	Biomass 
By Patti Hutchison 
	  
	




[image: image1.jpg]


1     What is biomass? It is a source of energy that has been used by humans since they existed. Biomass is actually energy from the earth. It comes from plants, wood, residues (for example sawdust and bagasse, or sugar cane residue, after crushing) and animal wastes. It can be used to fuel our bodies, our cars, and our computers.
 
2     The building blocks of biomass are sugars. You know that sugar gives you energy. These sugars can be used to produce other kinds of energy. But where does the sugar come from? Plants. Plants use carbon dioxide from the air, along with water and sunlight to produce sugar. During photosynthesis, solar energy and carbon dioxide are stored in plants. When biomass is burned carbon dioxide and energy are released, which is the reverse of photosynthesis. 
3      If biomass is not used to produce energy in power plants, it naturally decomposes into simple substances and produces heat. Using biomass for energy production is just speeding up a natural process and does not add extra carbon dioxide to the environment. So biomass is a form of renewable energy.

4     If we burn wood, the energy the tree captured from the sun is released. The burning also releases more carbon dioxide and water. These can be used to produce new biomass. Very efficient!
 
5    Wood is not the only source of biomass fuels. Others include dried field crops and dried waste from animals. Bagasse is made from dried sugar cane. It can be burned to produce power. This energy source supplies Hawaii with about ten percent of its electricity.
 
6     Biogas is made from plant and animal waste. The waste is converted into methane gas. The gas is separated from the solid waste. It can be used as a cooking fuel. The leftover solid waste can be used as fertilizer.
 
7    Have you heard of gasohol? This is a special fuel made from grain alcohol. Modern biomass use is concerned with finding substitutes for fossil fuels. Agricultural crops, such as sugar cane, corn, sunflower seeds and soya beans, can be grown for use as energy sources called biofuels, which can be used in motor vehicles. These plants are used to make ethanol (an alcohol) in the same way that ethanol is made for alcoholic drinks. The plants are crushed and mixed with yeast, which converts starches to ethanol. This is done commercially in Brazil, the USA and Europe and experimentally in Australia. So far, biofuels have not proved economical in Australia. In the USA, corn (maize) is used to make ethanol and then blended with gasoline to produce ‘gasohol’ to run cars. Some engine modifications are required to use this petrol substitute.. The use of gasohol can stretch our gasoline supplies. It also burns more cleanly than gasoline, reducing air pollution.
 
8     Liquid methanol is another biomass fuel that can be used for energy. It can be made from wood. It can also be made from animal waste and garbage.
 
9     Biomass fuel has many benefits. First, it is renewable. Plants and trees can be replanted. There are many added benefits of this. Plants produce oxygen that improves the quality of the air we breathe. Plants also reduce soil erosion. They are beautiful to look at. Growing plants for biomass fuels can increase farm production.
 
10     Another benefit of biomass fuel is that it can be made from waste products. Animal waste on farms can be dried to produce biofuels. They can also be made from sawdust. Garbage is another source of biomass fuel. Producing energy from these waste products also helps solve the problem of what to do with them. They will not have to be discarded or stored. This will reduce pollution.
 
11     There are some disadvantages of biomass fuel, also. To produce enough energy, much land has to be planted. The soil and the crops need to be managed carefully. Also, some pollution is produced by biomass fuels. Burning wood and other matter gives off ash and other particles into the air.
 
12     Since man discovered fire, he has been using biomass for energy. There are many advantages to using biofuels. As our oil supplies get lower, many energy companies are experimenting with biomass. Will this be the energy of the future? 
 



