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1.

BACKGROUND

This Report is has been produced as part of a contract awarded by Lochaber Environmental
Group (LEG) to Neil Donaldson and Gordon Gray Stephens. The main purpose of the
consultancy was to develop practical, fundable proposals to increase access to wood fuel in
Lochaber.
In early 2014 LEG undertook a piece of desk based research with existing suppliers of wood
fuel in Lochaber. The research found that:
• Current levels of wood fuel production are lower than the potential market, and
lower than potential supply of raw material.
• Wood fuel has to be as easy to access as coal to encourage significantly more
people to use logs.
The report concluded by suggesting a number of next steps, including:
1.

Produce more information for those who want to purchase wood fuel.

2.

Bring producers and forest owners together to discuss issues about supply and
condition of fuelwood.

3.

Develop a wood fuel business directly.

4.

Support the creation of woodland crofts and community land purchases.

This study has been commissioned to build on the 2014 study and to carry out the following
tasks:
1.

Supply and demand analysis
•
•

2.

Consultation with industry experts, suppliers and communities
•
•

3.

Host a supplier consultation event to discuss option for supporting and
increasing supply of logs for heating
Host a community consultation event to discuss findings and potential
community based approaches

Options Appraisal
•

4.

Carry out a survey of local residents to establish demand patterns for logs
throughout the area.
Approach local stove/renewables installers and look into the local uptake of
RHI to try and establish the current growth of the wood fuel market.

Investigate and report on the various ‘next steps’ and best practise examples
for how enhance the wood fuel supply service levels.

Conclusions and recommendations
•

To enable LEG to create a business plan which best serves the needs of the
community and the suppliers.
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2.
2.1

CONTEXT
Government Policy

The Scottish Government Renewable Heat Action Plan1 for Scotland was published in 2010,
included the vision “To build a commercially viable, diverse, renewable heat industry in
Scotland in support of our 2020 renewable energy target and help tackle climate change. In
doing so, to maximise the contribution of sustainable biomass to meet renewable heat target
and reduce carbon emissions.”
It also included the ambition of “having space heating and hot water from renewable energy
sources recognised as the first choice option for new developments in areas off the gas grid,
and maximising opportunities for retrofitting”
Scottish Government in its 2015 Heat Policy Statement2 outlines the challenges facing
Scotland:
• Largely decarbonising the heat system by 2050 to reduce greenhouse gas
emissions
• Diversifying sources of heat to reduce our reliance on fossil fuels
• Reducing the pressure on household energy bills by reducing heat demand and
providing affordable heat, and
• Seizing the sizeable economic opportunities that this transformation offers.
Scottish Government recognises the primary role of the domestic Renewable Heat Initiative
(RHI) to support the 22% of Scottish homes which are off the gas grid. This includes all
households in Lochaber. RHI is a reserved matter, and at present the UK Government is
consulting on proposals which will considerably reduce RHI.
The Scottish Government has also committed to work together with energy experts,
businesses and communities to develop a more holistic approach to these issues as it
prepares for the third Report on Proposals & Policies in 2016.
2.2

Scottish Government Targets

In 2010 Scottish Ministers set a target of 20% of total energy use from renewable sources by
2020, of which it was proposed that 11% of heat use will be from renewable sources
Approximately 10% of renewable heat output comes from domestic biomass use. However
Sustainable Development Commission consider that the overall capacity of domestic biomass
is a much higher percentage; which highlights both low levels of use and high inefficiency.
Further, the Renewable Heat Action Plan set a low percentage target for the domestic sector
of the 2020 target (estimated to be around 22%, compared to its share of heat demand, which
was 51%). The Plan anticipated an increase of this percentage share after 2020. The Plan
also anticipated a scenario where logs become less significant as a source of domestic
renewable heat, as other technologies are developed.

1

RENEWABLE HEAT ACTION PLAN FOR SCOTLAND: a plan for the promotion of the use of heat from renewable sources.
http://www.gov.scot/resource/doc/290657/0089337.pdf
2

Towards Decarbonising Heat: Maximising
http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0047/00478997.pdf

the

Opportunities
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for

Scotland,

Scottish

Government

2015

In 2013 renewable heat generation is estimated to equated to 2.7% of Scotland’s nonelectrical heat demand, up from 2.4% in 20123.
Chart 1-The 2010 Scottish Heat Emissions Baseline: Percentage of Carbon Dioxide
Emissions attributed to different energy using sectors, from a Scottish total of 26.6 Million
Tonnes of Carbon Dioxide equivalent

Source: Towards Decarbonising Heat: Maximising
http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0047/00478997.pdf

2.3

the

Opportunities

for

Scotland,

Scottish

Government

2015

Input costs

Large scale firewood suppliers will be subject to fluctuations in the cost of their raw material,
unless, like Knoydart Forest Trust and Here We Are (a community owned wood chip supplier
based in Cairndow, Argyll), they own their own forestry resource. Timber is an international
commodity, so the domestic price of wood varies with the strength of the pound, and the level
of activity in global wood markets. In Scotland the price of wood increased whilst the pound
was weak (since 2008), however this situation has been changing during 2015.
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3.

METHODOLOGY

Following discussions with the Wood fuel project Advisory Group the methodology used in
undertaking this study can be split into 4 parts:
•
•
•
•

Supply and demand analysis
Consult with industry experts, suppliers and communities
Produce and options appraisal
Produce final proposals

3.1 Supply and demand analysis
Supply analysis
Current information on suppliers in Lochaber was reviewed and research undertaken on
individuals, companies and agencies currently supplying logs as wood fuel in the area. The
contractors renewed contacts with 22 of the suppliers who had been identified by LEG as part
of the 2014 desk based study to confirm the information supplied at that time:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Location
Supply areas
Type of wood fuel supplied
Delivery
Quantities and sizes
Other services provided
Processing stages
Machinery used
Wood fuel sources
Amount sold/annum
Unmet demand
Barriers to expansion

