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Outdoor Wood-Fired Boilers
An Unsafe Heating Source

What is an outdoor wood-fired boiler?
Outdoor wood-fired boilers (OWBs) are furnaces that heat water, usually for residential use, that use 
biomass (wood) as fuel.  Currently, OWBs are unregulated at the federal level, despite the fact that 
“the average fine particulate emissions from one OWB are equivalent to the emissions from 22 EPA 
certified wood stoves, 205 oil furnaces, or as many as 8,000 natural gas furnaces,” according to a 
2006 study undertaken by the Northeast States for Coordinated Air Use Management (NESCAUM). 
OWBs pollute more than newer stoves or furnaces because they do not burn fuel as efficiently.  The 
pollution produced by OWBs has been associated with adverse health effects, and studies have 
shown that certain components of wood smoke may cause cancer.

Why the concern?

• They produce emissions year-round because they’re used 
for both heat and hot water.

• They produce lots of smoke, even when operated properly.
• This smoke is released less than 12’ from the ground 

because of the units’ short smokestacks, creating a hazard 
for both owners and neighbors.

• The firebox is large enough that a user could illegally burn 
materials other than wood.

What can state and local governments do?
• Establish zoning requirements to minimize impacts of 

OWBs on neighbors, such as setbacks of at least 500’.
• Develop emission standards to limit the PM emission rate, 

and limit the sale and installation to units that comply.
• Ban the sale of all OWBs, which would eliminate emissions 

from older, dirtier OWBs being sold secondhand.
• Incentivize owners to replace existing OWBs with cleaner 

burning, higher efficiency heating units.

What is currently being done?
• EPA has a voluntary program to encourage manufacturers 

to conform to higher efficiency standards.
• NESCAUM, EPA, and member states have developed a 

model rule that can be applied to local jurisdictions. 

Typical Dimensions of an OWB:

3’ to 5’
6’ to 9’

6’ to 12’


