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General Information
On Biomass

•	 Biomass is organic matter used as fuel. It can either be:
 ° A solid, such as chipped wood, energy crops, forest or agricultural residue or 

waste, manufacturing waste (i.e. wood shavings), wood pellets, sewage sludge, or 
construction and demolition waste, or

 ° A liquid, such as ethanol, used to fuel vehicles.

•	 Solid	 biomass	 fuel	 is	 typically	 fired	 in	 boilers. Pennsylvanians use biomass 
primarily to generate heat and power, either for individual residential use or on the 
larger institutional, commercial or industrial scale.  Wood is the principal biomass 
fuel used in Pennsylvania.

•	 Residential	 scale	 includes	 outdoor	 wood-fired	 boilers	 (OWBs)	 and	 wood	
stoves, neither of which requires an air quality permit; therefore, it is 
difficult	to	know	how	many	units	actually	exist	and	where	they	are	located.
 ° OWBs typically burn wood in uncontrolled ways that produce significant quantities 

of dangerous air pollutants.
 ° Individuals living near these units feel the most dramatic impact from emitted 

pollutants.
 ° OWBs in particular are often older and inefficiently designed, which leads to 

incomplete combustion and therefore, excessive particulate emissions. 

•	 Larger scale units include industrial, commercial, and institutional boilers 
(ICIs),	which	are	 found	at	 factories,	 such	as	 sawmills	and	wood	products	
manufacturing facilities, commercial properties, schools, hospitals, and 
larger residential units, such as apartment buildings.
 ° ICIs require air quality permits due to the size of the boilers or the amount of 

pollutant emissions produced (depending on pollution output, these can be 
determined as minor sources or minor sources).  Therefore, their numbers and 
locations are generally known.

 ° ICIs typically use more efficient combustion technology and have more pollution 
controls than individual residential units due to permit requirements.

 ° Some schools can be fueled by biomass boilers that fall below permit thresholds.  
These boilers never undergo a permit review and thus are not required to 
implement the pollution control technology that would be set forth in a permit.

 ° The large combustion capacity of ICIs and their growing prevalence in Pennsylvania 
raise concerns about the quantity of air pollution produced by these facilities.  
These concerns call into question the idea that wood is a “clean” energy source.