Suppliers were also asked to identify specific issues that they would like to see addressed and
invited to the supplier workshop. – see sections 4.2 and 4.3 below.
Demand analysis
Research was carried out on demand for wood fuel on a Scottish and UK level. In addition
research was carried out on similar surveys carried out elsewhere. A survey format and
protocol used by Community Woodland Groups in Wales was adapted for the Lochaber
Survey.
The questionnaire used can be seen in Annex 1
Contact was made with both wood fuel users and non-users in the following ways:
•
•
•

Through on-line Survey Monkey.
Face to face interviews at 3 events that LEG were attending over the summer
Through a mail drop to 130 people who had purchased stoves from
Backwoodsman stoves

A total of 134 questionnaires were completed.
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3.2 Consult with industry experts, suppliers and communities
Consult with industry experts
Consultants made contact with other businesses involved in the wood fuel sector, in order to
identify good practice examples. Contact was also made with community groups who have
already purchased or aspire to purchase their own woods or set up a wood fuel business.
Supplier workshop
Following the supplier telephone survey a workshop was held with suppliers to explore issues
raised in more detail then identify the “pieces of the jigsaw” required to draw together a new
approach to wood fuel supply in Lochaber.
A summary report of the workshop can be seen in section 4.3 below.
Community workshop
Following the community questionnaire survey a workshop was held with community wood
fuel users to explore issue raised in more detail. The workshop started with a ‘visioning
exercise’ exploring the questions – “What do we want?" and "How do we get it?" Regional
issues were recorded on a map, then participants discussed and prioritised tangible activities
that would enhance the wood fuel market in Lochaber.
A summary report of the workshop can be seen in section 4.1 below.

3.3 Produce an options appraisal
The information obtained from research, supplier telephone survey, community questionnaire
survey and the supplier and community workshops was evaluated to produce a series of
options for the development of practical, fundable proposals to increase access to wood fuel
in Lochaber.
These were presented to Lochaber Environment Groups Board and Wood fuel project
Advisory Group.

3.4 Conclusions and recommendations
Following feedback from the client a final set of recommendations were presented in a Final
Report.
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4.

CONSULTATION

Consultation took place with wood fuel suppliers and users in two ways, firstly gathering
baseline information on the current state of play and issues faced by both suppliers and users;
and secondly probing and discussing the issues raised by the two groups at a half day
workshop. Reasons for not using wood fuel was also gathered through face to face interviews
in the local community.
This section provides an insight to the issues raised during the consultation.

4.1 Community survey
A summary of findings of the survey are shown below with full results reproduced in Annex 2
4.1.1

Community survey summary

The community survey provides a snapshot of the wood fuel market in Lochaber. This will be
an essential part of a future business plan. Some key facts are listed below:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

•
•

13% of people interviewed heat their home with 100% wood fuel
87% of people interviewed use a mix of fuel, including wood fuel to heat their
homes
81% of people who burn wood use a stove
The volume of wood burned varies with the seasons, for example looking at wood
burned every day – spring (15%), summer (3%), autumn (21%) and winter (59%)
52% of people interviewed get their wood for free, either from their own woods or
from waste wood.
33% of people interviewed buy their wood as a tree or green logs for processing
themselves
13% of people interviewed buy their wood seasoned, cut and processed.
There appears to be 4 type of wood fuel users:
o Those that have their own woods and fell extract and process themselves
o Those that buy whole trees or green logs for processing themselves
o Those that buy their wood seasoned, cut and processed
o Those that have a source of waste wood
The majority of people interviewed spend between £200 and £500 per year on
wood fuel
The majority of people interviewed store in excess of I years supply
The majority of people interviewed stated that hardwood would be a 1st preference
The main reason stated for not burning more wood was:
o Wood requires too much time and effort
o Difficulty in finding seasoned wood – this was a key issue raised
o Shortage of storage
The main reason stated by non-wood users – for not burning wood is that they
have an alternative, easy to use form of heating
People interviewed were interested in community ownership of woodland, and
getting more information on supplies, equipment and wood fuel use
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4.1.2

The wood fuel demand in Lochaber

The community survey collected responses from 134 users and non-users of wood fuel. It is
difficult to estimate the demand from wood fuel due to the number of variables used such as
Dry tonnes, cubic metre, solid cubes and the fact that there is no consistent standard in how
wood fuel is sold. People also found it difficult when asked to put a figure on the amount of
wood they use in a year and there appears to be few records kept by suppliers on volume
sold.
We have made an attempt below to estimate what the wood fuel demand in Lochaber is using
national and local data,
Data was collected on what form they get their wood fuel:
• Grow and process themselves
• Buy as a tree
People get their wood fuel in multiple
• Buy as green logs
forms
• Buy cut and split/delivered seasoned
E.g. 20% grow and process myself and
• Buy cut and split/delivered un seasoned
80% buy split seasoned wood
• Buy cut and split/collect seasoned
• Buy cut and split/collect un seasoned
• Waste wood
Data was collected on quantities used per year:
• Cubic metre
• Tonne
• Trailer load
• Pick up load
• Transit van load
• Builders bag
• Small sack

This data was converted to cubic metres
using the estimates listed below:
Tonne = 0.7m3
Trailer = 1.5m3
Pick up = 1m3
Transit = 3m3
Builders bag = 0.3m3
Sack = 40/m3

