
 
Just Transition Wakefield 
Public Accounts Committee call for evidence on biomass.   
 
Just Transition Wakefield has engaged fully with the arguments for and against biomass as a 
fuel to generate electricity, including full engagement at the BECCS planning enquiry for Drax 
power station. 
 
We have comments and evidence under three main headings and subsequent sub-headings: 

• In principle arguments 
o Climate change 
o Ecology and sustainability 
o Scale  
o Carbon accounting 

• Practical arguments 
o Sustainability 
o Supply chain problems 
o Health and safety 

• Financial arguments 
o Subsidies 
o True costs compared to viable alternatives 

 
In this evidence, we distinguish between “woody biomass” derived from mature trees and other 
biomass derived from say agricultural waste, short rotation coppice and energy crops such as 
miscanthus. 
 
We also note that we are working to a precise, legally binding deadline of net zero by 2050, 
which is just 25 years away. 
 
In Principle arguments 
1.  Climate Change. 
There is ample, reliable, academic evidence about the sustainability of using biomass in general 
for power generation, and woody biomass in particular.  We would recommend two sources as 
balanced, accessible summaries of this evidence. 

1. European Academies Science Advisory Council 2022 report. Forest bioenergy 
update: BECCS and its role in Integrated Assessment Models.  
(https://easac.eu/publications/details/forest-bioenergy-update-beccs-and-its-role-in-
integrated-assessment-models)  

2. John D Sterman, et al, in Environmental Research Letters (2018).  Does replacing 
coal with wood lower CO2 emissions?  Dynamic lifecycle analysis of wood bioenergy.  
(https://www.researchgate.net/publication/322258298_Does_replacing_coal_with_wo
od_lower_CO2_emissions_Dynamic_lifecycle_analysis_of_wood_bioenergy)  

Rather than repeat the evidence in detail, we summarise it below alongside our own views.  The 
committee can read the detail for itself, using our submission as an entry point. 
 
As a fuel, wood is less energy dense than coal, joule for joule.  Emissions from wood burning 
are therefore higher than for coal. 
Plantation grown trees can be harvested at around 40 to 60 years old.  Old growth forest is 
typically 200 years old or more.  Re-capturing carbon released from burning brash (offcuts, 
branches etc) is a more complex calculation, but the established methodology says clearly that 
it will take between 40 and 200 years to recapture the atmospheric carbon released from 
burning wood.  This is simply not compatible with a net zero target of 2050, a 25 year timeline. 
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Of course, reality is more complex than simply burning trees and regrowing them. 
 
If forests and plantations are clear-felled, the soil itself will lose its stored carbon, adding to the 
atmospheric CO2 load, which will also have to be re-sequestered. 
 
In addition to these, there are transport emissions (from forest to pellet mill, pellet mill to port, 
shipping, from port to power station), processing emissions (grinding, drying, compressing into 
pellets).  These emissions all add to the still rising atmospheric CO2 concentrations, and 
therefore to global heating. 
Taking the above into account, it is clear that burning trees for electricity is not zero-carbon, 
carbon neutral or any other similar description. 
Burning trees produces significant atmospheric carbon emissions that cannot be re-
sequestered within our net zero deadlines, probably never. 
 
There might be a case for using short-cycle crops such as willow or miscanthus, grown locally to 
a generating station, so that carbon can be re-sequestered in (say) five years, but this could 
never be at the industrial scale of Drax, Lynemouth or Teesside.  We do not address this further 
in our evidence as we feel it is insignificant in comparison. 
 
2. Ecology and Sustainability 
We would like the committee to note that we distinguish between “forest” and “plantation”. 
In our understanding, a forest is natural or naturalised, ecologically diverse, self-sustaining.  A 
carbon sink and ecological reserve.  A plantation is a monoculture, grown as an agricultural 
crop. 
 
Forests are resilient, their ecology extends from the soil micro-organisms right up to birds and 
large mammals.  In our current ecological crisis and global biodiversity collapse, we do not 
believe it is justifiable to ever fell such forests commercially.  Irrespective of (overseas) local 
rules, we believe that the UK should adhere to the highest ecological standards. 
 
