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HIGHLIGHTS
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Genomics: vive les différences
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RUMBLING ON: Dynamics of the current
Mount St Helens eruption
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Planetary gears
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HIGHLIGHTS
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Cancer and cell senescence
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Anti-ageing hormone
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Brain waves
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HIGHLIGHTS
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MAKING THE PAPER

Len Pennacchio

Nature Vol.444(402)/23 November 2006
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The chips are down
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Nature Vol.44 (256-257) / 16 November 2006
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One man's trash...

STLUCIE COUNTY SOLID WASTE
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- Energy from biomass is an idea whose time has returned.
(@]

1. Until the twentieth century, biomass was The other two developments are the upward
humanity's principal source of energy, heating movement in the prices of oil and natural gas,
our stoves and feeding our draught animals. and the related revival of concerns about the
Even today, roughly 10% of all our energy comes security of their supply. Most nations are seeking
from biomass — far more than from any other home-based energy sources that do not rely on
renewable energy source or, for that matter, political stability in the Middle East or Russia.
from nuclear fission.

It seems unlikely that these factors will provide

2. But this use of biomass for energy supply is sufficient impetus to propel biomass energy to
accompanied by many challenges. For one thing, the very front rank of possible alternatives to
it is often not all that renewable — the biomass fossil fuels. But biomass clearly has a potential
sources that provide firewood to the world's role as part of a portfolio of energy sources for
poor, for example, are not being replanted. For the twenty-first century.
another, it is very inefficient: gathering firewood
takes a long time. The history of the past couple If that role is to be fulfilled, two things need
of centuries has been in large part one of people to happen. Nations have to build regulatory
moving away from biomass as soon as they can mechanisms that recognize the carbon benefits
afford to do so. of technologies such as biomass — through

emissions pricing, a carbon tax or a combination

3. Three recent developments have spurred of the two. And intensive research needs to be
renewed interest in biomass, however. One is conducted into both the efficient production of
the need to reduce greenhouse-gas emissions. biomass and its conversion into useable energy.
The requirement for other external energy inputs
during biomass processing means that it often One focal point for such research should be
involves some net carbon emissions — but the finding ways to grow biomass quickly and in
amount of carbon dioxide given off by burning an easily processed form while minimizing
biomass is the same as that taken from the external inputs, such as fertilizer and pesticides.
atmosphere by photosynthesis in the first place. Another is the systems engineering of farms and
If biomass projects could sequester carbon, ecosystems, finding ways to fit biomass projects
either by enriching the soil beneath plantations into and around present land use and possible
or by storing any carbon dioxide produced in changes in farming practice.
combustion, they could even be carbon negative
— a unique selling point for this energy source. A major attraction of biomass is that it is likely

to benefit poorer countries, which tend to be in
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tropical regions where plants grow quickly.
There is plenty of scope for more collaboration
between developing countries on biomass
research and development, both to meet local
needs and for export.

9. But this requires consideration of the local
and global ecological impact of biomass
expansion. Vast tropical monocultures eating
away at primary forests — as exemplified by
the production of palm oil in Indonesia — will
benefit no one, except those who profit from
selling the fuel. In effect, such approaches take
green subsidies from richer countries, and use
them to despoil the tropics.

10. Similar problems afflict existing biomass
programmes in the United States, where
ethanol refineries often burn fossil fuel and
are reliant on subsidized corn monoculture.
More innovative approaches would include
firing the refineries with agricultural waste,
and feeding them with plants of many different
species. Biomass energy should be developed
energetically, but within the context of
appropriate environmental policies, and using
approaches that are both sustainable and cost-
effective.
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