This allowed the amount purchased by respondents to be standardised into cubic metres, and
a cubic metre estimate to be allocated to the different ways/forms that people get their wood
fuel. This is shown in table 1 below.
An average amount used per year was calculated from the total estimated used divided by the
number of people who completed this part of the questionnaire.
Table 1.
How people get their wood fuel
Total/annum (Cubic metres)
Grow and process themselves
202.335
Buy as a tree
143.47
Buy as green logs
69.96
Buy cut and split/delivered seasoned
84.55
Buy cut and split/delivered un seasoned
6.1
Buy cut and split/collect seasoned
Buy cut and split/collect un seasoned
8.4
Waste wood
135.385
Total (all forms)
650.20 cubic metres
Average used/annum (650.20/85)
7.64 cubic metres
Sample size = 85
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In order to produce an estimate of demand, we have made the following assumptions:
1. There are 9000 households in Lochaber
2. 10% of these burn wood. (This is the national estimate for people who burn wood taken
from Public Opinion of Forestry 2015). Therefore 900 households burn wood.
3. The Lochaber survey has therefore sampled 14% of wood users in Lochaber
4. Each household will burn on average 7.64 cubic metres of wood per year (based
on Lochaber survey data)
5. 13% of households buy seasoned cut and split timber (based on Lochaber
survey data)
6. 33% of households buy whole trees or green logs for processing themselves
(based on Lochaber survey data)
7. 52% of households get their wood for free or grow it themselves (based on
Lochaber survey data)
Based on these assumptions, the wood fuel demand in Lochaber is 900 (households) x
7.64(average annual consumption) = 6,876 cubic metres/annum
Demand for seasoned cut and split logs in Lochaber is 13% of 6,876 = 894 cubic
metres/annum
Demand for whole trees or green logs in Lochaber is 33% of 6,876 = 2,270 cubic
metres/annum
This means that 46% of people surveyed buy their wood fuel in one form or another,
amounting to 3,164 cubic metres/annum
Volume of wood fuel used by those who get their wood for free or grow it themselves = 3,575
cubic metres/annum
The suppliers spoken to estimate that the volume of wood fuel retailed in Lochaber/annum is
4000 cubic metres/annum (see 4.2 below), suggesting that the survey figure of 3,164 cubic
metres of bought wood fuel is an underestimate or the supplier estimate of 4000 cubic metres
sold per annum is an overestimate.
In conclusion, the sample size for this wood fuel survey is relatively small and even as
a low intensity sample it does not give a complete geographic coverage of Lochaber.
Furthermore, it is not possible to provide an accurate estimate of the demand for wood
fuel in Lochaber primarily due to the difficulties in accurately expressing wood fuel
volume and the lack of a consistent standard on how the product is sold.
4.1.3

The potential wood fuel market

Consultants contacted Ofgem to obtain data on uptake of the Renewable Heat Incentive in
Lochaber. They were unwilling to supply any data, and the study timescales did not allow for
a Freedom of Information submission.
Stove suppliers still report a healthy demand for stoves, although all suppliers spoken to where
either reluctant or unable to supply data on purchase of stoves in the area. Some of the people
interviewed stated that the high cost of purchase and installation of stoves is a deterrent.
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Lochaber Housing Associations choice of appliance to heat their properties is dictated by the
Energy Efficiency in Scottish Social Housing targets. Each property must have an Energy
Performance Certificate. Although District Biomass systems can help to meet targets, they
find the capital costs of these systems make them unviable. They also need to cater for the
elderly client, and for this reason they tend to install easy to use systems such as Air Source
Heat pumps and Dimplex Quantum storage heaters.

4.2 Supplier survey
The consultants conducted phone interviews with a range of current and potential wood fuel
suppliers in Lochaber. The phone interviews aimed to uncover current issues which were of
concern to suppliers, and these issues formed the basis for the first session at the supplier
workshop.
Suppliers were generally interested in helping to find solutions which would increase both the
scale and the efficiency of the wood fuel sector. Unfortunately a number of them were unable
to attend on the date fixed for the workshop.
The main issues raised during these interviews were:
1. Difficulty in obtaining raw material in suitable quantities within merchants’ timescales.
a.
Ideally suppliers would like material that has been roadside dried for the
summer,
b.
Many are unable to store more than one or two lorry loads of roundwood at a
time,
c.
Price demanded has increased in recent years, putting a squeeze on margins
d.
Hardwood is demanded by customers, but is particularly difficult to obtain.
These factors have led some suppliers to curtail operations or to have to disappoint
customers.
2. Storage facilities. Many suppliers are relying on other people’s sheds to dry their fuel
(mostly other family members), and this can be a constraint. The availability of covered
storage limits the amount of dry fuelwood that many suppliers can produce.
3. Part time nature of the occupation. Many of the suppliers have other jobs, and only rely
on firewood for part of their income.
4. Increasing number of suppliers. Existing suppliers have a perception of an increasing
number of other players in the firewood market.
The contractors also investigated the amount of wood fuel being produced annually by the
suppliers, and converted these figures (where required) to give a total of over 4000 m3 of split
firewood.

4.3 Supplier workshop
The supplier workshop was attended by two roundwood suppliers, and by 4 wood fuel
suppliers. The attendees first agreed the issues to be discussed during the workshop, next
they looked at these issues, and finally they worked together to identify the “bits of the jigsaw”
that were required to create a better environment for selling wood fuel in Lochaber.
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4.3.1

Describing the issues

i.

Supply chain issues

•

•
•

Wood fuel merchants report difficulties getting hold of roundwood: the process is
uncertain, and can involve bureaucratic hurdles. Forestry Commission Scotland (FCS)
regard themselves as a supplier of raw material, facilitating the supply of c20,000t of
fuelwood pa. This is made available by “fire boot” sale (c1,500m3), scavenger licence,
lorry loads and “market events”.
Scottish Woodland also have material available, which in small quantities can be made
available on a “handshake” basis.
Haulage is an issue that becomes less of a hurdle when more than one load is involved
(haulier takes a risk whenever they deliver to a new destination).

ii. Quality and reliability
•
•
iii.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
iv.
•
•
v.
•
•

Wood fuel is a service industry, and a good product delivered as specified can
generate additional demand. Knoydart Forest Trust had dramatically increased
demand from the same customers once they had established a consistent supply.
A quality supplier is better able to set their own price for their product.
Lack of collaboration
An existing group of individuals runs an informal cooperative in Glencoe, processing
c120t pa for their own use and for re-sale. This works well.
Several informal networks exist, where individuals are known to fell trees for the wood
fuel, and are known through their communities for providing this service.
It is difficult for businesses to strike the right balance between cooperation and
competition.
Communication breakdown between forestry businesses and wood fuel merchants
happen: collaboration might ease these, and help to provide support while managing
expectations.
Marketing is perceived as weak, and might be best addressed collaboratively.
Small suppliers miss out on economies of scale
Small suppliers miss out on potential to share equipment
Facilities
Yards and storage space are a constraint for small suppliers.
Scottish Woodlands have serviced yards becoming available for lease.
Risk
There is only anecdotal evidence of unmet demand.
Wood fuel will only ever generate a low return on capital, and involves hard work. This
makes it unattractive to investors.
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4.3.2
i.
•
ii.
•
•
•
iii.
•
•
iv.
•
•
v.
•
•
vi.
•
•