Plantations are not resilient, being susceptible to new climate risks such as disease vectors 
(insects, fungi, viruses), storms, drought and wildfire.  Monoculture growing exacerbates these 
risks.   Peter Wohlleben’s work describes and explains this admirably. (See “How Trees Can 
Save the World”) 
 
Forest management.   
It is well understood that clear felling trees is ecologically disastrous for soil life.  Stored soil 
carbon is rapidly depleted after clear felling as the micro-organisms metabolise remaining 
stocks and ultimately, each other.  This is not just a climate emissions problem, but a 
biodiversity/ecological problem.   
Culturally, western science and politics ignores and undervalues soil.  The reality though, is that 
soil is the living foundation for all life.  The drive for more regenerative farming techniques needs 
to be extended to plantation agriculture.  Healthy soils are more resistant to both drought and 
flood, and can accelerate regeneration of the above ground growth after fire or felling.   
Offcuts and brash are not therefore waste, but need to be returned to the soil as part of 
regenerative forestry – not burned in our power stations. 
 
Therefore, in addition to the lack of climate sustainability, it is clear that burning trees is not 
ecologically sustainable. 
 
The UK now requires 100% of biomass to be sourced from sustainable forests.  This would 
need a total ban on harvesting from any diverse, naturalised, old growth forests.  In addition, 
there would need to be an insistence on only sourcing timber from regenerative forestry.   



We do not think that the global forestry industry is anywhere near the necessary standards to 
meet proper sustainability criteria.   
However, the current reality is that Drax is still known for sourcing timber from Canadian old 
growth forests.  We know that the majority of its supply comes from the South Eastern US 
states, including biologically important coastal swamp forests.  We know that much of Drax’s 
supply is from external US suppliers like Enviva who may not even work to Drax’s (low) 
standards. 
 
The dispersed nature of the supply chain does make monitoring a challenge.  However, if the 
UK government was to put an effective monitoring regime in place, we believe it would find that 
there is no genuinely sustainable supply of woody biomass. 
 
3. Scale 
Drax alone currently burns more timber than the UK produces. 
 
However, there are several large-scale biomass power stations in the UK, more in Europe, more 
in North America, and the industry is pushing into Asia.  At the same time, the UN has clear 
targets to end deforestation.  Deforestation targets will never be met whilst the world is burning 
its vital forest resources faster than they can regenerate and regrow.  The scale of the biomass 
industry is out of alignment with the threats to life on earth. 
 
In addition, the UK is pushing for energy security.  All biomass fuel is imported, and we clearly 
do not have the capacity to produce this amount of fuel ourselves.  This is not compatible with 
energy security.   
Without being political, we have seen the US President implement “US first” policies, including 
protectionism.  We fear that the biomass industry might at some stage be prevented from 
exporting pellets to protect the US biomass generation.  Relying on the US is not necessarily a  
guaranteed long term supply. 
 
4. Carbon Accounting 
We have highlighted in 1 above that burning woody biomass is not a zero-carbon process. 
 
During the BECCS planning enquiry, the Drax representatives were open, and admitted that 
biomass is not zero carbon, but merely “zero-rated”.   
This means that the carbon accountancy rules allow for emissions to be ignored.  This does not, 
however, make them disappear from the atmosphere, although it may well contribute to a 
culture of “climate complacency”. 
Wood burned in 2025 will put tonnes of CO2 into the atmosphere that will be recaptured 
between 2065 and 2225 (between 2 and 8 human generations). 
 
In addition to the murky accounting of combustion emissions, shipping emissions are 
considered international, and so completely outside the carbon accountancy system.  Emissions 
from the soil after clear felling are also ignored.  There are so many holes in the carbon 
accountancy system that it has become almost impossible to truthfully calculate the actual 
“forest to flue” emissions total.  We do not find this acceptable in the middle of an accelerating 
climate emergency. 
 
Finally, let us mention BECCS.  The above considerations, along with the energy debt from 
CCS, the known unreliability and high costs of CCS, make it impossible to imagine that BECCS 
will ever lead to sustained (or sustainable) negative emissions.  We believe it to be the ultimate 
white elephant. 
 
