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Abstract  

The solutions for mitigating climate change are diverse, ranging from innovative 

technological advancements to national and international policy mechanisms, 

aimed at behavioural changes. Although rudimentary, the use of wood biomass 

in energy generation ɀ as an important short- to mid-term transitio nal fuel ɀ has 

continued to grow, forming a key component of global mitigation strategies. This 

is particularly apparent in the UK, which relies upon large volumes of imported 

wood pellets to supplement home-ÇÒÏ×Î ÆÅÅÄÓÔÏÃËÓȢ !Ó ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÓÔ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅ 

is relatively small ɀ when compared to the rest of Europe ɀ the governments 

recently proposed afforestation schemes should prove beneficial; however, 

before initiating any major tree planting scheme, it is important to first fully 

understand the existing resource. 

This interdisciplinary research ɀ exemplifying the diverse nature of forestry ɀ 

ÈÁÓ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÉÇÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔ ÆÏÒÅÓÔ ÆÅÅÄÓÔÏÃËÓȟ ÆÏÃÕÓÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÓÁÍÐÌÅÓ ÓÏÕÒÃÅÄ 

from different tree sections of UK-grown oak, birch, Scots pine and Sitka spruce. 

Their fundamental characteristics have been analysed, including the completion 

of Proximate, Ultimate and Lignocellulosic analysis, and the determination of 

their calorific values. Utilising these results ɀ alongside data collated from 

extensive literature sources ɀ the statistically significant differences that exist 

between wood feedstocks have been defined, inferring relationships that link 

their elemental, chemical and structural components. Consequently, the known 

heterogeneity of wood ɀ and how this differs between species and tree sections 

ɀ has been demonstrated, specific to UK-grown wood species. 

These differences can have both negative and positive impacts upon woodfuel 

quality and the forest environment, particularly in relation to the blending of 

residues and stump wood with stem wood. In the case of UK-grown birch and 

Sitka spruce this could increase the volume and energy content of the produced 

woodfuel, however it will also result in a more reactive fuel, containing increased 

contents of nitrogen and potassium. An investigation into the costs of felling and 

extracting wood from UK forests ɀ ÉÎÃÏÒÐÏÒÁÔÉÎÇ ÇÅÏÓÐÁÔÉÁÌ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ 

existing feedstocks ɀ suggests it is currently economically viable to increase the 

supply of woodfuel from the nationȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÓÔÓȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÅ ÁÎ ÅÓÔÉÍÁÔÅÄ 
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2,645 TJ yr¯¹ of additional energy, specifically for domestic use in rural locations, 

ÓÉÔÕÁÔÅÄ ÃÌÏÓÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÓÔ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅȢ !ÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅÄ ÅØÐÁÎÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ 

ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ×ÏÏÄÆÕÅÌ ÍÁÒËÅÔ ÉÓ ÖÉÁÂÌÅȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÉÍÐÏrtant that the profitable production 

of fuel is balanced with the continued protection of our forest environments. 
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Our Priceless Resource 

What was once a mere seedling 

is now fully grown, 

a part of the canopy 

no longer alone. 
 

Magnificent, glorious, 

a beauty, profound! 

With deep roots and high branches, 

sustains life underground. 
 

There is strength in a forest: 

a unified force, 

a diverse ecosystem, 

oh what a resource! 
 

An assorted society 

Copper beech, birch and oak. 

Lifeline for humanity, 

through fire and smoke. 
 

Sunlight, water, rivalry, 

forms a stem straight and true. 

Stores carbon, makes oxygen, 

benefits that accrue. 
 

There is strength in our forest: 

our unified force, 

our diverse ecosystem, 

our priceless resource. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction  

 

Ȱ4Ï ÌÉÇÈÔ Á ÃÁÎÄÌÅ ÉÓ ÔÏ ÃÁÓÔ Á ÓÈÁÄÏ×ȱ ɀ Ursula K. Le Guin 

 

 

1.1. Introduction  

The development and progression of mankind ɀ from our archaic ancestry to 

ÔÏÄÁÙȭÓ ÍÏÄÅÒÎ ÈÕÍÁÎÓ ɀ has been driven by major events throughout history. 

From the first evidenced control of fire to the creation of the internet, our history 

is littered with key triggers that have advanced human development. Of these, 

the Industrial Revolution has proved to be one of the most important turning 

points; where British technological innovation influenced manufacturing and 

engineering processes throughout Great Britain and across Europe [1]. Indeed, 

ÔÈÅ ÒÅÖÅÒÂÅÒÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ %ÕÒÏÐÅȭÓ ÉÎÄÕÓÔÒÉÁÌÉÓÁÔÉÏÎȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÓÔÁÒÔÅÄ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ ςυπ 

years ago, are still felt today. Improvements to living standards, 21st Century 

technological comforts and access to diverse transport infrastructures ɀ which 

are often taken for granted ɀ are just a few of the benefits that exist as a direct 

result of the Industrial Revolution. 

However, the successful industrialisation of Europe required major changes to 

the amounts of energy available for use. By the end of the Industrial Revolution 

the annual gross energy consumption of England and Wales had increased by 

nearly 800%, with the majority of this attributed to coal as the energy source [2]. 

As an energy-rich carbonaceous fuel, coal possessed the potential to significantly 

reduce production costs in industrial operations. It therefore became both a 

substitute for wood as a direct source of heating and, eventually, a core 
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component of iron ore smelting and glass and brick manufacture. Clearly the 

utilisation of abundant fossil fuel sources, such as coal, resulted in a wealth of 

tangible benefits; however, just as a lit candle casts a shadow, those benefits have 

associated negative consequences. The combustion of organic fuels produces by-

products ɀ such as carbon dioxide, water vapour and other trace gases and 

aerosol emissions ɀ which impact upon on health, air quality and the climate [3]. 

This ever-growing dependence on fossil fuels for energy creation prompted an 

interest into the implications that consequently emerged ɀ an interest that still 

remains today. 

 

1.2. A Changing Climate 

(ÉÓÔÏÒÉÃÁÌ ÒÅÃÏÒÄÓ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ %ÁÒÔÈȭÓ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÃÌÉÍÁÔÅ ÈÁÓ Âeen in a 

continued state of fluctuation, highlighting levels of variability that span 

hundreds of thousands of years. The basic principle dictating the changes in 

global temperature ɀ and the consequent weather and climate variations that 

occur ɀ relate to the balance of radiated solar energy absorbed by the Earth and 

its atmosphere, and the amount that is radiated back out into space [4]. 

 

1.2.1. Climate Change Science 

On average, the net incoming solar radiation equates to 342 Wm¯², some of which 

is initially reÆÌÅÃÔÅÄ ÂÁÃË ÂÙ ÔÈÅ %ÁÒÔÈȭÓ ÃÌÏÕÄÓ ÁÎÄ ÁÔÍÏÓÐÈÅÒÅȢ !ÒÏÕÎÄ ÈÁÌÆ ÏÆ 

the thermal radiation that makes it to the surface is absorbed before later 

returning to the atmosphere as infrared radiation, predominantly via 

evapotranspiration. The thermal energy that iÓ ÎÏÔ ÁÂÓÏÒÂÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ %ÁÒÔÈȭÓ 

surface is reflected back towards the atmosphere and clouds ɀ some of which is 

radiated out to space, while some returns back towards the surface [4]. Neither 

the nitrogen or oxygen that exist within the atmosphere absorb or emit thermal 

radiation; this process instead occurs due to the existence of greenhouse gases 

(GHGs) ɀ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÖÁÐÏÕÒ ɉ(Ϝ/Ɋȟ ÃÁÒÂÏÎ ÄÉÏØÉÄÅ ɉ#/ϜɊȟ ÏÚÏÎÅ ɉ/ϝɊȟ ÍÅÔÈÁÎÅ ɉ#(ϞɊ 

ÁÎÄ ÎÉÔÒÏÕÓ ÄÉÏØÉÄÅ ɉ.Ϝ/Ɋ ɀ within the atmosphere. GHGs help regulate the 

%ÁÒÔÈȭÓ ÁÖÅÒÁÇÅ ÓÕÒÆÁÃÅ ÔÅÍÐÅÒÁÔÕÒÅ ÁÔ ͯρυЈ#ȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ςπЈ# ×ÁÒÍÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ 
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it would be without them. Referred to as the natural greenhouse effect, this is a 

process that is vital for human life to flourish and continue [4]. 

 

 

Figure 1.1 ɀ -ÅÁÓÕÒÅÄ ÁÔÍÏÓÐÈÅÒÉÃ ÃÏÎÃÅÎÔÒÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÃÁÒÂÏÎ ÄÉÏØÉÄÅ ɉ#/ϜɊ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ 
Mauna Loa Observatory (red) and the South Pole (black), since 1958 [5]  

 

4ÈÅ ÅØÉÓÔÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌÌÙ ÏÃÃÕÒÒÉÎÇ '('Ó ÉÎ ÔÈÅ %ÁÒÔÈȭÓ ÁÔÍÏÓÐÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ 

essential, however there is now an almost unequivocal consensus that 

anthropogenic activities ɀ such as fossil fuel combustion ɀ have directly impacted 

ÔÈÅÓÅ ÌÅÖÅÌÓ ÁÎÄȟ ÁÓ Á ÒÅÓÕÌÔȟ ÔÈÅ %ÁÒÔÈȭÓ ÃÌÉÍÁÔÅȢ 3ÉÎÃÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ )ÎÄÕÓÔÒÉÁÌ 

2ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÎÔÒÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ #/Ϝ ÈÁÖÅ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅÄ ÂÙ τπϷȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔ 

ÁÔÍÏÓÐÈÅÒÉÃ ÃÏÎÃÅÎÔÒÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ #/Ϝȟ #(Ϟ ÁÎÄ .Ϝ/ ÒÅÁÃÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÈÉÇÈÅÓÔ ÌÅÖÅÌs in 

the last 800,000 years [5]. Figure 1.1 details the measured atmospheric 

concentrations at two sites ɀ the first is located in Hawaii, while the second is 

ÆÏÕÎÄ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ 3ÏÕÔÈ 0ÏÌÅȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ #/Ϝ ÈÁÓ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅÄ ÔÏ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅ ÁÔ 

different global locations during the last 50 years. Furthermore, the rates at 

which concentrations have increased during the last century are also at 

unprecedented levels, reaching their highest levels in the last 22,000 years [5]. 

The increase in atmospheric GHGs ɀ caused by human activity ɀ has resulted in 

changes to radiative forcing (RF); this is the quantification of the changes that 

ÏÃÃÕÒ ÉÎ ÁÖÅÒÁÇÅ ÎÅÔ ÒÁÄÉÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÏÐ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÏÐÏÓÐÈÅÒÅȢ 4ÈÅ ÃÌÉÍÁÔÅȭÓ 

response to RF stimulates a restoration of balance between the incoming and 

outgoing radiation. Consequently, a positive RF will result in the warming of the 

%ÁÒÔÈȭÓ ÓÕÒÆÁÃÅȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ Á ÎÅÇÁÔÉÖÅ 2& ×ÉÌÌ ÌÅÁÄ ÔÏ ÉÔÓ ÃÏÏÌÉÎÇ ɍτȟ υɎȢ !ÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ Á 
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complex area of research ɀ in which different agents can account for positive and 

negative RF estimates ɀ the existing scientific evidence strongly indicates that 

the continuation of GHG emissions will result in sustained warming, which will 

ÉÎ ÔÕÒÎ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÔÈÒÅÁÔÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÍÁÎËÉÎÄȭÓ ÓÁÆÅÔÙȢ   

 

1.2.2. Climate Change Policy 

Evidence compiled by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), 

using a range of modelled simulations, indicate that by the end of the 21st Century 

the global surface temperature is likely to exceed a 1.5°C increase, when 

compared to the mean temperatures between 1850-1900 [5]. A warmer climate 

brings with it an array of threats. Some of these are unique ɀ specific to individual 

ecosystems and cultures ɀ while others have a greater range of impact, such as 

extreme weather events like heat waves and coastal flooding. Worryingly, the 

distribution of these risks are estimated to greater impact those within society 

who are already the most disadvantaged [6]. The acceptance by the majority of 

the scientific community ɀ that current climatic changes are primarily a result of 

sustained anthropogenic emissions ɀ ÈÁÓ ÐÒÏÍÐÔÅÄ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȭÓ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÌÅÁÄÅÒÓ 

to confront and attempt to deal with climate change. 

 

1.2.2.1. Global Consensus 

In 1992, driven by concerns over the anthropogenic influence on atmospheric 

concentrations of GHGs, the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 

Change (UNFCCC) was formed. The key objective of the convention ɀ which 

today consists of 197 nations ɀ is to combat climate change, specifically by 

stabilising atmospheric GHG concentrations at a level that prevents dangerous 

ÍÁÎÍÁÄÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ %ÁÒÔÈȭÓ ÃÌÉÍÁÔÅ ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ɍχɎȢ 7ÉÔÈ Á ÄÅÓÉÒÅ ÔÏ 

define a long-term goal for climate change policy, the Kyoto Protocol was 

adopted in December 1997, containing legally binding emission targets for 

industrialised countries, during defined commitment periods [8, 9]. Although 

eventually ratified in 2005, the refusal of the United States of America to sign the 

protocol raised questions over the influence it would have in combatting climate 

change. 
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In 2016, the ratification of the Paris Agreement ɀ which was the culmination of 

decades of work ɀ represented a key moment in the political and global 

acceptance that mankind has a responsibility to combat climate change. By 

ÁÃÈÉÅÖÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 5.&###ȭÓ ÏÂÊÅctive of uniting nations, the long-term goal of 

keeping the global average temperature increase well below 2°C was agreed. 

This also contained further recognition that efforts should be made to limit this 

to 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels [10]. Donald TÒÕÍÐȭÓ ÁÃÃÅÓÓÉÏÎ ÔÏ 0ÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÔ 

has since prompted the United 3ÔÁÔÅÓȭ declaration of withdrawal from the 

agreement, however the targets ɀ and the overriding desire to combat climate 

change ɀ still remain. 

 

1.2.2.2. European Targets & Policy 

This climate change commitment is evident within the European Union (EU) and 

ÉÔȭÓ -ÅÍÂÅÒ 3ÔÁÔÅÓȠ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÉÎÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÔÌÙ-set domestic emissions target is to, by 

ςπςπȟ ÒÅÄÕÃÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ #/Ϝ  ɉÅÑÕÉÖÁÌÅÎÔɊ ÅÍÉÓÓÉÏÎÓ ÂÙ ςπϷ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÎ ÂÙ Á ÍÉÎÉÍÕÍ 

of 40% by 2030, when compared to the 1990 baseline levels. Current projections 

indicate that the 2020 target will be met, however to achieve their 2030 target 

ÔÈÅÎ ÁÄÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÐÏÌÉÃÉÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅÄȢ )ÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔÌÙȟ ÔÈÅ %5ȭÓ ÔÏÔÁÌ ÅÍÉÓÓÉÏÎÓ ÆÏÒ 

2015/16 reduced by 0.7% while their economy rose by 1.9% during the same 

time, solidifying the decoupling of emissions from GDP [11, 12]. 

 

 

Figure 1.2 ɀ (ÉÓÔÏÒÉÃÁÌ ÄÁÔÁ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ '(' ÅÍÉÓÓÉÏÎÓ ɉ#/Ϝ Ɋ ÏÆ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ 
sectors of the combined EU-28 nations [11]  
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Figure 1.2 shows the sector breakdown of GHG emissions for the EU-28, detailing 

both the historical data and projections up to 2035. Since 1990, the sectors that 

have achieved the largest reductions have been energy related, although they 

still form a large proportion of the total GHG emissions. Projections indicate that 

the emission reductions from energy supply and consumption are set to 

continue, albeit at a reduced rate. The initial 20% GHG emission reductions are 

ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÓÉØ ÌÅÇÉÓÌÁÔÉÖÅ ÍÅÁÓÕÒÅÓȟ ÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÉÖÅÌÙ ÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ȰÃÌÉÍÁÔÅ ÁÎÄ 

ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÐÁÃËÁÇÅȱȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÅÍÉÓÓÉÏÎ ÒÅÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÉÍ ÉÓ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ Á ÌÁÒÇÅÒ ςπȾςπȾςπ 

objective, including a further two targets for 2020; to produce 20% of the EUȭs 

energy from renewable sources and achieve a 20% improvement in energy 

efficiency. These, in turn, form part of a longer-term 2050 target ɀ to reduce GHG 

emissions by 80-95% ɀ with the EU policy focus on cost-effective, market-based 

mechanisms and the deployment of low-carbon technology [12]. 

The EU Emissions Trading System (ETS) is at the core of European climate policy, 

utilising market forces to drive emission reductions. Allocating a monetary value 

to GHG emissions ɀ before instigating an emissions limit and the option to trade 

allowances ɀ incentivises companies to reduce their emissions, while also 

allowing them to financially benefit from the sale of the superfluous allowances 

[13]. As a result, this cap-and trade system has prompted cost-effective emission 

ÒÅÄÕÃÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔÌÙ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ ÎÅÁÒÌÙ ς ÂÉÌÌÉÏÎ ÔÏÎÎÅÓ ÏÆ #/Ϝ ÅÍÉÓÓÉÏÎÓ ɀ a 

figure which has gradually decreased since the inception of the EU ETS [12]. In 

addition to utilising markets to drive emission reductions, the EU has also been 

a leader in the dissemination of technological innovation ɀ demonstrated with 

their encapsulation of this in legislation, offering long-term stability to the 

business sector. The Renewable Energy Directive (Directive 2009/28/EC) 

ÏÕÔÌÉÎÅÓ ÔÈÅ %5ȭÓ ÉÎÔÅÎÄÅÄ ÐÏÌÉÃy for increasing the uptake and promotion of 

renewably sourced energy, specifically to help meet their 2020 targets. The 

renewable sources defined in the directive ɀ wind, solar, hydropower, 

geothermal, tidal and wave power and biomass ɀ represent opportunities for 

technology developments, helping phase out fossil fuels. Within the directive, 

Annex I details the individual renewable energy generation target for each 

member state; for the UK, the mandatory target is to achieve 15% gross final 

consumption of energy from renewable sources, by 2020 [14]. 
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Figure 1.3 ɀ The share of the EU-ςψ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÆÒÏÍ ÒÅÎÅ×ÁÂÌÅ ÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ 
and their GHG emissions per capita [15]  

 

As highlighted by Figure 1.3, the EU-ςψȭÓ ÁÎÎÕÁÌ ÓÈÁÒÅ ÏÆ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÃÏÎÓÕÍÐÔÉÏÎ 

attributed t o renewable sources has continued to increase, reaching 16.7% in 

2015. Consequently, the EU is set to meet its 20% renewables target by 2020. 

During this same period, their annual per capita GHG emissions decreased by 

~20%, reducing to less than 8 tonnes oÆ #/Ϝ  ÐÅÒÓÏÎȅϋȢ  4ÈÅ 5+ȭs reliance on 

renewables has increased considerably, growing from just 1.5% in 2006 to 8.2% 

in 2015. This trend continued in 2016, achieving 8.9% of gross energy 

consumption, with biomass proving to be the dominant renewable fuel source 

[16]. Since ςππφ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÍÅÁÎ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅ ÏÆ ÒÅÎÅ×ÁÂÌÅÓ ÅÑÕÁÔÅÓ ÔÏ πȢχϷ ÙÒȅϋȟ 

however to achieve the 15% target by 2020 this needs to double to 1.5% for the 

ÒÅÍÁÉÎÉÎÇ ÆÏÕÒ ÙÅÁÒÓȢ !ÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÓÈÁÒÅ ÏÆ ÒÅÎÅ×ÁÂÌÅ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÉÓ ÓÍÁÌÌÅÒ 

than the majority of the remaining EU-28 nations, they have reduced their per 

capita emissions at a greater rate. Indeed, as shown in Figure 1.3, the UK eclipsed 

the per capita GHG emissions of the EU-28 in 2015, having continually reduced 

the gap over the previous decade. 

The European Commission, as part of its Energy Union Framework Strategy, 

have announced plans for an updated renewable energy package, containing a 

new renewable energy directive (RED II). While the EUȭs current policies are 

predicted to achieve the 2020 renewable energy target, without additional policy 
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mechanisms the Commission will fall short of its 2030 target; to achieve 27% of 

the gross energy consumption from renewable sources. In addition to an 

improved renewable energy policy framework, the new package will also 

contain regulations to Land Use, Land-Use Change and Forestry (LULUCF), which 

is set to include reinforced sustainability criteria for biomass ɀ placing a legal 

requirement for proper carbon accounting of the resource [17]. 

 

1.2.2.3. UK Climate Change Policy 

4ÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÃÏÍÍÉÔÍÅÎÔÓ ÔÏ ÃÏÍÂÁÔÔÉÎÇ ÃÌÉÍÁÔÅ ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÅÎÓÈÒÉÎÅÄ ÉÎ 

legislation, specifically the Climate Change Act 2008. This not only commits the 

UK to a long term GHG emissions reduction target, but it also defines the 

intended policy direÃÔÉÏÎ ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÃÈÉÅÖÅ ÉÔȢ #ÏÎÓÅÑÕÅÎÔÌÙȟ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÌÏÎÇ-

term reduction commitment is to reduce GHG emissions by at least 80% by 2050, 

compared to the 1990 baseline figures [18]. 

 

 

Figure 1.4 ɀ Historic GHG emissions from key UK sectors and predicted emi ssions 
considering the continuation of current climate change policies [19]  

 

The Act sets legally binding carbon budgets ɀ each spanning a 5 year period ɀ 

designed to keep the UK on track to meet its 2050 emission reduction targets. 

The 2nd budget period, 2013 to 2017, set a combined emission cap of 2,782 Mt 
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#/Ϝ ȟ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÉÎÇ Á ÒÅÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ σρϷ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÓÅ ÙÅÁÒȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÔÁÒÇÅÔ ÉÓ ÓÅÔ ÔÏ ÂÅ 

met, with the release of the 2016 figures indicating a reduction of 42%. The 

targets and carbon caps for the remaining intermediate budget periods ɀ taking 

the UK up to 2032 ɀ can be found in 4ÁÂÌÅ ρȢρ ɍρωȟ ςπɎȢ &ÉÇÕÒÅ ρȢτ ÓÈÏ×Ó ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ 

progress in reducing the emissions in some of its key sectors, also detailing the 

predicted reductions, by 2035, if current policies were continued. Since the 1990 

baseline year, the UKs emissions from its energy sector have reduced 

significantly, but are still responsible for the largest proportion of GHG 

emissions. 

 

Table 1.1 ɀ Legally -binding UK carbon budgets and percentage reductions [20 ] 

Intermediate Periods  

 Period  Carbon Budget¹  % Reduction²  

1st 2008-12 3,018 25 

2nd 2013-17 2,782 31 

3rd  2018-22 2,544 37 

4th  2023-27 1,950 51 

5th  2028-32 1,725 57 

ϐ -Ô #/Ϡ  ϑ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÅÄ ÔÏ υύύτ ÂÁÓÅ ÙÅÁÒ 

 

If the UK is to continue reducing its emissions, meeting the intermediate and 

long-term targets, then additional policies will be required. The governmentȭs 

long awaited Clean Growth Strategy ɀ published in late 2017 ɀ outlines the UKȭs 

key policies, required to further drive emission reductions over the next decade. 

)Î ÁÄÄÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÐÒÏÍÏÔÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÁÃÃÅÌÅÒÁÔÉÎÇ ȬÃÌÅÁÎ ÇÒÏ×ÔÈȭȟ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ 

broken into six policy areas; 1) improving Business and Industry efficiency, 2) 

improving the housing sector, 3) aiding the uptake of low carbon transportation, 

4) continuing the reduction of emissions from the energy sector, and 5) 

improving the nations natural resources [20]. There are a myriad of policies 

contained within these areas, however a key policy aim is to improve the energy 

efficiency of both the new and existing building stock ɀ in both the commercial 

and residential sectors. This includes the continuation to existing schemes ɀ such 

as the Energy Company Obligation (ECO) ɀ and the promotion of innovative 

technological advancements. In the energy sector the use of coal for electricity 

production will be phased out by 2025, to be instead replaced with increases to 
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offshore wind and nuclear power. The Clean Growth Strategy also contains the 

intention to increase forest cover within England ɀ via a new network of forests 

and woodlands ɀ with an additional commitment to increase the amount of UK-

grown timber used within construction [20]. Figure 1.4 also indicates that the 

development of LULUCF can result in negative emissions, however new and 

coherent policy will be required to achieve and maintain this. 

 

1.3. Biomass & Bioenergy 

The term biomass refers to the organic materials sourced from either plant or 

animal origin. Plant-based biomass is produced via the process of 

photosynthesis; where the reaction betweÅÎ #/Ϝȟ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÓÕÎÌÉÇÈÔ ÆÏÒÍ ÔÈÅ 

necessary carbohydrate building blocks required for growth. Solar energy, a key 

driver of photosynthesis, is stored in the chemical bonds that exist within the 

structural components of biomass ɀ energy which can be utilised at a later date 

[21, 22]. From early civilisation to the Industrial Revolution, biomass ɀ 

predominantly in the form of wood ɀ had been the main fuel utilised for heating 

and cooking. However, by 1850 the majority of Great Britain and Europe had 

replaced wood with fuels that contained a greater energy density, in particular 

coal [2, 22]. Today biomass plays an important role in global energy production, 

providing 10.2% of the annual global primary energy supply in 2008, equating 

ÔÏ υπȢσ %* ÙÒ ϋȢ /Æ ÔÈÉÓ figure, more than half can be attributed to developing 

nations, whose poorer populations utilise traditional methods ɀ similar to those 

pre-industrialisation ɀ for cooking, space heating and lighting [22, 23]. 

The role of biomass in energy generation ɀ dubbed as bioenergy ɀ has undergone 

a renewed interest in recent years; this has been driven by increases in fossil fuel 

prices, a desire to attain security of supply and, most prevalently, climate change. 

When used within efficient systems and sourced sustainably, bioenergy has a 

significant potential for GHG mitigation. Currently, the main biomass sources for 

electricity and heat generation are those from forestry, agricultural and 

municipal residues and a variety of wastes [22, 23]. 
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1.3.1. Types of Biomass 

Biomass can be obtained from a wide array of feedstocks, both from natural and 

man-made sources. Naturally produced biomass originates from either land- or 

water-based environments where it has grown, or alternatively, it can be 

produced from naturally occurring animal and human bodily functions. Waste 

streams of formerly natural products, which have undergone a level of human 

processing, can also be used as a source of biomass for bioenergy production 

[24]. 

 

Table 1.2 ɀ Sources and classification of biomass fee dstocks [24]  

Biomass Group Sub-Group Examples 

Wood/Woody¹  Hardwoods Birch (Betula spp.) 
 Softwoods Scots pine (Pinus sylvestris) 

Herbaceous/  Grasses Sweet sorghum (Sorghum bicolor L.) 

Agricultural  Straws Wheat straw (Triticum aestivum L.) 
 Residues Olive (Olea europaea) 

Aquatic  - 
Micro-algae (Chlorella spp.),  
Macro-algae (Fucus vesiculosus) 

Animal -based - Chicken litter 

Contaminated  - Waste woods, Sewage sludge 

¹ can include stemwood, bark and residues 

 

Examples of the varied sources of feedstocks can be found in Table 1.2, 

highlighting how differing resources ɀ both visually and from their fundamental 

characteristics ɀ ÃÁÎ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÃÌÁÓÓÉÆÉÅÄ ÕÎÄÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÔÅÒÍ ÏÆ ȬÂÉÏÍÁÓÓȭȢ 

 

1.3.2. Biomass & Climate Change 

The versatility of biomass means that it continues to be a potential solution for 

an array of global- and national-level policy objectives ɀ particularly those 

related to energy production and climate change mitigation. One of the key 

benefits is the role it can play in carbon sequestration; the process of 

ÁÃÃÕÍÕÌÁÔÉÎÇ ÁÔÍÏÓÐÈÅÒÉÃ #/Ϝ ÉÎ ÌÏÎÇ-term carbon sinks [22, 25]. The Earth has 

a naturally occurring carbon cycle where, through the processes of 

photosynthesis and respiration, carbon is exchanged between the atmosphere 

and vegetation. The transfer ÏÆ #/Ϝ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÖÉÎÇ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÍÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÏÉÌ ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÅÄ 
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with terrestrial ecosystems ɀ such as forests, woodlands and wetlands ɀ means 

they represent an important constituent of stored carbon. From different tree 

species to grasses and plants, woody and herbaceous terrestrial biomass sources 

ÁÒÅ ÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÔ ÕÐÏÎ #/Ϝ ÆÏÒ ÇÒÏ×ÔÈȟ ÓÔÏÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÒÂÏÎ ÁÓ ÌÉÇÎÉÎ ÏÒ ÏÔÈÅÒ 

polymeric carbon compounds. In addition to carbon storage, terrestrial 

sequestration has further environmental and economic benefits, making their 

increase ɀ through schemes such as afforestation ɀ a mitigation strategy with an 

almost complete consensus [25, 26]. 

Forest policy and its consequent impact on management decisions have the 

potential to affect sequestration, both negatively and positively. The carbon 

ÓÔÏÒÅÄ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÆÏÒÅÓÔÓ ÁÎÄ ×ÏÏÄÌÁÎÄÓ ÅØÉÓÔ ÉÎ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÌÏÃÁÔÉÏÎÓȠ ÉÔȭÓ ÆÏÕÎÄ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ 

the timber, the wood residues, the soil and the myriad of herbaceous and other 

woody species located on the forest floor. This diverse distribution exacerbates 

the challenges in understanding the impact of forest management measures on 

climate change mitigation [25-28]. The cessation of harvesting processes, and 

the other silvicultural measures practiced within the forestry industry, would 

normally prompt increases to the carbon stock ɀ particularly over a shorter 

period. However, this will subsequently result in a decrease in the amount of 

carbon stored in harvested wood products, while there would also be major 

economic repercussions for the industries dependent upon the sales of extracted 

wood [28]. There is clearly a fine balance in the relationship that exists between 

climate change mitigation and biomass ɀ particularly the industries that are 

reliant on it as a resource. It is important that the existing stocks of sequestered 

carbon are maintained and, where possible, increased, but this should not be 

harmful to the sectors that are actively working to maintain the balance. 

 

1.3.2.1. Global Biomass & Bioenergy Potential 

The existing global terrestrial and oceanic biomass resource represents more 

ÔÈÁÎ ψππ'Ô ÏÆ ÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÃÁÒÂÏÎȟ ×ÉÔÈ ͯωπϷ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÌÏÃÁÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÓÔÓ 

and woodlands. Considering the large quantities of existing biomass feedstocks 

ɀ particularly from virgin sources ɀ ÉÔȭÓ ÅÓÔÉÍÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÂÙ ςπυπ ÔÈÅ ÕÓe of biomass 

for bioenergy could total 100-300 EJ yr¯¹, representing somewhere between 2 
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and 6 times the amount of energy produced from biomass today [23, 26]. With 

the global forest cover estimated at ~4000 million ha, accounting for 30% of the 

%ÁÒÔÈȭÓ ÌÁnd cover, wood biomass represents a significant resource that will 

likely form an important part of the future bioenergy supply. However, 

considering the importance of the existing forest resource as a carbon sink, the 

IPCC suggest that the additional wood biomass should be sourced from 

reforested degraded land; this alone could attribute as much as a third of the 

predicted bioenergy supply in 2050 [23, 26]. If biomass is to continue its 

prominent role in climate change mitigation and energy policy, then achieving a 

secure supply of resource is vital. A sustained increase in demand for woodfuel 

could, for example, place strains on the existing woodfuel supply chain as well as 

the markets for other forest products. Consequently, security of supply can be 

achieved ɀ in principle ɀ by either importing sustainably-sourced wood biomass 

from other nations, or by increasing ɀ and best utilising ɀ the current natural 

resources. As this demand increases, additional factors such as transportation 

and other environmental impacts require consideration [29-31].  

The potential for biomass to replace fossil fuels in the short- to mid-term ɀ 

helping reduce GHG emissions, while transitioning to a decarbonised energy 

system ɀ is a key driver in their continued interest. However, the use of wood 

biomass in power and heat generation has caused contention, specifically around 

ÉÔÓ ÃÁÒÂÏÎ ÎÅÕÔÒÁÌÉÔÙȠ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ #/Ϝ ÅÍÉÓÓÉÏÎÓ ÒÅÌÅÁÓÅÄ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÂÕÓÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 

wood biomass are effectively absorbed through further forest growth [32]. The 

impact of differing forest management practices and the emissions produced 

throughout the supply chain ɀ from the harvesting, extraction, comminution and 

transportation processes ɀ are important factors when successfully quantifying 

the carbon neutrality of wood biomass. Considering the proposed inclusion of a 

robust sustainability criteria within RED II and the Clean Growth Strategy, this 

shows that carbon neutrality is very much under consideration. 

 

1.4. UK Forest & Woodland Resource 

3ÉÎÃÅ ÔÈÅ ÅÁÒÌÙ ρωψπȭÓ ÔÈere has been a significant reduction in the management 

ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÍÁÔÕÒÅ ÂÒÏÁÄÌÅÁÖÅÄ ÓÔÁÎÄÓ ɀ a result of post-war policies aimed at 
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replacing broadleaved woodlands with conifer species to increase timber 

production. This was especially prevalent for privately owned woodlands where, 

less than 10 years ago, just 30% of the private forests in England had felling 

licences or participated in woodland grant schemes [33]. The continued lack of 

active management in broadleaved woodlands has been associated with a 

depressed timber market and, as a result, the structures of broadleaved forests 

have altered significantly ɀ moving from coppice systems to high forest regimes 

with much larger rotations [33, 34]. 

 

1.4.1. UK Forest Policy 

)Î ρωωςȟ ÔÈÅ 5.ȭÓ Ȭ%ÁÒÔÈ 3ÕÍÍÉÔȭ ÐÒÏÍÐÔÅd a move towards sustainable forest 

management; maintaining the ecological, economic and social functions 

associated with forests and woodlands. As a result, sustainable forest 

management is now a fundamental principle within UK forestry today, with its 

objectives focused on the overlapping areas of sustainability; the environment, 

the economy and society [35]. In addition to focusing on afforestation and timber 

production, UK forestry ɀ especially within the public sector ɀ now includes 

aspects such as biodiversity, forest services and the people and communities that 

management decisions may impact upon. As detailed in Figure 1.5, these 

objectives converge around the core driver of mitigating climate change [35]. 