Bits of the jigsaw
The role of a social enterprise
A social enterprise can raise some of the funds required from sources which are
prepared to take risk in return for the social benefits delivered.
Facilities
Improved physical infrastructure is required to increase availability of a quality product.
Yard storage, drying sheds, processing and handling equipment
A number of smaller facilities rather than one large space will better fit the geography.
Fort William represents the largest opportunity, but is not the only location which would
benefit
Hubs should support existing businesses, facilitating cooperative buying, and securing
the associated economies of scale.
Information hub.
Marketing is key
Getting the message out on “using wood well”
People
Are key to the matter, whether individuals who will need to cooperate, the “Wood fuel”
person, or the public who must buy into the idea of low carbon heat
Establish “the Wood fuel person” as an ambassador for the sector, the go to person
for firewood stuff. Paying for this overhead is however a concern.
A Service Industry
Establishing a brand is important and can also act as a form of Quality Assurance
Need to protect any collaborative venture’s credibility (so the quality of service supplied
by participating businesses is key)
Opportunities
FCS are a supportive government agency, who would work with a collaborative group,
and be prepared to guarantee a supply in the establishment period.
Scottish Woodlands have available venues for lease.
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4.4

Community workshop

The attendees first carried out a ‘Visioning exercise’ where they listed how they would like the
wood fuel situation in Lochaber to look. Issues where listed on a regional map and evaluated
using a SWOT analysis (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats). The workshop
then discussed and listed tangible activities and prioritised these. A summary was then
presented and discussed at a joint final session with the suppliers.
4.4.1

Vision for wood fuel in Lochaber

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Growing wood close to the point of consumption
Sourcing local suppliers of wood particularly hard wood
Query the fossil fuel input of commercially produced wood fuel
Comparable pricing to other fuels
Ensure wood gets into supply chain
Group buying
Availability of reliable source of split / logs in the round
Hardwood – demand for hardwood is five times the present supply
Opportunities for community involvement in delivery / processing of wood
Accessible training e.g. chain saw
Hire equipment
Information on storage etc.
Availability of seasoned hard wood

4.4.2

Ranked Priorities for developing the wood fuel market in Lochaber

1.
2.
3.

4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
4.4.3

Availability of seasoned local hardwood
Ensure wood gets into supply chain
Group buying
• Community process
• Hire equipment
• Accessible training (chain saw)
Growing close to point of use
Information on storage
Involvement of Rhododendron ponticum eradication programmes
Access to waste wood
Information on the fossil fuel input of commercial wood. Information on hard versus
soft wood and uses
Information on price comparison with other fuels
Community workshop summary

1.

An umbrella organisation is required to provide both information and wood. It was
thought that this organisation could be Lochaber Environment Group or a subsidiary
or associated Social Enterprise or Trading Company. Forestry Commission
Scotland should be closely involved. Provision of recycled wood for fuel should be
part of this.

2.

One website relevant to the wood fuel needs of Lochaber should be set up. This
should probably be done by the umbrella organisation. It should have detailed
information on best practice in wood fuel use and information on supply of wood.
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5.

GOOD PRACTICE CASE STUDIES

5.1

Introduction

A selection of case studies have been reviewed from Scotland and the rest of the UK. Lessons
learnt from these case studies will inform the Options Appraisal in section 8.
5.1.1
•
•
•
•
•
•
5.1.2
•
•
•
•
5.1.3
•
•
•
•
•
5.1.4
•
•
•
•
•

Woodfuel Wales
Web based information portal
Not for profit
Signposts customers to suppliers
Promotes high standards from suppliers
Study highlighting variable quality of firewood available from petrol stations.
http://www.woodfuelwales.org.uk/
Knoydart Forest Trust
Social enterprise
Recently upgraded business has greatly improved the scale and efficiency of their
firewood business, and this has increased demand from same client base by
increasing quality and reliability
Adding value to a community owned resource (the forest)
https://www.facebook.com/Knoydart-Forest-Trust-557257407630445/timeline/
Loch Broom Woodfuel
Social enterprise
Operates training scheme, creating jobs and passing on skills to young people
Discount for seasonal buying
Hire of community owned equipment
http://www.lochbroomwoodfuels.com/
Certainly wood
Well presented web based information designed to grow a farm based
wood fuel enterprise
Kept current by blog posts
Range of products, including fuel stores
Promoting quality products, to recognised standards
http://www.certainlywood.co.uk/
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5.1.5
•
•
•
•
5.1.6
•
•
•
•
•

Regional Woodfuel Forums
Supported by FCS
Brought together players in wood fuel sector
Looked for industry led solutions to grow the sector
Encouraged exchange of information/site visits etc
Biomass Trade and Logistics Centres
EU promoted good practice
Promoting quality standards
Typically based on collaboration by around 50 woodland owners
Delivering heat supply contracts
e.g.http://www.managenergy.net/lib/documents/1078/original_4_BiomassTradeCentr
e_II_Krajnc_IEE_Bioenergy_Event_May_2014.pptx.pdf?1401097074

Biomass Trade and Logistics centres offer the best model and guidance on setting up a
Regional Wood fuel Hub.
As summary of the process can be seen in Annex 3 and some key points are outlined in 5.3
below.
5.2

Commentary on lessons learnt from investigating “good practice”

The consultants have reviewed a number of other feasibility studies during their work on this
project. There are far more feasibility studies than there are successful examples of
established projects, and the following can be drawn from this.
Successful projects are often
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

taking in waste wood from urban areas as a significant component of their raw
material input.
dealing with sawn timber, and often finished products as well as range of wood fuel
products
created as an addition to an existing business
based in areas where there is already a culture of using wood
based in areas with a high population density
driven by an entrepreneurial individual
quality promoters: they get the product right and the rest follows on.

