Bioenergy set for growth in Australia
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Bioenergy is relatively well established in some sectors in Australia. The installed electricity generating capacity at Australia’s 30 sugar mills, using bagasse, totals 369 MW. Australia is a leader in capturing and using landfill gas. Some 29 projects across Australia, up to 13 MW in size, have a total installed capacity of close to 100 MW. There are also 11 wastewater treatment plants around Australia which capture biogas for producing 24 MW of electricity. In addition, 6 to 7 million tonnes of firewood are used in Australia every year.

In recent years there has been increased interest in the development of bioenergy to meet government greenhouse gas reduction targets. In April 2001, Australia’s Mandatory Renewable Energy Target (MRET) came into force. The Target requires an additional 9,500 GWh of new renewable electricity to be generated per year from sources such as bioenergy. It is set to raise Australia’s renewable energy proportion from 10.5% in 1997 to approximately 12.5% percent by 2010.

The MRET has provided a stimulus for bioenergy in Australia. For instance Australia’s oldest sugar mill, the Rocky Point Mill in South Eastern Queensland, has been upgraded to 30 MWe for year-round operation, using wood waste in the non-crushing season. Australia’s first large-scale anaerobic digester (82,000 tonnes per year) fed by food and other organic wastes is currently being commissioned near Sydney. This will generate 3 MW of electricity, enabling it to acquire Renewable Energy Certificates (RECs) under MRET. Co-firing biomass with coal has also become a commercial proposition at a number of power stations.

Bioenergy is also geared up to help address one of Australia’s major environmental challenges – dryland salinity caused by rising water tables from earlier land clearing. This is being dealt with in part by the planting of deep-rooted oil mallee Eucalyptus trees. Some 22 million oil mallees have recently been planted in Western Australia. A pilot plant is under construction to convert coppiced oil mallee to eucalyptus oil (as an industrial solvent), activated carbon and renewable electricity.

Australia also has fledgling ethanol and biodiesel industries. It produces approximately 60 ML per year of ethanol from wheat and sugar production waste streams and the first 40 ML per year biodiesel plant has been opened in New South Wales.

Bioenergy Australia, an alliance of some 50 organisations from government and industry, is the principal forum for fostering bioenergy in Australia. It is also the vehicle for Australia’s participation in IEA Bioenergy. For more information please visit www.users.bigpond.net.au/bioenergyaustralia 