 

 

Figure 1.5 ɀ Sustainable forest managemen t policy in the UK; environmental, 
economic and social benefits [35 ] 
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The Clean Growth Strategy details the UK gÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔÓȭ ÉÎÔÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅ ÔÈÅ 

coverage of woodlands and forests; this includes the creation of 130,000 ha of 

new woodland cover in England, proposing incentives for farmers to plant trees 

on marginal land. This forms part of a larger desire to better utilise the growth 

potential that exists in forestry, increasing security of supply by using home-

grown wood [20]. When coupled with a coherent planting and restocking 

programme, the felling of trees forms part of a sustainable cycle. Therefore the 

intention to create and manage new woodlands and forests ɀ combined with 

appropriate governmental support ɀ could result in increased wood availability, 

particularly for use in bioenergy production. 

 

1.4.2. Woodfuel for Energy 

!Ó ÏÆ ςπρχȟ ÔÈÅ ÇÒÏ×ÉÎÇ ÓÔÏÃË ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÓÔÓ ÁÎÄ ×ÏÏÄÌÁÎÄÓ ÔÏÔÁÌÌÅÄ ͯυςπ 

million green tonnes of standing timber, located across more than 3 million ha of 

forested area. The demand for UK-sourced woodfuel has continued to grow 

during the last decade, with the deliveries of home-grown wood to woodfuel 

industries increasing by 290% since 2007. Indeed, in 2017 the wood biomass 

used for woodfuel represented ~17% of the total removals ɀ equating to 1.95 

million green tonnes [36]. The utilisation of wood biomass continues to form a 

key part of renewable energy deployment in the UK; in 2016, domestic wood 

combustion accounted for half of the heat produced from renewable sources, 

with logs being the most commonly used fuel. Wood biomass has also become a 

significant constituent of renewable electricity generation. In the form of wood 

pellets, the UK imported 6.8 million tonnes in 2016, forming a key component of 

the 45 TWh of electricity geneÒÁÔÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ȬÐÌÁÎÔ ÂÉÏÍÁÓÓȭ ɍρφȟ σφɎȢ 

 

1.5. Conclusions 

The technological progression of mankind since the beginning of the Industrial 

Revolution is testament to our ability as a species to develop and innovate, 

however these benefits ɀ of which there are undoubtedly many ɀ have come at a 

cost. Our actions have prompted a significant increase in the concentration of 

ÁÔÍÏÓÐÈÅÒÉÃ '('ȭÓȠ ÔÈÉÓ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÓÅÖÅÒÅÌÙ ÉÍÐÁÃÔ ÔÈÅ ÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÃÌÉÍÁÔÅȟ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÏÓÅ 
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who are at greatest risk the most. Following the Paris Agreement, there is now a 

comprehensive consensus that universal action is required to reduce the 

potential impacts of climate change and avoid irreversible damage.  

The proposed solutions for climate change mitigation are diverse, however it is 

clear that biomass will continue to form a key part of global policy, particularly 

in the short- to mid-term. This is especially prevalent for the UK, whose 

transition from fossil fuel dependence during the last decade has been driven 

through the increased utilisation of biomass for bioenergy, particularly imports 

of wood pellets. Forests represent a significant global resource ɀ not just as a 

potential feedstock for energy generation, but also for their role in sequestering 

carbon. The balance between these two factors is important; if wood biomass is 

to continue as a prominent renewable fuel source then this should not be at the 

expense of the existing stored carbon. Therefore, increases in the amount of 

wood resource used in energy generation should correlate with defined, large 

scale tree planting programmes. With national-level support, the outcomes from 

ÁÆÆÏÒÅÓÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÆÏÒÅÓÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÓÃÈÅÍÅÓ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ Ȭ×ÉÎ-win-×ÉÎȭ ÓÃÅÎÁÒÉÏÓȠ ÔÈÅ 

forest industry would benefit, it would help establish supply security for 

bioenergy feedstocks, ×ÈÉÌÅ ÁÌÓÏ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÉÎÇ ÓÅÑÕÅÓÔÅÒÅÄ ÃÁÒÂÏÎȢ 4ÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÒÅÃÅÎÔ 

stated desire to increase its national forest cover, highlights the importance of 

first understanding our existing resource ɀ a key motivation for the work to be 

conducted in this thesis. This knowledge would not only help the decision 

making process in how best to utilise what we have, it could also help inform 

future approaches to planting and resource utilisation.  

#ÏÎÓÅÑÕÅÎÔÌÙȟ ÔÈÅ ÁÉÍ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÔÈÅÓÉÓ ÉÓ ÔÏ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ 

current forest resource, determining its potential to supplement the existing fuel 

sources for domestic heating. Although discussed further i n the next chapter, an 

appreciation of the issues that surround the woodfuel market ɀ in addition to the 

fundamental characterisation of UK wood samples, in the context of feedstocks 

for use as fuels ɀ will not only increase our knowledge of the existing resource, 

but it should also provide valuable information for improving energy conversion 

technologies and how to beÓÔ ÕÔÉÌÉÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÔÉÏÎÓȭ ÆÏÒÅÓÔÓ ÆÏÒ ÂÉÏÅÎÅÒÇÙȢ 
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Chapter 2. Aims & objectives  

 

Ȱ!ÌÌ ÏÕÒ ×ÉÓÄÏÍ ÉÓ ÓÔÏÒÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÅÅÓȱ ɀ Santosh Kalwar 

 

 

#ÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÒÅÌÉÁÎÃÅ ÏÎ ÂÉÏÍÁÓÓ ÆÏÒ ÒÅÄÕÃÉÎÇ #/Ϝ ÅÍÉÓÓÉÏÎÓ ɀ in the 

form of imported wood pellets ɀ the recognition of afforestation as a potential 

ÍÉÔÉÇÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈȟ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔÓȭ Clean Growth Strategy, is certainly 

understandable. InÄÅÅÄȟ ÅØÐÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÓÔ ÃÏÖÅÒ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÒÅÓÕÌÔ ÉÎ 

increased carbon storage, while potentially creating additional wood supplies 

for use in bioenergy. However, before embarking upon any major tree planting 

project, it is important to first understand the established resource. Therefore, 

ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÅÄ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÔÈÅÓÉÓ ×ÉÌÌ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÅØÉÓÔÉÎÇ ÆÏÒÅÓÔ 

feedstocks, determining their potential to supplement the current reliance on 

imported wood fuels for use in energy generation.  

Forest research is truly diverse, incorporating a range of disciplines that ɀ 

although inherently linked ɀ differ considerably in their application. As a result, 

the aims of this research can be broken down into three distinct research areas; 

1) to increase the knowledge of current forest feedstocks ɀ both globally and 

×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ 5+ȟ ςɊ ÔÏ ÄÅÔÅÒÍÉÎÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ×ÏÏÄ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅ ÆÏÒ ÕÓÅ ÉÎ 

established energy generation processes, and 3) to assess how the distribution 

ÁÎÄ ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÓÔÓ ÁÎÄ ×oodlands, influences its accessibility and 

economic viability. To achieve these aims, the following objectives have been 

proposed; 
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Knowledge of Forest Resource  

I. To produce a conclusive review of the literature, giving details on the 

diverse disciplines of forestry; this will include the known fundamental 

ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅÓ ÏÆ ×ÏÏÄȟ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÅØÉÓÔÉÎÇ ÆÏÒÅÓÔ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÌÖÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÁÎÄ 

harvesting practices employed in the forestry sector and their associated 

environmental impacts (Chapter 3). 

II. To collate and analyse wood characterisation values from the literature, 

completing statistical analysis on the produced dataset. This will allow for 

the creation of global forest resource reference values for comparison with 

other work (Chapter 4). 

III. To complete experimental analysis on UK-grown wood samples, producing 

a major characteristic dataset. This will include proximate, ultimate and 

lignocellulosic analysis. Additional statistical analysis will be completed, 

comparing the data to produced literature reference values (Chapter 4). 

IV. To determine potential relationships between different tree sections and 

the elemental, chemical and structural data; this includes methods for 

illustrating correlation and varying levels of homogeneity (Chapter 4 & 5). 

 

Feedstock for Energy Generation  

I. To determine the combustion characteristics, burning profiles and reaction 

rates for UK-grown wood ɀ sourced from different species and different 

tree sections ɀ quantifying the differences and similarities. This includes 

establishing the role of lignocellulosic compositions (Chapter 5). 

II. To complete additional characterisation on a subset of the UK-grown wood 

samples, considering their macronutrient contents; this will comprise of 

nitrogen partitioning and establishing the potassium content (Chapter 5). 

III. To explore and infer relationships between the determined combustion 

characteristics and the additional characterisation results; specifically the 

impact of potassium on the initial reactivity of wood (Chapter 5). 

IV. To estimate the potential volumes of wood biomass ɀ and its subsequent 

energy content ɀ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÙ ÓÏÕÒÃÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÓÔÓ 

and woodlands (Chapter 3 & 6). 
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!ÓÓÅÓÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 0ÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ &ÏÒÅÓÔÓ 

I. To combine existing datasets of forest resource, published by different 

nÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÁÄÍÉÎÉÓÔÒÁÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÍÁÐÐÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÓÔÒÉÂÕÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÈÁÒÄ×ÏÏÄ 

and softwood feedstocks (Chapter 6). 

II. To develop a framework for combining different geospatial data sources ɀ 

specific to the UK ɀ for use in a decision support system that could aid the 

uptake of small-scale energy generation systems, using UK-grown wood 

biomass (Chapter 6).  

III. To establish the costs of accessing wood biomass in the UK ɀ from standing 

timber to roadside sawlogs and woodchip ɀ including the felling, extraction 

and comminution processes. This will combine different wood harvesting 

ÍÅÔÈÏÄÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÌÏÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÓÔ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅȟ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 

impacts of the existing road infrastructure and terrain (Chapter 3 & 6). 

IV. To utilise data produced throughout the thesis ɀ in combination with the 

developed framework ɀ determining potential areas within the UK that 

could facilitate an increased uptake of local sources of wood, for use in 

energy generation (Chapter 6). 

 

These stated aims and objectives will form the core of the research completed 

×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÔÈÅÓÉÓȟ ÈÅÌÐÉÎÇ ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÓÔÓ ÆÏÒ ÕÓÅ ÉÎ 

sustainable energy generation. Although inherently linked with one another, 

each of the following chapters focuses on individual research areas; a brief 

overview of their content can be found below. 

Chapter 3 contains an in-ÄÅÐÔÈ ÌÉÔÅÒÁÔÕÒÅ ÒÅÖÉÅ× ÏÆ ×ÏÏÄ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅȟ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ 

current forest resource, different forest management practices and an array of 

issues and considerations associated with the discipline of forestry. The work 

contained within this chapter is utilised throughout the thesis, helping to inform 

the conducted research and analysis. 

Chapter 4 focuses on the extensive characterisation of wood biomass, collating 

large amounts of data from literature sources and experimentally produced 

methods. Critical statistical analysis has been conducted to produce conclusive 
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fundamental reference values for an array of characteristics, both globally and 

from UK-sourced wood biomass. 

Chapter 5  builds upon the work completed in the previous chapter, using a 

refined subset of the UK-grown wood samples, focused on the stem, root and 

branch wood of birch and Sitka spruce. Their combustion characteristics have 

been determined, in addition to potential relationships between macronutrient 

content and the reactivity of the feedstocks. 

Chapter 6  utilises previously published literature to produce productivity and 

cost values for the different methods of felling and extracting timber from within 

forests, specific to the UK. 5ÓÉÎÇ ÇÅÏÓÐÁÔÉÁÌ ÄÁÔÁȟ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÁÒÅ ÁÐÐÌÉÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ 

current forest resource, considering the impact of slopes and extraction distance 

on the costs of harvesting wood in the UK. Finally, this is combined with energy 

content values ɀ produced in Chapter 4 ɀ estimating how much additional 

woodfuel can be produced from UK forests, while identifying specific areas that 

can be utilised as local forest feedstocks. 

Chapter 7 addresses the defined research aims and objectives contained within 

this chapter, drawing conclusions from the combined work and proposing 

potential opportunities for expanding upon the results of this thesis. 
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Chapter 3. Literature review  

 

Ȱ! ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÐÁÓÔ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙȟ ÏÒÉÇÉÎ ÁÎÄ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÉÓ ÌÉËÅ Á ÔÒÅÅ 

×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÒÏÏÔÓȱ ɀ Marcus Garvey 

 

 

3.1. Introduction  

As outlined in the previous chapter, one of the main aims of this research is to 

ÂÅÔÔÅÒ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÓÔ ×ÏÏÄ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÈÏ× ÉÔ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÓÕÐÐÌÅÍÅÎÔ 

current bioenergy production. Undoubtedly, the production and analysis of data 

will form a major component of this research, however it is important to first 

consider the work that has previously been completed. Just as a tree requires 

roots to grow, an appreciation of the existing literature will offer support and 

focus to the analysis of the data, produced throughout the thesis. This chapter 

will therefore consider an array of issues and attributes related to wood and the 

forest industry, helping to form the foundations of this research. 

 

3.2. Chemistry of Wood Biomass 

Plants are complicated and intricate organisms, characterised by properties such 

as their reliance on photosynthetic nutrition and the presence of polysaccharides 

ɀ like cellulose ɀ within their cell walls. This complexity, apparent between 

different plant types, makes the understanding of their functions and structure 

imperative [1]. The intricate chemistry of plants extends to tree species although, 

when considering their simplest categorisation, they can be separated into two 

defined taxonomical categories; angiosperms and gymnosperms. Of these, 
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angiosperms represent the larger species group, containing a diverse number of 

hardwoods. These are most evident in the northern hemisphere, typified by 

deciduous broadleaved species and woodlands, located predominantly in colder 

climates. In contrast, gymnosperms contain a much smaller collection of species 

that are dominated by softwoods. Although smaller in species number, conifer 

trees hold global importance, both ecologically and economically, representing 

more than 39% of thÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÓÔÓ ɍρ-5]. As a result of the visual differences 

existing between hardwood and softwood tree species ɀ predominantly through 

their form and foliage ɀ the identification of the two taxonomical groups is often 

uncomplicated. However, the distinctions between hardwood and softwood tree 

species also exists at basic chemical and compositional levels, highlighting the 

heterogeneous nature of wood [6]. 

 

3.2.1. Constituents of Wood 

The major functions of wood are to transport water, store temporary reserves 

and to structurally support the continual growth of the tree. Although these roles 

are applicable to all trees, the composition of their produced wood is distinctly 

non-uniform. This variation is predominantly due to differences between 

species, however additional variability is evident within species; influenced by 

genetic factors or external conditions ɀ such as weather ɀ which affects the 

growth process [6-8]. Produced seasonally, the term wood refers to the 

secondary xylem, formed within the vascular cambium of the trunk. Derived 

from the procambium, the vascular cambium is a secondary meristem which 

originates from the apical meristem, found at the tip of the plant. In its most 

simple form, the woody tissue consists of heartwood and sapwood, while outside 

the vascular cambium are the inner and outer layers of bark [7, 8].  

The anisotropic nature of wood prompts the physical properties of species and 

cell types to differ, specifically when considering the transverse, radial and 

tangential dimensions. This three-dimensional structure of wood cells is 

illustrated in Figure 3.1, specific to a typical hardwood species, highlighting its 

three main cell types; its vessels and fibres, which are visible in the vertical 

tangential and radial sections, and its horizontally situated ray parenchyma [8, 
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9]. Hardwoods rely on their vessels ɀ enlarged cells with thin walls and large 

pore space, shown in Figure 3.1 ɀ for fluid conduction throughout the wood, 

while its box-shaped parenchyma help transport materials laterally. Unlike the 

other two cell types, the fibres give structural support to the wood, accounting 

for 35-70% of the cellular arrangement ɀ the consequent ray parenchyma 

content is reduced, ranging from 10-32%. The cellular types within softwoods 

differ; they consist predominantly of elongated tracheids, offering both 

structural support and a pathway for fluids. Tracheids resemble 85-95% of a 

ÓÏÆÔ×ÏÏÄ ÓÐÅÃÉÅÓȭ ÃÅÌÌÓȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÍÁÉÎÉÎÇ ÁÍÏÕÎÔ ÁÔÔÒÉÂÕÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÓÕÇÁÒ-storing 

ray parenchyma. The discernible differences between cell structures prompts 

softwoods to be considered more homogenous than hardwoods [3, 4, 7-9]. 

 

 

Figure 3.1 ɀ Three -dimensional association of different cell types; example of the 
transverse, radial and tangential planes in a hardwood species [ 7]  

 

3.2.1.1. Wood Formation 

The production of wood, and its consequent chemical and component structures, 

is a complex developmental process, incorporating a wide range of different 

subject areas. Occurring seasonally, wood formation involves five main steps; 1) 

cell division from the vascular cambium, 2) cell expansion, 3) secondary cell wall 

deposition, 4) cell death, and 5) heartwood formation [7-9]. Within the vascular 



26 

 

cambium ɀ which remains intact ɀ the cells differentiate, changing shape to form 

the secondary cell wall. The expansion of these cells, occurring over a period of 

about 3 weeks, includes cell elongation and radial enlargement. Secondary wall 

formation results in the biosynthesis of cellulose, hemicellulose, lignin, cell wall 

proteins and minor soluble and insoluble compounds. Following lignification, 

the programmed cell death prompts the degradation of cellular content, leaving 

just the secondary walls. Once dysfunctional, the parenchyma cells ɀ which act 

as temporary winter reserves ɀ die and release phenolics, ultimately aiding in 

the formation of heartwood [7-9].  

The heartwood is the most internal part of the trunk, taking on a much darker 

colour than the sapwood. This is a result of the released phenolics; these are a 

diverse group of aromatic substances, characterised by phenolic hydroxyl 

groups. Comparatively, the sapwood is lighter in appearance, located closer to 

the bark. Unlike the heartwood ɀ which acts as mechanical support to the tree ɀ 

the sapwood is still physiologically active, continuing to support processes such 

as liquid transport and resource storage. The heartwood characteristics and 

aesthetics of timber will often determine its final use ɀ dark coloured wood is 

often more robust and durable, while the released phenolics can potentially 

increase the woods long-term resistance to pathogen attack [3, 7, 8]. 

The taxonomical categorisation of wood species ɀ and the cellular variation that 

exists between hardwoods and softwoods ɀ establish good foundations for 

differentiation, however the variability that exists in wood is much more 

complex. Considering the characterisation of wood, there are structural, physical 

and chemical differences evident, both between species and individual trees 

within a species [7]. The composition of wood can be separated simply into two 

component groups: structural, containing components with a high molecular 

weight, and non-structural, which have low molecular weights. This is presented 

in Figure 3.2, identifying the distinction between the principal structural 

components ɀ lignin, cellulose and hemicellulose ɀ from the non-structural 

compounds. Although species dependent, the structural components attribute 

for ~90% of the dry matter content of wood, with the remainder comprising of 

extractives and inorganic compounds [3, 4, 6]. 
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Figure 3.2 ɀ Outline of wood components; distinction between structural and 
non-structural [4, 6]  

 

Of the structural components, the polysaccharide constituents ɀ cellulose and 

hemicellulose ɀ are the most prominent which, when coupled with the lignin, 

form the cell walls and the basis of woodsȭ physical structure [6]. 

 

3.2.1.2. Cellulose 

Within the plant kingdom, cellulose is the main structural fibre, differing by its 

volume fraction between species. Forming the framework material of wood, the 

fibrous, tough and water-insoluble polymer exists within a rigid cell wall which, 

in addition to the cell membrane, encompasses the plant cell providing strength. 

Cellulose, a well-defined long-chained unbranched polysaccharide, is composed 

of ɼ-D-ÇÌÕÃÏÐÙÒÁÎÏÓÅ ÕÎÉÔÓ ÌÉÎËÅÄ ÂÙ ɉρᴼτɊ ÇÌÙÃÏÓÉÄÉÃ ÂÏÎÄÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÃÅÌÌÕÌÏÓÅ 

chains that exist in wood have a high degree of polymerization ɀ calculated at 

around 10,000 glucopyranose units ɀ aiding in its increased mechanical strength 

[1-4, 6, 9, 10]. The singular cellulose chains accumulate within the woods cell 

walls, collectively referred to as microfibrils, which in turn comprises between 

40-50% of the total material. The differing lengths, widths, numbers of, and 

degree of crystallinity of the individual cellulose microfibril (CM) strands results 
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in their heterogeneous classification. Although the cellulosic content of wood 

increases with age, differences are also apparent within the annual rings; the 

latewood, which is formed slowly during the winter, contÁÉÎÓ ÍÏÒÅ #-ȭÓ ÔÈÁÎ 

earlywood, which is produced in the spring [3, 4, 7, 10]. Wood cell walls consist 

of four individual layers ɀ a primary layer and three secondary layers ɀ with the 

ÁÒÒÁÎÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ #-ȭÓ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÉÎÇ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÅÁÃÈ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÓÅȠ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇhted in 

Figure 3.3. The microfibril orientation clearly differs between the individual 

layers, distributed randomly in the primary wall while winding in differing 

helical patterns in the three secondary layers [9, 11]. 

 

 

Figure 3.3 ɀ The distribution and orientation of cellulose microfibril (CM) within 
the cell wall of wood; primary wall, S1, S2 and S3 [9, 11]  

 

4ÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ Ô×Ï ÆÏÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÃÅÌÌÕÌÏÓÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÅØÉÓÔ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌ #-ȭÓ ɀ types Iɻ 

and Iɼ ɀ however, unlike with other biomass species such as algae, it is difficult 

to distinguish between the two in wood. The two forms of cellulose contain the 

same atom skeleton as one another, differing by their hydrogen bonding 

patterns. The ratio of Iɻ and Iɼ differ between species; increased contents of Iɻ 

are associated with more primitive species, while Iɼ is found in greater 

concentration in softwoods [4, 10, 12].  
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3.2.1.3. Hemicellulose 

Hemicellulose is an important component of both the primary and secondary 

walls, helping maintain the physical properties of the cell. Although the 

structural details of hemicellulose differ between species and individual cell 

types, their primary role is the same ɀ ÔÏ ÔÅÔÈÅÒ #-ȭÓȟ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÒÅÎÇÔÈ ÏÆ 

the cell wall. Unlike cellulose, which is well-defined, hemicellulose is a complex 

mixture of heterogeneous soluble polysaccharides that account for ~25% of the 

dry weight of wood, and is more abundant in hardwood species [3, 4, 7, 13]. 

 

 

Figure 3.4 ɀ Definition and identification of hemicelluloses; a) characterised by  a 
ɼ-ɉρ τɊ-linked backbone with an equatorial configuration at C1 and C4, and b) 

examples of typical repeating disaccharides [13]  

 

This complexity has resulted in difficulties in defining the term hemicellulose ɀ 

often grouped as the remaining non-cellulosic polysaccharides ɀ however, they 

can be characterised by a ɼ-ɉρᴼτɊ-linked backbone with an equatorial formation 

at C1 and C4 [13], as depicted in Figure 3.4. This also identifies some of the main 

disaccharides that are included within hemicellulose; other polysaccharides that 

are often grouped with these include galactans, arabinans and arabinogalactans, 

which are closely associated with pectin molecules. Establishing the structures 

of polysaccharides requires detailed information ɀ relating to factors such as 
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which individual sugars are present and the number of free hydroxyl groups ɀ 

meaning that only the most important polysaccharide systems have been studied 

extensively [6, 7, 13]. Figure 3.5 details some of the common monosaccharides 

that are found within wood-based hemicellulose, combining to produce an array 

of different polysaccharide chains. A typical example is Galactoglucomannan, 

often associated with softwood species, which is located within the woods cell 

walls [13]. 

 

 

Figure 3.5 ɀ Schematic illu strations of hemicellulose; a) typical monosaccharides 
found in wood, and b) Galactoglucomannan, often found in softwoods [13]  

 

The hemicellulose content differs between hardwood and softwood species, not 

only in their combined total, but also the composition of specific polysaccharides. 

Indeed, the monosaccharide composition of softwoods is typified by a mixture of 

the five stated in Figure 3.5, with D-Glucose (61-65%) the most prominent and 

L-Arabinose (<3.5%) the least. In comparison, hardwood species contain a 

greater total volume of hemicellulose, with a large proportion of this dominated 

by glucose (55-73%) and xylose (20-39%) sugars [6]. Pectins ɀ a group of 

polysaccharides that are rich in galacturonic acid units ɀ have previously been 

grouped with hemicellulose, due to their close structural relationship. However, 

this is no longer the case as they do not share the linked backbone configuration, 

demonstrated in Figure 3.4 [9, 13, 14]. 
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3.2.1.4. Lignin 

The third major structural component within wood is lignin which, unlike the 

carbohydrate-based polysaccharides attributed to cellulose and hemicellulose, 

is a complex phenolic polymer that denotes the irreversible end product of plant 

metabolism. Representing between 18-38% of the total dry matter of wood, the 

lignin gives rigidity to the wood tissue, embedding the carbohydrate materials in 

the secondary cell wall. In addition to enhancing the cells physical properties, the 

lignin gives mechanical strength to the tree ɀ allowing it to support the weight of 

its crown ɀ while also providing a hydrophobic surface that allows for the water 

transportation required in photosynthesis. Finally, the chemical and physical 

properties of lignin act as a barrier to evasive pathogens and pests [6, 9, 15, 16]. 

 

 

Figure 3.6 ɀ Hydroxycinnamyl alcohol monomers found within lignin;                       
a) ʍ-coumaryl, b) coniferyl, and c) sinapyl [16, 17]  

 

Lignins are derived principally from three different hydroxycinnamyl alcohol 

monomers, detailed in Figure 3.6; these are ʍ-coumaryl, coniferyl and sinapyl. 

The composition and total lignin content ɀ varying between species and cell 

types ɀ is also influenced by other factors, such as the natural environment or 

other developmental cues [16, 17]. The variability of lignin is evident between 

softwood and hardwood species, dictated by the three alcohol monomers. 

Softwood lignin consists predominantly of guaiacyl (G) units, produced from the 

coniferyl monolignol, with a small amount of ʍ-hydroxyphenyl (H) derived from 

the ʍ-coumaryl. In comparison, hardwood species contain syringyl (S), formed 

from sinapyl alcohol, which alongside guaiacyl are the main constituents of its 
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lignin; the ratio between the G and S units differ between individual hardwood 

species. Additionally, there are also trace amounts of H units contained within 

hardwood lignin [15-17]. 

The total lignin content of wood differs, not only between species ɀ softwoods 

contain approximately 10% more lignin than hardwoods ɀ but also in different 

aged wood tissue; older wood has an increased lignin content, when compared 

to that of new shoot growth. This is a result of the irreversible lignification of the 

secondary cell wall, occurring seasonally. Representing a substantial carbon 

sink, lignin has an energy content similar to coal ɀ a result of the high bond 

energies contained in its aromatic monomers ɀ which is ~30% larger than that 

of cellulosic carbohydrate [3, 15]. Effectively, wood with a greater lignin content 

will have an increased gross calorific value (GCV). This increase in energy 

content however comes at a cost, specifically on the volume of wood produced; 

a negative correlation exists between the lignin content and the accumulation of 

biomass, with an increase in lignin coinciding with reduced overall growth [15]. 

 

3.2.1.5. Extractives & Inorganic Content 

As discussed, the structural components of wood ɀ accounting for more than 

90% of the dry matter content ɀ dominate the composition of both hardwood 

and softwood species. The remaining non-structural constituents represent a 

smaller proportion of the content, however the variability between and within 

species is sizeable, greatly impacting the homogeneity of wood. This variation is 

dictated by a broad spectrum of compounds; those that can be extracted by 

neutral solvents are referred to as the extractives, while the remaining matter 

consists chiefly of mineral constituents ɀ requiring acidic extraction ɀ denoted 

as the inorganic content [6, 18-21]. As illustrated in Figure 3.7, the extractive 

components of wood represent a diverse group; more commonly this will 

include a variety of saccharides, proteins, phenols and aromatics, while gums, 

tannins and flavonoids are less frequent. As with the structural elements of 

wood, the prevalence and mixture of the extractive contents found within wood 

are dictated by a number of factors, ranging from species choice and the differing 

tree sections, through to specific external environmental conditions. Indeed, the 
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volume of extractive content can be controlled ɀ to a certain degree ɀ by changes 

in management practice; reducing the stocking density and rotation age within 

forest stands can reduce the extractive content of the trees. These differences are 

evident within individual tree specimens, with their bark typified by larger 

extractive contents than its wood [6, 18, 20]. As with lignin, the energy content 

of the combined extractives can be as much as twice that of the carbohydrate-

based structural components ɀ the increased lignin and extractive contents, 

found in softwood species, often results in them having larger gross calorific 

values [21]. 

 

 

Figure 3.7 ɀ The extractive components of wood [6, 20]  

 

The inorganic materials contained within wood are predominantly mineral 

based, a number of which are important for plant growth; these are dominated 

by calcium (Ca), potassium (K) and magnesium (Mg) salts, however an array of 

other elements can also be found, including silicon (Si), phosphorous (P), sodium 

(Na), as well as other minor elements [6, 19-23]. As with the extractives and 

other structural components, the concentration of inorganics can differ greatly 

between species and the alternate tree sections. Most studies utilise the biomass 

ash ɀ produced as part of the proximate analysis ɀ to determine the feedstocks 

inorganic composition and total. Within the stem wood the ash content is often 

~1% of the total, which is at the lower end when compared to other biomass 

feedstocks. Wood bark however contains a much larger ash content, ranging 
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between 2.5-8.0% resulting in the sections of the tree with higher bark contents 

ɀ the roots and the branches ɀ having larger inorganic concentrations. The 

elemental constituents of ash, and their consequent concentrations, differ 

between species. As a result, hardwoods tend to contain more potassium and 

phosphorous than softwood species, but less calcium [6, 18, 21-23]. Although ash 

ÉÓ ÁÌÍÏÓÔ ÅØÃÌÕÓÉÖÅÌÙ ÆÏÒÍÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÉÎÏÒÇÁÎÉÃ ÍÁÔÔÅÒȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÆÕÌÌÙ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÖÅ 

of the total content; the combustion process, utilised for producing ash, can 

result in the release of inorganic constituents during the gas phase [19, 20, 24]. 

The inorganic concentrations of wood are directly influenced by localised 

environmental conditions, in particular the soil; minerals are passively absorbed 

by the roots and transported throughout the tree via transpiration [6, 25]. Both 

potassium and calcium ɀ obtained from the soil ɀ are essential macronutrients, 

influencing the physiological roles that dictate the development and continued 

functioning of individual tree specimens. Potassium is crucial for processes such 

as osmoregulation and cell expansion, while calcium is important for cell wall 

synthesis and cell division. Consequently, potassium has been investigated as a 

potential fertilis er, demonstrating a positive influence on the above-ground net 

primary production of wood during field trials [25].  

 

3.2.2. Fuel Characteristics 

As discussed in Chapter 1, the Industrial Revolution coincided with a growing 

reliance on fossil fuels for energy generation, prompting the move away from 

wood as a fuel. However, the desire to reduce the emissions of manmade carbon 

dioxidÅ ɉ#/ϜɊ ɀ as an attempt to lessen the impacts of climate change ɀ has been 

the key influence to again utilise biomass as a fuel. The exploitation of wood as a 

fuel ɀ specifically during the combustion process ɀ ÅÍÉÔÓ Á ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒ ÖÏÌÕÍÅ ÏÆ #/Ϝ 

as fossil fuels; although, the time it takes to recapture the carbon through forest 

growth pales into insignificance when compared to the millennia it takes to form 

coal, oil and gas [1, 26-30]. Though the replacement of fossil fuels with wood is 

relatively simple on a domestic scale, especially when compared to retrofitting a 

large-scale energy generation facility, a thorough understanding of the fuel 

properties of wood is important for ensuring its successful deployment. 
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3.2.2.1. Moisture & Energy Content 

One of the most significant properties of a fuel is its moisture content, which can 

directly limit the amount of energy that can be generated from its use. During the 

combustion process, energy is required to first evaporate the water, impacting 

its net calorific value; the greater the moisture content, the bigger the reduction 

in the produced energy. Accordingly, the water existing in wood can be separated 

into two categories; free moisture, which exists in the cell cavities and 

intercellular spaces, and the cell wall moisture that is found within the cells 

themselves [31, 32]. The moisture content of a fuel should range between 8-15%, 

however a newly felled tree often far exceeds this, containing approximately 50-

200% moisture when compared to its dry matter weight. This large variation is 

potentially a result of several different parameters, including climatic conditions, 

the tree species and the season a tree is felled. The high moisture content, 

synonymous with newly felled forest wood, is one of the most important and 

controllable factors for increasing transport efficiency, reducing the consequent 

costs. As a result, when considering energy generation as the end use, there are 

two main processes for reducing the moisture content of wood: natural drying 

and mechanical drying [31-34].  

Of these, the most cost effective method is natural drying, often referred to as 

seasoning. This process, beginning immediately following the felling of a tree, 

requires the delimbing of the felled timber before being stacked into piles; in 

addition to these stacks, the removal of bark may also help reduce the moisture 

content. Once drying begins, the loss of the free moisture occurs first ɀ when 

removed, the resulting wood has reached its fibre saturation point. The removal 

of the free moisture has no structural impact on the wood, however the drying 

of the cell walls can cause the tissue to shrink, resulting in the development of 

potential defects. Natural drying is most effective during the spring and summer 

months, with some form of stack cover required during the wetter winter 

periods [31-34]. Although mechanical drying ɀ most commonly by kiln ɀ is a 

quicker, more regimented process than natural drying, this incorporates 

additional processing which increases the supply chain costs. The removal of 

moisture using a kiln is conducted at a wide array of temperatures, with low to 
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moderate drying ranging between 21-82°C, and a more intense drying process 

occurring over 100°C [32, 34, 35]. 

 

Table 3.1 ɀ Published moisture and energy contents of a selecti on of wood 
species, taken from the literature  

Species Moisture (Wt.%)  '#6 ɉ-*ȾËÇɊ Ref. 
Fir 6.5 21.0 [27] 

Danish Pine 8.0 21.2 [27] 

Willow  60 20.0 [27] 

Poplar 45 18.5 [27] 

0ÉÎÅ 4.0 20.2 [29] 

7ÉÌÌÏ× 7.0 18.7 [29] 

Ash - 18.8 [30] 

Birch - 18.0 [30] 

Hazel - 18.8 [30] 

7ÉÌÌÏ× - 18.0 [30] 

×ÏÏÄ ÃÈÉÐÓȟ ÓÈÏÒÔ ÒÏÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÃÏÐÐÉÃÅȟ ÂÉÌÌÅÔÓȟ ÏÎ Á ÄÒÙ ÂÁÓÉÓ 

 

The energy content is often reported on a dry basis, referred to as the gross 

calorific value (GCV); calculated at 0% moisture, the GCV is ideal for comparing 

fuels but is not useful for real world application. Unlike the GCV, which is the 

enthalpy of a fuels complete combustion with the moisture in a liquid state, the 

net calorific value (NCV) incorporates the moisture. Consequently, the NCV 

represents the amount of useful energy that can be achieved from the fuel, 

considering its moisture content [31, 36]. As with the other wood characteristic 

data, differences exist between the energy contents of alternate species; Table 

3.1 details the published GC6ȭÓ ÏÆ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÓÐÅÃÉÅÓȟ ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅÄ 

fundamental energy contained within softwoods, when compared to hardwoods. 