In a Lochaber context this might require
•
•
•
•

bringing on individual wood users so that they understand wood and how to use it
as a fuel
stimulating alternative forms of private ownership, such as woodlots, forest leasing
etc.
encouraging and working with communities to take ownership of woodlands as a
source of wood fuel (among other benefits)
working with existing fuelwood businesses within a framework aimed at raising the
quality of the service that they can offer
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5.3

Key point to consider when setting up a Wood fuel Hub

A wood fuel hub or depot is a permanent site of wood fuel production and distribution which
often may be part of a larger enterprise such as a sawmill or waste management company
seeking to add value to other activities, or it may be a community driven enterprise.
A range of factors will determine the operations of the hub, including its location, the feedstock
being processed and how much storage space is available.
5.3.1
•
•
•
•
•
•

5.3.2

Some key physical characteristics:
Gross area of approximately 2 hectares;
Shape/layout should allow the erection of woodfuel storage barn and external
storage for timber, off-cuts and woodchip;
Sufficient space for office, parking, processing, loading/unloading, machinery storage
and servicing, re-fuelling and storage of bi-products such as mulch and bark;
Existing hard standing is beneficial;
Suitable shape and size to accommodate a range of vehicle and machinery
movements
Careful site selection, design and layout are needed to minimise environmental
issues, such as noise, vehicle movements, dust and the potential of leachates.
Guidance should be sought from SEPA, in particular in relation to site drainage.
Location of Hub

It is suggested that a site which already hosts some form of wood fuel-related activity or have
existing facilities which may be easily adapted to wood fuel processing. The site should have
good transport links and is close to known source of raw material.
Another key requirement for establishing a new site will be to ensure that there is sufficient
wood fuel demand in the area to make the project financially viable
5.3.3

Ownership and operational arrangements

The ownership and operational arrangements of a wood fuel hub also need to be considered.
In particular, the Group pursuing the initiative may wish to identify the most suitable
organisational legal structure under which to operate. High priority should be given to early
consultation with stakeholders to ensure that the community is kept informed and that their
views are considered.
In some locations the local authority runs the site and invests in necessary infrastructure, but
then rents to a private operator. Long-term leases are advised to give the operator confidence
to invest in machinery and stock.
The aims, ethos and requirements of a Hub are outlined in the Biomass Trade and Logistic
Centre model outlined in Annex 3. These form the basis of the preparation and evaluation of
a technical, market and financial feasibility study that should be the next stages of this project.
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6.

SUMMARY OF ISSUES RAISED

This section summarises the issues raised through the user survey and from the Supplier and Community workshops.
Survey issues

Supplier issues

Community issues (in order of priority)

Why people do not burn more wood:

Supply chain
•
Suppliers find it difficult to get hold of
Roundwood
•
Haulage is an issue
Quality of supply
•
It is recognised that a quality product is
essential
Collaboration
•
Some networks do exist, but suppliers
find it difficult to work with competitors
Facilities
•
Improved infrastructure is required
Risk
•
Only anecdotal evidence of unmet
demand

•
•
•

•
•
•
•

Wood demands too much time and
effort.
Difficulty in finding seasoned wood to
buy
Difficulty in finding local wood to buy
Shortage of storage at their home

Other general comments:
•
•
•
•
•

There is a perceived lack of quality
wood fuel
People find it difficult to deal with FCS
Some people felt that the cost of wood
is a deterrent
Some people felt that stoves were too
expensive
Information on suppliers is required

The main reason stated for not using wood as
a form of heating is that people are happy with
their current system (mainly oil and electric)

Way forward
•
A Social enterprise and ‘ambassador’ are
required
•
Improved infrastructure – mainly small
hubs are required, supporting existing
businesses
•
Hubs should facilitate cooperative buying
•
Information hub is required
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•
•
•
•
•
•

Availability of seasoned local hardwood
Ensure wood gets into supply chain
Group buying
- Community process
- Hire equipment
- Accessible training (chain saw)
Growing close to point of use
Information on storage
Involvement of Rhododendron ponticum
eradication programmes
Access to waste wood
Information on the fossil fuel input of
commercial wood. Information on hard
versus soft wood and uses
Information on price comparison with
other fuels

An umbrella organisation is required to provide
both information and wood.
A website should be set up to provide
information on best practice in wood fuel use
and information on the supply of wood fuel

7.

EVALUATION – SWOT ANALYSIS OF ISSUES

This section evaluates the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats that need to be taken into consideration in developing options to
enhance access to wood fuel in Lochaber.

WEAKNESSES

STRENGTHS
•
•
•
•
•
•

Raw material available from Forestry Commission and Scottish
Woodlands, including scope for guaranteed supplies from FC for a startup period.
Scottish Woodland are keen to support fuel wood business start-ups, and
have suitable serviced sites in the Fort William area
Significant number of wood fuel users grow and process their own wood
There appears to be a good supply of waste wood in the area
Good practice examples of community run facilities in the area
There is interest in some sort of Community driven enterprise to improve
the supply of wood fuel

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
OPPORTUNITIES
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

Suppliers find it difficult to source Roundwood
There is a perceived lack of quality wood fuel
There appears to be little hardwood for sale
There is no Lochaber wide information portal to provide information/ best
practice and where to get quality wood fuel
Yards and storage space are a constraint to the provision of a quality
product
Suppliers are reluctant to work in collaboration with competitors
Wood fuel is perceived as too expensive
Other forms of heating are easier to manage and are within peoples
budget
Shortage of storage space is a deterrent to people using wood fuel

THREATS

To set up a Lochaber website that provides information on best practice
in wood fuel use and information on the supply of wood fuel
To set up a series of mini hubs that support suppliers, close to where
people live
To set up a quality assured brand that provides confidence in the industry
To facilitate cooperative purchasing of wood fuel
To explore community or cooperative ownership of the Roundwood
resource
To facilitate access to equipment and training
To explore how privately owned woods could provide hardwood logs
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•
•

•

RHI digression will have an impact on the uptake of biomass systems
Lack of a quality, consistent supply of wood fuel will cause people to
move to other forms of heating
Variations in the cost of Roundwood creates uncertainty

8.
8.1

OPTION APPRAISAL
Introduction

This section reviews the information collected during the consultation phase of the study, and
lists a series of options that could enhance the supply of wood fuel in Lochaber.
8.2

