant support mechanism for wood fuelled boilers are being taken. The development of wood heating has been boosted by the commissioning of an integrated CHP/wood pellet production plant in Northern Ireland. This plant has the capacity to produce 50,000 tonnes of wood pellets per year and it is expected that some of its production will be markets in the Republic of Ireland.

The application of anaerobic digestions, particularly to agricultural and food industry residues, is developing. It is expected that there will be a limited number of centralised digestion plant, with small scale units (less than 500 kWe) being more the norm. While the technology will provide additional bioenergy, it is likely that the waste management options it offers will be a strong driver for its development.

Finally, and particularly in the context of the European Liquid Biofuels directive, small-scale development of liquid biofuels gas commenced. A recent government pilot excise relief programme engendered significant interest and eight separate groups were awarded excise relief under the scheme. One of the projects under this initiative was the opening of the first E85 pump in Ireland and the launch of flexible fuel vehicles on the Irish market. It is hoped that the experience of this pilot programme can be used to inform the development of further policy initiatives to lay the foundations for a sustainable biofuels industry in Ireland.

Ireland rejoined the IEA Bioenergy Implementing Agreement in 2002 and participates in three Tasks.
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