 

3.2.2.2. Proximate & Ultimate Analysis 

Although reasonably simple, two of the most important forms of fuel analysis are 

the proximate analysis ɀ which determines the fixed carbon (FC), volatile matter 

(VM), ash content and moisture ɀ and the ultimate analysis, establishing the main 

elemental composition [19, 31]. The proximate analysis of a fuel gives its basic 

constituents, with the greatest amount of variation occurring between the ash 

and moisture contents ɀ two factors which have already been discussed within 

this chapter. The moisture component of wood is determined by the weight 
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difference between the initial sample, as received, and the sample once it has 

been dried at 105°C. Alternatively, the ash content is calculated following the 

combustion of the sample at 550-600°C, with the weight of the residual inorganic 

matter taken as a percentage of the initial sample weight. In addition to giving 

basic, but important, information on a fuels characteristics, the moisture and ash 

data is often applied to other analytical data ɀ adjusting these to either dry or dry 

ash-free values ɀ which improves the comparison of chemical compositions 

between fuels [19]. 

This can be applied directly to the values of the ultimate analysis of a fuel, which 

are usually reported on a dry or dry ash-free basis. Focused on the principal 

elemental components of a fuel, the ultimate analysis establishes the carbon (C), 

hydrogen (H), oxygen (O), nitrogen (N) and sulphur (S) that exist within the 

feedstock. Of these, the C, H and O are the most desirable elemental components 

contained within biomass, with others ɀ such as the N and S ɀ causing issues with 

pollutants, deposition and corrosion [19, 26-28, 37]. The standard method for 

attaining the C, H, N and S contents uses gas chromatography, quantitatively 

measuring the reaction products following combustion over 900°C; these are the 

ÐÒÏÄÕÃÅÄ #/Ϝȟ (Ϝ/ȟ .Ϝ ÁÎÄ 3/ϜȢ 4ÈÅ ÏØÙÇÅÎ ÃÏÎÔÅÎÔ ÉÓ ÔÈÅÎ ÎÏÒÍÁÌÌÙ ÄÅÔÅÒÍÉÎÅÄ 

by difference [21, 36]. The main elemental compositions of wood are similar 

between species; the contents for the C, H and O are usually around 50%, 6% and 

44%, respectively. However, while the differences tend to be small, previously 

published elemental characterisation results indicate that softwood species are 

typified by larger carbon contents than hardwoods, which instead contain more 

oxygen [18, 30, 31]. Although nitrogen is the fourth most prevalent element in 

wood, its content is relatively small; N usually represents between 0.1-1% of the 

total content, which is low when compared to other biomass feedstocks. As a 

macronutrient, N stimulates productivity within the plant, helping to increase its 

growth. This is particularly evident for trees grown in soils containing large 

concentrations of available N, however this can often result in the accumulation 

of the nutrient within the wood tissue. As with the other stated characteristics of 

wood, heterogeneity is apparent within the nitrogen contents, both as a result of 

environmental conditions and between species [26, 31, 38-41]. Unlike coal and 

peat ɀ which often contain large concentrations of sulphur ɀ its existence within 
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wood biomass is minimal, often falling well below the 0.05% limits of standard 

gas chromatography elemental analysers [19, 29, 31]. The results from both the 

proximate and ultimate analysis have important impacts on the combustion 

process, which will be considered in the next section. 

 

3.2.3. Wood Biomass Combustion 

Although combustion is still one of the most well established and important 

forms ÏÆ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÓÉÒÅ ÔÏ ÒÅÄÕÃÅ #/Ϝ ÅÍÉÓÓÉÏÎÓ ÈÁÓ ÐÒÏÍÐÔÅÄ Á 

move away from fossil fuels. With wood as the main constituent, the combustion 

of alternative biomass fuels ɀ which also includes straws, residues and wastes ɀ 

has continued to grow. Indeed, the global energy consumption from renewable 

sources totalled 79 exajoules (EJ) in 2017, with wood combustion integral in 

achieving this [28, 29, 42, 43]. Incorporating a mix of consecutive homogenous 

and heterogeneous reactions, the combustion of biomass is a complex process 

that can be reduced into five main steps; drying, devolatilization, gasification, 

char combustion and gas-phase oxidation. These steps often overlap, dictated by 

factors such as particle size, temperature and combustion conditions. Indeed, 

within a continuously operated combustion system these complex reactions 

occur simultaneously within different sections of the furnace [26, 28]. 

The methods for utilising biomass in energy generation are diverse, containing a 

variety of different technologies that vary in size and suitability. Often adapted 

from existing solid fuel technologies, namely coal and coke, these range from 

small scale open fires and stoves (1-10kW) ɀ suitable for domestic use ɀ to larger 

ÉÎÄÕÓÔÒÉÁÌ ÆÌÕÉÄ ÂÅÄ ɉЅυππ-7Ɋ and co-ÆÉÒÉÎÇ ɉЅωππ-7Ɋ ÓÙÓÔÅÍÓ ɍςωɎȢ &ÉØÅÄ-bed 

systems are one of the simplest and most widely used combustion technologies, 

with combustion taking place in a single chamber that contains a fixed grate and 

primary and secondary air supplies. Although this process is employed within 

domestic stoves, larger fixed-ÂÅÄ ÃÏÍÂÕÓÔÏÒÓ ɉЅυ-7Ɋ ÕÔÉÌÉÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ 

principles; the biomass fuel is fed into the chamber, decomposing to produce 

volatile gases and char [29, 42, 44]. Assuming the complete combustion of a 

simple biomass fuel, the following equation details the reaction of the fuel with 

ÏØÙÇÅÎ ɉ/ϜɊȟ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÉÎÇ ×ÁÔÅÒ ɉ(Ϝ/Ɋȟ ÃÁÒÂÏÎ ÄÉÏØÉÄÅ ɉ#/ϜɊ ÁÎÄ ÈÅÁÔȠ 
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ὅὌὕ ὕ ᴼὌὕ ὅὕ ὌὩὥὸ  (3.1) 

 

Unlike the simple fuel detailed in Eq. 3.1, the composition of a typical biomass ɀ 

such as wood ɀ is much more complicated, containing a variety of additional 

elemental components. Their presence within a fuel can cause issues during 

combustion, not only forming airborne pollutants but also causing issues with 

fouling and corrosion of the combustion apparatus [26, 28-30, 42]. 

 

3.2.3.1. Airborne Pollutants 

)Î ÁÄÄÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÉÎÇ #/Ϝ ɀ as detailed in Eq. 3.1 ɀ a number of airborne 

pollutants can also be formed following the combustion of biomass; this includes 

nitrogen and sulphur oxides, hydrogen chloride, volatile organic compounds 

(VOC), polyaromatic hydrocarbons (PAH) and additional organic and inorganic 

aerosol particulates. These pollutants are formed either as the product of the 

reactions that occur during combustion, as unburned species or as the emission 

ÏÆ ÓÔÁÂÌÅ ÓÐÅÃÉÅÓ ɍςωȟ τςɎȢ .ÉÔÒÏÕÓ ÏØÉÄÅ ɉ.Ϝ/Ɋ ÁÎÄ ./  ɀ a collective term for 

ÎÉÔÒÉÃ ÏØÉÄÅ ɉ./Ɋ ÁÎÄ ÎÉÔÒÏÇÅÎ ÄÉÏØÉÄÅ ɉ./ϜɊ ɀ are important products of the 

combustion reactions; a result of their impact on the ozone layer and air quality, 

respectively. Their production is dependent upon a number of operating 

conditions, however the combustion temperature is one of the most important; 

ÁÔ ÌÏ×ÅÒ ÔÅÍÐÅÒÁÔÕÒÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÅÍÉÓÓÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ .Ϝ/ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅÄ ./  

emissions are caused at higher temperatures. In addition, the fuel-bound 

nitrogen content of the fuel directly impacts the produced nitrogen oxides. 

Indeed, biomass species with lower nitrogen contents ɀ such as virgin stem wood 

ɀ ×ÉÌÌ ÏÎÌÙ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÅ ÓÍÁÌÌ ÑÕÁÎÔÉÔÉÅÓ ÏÆ .Ϝ/ ÁÎÄ ./ ȟ ×ÈÅÎ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÏÔÈÅÒ 

feedstocks [44-46]. 

Another key pollutant ɀ which has become prevalent following the increased 

popularity of domestic stove use [44, 47] ɀ is fine particulate matter (PM), often 

ÇÒÏÕÐÅÄ ÉÎÔÏ Ô×Ï ÍÁÉÎ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÌÅ ÓÉÚÅÓȠ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÁÒÅ 0-ϛϚ ÁÎÄ 0-ϜȢϟȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ 

particles between 2.5-ρπ ʈÍ ÁÎÄ ЅςȢυ ʈÍȟ ÒÅÓÐectively. The particulate matter 

produced during biomass combustion differs throughout the combustion cycle, 

as shown in Figure 3.8, which is also dependent on the fuel ɀ a feedstock with a 
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large volatile matter content will produce greater concentrations of smoke 

during the flaming stage. The main constituents of the produced PM are large 

polyaromatic hydrocarbons and oxygenated aromatic compounds. In addition to 

these, PM also contains pyrolytic PAH materials which have been derived from 

the residual unburned char particles, the aromatic compounds and other 

condensed products [29, 44]. 

 

 

Figure 3.8 ɀ Physical differences of wood soot; SEM images of soot samples taken 
during a) flaming combustion, and b) smouldering combustion [47]  
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Particulate matter can have major public health impacts, relating specifically to 

air quality; the existence of PM can cause issues with cardiovascular and 

respiratory systems, even after just short-term exposure. The composition and 

consequent health impacts of PM vary, differing not only geographically, but also 

seasonally. When considering the combustion of wood using a domestic stove, 

the inorganic composition of the fine particles found within PM is predominantly 

ÐÏÔÁÓÓÉÕÍ ÃÈÌÏÒÉÄÅ ɉ+#ÌɊ ÁÎÄ ÐÏÔÁÓÓÉÕÍ ÓÕÌÐÈÁÔÅ ɉ+Ϝ3/ϞɊȠ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒÍÏÒÅȟ ÔÈÅ 

concentration of alkali salts differs between wood species [48-50]. 

 

3.2.3.2. Fouling, Slagging & Corrosion 

The advancement of large-scale biomass combustion has resulted in the 

occurrence of problems within the used appliances ɀ particularly grate-fired 

boilers ɀ which can experience major issues with fouling, slagging and corrosion 

that affects the equipment. Biomass combustion results in the partitioning of 

inorganic components ɀ including potassium (K), calcium (Ca), sulphur (S) and 

chlorine (Cl) ɀ which are either released into the vapour phase or retained in the 

ash. Those that are released can condense in the flue gases, before depositing 

within the combustion appliance. This can result in the fouling, slagging and 

corrosion, which can be costly and hinder the use of the combustion equipment 

[20, 24, 29, 51]. The release of inorganics into the vapour phase ɀ and their 

consequent negative impacts ɀ can be dictated by factors such as the type of 

biomass and the combustion temperature. Reducing the undesirable effects 

attributed to the inorganics that exist within biomass feedstocks, can be 

accomplished by either the addition of additives ɀ mitigating their release ɀ or 

by reducing their concentration before their use in the combustion process. This 

can be achieved by first washing the fuel, removing some of the minerals that are 

water soluble [24, 51, 52]. 

 

3.3. UK Forest Resource 

3ÉÎÃÅ ÔÈÅ ÅÁÒÌÙ ρωψπȭÓ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ Á ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ reduction in the management 

ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÍÁÔÕÒÅ ÂÒÏÁÄÌÅÁÖÅÄ ÓÔÁÎÄÓ ɀ a result of post-war policies aimed at 

replacing broadleaved woodlands with conifer species to increase timber 
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production. The reduced management is especially prevalent for privately 

owned woodlands where, less than 10 years ago, only 30% of the private 

forested areas in England had felling licences or participated in woodland grant 

schemes [53]. This continued lack of active management in private woodlands 

has been associated with a depressed timber market and, as a result, the 

structures of broadleaved forests have altered significantly ɀ these have moved 

from coppice systems to high forest regimes with long rotations [53, 54]. 

Prior to the creation of the Forestry Commission, the UK had no collective state 

forest policy, instead relying on ad-hoc responses to particular issues if, and 

×ÈÅÎȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÏÓÅȢ 4ÈÅ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅ Én forest cover following the 1st 

World War has been predominantly on softwood species, achieved through 

implemented afforestation programmes in upland areas; these were sites that 

were typified by low soil fertility, holding little agricultural use. Indeed, between 

1950 and 1970 more than 90% of all new tree planting within the UK involved 

restocking with softwood species [55-58]. 

 

Table 3.2 ɀ $ÉÓÔÒÉÂÕÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÈÁÒÄ×ÏÏÄ ÁÎÄ ÓÏÆÔ×ÏÏÄ ÓÐÅÃÉÅÓ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÉÔÓ 

constituent nations [60]  

3ÐÅÃÉÅÓ &ÏÒÅÓÔ #ÏÖÅÒ  ɉϷɊ 

 Hardwoods  Softwoods 

England 74 26 

Wales 51 49 

Scotland 26 74 

Northern Ireland  41 59 

UK 49 51 

 as of 31 March 2017 

 

3.3.1. Species Composition 

4ÈÅ ÃÏÍÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÓÔ ÁÎÄ ×ÏÏÄÌÁÎÄÓ ÄÉÓÔÒÉÂÕÔÅ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÖÅÌÙ ÅÖÅÎÌÙ 

between hardwood and softwood species, often referred to as broadleaves and 

conifers, respectively. This is evidenced in Table 3.2, which also outlines the 

ÖÁÒÉÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÈÁÒÄ×ÏÏÄ ÁÎÄ ÓÏÆÔ×ÏÏÄ ÓÐÅÃÉÅÓ ÃÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÁÔ ÅØÉÓÔÓ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ 

constituent nations. England is dominated by broadleaved species, while 

3ÃÏÔÔÉÓÈ ÆÏÒÅÓÔÓ ÁÒÅ ÃÏÍÐÏÓÅÄ ÐÒÅÄÏÍÉÎÁÎÔÌÙ ÏÆ ÓÏÆÔ×ÏÏÄÓȢ 4ÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÈÁÒÄ×ÏÏÄ 



43 

 

species include ash, birch, beech and oak species, while the softwood forest cover 

is comprised of firs, larches, pines and spruces [59, 60]. These will be covered in 

greater detail in the next two sections. 

 

3.3.1.1. Hardwoods 

Hardwood tree species, or broadleaves as they are also referred to, are members 

of the angiosperm family and have historically been a major feature of the British 

landscape. Throughout history they have been utilised in a variety of ways, 

specifically as building materials, for fencing and as a fuel source. As a result, 

broadleaved species ɀ many of which are native ɀ ÆÏÒÍ Á ÍÁÊÏÒ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ 

ancient and native woodlands. Key native species include oak (Quercus spp.), the 

common beech (Fagus sylvatica), ash (Fraxinus excelsior) and birch (Betula spp.), 

which differ greatly in their appearance, growth rates and timber quality [61-

63]. Most of the broadleaves found in the UK are deciduous; their growth period 

occurs during the spring and summer, before dropping their leaves in the 

autumn to protect their shoot tips from the cold. The dropped leaves still contain 

important nutrients and minerals which, once decomposed, return into the soil 

system [61]. 

The Forestry Commission ɀ in partnership with Natural Resources Wales and the 

Northern Ireland Forest Service ɀ publish annual updates on the current state of 

ÔÈÅ ÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÓÔÓ ÁÎÄ ×ÏÏÄÌÁÎÄÓȢ 4ÈÅÓÅ ÓÔÁÔÉÓÔÉÃÓ ÄÅÔÁÉÌ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

5+ȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÓÔ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅȟ ÉÎ ÁÄÄÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔ ×ÏÏÄ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÔÉÍÂÅÒ 

market figures [60]. The existing speciÅÓ ÃÏÍÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÂÒÏÁÄÌÅÁÖÅÄ 

woodlands can be found in Figure 3.9. Oak species are the most dominant 

hardwood species in the UK, accounting for 28.4% of the standing volume of 

broadleaves ɀ ash and beech are the next two most prevalent species, accounting 

ÆÏÒ ρφȢυϷ ÁÎÄ ρςȢςϷ ÒÅÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅÌÙȢ 4ÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÂÒÏÁÄÌÅÁÖÅÄ ×ÏÏÄÌÁÎÄÓ ÁÒÅ 

dominated by five native species, as evidenced in Figure 3.9; these are oak, beech, 

ash, sycamore and birch, which account for 76.2% of the total volume. Figure 

3.10 details the current volumes of standing hardwood species, specifying the 

differences in their ownership. Other than small amounts of oak, beech and birch, 

ÔÈÅ ÍÁÊÏÒÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÂÒÏÁÄÌÅÁÖÅÄ ×ÏÏÄÌÁÎÄÓ ÁÒÅ Ï×ÎÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÉÖÁÔÅ ÓÅÃÔÏÒȢ 
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Figure 3.9 ɀ The species compoÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÓÔ ÁÎÄ ×ÏÏÄÌÁÎÄÓ (Area) , in 
2017; a) broadleave d (hardwood), and b) conifer (softwood)  species [60]  

 

The quality of British- and Irish-grown hardwoods can be extremely variable, a 

factor which prompts significant differences between the values achieved for 

low- and high-quality produced timber. The quality of the wood dictates its end 

use, with lower grade hardwoods more likely to be used as fuel instead of higher 

value products. Species such as pedunculate oak (Quercus robur) and sessile oak 

(Quercus petraea) are prone to experience poor form, knots, rot and other 

symptoms which are detrimental to their value. Ash trees are also susceptible to 

defects such as forking ɀ occurring following poor management and neglect ɀ 

and canker, which is caused by evasive bacteria or fungus and requires the 



45 

 

ÒÅÍÏÖÁÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÅÄ ÓÐÅÃÉÍÅÎ ÖÉÁ ÔÈÉÎÎÉÎÇ ɍφτȟ φυɎȢ 4ÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÂÒÏÁÄÌÅÁÖÅÄ 

woodlands have experienced a considerable shift over the last century, resulting 

in clear visible changes to their structure. Wytham Woods ɀ which is dominated 

by species such as sycamore (Acer pseudoplatanus), oak, birch and common 

beech ɀ has chronicled clear changes to its wooded environment. The woods 

have experienced decreases in the canopy and understorey cover, while the 

remaining specimens have achieved large increases to their total basal area ɀ 

evident for all the resident species ɀ and increases to the mean diameter of the 

biggest trees [66]. The historical impacts are also species specific; within the 

canopy of tÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÍÉØÅÄ ÂÒÏÁÄÌÅÁÖÅÄ ×ÏÏÄÌÁÎÄÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÅØÉÓÔÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÂÉÒÃÈ ÁÎÄ ÁÓÈ 

specimens have increased in frequency. This has come at the expense of oak 

which, although still remaining as the dominant hardwood species, has seen its 

numbers significantly decrease. Although both oak and beech trees appear less 

often within a woodland, they will most often be the largest tree [54, 66]. 

 

3.3.1.2. Softwoods 

Softwoods, or alternatively conifers, are widely revered for their adaptability to 

extreme and stressful environments which, when coupled with their high growth 

rates, has resulted in their preference as a feedstock for the forest products 

industry. In total there are just three native softwood species found within the 

UK ɀ Scots pine (Pinus sylvestris L.), yew (Taxus baccata) and juniper (Juniperous 

communis). However, of these, Scots pine is the only native species utilised for 

timber production. Scots pine is slower growing than other softwoods and is also 

sensitive to particular site conditions; this has resulted in the bulk ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ 

conifer stock composing of imported species from Europe and North America 

[57, 67, 68]. The main imported softwood species found in UK forestry are Sitka 

spruce (Picea sitchensis (Bong.) Carr.), lodgepole pine (Pinus contorta Douglas ex 

Loud.), Douglas-fir ( Pseudotsuga menziesii (Mirb.) Franco), Corsican pine (Pinus 

nigra var. maritima  Ait. Melville) and several variations of larch (Larix spp.). Of 

these, Sitka spruce is the dominant commercial species utilised within the UK, 

accounting for more than half of the total volume of sawn timber produced. The 

5+ȭÓ ×ÅÔ ÁÎÄ ÍÉÌÄ ÃÌÉÍÁÔÅ ÁÒÅ ÉÄÅÁÌ ÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎÓ ÆÏÒ 3ÉÔËÁ ÓÐÒÕÃÅȟ ÐÒÏÍÏÔÉÎÇ ÒÁÐÉÄ 

growth. However, the produced wood is of poor quality ɀ a result of its wide 
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growth rings and low density ɀ making it unsuitable for a lot of the more valuable 

traditional timber markets [69 -71]. The quality of Sitka spruce timber is also 

dependent upon the size and frequency of knots contained within the wood. This 

directly impacts the timbers value, while also increasing the consequent 

harvesting costs; the greater the number of branches, the greater the processing 

time to remove them [72]. 

 

 

Figure 3.10 ɀ The standing volume and ownership of different UK species, in 
2017; a) broadleaves (hardwoods), and b) conifers (softwoods) [60]  
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Softwoods ɀ a diverse and ancient member of the gymnosperm family ɀ are often 

easily recognisable by their narrow needle or scale-like leaves, uniformed 

branch development and resinous fragrances. Their significant increase within 

ÔÈÅ 5+ȭs forest cover, achieved following the 2nd World War, can be attributed to 

extensive planting regimes of conifer species in upland areas. These plantations 

are predominantly homogenous in nature, consisting of single species stands 

that are even-aged and uniformed in appearance ɀ the planted seedlings have 

been cultivated in nurseries, specifically for improved growth. As a result, 

softwood plantations on strict 40-60 year rotations contain very little structural 

variety or biodiversity within their stands [69, 70, 73]. The dominance of Sitka 

ÓÐÒÕÃÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÃÏÎÉÆÅÒ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅ ÉÓ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÃÅÄ ÉÎ &ÉÇÕÒÅ σȢω ÁÎÄ σȢρπȠ ÅÓÔÉÍÁÔÅÄ 

at ~180 million  m³ of over-bark standing timber, it accounts for 51.3% of the 

conifer resource. In total, non-native species account for ~85% of the total 

ÓÏÆÔ×ÏÏÄ ÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÖÏÌÕÍÅȢ 5ÎÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÂÒÏÁÄÌÅÁÖÅÄ ×ÏÏÄÌÁÎÄÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ 

ÓÅÃÔÏÒ Ï×ÎÓ Á ÍÕÃÈ ÌÁÒÇÅÒ ÐÒÏÐÏÒÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÃÏÎÉÆÅÒ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅ ɀ 

extending across a more diverse number of species.  

 

3.3.2. UK Forest Growing Stocks 

4ÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÆÏrests and woodlands in 2017 account for an estimated 13% of the 

total land cover, a figure that has gradually increased since 1945. Details of the 

5+ȭÓ ÇÒÏ×ÉÎÇ ÓÔÏÃË ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÆÏÕÎÄ ÉÎ 4ÁÂÌÅ σȢσȠ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔ ÃÁÌÃÕÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅ ÔÈÅÒÅ 

are ~520 million green tonnes (m.g.t) of wood resource, apportioned as 42% and 

58% for hardwood and softwood species, respectively [60, 74, 75]. For 2016/17 

ÔÈÅ ×ÏÏÄ ÒÅÍÏÖÁÌÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÓÔ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅ ÔÏÔÁÌÌÅÄ ρρȢσς ÍȢÇȢÔȟ ×ÉÔÈ ͯωυϷ 

of the extracted wood sourced from softwood species. The reliance on softwood 

species for timber within the UK has remained constant during the last decade, 

maintained between 94-96%. During this period wood removals have steadily 

increased ɀ for 2016/17 the total volume of wood removals was 23.4% larger 

ÔÈÁÎ ÉÎ ςππχȢ 4ÈÅ ÍÁÊÏÒÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÓÏÆÔ×ÏÏÄ ÔÉÍÂÅÒ ÉÓ ÓÏÕÒÃÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ 3ÃÏÔÔÉÓÈ 

ÆÏÒÅÓÔÓȟ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ ͯυυϷ ÏÆ ςπρχȭÓ ÒÅÍÏÖÁÌÓ ɍφπɎȢ It should be noted that the 

forecasted availability figures, found in Table 3.3, have been derived from Forest 

Research statistics publications [74, 75], using their stated growth model figures 

to estimate annual mean wood increment values. 
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Table 3.3 ɀ 4ÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÇÒÏ×ÉÎÇ ÓÔÏÃËȟ ÒÅÍÏÖÁÌÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÎÅÔ ÇÒÏ×ÔÈ ÏÆ ×ÏÏÄ 

resource, 2017 [60, 74, 75]  

 Hardwood  Softwood  Total  

Growing Stock (million m³)  245.1 366.9 612 

Growing Stock ɉÍȢÇȢÔɊ 220.6 300.2 520.8 

Privately Owned (%) 92 55 73 

2017 Removals  0.59 10.73 11.32 

2017 Woodfuel Production  0.40 1.55 1.95 

Mean Forecasted Availability  (yr¯¹)  1.16 16.60 17.76 

Potential Net Growth (yr¯¹)  0.56 5.87 6.44 

Estimated Root Biomas s  0.13 2.15 2.28 

#ÁÌÃÕÌÁÔÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ &# ÃÏÎÖÅÒÓÉÏÎ ÆÁÃÔÏÒÓȟ ÍÉÌÌÉÏÎ ÇÒÅÅÎ ÔÏÎÎÅÓȟ φω-year forecasts 

 

Logging residues and other low quality timber ɀ which is unsuitable for high 

value timber markets ɀ can instead be utilised within the bioenergy industry. The 

ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ×ÏÏÄ ÅØÔÒÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÃÏÒÒÅÌÁÔÅÓ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÇÒÏ×ÉÎÇ ÄÅÍÁÎÄ ÆÏÒ 5+-

sourced woodfuel, resulting in an increase of 290% for deliveries to woodfuel 

production, since 2007 [60]. The sustainable potential of commercial forests can 

be calculated from the net increment of the forests growth and the current levels 

of felling experienced. In an established forest, when the net increment exceeds 

the current felling levels, the difference is considered its net growth ɀ this 

represents a theoretically available resource for bioenergy, one which will not 

impact the current levels of sequestered carbon [76]. However, this approach 

requires a thorough understanding of the annual total wood growth; this is 

important, helping to avoid unintentional negative consequences such as 

deforestation. 

The collated data in Table 3.3 indicates that there is potential to increase the 

ÖÏÌÕÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ×ÏÏÄÆÕÅÌ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÆÒÏÍ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÆÅÅÄÓÔÏÃËÓȟ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÉÍÐÅÄÉÎÇ 

on other current timber industries or inducing deforestation. Increased wood 

extraction could however impact future wood growth ɀ any additional tree that 

is removed for woodfuel can no longer grow. This must therefore be considered 

if the long-ÔÅÒÍ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ×ÏÏÄ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅ ÉÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ 

achieved. Therefore, the utilisation of forest residues ɀ including branches and 

tree tops, which represent ~20% of the above-ground biomass of softwoods ɀ 

avoids the need to fell additional trees, instead utilising the by-products of the 
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forest felling industry. In addition to these residues, the stump also denotes a 

significant amount of the treesȭ entire biomass content; for softwood species the 

roots represent between 20-40% of the total, while for hardwoods this is slightly 

larger, estimated at 22-45%. As a result, the interest in removing and utilising 

tree stumps for fuel production ɀ in addition to the harvesting residues ɀ has 

grown, particularly in Scandinavia [77-80]. 

 

3.3.3. Impacts on Growth 

Tree growth ɀ as detailed in Section 3.2.1.1 ɀ and the consequent effect on its 

form can be impacted by a number of external influences; the wood quality and 

its properties can be affected by site factors, the genetic quality of the tree, and 

perhaps most pertinently, the applied silvicultural practices. Forest management 

utilises silviculture to indirectly alter the growing environment within a forest 

stand, influencing the growth of the trees crown and roots. These are practices 

which are aimed at individual or groups of trees ɀ such as thinning, initial spacing 

and pruning ɀ or they can focus on improving the site [72, 81]. 

 

3.3.3.1. Silvicultural Practices 

One of the key impacts on wood quality is the rotation length of a forest stand ɀ 

the allotted time from planting through to the final felling. As discussed in Section 

3.2.1.1, the heartwood (hardwoods) or the mature wood (softwoods) ɀ which 

both increase gradually with time ɀ are vital components of a treeȭs mechanical 

strength. Longer rotation times therefore promote wood growth with better 

strength and dimensional stability, which are important attributes for high value 

timber markets [72]. The initial spacing, which is directly linked to the stocking 

density of a stand, affects the allocation of the resources required for growth; the 

available sunlight, moisture and nutrients. Trees with a greater allotted space 

will often achieve quicker diameter growth, while a reduced space will supress 

branch growth, encouraging the tree to grow straighter and taller. The growing 

stock within an area, often expressed as stems ha¯¹ (hectare), usually decreases 

with time; a result of either competition-induced mortality, death as a result of 

pests or disease, windthrow, windsnap or intentional harvesting operations [72, 
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81, 82]. One of the most important operations, occurring during the rotation, is 

thinning. This is the removal of pre-identified trees which creates additional 

space within a stand, allowing the remaining trees to increase their mean size. In 

addition to the growth benefits of thinning, the process also provides an early 

source of revenue while maintaining canopy cover, helping to reduce soil erosion 

[72, 83]. 

 

3.3.3.2. Site Conditions 

The sustainable management of forest resources ɀ maintaining the growth and 

form of the wood ɀ requires a thorough understanding of the productivity of each 

individual site. Indeed, site-dependent variability of forest stands are often 

dictated by the topography and soil conditions, which can have either a positive 

or negative influence on wood growth. The influence of site quality on potential 

productivity of tree growth is often species dependant ɀ certain species are more 

robust than others under specific conditions. By using the known site conditions, 

tree species and existing management regimes, the expected productivity and 

wood growth can be established from a yield class index; this gives a predicted 

annual increment value (m³ ha¯¹ yr¯¹), specific to the site conditions [79, 81, 84]. 

The productivity of soil relies on several important functions; these include the 

aeration and porosity, nutrient content and biological capabilities, which relate 

to the existence of invertebrates and microbes within the soil [79, 84]. Site 

modifications ɀ focused predominantly on soil improvements ɀ utilise practices 

such as cultivation and fertilizer application to improve areas with poor growth 

conditions. The cultivation of land aerates the soil, improves the drainage while 

also reducing the weed numbers; as a result, cultivation, in combination with 

appropriate spacing, can prompt quick and vigorous initial wood growth. 

Alternatively, on sites that are nutrient deficient, fertilizers can be applied ɀ 

these usually consist of nutrients such as nitrogen, potassium and phosphorus. 

The requirements for fertilizer vary at specific points during the different 

development stages of tree growth. During the early growth periods, large 

nutrient quantities are required, particularly for crown development. However, 

later in the trees life, growth nutrient cycling becomes dominate, reducing the 
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need for nutrients from the soil. The application of additional nutrients can 

promote increased height and girth wood growth, however this can be at the 

detriment of timber density [72, 85, 86]. Although benefiting the growth process, 

fertilization can lead to issues with eutrophication; where excess nutrient 

availability, such as nitrogen, can prompt acidification of soils and freshwater 

systems [41, 78]. 

 

3.3.3.3. Invasive Species 

The existence of invasive species within an ecosystem can cause dramatic 

change, prompting a reduction in biodiversity, environmental degradation and a 

loss of native species. The term invasive can be applied to a variety of species, 

ranging from plants and insects through to larger mammals and birds. As a 

continuation of the site conditions, the establishment and growth of trees species 

×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÓÔÅÄ ÁÒÅÁÓ ÃÁÎ ÁÌÓÏ ÂÅ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÅÄ ÂÙ Á ÎÕÍÂÅÒ ÏÆ ÉÎÖÁÓÉÖÅ ÎÏÎ-

forest vegetation. These include rhododendron (Rhododendron ponticum (L)), 

heather (Calluna vulgaris (L)), and variations of both bracken (Pteridium spp.) 

and bramble (Rubus spp.) [79, 87]. Of these, rhododendron ɀ a non-indigenous 

evergreen shrub ɀ has been one of the most problematic for UK forestry. In 

addition to aggressively establishing itself, while supressing the regeneration of 

tree species, it is also difficult and costly to remove. The desire of forest managers 

to remove rhododendron was further increased following the discovery that the 

species could act as a host to the fungus (Phytophthera ramorum), responsible 

for sudden oak death in trees [88, 89]. 

Further to plant species, UK forestry has also been affected by other taxonomical 

species. In the last decade, evidence of the Asian longhorn beetle (Anoplophora 

glabripennis) has been found in Britain which, unlike other species of beetle, 

attacks healthy trees; preferring hardwood species, the beetle causes extensive 

damage which can result in tree mortality. Natural regeneration and tree growth 

within the UK are also impacted by bigger invasive species, such as deer, which 

are a particular problem in Scotland. In addition to their consumption of fallen 

acorns ɀ before they establish ɀ and browsing on advanced seedlings, deer also 

strip bark from trees, suppressing their growth and cause their death [90, 91]. 
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3.3.3.4. Pathogens & Fungi 

The evolution of different tree species, and their geographical dispersion, can be 

directly linked to their relationship with invasive plants, pests and pathogens. 

(ÉÓÔÏÒÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÔÈÅÙ ÈÁÖÅ ÈÅÌÐÅÄ ÆÁÓÈÉÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÓÔÓȟ ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒ 

their threat to biodiversity and tree growth have continued to increase. Trees 

are resilient, regularly coping with a number of biotic threats; however, the 

appearance of aggressive diseases and fungi can devastate the tree numbers 

within an area [92]. During the last decade the disease bleeding canker ɀ caused 

by a pathogenic bacterium (Pseudomonas syringae pv. aesculi) ɀ has dispersed 

across large sections of Britain, infecting a number of horse chestnuts (Aesculus 

hippocastanum). Consequently, the disease causes necrotic phloem and dieback 

of the wood which, if not dealt with, can lead to the trees death [93]. 