Key points to consider

A key part of any supply chain is the availability of raw material. Lochaber is blessed with an
extensive cover of public and private forestry, with forest managers such as Forestry
Commission Scotland and Scottish Woodlands providing roundwood to the market.
There are also a number of community run forests in the area that already supply fuel wood
or could do in the future. There is a significant number of private woodland owners who supply
their own wood fuel.
Although the raw material is there, the consultation revealed that suppliers find it difficult to
source roundwood and users state that there is a lack of quality wood fuel and there is very
little hardwood for sale. The supply base is fragmented, with a significant number of part time
small suppliers who do not have the yard space to dry and process a quality product. There
is also a reluctance among suppliers to work in collaboration with competitors.
The survey has identified 2 main markets for wood fuel; the people who have space to store
and process whole trees or green logs and people who want their wood fuel delivered
seasoned, cut and processed. There are a number of constraints to the expansion of the
wood fuel market; the perception that wood is too expensive, shortage of storage space, the
cost of stoves and the fact that other forms of heating are regarded as easier to manage and
are within peoples budget.
8.3

Options

8.3.1

Building on strengths

There is a supply of wood fuel coming from the Forestry Commission and Scottish Woodlands
through fire boot sales, scavenger licences, lorry loads and “market events”, but both suppliers
and users still appear to have difficulties in accessing these supplies.
Option 1.
Discussions should take place with timber producers to explore how fuel
wood stocks can be made more readily available to wood fuel merchants.
There are a significant number of people who grow and process their own wood fuel. There
is also a growing number of communities in the area who own and manage woods and interest
from those interviewed in getting involved in ownership/management of woodland. The
Simwood project has identified a number of privately owned woods in Lochaber that could
bring wood fuel, particularly hardwood onto the market.
Option 2.
People currently growing and processing their own wood and those
buying in whole trees or logs should be supported through equipment hire and training.
Option 3.
A series of wood fuel stakeholder events should be organised to share
good practice and explore options such as woodlots, forest leasing, community hubs
and wood fuel quality.
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8.3.2

Address the weaknesses and explore opportunities

It is clear from the survey, consultation and research carried out that the raw material to sustain
a wood fuel market in Lochaber is available, but the supply chain to bring a quality product to
the market is constrained as noted above. The options listed below will start the process of
dealing with the key issues of infrastructure, collaborative buying, quality and information.
Option 4. A supplier driven initiative should be facilitated to set up a series of mini
hubs, strategically located close to where people live and where there are actively
managed woodlands or existing firewood businesses. These hubs should enable the
cooperative purchasing of wood fuel and allow larger quantities of a quality product to
enter the market.
Option 5. A quality wood fuel brand should be adopted and training and support
provided to suppliers on the process.
Option 6. A wood fuel website/portal should be created, that provides information on
suppliers, prices, product sold and information on types of wood, storage, equipment
hire, training and knowledge sharing events, and advertising space for associated
wood industries.
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9.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

9.1

Conclusions

The purpose of the this study was to consult with suppliers and users of wood fuel in Lochaber
and draw together good practice from elsewhere with view to developing practical proposals
to increase access to wood fuel in Lochaber.
Through these consultations we have found that although the raw material is there, there are
constraints in the supply chain that is preventing the supply on a consistent, quality product
that meets the demand of the wood fuel user.
We have therefore suggested 6 options in section 8 that will start the process of ‘oiling the
supply chain’.
9.2

Recommendations

Task 1. An essential part of this process is to set up a Lochaber Wood Fuel Steering Group
(The Group) that will be responsible for the delivery of these projects. This should comprise
representatives from producers, suppliers and users. The Group should use social media to
keep people informed of the results of this study, but also start the process of information and
equipment sharing that will be built on with the creation of the website (task 6).
A key role of the Group will be to source funding to support the tasks below.
Task 2. The group should employ a wood fuel ‘ambassador’, who will work towards
building a ‘wood fuel culture in Lochaber and deliver the tasks 3-7.
Task 3. Support the setting up of Community Wood Fuel Hubs. This would be a supplier
led initiative, supported by the wood fuel ambassador. A key action here is the preparation
and evaluation of a technical, market and financial feasibility study. The following tasks should
contribute to the production of the feasibility study.
Task 4. An early agenda item will be to facilitate discussions with timber producers and
suppliers to explore how Roundwood could become more readily available and gather data
on raw material supply and demand for wood fuel. These discussion should include the
Simwood project on opportunities for bringing hardwood to the market from small privately
owned woods.
Task 5. A series of Wood fuel stakeholder events should be organised. The events could
cover the following topics:
•
•
•
•

Community ownership and management of woodlands
Training courses in woodland management
Launch of a new quality wood fuel brand
Setting up Community wood fuel hubs

Task 6. The Group should source funding to create a wood fuel website/portal that
provides information on suppliers, prices, product sold and information on types of wood,
storage, equipment hire, training and knowledge sharing events, and advertising space for
associated wood industries.
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ANNEXES

ANNEX 1
COMMUNITY
QUESTIONNAIRE
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Lochaber Firewood Survey
Welcome to Lochaber Firewood survey
Lochaber Environmental Group (LEG) wants to hear your views on the best ways to make the most
of Lochaber’s wood fuels. The aim is to gain a thorough understanding of the current wood fuel
market (with a focus on logs), and then produce proposals to increase access to woodfuel in
Lochaber.
LEG are interested in exploring some of the issues in more depth, and will be running a workshop
on the 4th September. If you are interested in attending - please highlight YES in question 17 and
provide your contact details at the end.
Please take a few minutes to complete this questionnaire and by leaving your contact details at the
end of the survey we will enter you into our prize draw with a chance to win a £50 Morrison's gift
voucher.
This survey has been supported by the Big Lottery Investing in Ideas

1

Lochaber Firewood Survey
Do you burn firewood?
* 1. Do you burn logs in your home?If you answer Yes - skip to question 3. If No - go to question 2