Practical arguments 



Sustainability. 
We have discussed ecological sustainability above.  But there are other aspects of sustainability 
that a business must take note of: financial and material. 
 
A business that is reliant on subsidies beyond its start-up phase is not financially sustainable.  In 
a free-market economy, such long-term subsidies are anti-competitive.  In the context of 
national security, the only industries that should be granted long term subsidies are those of 
strategic importance, that the country should not be without.  There are other, profitable ways to 
generate electricity – there is no justification for subsidising an industry that is so destructive to 
climate and ecology. 
When consumers and the public purse are feeling the pinch, as we all have been for several 
years, we should not be subsidising anything without very strong justification.  Biomass does 
not, in our view, meet the criteria for subsidy. 
 
We all know, especially you, a committee of MPs, that the UK has made international 
commitments to protect and enhance nature and to end deforestation.  These commitments 
cannot only apply to the UK landmass, but to the UK supply chain.  Just as we notoriously 
outsourced emissions when we offshored manufacturing, we are currently outsourcing our 
destruction of the natural world and the destruction of forests.  This offshoring of ecocide is not 
compatible with our global climate leadership or our reputation as we support a rules-based 
international order under pressure. 
 
Supply Chain Problems. 
The supply chain for the woody biomass industry is hugely problematic.  In theory risks are 
spread, with wood being sourced from the Baltic, Canada, the US, and to a lesser extent to 
Portugal, Brazil and elsewhere.  However, in an increasingly unstable world, none of this supply 
is secure.  All of it is vulnerable to interference, changes in others’ national priorities, and of 
course more rigid application of international environmental agreements.  All of these are 
realistically likely as climate change continues to accelerate and ecology continues to collapse. 
 
Health and Safety and Human costs.  
Wood pellet manufacture requires wood to be chipped, ground into dust, dried and compressed 
into pellets. 
Communities that host pellet mills in states like Louisiana, Mississippi and South Carolina 
experience terrible living conditions.  The everyday experience of such communities is that they 
cannot socialise outside with a barbeque as is traditional, they cannot dry washing outside, 
everything they touch is covered in wood dust.  Far worse, though, is the tally of health 
conditions associated with the wood dust: asthma, COPD, lung cancer, heart disease.  These 
are widespread in communities adjacent to pellet mills. 
Pellet manufacturers, including Drax, have been fined for air pollution violations, but $2 million is 
only a day or so of subsidy for Drax, depending on the exchange rate.  There is no real 
incentive for ethical, rights-based manufacturing.  Instead, we see evidence of poorly regulated, 
exploitative and damaging operations. 
 
We know that in the UK wood dust is treated as a carcinogen, hence extraction requirements in 
joinery workshops.  Hence the requirements for train drivers with wood pellet cargoes to don full 
Hazmat gear to deal with any spillages from their trucks.  And hence the court case that the 
Health and Safety Executive brought against Drax power station on behalf of its workforce.  
(This was later dropped after promises of improvements in working practices and conditions). 
 
Is this really the sort of industry that a high-tech, 21st century, advanced economy should be 
subsidising? 
 



3. Financial Arguments 
 
Subsidies 
The biomass industry has been over-subsidised, using regressive mechanisms. 
As suggested above, subsidies are an important strategic tool to build new industries or protect 
strategically important ones such as steel, perhaps. 
If an industry establishes itself through subsidy but is only profitable with those subsidies in 
place long term, then it is not an economically viable industry.   
No small, local business could or would be allowed to exist on this basis.  Most businesses are 
expected to “wash their own face” – be financially sustainable.  The biomass industry is not.  If, 
for example, the ROC (Renewable Obligations Certificates) and CfD (Contracts for Difference) 
subsidies were taken away, the profits that Drax has made in recent years would also 
disappear.  This is basic maths, not prejudice.   When Drax eventually made a profit, the profit 
was the same order of magnitude as the subsidies. 
We ask why this industry, that has so many other questions hanging over it, is allowed to 
continue despite its consistent inability to make money?  To us, this is a fundamental question 
about strategy, consistency and morals. 
 