The existence of mycorrhizal fungi ɀ and their symbiotic relationship with other 

plant species, particularly with root systems ɀ benefits tree growth, aiding in the 

increased uptake of nutrients. Although helping to maintain the biodiversity and 

functionality of an ecosystem, evasive fungi species can be detrimental to tree 

growth and survival. The ascomycete fungus Hymenoscyphus fraxineus, also 

referred to as ash dieback or Chalara, has been attributed to the large losses of 

ash trees across Europe, including the UK. Chalara causes the infected trees to 

develop lesions and a reduction in their crowns, damaging the timber, which 

ultimately leads to the death of the tree [65, 94, 95]. Currentlyȟ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÁÓÈ ÔÒÅÅÓ 

account for ~40 million m³ of standing timber, accounting for 16.5% of the 

ÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÈÁÒÄ×ÏÏÄ ÆÏÒÅÓÔÓ ɉ&ÉÇÕÒÅ σȢω ÁÎÄ σȢρπɊȢ 4ÈÅÉÒ ÄÅÍÉÓÅ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ 

ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ ÔÈÅ ÌÏÓÓ ÏÆ Á ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ ÐÒÏÐÏÒÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÔÏÔÁÌ ÆÏÒÅÓÔ ÃÏÖÅÒȟ 

prompting Chalara to be the subject of current interest. 

 

3.4. Harvesting & Extraction 

4ÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÓÔÓ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅ Á ÖÁÒÉÅÔÙ ÏÆ ÇÏÏÄÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÂÅÎÅÆÉÔ ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙȟ ÔÈÅ 

environment and local economies. These include recreational activities and the 

preservation of habitats and biodiversity, however their economic sustainability 

often depends upon productive and actively managed forests [86]. As discussed 

in Section 3.3.2, the wood removals from UK forests for 2016/17 totalled 11.32 
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m.g.t which, when considering forest cover totalling more than 3 million hectares 

(ha), equates to an annual removal rate of 1.22 t ha¯¹ yr¯¹ [60]. The conversion of 

standing timber ɀ existing within a forest stand ɀ to a useable natural resource, 

first requires the felling and then the extraction of the wood. The efficiency and 

productivity of this depends on a multitude of spatial factors, however the choice 

of harvesting technologies is one of the most important. 

 

3.4.1. Felling Technologies 

Within forest management, the more traditional methods of manual felling ɀ 

using chainsaws ɀ have gradually been replaced by more mechanised processes. 

Nevertheless, chainsaws are still considered an important harvesting tool, 

attaining acceptable levels of felling productivity that are not restricted by tree 

size or site conditions [96-98]. Although practiced across Europe, particularly on 

steeper sites, conventional chainsaw felling tends to result in uneven cuts and 

felling defects, impacting upon the timbers value. As a result, chainsaws are used 

predominantly in pre-commercial thinning, selective harvesting and salvage 

operations [96, 98]. During the felling process, the productivity of chainsaw use 

can be dictated by a number of factors. These include the size of the trees within 

a stand ɀ both their diameter at breast height (DBH) and total height ɀ and the 

distance between the harvested trees. Chainsaw productivity is generally 

impacted positively by increases in the size of the felled tree, while larger 

distances between harvestable trees reduces felling productivity. Across a series 

of chainsaw field trials ɀ completed in both hardwood and softwood forests ɀ the 

calculated mean productivity ranged between 9.41-33.63 m³ hr¯¹, felling trees 

×ÉÔÈ $"(ȭÓ ÓÐÁÎÎÉÎÇ ρτȢρ-87.6cm [97-99]. 

The profitability and economic viability of forestry, particularly large-scale tree 

felling, is dependent upon reducing the costs of harvesting ɀ this is especially 

prevalent when timber prices are low. One of the main options for reducing costs 

when increasing the scale of harvesting operation is by the mechanisation of 

forest processes; this focuses on the use of specific forest machines, such as 

harvesters, which increase felling productivity. This productivity is affected by 

factors including tree size and form, machine type and operator experience, the 
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terrain conditions and even weather variations [100, 101]. Harvesters achieve 

their best felling productivities when utilised during clearcutting operations; 

where the harvesting regime results in the complete removal of seed-bearing or 

shelterwood trees. As a result, numerous single-grip harvester time studies have 

been conducted previously; their determined productivities range from 42.2-

64.6 m³ hr¯¹, which includes both the felling and the processing of the timber 

[102, 103].  

In comparison, shelterwood systems ɀ in which trees are retained within a stand 

to shelter new growth ɀ offer certain advantages over clearfelling; this includes 

an increased control over competing species, nutrient availability and ground 

water, while also reducing the costs of regeneration. The increased stand density 

results in a reduction for single-grip harvester productivity, ranging between 

25.4-47.7 m³ hr¯¹. Again, this also includes the processing of the timber which 

involves the removal of brash and the cross-cutting of the stems into logs [102, 

103]. The work elements associated with selective thinning ɀ using a harvester 

ɀ require more time to undertake, when compared to shelterwood or clearfelling 

ÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÏÎÓȢ /Æ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÅÌÅÍÅÎÔÓȟ ȬÍÏÖÅ ÁÎÄ ÂÏÏÍȭ ɀ which refers to the harvesters 

movement between chosen trees, before extending its harvesting arm ɀ is the 

most time-consuming aspect of mechanical harvesting. Selective thinning results 

in fewer trees being felled ɀ when compared to other felling systems ɀ increasing 

the travel time between trees, reducing the productivity. This ranges between 

9.2-20.0 m³ hr¯¹ [100, 104]. A typical example of a single-grip harvester, 

operating within a forest stand, can be found in Figure 3.11. 

An additional benefit to using a mechanised harvester for felling, instead of a 

chainsaw, is that the process includes the delimbing, cross-cutting and bunching 

of each harvested tree [100]. Although the literature indicates that chainsaws 

offer acceptable levels of felling productivity ɀ in addition to their versatility for 

use on difficult sites or the removal of larger trees ɀ their use requires the 

additional steps of branch removal and bucking. 



55 

 

 

Figure 3.11 ɀ Examples of forest machines, utilised in the felling and extractio n 
processes; a) John Deere 1470G wheeled harvester, b) John Deere 1510G 

forwarder, and c) John Deere 948L grapple skidder [105]  
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3.4.2. Extraction Technologies 

The extraction of the felled timber represents one of the most important phases 

of the forest wood supply chain; this requires the accumulation of the felled 

wood products in one place. Historically, wood extraction was completed by a 

variety of animal species ɀ ranging from oxen to horses and mules ɀ however, 

the mechanisation of the process has now become prevalent, even from small-

scale operations. The extraction process can be very expensive; this is often a 

result of large extraction distances, between the standing timber and the 

roadside, where it is stacked and stored before being sold. Once at the roadside, 

logging trucks transport the wood for further processing [106, 107]. 

Skidding, the simplest and most frequently used extraction method, involves the 

felled wood being dragged from the forest stand to the roadside. Due to its 

versatility, skidding can be completed by using animals or, more commonly, 

mechanised technologies. These range from tractors fitted with winches to 

purpose-built skidders, such as the example illustrated in Figure 3.11. The 

productivity of the skidding process is dictated by a number of factors, including 

the size and volume of each load, the winching distance and the site conditions, 

although the main influence is excessive skidding distance [106, 108-110]. 

Skidding operations are planned in advance ɀ particularly the location and the 

planned routes of skid trails and temporary roads ɀ ensuring that the ground 

disturbance from heavy machinery is minimised. This is vital, considering that 

the physicality of mechanised processes can cause ecological degradation to the 

soil and understory of a forest site [108]. The use of skidders for extraction has 

previously recorded productivities ranging between 14.5-22.4 m³ hr¯¹, across 

distances of 211-289m [108, 109, 111]. 

One of the main drawbacks of skidding is the potential damage that can be 

incurred from dragging the wood through the forest stand. This, coupled with an 

increased used of mechanised cut-to-length (CTL) systems, has resulted in a 

growing used of forwarders for wood extractions. As highlighted in Figure 3.11, 

instead of dragging the wood, forwarders pick the felled, delimbed and bucked 

logs off the ground, carrying the timber out of the forest in loads. This allows the 

forwarder to work in tandem with harvesters, collecting the processed wood 

with its attached hydraulic crane. A medium sized, purpose built forwarder can 
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carry a payload of 10-12 tonnes, which is much greater than that of skidders 

[107, 112, 113]. As with skidding, the forwarding distance is vital, with increased 

extraction distances resulting in reduced productivity. Forwarding productivity 

is also dependent upon the chosen felling process; forwarder use after chainsaw 

felling, when compared to mechanised processes, can result in productivity 

reductions of nearly 50% [114]. Across extraction distances of 121-450m, 

previous field studies for forwarders recorded productivities between 9.0-17.2 

m³ hr¯¹ [104, 113, 114]. 

Purpose built skidders and forwarders achieve high levels of productivity ɀ an 

ideal attribute for commercial forestry ɀ but, this can have environmental and 

ecological implications. Mechanised wood extraction can cause large amounts of 

damage to the soil substrate, particularly by compaction, shearing and rutting, 

which can be exacerbated by large, heavy machinery [115]. As a low-impact 

alternative, modified farm tractors have been used extensively in small-scale 

forestry, although these can also be susceptible to causing damage. The demand 

for sensitive extraction methods has resulted in the production of small, tracked 

ȬÍÉÎÉȭ ÓËÉÄÄÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÆÏÒ×ÁÒÄÅÒÓȠ their lower ground pressures reduce the 

environmental impact within forest stands [106, 116]. Although benefitting the 

ecological and environmental elements of a forest stand, the use of small-scale 

extraction methods is detrimental to productivity. Extracting timber across 

distances ranging from 103-736m, the achieved productivity is only 2.5-6.2 m³ 

hr¯¹ [106, 113, 117]. 

The decision of which felling and extraction technique to employ is often driven 

by site-specific terrain factors, such as slope gradient, which can prove to be a 

limiting feature for mechanised processes. This will be detailed in Section 3.5, 

however on sites that are too steep for mechanisation, the only effective 

extraction techniques are either gravity sliding ɀ which is labour intensive ɀ or 

ÃÁÂÌÅ ÙÁÒÄÉÎÇ ɍρρφȟ ρρψȟ ρρωɎȢ #ÁÂÌÅ ÙÁÒÄÉÎÇȟ ÏÒ ÓËÙÌÉÎÅ ÅØÔÒÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÓ ÉÔȭÓ ÏÆÔÅÎ 

referred to, is used in mountainous regions, due to its suitability on steep sites. 

Although the process has a reduced impact on the forest stands environment, the 

process takes a considerable amount of time to plan and rig the cables before any 

wood extraction can take place. This subsequently affects the productivity of 
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cable yarding, achieving between 7.0-10.7 m³ hr¯¹. These were achieved over a 

distance of 100-440m and slopes ranging from 17-38° [106, 120, 121]. 

 

3.4.3. Comminution & Transportation 

The felling and extraction of wood ɀ transferring the standing timber from within 

the forest stand to the roadside ɀ are important components of the forest wood 

supply chain. Once successfully removed, the processing or comminution of the 

wood ɀ in addition to its transportation ɀ are also crucial for achieving the 

economic sustainability of forest wood as a natural resource. Although differing 

physically, the comminution and transportation processes are inherently linked; 

altering the bulk density ɀ and therefore the energy content ɀ of forest wood 

products, increases the transport efficiency [34]. 

 

3.4.3.1. Forest Wood Processing 

The initial processing of the felled tree includes its delimbing and cross-cutting, 

which removes the branches and reduces the stem length to produce roundwood 

logs. While the mechanisation of tree felling ɀ utilising a single-grip harvester ɀ 

incorporates this operation, chainsaw use requires additional processing; this is 

time-consuming, affecting the overall productivity and costs. When required for 

softwood species the delimbing operation is the most time-consuming while, 

alternatively, the cross-cutting is the most laborious procedure for the additional 

processing of hardwoods [122]. Within traditional timber markets, the produced 

roundwood logs are transported directly from the roadside to sawmills; for the 

bioenergy market the wood often requires further comminution, reducing its 

particle size [34].  

One of the simplest forms is chipping, which produces wood chips that exhibit a 

large variation in shape and size. Wood chipping by the end user ɀ at the 

combustion facility or terminal ɀ will result in reduced chipping costs, however 

the increased bulk of transporting logs compounds the costs of handling and 

transportation. In addition to this, there are also potential issues with noise and 

dust emissions. Consequently, the chipping of wood at the roadside ɀ directly 

into the truck ɀ has increased in popularity, resulting in the development of a 
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range of mobile chippers. Chipper productivity is dictated by working conditions 

and the intended physical properties of the produced woodchips; this includes 

the initial volume of the material to be chipped, the load size of the chipper, the 

employed chipper technology and the desired chip size and homogeneity of the 

final output [34, 123-125]. Using a lower powered disc chipper can result in a 

productivity of 20.6-27.7 m³ hr¯¹, while this increases for larger drum chippers, 

ranging between 66-270 m³ hr¯¹. This productivity diminishes with a reduction 

in the desired chip size, decreasing by as much as 23-54% when producing chips 

ЅσυÍÍ ɍρςτȟ ρςυɎȢ )Î ÃÏÍÐÁÒÉÓÏÎ ÔÏ ×ÏÏÄ ÃÈÉÐÐÉÎÇȟ ÐÅÌÌÅÔ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÉÎ 

a refined, higher-value and higher-density product. Their production requires 

the drying and milling of the wood ɀ resulting in a fine powder ɀ which is then 

pressed into pellet dyes under high temperatures and pressures. Although this 

produces a highly desirable biomass fuel, its process is energy intensive, 

impacting its ability to reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. Representing 

6.9 million tonnes of imported wood pellets in 2017, they are the dominant 

source of biomass fuel within the UK [126, 127]. 

 

3.4.3.2. Wood Transportation 

The distance of the forest feedstock from the processing facility location ɀ such 

as a terminal or the end-use energy generator ɀ is an important variable, greatly 

impacting the final cost of a product. Indeed, the transportation of wood often 

requires large quantities of energy, produced from fossil fuel sources, resulting 

in a costly process; the efficient use of wood biomass in bioenergy generation 

therefore necessitates a well-balanced transportation strategy [34, 125, 128]. Of 

the established biomass transportation techniques, road haulage continues to be 

the main mode for wood; a result of the dispersed nature of forest feedstocks, 

making the existing road infrastructure the most viable option for distances 

under 100km [34, 126, 129]. Although the flexibility of road haulage makes it the 

most preferable option over short distances, the more cost-effective method of 

land-based transportation is via rail, particularly for distances over 100km. The 

utilisation of electric trains, powered from renewable sources, can also reduce 

the GHG emissions associated with the transportation [34, 126]. 
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Understanding the current processes of wood pellet transportation is especially 

ÒÅÌÅÖÁÎÔ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÂÉÏÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÓÅÃÔÏÒȟ ×ÉÔÈ ͯψπϷ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÅÄ ÐÅÌÌÅÔÓ 

sourced from the United States and Canada [60]. Although there are time 

constraints associated with shipping ɀ a result of the typically large distances ɀ 

its utilisation for transporting wood pellets is the most cost effective. In addition, 

the corresponding GHG emissions tend to be much smaller than alternative 

methods. This outcome is enhanced by ship size ɀ the larger the cargo capacity, 

the more efficient the mode of transportation [34, 126, 129]. 

 

3.5. Impacts of Harvesting 

Harvesting operations, be it the final felling of a forest stand or an intermediate 

thinning procedure, must take into account an array of outcomes and potential 

restrictions. Factors such as the geographical location, terrain accessibility, 

extraction distance and tree specification ɀ including the volume and average 

tree size ɀ should be taken into consideration. Indeed, larger tree sizes (DBH) or 

an increased volume of timber (m³) dictate the chosen routes for felling and 

extraction; as these increase, the differences in productivity are magnified, 

ultimately affecting the final costs and viability of accessing the resource [107, 

116]. Though the economic viability of the forest wood supply chain is important, 

the impacts of harvesting extend further than financial implications ɀ there are 

an array of different environmental concerns which must also be considered. 

 

3.5.1. Forest Terrain & Site Condition 

As discussed in Section 3.4.2, the terrain and site conditions are limiting factors 

for mechanised processes, in particular the gradient of the slope. This is often the 

key determinant of machine stability and travel speed, consequently influencing 

which mechanised processes can be used safely. Mechanised felling can operate 

safely on slopes up to a maximum of 14° (25%), with manual chainsaw felling 

necessary on more severe gradients. This is also evident for extraction processes, 

such as forwarding, which are only effective on inclines up to 17° (30%), again 

with alternative methods required on steeper slopes [116, 118, 119]. In addition 

to the potential degradation of the forest floor on steep sites, the utilisation of 
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mechanised harvesting operations can be detrimental to the environment and 

ecology within forest stands. This includes impacts to ecosystem services ɀ such 

as soil fertility ɀ biodiversity, water quality and even archaeologically important 

plots [116, 130]. An example of the physical damage caused by mechanised wood 

harvesting on a forest site is illustrated in Figure 3.12; the weight and resulting 

ground pressure associated with forest machinery can cause extensive damage 

and compaction of the soil. 

 

 

Figure 3.12 ɀ An example of damage caused to a forest stand following 
mechanised harvesting processes  

 

3.5.1.1. Environment 

The majority of commercially harvested timber is felled and extracted using 

ground-based mechanised systems, however these can cause severe damage to 

the forest soil. This includes issues such as compaction, shearing and rutting, 

×ÈÉÃÈ ÏÃÃÕÒ ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÉÌȭÓ ÂÅÁÒÉÎÇ ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔÙ ÉÓ ÅØÃÅÅÄÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÇÒÏÕÎÄ ÐÒÅÓÓÕÒÅ 

produced from the heavy mechanised equipment ɀ this is further exacerbated on 

saturated ground. Subsequently, these issues can impair future tree growth, 
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cause waterlogging on site and potentially mobilising heavy metals; as discussed 

throughout Section 3.2, this could have potential implications on the growth and 

end-use of the produced wood resource [115, 131]. Specific terrain features ɀ 

particularly the grounds firmness, roughness and slope ɀ can cause issues 

relating to soil erosion; harvesting operations that utilise large-scale machinery 

often depend upon the construction of forest access and extraction routes, 

especially on sensitive sites. Designed to reduce the impact on the site, the 

highest erosion rates will often occur on these temporary roads and extraction 

routes, which is further aggravated on steeper slopes. Modern silvicultural 

operations and site practices ɀ aimed at improving the establishment and growth 

of planted trees ɀ can result in substantial levels of soil disturbance, altering the 

soils properties and functions. The removal of trees from a sloped site can also 

aggravate the soil structure [79, 116, 132-134]. 

Nutrient availability within a forest ecosystem is dependent upon efficient 

nutrient recycling; a result of the successful decomposition and mineralisation 

of the nutrient rich leaf litter. As a result, the brash ɀ which includes both 

branches and the foliage ɀ represents a significant component of the nutrient 

sink within a forest stand. Indeed, their nutrient rich tissues can contain up to 

half of the available N, K, P, Mg and Ca, existing within the tree biomass [135]. 

The nutrients released following the decomposition of post-harvest brash and 

residues ɀ which are used as important metrics for soil N availability ɀ can 

contribute directly to new growth. Therefore their removal could have major 

implications on the future productivity and sustainability of the forest stand 

[136, 137]. This relationship extends to the practices of whole-tree harvesting 

and stump removal, which cause both positive and negative impacts on wood 

growth. The removal of the brash and stumps from a site ɀ and the subsequently 

sustained soil disturbance ɀ improves the survival rate and establishment of tree 

seedlings, however there are resulting environmental implications. In addition 

to the reduced nutrient content ɀ exacerbated on sites typified by nutrient-poor, 

acidic soil ɀ there is also an immediate reduction in the amount of sequestered 

carbon, which is discussed in Section 3.5.2. The removal of stumps has also been 

linked to a decrease in biodiversity, reducing the numbers of species dependent 

upon the dead wood left within a forest stand [79, 138, 139]. 
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3.5.1.2. Costs 

The costs attributed to forest harvesting are important limiting factors, often 

prompting compromises between optimum performance and the price required 

to achieve this. Broken down, the total costings include capital costs, fixed and 

variable costs, labour availability, marketing strategy and the values of other 

comparative products [116]. Poor timber product prices ɀ which can make wood 

felling and extraction economically fraught ɀ occur as a culmination of unstable 

biomass markets, low delivered biomass prices and a limited number of facilities 

to deliver to. The wood bioenergy market is increasingly important to forest 

owners; however, in addition to the low product prices, there are additional 

obstacles. High operating costs, long transportation distances and inconsistent 

demand for fuelwood limit the potential utilisation of wood in energy generation, 

although the recent establishment of a UK bioenergy market has helped reduce 

issues with demand [77, 140]. Meeting and adhering to environmental concerns 

can also increase costs; reducing the size of timber loads during the extraction 

process can lessen the physical impacts on the environment, however this 

reduces the productivity and increases the financial costs [133].  

Forest feedstocks that are situated in remote and isolated places often have large 

associated transportation costs, influencing the economic viability of the wood 

resource. As described in Section 3.4.3, the efficient utilisation of transport 

facilities and modes is a necessity, keeping the energy consumption and costs as 

low as possible. This also includes the closely linked comminution processes of 

forest wood ɀ such as roadside chipping ɀ which increases the bulk density, 

allowing for the optimal use of a vehicles payload [129, 141]. 

 

3.5.1.3. Planting Policy 

&ÉÎÁÌÌÙȟ Á ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ ÌÉÍÉÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÕÔÉÌÉÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ×ÏÏÄ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅ ÁÒÅ ÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ 

and local policy decisions that impact upon tree planting regimes. The majority 

of harvesting operations ɀ and the consequent restocking of an area ɀ requires 

regulatory approval. There are however certain environmental exceptions, such 

as the outbreak of diseases, which allow for the permanent removal of trees. If 

planting regimes are insufficient, then potential issues with deforestation could 
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arise; deforestation occurs when tree felling rates outstrip the levels of 

replanting and regeneration of forests and woodlands [60, 142]. During the last 

υ ÙÅÁÒÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÔÏÃËÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÆÅÌÌÅÄ ×ÏÏÄÌÁÎÄ ÁÒÅÁ ÈÁÓ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅÄ ÂÙ ͯσπϷȟ 

totalling 17,100 ha in 2017. In comparison, the planting of new forest areas in 

the UK has decreased by nearly 40%, determined as just 6,500 ha in 2017 [60]. 

#ÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅÄ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅ ÉÎ ÓÏÆÔ×ÏÏÄ ÅØÔÒÁÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÆÏÒ ÕÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 

bioenergy sector ɀ as discussed in Section 3.3.2 ɀ a lack of new tree planting 

within the UK could increase the risk of deforestation. This looks set to change, 

due to the 5+ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔÓȭ ÐÒÏÐÏÓÅÄ Clean Growth Strategy, which proposes to 

create 130,000 ha of new woodland cover in England [143]. 

 

3.5.2. Carbon Sequestration 

Forest ecosystems act as carbon sinks, sequestering atmospheric carbon (C) via 

photosynthesis, storing it within its trees, vegetation and other forest products; 

of these, the biomass C and soil C exist in a constant dynamic equilibrium with 

one another. Temperate and boreal vegetation, dominated by forests and tree 

species, are one of the main global sinks for carbon emissions, accounting for an 

estimated 1.3 (±0.9) petagrams (Pg) of C [40]. The successful sequestration of 

carbon within forests can be altered with intentional changes to the applied 

silvicultural measures; increasing the rotation length of a forest stand will often 

result in the sequestration of more C. In the short-term, terminating forest 

management practices can result in larger carbon stocks ɀ contained within the 

living and dead biomass ɀ however, this negatively affects the volume of 

sequestered carbon in harvested products [40, 144-146]. Determining the 

capabilities of a forest to sequester atmospheric C ɀ both in its biomass and soil 

ɀ continues to be of great interest, driven specifically by their potential for 

mitigating the negative influences of climate change. These strategies, in addition 

to improved forest management, include the promotion of afforestation and 

reforestation projects, the restoration and protection of secondary forests and, 

most importantly, reducing deforestation [147]. As shown previously ɀ in Figure 

1.2 and 1.4 ɀ the GHG emission data for Land Use, Land-Use Change and Forestry 

(LULUCF) identify that these strategies have been successful in increasing the 

amount of sequestered carbon. 
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3.5.2.1. Tree Mortality 

Carbon sequestration in older trees occurs at a reduced rate, when compared to 

younger forests. Therefore the active management of forest stands ɀ through 

thinning operations in forests affected by high tree mortality ɀ can have GHG 

benefits. When a tree dies and is left to decompose, some of the previously stored 

carbon is released back into the atmosphere; the removal of a tree before its 

death, particularly for use within traditional timber markets, can help maximise 

the carbon storage associated with forests [146-148]. The rate of biomass 

accumulation ɀ and the consequent sequestration of carbon ɀ in trees tends to 

peak early within the rotation, with the declining rate a result of canopy closure 

within the forest stand. Causes of tree mortality are difficult to verify, arising 

from endogenous factors and a number of differing external pressures and 

stresses. Inherent biological features, such as the trees age or its genetic 

potential, can be exacerbated by external influences including environmental 

stresses ɀ like droughts ɀ or the establishment of invasive species and pathogens, 

as previously described [40, 149, 150]. 

Another important cause of tree mortality, particularly due to the release of 

carbon back into the atmosphere, is fire; although influenced by uncontrollable 

factors, such as the climate or weather, there are management decisions which 

can reduce the impact of fire on forests. An established forest fire requires fuel, 

therefore most control measures focus on reducing the potential sources which 

could spread the fire. The active management of forests and the creation of 

fuelbreaks ɀ which are strategically located strips of barren ground or non-

flammable vegetation, between forest stands ɀ are employed to slow the spread 

of fire. Alternatively, the use of deliberate burning under controlled conditions is 

used to remove the potential for larger, more devastating fires [151-153]. During 

severe forest fires, the single largest loss of stored carbon is from fire-related 

mortality of trees, which can be significant; in the Canadian boreal forests, the 

annual loss of carbon is estimated at between 10-30% of the average net primary 

production. The long-term impact of forest fires on the soil carbon is dictated by 

both the distribution of the carbon within the soil profile, and also the duration 

and temperature of the fire [40, 145, 151]. 
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3.5.2.2. Forest Soils 

The forests located in the northern hemisphere ɀ especially those at mid to high 

latitudes ɀ have been in a constant state of change, resulting in the accumulation 

of large quantities of carbon over the last 10,000 years. As a result, the soil 

carbon stock differs between forest types; the soil found in boreal forests, 

typified by softwood species, contains around 85% of the C within its ecosystem, 

while this is reduced in hardwood-dominated temperate forests, estimated at 

60% [40, 145]. Further to the differences in forest types, there are also a number 

of anthropogenic and natural factors which dictate the volume of C stored within 

soil. Influences from natural occurrences include climatic factors ɀ such as 

precipitation, wind and the temperature ɀ and biological destructive events, 

often related to invasive insect and disease establishment. In comparison, the 

bulk of the anthropogenic factors relate directly to the harvesting management 

practices, covered extensively in Section 3.4 [145]. 

The sequestered soil carbon can be categorised into two main forms; labile ɀ 

which regularly fluctuates in carbon content, a result of its short-term nature ɀ 

and stable, which is much more long-term. Disturbances to these can prompt an 

increase in heterotrophic respiration, leading to losses in sequestered carbon. As 

discussed previously in this chapter, the roots and stump ɀ left following the 

felling process, as illustrated in Figure 3.13 ɀ represent 20-45% of the total 

volume of the tree, depending upon the species and the chosen felling process 

[79, 80]. The majority of this is located below ground, resulting in a reduced 

decomposition rate of the remaining biomass, with large amounts of the carbon 

retained within the soil. This is important when considering the increased 

interest in utilising stumps as a feedstock for bioenergy, particularly observable 

across Scandinavia. The method of stump removal is primitive, using unrefined 

physical processes that are detrimental to the forest stand and its carbon stock. 

As a result, the immediate influence of stump harvesting on the stored carbon is 

not only contained to the removal of the increased volume of biomass, but in its 

severe disturbance to the soil. The accepted view, albeit one containing a degree 

of uncertainty, is that stump removal has a negative impact on the carbon stored 

within soil. However, recent field studies have indicated that soil disturbance 

ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÌÅÁÓÅ ÏÆ Ãarbon back into the atmosphere [79, 139]. 
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Figure 3.13 ɀ Example of a tree stump left in a forest stand, following mechanised 
harvesting [139]  

 

3.5.2.3. Life Cycle Assessment 

(ÉÓÔÏÒÉÃÁÌÌÙȟ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÓÔÓ ÁÎÄ ×ÏÏÄÌÁÎÄÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎÅÄ ÁÓ ÁÎ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ 

natural resource, producing timber for a number of different markets. Although 

ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÓÔ ÃÏÖÅÒ ÉÓ ÉÎÆÅÒÉÏÒ ÔÏ ÏÔÈÅÒ %ÕÒÏÐÅÁÎ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓ ɀ representing ~2% 

of the total forested area in Europe ɀ it still constitutes a significant feedstock for 

biomass resource. During the last decade, the bioenergy sector has established 

ÉÔÓÅÌÆ ÁÓ Á ËÅÙ ÃÏÍÐÏÎÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÒÅÎÅ×ÁÂÌÅ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÈÁÓ 

prompted a notable increase in home-grown woodfuel production; evidenced by 

the increased deliveries of UK grown wood to energy producers, as discussed in 

Section 3.3.2 [60]Ȣ )Î ÁÄÄÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÁÓ Á ÆÕÅÌ ÓÏÕÒÃÅȟ Á ÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÓÔÓ 

could also help form GHG mitigation strategies; a result of their capability to 

ÃÁÐÔÕÒÅ ÁÎÄ ÓÔÏÒÅ ÁÔÍÏÓÐÈÅÒÉÃ #/Ϝȟ ÁÌÌÅÖÉÁÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÁct of carbon intensive 

sources. Biomass production is however limited by the availability of land and 
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the existing resource, while the need to fulfil sustainability criteria also restricts 

access to particular feedstocks [60, 144, 154, 155]. The effective ÕÓÅ ÏÆ Á ÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ 

forest resource, for reducing GHG emissions, must balance against the carbon 

implications of their management and the different processes associated with 

producing bioenergy from wood sources. 

An important tool for quantifying the costs and benefits associated with forest 

ÆÅÅÄÓÔÏÃËÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÉÌÖÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÌÉÆÅ ÃÙÃÌÅ ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔÓ ɉ,#!ȭÓɊȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ 

evaluate the carbon implications that occur throughout the entire life cycle of the 

resource. Assessing a process and its potential future outcomes can be difficult, 

resulting in differing levels of uncertainty which should be considered; for GHG 

emissions these range from uncertainties with the specific data and subject 

knowledge, through to other external natural factors. Within a forest system, the 

uncertainty stems predominantly from the sequestered carbon ɀ for both the 

biomass and soil ɀ the local climate and, as discussed extensively, the specific 

management decisions [144, 155, 156].  

The utilisation of biomass in energy generation procÅÓÓÅÓ ÒÅÌÅÁÓÅÓ #/Ϝȟ ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒ 

ÁÓ Á ÆÕÅÌ ÓÏÕÒÃÅ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÄÅÅÍÅÄ ȬÃÁÒÂÏÎ ÎÅÕÔÒÁÌȭȠ ÕÎÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅ ÅÍÉÓÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ #/Ϝ 

from fossil fuels, which are produced over millennia, the atmospheric carbon 

released from biomass feedstocks can be captured again, through additional 

plant growth [144]. The assumption of carbon neutrality for wood biomass is 

however flawed ɀ there are a range of emissions associated with the different 

processes of forest harvesting, each containing their own levels of uncertainty. 

.ÕÍÅÒÏÕÓ ,#!ȭÓ Èave been completed previously, covering different aspects of 

the bioenergy sector and forest procedures, however their methods often differ 

and lack the continuity required for proper comparison. Indeed, within the 

forestry sector there is yet to be a defined ɀ and commonly accepted ɀ approach 

for conducting an LCA, particularly lacking clarity on the system boundaries, 

functional units and management assumptions [144, 157-160]. For example, 

uncertainties corresponding to the selected felling and extraction technologies 

used during forest harvesting ɀ particularly the achieved productivities, as 

discussed previously in this chapter ɀ can have a considerable impact on the 

ȬÎÅÕÔÒÁÌÉÔÙȭȟ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÆÏÒÅÓÔÓ ÉÎ ÍÉÔÉÇÁÔÉÏÎ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÅÓ ɍρυχȟ ρυωɎȢ 
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3.6. Conclusions 

The number of differing disciplines and inherent complexities, associated with 

forestry and forest research, have been highlighted within this literature review. 

This is pertinent when considering the utilisation of wood biomass for energy 

generation, particularly with the specific aim of reducing the impacts of climate 

change. Increasing the volumes of extracted wood used in bioenergy would 

cause additional consequences ɀ such as the potential reduction in produced 

timber products or changes to the carbon balance within the forest stand itself ɀ 

which could affect the sustainability of the process. The UK is typified by a variety 

of native and non-native hardwood and softwood tree species, distributed across 

four constituent nations, within forested areas that contain unique individual 

ÓÉÔÅ ÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎÓȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÖÁÒÉÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÓÔ ÆÅÅÄÓÔÏÃËÓ ɀ evident both 

between- and within- species ɀ will directly impact its suitability as a fuel, thus 

its detailed characterisation would be undoubtedly beneficial. 

The heterogeneous nature of biomass resource clearly extends to its analysis 

using LCA methods ɀ this is especially apparent within forestry. Indeed, for truly 

ÅÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅ ,#!ȭÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÃÏÍÐÌÅÔÅÄȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÒÅ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÒÅÓÔ ÓÅÃÔÏÒȟ ÔÈÅÎ ÃÌÁÒÉÔÙ 

on the numerous existing uncertainties is first required; the assumptions of 

harvesting process productivity require an understanding of the individual site 

conditions that directly affect it, while the assumptions of carbon sequestered 

within wood biomass first require the detailed understanding of the resource. 