2. We would like to find out why you do not burn wood as a fuel.Please tick all that apply and go to
question 15
My home does not have a chimney
My home has a chimney but it is blocked up
Burning wood creates a lot of mess and smell
Burning wood is too much effort
It is difficult and/or expensive
There is no where to store it
My landlord does not allow it
Burning wood is a fire risk in my fireplace
Other reason (please specify)
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Lochaber Firewood Survey
For people who burn wood
3. How do you burn it? (Please tick all that apply)
Wood stove
Kitchen range
Open fire
Pellet boiler
Log boiler
Chip boiler
Other (please specify)

4. What age is your main appliance?

5. How do you heat your home? (Please enter a number only in the box, and provide an estimate for each
fuel over a typical year)
Woodfuel (%)
Oil (%)
Gas (%)
Coal (%)
Electric (%)
Other (%)

3

6. How often do you burn wood?
Spring

Summer

Autumn

Winter

One day or less a week
Two to four days a
week
Five to six days a week
Every day (all day)
Every day (evenings
only)
Weekends
Occasionally
If you burn wood occasionally or have a log boiler - please specify how often you burn wood or fill the boiler

7. Where do you source your wood? Please enter a number only in the box and provide an estimate for
each category over a typical year.
Buy it (%)
Grow my own (%)
Get it free (%)
Scavenge it (%)
Waste wood (%)
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8. In what form do you get your wood fuel? Please provide a number only in the box, and provide an
estimate for each category over a typical year.
Grow it and process it
myself (%)
Buy it or acquire it in situ
as a standing or fallen
tree (%)
Buy it as green logs for
cutting and splitting at
home (%)
Buy it cut and split
delivered (seasoned) (%)
Buy it cut and split
delivered (unseasoned)
(%)
Buy it cut and split
collected myself
(seasoned) (%)
Buy it cut and split
collected myself
(unseasoned) (%)
Waste wood (%)

9. Do you have any preferences?
First

Second

Third

N/A

Hardwood
Softwood
Composite briquettes
No preference
Do you have a species preference?

10. What quantities do you use in a year? Please estimate a number e.g. 4 cubic meters, 2 transit van
loads. Only put a number in the box.
Cubic meter(m3)
Tonne
Trailer load
Pick up load
Transit van load
Builders bag
Small sack (e.g. from
garage forecourt)
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11. Estimated annual expenditure on firewood

12. How much wood do you store?
One weeks worth
1 - 3 months worth
3 - 6 months worth
6 - 12 months worth
1 year plus
Tell us how you store wood

13. Would you like to get more of your heat from wood?

14. What stops you burning more wood? Please rank your answers 1 - 5. 1 being the main reason.
1

2

3

4

5

Difficulty in finding local
wood to buy
Difficulty in finding
seasoned wood to buy
Difficulty in finding
hardwood firewood to
buy
Difficulty in finding 'free'
or 'scavenged' wood
Shortage of storage at
your home
Wood is too expensive
Wood demands too
much time and effort
Other reason (please specify)

15. Do you have any further general comments or concerns with firewood availability, quality, price etc.
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16. To complete the survey and to enter into the draw for a voucher, please tell us a little about your home
My home is a detached house
My home is a semi detached house
My home is a terraced house
My home is a purpose built flat
My home is a maisonette
Other flat or rooms
I own my home
I rent my home from the council or housing association
I rent my home privately
Other (please specify)

17. Would you be interested in attending a workshop on firewood demand being held on the 4th
September 2015?. Please provide your contact details below if you would like to attend the workshop.

18. Address
Name
Address
Address 2
City/Town
Postal Code
Email Address
Phone Number

7

Lochaber Firewood Survey
End of survey
THANK YOU FOR TAKING THE TIME TO COMPLETE OUR SURVEY. THE DRAW WILL TAKE
PLACE ON THE 4TH SEPTEMBER 2015
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ANNEX 2
COMMUNITY
SURVEY
RESULTS

Appliance used
A significant number of people
burn wood fuel in a stove, with
the next most common appliance
used being an open fire.

Only a few people interviewed
had a pellet or log boiler, usually
receiving RHI payments for
generating heat

Other forms of heat

The main alternative source of heat is oil, then
electric and coal. The ratio of wood to other forms
of heat varied greatly, with 13% of people
interviewed using 100% wood fuel to heat their
homes

Seasonality
Spring
Occasionally
9%

One day or less a
week
8%

Weekends
1%

Two to four days
a week
33%

Every day
(evenings only)
18%
Five to six
days a
week
16%

Every day (all
day)
15%

Spring wood use
When people burn wood is of course dependent on the weather and how much of their heat is
coming from wood. In the spring over a third of people interviewed are ‘occasional users’ in the
spring in that they burn wood one day a week, evenings only or occasionally, with the majority
burning wood 2 to 4 days a week
Summer

Occasionally
32%

Weekends
2%

Every day
(evenings only)
14%

Every day (all
day)
3%

Summer wood use

One day or less
a week
32%

Two to four
days a week
14%
Five to six days
a week
3%

In summer the majority of users burn wood occasionally or 1 day or less a week.

Autumn

In the autumn the majority of users interviewed are burning wood every day or at least 5 or 6 days a
week.
Winter
Weekends
3%

Occasionally
1%

Every day
(evenings only)
18%

Two to four
days a week
13%

Five to six days
a week
6%

Every day (all
day)
59%

Winter wood use

In winter the majority of those interviewed are burning wood every day (all day), or every evening

Source of wood fuel
Based on quantities used/annum

Buy cut and
split/collect un
seasoned
1%

Waste wood
21%

Percentage wood fuel by source
Grow and process
31%

Buy cut and
split/delivered un
seasoned
1%
Buy cut and
split/delivered
seasoned
13%

Buy as green logs
11%

Buy as a tree
22%

Interestingly over half of those interviewed (52%) get their wood for free, either from their own
woods or as waste wood. Another 33% buy their wood as a fallen tree or as green logs for cutting
and processing themselves.
13% of those interviewed buy cut and split seasoned logs. The market for unseasoned logs is
minimal, whether seasoned or un seasoned.
Quantities of wood fuel used

Quantities shown are cubic metres

There appears to 4 kinds of user:
•

The user with their own wood and is prepared to fell, extract and process wood fuel
themselves

•

The user who is a moderate or high user, who buys in green logs or whole trees to
process themselves

•

The user who perhaps does not have the space, time or interest in processing
wood fuel and buys in seasoned cut and split logs

•

The user who has a source of waste wood or off cuts

Spend on wood fuel
Annual spend on wood fuel
£500+
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Leaving out the user who gets their wood fuel free, the majority of those interviewed spend
between £200 and £500 per year on wood fuel

Amount of wood stored

The majority of those interviewed
store in excess of 1 years’ worth of
wood fuel

Type of wood fuel preference

As expected the first choice of most people interviewed is hardwood, with softwood a second
preference. A significant number of people do not have any preference as long as the wood is
seasoned.