Secondly, the subsidies are not from the Exchequer, through taxation, but hidden in domestic 
electricity bills as levies or precepts on our bills.  This is a regressive, secret tax.  As such it is 
immoral. 
No government ever asked us, the public, if we would like to make generous, multi-million-
pound donations towards the destruction of the world’s great northern forests.  But there have 
always been complaints about the so-called “green levies” on our electricity bills.  However, 
when one looks into these, even casually, it is instantly clear that these are not green levies, but 
dirty, destructive levies.  The deceit is staggering. 
We agree with Emma Pinchbeck, Chair of the UK Climate Change Committee, that they are 
regressive, and if the government wants to subsidise such industries, it should do so from 
taxation, transparently, instead of sneaking them into everyone’s bills without permission.  We 
have no choice in this closed market. 
 
True costs, compared to viable alternatives. 
We have known for some years now, that the cheapest form of electricity generation is 
renewables paired with grid storage.  Globally, this is typically solar PV with wind and grid 
storage.  In the UK it is more wind with solar PV and grid storage. 
This is cheaper than biomass, nuclear, and in the near term if not already, gas. 
 
There are three true costs of electricity from woody biomass: financial, climate and ecological.  
None justify this industry’s promotion above cost effective renewables with grid storage. 
 
Conclusions 
The Committee posed three questions for discussion.  Whilst in providing a full case we have 
touched on them all, we conclude by addressing them directly. 

• Clarity on assurance around sustainability; 
• The current picture on biomass’ role in generating heat and power for the UK; and 
• Government support for the deployment of biomass. 

Clarity on assurance around sustainability. 
It is clear from recent experience and journalists’ exposés that industry self-monitoring does not 
work.  (see https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cdxnpzzjed1o) 
In order to be confident that the supply of woody biomass is 100% sustainable, the government 
will need to arrange for independent monitoring that is able to assess all international supply 
chains. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cdxnpzzjed1o


Before this, the government will need to agree a definition of “sustainable wood pellet” that 
aligns with the UK’s climate and ecological commitments, both globally and nationally. 
Without this, there can be no confidence that the supply of wood pellets to UK generators could 
be sustainable.   
We suspect that this requirement would, in itself, make the industry non-viable. 
 
The current picture on biomass’ role in generating heat and power for the UK 
The role of biomass in generating heat is small, local, and better covered by air pollution 
considerations as well as requirements for replanting.  It is completely dwarfed by the biomass 
power sector and we have not considered it here. 
The biomass power sector is a significant contributor to the UK’s climate emissions, but only 
provides depending on estimates, between 5% and 7% of the country’s electricity. 
This is a small enough contribution to enable a planned phase-out of biomass as renewables 
are accelerated.   
Alongside this, there needs to be a series of Just Transition Plans agreed with the workforces 
and plans to make best use of the grid connections at each power station site. 
These re-use plans are likely to include large scale battery storage for the grid to smooth 
supply, which itself provides a profitable business model.  Each site has its own additional local 
opportunities.  Lynemouth in Northumberland might include a landing point for offshore wind or 
wave power.  Drax could act to collect a mix of inshore tidal and onshore wind power on top of 
grid storage.  Being on the edge of the Selby Coalfield, there are also opportunities for the use 
of mines for longer term grid storage, such as GPE (Gravitational Potential Energy).   
The power station sites would not be redundant, and there would still be a profitable business 
model for the current owners of each site. 
The biomass subsidy extensions announced this week, until 2031, give time for this phase out 
and repurposing of each site and could possibly justify some government support (not consumer 
support) to enable the next transition, including the Just Transition for the workforces. 
 
We note that these new subsidies are effectively for the industry to act to smooth the grid 
supply.  Large scale battery (and other) grid storage would do that better and more cost-
effectively. 
 
Government support for the deployment of biomass. 
As already indicated, the woody biomass power generation industry has had over ten years of 
financial assistance from the consumer (not from the government) which is no longer justified 
and needs to be phased out. 
The use of levies on consumer bills is regressive and punitive and should be paid from the 
Exchequer not by the consumer. 
 
It is time to end the industrial burning of forests to supply these small quantities of electricity to 
the UK grid. 
 
Stuart Boothman 
On behalf of Just Transition Wakefield 
13/02/2025 
 