Although the work completed within this thesis will not include a life cycle 

ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÓÔ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅ ÆÏÒ ÕÓÅ ÉÎ ÂÉÏÅÎÅÒÇÙȟ ÉÔ ×ÉÌÌ ÈÅÌÐ ÉÎÆÏÒÍ ÏÎ Á 

number of the uncertainties that surround the feedstocks utilisation. As a result, 

the in-ÄÅÐÔÈ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÆȠ ρɊ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔ ×ÏÏÄ ÆÅÅÄÓÔÏÃË characteristics, 2) 

their fundamental combustion, and 3) the impact of terrain and infrastructure 

on the different harvesting processes, will give both a detailed insight into the 

5+ȭÓ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔ ÆÏÒÅÓÔ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÁÌÓÏ ÐÒÏÖÉÎÇ Á ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌÌÙ ÕÓÅÆÕÌ ÁÉÄ ÆÏÒ ÁÎÙ 

ÆÕÔÕÒÅ ,#!ȭÓȢ 
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Chapter 4. #ÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ 

forest wood resource  

 

ȰWe have nothing to fear and a great deal to learn from treesȱ ɀ Marcel Proust 

 

 

4.1. Introduction  

Forest research incorporates a wide array of scientific disciplines that span a 

number of topics; from the role of forests as a key global resource, to their 

management and the consequent issues that can arise. This variation is not just 

specific to the different forms of forest research, it can also be found throughout 

the worlÄȭÓ ÅØÉÓÔÉÎÇ ×ÏÏÄ ÆÅÅÄÓÔÏÃËÓȢ "Å ÉÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÅÃÉÅÓ ÔÙÐÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÓÔÒÉÂÕÔÉÏÎ ÏÒ 

ÔÈÅ ÓÈÅÅÒ ÖÏÌÕÍÅ ÏÆ Á ÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ×ÏÏÄ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅȟ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÓÔÓ ÄÉÆÆÅÒ 

from country to country. 

 

Table 4.1 ɀ Global Forests; Current resource  and recent changes, 1990 -2015 [1]  

Global Forest Cover 
 2015¹  % Change² 

Boreal  1,225 + 0.5 

Temperate  685 + 10.8 

Tropical  1,770 - 9.9 

Sub-tropical  320 - 1.5 

¹ Forested area (M ha), ² between 1990-2015 

 

The global forest cover in 2015 was estimated to be 3,999 million hectares (M 

ÈÁɊȟ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÉÎÇ ͯσρϷ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȭÓ ÔÏÔÁÌ ÌÁÎÄ ÁÒÅÁ ɍρɎȢ 4ÁÂÌÅ τȢρ ÄÅÐÉÃÔÓ ÔÈÅ 

current distribution of global forests between the four main forest domains ɀ 
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boreal, temperate, tropical and sub-tropical ɀ as well as the changes that have 

occurred over the last 25 years. Tropical forests account for the largest forested 

area but have suffered a sustained decrease in forest cover, while alternatively 

temperate forests have flourished in recent years [1]. As discussed in the 

previous cÈÁÐÔÅÒȟ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÓÔ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅ ɀ located in both boreal and temperate 

biomes ɀ has increased in coverage since the 2nd World War. By 2016 this had 

reached an estimated total area of 3.16 M ha, representing ~13% land coverage. 

4ÈÉÓ ÇÒÏ×ÔÈ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÆÏÒÅst resource, driven predominantly by an influx of 

introduced, non-native softwood species, has increased the availability of 

potentially useable wood resource.  

Wood biomass contains a variety of components which can differ between 

species; this can range from the basic chemical composition of individual trees, 

to the more complex carbohydrate and aromatic polymer contents [2]. For the 

5+ȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÓÔÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÐÒÏÐÅÒÌÙ ÅØÐÌÏÉÔÅÄȟ ÅÉÔÈÅÒ ÆÏÒ ÔÉÍÂÅÒ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÒ ÁÓ Á 

potential source of bioenergy, the fundamental characteristics of its wood 

resource must first be fully understood. This chapter will therefore characterise 

ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÅØÉÓÔÉÎÇ ÆÏÒÅÓÔ ×ÏÏÄ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅȟ ÑÕÁÎÔÉÆÙ ÉÔÓ ÓÕÉÔÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÆÏÒ ÕÓÅ ÁÓ Á ÆÕÅÌ 

while offering a point of context in how it compares to other sources of wood ɀ 

we do indeed still have a great deal to learn from trees. 

 

4.2. Methodology 

Global forests represent a significant amount of wood resource; a factor which 

has prompted a large number of published studies to characterise a variety of 

softwood and hardwood species from around the world. With more than 30% of 

ÔÈÅ ÅÁÒÔÈȭÓ ÌÁÎÄ ÍÁÓÓ ÃÏÖÅÒÅÄ ÂÙ ÆÏÒÅÓÔÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÅÄ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÐÅÒÔÉÅÓ 

and potential uses of wood ɀ intensified by the significant role of biomass in 

energy generation ɀ is understÁÎÄÁÂÌÅȢ &ÏÒ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÅØÉÓÔÉÎÇ ×ÏÏÄ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅ ÔÏ 

be properly understood, it is important to consider the existing published data 

on wood characterisation ɀ this will, importantly, allow for the evaluation and 

validation of any completed experimental work. This chapter will subsequently 

focus on two main tasks; 1) to collate and analyse existing published data, 

qualifying the fundamental areas of wood chemical analysis and, 2) to 
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extensively characterise a variety of wood biomass samples sourced from 

different species and sites across the UK, using fundamental experimental and 

analytical methods. The data attained from the literature and the completed 

experimental work will then be analysed using statistical analysis techniques, 

forming detailed conclusions anÄ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÉÓÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ×ÏÏÄ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅȢ 

 

Table 4.2 ɀ Reviewed sample data; types and published sources  

  Data Types 

Reference Samples Proximate  Ultimate  Lignocellulosic  GCV 

[37Ɏ 6  + + + 

[38] 2 + + + + 

[39] 1 + +  + 

[40Ɏ 1 + +  + 

[41] 1 + + + + 

[42Ɏ 1 + +  + 

[43Ɏ 2 + + + + 

[44] 4 + + + + 

[45] 4   + + 

[46] 5   + + 

[47Ɏ 3  + + + 

[48Ɏ 3  +  + 

[49] 1 + + + + 

[50] 2 +  + + 

[51Ɏ 1 + +  + 

[52Ɏ 1 + +  + 

[53Ɏ 1 + +  + 

[54] 1 + + + + 

[55] 1 + + + + 

[56] 1 + + + + 

[57] 1 + +  + 

[22] 5 + +  + 

[58] 5 + +  + 

[59] 2   +  
[60] 2 + +  + 

[61] 3 + + + + 

[62Ɏ 2 + + + + 

[63Ɏ 2 + +  + 

[64] 2 + +  + 

[65] 
12 + + + + 

[66] 

[67Ɏ 1 + +  + 

[68Ɏ 2 + +  + 

[69] 2 + +  + 

[70] 1 + +  + 
[71] 2   +  

 Gross Calorific Value (GCV) calculated using Friedl et al (2005) ɀ see Section 4.2.3.5 
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4.2.1. Literature Review Analysis 

There are, in one form or another, an extensive number of published, peer-

reviewed studies investigating wood resource.  Although the research interests 

and end-use of the biomass samples often differ between projects, the initial data 

ÐÒÏÄÕÃÅÄ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÏÄȭÓ ÃÏÍÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÉÓ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÁÂÌÅȢ 

 

4.2.1.1. Fuel Properties & Sample Choice 

Compositional wood data extracted from 36 published journal articles has been 

considered in this section, resulting in a total of 86 separate stem wood samples 

being assembled for analysis. Table 4.2 details these samples, the publications 

they were taken from and the specific data that was extracted. This includes 

fundameÎÔÁÌ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉÓÔÉÃÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÄÉÃÔÁÔÅ Á ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅȭÓ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÕÓÅ ÁÓ Á ÆÕÅÌȠ 

particularly proximate, ultimate and lignocellulosic data, as well as the Gross 

Calorific Value (GCV). These fundamental characteristics are covered in greater 

detail in Section 4.2.3.  

The 86 samples identified from the literature represent a wide array of species 

from different global locations, therefore to enable an affective comparison they 

have been classified into two broad groups; hardwoods (48 samples) and 

softwoods (38 samples). As the data has been obtained from different published 

sources, the format of the reported data tends to differ between publications. To 

ensure that each individual sample is comparable with one another, the data has 

first been standardised; proximates have been reported on a dry basis (db), 

ultimate data has been reported both dry and dry ash free (daf), where required, 

and the lignocellulosic data has been adjusted on a db and extractive free (EF). 

 

4.2.2. Statistical Analysis 

Although it is possible to identify and express the relationships and differences 

between datasets visually, it is important that these visual representations are 

supported quantifiably. The mathematical discipline of statistics allows for the 

analysis and interpretation of data, resulting in a quantified explanation of the 

results, especially when considering levels of uncertainty. Statistical analysis can 
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be divided into two categories ɀ descriptive and inferential ɀ both of which are 

utilised within this research. Descriptive statistics offer basic, yet fundamental, 

numerical summaries, presenting an overall impression of the data in a sensible 

way. Inferential statistics are used in an attempt to infer conclusions that extend 

beyond the considered datasets [3, 4]. Put simply, descriptive statistics describe 

what we initially see from the data, whereas inferential statistics conject how 

this can be expanded upon. Although simple, the forms of statistics used within 

this chapter are powerful, giving an excellent foundation to compare important 

fuel parameters; both collated from the literature and produced experimentally. 

 

4.2.2.1. Descriptive Statistics 

When considering large sets of data, the use of descriptive forms of statistics 

allow for the simplification into something more manageable. Although simple, 

they can offer a powerful form of analysis, both when considering a singular 

variable of a dataset ɀ referred to as univariate ɀ or multivariate, which examines 

more than one variable. Descriptive analysis can itself be separated into two 

general areas; 1) as a measure of central tendency, including the mean, median 

and mode, or 2) as a measure of variability, which includes the variance and the 

standard deviation [4]. As shown in Eq. 4.1, the sample ÓÔÁÎÄÁÒÄ ÄÅÖÉÁÔÉÏÎ ɉʎɊ ɀ 

an expression of how a sample set differs from its calculated mean value ɀ is 

given as the square root of the calculated variance; 

 

„
В

     (4.1) 

 where: 

 ɯ  is an individual value 

 ɯ  is the mean value 

 ὲ  is the total number of values 

 

In addition to giving comparable values for the central tendency and variability 

of a dataset, these can be combined to give a standardised dispersion measure, 

referred to as relative standard deviation (ὙὛὈ). 
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ὙὛὈ       (4.2) 

 

Given as the ratio between the standard deviation and the mean, the calculated 

RSD shows how the variability of a population relates to its arithmetic central 

point. In effect, the smaller the RSD ɀ often given as a percentage ɀ the greater 

the confidence that a calculated mean is representative of a population. 

One of the most basic, yet robust, methods for measuring scale and variability is 

the interquartile range (ὍὗὙ); a trimmed estimator which is calculated as the 

difference between the 75th and 25th percentiles, or the upper (ὗ ) and lower 

(ὗ) quartiles as they are also referred to. In addition to their use for 

representing the spread of data, both numerically and visually, the IQR can also 

be used to identify the outliers within a specific dataset. The outliers are 

observed data points which fall above ὗ+1.5*IQR and below ὗ-1.5*IQR. 

 

ὍὗὙὗ ὗ     (4.3) 

 

4.2.2.2. Inferential Statistics 

As outlined above, inferential statistics are used to produce more generalised 

conclusions that can be applied to a larger population, than that considered 

within the initial dataset [3]. The inferential statistical analysis of population 

characteristics can be separated into two further categories; 1) estimates of 

magnitude, and 2) tests of hypotheses. Estimation-based statistics utilise a 

combination of factors, such as confidence intervals and meta-analysis, to 

analyse and interpret data. Hypothesis testing is used to compare data sets with 

one another, proposing a hypothesis (Ὄ ) for a particular statistical relationship, 

which is then compared to a null hypothesis (Ὄ ) that represents no relationship 

[5]. The inferential statistics undertaken within this research focus on two 

separate types of hypothesis testing; independent t-test and analysis of variance 

(ANOVA). Although they are conceptually similar to one another ɀ both being 

used to determine significant differences within sets of data ɀ they differ in their 

application. 
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The independent t-test ɀ a parametric test, drawing assumptions from the 

defining properties of a dataset ɀ is designed to determine any statistically 

significant evidence that the means of two independent groups differ [3]. The 

hypotheses of a t-test can be described as; 

 

Ὄ Ḋ‘ ‘     (4.4) 

Ὄ Ḋ‘ ‘     (4.5) 

 where: 

 ‘  is the population mean of group 1 

 ‘  is the population mean of group 2 

 

As shown by Eq. 4.4 and 4.5, the independent t-test is designed purely for the 

comparison of means between two independent groups ɀ so in this chapter for 

example, between hardwoods and softwoods. For an equal variance, where both 

populations are assumed to have identical population variances, the following 

equations are used to conduct the independent t-test; 

 

ὸ     (4.6) 

 and; 

„    (4.7) 

 where: 

 ɯȟ  is the mean of the 1st and 2nd samples 

 ὲȟ  is the sample size of the 1st and 2nd samples 

 „ȟ  is the standard deviation of the 1st and 2nd samples 

 „  is the pooled standard deviation 

 

In addition to producing a value for t, the t-test also identifies the degrees of 

freedom (df); a figure which depicts the number of independent pieces of 

information used when conducting the hypothesis test, minus the number of 

parameters used during the estimation. Together these give a probability value 

(p-value), ranging between 0 and 1, which is used to determine the statistical 

significance of the results. The smaller the value, the greater the association with 
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Ὄ  resulting in the rejection of the null hypotheses, Ὄ . A significance level of 

ЅπȢπυ has been chosen, indicating that when the p-value falls below this, it can 

be assumed that a statistically significant difference between the means exist. 

Additi onally, to establish if the variance of a population is equal or unequal, a test 

for equality of variance is conducted alongside the independent t-test. In this 

ÃÁÓÅȟ ÔÈÅ ,ÅÖÅÎÅȭÓ ÔÅÓÔ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÁÐÐÌÉÅÄ ÉÎ ÃÏÎÊÕÎÃÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ t-test to produce 

a value, given as F, and its corresponding p-value. Again the significance level 

ÕÓÅÄ ÉÓ ЅπȢπυ. 

In cases where more than two populations exist, an alternative analysis to the 

independent t-test is necessary. Analysis of variance (ANOVA) is an alternate 

hypothesis test, used for comparing the means of three or more different groups 

of data. As a result, the hypotheses of a one-way ANOVA test differ, instead 

expressed as; 

 

Ὄ Ḋ‘ ‘ ‘  ȣ ‘   (4.8) 

Ὄ Ḋ‘ ὥὶὩ ὲέὸ ὥὰὰ Ὡήόὥὰ   (4.9) 

 where; 

 ‘ȟȟ  is the population means of groups 1, 2 and 3, respectively 

 ὲ  is the number of independent comparison groups 

 ‘  is the population mean of the Ὥ  group (iЀρȟ ςȟ σȟ ȣȟ n) 

 

ANOVA testing is a widely used process, applying a range of inferential statistical 

procedures that are designed to compare the mean differences across numerous 

conditions. In its simplest form the ANOVA hypothesis test considers the 

variability between groups ɀ which includes the variability related to the 

independent variables and/or random factors ɀ against the random factor 

variability found within the groups themselves [6]. The ANOVA test is conducted 

using inbuilt tool within the utilised software, based on the following equation; 

 

Ὂ       (4.10) 

 where: 

 ὓὛὙ  is the regression mean square 

 ὓὛὉ  is the mean square error 
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The results from the above ANOVA equation, given as the F-ratio, provide an 

estimation for the relationship of between-group and within-group variability. 

The independent variables ɀ contained within the calculated values for MSR and 

MSE ɀ correspond to the different categories of groups, such as the variety of 

hardwood and softwood species or specific tree sections ɀ like the stump, roots 

or branches. The larger the F-ratio, the stronger the argument for rejecting Ὄ , 

accepting there are statistically significant differences between their means. 

Unlike the significance level of the t-test, the statistical significance of the ANOVA 

test is accepted when the F-ÒÁÔÉÏȭÓ ÃÏÒÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÉÎÇ p-value is less than 0.001 (p < 

0.001).  

In addition to establishing the existence of significant statistical differences 

between all of the groups combined, it is possible to complete additional post-

hoc analysis which identifies specific differences between each group, when 

compared against one another. There are several different procedures for 

conducting these multiple comparisons, however as some of the sample sizes 

ÕÓÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÁÒÅ ÕÎÅÑÕÁÌȟ 4ÕËÅÙȭÓ (3$ ɉÈÏÎÅÓÔ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅɊ 

test has been utilised. This test ɀ based upon a studentized range distribution ɀ 

has been selected as it compares the mean of each independent variable against 

the mean of every other independent variable. As with the t-test, to be deemed 

statistically significant, the p-ÖÁÌÕÅȭÓ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÅÄ followiÎÇ ÔÈÅ 4ÕËÅÙȭÓ (3$ ÔÅÓÔ 

must achieve a significance ÌÅÖÅÌ ÏÆ ЅπȢπυ. 

 

4.2.2.3. Regression Analysis 

Regression, in the context of statistical analysis, considers the relationship 

between a single dependent variable (y) and one or more independent variables 

(x); specifically, how the value of y can change with a variation in one of the 

quantitative x values [7]. As a form of inferential statistics, regression analysis is 

used to explore the nature of the relationship between the dependent and 

independent variables and infer causality. 

The simplest and most widely used form of regression are simple linear models, 

which can be used to predict values for the dependent variable by utilising the 

independent variables. Figure 4.1 shows a straight line summary of a given 
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bivariate plot, highlighting the relationship between the two continuous 

variables. Although the line passes through only two of the points, it shows 

clearly that the data has a positive correlation ɀ as the independent variable 

increases, so does the dependent variable. 

 

 

Figure 4.1 ɀ Example of Simple Linear Regression between two variables  

 

The relationship of a bivariate dataset containing numerous data points (ὼȟώ), 

such as that shown in Figure 4.1, can be approximately described in the form of 

a simple linear function, as shown in Eq. 4.11; 

 

ώ ‌ ὼ‍ ‐    (4.11) 

 where: 

 ‌  is the y-intercept 

 ὼ  is the independent variables of the Ὥ  group (iЀρȟ ςȟ ȣȟ n) 

 ‍  is a vector of unknown parameters 

 ‐  is an experimental error term related to the deviation 

 

The desired output of using a linear regression model is to identify values for ‌ 

and ‍, producing a line that best fits the points within a dataset. This is achieved 

using ordinary least squares (OLS) ɀ an approach which sums the squared 

distances between the regression line and each data point ɀ establishing the line 

that results in the smallest sum, via minimisation. Once this line has been 

established it is important to calculate the coefficient of determination, denoted 
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as Ὑ , which is a measure of how well the regression model fits the data. This is 

also calculated using the squared distances of the data points and can be defined 

generally as; 

 

Ὑ ḳρ      (4.12) 

 where: 

 ὛὛ   is the residual sum of squares 

 ὛὛ   is the total sum of squares 

 

4ÈÉÓ Ȭgoodness of fitȭ ÉÓ ÇÉÖÅÎ ÁÓ Á ÖÁÌÕÅ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ρ ÁÎÄ πȟ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÖÁÌÕÅ ÏÆ ρ 

indicating that the regression model fits perfectly. It should be noted that the 

value for Ὑ  depicts the level of correlation between data points; it is not a 

definitive indication that changes to the independent variable cause the 

dependent variable to change.  For cases where more independent variables are 

included within the regression, an adjusted Ὑ  approach can be used (Ὑ ) which 

incorporates the degrees of freedom (df); 

 

Ὑ ρ     (4.13) 

 where: 

 ὨὪ  is the df of the population error variance 

 ὨὪ  is the df of the dependent variables population variance 

 

Linear regression is ideal for depicting a visible relationship between two 

variables. However, in cases where the data is grouped ɀ with no clear linear 

relationship ɀ other methods should be pursued. These non-linear methods of 

regression analysis include quadratic, exponential and logarithmic functions, 

each with different applications, dependent upon the original data set. Fitting 

circles and other geometrical shapes to data ɀ either by use of algebraic or 

geometric methods ɀ can offer alternative forms of regression which best fit the 

observed data [8]. These are often highly complicated with many different 

methods and algorithms for fitting the curves. To simplify this, in cases where 

bivariate data is clustered together, the following equations have been 

developed to display and compare individual data sets with one another; 
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Ὢ ὼ ὼ ώ ώ ὶ   (4.14) 

 and: 

ὶ
В ȿ ȿ В ȿ ȿ

 (4.15) 

 where: 

 ὼ  is the independent variables of the Ὥ  group (iЀρȟ ςȟ ȣȟ n) 

 ὼ  is the mean of a specific independent variable 

 ώ  is the dependent variables of the Ὥ  group (iЀρȟ ςȟ ȣȟ n) 

 ώ  is the mean of a specific dependent variable 

 ὶ  is the calculated radius 

 

In essence, using Eq. 4.14 and 4.15 produces a circular line which represents the 

dispersion of the data from the mean, in relation to both the x and y variables. 

4ÈÅ ÃÉÒÃÌÅȭÓ ÃÅÎÔÒÅ ɉὼ, ώ) are the mean points of the x and y data sets, 

respectively, while the calculated radius value is the mean distance between the 

individual points and the centre point of the circle. As a result, the greater the 

spread of the original data points from the calculated mean values, the larger the 

radius and, ultimately, the larger the circle. A smaller circle would therefore 

indicate that the data points are clustered closer together. 

 

4.2.2.4. Standard Error & Confidence Bands 

In any type of statistical analysis there will always be a level of uncertainty and 

error that should be appropriately reported. One of the most important is the 

ÓÔÁÎÄÁÒÄ ÅÒÒÏÒȟ ÓÈÏ×Î ÉÎ %ÑȢ τȢρφȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÎÄÁÒÄ ÄÅÖÉÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ Á ÓÔÁÔÉÓÔÉÃȭÓ 

sampling distribution, usually relating to the mean; 

 

ὛὉ
Ѝ

      (4.16) 

 where: 

 ὛὉ  is the standard error of the mean 

 „  is the sample standard deviation 

 ὲ  is the number of observations in the sample 
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The ὛὉ incorporates the number of samples included within the analysis, 

inferring how far the ÓÁÍÐÌÅȭÓ ÃÁÌÃÕÌÁÔÅÄ ÍÅÁÎ is likely to be from the population 

mean. As a result, a larger number of observations will reduce the size of the 

standard error. This also plays an important role in the production of confidence 

bands; used to display the uncertainty of lines and curves, produced during 

regression analysis. Confidence intervals ɀ closely associated to confidence 

bands ɀ depict the uncertainty related to individual points. Upper (ὅὍ) and 

lower (ὅὍ) 95% confidence intervals, reflecting significance levels of 0.05, can 

be calculated using the following equations; 

 

ὅὍ   ρȢωφὛὉ     (4.17) 

ὅὍ ɯ ρȢωφὛὉ    (4.18) 

 

Pointwise confidence bands, when estimated for a function f(x) instead of the 

mean, are produced from individual confidence intervals calculated for separate 

x values. These are combined to produce upper and lower 95% confidence 

bands. 

 

4.2.2.5. Statistical Software 

The previous sections have discussed the basic principles and theory behind 

statistical applications, however in practice there is a wide variety of statistical 

software available. These packages are designed specifically to undertake the 

discussed analysis. Of the software available, this research has used IBM SPSS 

statistics v21. Although originally designed for use in social sciences, the 

versatility and wide range of statistical analysis packages available in SPSS make 

it suitable for use in other branches of science and engineering [3]. In addition, 

the visual representation of data ɀ coupled with additional data analysis ɀ has 

been completed using OriginPro 9; a software package that is specifically used 

for scientific graphing. )ÔȭÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÎÏÔÅ ÔÈÁÔȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÏllated datasets 

utilised within  this chapter are larger than anything produced previously, they 

still represent just a small sample of what is an extensive natural resource ɀ any 

established relationships and values should not automatically be assumed as 

definitive. 
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4.2.3. Experimental & Analytical Characterisation 

The heterogeneous nature of biomass ɀ consisting of a complex mix of organic 

and inorganic material ɀ makes the initial identification and characterisation of 

the chemical composition one of the most important steps for its utilisation. 

Wood biomass is of no difference; its fundamental composition directly impacts 

the quality, properties and end-use applications as a fuel, as well as any 

consequent environmental issues [9]. In addition to the statistical analysis of 

data from the literature, fundamental characterisation of wood biomass has been 

undertaken, using different analytical methods. 

 

 

Figure 4.2 ɀ Geographical locations of samples used in experimental work  

 

4.2.3.1. UK Wood Samples & Sample Preparation 

The characterisation experimental work considered a total of 145 wood samples, 

sourced from 14 sites located across the British Isles. The location of these 

samples is depicted in Figure 4.2, with the associated site data found in Table 4.3. 

There are 12 sites situated in England; located in the Northeast of the country 

and in regions in both the Southeast and Southwest. In addition to these, there 

are two sites in Scotland; one in the North and one in the South. 
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These samples, which were part of a larger collaborative investigation into wood 

fuel, are typical ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÄÉÖÅÒÓÅ ÆÅÅÄÓÔÏÃËȟ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÉÎÇ ÆÏÕÒ ËÅÙ species that 

account for a significant amount of forest cover. Although the samples are by no 

means definitive, they have been sourced from a number of sites ɀ typified by 

different conditions ɀ resulting in a unique dataset, giving a valuable insight into 

ÖÉÔÁÌ ÆÕÅÌ ÐÁÒÁÍÅÔÅÒÓ ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈÉÎÇ Á ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅȭÓ ÓÕÉÔÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȢ 

 

Table 4.3 ɀ Site data for experimental samples  

Site Name Species Longitud e 
& Latitude  

Altitude  
(m)  

Planting 
Year 

Soil 

Frith End, Bordon OK 
51.153716, 

-0.86180801 
85 1935 Gley 

Haldon, Exeter BI 
50.61937, 

-3.5435727 
220 1953 Podzol 

Whitestone, Exeter BI 
50.75155, 

-3.6117105 
110 1950 

Brown 
Earth 

Whitestone, Exeter OK 
50.75155, 

-3.6117105 
110 1950 

Brown 
Earth 

Wordwell, Suffolk BI 
52.335002, 

0.6873772 
50 1952 

Brown 
Earth 

Wheldrake, York BI 
53.919369, 

-0.98743347 
15 1960 Podzol 

Didlington, 
Thetford 

OK 
52.544361, 

0.66777721 
65 1927 

Brown 
Earth 

Hazelborough, 
Brackley 

OK 
52.064470, 

-1.0532434 
150 1930 Acidic Loam 

Thetford Forest 
Park 

SP 
52.415999, 

0.8757002 
40 1991 

Sandy 
Breckland 

Wykeham, 
Scarborough 

SP 
54.269404, 

-0.57621976 
205 1980 Acidic Loam 

Dalby Forest, 
Scarborough 

SS 
54.251828, 

-0.64694118 
195 1974 Iron pan 

Dartmoor National 
Park 

SS 
50.643443, 

-3.9205897 
475 1950 Acidic Peat 

Ae Village, Dumfries SS 
55.173172, 

-3.5935832 
155 1970 Peaty Gley 

Lairg, Highlands SP 
58.133985, 

-4.4795303 
175 1959 Peat 

OK=Oak, BI=Birch, SP=Scots pine, SS=Sitka spruce 
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The samples consist of two native hardwood species, oak (Quercus robur) and 

silver birch (Betula pendula), and two softwood species, the native Scots pine 

(Pinus sylvestris) and the non-native Sitka spruce (Picea sitchensis). As shown by 

the planting year of the stands in Table 4.3, the samples were taken from mature 

trees that were close to final felling, ensuring that they were representative of 

the wood material likely to be utilised in the woodfuel market. In addition to the 

species variation, the sample set also includes wood from different sections of 

the tree; namely the stem, the roots and the branches. The stem wood has been 

ÔÁËÅÎ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÈÁÌÆ×ÁÙ ÐÏÉÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÅÅȭÓ ÓÔÅÍȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÐÌÅÓ ÃÏÎÓÉÓÔÉÎÇ ÏÆ Á 

mixture of mature and juvenile wood. The root samples were taken from the 

primary root, located >30cm below the ground level, while the branch wood was 

ÓÏÕÒÃÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÍÉÄÄÌÅ ÔÈÉÒÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÅÅȭÓ ÃÒÏ×ÎȢ 

The tree documentation, felling, sample removal and initial processing of the 

wood was undertaken by Forest Research. The stem wood was removed as a disk 

using a chainsaw for the initial cross-cutting, before being re-cut to remove any 

potential contamination. Once removed from the ground, the root wood was 

chipped; to be consistent with this type of material, there is likely to be 

contamination in the wood chip as a result of the residual soil. The branch wood 

was also chipped on removal. All the samples were placed in individual, air-tight 

containers and labelled before being transported for cold storage. The second 

phase of processing was undertaken by the Institute of Biological, Environmental 

and Rural Sciences (IBERS) at Aberystwyth University. This involved oven drying 

the individual wood samples at 103°C before being chipped, using a cutting mill, 

reducing the particle size to ~1mm. These were then stored in labelled vials, 

each containing around 2-3g of the wood samples. 

Before any analytical experiments were undertaken, the coarsely chipped 

samples required further processing, in line with EN 14780 [10]. This was to 

ensure that each sample was consistent with the next and that they were an 

appropriate size for analysis. The samples were individually milled using a 

Retsch CryoMill (see Appendix A). The cryomill utilises liquid nitrogen, in an 

integrated cooling system, cooling the milling vessel before and during the 

milling process.  Once at temperature, the entirety of each sample was placed in 

the grinding jar before undergoing two, two-minute grinding cycles. The milled 
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samples were then passed through a 90 µm sieve to ensure homogeneity of 

particle size, between the different wood samples. This produced finely milled 

Ȭ×ÏÏÄ ÆÌÏÕÒȭ ÓÁÍÐÌÅÓȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ×ÅÒÅ ÕÓÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÐÒÏØÉÍÁÔÅȟ ÕÌÔÉÍÁÔÅ ÁÎÄ 

low nitrogen analysis. 

 

4.2.3.2. Proximate Analysis 

The proximate analysis of a fuel determines its basic composition, separating 

into four basic constituents; moisture, volatile matter (VM), fixed carbon (FC) 

and ash. Identifying these components gives an initial understanding of a 

ÓÁÍÐÌÅȭÓ ÖÉÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÕÔÉÌÉÓÅÄ ÁÓ Á ÆÕÅÌ ɍωɎȢ 

The moisture content of a given sample, which can differ greatly between 

biomass species, refers to the amount of water contained within the material 

[11]. The standard method for determining the moisture content of a solid 

biofuel, given in EN 14774-3, entails the sample being oven dried at 105°C for an 

extended period, before being weighed [12]. The moisture content of the sample 

is calculated from the following equation; 

 

ὓὅ ρ      (4.19) 

 where: 

 ὓὅ   is the mass fraction of moisture of the sample 

 ά    is the mass of the dried sample 

 ά    is the initial mass of the sample 

 

The VM component of biomass ɀ released during the devolotilisation phase ɀ can 

vary between samples, usually consisting of light hydrocarbons, hydrogen, 

carbon monoxide, carbon dioxide and tars [13]. The standard method for 

determining the VM content of a solid biofuel is given in EN 15148 [14]. The 

previously dried sample is heated in a furnace at 900°C for 7 minutes ɀ out of 

contact with ambient air ɀ until the devolatilisation process has completed, 

before then being weighed. The VM content of the sample can therefore be 

calculated from the following equation; 
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ὠὓ      (4.20) 

 where: 

 ὠὓ    is the mass fraction of volatile matter on a dry basis 

 ά    is the mass of the sample following devolatilisation  

 

Once the devolatilisation phase has finished, the remaining constituents of the 

sample are the FC and the ash. The standard method for determining the ash 

content of a solid biofuel is given in EN 14775 [15]. The devolatilised sample is 

heated in a furnace with a suitable air flow, first at 250°C for an hour, and then 

at 550°C for a further two hours. The remaining inorganic residual is weighed, 

giving the mass of the samples ash. The ash content of the sample can be 

calculated using Eq. 4.21; 

 

ὥίὬ      (4.21) 

 where: 

 ὥίὬ   is the mass fraction of ash on a dry basis 

 ά   is the mass of the samples ash 

 

Consequently, the FC content of the sample can be derived using the following 

equation; 

 

Ὂὅ ρ ὠὓ ὥίὬ    (4.22) 

 where: 

 Ὂὅ   is the mass fraction of fixed carbon on a dry basis 

 

The standard procedures, as described above, require ~1g of sample for each 

analysis. Considering the relatively small amount of available sample (2-3g), it 

would be a misuse undertaking the proximate analysis via conventional 

methods; it would not allow for any further  fundamental analysis. Therefore the 

proximate data will be produced using thermogravimetric analysis (TGA), which 

requires significantly less sample per run. TGA is a characterisation method 

which utilises a precision balance and a furnace to measure the changes in 

weight of a given sample, as a function of increasing temperature over time [16]. 

Although it is accepted that the proximate values determined by TGA can differ 
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from standard procedures, it is still considered a suitable method for producing 

a comparative set of proximate data for biomass samples [17]; this is a result of 

the high precision balance and temperature controls associated with TGA. 

The analysis was undertaken using a TA Instruments TGA Q5000 thermo-

gravimetric analyser (see Appendix A). The proximate analysis of each sample 

used ~10mg of finely milled wood flour ɀ sieved ÔÏ Ѕ ωπ АÍ as described in 

Section 4.2.3.1 ɀ which was spread evenly, in a thin layer, on a platinum sample 

pan. The TGA instrument was programmed to simulate the method for 

proximate analysis, in line with the standard procedures described above. In a 

nitÒÏÇÅÎ ÁÔÍÏÓÐÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÐÌÅȟ ÈÅÌÄ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÓÔÒÕÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÆÕÒÎÁÃÅȟ ×ÁÓ 

heated at 10°C min¯¹ up to 105°C and kept isothermal for 15 minutes. The 

temperature was then increased at 10°C min¯¹ up to 900°C and held for 15 

minutes, before reducing quickly to 40°C. The nitrogen atmosphere was then 

replaced with air and the temperature held at 40°C for 5 minutes. The 

temperature was then finally increased at 10°C min¯¹ up to 550°C and held for 

10 minutes. This was completed in duplicate for each wood sample. 

 

 

Figure 4.3 ɀ Temperature profile and mass lo ss curve for proximate analysis,  
using TGA methodology  

 

The simulated temperature profile ɀ and the mass loss curve associated with the 

process ɀ can be found in Figure 4.3. The initial mass value of a sample (ά ) is 

taken once the balance has settled, before any temperature increases occur. As 



100 

 

shown in Figure 4.3 the mass value of the dried sample (ά ) is taken at point A, 

the mass of the sample following devolatilisation (ά ) is taken at point B and 

the mass of the samples ash (ά ) is taken at point C. The moisture value of each 

sample is calculated using Eq. 4.19, while the volatile matter, fixed carbon and 

ash contents are determined on a dry basis using Eq. 4.20, 4.22 and 4.21, 

respectively. 

