
Bioenergy in Switzerland

Bruno Guggisberg, Swiss Federal Office of Energy.

Biomass has been used in Switzerland for many centuries. Traditionally, wood was used to heat buildings, and farmers worked with natural biogenic cycles that suited the local conditions. This picture changed dramatically with the industrial revolution and changes in society itself. In more recent times, a number of initiatives by private organizations, and measures taken within the Swiss climate and energy political framework, have resulted in the implementation of several leading-edge projects. These aim to make increasing use of the potential offered by native biogenic resources.

After years of decline and stagnation, positive results in the field of bioenergy are once again being attained in Switzerland. In agriculture, there is increasing interest in the anaerobic digestion of agricultural manure and harvest wastes using compact biogas plants. This means that a farmer can optimise the quality of his farm's manure and benefit from additional earnings made by selling 'green power'. In addition, he can make a profit from the charges made for the disposal of co-substrates. In urban areas, there has been a revival in the practice of collecting garden and kitchen wastes. If fermentation plants are available, the wastes collected are used for the generation of power; if not, the green wastes are composted. Power generation from sewer gas in wastewater treatment plants has been in practice for a long time now.

In Switzerland, approximately 17% of final energy demands are met by renewable resources. This corresponds to an annual 147,000 TJ of energy. Hydropower provides the largest portion of this renewable energy with 73%. Wood is the next most important source at 15%. According to the latest estimates made by the Swiss Federal Office of Energy (SFOE), the energy potential of biomass is calculated to be around 121,000 TJ. The SFOE co-ordinates R&D work and is a major supporter of the networks that are involved in research, quality assurance and marketing activities.

In Switzerland, R&D in the area of wood energy has reached a high standard and has influenced improvements in the performance of wood-fired boilers. Wood energy research is now concerned with NOx and particle emissions. In other biomass areas, research is being done on the production of motor fuels. The Paul Scherrer Institute (PSI) in Villigen researches both wood gas methanisation and hydro-thermal biomass gasification processes.

In the R&D area, the Federal Office of Energy is pursuing its target of implementing biomass solutions that provide maximum substitution effects and minimum environmental impact. High efficiency levels and closed materials cycles are important objectives. At Kompogas in Otelfingen, comprehensive biogenic closed cycles can be seen. Kompogas technology was developed in Switzerland, and is today installed in numerous plants all over the world. This demonstrates how a new export product in the bioenergy field has emerged from concepts originally developed with the financial support of the SFOE.

The use of biomass in Switzerland manifests itself in many ways. It is often characterised by the strong personal commitment of those involved and by practical and concerted promotion activities. However, the prospects of more restrictive federal budgeting may limit the ongoing support of the Federal Office of Energy. In the future, increased industrial commitment will also be required to promote R&D in the biomass area, to ensure that the potential of bioenergy is realised in the long-term. 

For more information contact Bruno Guggisberg at Bruno.Guggisberg@bfe.admin.ch 
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