Reasons for not burning more wood

People were asked to prioritise the reasons that stop them burning more wood, with the blue colour
being the main reason. The graph above has amalgamated all the priorities.
Just looking at the main reasons provides a good indication of peoples reasons for not burning more
wood. The main issues being:
•

Wood demand too much time and effort. This was a particular issue with the elderly

•

Difficulty in finding seasoned wood to buy

•

Difficulty in finding local wood to buy

•

Shortage of storage at their home

Non wood users – reasons for not using wood fuel
The questionnaire listed the reasons below for non-wood users to tell us why they did not burn
wood. Practical reasons such as my land lord does not allow it or my home does not have a chimney
were common, however the main reason cited is that people had another form of heating. This is
either oil or electric, which when asked they found these forms of heating both economical and easy
to manage.

General comments from survey
At the end of the questionnaire, people were asked if they had any other comments. The graph
below capture the main comments

Although some people are happy with their supply, there are a significant number of respondents
who raise the issue of lack of access to quality (seasoned) wood fuel. Others who deal with the
Commission find the process they have to go through difficult.

The cost of wood fuel and stoves also appears to be an issue.
Other suggestions raised by respondents were:
•

A sustainable community forest supplying firewood and forest skills would have a
huge benefit to the Lochaber area

•

Interested in community jointly buying wood to form some sort of hub

•

Like to get access to a wood

•

Reduce the cost of scavenger licence and increase the period it is available

•

Variation in amount of wood being sold, tonnes/m3???

•

More interested in access to a source of wood (i.e. managing woodland) than in
purchase of processed firewood

•

Will need info on wood fuel heating

•

Access to wood processor hire is needed

ANNEX 3
BIOMASS
TRADE
&
LOGISTIC
CENTRE
MODEL

One of the options we have suggested is the establishment of a Community Wood fuel hub.
We have looked at a number of organisations in the UK who are exploring setting up hubs,
however as we have noted there are not a lot of successful examples in the UK. Looking to
Europe the best fit to address the issues raised in this report is the establishment over the
past 5 years of Biomass Trade and Logistic Centres. This offers a tested model for the
establishment of a Biomass Hub in Lochaber.
We have summarised the 2 key steps to setting a Centre up below:
1. `

Definition of criteria for a BL&TC

2.

Preparation and evaluation of a technical, market and financial feasibility study

1.

Definition of criteria for a BL&TC

1.1
The central aim of a Biomass Trade and Logistic Centre (BL&TC) is to provide a
collective rural marketing channel for wood fuels and energy services. The Centres will market
primarily split logs and wood chip supplied by local farmers and woodland owners.
1.2

The main aims of a BL&TC are:
•
•
•
•
•

Setting up a regional supply centre offering wood fuel, wood chip and other biomass
fuels
Marketing under a standardised brand, that evokes associations with safety, security,
reliability, regional value, and quality in the customers mind
Safeguarding the security of supply
Guaranteeing consistent quality standards
Promotion of services such as fuel delivery, wood energy contracting projects, expert
advice on heating with wood

1.3

Project requirements

1.3.1

Equipment

Minimum equipment will be:
•
•
•
•
•
1.3.2

Storage building
A storage area for raw material
A paved handling area
Documented proof of fuel quality
A weighbridge
Raw materials

Raw materials must be collected from the region, and consist only of virgin wood and by
products of the wood processing industry. Wood biomass origin should be tracked and
reported.
1.3.3

Products

As a minimum the range of products should include wood chip and split logs. Other biomass
products can be added at a later date
1.3.4 Quality control
Strict quality criteria must be adhered to in order to guarantee the quality of the products and
services provided.

1.3.5

Customer friendly services

Fossil energy sources such as oil and gas have offered to consumers up to now and unknown
level of convenience. The Biomass centre must be seen as a new option for consumers,
offering a bundled package of environmentally friendly quality fuels from a central location.
1.3.6
•
•
•
•
•
•
1.3.7
•
•
•
1.3.8
•
•
•
1.3.9
•
•
•
2.

Easy and convenient buying
Efficient and transparent range of biomass fuels
Customer friendly opening times
Increased convenience through additional services such as processing, delivering and
advice
Ordering service – phone, email and web page
Service and information point for customers
Public price list available
Security of supply
Available all year round
Continuous supply
Crisis proof
Local quality
Guaranteed quality standards
Local products from the region
Clear product distinction from foreign wood
Price stability and transparency
Cost efficient fuel
Stable price creates trust
Transparent prices – clear comparability with other energy sources
Preparation and evaluation of a technical, market and financial feasibility study

The feasibility study consists of:
1. Technical/ market feasibility study
2. Economic analysis and costs estimation
3. A final report for investors

2.1

Technical market feasibility study

The study will assess how the Centre will produce, store and deliver its products and services,
and describes the planned legal and corporate structure of the business.
The initial part of the study will cover:
•
•
•
•
2.2

Analysis of biomass potential in the region
Identification of potential suppliers of biomass
Identification of potential customers
Analysis of availability of machinery
Preliminary cost estimation

The cost estimation will include all project expenditure and revenues as follows:
•
•
•
•

Capital related costs
Maintenance costs
Consumption related costs
Operational costs

There is a financial template to assist in this area.
2.3

Preparation of report for investors

The report must contain the following:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

A description of the problem or opportunity the project is intended to address
The project objectives
A discussion of the economic analysis of each of the alternatives considered in the
feasibility study
A description of the information technology capabilities
An economic analysis of the lifetime running costs and benefits of the project
The source of funding for the project
A detailed project schedule showing key milestones