 

4.2.3.3. Ultimate Analysis 

Originally designed for the characterisation of coal, the ultimate analysis of 

biomass determines the content of individual elements ɀ namely carbon (C), 

hydrogen (H), oxygen (O), nitrogen (N) and sulphur (S) ɀ existing within the 

feedstock. Of these, the key elemental constituents of biomass are C, H and O 

which make up >97% of the feedstocks total content, on a dry ash free (daf) basis 

[18]. Although the N and S content of biomass is relatively small, their existence 

in fuels can result in the formation of nitrogen oxides and sulphur dioxide during 

combustion ɀ atmospheric pollutants which can cause an array of detrimental 

impacts [19]. 

The standard procedure for determining the C, H, N and S content of a solid 

biofuel can be found in EN 15104 [20]. Using an automated organic elemental 

CHNS analyser, a known mass of a sample is combusted in an oxygen 

atmosphere, at 900°C. The resulting gaseous products ɀ #/Ϝȟ (Ϝ/ȟ ÏØÉÄÅÓ ÏÆ 

nitrogen and oxides of sulphur ɀ are passed through a gas-chromatography 

column, where they are separated from one another. At the end of the column 

the changes to the gases thermal conductivity is detected, giving the relative 

volume fraction of the elemental contents. This allows for the absolute masses of 

C, H, N and S within a sample to be calculated. Using the previously calculated 

moisture content (see Section 4.2.3.2.), the following equations can be used to 

establish the principle elemental composition on a dry basis. 

 

ὅȟὔȟὛ ὅȟὔȟὛ     (4.23) 

 where: 

 ὓὅ  is the mass fraction of moisture of the sample 
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 ὅȟὔȟὛ  is the mass fraction of carbon, nitrogen & sulphur on a dry basis 

 ὅȟὔȟὛ  is the determined carbon, nitrogen & sulphur content 

 

Ὄ Ὄ
Ȣ

   (4.24) 

where: 

 Ὄ   is the mass fraction of hydrogen on a dry basis 

 Ὄ   is the determined hydrogen content 

 

Following the determination of C, H, N and S, while also accounting for the mass 

of ash in the sample, the oxygen content was determined by difference; 

 

ὕ ρππὅ ὔ Ὓ Ὄ ὥίὬ  (4.25) 

 where: 

 ὕ   is the mass fraction of oxygen on a dry basis 

 ὥίὬ   is the mass fraction of ash on a dry basis 

 

The ultimate analysis in this research was undertaken using a CE Instruments 

Flash EA1112 elemental analyser (see Appendix A), in line with the described 

standard procedure. Before analysing the wood samples, the analyser must first 

be calibrated using appropriate calibration substances. Table 4.4 details the 

principle elemental contents of the standards utilised within the calibration 

process. 

 

Table 4.4 ɀ Principle elemental contents of calibration standards  

Elemental Constituents (%)  

 C H N S 
Atropine  70.56 8.01 4.84 0 

BBOT 72.36 6.11 6.84 7.44 

Oatmeal 41.59 5.85 1.90 0.16 

Olive Stone 47.50 6.30 0.20 0 

 

Each calibration standard had ~2.5mg placed in a small pressed tin capsule, 

having the precise weight logged before being folding to remove any air. The 

same process is applied to the cryomilled wood samples, with ~2.5mg placed in 

the tin capsules before being weighed and folded. In addition to the calibration 
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substances and the samples, it is important to include laboratory control samples 

during the analysis, to ensure the continued performance of the instrument. The 

procedure in EN 15104 insists that the control should have a similar C, H and N 

content to the samples undergoing analysis, therefore the Olive Stone standard 

×ÁÓ ÕÓÅÄȢ 4ÈÅ ÃÁÌÉÂÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÓÔÁÎÄÁÒÄÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÌÏÁÄÅÄ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÓÔÒÕÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÁÕÔÏ 

sampler, followed by the wood samples. After every 10 wood samples a control 

sample was run to ensure the validity of the wood sample results. In total, each 

wood sample was analysed in triplicate. 

 

4.2.3.4. Low Nitrogen Analysis 

A common trait with biomass fuels, in particular wood, is the low nitrogen 

content ɀ a factor highlighted throughout the literature. The nitrogen content of 

wood biomass reportedly ranges from <0.1-0.6%, which is often less than that of 

sources such as grasses, straws and other biomass residues [9, 19, 21, 22]. With 

the nitrogen content of wood falling way below 1%, any differences in the 

reported values, as a result of instrument performance, are exacerbated and can 

result in high errors. In addition, the nitrogen detection limits of the Flash 

EA1112 elemental analyser is ~500ppm, which means that woods with a 

nitrogen content below this limit are not registered. Therefore, to ensure that the 

correct nitrogen contents are reported in this research, additional low nitrogen 

analysis has been undertaken using an Analytik Jena Multi 5000 elemental 

analyser (see Appendix A) ɀ an instrument with superior detection limits, 

specifically designed for samples with low contents of principle elements. 

A sample with a known mass is placed in an individual sample boat, positioned 

on the instruments auto sampler. The sample is then fed into a furnace, heated 

to 1050°C, where it is first pyrolysed in an argon atmosphere and then 

combusted in an oxygen atmosphere. Following the combustion, the reaction 

ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ./ ÁÎÄ /ϝ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÅÓ ./Ϝ ÉÎ Á ÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÒÉÌÙ ÅØÃÉÔÅÄ ÓÔÁÔÅȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÎ ÔÕÒÎ 

emits a visible light [23], as shown by the following equation; 

 

ὔὕ ὕ ᴼὔὕᶻᴼὔὕ ὬὺὔὍὙ   (4.26) 
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The light is directly proportional to the chemiluminescent species, allowing for 

ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÐÌÅȭÓ ÅÌÅÍÅÎÔÁÌ . ÔÏ ÂÅ ÄÅÔÅÃÔÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÓÔÒÕÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÃÈÅÍÉÌÕÍÉÎÅÓÅÎÃÅ 

detector. 

The low nitrogen analysis of the 145 wood samples considered in this chapter 

was conducted in duplicate, using between 2-3mg of sample per run. Each 

ÓÁÍÐÌÅ ×ÁÓ ×ÅÉÇÈÅÄȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÒÒÅÃÔ ×ÅÉÇÈÔ ÌÏÇÇÅÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÓÔÒÕÍÅÎÔȭÓ 

software. The instrument was calibrated to 0.5% N and then, in a similar fashion 

to the elemental analyser, a control sample of olive stone was used after every 

10 runs to ensure acceptable instrument performance. 

 

4.2.3.5. Calorific Values 

The energy content of a fuel, referred to as its calorific value, is a vital parameter 

when considering its potential end use, especially within thermal systems [24, 

25]. In academic literature the energy content is often reported as a gross value, 

however in real world applications the net value is the most important figure. 

The gross calorific value (GCV), or higher heating value as it is also called, is 

reported on a dry basis and refers to the enthalpy of a fuels complete combustion 

×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÉÓÔÕÒÅ ÉÎ Á ÌÉÑÕÉÄ ÓÔÁÔÅȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÓ ÂÏÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÅÌȭÓ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÁÌ 

moisture content and any additional moisture produced from the oxidation of its 

hydrogen content. In comparison, the net calorific value (NCV), or lower heating 

value, includes the moisture as a gaseous product [24-26]. In effect the NCV 

ÒÅÆÌÅÃÔÓ ÈÏ× Á ÆÕÅÌȭÓ ÍÏÉÓÔÕÒÅ ÃÁÎ ÉÍÐÅÄÅ ÔÈÅ ÁÍÏÕÎÔ ÏÆ ÕÓÅÆÕÌ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ 

ultimately produced. 

The standard experimental procedure for calculating the calorific values, 

detailed in EN 14918, utilises adiabatic bomb calorimetry. This procedure 

requires a bomb calorimeter, within which a weighed portion of the sample is 

combusted in high-pressure oxygen. The observed temperature changes, before 

and after, allow for the calculation of the specific energy required to increase the 

temperature [26]. The value produced as a result of this procedure is the GCV at 

constant volume (Ὃὅὠ), which can then be calculated on a dry basis, using the 

following equation; 
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Ὃὅὠ Ὃὅὠ    (4.27) 

 

Once the GCV has been calculated, again using equations derived from EN 14918, 

the net calorific values of a fuel can be calculated, both on a dry basis and with 

moisture content, respectively. 

 

ὔὅὠ Ὃὅὠ ςȢρςς Ὄ πȢππψ ὕ ὔ  (4.28) 

 where: 

 ὔὅὠ  is the net calorific value on a dry basis 

 Ὃὅὠ  is the gross calorific value on a dry basis 

 Ὄȟὕȟὔ  is the mass fraction of hydrogen, oxygen and nitrogen 

 

ὔὅὠ ὔὅὠ ρ ὓὅ ςττσὓὅ  (4.29) 

 where: 

 ὔὅὠ  is the net calorific value, including the moisture 

 

Bomb calorimetry of solid biofuels, which requires the production of a pellet for 

analysis, is a long-served and widely used technique, utilised in the 

characterisation of both hardwood and softwood species [26-28]. In keeping 

with standard procedures, the pellet produced for use in bomb calorimetry 

should have a mass of ~1g which, if completed in duplicate, would require 

significantly more sample than is at the disposal for this research. Considering 

the other analysis to be undertaken, the size of the sample set and the time-

consuming nature of the process, an alternative method for calculating the 

energy content for each individual wood sample is necessary.  

The use of empirical formulae to calculate the GCV from basic analysis data has 

been extensively investigated, using the determined proximate, ultimate or 

lignocellulosic values of a sample to estimate its energy content [24, 25]. The 

following linear empirical equation, produced by Friedl et al (2005), utilises 

elemental composition data to predict the GCV of plant-based biomass samples, 

on a dry basis; 

 

Ὃὅὠ
Ȣ Ȣ

 (4.30) 



105 

 

 where: 

 Ὃὅὠ  is the gross calorific value in MJ/kg (db) 

  ὅȟὌȟὔ  is the mass fraction of carbon, hydrogen and nitrogen (db) 

 

Friedl et al (2005) reported a strong correlation (R²=0.935) between predicted 

GCV values, using their equation and experimental values [24]. This method of 

estimating the energy content of biomass has previously been widely utilised, 

with their produced wood GCV values (18.5-19.6 MJ/kg) representative of the 

resource.  The GCV of this chapters samples will therefore be estimated using Eq. 

4.30 and their  corresponding proximate and ultimate experimental data. 

 

4.2.3.6. Lignocellulosic Analysis 

The proximate and ultimate analysis of fuels are both fundamental analytical 

processes for characterising solid biomass fuels, allowing for the comparison of 

basic compositions and principle elemental contents between samples. Another 

key form of characterisation, particularly prevalent for biomass fuels, relates to 

the biochemical composition of a sample. Lignocellulosic analysis considers the 

organic and inorganic constituents of biomass, which can be separated into two 

basic groups; 1) structural components, which are the lignin, cellulose and 

hemicellulose, and 2) non-structural components, such as the extractives and 

inorganic compounds. The lignocellulosic data, used in combustion analysis, 

differs between biomass sources, such as hardwood and softwood species [29]. 

The process for determining the lignin, cellulose and hemicellulose contents 

within biomass utilises a series of digestion and filtration techniques; 

established methods, stemming from agricultural and animal husbandry 

research [30]. As a result, standard procedures exist to determine a sampleȭs acid 

detergent fibre (ADF), acid detergent lignin (ADL), neutral detergent fibre (NDF) 

and acid-ÉÎÓÏÌÕÂÌÅ ÌÉÇÎÉÎȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÓ Ȭ+ÌÁÓÏÎȭ ÌÉÇÎÉÎ ɍσρ-33]. The NDF 

method, utilising a gravimetric process, is used to determine the total fibre in a 

feedstock. ADF utilises an acid detergent, leaving the least digestible components 

of a biomass; namely the lignin, cellulose and acid-insoluble ash. The results of 

the ADF and NDF methods are then used in combination to establish the 

hemicellulose content of the sample, as shown by the following equation; 
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ὌὩ ὔὈὊ ὃὈὊ   (4.31) 

 where: 

 ὌὩ   is the mass fraction of hemicellulose on a dry basis 

 ὔὈὊ  is the determined NDF content 

 ὃὈὊ  is the determined ADF content 

 

The ADL procedure utilises the previously produced ADF solution, which is 

treated with 72% ÓÕÌÐÈÕÒÉÃ ÁÃÉÄ ɉ(Ϝ3/ϞɊ ÔÏ dissolve the cellulose and produce a 

crude lignin content. As shown in Eq. 4.32, the mass values from both the initial 

ADF solution and the consequent ADL method can be used to determine the 

cellulose content; 

 

ὅὩ ὃὈὊ ὃὈὒ   (4.32) 

 where: 

 ὅὩ  is the mass fraction of cellulose on a dry basis 

 ὃὈὒ  is the determined ADL content 

 

4ÈÅ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÆÏÒ ÄÅÔÅÒÍÉÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÔÏÔÁÌ ÌÉÇÎÉÎȟ ÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÓ Ȭ+ÌÁÓÏÎȭ ÌÉÇÎÉÎȟ 

requires a separate acid digestion that digests the wood sample in 72% (Ϝ3/Ϟ, 

without undergoing any previous digestions. 

 

ὒὭ ὑὒ     (4.33) 

 where: 

 ὒὭ  is the mass fraction of total lignin on a dry basis 

 ὑὒ   is the determined Klason lignin content 

 

The described methods, in line with standard procedures, determine the mass% 

of the wood samples structural components, on a dry basis. Finally, the extractive 

content (Ὁὼὸ) has been determined by difference using the following equation; 

 

Ὁὼὸ ρππὒὭ ὌὩ ὅὩ ὥίὬ  (4.34) 
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The lignocellulosic analysis on the 145 wood samples considered within this 

research was completed externally, keeping to the above standard procedures, 

by the Institute of Biological, Environmental and Rural Sciences (IBERS), 

Aberystwyth University. 

 

4.2.4. Calculating Experimental Error 

All of the experimental work contained within this chapter has been performed 

in duplicate, as a minimum, with the reported values for each sample given as 

the calculated mean. Completing each experimental procedure multiple times 

increases the confidence in the stated values, while allowing for the calculation 

of errors related to the utilised analysis methods. The margin of uncertainty 

associated with a measurement can be expressed as absolute error, which is 

equivalent to the standard deviation. As a result the relative standard deviation 

(RSD) ɀ calculated using Eq. 4.2 ɀ is also referred to as the relative error, usually 

given as a percentage. 

Experimental methods of analysis often involve different procedures which each 

have their own attributed error. Therefore, when combining experimental 

values ɀ such as adjusting elemental data on a dry basis ɀ it requires the 

propagation of errors. When the propagation requires the addition of error 

values, this is achieved by using the following equation; 

 

Ὁ В Ὡ     (4.35) 

 where: 

 Ὁ  is the total relative experimental error  

 Ὡ  is the individual error of the Ὥ  group (iЀρȟ ςȟ ȣȟ n) 

 

For cases where the multiplication of error is required, the errors must first be 

converted to percent relative errors before using Equation 4.36; 

 

ϷὉ В ϷὩ     (4.36) 

 where: 
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 ϷὉ  is the total percent relative experimental error 

 ϷὩ  is the individual percent error of the Ὥ  group (iЀρȟ ςȟ ȣȟ n) 

 

4.3. Results 

The following results section can be broken down into three focused areas; 1) a 

comparison of the data collated from the literature, in the context of hardwoods 

and softwoods, 2) how this compares with the experimental data ɀ again in the 

context of hardwoods and softwoods ɀ and 3) how the experimental data differs 

between individual species and the different tree sections. 

 

4.3.1. Statistical Analysis of Literature 

Data acquired from a total of 86 samples ɀ collated from 36 published journals ɀ 

has been evaluated in this section. As a result, the mean values and additional 

descriptive statistical data has been calculated for an array of analytical wood 

characteristics, which can be found in Table 4.5. In addition to the descriptive 

statistics, Table 4.6 contains the results of the hypothesis testing undertaken on 

ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÏÆ 4ÁÂÌÅ τȢυȠ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅÓ ÔÈÅ ,ÅÖÅÎÅȭÓ ÔÅÓÔ ÆÏÒ ÖÁÒÉÁÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ 

independent t-test, undertaken between the defined hardwood and softwood 

ÇÒÏÕÐÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ,ÅÖÅÎÅȭÓ ÔÅÓÔ ÓÈÏ× ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÎÏ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ 

differences in the variation of the hardwood and softwood variables considered 

in this section. 

The calculated proximate data indicates that hardwood species have a larger 

volatile matter (VM) content than softwood species. As a result, their fixed 

carbon (FC) content is reduced while their ash mass is also lower. From the 31 

hardwood samples considered, the mean values of the VM and FC contents were 

calculated as 83.97% and 14.99%, respectively. In comparison, the calculated 

means of the VM and FC softwood sample contents were 82.53% and 16.26%. 

The results of the independent samples t-tests, given in Table 4.6, indicate that 

although there are differences in the mean values for the hardwood and 

softwood proximate data, none of these are shown to be statistically significant.  

Although the calculated VM and FC means do not differ significantly, the spread 

of the data within the interquartile range (IQR), which ignores extreme values,
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Table 4.5 ɀ Characterisation of hardwood and softwood resource; descriptive statistics, based on existing  published  literature  

 Hardwood  Softwood  

 n Mean Std. Dev. RSD (%) IQR n Mean Std. Dev. RSD (%) IQR 
VM (Wt.% db) 31 83.97 5.59 6.7 8.40 30 82.53 5.80 7.0 3.36 

FC (Wt.% db) 31 14.99 5.33 35.5 7.65 30 16.26 5.60 34.4 3.67 

Ash (Wt.% db) 31 1.07 0.91 85.6 0.90 30 1.19 1.17 98.7 1.44 

FC:VM Ratio 31 0.18 0.08 42.2 0.02 30 0.20 0.09 43.9 0.03 

N (Wt.% db) 38 0.27 0.19 70.5 0.15 33 0.21 0.22 104.5 0.13 

Atomic H:C Ratio 38 1.48 0.15 10.1 0.10 33 1.48 0.12 8.3 0.12 

Atomic O:C Ratio 38 0.70 0.07 9.7 0.06 33 0.66 0.06 8.6 0.06 

GCV (MJ/kg db) 46 19.14 1.02 5.3 0.53 36 19.85 0.85 4.3 0.74 

L:H Ratio 35 0.35 0.10 28.8 0.16 19 0.43 0.11 24.7 0.14 

   

Table 4.6 ɀ Characterisation of  hardwood and softwood resourceȠ ,ÅÖÅÎÅȭÓ 4ÅÓÔ ÁÎÄ )ÎÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÔ t-test analysis  (literature)  

 Levene's Test t-test  

 F Sig. t df Sig. (2-tailed) 
VM (Wt.% db) 0.238 0.628 0.985 59 0.328 

FC (Wt.% db) 0.155 0.695 -0.910 59 0.367 

Ash (Wt.% db) 1.599 0.211 -0.443 59 0.659 

FC:VM Ratio 0.000 0.984 -0.915 59 0.364 

N (Wt.% db) 0.001 0.971 1.205 69 0.232 

Atomic H:C Ratio 0.508 0.478 0.030 69 0.976 

Atomic O:C Ratio 0.745 0.391 2.749 69 0.008 

GCV (MJ/kg db) 0.091 0.764 -3.354 80 0.001 

L:H Ratio 0.015 0.903 -2.743 52 0.008 
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shows that differences exist between the hardwood and softwood species. The 

IQR for the hardwood samples VM and FC contents, calculated at 8.40 and 7.65 

respectively, are more than twice the size of those for the softwoods (3.36 and 

3.67); this indicates that the hardwood data has a larger spread than the 

softwood species. This is visualised in Figure 4.4, which plots the collated FC 

values against their corresponding VM contents. The hardwood data points show 

a relatively even distribution while, for the softwoods, there is a more defined 

grouping around the mean values. 

 

 

Figure 4.4 ɀ Linear relationship between VM and FC (on a dry basis); comparison 
between hardwood and softwood  resource, based on published literature  

 

In addition to the distribution of hardwood and softwood data points, Figure 4.4 

also displays the linear relationship between the two dominant proximate 

variables. Naturally, there is a strong negative correlation between the VM and 

FC contents for both the hardwood and softwood data; as the VM content 

ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅÓȟ ÔÈÅ &# ÃÏÎÔÅÎÔ ÄÅÃÒÅÁÓÅÓȢ )ÔȭÓ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎt to note that the FC contents ɀ 

on a dry basis ɀ are derived from the determined VM and ash contents, adjusted 

for moisture; the FC is therefore inherently linked to the other proximate values. 

The hardwood and softwood Ὑ  values are calculated as 0.976 and 0.955, 

respectively, inferring that the ash content of stem wood has very little impact 
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on the VM and FC contents ɀ if there is a change in ash volume then this could 

yield varying FC contents. There is also very little difference in the slope and y-

intercept values of the hardwood and softwood linear regression models, 

supporting the results of the independent t-tests; that there is no significant 

difference in the proximate values of hardwoods and softwoods. Consequently, 

the produced linear models will act as a reference point for the experimental 

data later in this chapter. 

When considering the elemental data of fuels, a useful tool for comparing 

biomass sources is the Van Krevelen diagram. This utilises the atomic O:C and 

H:C ratios of a feedstock to ascertain its position on the diagram and its resulting 

suitability; the lower the ratio, the greater the materials energy content [34]. The 

Van Krevelen diagram in Figure 4.5 shows the atomic O:C and H:C ratios of the 

hardwood and softwood samples, calculated from the elemental data taken from 

the literature. As shown by the data plotted in Figure 4.5, the key elemental 

constituents of hardwoods and softwoods clearly differ from that of various 

medium- to high-rank coals. Fuels which are closely packed on the diagram are 

expected to behave similarly in thermal conversion processes. 

 

 

Figure 4.5 ɀ Van Krevelen diagram of hardwood and softwood samples  (daf) , 
sourced from published literature  
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The calculated mean values of the hardwood O:C and H:C ratios ɀ found in Table 

4.5 ɀ are 0.70 and 1.48, respectively, while for the softwood data these are 0.66 

and 1.48. The consequent independent t-tests, given in Table 4.6, show that there 

is no statistically significant difference in the H:C ratio of hardwoods and 

softwoods. However, in relation to the O:C ratios of hardwoods and softwoods, 

there is a statistically significant difference evident; t(69)=2.749, p=0.008. The 

distribution of the hardwood and softwood data within the Van Krevelen 

diagram ɀ specifically the distance of the data points from the calculated means 

ɀ has been represented by circular functions, with the associated parameters 

located in Table 4.7. The softwood sample points are more tightly clustered 

together than the hardwoods, suggesting a greater level of homogeneity. This is 

shown by the difference in circle areas; the hardwood circle is 47% larger than 

the softwoods. Similar to the proximate linear functions, the literature 

parameters in Table 4.7 will act as a basis of comparison in the experimental 

analysis. 

 

Table 4.7 ɀ Calculated circular function parameters; derived from Van Krevelen 

data (Figure 4.5 & 4.7)  

 Literature  Experimental  

 Hardwood Softwood Hardwood Softwood 
●╬ 0.697 0.656 0.748 0.725 

◐╬ 1.477 1.476 1.580 1.618 

r  0.110 0.091 0.046 0.030 

SE 0.019 0.017 0.005 0.003 

Area (1x10 ² a.u.) 3.81 2.59 0.65 0.29 

 

The results in Table 4.5 indicate that hardwoods (M=0.27, SD=0.19) have a larger 

nitrogen content than softwoods (M=0.21, SD=0.22), although the resulting 

independent t-test shows there is no significant difference; t(69)=1.205, 

p=0.232. There is however a statistically significant difference between the GCV 

values of hardwoods (M=19.14, SD=1.02) and softwoods (M=19.85, SD=0.85), 

found within the literature; t(80)=-3.354, p=0.001. 

In addition to being published predominantly on an extractive free (EF) basis, a 

lot of the available lignocellulosic data combines the values of cellulose with 

hemicellulose, under the collective term of holocellulose. Therefore to ensure 
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comparability ɀ while increasing the amount of usable data ɀ the cellulose and 

hemicellulose values have been combined, resulting in the production of lignin 

and holocellulose (L:H) ratios. An increased L:H ratio indicates a greater 

existence of non-carbohydrate aromatic polymers, compared to carbohydrate-

based polysaccharides; these have been discussed in greater detail in Chapter 3. 

As a result, hardwoods (M=0.35, SD=0.10) have a statistically significant increase 

in carbohydrate contents when compared to softwoods (M=0.43, SD=0.11), 

which contain more lignin; t(52)=-2.743, p=0.008. 

 

4.3.2. Comparison between Experimental & Literature 

The literature review results in Section 4.3.3 focus on assembled stem wood 

samples, grouped under hardwood and softwood categories. Before any of the 

experimental data can be compared to the literature results, it must first be 

considered in a more comparable form. Of the 145 samples used during 

experimental analysis, 80 of these were sourced from the stems of UK-grown 

ÔÒÅÅÓȢ 4ÈÅÓÅ ×ÉÌÌ ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ ÆÏÒÍ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÅÃÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ 

and have been assigned as either hardwood or softwood, grouping into 32 and 

48 samples, respectively. 

Table 4.8 displays the descriptive statistics ɀ the mean, standard deviation, 

relative standard deviation (RSD) and interquartile range ɀ of the experimental 

data, in the context of hardwoods and softwoods. The corresponding variance 

and independent t-test data can be found in Table 4.9. Unlike the literature-based 

data, which show homogeneity of variance between its data samples, some of the 

experimental data characteristics have unequal population variances; put 

simply, the variance of an affected characteristic is unlikely to have occurred due 

to random sampling. This is an important consideration when interpreting the 

produced t-test data and has been accounted for in the stated results. The 

ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌ ,ÅÖÅÎÅȭÓ ÔÅÓÔÓ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÁÓÈȟ ÎÉÔÒÏÇÅÎ ÁÎÄ ,ȡ( ÒÁÔÉÏ ÄÉÓÐÌÁÙ 

homogeneity of variance, while the remaining characteristics have differences in 

their population variances. These have been adjusted as appropriate. 

From the 32 hardwood samples analysed, the VM and FC contents were 

determined as 88.60% and 11.12%, respectively. In comparison the softwood  
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Table 4.8 ɀ Characterisation of hardwood and softwood resource; descriptive statistics, based on experimental data  

 Hardwood  Softwood  

 n Mean Std. Dev. RSD (%) IQR n Mean Std. Dev. RSD (%) IQR 
VM (Wt.% db) 32 88.60 2.43 2.7 5.06 48 88.16 0.92 1.0 0.86 

FC (Wt.% db) 32 11.12 2.38 21.4 4.87 48 11.57 0.86 7.4 0.80 

Ash (Wt.% db) 32 0.27 0.16 59.3 0.25 48 0.27 0.15 55.6 0.19 

FC:VM Ratio 32 0.13 0.03 23.1 0.06 48 0.13 0.01 7.7 0.01 

N (Wt.% db) 32 0.12 0.02 16.7 0.02 48 0.09 0.03 33.3 0.02 

Atomic H:C Ratio 32 1.58 0.05 3.2 0.09 48 1.62 0.03 1.9 0.04 

Atomic O:C Ratio 32 0.75 0.02 2.7 0.02 48 0.73 0.03 4.1 0.04 

GCV (MJ/kg db) 32 18.56 0.22 1.2 0.28 48 18.86 0.37 2.0 0.58 

L:H Ratio 32 0.31 0.05 16.1 0.10 48 0.41 0.05 12.2 0.07 

 

Table 4.9 ɀ Characterisation of  hardwood and softwood resourceȠ ,ÅÖÅÎÅȭÓ 4ÅÓÔ ÁÎÄ )ÎÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÔ t-test analysis  (experimental)  

 Levene's Test t-test  

 F Sig. t df Sig. (2-tailed) 
VM (Wt.% db) 71.058 0.000 0.974 37 0.336 

FC (Wt.% db) 77.991 0.000 -1.012 36 0.318 

Ash (Wt.% db) 0.387 0.536 0.129 78 0.898 

FC:VM Ratio 71.056 0.000 -0.885 37 0.382 

N (Wt.% db) 0.051 0.821 7.075 78 0.000 

Atomic H:C Ratio 24.080 0.000 -3.867 41 0.000 

Atomic O:C Ratio 8.620 0.004 4.641 78 0.000 

GCV (MJ/kg db) 11.546 0.001 -4.655 77 0.000 

L:H Ratio 0.600 0.441 -8.449 78 0.000 
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values, calculated from 48 samples, are 88.16% and 11.57%. As per the literature 

results, the calculated means for the experimental proximate data ɀ in the 

context of stem wood samples ɀ are shown to have no statistically significant 

differences from one another. The individual VM and FC data points for both 

hardwood and softwood categories have been plotted in Figure 4.6. In addition 

to the data points, Figure 4.6 also displays the calculated linear functions, 

between the VM and FC contents. The differences in the hardwood standard 

deviation, RSD and IQR values, when compared to the softwoods, can be visually 

seen in Figure 4.6; the hardwood data points are spread out, while there is clear 

grouping of softwood data points, indicating increased homogenity.  

As previously demonstrated in Figure 4.4, the Ὑ  values of the hardwood 

(Ὑ=0.996) and softwood (Ὑ=0.975) linear regression models indicate that ɀ for 

the stem wood samples ɀ the inherently-linked FC contents of wood are dictated 

by the VM, with little influence from the ash due to its reduced mass. This, 

coupled with the comparable calculated slope and y-intercept values, gives 

validity to the experimental results and the methods that have been utilised. 

 

 

Figure 4.6 ɀ Linear relationship between VM and FC (on a dry basis); comparison 
between hardwood and softwood  resource, based on experimental results  
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Figure 4.7 ɀ Van Krevelen diagram of hardwood and softwood samples  (daf) , 
based on experimental stemwood data  

 

The experimental mean values of the hardwoods O:C and H:C ratios, found in 

Table 4.8, are given as 0.75 and 1.58, respectively, while for the softwood data 

these are 0.73 and 1.62. Unlike the results from the literature, both of the ratios 

have statistically significantly differences between the hardwood and softwood 

samples; for the O:C ratio t(78)=4.641, p<0.001 and the H:C ratio t(41)=-3.867, 

p<0.001. The resulting Van Krevelen diagram in Figure 4.7 plots the calculated 

O:C and H:C data produced from the experimental work. Visually, there is a clear 

difference in both the location and the spread of the results for the hardwood 

and softwood samples. As with the literature data, the clustering around the 

mean value has been qualified via the creation of circular functions, with their 

parameters given in Table 4.7. In addition to the contrast in calculated means ɀ 

depicted as the centre points of the circular functions ɀ the differences in the 

clustering is represented by the circles areas. The hardwood data points are 

more widely dispersed from the mean than for the softwood samples, reflecting 

the findings from the literature. Subsequently, the calculated area of the 

hardwood circle is ~124% larger than that of the softwood. The relationship 

between the experimental and literature Van Krevelen data is shown in Figure 

4.8, comparing the experimental results against the circular functions produced 

from the reviewed literature. 
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As evidenced in Figure 4.8, there is a clear difference in the experimental and 

literature circular functions, both in size and location. This is supported by the 

additional independent t-tests, located in Appendix C, which show that there are 

statistically significant differences between the experimental and literature-

based calculated means for both hardwoods and softwoods. Considering the 

experimental hardwood results, a large amount of the data points fall within the 

literature -based 95% confidence band. This indicates that although there are 

ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÈÁÒÄ×ÏÏÄ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÔÁ ÉÓ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÖÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÁÔ 

currently published. Again, this is important, giving validity to the data and the 

methods employed in producing it. 

 

 

Figure 4.8 ɀ Van Krevelen diagram of hardwood and softwood samples; 
comparison of experimental and literature data  

 

This is further demonstrated by the box plots in Figure 4.9b and 4.9c, which 

highlight the spread of data and how this differs between the experimental and 

literature sources. The box plots for the atomic H:C and O:C ratios show that the 

data collated from the literature has a greater distribution than the experimental 

results, evident for both hardwoods and softwoods. The compact nature of the 

experimental data, specifically the lack of defined outliers, suggests that the 

experimental methods employed are replicable, increasing the confidence in the 
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given results. The majority of the experimental results fall between the upper 

quartile and upper whisker for both hardwoods and softwoods alike, indicating  

 

 

Figure 4.9 ɀ Comparative box plots between literature and experimental data , for 
hardwood and softwoods;  a) Nitrogen content, b) H:C Ratios, and c) O:C Ratios 
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that although the mean results differ from the literature, the data points are still 

ÃÏÍÐÁÒÁÂÌÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÏÎÅ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒȢ !ÄÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌÌÙȟ &ÉÇÕÒÅ τȢωÂ ÓÈÏ×Ó ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ 

hardwoods have a greater variation in their H:C ratios than the softwood species, 

while Figure 4.9c shows that the O:C ratios of softwood have a larger 

distribution.  

Tables 4.8 and 4.9 show that the nitrogen contents of the hardwood (M=0.12, 

SD=0.02) and softwood (M=0.09, SD=0.03) samples are statistically significantly 

different from each other; t(78)=7.075, p<0.001. This is illustrated by the box 

plots in Figure 4.9a which not only show the difference in the experimentally 

determined nitrogen content, but also how these compare to the results of the 

literature. As with the other elemental data, the literature-based results have a 

much larger distribution than the experimental results. The data sourced from 

the literature represents a diverse number of studies, each analysing wood 

obtained from different species, located in different parts of the world. In 

comparison, the experimental data is focused on just four species, collected 

exclusively from UK-grown trees. This heterogeneity of feedstock may go some 

way to explaining the differences in results, although these may also have been 

exacerbated by the chosen analytical method. The N contents of the UK species 

were produced using a low nitrogen analyser; other methods, using equipment 

with less accurate detection limits, may have resulted in the unintentional 

overestimation of stated N contents within the literature. 

The distribution of experimental and literature-based GCV results are 

represented by the box plots in Figure 4.10a. The results in Tables 4.8 and 4.9 

show that there is a statistically ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÔÈÅ '#6ȭÓ ÏÆ 

hardwoods (M=18.56, SD=0.22) and softwoods (M=18.86, SD=0.37), which 

mirrors the results of the literature analysis; t(77)=-4.655, p<0.001. As with the 

previously discussed fundamental wood characteristics, there are statistically 

significant differences between the experimental and literature mean GCV 

results (Appendix C). However, as displayed in Figure 4.10a, the hardwood and 

softwood data points fall within the distributions of the collated literature 

results. 

The data in Tables 4.8 and 4.9 show that there are statistically significant 

differences between the experimental L:H ratio mean values for hardwoods
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Figure 4.10 ɀ Comparative box plots between literature and experimental data , 
for hardwood and softwoo ds; a) Gross Calorific Values (MJ/kg), b) Fixed Carbon 

and Volatile Matter Ratios, and c) Lignin and Holocellulose Ratios  

 

(M=0.31, SD=0.05) and softwoods (M=0.41, SD=0.05); t(78)=-8449, p<0.001. 

The comparison of the experimental L:H ratios with that of the literature show 
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that there are statistically significant  difference between the hardwoods but not 

for the softwoods. The box plots in Figure 4.10c display the relationship between 

the experimental and literature data for the L:H ratios. Although there are 

differences in the mean values for hardwoods, the experimental data for both the 

hardwood and softwood groups fall within the spread of the literature data. 

 

4.3.3. Species & Tree Section ɀ Experimental Data 

4ÈÅ ÆÉÎÁÌ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒȭÓ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÓÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÆÏcuses specifically on the 

individual species within the wood sample set. This divides further, considering 

the variation between different sections of the tree; namely the stem, the roots 

and the branches. The proximate, ultimate, GCV and lignocellulosic results for 

each individual sample ɀ calculated following the experimental analysis ɀ has 

been collated and can be found in Appendix B. In addition to these, statistical 

analysis between this data has be completed and can be found in Appendix C. 

 

4.3.3.1. Proximate Results 

The results of the proximate analysis can be found in Table 4.10, dividing 

between the four tree species and the individual tree sections. Consequently, 

 

Table 4.10 ɀ Experimental proximate values  and standard deviations  for the  UK-
grown  oak (OK), birch  (BI) , Scots pine (SP) and Sitka spruce  (SS) samples. 

Comparison between  their stem, root and branch wood  

Mean Proximate Analysis Values (mass%  db) 

  n Volatile Matter Fixed Carbon Ash 

OK 
Stem 19 86.8 (±1.23) 12.9 (±1.25) 0.34 (±0.17) 

Root 5 83.5 (±2.56) 12.9 (±0.95) 3.68 (±2.34) 

Branch 16 86.1 (±1.27) 12.5 (±0.95) 1.43 (±0.59) 

BI 
Stem 13 91.3 (±0.43) 8.6 (±0.38) 0.20 (±0.11) 

Root 8 86.9 (±1.41) 12.6 (±1.35) 0.54 (±0.15) 

Branch 16 88.8 (±0.60) 10.5 (±0.45) 0.77 (±0.37) 

SP 
Stem 19 88.1 (±0.73) 11.6 (±0.76) 0.27 (±0.12) 

Root 5 85.4 (±0.87) 13.2 (±0.41) 1.32 (±0.63) 

Branch 3 85.3 (±0.40) 14.2 (±0.35) 0.51 (±0.07) 

SS 

Stem 29 88.2 (±1.03) 11.5 (±0.93) 0.27 (±0.17) 

Root 7 86.7 (±0.86) 12.9 (±0.65) 0.40 (±0.26) 

Branch 5 85.3 (±0.39) 14.4 (±0.33) 0.32 (±0.21) 
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Figure 4.11 ɀ Calculated experimental mean values of a) Volatile Matter, b) Fi xed 
Carbon, and c) ash contents (on a dry basis).  Comparison between oak, birch, 

Scots pine and Sitka spruce species, including their stem, root and branc h data 

 

Figure 4.11 illustrates the mean proximate results, displaying the differences 

between both the species and tree sections. When considering the proximate 

values for the stem wood, there is a visible difference between the hardwood 

species; the birch has the largest VM and smallest FC contents of the four species, 

at 91.3% and 8.6%, respectively, while the oak has the smallest VM content 

(86.8%) and the largest amount of FC (12.9%). In comparison, both softwood 
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species have almost identical VM and FC contents, indicating a clear increase in 

homogeneity between species, when compared to the hardwoods.  

As previously stated in this chapter, the FC content is a derived value, dependent 

upon the determined VM and ash contents. The variation between the VM and 

&# ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÅÃÉÅÓȭ ÓÔÅÍ ×ÏÏÄ ÉÓ ÃÌÅÁÒÌÙ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÔȟ ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒ ɀ as the ash contents 

show no clear, discernible differences ɀ the stem wood can be typified by the 

same proximate relationship; as the VM decreases, the FC content increases. This 

highlights two important details for consideration when using stem wood in 

thermal conversion processes. Firstly, the small ash content of all four species 

indicate that species choice should not exacerbate the negative impacts 

associated with the ash constituents, which result in fouling and slagging [9, 19]. 

Additionally, avoiding stem wood sourced from species with larger VM contents 

ɀ such as the birch ɀ should coincide with a larger FC content; a feature often 

associated with fuel sources typified by higher calorific values [13]. 

Compared to the stem wood, each species displays a reduction in the VM content 

contained within their roots, maintaining the visible contrast between species. 

However, when considering their FC contents ɀ unlike the stem wood ɀ the clear 

link between FC and VM disappears, with all four species grouping close together 

at ~13%. The ash contents of the roots differ between species, displaying a 

detachment from one another when compared to the stem wood; at 3.7%, the 

oak roots ash content is the largest, measuring nearly 3 times that of the next 

nearest root value. Meanwhile, though the birch and Sitka spruce species are 

from different genetic families, their roots have very similar ash contents to one 

another. The species-based separation in ash contents is also evident amongst 

the branch wood, although to a lesser extent, as illustrated in Figure 4.11. Again, 

this is essential when considering the potential of non-timber products ɀ such as 

harvesting residues, stumps and roots ɀ in bioenergy generation. The increased 

ash content of certain species ɀ ÉÍÐÁÃÔÉÎÇ ÕÐÏÎ ÂÏÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÅÌȭÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐ 

between VM and FC, while also indicating an increase in inhibitory elemental 

constituents ɀ can limit their suitability as an additional fuel [9, 19, 50, 56]. 

The individual VM and FC data points for each sample have been plotted in 

Figure 4.12, displaying the differences that occur between the individual tree 

sections of the four species ɀ indicating the increasing influence of ash content
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Figure 4.12 ɀ Linear relationships  between VM (db)  and FC (db) of tree sections and species; a) oak, b) birch, c) Scots pine, and c) Sitka spruce  
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Table 4.11 ɀ Calculated linear and circular function data; Comparison between species and different tree sections  

  
Stem Root Branch  

OK BI SP SS OK BI SP SS OK BI SP SS 

 
Linear Functions 

n 19 13 19 29 5 8 5 7 16 16 3 5 

df 17 11 17 27 3 6 3 5 14 14 1 3 

Intercept  100.1 87.1 102.7 89.9 25.6 95.4 43.2 76.9 70.7 61.6 87.0 73.8 

Slope -1.005 -0.860 -1.033 -0.889 -0.153 -0.953 -0.351 -0.738 -0.676 -0.576 -0.853 -0.696 

╡  -0.991 -0.973 -0.988 -0.991 -0.412 -0.995 -0.741 -0.981 -0.898 -0.769 -0.993 -0.835 

╡  0.980 0.942 0.976 0.980 -0.107 0.989 0.399 0.954 0.793 0.562 0.972 0.596 

 
Circular functions 

●╬ 0.738 0.762 0.713 0.733 0.743 0.681 0.726 0.721 0.712 0.713 0.707 0.701 

◐╬ 1.550 1.624 1.605 1.627 1.546 1.543 1.580 1.586 1.558 1.587 1.591 1.614 

r  0.023 0.040 0.027 0.026 0.019 0.022 0.016 0.022 0.026 0.026 0.008 0.016 

SE 0.003 0.008 0.005 0.004 0.005 0.007 0.004 0.006 0.005 0.005 0.003 0.005 

Area (1x10³a.u.)  1.64 4.94 2.28 2.16 1.18 1.53 0.78 1.51 2.10 2.16 0.22 0.84 
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throughout the tree. In addition, Figure 4.12 displays calculated linear functions, 

depicting the different relationships between the VM and FC; the parameters of 

these functions can be found in Table 4.11. Of the four species, the UK-grown oak 

ɀ found in Figure 4.12a ɀ displays the largest amount of variation between the 

different tree sections. The linear function for the oak stem wood has a strong 

negative correlation (Ὑ=-0.991), which reduces slightly within its branches 

(Ὑ=-0.898). This suggests that there is still a sound connection between the 

branch VM and FC contents, but that the ash is more influential than in the stem 

wood. As illustrated, this clearly differs when considering the oak root data; the 

correlation is greatly reduced (Ὑ=-0.412), indicating that the FC content 

cannnot be directly inferred ɀ with any real confidence ɀ solely from the 

determined VM contÅÎÔȢ &ÕÒÔÈÅÒÍÏÒÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÏÁËȭÓ ÓÌÏÐÅ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÔÅÒÃÅÐÔ ÄÁÔÁȟ ÇÉÖÅÎ 

in Table 4.11, both decrease in value as the ash content becomes more prominent 

within the sample.  

This is important when considering oak as a potential fuel source, particularly if 

utilising the whole tree; the data and inferred relationships indicate that fuel 

homogeneity would be severally hindered by using oak stumps and residues. 

Although a member of the same genetic family (angiosperms), the increased 

heterogeneity ɀ evident throughout oak trees ɀ is not apparent for the birch data, 

shown in Figure 4.12b. Their calculated Ὑ  values demonstrate a reduction in the 

ash content variation, when compared to the oak, limiting its impact on the VM 

and FC in the different parts of the tree. This increased homogeneity between 

tree sections ɀ an important attribute for a fuel and its subsequent use in 

conversion technologies ɀ is also evident for the UK-grown Sitka spruce. 

 

4.3.3.2. Ultimate & GCV 

The ultimate analysis and GCV data ɀ produced as a result of the experimental 

work ɀ can be found in Table 4.12, depicting the elemental and energy content 

differences between the four species and their tree sections. These differences 

have been visualised in Figure 4.13. Of the three tree sections, the carbon (C) 

content of the roots, on a dry basis, show the largest amount of variation between 

species. The C content of the oak roots, measured at 45.2%, is the smallest value, 
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Table 4.12 - Experimental ultimate and GCV values with standard deviations  for 

the UK-grown  oak (OK), birch  (BI) , Scots pine (SP) and Sitka spruce  (SS) samples. 

Comparison between  their stem, root and branch wood  

Mean Values (mass%) on a dry basis (db)  

  n C H N O¹ GCV² 

OK 
Stem 19 47.1 (±0.39) 6.1 (±0.09) 0.14 (±0.02) 46.3 (±0.37) 18.68 (±0.16) 

Root 5 45.2 (±1.14) 5.8 (±0.18) 0.34 (±0.07) 44.9 (±1.21) 17.93 (±0.45) 

Branch 16 47.3 (±0.44) 6.1 (±0.08) 0.27 (±0.05) 44.9 (±0.74) 18.77 (±0.18) 

BI 
Stem 13 46.3 (±0.35) 6.3 (±0.21) 0.11 (±0.01) 47.1 (±0.44) 18.38 (±0.16) 

Root 8 48.7 (±0.79) 6.3 (±0.08) 0.27 (±0.05) 44.2 (±0.91) 19.42 (±0.37) 

Branch 16 47.5 (±1.00) 6.3 (±0.15) 0.22 (±0.04) 45.2 (±1.05) 18.91 (±0.47) 

SP 
Stem 19 47.8 (±0.83) 6.4 (±0.07) 0.09 (±0.02) 45.4 (±0.82) 19.04 (±0.37) 

Root 5 46.9 (±0.55) 6.2 (±0.06) 0.17 (±0.02) 45.4 (±0.57) 18.61 (±0.23) 

Branch 3 47.9 (±0.28) 6.4 (±0.06) 0.13 (±0.02) 45.1 (±0.24) 19.06 (±0.13) 

SS 
Stem 31 47.2 (±0.75) 6.4 (±0.07) 0.08 (±0.03) 46.1 (±0.80) 18.75 (±0.33) 

Root 7 47.5 (±0.53) 6.3 (±0.06) 0.14 (±0.02) 45.7 (±0.58) 18.89 (±0.23) 

Branch 5 48.1 (±0.54) 6.5 (±0.07) 0.17 (±0.03) 45.0 (±0.83) 19.18 (±0.26) 
¹ calculated by difference, ² MJ/kg (calculated using Eq.4.30) 

 

while the mean birch root content (48.7%) is the largest. As shown in Figure 

τȢρσÂȟ ÔÈÅ ÏÁËȭÓ ÈÙÄÒÏÇÅÎ ɉ(Ɋ ÖÁÌÕÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÓÍÁÌÌÅr than all other species, evident 

throughout all sections of the tree; these have been calculated as 6.1%, 5.8% and 

6.1% for the stem, root and branch, respectively. The largest H content can be 

found in the Sitka spruce branches, measuring at 6.5%, while for all four species 

the H content is larger in the branches than in their root wood. Previous research 

has suggested an association with the hydrogen and carbon contents of biomass 

ɀ a result of the hydrocarbons and carbohydrates that exist within plant tissues 

[9]. The data illustrated in Figure 4.13 is in support of this; the carbon and 

hydrogen contents of the species and their tree sections ɀ except the birch root 

wood ɀ mirror one another, suggesting that a decrease in carbon often correlates 

with reduced hydrogen content. The birch anomaly might be a result of larger 

bark ratios existing in the roots, a feature potentially specific to the species. 

!ÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÉÔȭÓ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÕÒÔÈ ÍÏÓÔ ÆÒÅÑÕÅÎÔ ÅÌÅÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ ×ÏÏÄȟ ÔÈÅ ÎÉÔÒÏÇÅÎ ɉ.Ɋ ÃÏÎÔÅÎÔ 

is usually small, most often ranging between 0.1-1% of the total content [19, 72]. 

Figure 4.13c highlights the difference in N content that exists between species 

and the different tree sections. The stem wood displays the lowest species-based 

difference, ranging from 0.08-0.14%, with the oak and birch samples containing 

larger contents than the softwoods. Considering the three analysed tree sections  
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Figure 4.13 ɀ Calculated experimental mean values of a) Carbon, b) Hydrogen , c) 
Nitrogen, and d) Gross Calorific Values (db) . Comparison between oak, birch, 

Scots pine and Sitka spruce species, including their stem, root and branch data  

 

within this research, oak has the largest N contents throughout; their root and 

branch wood contains 0.34% and 0.27%, respectively. As shown in Figure 4.13c, 

the hardwood species have a higher N content in their roots than in their 

branches; an attribute that is not apparent for both softwood species. The largest 

N content observed for Sitka spruce was in their branches, determined as 0.17%, 

while the Scots pine root wood contained its highest N contents (also 0.17%). 

Nitrogen is an essential macronutrient, with its increased access stimulating 
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improved productivity and growth of the tree [73]. As discussed in Chapter 3, 

although N is an important component for the successful establishment of a tree, 

it can often accumulate in the wood tissue during its formation. These results 

ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ Á ÔÒÅÅȭÓ ÇÒÏ×ÔÈ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÍÁÙ ÄÉÆÆÅÒ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÓÐÅÃÉÅÓ ɀ outside the 

constraints of genetic families ɀ with the Sitka spruce favouring growth within 

its canopy, while the remaining three species focus on their roots. 

When considering the potential of different biomass feedstocks as prospective 

fuels, a key factor is their energy content. Figure 4.13d ɀ and the data in Table 

4.12 ɀ show the differences in GCV between the samples. On a dry basis (db), 

Scots pine has the largest energy content compared to the other stem wood 

samples, calculated as 19.04 MJ/kg, while the birch has the smallest (18.38 

MJ/kg). Unlike the stem wood samples, the birch roots have the largest energy 

content between all the species and tree sections, given as 19.42 MJ/kg. Finally, 

at 17.93 MJ/kg, the oak roots have the smallest calculated GCV. The increased 

energy content, displayed by the birch roots, may be a result of a larger content 

of phenolics and other secondary compounds. Indeed, plants grown in nitrogen- 

 

 

Figure 4.14 ɀ Van Krevele n diagram of  UK grown  oak, birch, Scots pine and Sitka 
spruce stem wood; experimental data and calculated circul ar functions , based 

on 95% confidence bands  
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deficient soil will assign any additional carbon to the production of secondary 

compounds ɀ ÁÉÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÅÅȭÓ ÄÅÆÅÎÃe ɀ rather than focussing on its growth; a 

feature demonstrated previously in birch species [74]. 

Figure 4.14 plots the O:C and H:C values for the stem wood of the four species 

considered within this chapter, calculated from the completed experimental 

work. In addition to the raw data, Figure 4.14 also shows the calculated circular 

functions, which show the dispersion of the samples from their calculated mean 

values; the parameters for these can be found in Table 4.11. Considering the 

circular functions of the softwood species, their location and area values ɀ 

calculated as 2.28 and 2.16 (1x10³a.u.) ɀ suggest a considerable level of 

homogeneity between the Scots pine and Sitka spruce stem wood. Figure 4.14 

shows a visible difference between the hardwood species, supported by the 

parameters of their calculated circular functions. The oak stem wood results are 

the most tightly clustered of the four species, with an area of 1.64 (1x10³a.u.), 

while the birch values are the most dispersed; shown by a calculated area value 

of 4.94 (1x10³a.u.), more than three times the size of the oaks. 

 

 

Figure 4.15 ɀ Van Krevele n diagram of  UK grown  oak, birch, Scots pine and Sitka 
spruce root  wood; experimental data and calculated circular functions , based on 

95% confidence bands  
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Figure 4.15 plots the O:C and H:C values for the root wood of the oak, birch, Scots 

pine and Sitka spruce samples, calculated from the completed experimental 

work. Again, the circular function data can be found in Table 4.11. The 

experimental results and subsequent circular functions show that the Scots pine 

roots are grouped together the closest, with a calculated area of 0.78 (1x10³a.u.). 

Although the mean O:C and H:C values for the Sitka spruce are similar to that of 

ÔÈÅ 3ÃÏÔȭÓ ÐÉÎÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÌÃÕÌÁÔÅÄ ÁÒÅÁ ÉÓ ÎÅÁÒÌÙ Ô×ÉÃÅ ÉÔÓ ÓÉÚÅȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ 

spruce roots have a greater variation than those of the pine. Again, the birch has 

the largest spread of values, however this is not to the same extent as its stem 

wood samples, found in Figure 4.14. Feedstocks with smaller O:C and H:C ratios, 

thus featuring towards the lower left hand side of a Van Krevelen diagram, are 

considered to have a greater suitability as a fuel. The centre point values for the 

birch root circular function (ὼ=0.681, ώ=1.543) ɀ dictated by the mean O:C and 

H:C values, respectively ɀ are smaller than the root values for any of the other 

species, as shown in Table 4.11. 

 

 

Figure 4.16 ɀ Van Krevele n diagram of  UK grown  oak, birch, Scots pine and Sitka  
spruce branch  wood; experimental data and calculated circular functions , based 

on 95% confidence bands  
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Figure 4.17 ɀ Circular  functions  for  O:C and H:C ratios, comparing tree sections and species; a) oak, b) birch, c) Scots pine, and c) Sitka spruce  
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The calculated O:C and H:C ratios for the experimental branch data can be found 

in Figure 4.16, with the subsequent circular parameters located in Table 4.11. As 

illustrated by Figure 4.16, there is very little difference in the calculated ὼ values 

for the four species, however this is not the case for their ώ values; the oak 

branch samples have the smallest mean H:C ratio (ώ=1.558), while the Sitka 

spruce have the largest (ώ=1.614). The positioning of the birch and Scots pine 

circular functions are similar, however the clustering of the data points differ 

greatly. Although there are only three Scots pine data points, these are all close 

to one another resulting in a calculated area of 0.22 (1x10³a.u.). The birch branch 

samples are more widely spread, resulting in an area of 2.16 (1x10³a.u.) which 

is nearly an entire order of magnitude larger than that of the Scots pine. 

The Van Krevelen diagrams in Figure 4.17 contain the calculated circular 

functions, depicting the relationships between the stem, root and branch data for 

each individual species. The location of the root and branch functions, for both 

the oak and the Scots pine samples ɀ depicted in Figures 4.17a and 4.17c, 

respectively ɀ indicate very little difference in the clustering when compared to 

the stem wood. However, as shown in Figures 4.17b and 4.17d, the location of 

the branch and root wood samples for the birch and Sitka spruce is closer to the 

bottom left of the Van Krevelen diagram. This suggests they could, potentially, 

have an increased suitability for use as fuel. 

 

4.3.3.3. Lignocellulosic Analysis 

The final set of experimental analysis contained within this chapter relates to the 

lignocellulosic content of the wood samples, with their calculated mean results 

and standard deviations found in Table 4.13. In addition, Figure 4.18 shows the 

lignocellulosic contents on an extractive free (EF) and dry basis, highlighting the 

differences between the individual cellulose, hemicellulose and lignin contents.  

As shown by the data in Table 4.13, the most sizeable cellulose content for all 

four species is found in the stem wood, with both their branches and roots 

containing less. Of the species considered in this research, the Scots pine samples 

showed the smallest amount of variation in their results, evidenced by the 

calculated standard deviations, while the largest variation in cellulose content is 
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found in the Sitka spruce roots, which have a calculated relative error of 14.7%. 

When considering the hemicellulose within the wood samples, the birch stems 

have the largest content ɀ measured at 23.8% ɀ while the Scots pine roots have 

the smallest (11.5%). This concurs with existing published research, in that 

hardwood species are typified by larger hemicellulose concentrations [2, 75]. 

Instead of the increased polysaccharide contents attributed to hardwoods, the 

softwood stems contain a greater concentration of lignin; the Sitka spruce and 

Scots pine samples have mean lignin values of 26.8% and 28.1%, respectively, 

while for the oak and birch they are 24.7% and 20.1%. These lignin contents fall 

comfortably within an accepted range of 18-38% for wood [36, 76], giving 

validity to the results and the utilised methods. Of the four species, in respect of 

the different tree sections, the birch stem wood contains the smallest lignin 

contents, while the Scots pine branches have the largest (32.9%). 

The mean extractive results in Table 4.13 ɀ which have been calculated by 

difference ɀ highlight that both of the hardwood species have small extractive 

contents within their wood, when compared to their remaining structural 

components. Furthermore, the extractive content of the birch and oak show very 

little difference in their distribution within the tree. This is, however, not the case 

for the softwood species; the extractive contents of both the Sitka spruce and 

 

Table 4.13 ɀ Experimental lignocellulosic  values with standard deviations  for the  

UK-grown  oak (OK), birch  (BI) , Scots pine (SP) and Sitka spruce  (SS) samples. 

Comparison between  their stem, root and branch wood  

Mean Values (mass% db)  

  N Lignin Cellulose Hemicellulose Extractives¹ 

OK 
Stem 19 24.7 (±1.41) 50.8 (±1.56) 20.3 (±0.84) 3.9 (±1.88) 

Root 5 26.8 (±2.65) 47.6 (±2.47) 18.3 (±0.86) 3.7 (±3.71) 

Branch 16 29.6 (±2.01) 46.5 (±3.14) 17.9 (±1.55) 4.5 (±2.49) 

BI 
Stem 13 20.1 (±0.94) 54.0 (±1.42) 23.8 (±0.64) 2.0 (±1.11) 

Root 8 30.6 (±3.99) 46.9 (±3.38) 18.9 (±2.51) 3.0 (±1.80) 

Branch 16 26.0 (±2.64) 49.7 (±2.21) 21.4 (±1.22) 2.1 (±1.49) 

SP 
Stem 19 28.1 (±2.14) 50.6 (±1.69) 14.6 (±0.82) 6.4 (±1.02) 

Root 5 29.4 (±0.95) 49.8 (±1.07) 11.5 (±1.04) 8.0 (±1.43) 

Branch 3 32.9 (±0.32) 45.2 (±0.93) 13.6 (±1.21) 7.8 (±0.64) 

SS 
Stem 29 26.8 (±2.13) 53.2 (±2.73) 14.3 (±1.72) 5.4 (±2.33) 

Root 7 30.2 (±2.98) 46.6 (±6.87) 13.2 (±1.27) 9.7 (±4.54) 

Branch 5 31.8 (±0.84) 42.0 (±1.09) 13.6 (±0.95) 12.3 (±1.69) 

¹ Calculated by difference 
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Figure 4.18 ɀ Calculated experimental mean values of a) Cellulose, b) 
Hemicellulose , and c) Lignin on an extractive free (EF) basis . Comparison 

between oak, birch, Scots pine and Sitka spruce species, including their stem, 
root and branch data  

 

Scots pine stem wood is larger than that of the hardwoods, with further increases 

to their concentration evident within the branch and root wood. Of these, the 

variation in extractive content ɀ existing throughout the tree ɀ is greatest for the 

analysed Sitka spruce. Its root and branch extractives, determined as 9.7% and 

12.3%, respectively, represent a clear increase on those found within the stem 

wood (5.4%). Although influenced by an array of external factors, the extractive 
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content ɀ representing a diverse group, discussed in detail in Section 3.2.1.5 ɀ is 

greater in the bark than the wood [76, 77]. This indicates that the roots and 

branch wood of Scots pine and Sitka spruce may have a larger bark content, 

although increased stocking density ɀ a common feature of softwood plantations 

ɀ can also result in greater quantities of extractives [77].  

Figure 4.18 shows the cellulose, hemicellulose and lignin contents ɀ calculated 

on an extractive free basis (EF) ɀ demonstrating the differences between the 

structural components of the wood samples. A comparison of the hemicellulose 

contents, given in Figure 4.18b, shows there are visible differences between the 

hardwood and softwood species; the birch and oak samples have an increased 

content of hemicellulose throughout the tree which, as discussed above, is in 

accordance with the literature. For the two hardwood species, the hemicellulose 

content of their roots are very similar, however there are visible differences in 

the stem and branch wood, with birch containing a larger content than oak. 

Alternatively, the hemicellulose contents of the Sitka spruce and Scots pine stem 

and branch wood are similar, while a difference exists between their roots. For 

all four species, the lignin content of their branch and root wood is higher than 

that of their stem wood. Wood production is a complex set of processes, with the 

programmed cell death ɀ and consequent lignification ɀ representing the end 

product of plant growth [29, 36, 76-78]. As both the roots and branches, which 

ÆÏÒÍ Á ËÅÙ ÃÏÍÐÏÎÅÎÔ ÏÆ Á ÔÒÅÅȭÓ ÃÁÎÏÐÙȟ ÁÒÅ ÉÎÈÅÒÅÎÔÌÙ ÃÏÎÎÅÃÔÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ 

growth process, the increased lignin contents found within these sections are 

unsurprising.  

In general there is a relationship between the lignin and cellulose contents of the 

oak, birch and Sitka spruce, as shown in Figure 4.18; an increase in lignin content 

result in a decreased cellulose content. However, this is not the case for the Scots 

pine ɀ when considering its root wood, both the lignin and cellulose content 

ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÉÔȭÓ ÈÅÍÉÃÅÌÌÕÌÏÓÅ ÄÅÃÒÅÁÓÅÓȢ 5ÎÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅ ÈÅÔÅÒÏÇÅÎÅÏÕÓ ÍÉØ ÏÆ 

carbohydrates that characterise hemicellulose, cellulose is instead a well-

defined polysaccharide [76, 78]. This would therefore suggest that the structural 

components of Scots pine root wood may actually be more homogeneous than 

those found within the rest of the tree. Finally, the smallest lignin concentrations 

exist within the stem of the tree ɀ evident for all four of the analysed species. The 
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oak, Scots pine and Sitka spruce all display an increased lignin content within 

their roots, which increases again in their branches. Although the birch roots and 

branches both contain more lignin than its stem wood, it is their roots which 

contain the largest concentrations of lignin within the tree, indicating that this is 

where its growth is focused. Indeed, the success of birch as a pioneer species ɀ 

one that can naturally regenerate on poor quality sites ɀ may be directly linked 

to its preference for root growth [79]. 

 

4.3.3.4. ANOVA Results 

In addition to the determined experimental values given throughout this section, 

ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÖÁÒÉÁÎÃÅ ɉ!./6!Ɋ ÁÎÄ 4ÕËÅÙȭÓ (3$ ÐÏÓÔ-hoc analysis has been 

completed on the data, establishing the variation evident between species and 

their different tree sections. The resulting data matrices ɀ detailing the post-hoc 

analysis between tree species and tree sections, in their entirety ɀ represent a 

large volume of data, located in Appendix C. However, a concentrated version ɀ 

cataloguing some of the important statistically significant differences, contained 

within the data ɀ is in Table 4.14. !ÇÁÉÎȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÎÏÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÂÁÓÅÄ 

on a relatively small sample set, when compared to the total forest resource. 

 

Table 4.14 ɀ A selection of the calculated statistically significant differences  

between tree species and their different tree sections, applied to the produced 

experimental data (adapted from Appendix C)  

Statistically 3ÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ $ÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅÓ ɉЁɊ 
 Between Sections Between Species 

Proximate  
OK(VMȡ2Ё3ȟ"Ƞ Ashȡ2Ё3Ё"Ɋȟ 
BI(FCȡ2Ё3Ё"Ɋȟ SP(FCȡ3Ё2ȟ"Ƞ 

Ashȡ3Ё2Ɋȟ SS(FCȡ3Ё2ȟ"Ɋ 

VM(Rȡ/+Ё")ȟ33ȟ Bȡ")Ё30ȟ33Ɋȟ 
FC(Sȡ/+Ё")ȟ30ȟ33Ɋȟ 
Ash(Rȡ/+Ё")ȟ30ȟ33Ɋ 

Ultimate & GCV 
OK(Nȡ2Ё3Ё"Ɋȟ 

BI(N,HC,OC,GCVȡ2Ё3Ё"Ɋȟ 
SP(Nȡ3Ё2Ɋȟ SS(Nȡ3Ё2ȟ"Ɋ 

N(R,Bȡ/+Ё")ȟ30ȟ33Ƞ Rȡ")Ё30ȟ33Ɋȟ 
HC(Sȡ/+Ё")ȟ30ȟ33Ɋȟ 

OC(S,Rȡ")Ё/+ȟ30ȟ33Ɋȟ 
GCV(Sȡ")Ё30ȟ33Ƞ Rȡ")Ё/+ȟ30ȟ33Ɋ 

Lignocellulosic  
OK(Ce,He,Liȡ3Ё"Ɋȟ 

BI(He,Liȡ3Ё2Ё"Ɋȟ SP(Heȡ3Ё2Ƞ 
Liȡ3Ё"Ɋȟ SS(Ce,Liȡ3Ё2ȟ"Ɋ 

Ce(Sȡ/+Ё")Ƞ Bȡ/+Ё")ȟ33Ɋȟ 
He(S:B)Ё/+ȟ30ȟ33Ƞ 

Rȡ/+ȟ")Ё30ȟ33Ƞ Bȡ")Ё/+ȟ30ȟ33Ɋȟ 
Li(S,Bȡ")Ё/+ȟ30ȟ33Ɋ 

OK=oak, BI=birch, SP=Scots pine, SS=Sitka spruce, S=stem, R=root, B=branch, VM=volatile matter, 
FC=fixed carbon, N=nitrogen, HC=atomic H:C ratio, OC=atomic O:C ratio, GCV=gross calorific value, 

Ce=cellulose, He=hemicellulose, Li=lignin 



138 

 

As shown in the post-hoc data found in Table C.2 ɀ summarised in Table 4.14 ɀ 

the increased number of statistically significant differences, evident between the 

experimentally-determined characteristic values of the stem, root and branch 

wood, are most prevalent in hardwood species. This is particularly noticeably for 

the analysed birch wood; the calculated VM, FC, nitrogen, gross calorific values 

(GCV), hemicellulose, lignin and the H:C and O:C ratio data for the birch stem, 

root and branch wood are all statistically significantly different from one 

another. The number of statistically significant differences for oak is not as 

pronounced as the birch, however both its nitrogen and ash contents differ 

significantly throughout the different sections of the tree. Considering the 

importance of nitrogen and ash as fuel characteristics, in particular their 

propensity to cause issues during the combustion process [13, 69], a lack of 

homogeneity between the stem, root and branch wood of oak ɀ which has been 

shown to be significantly different ɀ could severely limit the use of the entire tree 

as a fuel. In comparison, both softwood species display increased heterogeneity 

when considering the analysed fuel characteristics, particularly between their 

branch and root wood. Observable in both the Scots pine and Sitka spruce data; 

there are no calculated statistically significant differences between their branch 

and root wood, for any of the 10 classified characteristics. This indicates that the 

combined use of their residues, stump and root wood would culminate in a 

potentially homogenous fuel. 

4ÁÂÌÅ #Ȣσ ÃÏÎÔÁÉÎÓ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÐÌÅÔÅÄ 4ÕËÅÙȭÓ (3$ ÐÏÓÔ-hoc analysis, 

displaying the statistically significant differences between the four species. 

Again, a range of these relationships have been condensed into Table 4.14. 

Similarly to the different tree sections, understanding the parallels that exist 

between-species is also important; this can help establish the potential for 

combining two, or more, different wood types together as a fuel source. As 

discussed previously in this chapter ɀ and extensively in Chapter 3 ɀ biomass 

contains a number of potentially inhibitory inorganic constituents, which can 

cause problems during thermal conversion processes [9, 69]. These are mostly 

concentrated in the ash, produced following their combustion, therefore an 

appreciation of the ash content ɀ and how this differs between species ɀ is 

important. The debarked stem wood of the four species have minimal ash 
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contents, with their mean values ranging between 0.20-0.34%. The completed 

statistical analysis indicates that there is no significant difference between any 

combination of species, suggesting that ɀ in terms of their ash content ɀ using 

any mixture of oak, birch, Scots pine and Sitka spruce wood would not be 

prohibitive. In addition, there are no significant differences between the mean 

FC contents ɀ or the carbon-rich lignin ɀ contained within the roots of the four 

tree species. This is a notable result, not only when considering the use of the 

stumps and roots as a fuel, but also when defining how their removal may impact 

the volume of carbon sequestered within a forested site. There is an acceptance 

that the contents of both the lignin and carbon contained within hardwood and 

ÓÏÆÔ×ÏÏÄ ÓÐÅÃÉÅÓ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÓȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÔÔÅÒȭÓ ÓÔÅÍ ×ÏÏÄ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÁÎ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅÄ 

sink for carbon [36, 46, 80]. Indeed, the experimental results ɀ and consequent 

statistical analysis ɀ completed in this chapter are in agreement with the 

literature, establishing statistically significant differences between the stems of 

the hardwood and softwood species. This therefore gives validity to the stated 

root results which, if correct, could prove important in improving the accuracy 

of carbon accounting for below-ground biomass, located within forests. 

 

4.4. Discussion 

4ÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÓÔÓ ÅÐÉÔÏÍÉÓÅ ÄÉÖÅÒÓÉÔÙȠ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÆÉÌÌÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÎ ÁÓÓÏÒÔÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ 

visually-distinct tree species, located across a range of biomes, representing 

different social, environmental and economic benefits to those that utilise them. 

Maintaining diversity is important, however this can only be achieved by first 

establishing a detailed understanding of what makes forests ɀ and the wood 

contained within them ɀ different. This has been the central focus of Chapter 4, 

utilising the vast array of available resources ɀ in combination with extensive 

lab-based characterisation work ɀ to better appreciate our forest feedstocks.  

Extracting and reviewing previously published wood characterisation data 

allows for the creation of a base set of results, forming an initial point of 

comparison for the completed experimental work. This has the additional 

benefit of giving an insight into the current global wood resource, as reported by 

the scientific community. The results contained in Section 4.3.1 are in consensus 
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with those previously published, establishing the differences ɀ existing between 

the fundamental chemical and elemental characteristics of hardwood and 

softwood species ɀ wÈÉÌÅ ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ËÎÏ×Î ÈÅÔÅÒÏÇÅÎÅÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȭÓ 

wood resource. Of the two main genetically-defined tree categories, softwoods 

are more homogenous than hardwoods, a feature relating predominantly to their 

cellular constituents. This is a widely accepted characteristic of softwoods; one 

which has been further enhanced through the cultivation of seedlings in 

nurseries, resulting in the expansion of single-species forest stands that are 

even-aged and uniform in appearance [29, 35]. The collection and subsequent 

statistical analysis of data, obtained from published literature, has demonstrated 

increased homogeneity between softwood species. This specifically concerns 

differences in energy content, atomic O:C ratio and the volume of lignin 

contained within the stem wood. Although these differences are previously well 

documented, the creation of tangible values ɀ based on extensive sources of 

referenceable data ɀ are invaluable, allowing for the direct comparison and 

validation of the experimental work with the literature. 

Further to the in-depth analysis of the literature-sourced data, this research has 

also produced a substantial dataset (located in Appendix B), detailing important 

characterisation values that are specific to UK-grown wood species. Again, the 

statistical analysis results ɀ completed using the experimental data ɀ support the 

assertion of increased homogeneity in softwoods, specific to UK-grown species. 

Evidenced by their larger standard deviations, relative standard deviations 

(RSD) and interquartile ranges, the increased heterogeneity of UK-grown 

hardwoods is apparent for all the variables, except the calculated nitrogen 

ÃÏÎÔÅÎÔÓ ÁÎÄ '#6ȭÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÓÔÅÍ ×ÏÏÄ ÔÉÓÓÕÅȢ 4ÈÅ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐ ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒÉÔÉÅÓ 

between softwoods and hardwoods, evident for both the experimental and 

literature -based data, gives credence to both the stated results and the employed 

analytical procedures.  

Although the experimental work ɀ based entirely on UK-grown wood samples ɀ 

displays the same characteristics as those established in the literature, there are 

also important differences which should not be ignored. The literature data 

utilised published results, collated from a variety of different wood species 

sourced from countries around the world. In comparison, the experimental 
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results were produced from a total of four species ɀ consisting of two hardwoods 

and two softwoods ɀ which were all grown within the UK. Therefore, the range 

of results is understandably greater for the literature-sourced data, representing 

a considerably larger genetic pool of species and differing examples of growth 

conditions and analytical methods. The distinctions between the literature and 

experimental data are best illustrated using box plots; these allow for the clear 

ÃÏÍÐÁÒÉÓÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÔÁȭÓ Öariation, incorporating the known hardwood and 

softwood features. As a result, all the experimental data ɀ found in Section 4.3.4 

ɀ is contained within the outliers of the literature box plots and, more often than 

not, within their whiskers. These represent the upper and lower quartiles of the 

data, highlighting that although the experimental values clearly differ, it still falls 

within the spread of the literature results. This is important, indicating that the 

variation between the experimental and literature data is likely a result of 

differences in the actual characteristics of the samples, instead of the 

characterisation methods used. The confidence in the experimental methods, 

utilised within this chapter, are further strengthened by their discernible 

replicability, evidenced by the small RSD values.  

Though the range of values contained within the literature are explainable, the 

reduced prominence placed on the process of feedstock characterisation should 

not be ignored. The wood characteristic data sourced from the literature often 

signified just a small part of the published research, which instead focused 

principally on additional processing such as torrefaction, pyrolysis or biofuel 

production [39-43, 51-57]. As recognised by the substantial amount of work 

conducted in this chapter, the characterisation of biomass feedstocks can be a 

laborious and painstaking process; this is a result of the countless hours required 

to prepare samples and complete the experimental processes, which can often 

require additional re-runs. Applying a thorough and considerate approach to 

characterisation helps ensure confidence in the produced results, however this 

is undoubtedly time consuming; it would therefore be unsurprising if this does 

not always receive the care and attention it should. When there are outliers, 

which appear to either severely under- or overestimate the calculated data ɀ 

when compared to the other published values ɀ the legitimacy and, perhaps 

more importantly, the quality of their results should be challenged. 
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During the last decade, the importance of wood as a fuel has continued to 

increase ɀ not just within the UK, but on a global scale. Consequently, the 

statistically significant differences of the energy contents, calculated between 

hardwoods and softwoods, is an important consideration. The completed 

analysis illustrates, both visually and statistically, that softwood species have a 

significantly increased energy content when compared to hardwoods. As 

asserted previously in this chapter, when considering the real world application 

of wood as a fuel, the net calorific value (on a wet basis) is a more important 

figure [24]. However, the moisture content of wood is dictated by a large array 

of variables ɀ such as felling date, site conditions and its storage ɀ therefore the 

use of calculated GCV figures, on a dry basis, allows for their comparison at a 

fundamental level. This is important when considering the potential upgrading 

of wood feedstocks for use in energy generation; understanding the fundamental 

energy limitations of a feedstock is a necessity, helping to ensure the viability of 

a process ɀ such as pelleting or pyrolysis ɀ and its final product. Another key 

difference between hardwoods and softwoods ɀ linking directly to their energy 

content ɀ is found within their structural components; the softwoods display a 

statistically significant increase in lignin, when compared to hardwoods. As 

outlined in the previous chapter, lignin is a complex phenolic polymer which, as 

a result of its embodied aromatic monomers, has a larger energy content than 

carbohydrates [36]. The increased lignin content of softwoods, evidenced in the 

literature and experimental data, can help explain their statistically significantly 

larger calorific values. 

This chapter has identified clear variations that exist between the two most 

simply defined taxonomical categories of trees; angiosperms (hardwoods) and 

gymnosperms (softwoods). However, the completed experimental analysis of 

145 wood samples ɀ representing four different UK-grown species, sourced from 

three separate tree sections ɀ goes even further, helping to highlight the species-

specific differences that exist between the determined characteristics. Although 

the distinction between species is observable ɀ especially for attributes such as 

ÎÉÔÒÏÇÅÎ ÃÏÎÔÅÎÔ ÏÒ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÏÄȭÓ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÁÌ ÃÏÍÐÏÎÅÎÔÓ ɀ the influence of the tree 

section is important when considering the deviations in wood characteristics. 

This is apparent when considering the calculated proximate data, particularly 
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the FC and ash contents of the different tree sections. Indeed, the ash content of 

the debarked stem wood is similar for all four species, suggesting that the 

ÃÏÎÃÅÎÔÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÉÎÏÒÇÁÎÉÃ ÃÏÎÓÔÉÔÕÅÎÔÓ ÉÓ ÌÉÍÉÔÅÄ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÅÍȭÓ ×ÏÏÄȟ ÎÏ 

matter the species. However, when examining the ash content of the branch and 

root samples this variation increases considerably. The inorganic constituents 

found within wood are important for plant growth, consisting predominantly of 

minerals and minor elements. As a result, the increased ash content could be 

attributed to two factors; 1) an increased volume of bark associated with the 

roots and branches, and 2) localised soil conditions, influencing the volume of 

minerals and macronutrients that are passively absorbed by roots [9, 76]. Of the 

four species, it appears that oak is the most susceptible to accumulating the 

constituents associated with ash content, within its roots and branches, while 

Sitka spruce is the least. Interestingly, the statistical analysis of the stÕÍÐ ×ÏÏÄȭÓ 

FC contents ɀ which are derived, utilising the other proximate values ɀ show no 

significant difference between the four species. This is not the case for the other 

tree sections, indicating that although there is above- and below-ground 

variation apparent for certain fuel characteristics, the accumulation of fixed 

carbon in the roots does not appear to be dictated by species. 

Of the main elemental constituents that exist within biomass, the carbon (C), 

hydrogen (H) and oxygen (O) are of great importance when considering the end-

use of the potential fuel. Indeed, the lower the calculated ratios of atomic O:C and 

(ȡ#ȟ ÔÈÅ ÇÒÅÁÔÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÅÌȭÓ ÓÕÉÔÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ɍστɎȢ !ÓÓÅÓÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÕÉÔÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ 

chapter ɀ specific to the array of species and tree sections ɀ has identified 

statistically significant differences between the individual wood sources. Of 

these, the most important ɀ in relation to their fuel potential ɀ concern the birch 

and Sitka spruce. The results, evident for both species, indicate that their root 

and branch wood have greater energy contents and are more suitable for use as 

a fuel, than their stem wood. Consequently, the combination of stem wood with 

the remaining brash, harvesting residues and stump wood ɀ applicable to either 

the birch or Sitka spruce ɀ could decrease their atomic O:C and H:C ratios, while 

increasing the volume of biomass available for use. Indeed, blending different 

biomass resources can be used to improve fuel quality, particularly the ash 

composition [81]. As both the birch and Sitka spruce samples have low calculated 
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ash contents throughout the tree ɀ especially when compared to other biomass 

species ɀthe potential issues attributed to inorganic content should be partially 

negated. 

 

4.5. Conclusions 

The principle aim of this chapter was to help improve the understanding of the 

ÅØÉÓÔÉÎÇ ×ÏÏÄ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅȟ ÎÏÔ ÊÕÓÔ ÉÎ ÑÕÁÎÔÉÆÙÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÓÔ ÆÅÅÄÓÔÏÃËÓȟ ÂÕÔ 

also by establishing how these compare to global sources. From the physical and 

visual attributes of a tree, through to the composition of its produced wood, the 

variation that exists between species is often easy to evidence. This 

heterogeneous nature of wood is widely accepted, however quantifying these 

differences ɀ defining comprehensive species-specific values ɀ has, to date, been 

previously overlooked. This relies upon the creation of dependable experimental 

data, such as that produced in this chapter; the results ɀ and their associated raw 

data, published in Appendix B ɀ represent hundreds of hours of meticulous 

sample preparation and experimental lab work. Considering the size of the 

dataset and the evident replicable nature of the utilised experimental 

methodologies, the data produced as part of this chapter could represent the 

start of a major library of wood characterisation data, specific to UK-grown 

ÓÐÅÃÉÅÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔÓȭ ÄÅÓÉÒÅ ÔÏ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÓÔ ÃÏÖÅÒ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÉÎÄÅÅÄ 

make these results invaluable. It is however important that the processes used 

for biomass characterisation ɀ particularly those employed in larger research 

projects ɀ should receive greater care and attention. Neglecting these 

fundamental procedures will only serve to reduce the confidence in stated 

results, produced from technologies utilising biomass; indeed, when you put 

rubbish in, you get rubbish out.  

Woodlands and forests have dominated our global landscape for thousands of 

years yet, even today, there is still a great deal to learn about the heterogeneity 

of wood and its suitability for a variety of uses. The analysis of the different wood 

samples has identified the potential of two prominent UK-grown species ɀ birch 

and Sitka spruce ɀ for further investigation into their use in energy generation. 

Focusing on combustion, Chapter 5 will consider the two species ɀ and their 
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different tree sections ɀ in greater detail, establishing their suitability for use as 

a fuel while defining any potential differences or relationships that may exist.   
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Chapter 5. The combustion of UK -

grown birch & Sitka spruce  

 

Ȱ"ÉÒÃÈ ÁÎÄ ÆÉÒ ÌÏÇÓ ÂÕÒÎ ÔÏÏ ÆÁÓÔȟ ÂÌÁÚÅ ÕÐ ÂÒÉÇÈÔ ÁÎÄ ÄÏ ÎÏÔ ÌÁÓÔȱ ɀ Celia Congreve 

 

 

5.1. Introduction  

!Ó ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÖÉÏÕÓ ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒȟ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ×ÏÏÄ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÓ Á 

diverse feedstock, containing a wide array of native and non-native tree species. 

This diversity is evident in the fundamental properties of its wood, not just 

between species, but also in the different sections of individual trees. The results 

in Chapter 4 ɀ both from the experimental work and the consequent statistical 

analysis ɀ outline differences in the proximate, ultimate, lignocellulose and 

energy contents of UK-grown oak, birch, Scots pine and Sitka spruce wood. 

Understanding the fundamental differences of wood properties is a vital first 

step in establishing the suitability of different tree species as potential bioenergy 

feedstocks, however it is important that this knowledge is then built upon. 

The utilisation of biomass for energy generation has continued to increase, 

ÄÒÉÖÅÎ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÓÉÒÅ ÔÏ ÅØÐÌÏÉÔ ÐÒÅÖÉÏÕÓÌÙ ÕÎÕÓÅÄ ×ÏÏÄÙ ÒÅÓÉÄÕÅÓȟ ÁÃÈÉÅÖÅ #/Ϝ 

neutrality and, where possible, use local sustainable feedstocks [1]. Combustion 

technologies, particularly those developed for use with solid fuels, are the most 

mature and readily available for utilising biomass in energy generation. These 

are by no means perfect; issues still exist with regards to their emissions and 

efficiencies. However, as a source of short-cycle carbon, the combustion of wood 

biomass ɀ using both native and non-native species ɀ offers a large potential for 
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future bioenergy production, in particular domestic bio-heat [1-3]. This is 

evidenced itself within the UK, with wood combustion accounting for 76% of the 

148 PJ associated with renewable heating in 2015. Of this total, 79.9 PJ were 

attributed to domestic wood combustion and a further 32.6 PJ was used within 

the industrial sector [4]. Utilising wood for renewable heating in the UK could 

prompt a growth in demand for local sources of wood biomass. Indeed, as 

discussed in Chapter 1, the UK governments recently published Clean Growth 

Strategy ÏÕÔÌÉÎÅÓ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÉÎÔÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅ %ÎÇÌÁÎÄȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÓÔ ÃÏÖÅÒȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÂÅÔÔÅÒ 

utilising it as a resource. The fundamental analysis completed in the previous 

chapter may therefore become increasingly beneficial, particularly in helping 

inform decision-makers on which species to plant for use as woodfuel. In 

ÁÄÄÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ Á ÆÕÅÌȭÓ ÆÕÎÄÁÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅÓȟ ÆÏÒ ÃÏÍbustion-based 

end-ÕÓÅ ÔÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÉÅÓ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÂÅÎÅÆÉÃÉÁÌ ÔÏ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÏÄȭÓ ÆÕÎÄÁÍÅÎÔÁÌ 

combustion characteristics. Of the four species considered in Chapter 4, the 

results demonstrate that UK-grown birch and Sitka spruce are potentially 

interesting sources of locally obtainable wood fuel. This is due to their reduced 

ash and increased energy contents; evidenced throughout the whole tree, 

including its stem, branches and roots. 

 

 

Figure 5.3 ɀ UK-grown, naturally regenerated silver  birch ( Betula pendula ) 

 

The Betula genus is diverse, containing around 50 species in total. Of these, there 

are two naturally occurring birch tree species found abundantly across Europe; 
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silver birch (Betula pendula Roth) and downy birch (Betula pubescens Ehrh.). In 

the UK, birch species have historically been considered worthless ɀ due to the 

poor form of its timber ɀ and a competitive hindrance on other, more valuable 

conifer species. Although castigated in the UK, other nations ɀ such as Finland ɀ 

utili se birch wood extensively, particularly in the manufacture of plywood, 

veneer and pulp [5-7]. As a pioneer species, during the juvenile period silver 

birch trees can display rapid growth under favourable conditions, achieving 

height increases in excess of 1m yr¯¹. This, coupled with the ability of birch to 

successfully naturally regenerate, has resulted in the establishment of ~23.2 

million m³ of standing timber within Great Britain [5, 8]. An example of naturally 

regenerated silver birch can be found in Figure 5.1, highlighting the commonly 

occurring issues of poor timber form found in UK-grown birch trees. 

The dominant conifer species ɀ featuring heavily in UK commercial forestry ɀ is 

the non-native Sitka spruce (Picea sitchensis (Bong.) Carr.), which represents 

more than half of the total volume of sawn timber produced in the UK. Although 

the mild climate, associated with the UK, results in the ideal growing conditions 

for Sitka spruce, its subsequent rapid growth can produce poor quality timber. 

This is attributed to the wide growth rings, low density and the size and 

frequency of knots within the wood [9-11]. Estimated at ~181 million m³ of 

ÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÔÉÍÂÅÒȟ ÃÏÖÅÒÉÎÇ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ φυπȟπππ ÈÁ ÏÆ ÌÁÎÄȟ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔ 3ÉÔËÁ 

spruce resource is significantly larger than that of the silver birch ɀ a factor 

attributed to its well established timber market [8]. There are numerous markets 

for UK timber, however the most valuable of these for home-grown softwoods is 

structural -grade sawn timber, which has rigorous requirements relating to the 

mechanical properties, dimensions and dimensional stability of the wood. 

4ÉÍÂÅÒ ÔÈÁÔ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÍÅÅÔ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÉÓ ÒÅÓÉÇÎÅÄ ÔÏ ÌÅÓÓ ÖÁÌÕÁÂÌÅ ×ÏÏÄ 

products; these markets are saturated, a result of the large amounts of low-grade 

timber currently available in the UK [11]. 

4ÈÅ ÆÕÎÄÁÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÏÆ #ÈÁÐÔÅÒ τȟ ÃÏÍÂÉÎÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ 5+ȭÓ 

substantial volume of Sitka spruce resource ɀ and that UK-grown birch wood 

holds little timber value ɀ has dictated the focus of the present chapter; namely 

the suitability of these two species as fuel. Wood combustion has established 

itself as a key transitional energy generation technology in the UK, however the 
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interest in firewood and how it burns spans more than a century. From peer-

reviewed scientific research, to literature based upon traditional folk tales ɀ such 

as The Firewood Poem, written by Celia Congreve in 1930 [12]  ɀ there has been 

a historic desire to understand and describe the properties of woodfuel. 

Although there is plenty of published research on the fundamental combustion 

characteristics, there is very little which focuses specifically on UK-grown wood 

and, perhaps more importantly, the differences between the stem, root and 

branch wood. This chapter will therefore rectify this. 

 

5.2. Methodology 

Unlike The Firewood Poem, which based its descriptions of firewood properties 

for different species upon simple visual observations, the experimental work 

completed in this chapter will quantify the combustion characteristics of two UK-

grown species; birch and Sitka spruce. As a continuation of the previous chapter 

ɀ building upon the work already conducted ɀ this research will focus on a 

refined section of the initial 145 samples, analysing these in greater detail. 

 

Table 5.1 ɀ Site data and number of birch and Sitka spruce trees analysed  

Site Name Species Trees 
(n)  

Longitude 
& Latitude  

Planting 
Year 

Soil 

Haldon, Exeter BI 4 
50.61937, 

-3.5435727 
1953 Podzol 

Wheldrake, York BI 2 
53.919369, 

-0.98743347 
1960 Podzol 

Whitestone, 
Exeter 

BI 1 
50.75155, 

-3.6117105 
1950 Brown Earth 

Ae Village, 
Dumfries 

SS 2 
55.173172, 
-3.5935832 

1970 Peaty Gley 

Dartmoor 

National Park 
SS 3 

50.643443, 

-3.9205897 
1950 Acidic Peat 

 

5.2.1. Sample Details 

The initial selection of 145 UK-grown wood samples have been reduced for this 

chapter, concentrating the additional analysis on just 36 of these. Consequently, 

the species, number of trees and site details of the refined sample set are detailed 

in Table 5.1. The combustion analysis will be completed on samples from seven 



155 

 

individual birch trees ɀ collected from three sites ɀ and five Sitka spruce trees 

from a further two sites. For each individual tree there have been samples 

collected from their stem, roots and branches. The birch samples have been 

obtained from sites which differ from one another, either geographically ɀ York 

is ~400km from Exeter ɀ ÏÒ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÉÌ ÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÔÅȠ 0ÏÄÚÏÌȭÓ ÔÅÎÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ 

acidic, while Brown earth is often composed of alkaline organic matter. The two 

Sitka spruce sites are both characterised by similar wetland gley soil conditions, 

however there is a significant distance of ~500km separating the locations. 

 

5.2.2. Characterisation Overview 

Although the main focus of this chapter will be the combustion analysis of the 

selected samples, it is vital that their fundamental characteristics are considered. 

The proximate, ultimate and lignocellulosic results that will be reported were 

produced as a part of the analysis in Chapter 4, using the experimental 

ÍÅÔÈÏÄÏÌÏÇÙȭÓ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÉÎ 3ÅÃÔÉÏÎ τȢςȢσȢ Any additional statistical analysis ɀ 

specific to the stated 36 samples ɀ will be completed using the techniques 

outlined in Section 4.2.2. 

As with the previous experimental work, the additional analysis utilises the 

finely milled wood samples, sieved to Ѕ ωπ АÍȢ "ÒÉÄÇÅÍÁÎ et al., (2007) 

highlighted the differences that particle size can have on both the combustion 

profiles of biomass and the concentrations of inorganic and organic material 

contained within the sample. Larger particle sizes contain increased carbon and 

volatile matter contents, resulting in an increased calorific value; this will 

consequently impact upon the combustion behaviour of the sample [13]. The 

principle focus of this chapter is to demonstrate the variation that exists between 

the samples ɀ relating either to the different species or specific tree sections ɀ 

not in the size of particles. It is therefore important that homogeneity of particle 

size is maintained for all 36 samples, ensuring the comparisons are valid. 

Considering the conclusions of Bridgeman et al., (2007), it can be expected that 

ÕÓÉÎÇ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÌÅ ÓÉÚÅÓ Ѕ ωπ АÍ ×ÉÌÌ ÒÅÓÕÌÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÃÏÍÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÒÁÔÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÅÄ 

samples being less than if the particles were larger. However, the reduced size 
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will aid in achieving sample homogeneity, thus increasing the validity of the 

attained results. 

 

5.2.3. Potassium Content 

Biomass resource ɀ in all of its forms ɀ contain an array of nutrients and 

inorganic compounds, representing a key part of the variability that exists 

between different feedstocks. This includes elements such as potassium (K), 

phosphorus (P), calcium (Ca) and magnesium (Mg), which differ in concentration 

due to changes in site and growing conditions, or the time in which the biomass 

is harvested [3]. Some of these elements are important aids in the successful 

development and function of the plant, helping with physiological roles related 

to growth; K is essential for cell expansion, maintaining water and salt 

concentrations and also during photosynthesis [14]. As well as its role in plant 

growth, K is also a key inorganic constituent which can impact the ash-melting 

temperatures of biomass ɀ during combustion ɀ and the corrosive behaviour of 

the gases released as a consequence [15, 16]. Although there is a limited quantity 

of each sample, available for this present study, considering the importance of K 

in both physiological- and combustion-based processes, conducting further 

analysis into the existing macronutrients of the birch and Sitka spruce specimens 

would be clearly beneficial. 

 

5.2.3.1. Acid Digestions 

Quantifying the inorganic contents of biomass can be achieved by digesting the 

sample material in acid, with a standard method for determining the major 

inorganic elements contained within solid biofuels described in BS EN ISO 

16967:2015 [17]. Although different reagents can be used within the digestion 

ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓȟ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÉÓ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÎÉÔÒÉÃ ÁÃÉÄ ɉ(./ϝɊ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÕÔÉÌÉÓÅÄȢ 4ÈÅ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌ 

ÄÉÇÅÓÔÉÏÎÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÃÏÍÐÌÅÔÅÄ ÕÓÉÎÇ πȢυÇ ÏÆ ×ÅÉÇÈÅÄ ÒÁ× ÓÁÍÐÌÅ ÁÎÄ ρπÍÌ ÏÆ (./ϝȠ 

these were placed in flat bottom conical flasks ɀ fitted with reflux cones ɀ and 

placed on a hotplate (as shown in Appendix A). Once completed, the digested 

ÓÁÍÐÌÅ ×ÁÓ ÂÒÏÕÇÈÔ ÂÁÃË ÉÎÔÏ ÓÏÌÕÔÉÏÎ ÂÙ ÁÄÄÉÎÇ Á ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ υÍÌ ÏÆ (./ϝȢ 5ÓÉÎÇ 
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deionised water the individual digestions were diluted up to 50ml, ready for 

further analysis. 

 

5.2.3.2. Atomic Absorption Spectrometry 

Once digested, the inorganic concentrations can be detected using an array of 

different methods ɀ such as inductively coupled plasma mass spectrometry (ICP-

MS) ɀ however for this research, atomic absorption spectrometry (AAS) has been 

utilised. AAS allows for the determination of chemical elements present in a 

sample; this is achieved by measuring the absorption of light wavelengths 

transmitted through the sample. Different elements have their own distinct 

wavelengths, allowing for their concentration within a sample to be established 

[18]. The AAS analysis was completed using a Varian 240FS AA atomic 

absorption system, fitted with an acetylene burner, which can be found in 

Appendix A. The absorbance of the digested samples is measured against a 

calibration curve, using standards with a known concentration. Using the 

specific potassium lamp, each sample was analysed for its elemental content in 

duplicate. 

 

5.2.4. Nitrogen Partitioning 

Nitrogen (N) is an essential component for life ɀ the growth and survival of all 

living organisms is driven by the successful attainment of metabolically useable 

nitrogen. This is prevalent in forest growth, with increased productivity linked 

to an increase in availability. The location and quantities of nitrogen contained 

within wood are dependent upon both external influences, such as the nitrogen 

taken up through soil solutions, and internal factors which are driven by 

seasonal storage and growth necessities [19, 20]. The existence of nitrogen is 

also an important factor when considering the role of wood biomass as a fuel. 

During combustion, the nitrogen contained within woodfuel is released as nitric 

ÏØÉÄÅ ɉ./Ɋ ÁÎÄ ÎÉÔÒÏÇÅÎ ÄÉÏØÉÄÅ ɉ./ϜɊ ɀ ÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÉÖÅÌÙ ÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÓ ./  ɀ which 

have associated human- and environmental-based issues. In addition to these, 

combustion at lower temperatures can increase the emission of nitrous oxide 

ɉ.Ϝ/Ɋȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ Á potent greenhouse gas (GHG) that is detrimental to the ozone 
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layer [21-ςσɎȢ ./  ÅÍÉÓÓÉÏÎÓ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÄÅÃÒÅÁÓÅÄ ÂÙ ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌ ÏÆ ÓÔÏÉÃÈÉÏÍÅÔÒÙ ÉÎ 

combustion zones, impacting upon the temperatures and potential reduction 

mechanisms. The partitioning of N during devolatilisation is an important 

ÐÁÒÁÍÅÔÅÒ ÆÏÒ ./  ÒÅÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÅÓȠ ÉÎÄÅÅÄ ÃÈÁÒ-./  ɀ which is produced 

from the nitrogen retained in the char ɀ ÉÓ ÁÎ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÓÏÕÒÃÅ ÏÆ ./ Ȣ 4ÈÅ 

fraction of char-./  ÉÓ ÆÕÅÌ ÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÔȟ ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒ .-partitioning can be altered 

during combustion, following changes to the temperature and residence time; 

increased temperatures and residence time prompts N-depletion in the char [23, 

24]. Establishing the nitrogen partitioning that exists between different fuels ɀ 

before they are impacted by other attributing factors ɀ is beneficial in optimising 

ÃÏÍÂÕÓÔÉÏÎ ÓÙÓÔÅÍÓ ÔÏ ÍÉÎÉÍÉÓÅ ./  ÅÍÉÓÓÉÏÎÓȢ 

The most common method for calculating nitrogen partitioning is to produce a 

char from the fuel, calculating the elemental contents of both, before performing 

a material balance between the two sets of results [24]. This method contains 

two separate processes ɀ the char creation, followed by the elemental analysis of 

the fuels ɀ which increases the potential for experimental error to be incurred 

during the process. Additionally, this method requires a significant increase in 

the amount of initial sample used within the analysis, particularly since the char 

yield from biomass is in the order of 10-20%. 

 

 

Figure 5.2 ɀ Chromatogram examples of ni trogen evolution profiles produced 
from a n elemental analyser, equipped with a  chemiluminesence detector  
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In this current study, the nitrogen analysis has been completed using an 

elemental analyser equipped with a chemiluminesence detector which, further 

to giving a total value for nitrogen, also produces individual chromatograms for 

each completed analysis. This is demonstrated in Figure 5.2, showing the 

nitrogen evolution profiles produced following the analysis of stem, root and 

branch samples taken from the same tree ɀ as a result, the area under the curve 

corresponds to the total nitrogen content. As described in Section 4.2.3.4, the 

process for determining the nitrogen content first involves the pyrolysis of the 

sample in an inert atmosphere, before being combusted in oxygen. It would 

therefore be reasonable to equate the two defined peaks ɀ evident in Figure 5.2 

ɀ to the nitrogen contained within the volatile matter and the char. Consequently, 

by calculating the area under the curve for each peak it is possible to establish 

the partitioning of the nitrogen. 

 

5.2.5. Thermogravimetric Analysis 

Thermogravimetric analysis (TGA) is a versatile procedure, utilising a precision 

balance and a furnace to measure the changes of a samples weight as a function 

of increasing temperature over time. Although used extensively for evaluating 

the combustion performance and behaviour of coals, this form of analysis can 

 

 

Figure 5.3 ɀ Temperature profile of programmed TGA combustion process and 
consequently produced mass loss cu rve  
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also be applied to the large range of existing biomass feedstocks [2, 25-27]. In 

addition to establishing the proximate values, TGA can also be used to determine 

the combustion behaviour (burning profiles) of the selected birch and Sitka 

spruce samples. 

The combustion analysis was completed using the TA Instruments TGA Q5000 

thermogravimetric analyser, as discussed previously. The milled wood samples, 

sieved ÔÏ Ѕ ωπ АÍȟ ×ÅÒÅ ÓÐÒÅÁÄ ÉÎ Á ÔÈÉÎ ÌÁÙÅÒ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÌÁÔÉÎÕÍ ÓÁÍÐÌÅ ÐÁÎÓȟ ÕÓÉÎÇ 

~5mg of sample for each individual combustion run. The TGA instrument was 

programmed to increase its temperature, demonstrated in Figure 5.3, simulating 

the combustion process. Once the furnace has been purged with nitrogen, the 

sample pan is held with a supply of air, before the temperature is increased by 

10°C min¯¹ up to 105°C and then kept isothermal for 10 minutes. Following this 

the temperature is again increased, rising by 10°C min¯¹ to 900°C before being 

kept isothermal for a further 10 minutes, ensuring the complete combustion of 

the sample. As the sample pan is held on a precision balance, the programmed 

temperature simulation invokes the mass loss of the sample, shown in Figure 5.3. 

 

Table 5.2 ɀ Lignocellulose -based standards, used in combustion analysis  

,ÉÇÎÏÃÅÌÌÕÌÏÓÅ 3ÔÁÎÄÁÒÄÓ 

 Name Formula  Quality  
Hemicellulose  Arabinose #ϣ(ϟϞ/ϣ Њύόϻ 

 Glucose #Ϥ(ϟϠ/Ϥ ЊύύȢωϻ 

 Mannose (from wood) #Ϥ(ϟϠ/Ϥ Њύύϻ 

 Xylan (beechwood) - Њύτ% 

 Xylose #ϣ(ϟϞ/ϣ Њύύϻ 

Cellulose Cellulose, microcrystaline - - 

Lignin  Lignin, alkali - - 

 ÓÏÕÒÃÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ 3)'-!-ALDRICH 

 

Each of the samples were analysed in triplicate, ensuring the replicability of the 

process and uniformity in the stated results. As the lignocellulosic values for each 

of the samples is known, further to the combustion analysis of the birch and Sitka 

spruce samples, additional runs ɀ under the same conditions ɀ were completed 

on different lignocellulose-based compounds. These are detailed in Table 5.2. 

The data produced from the TGA analysis highlights the changes in weight of the 

sample, as a function of increasing temperature over time. As a result, the rates 
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of mass loss (Wt.% s¯¹) that occur during the combustion process can be derived 

using the following equation; 

 

ὨάὨὸϳ     (5.1) 

 where: 

 ά ȟ  is the mass at points 1 and 2, respectively 

 ὸȟ  is the time (s) at points 1 and 2, respectively 

 

The derived rates of mass loss ɀ and the calculated 2nd derivative ɀ can be utilised 

to establish the peak mass loss rates and the consequent characteristic 

temperatures that these occur, for key points during the combustion of the 

different samples. An example of the calculated 1st and 2nd derivatives, produced 

using experimental combustion data, are shown in Figure 5.4. 

 

 

Figure 5.4 ɀ Calculated 1st & 2nd derivatives from combustion data; initial mass 
loss (A), peak shoulder (B), peak volatile (C), peak char (D) and burnout (E) of 

the sample  

 

As highlighted in Figure 5.4, the characteristic temperature for the initial mass 

loss signifies the start of the combustion process (point A), and is defined as 

where the rate of mass loss reaches 1% min¯¹. The burnout of the sample, 

marking the end of combustion, is taken at the point E ɀ once the rate of mass 

loss falls below 1% min¯¹. The figure for determining the start and end points of 

the combustion process is based upon existing combustion literature [28, 29]. 
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The 1st derivative of the mass loss has two clear peaks; the first relating to the 

combustion of the volatile matter and the second, the combustion of the char. As 

a result, the temperature values and maximum rates of devolatilisation and char 

combustion are taken at the apex of points C and D, respectively. Of the three 

structural lignocellulosic compounds contained within biomass, hemicellulose is 

the most reactive; as a result, its decomposition occurs at lower temperatures 

rates than the peak mass loss of the volatiles. Therefore, the existence of 

hemicellulose produces a visible shoulder on the volatilesȭ peak [30, 31]. The 

ÓÈÏÕÌÄÅÒȭÓ ÐÅÁË ÄÅÃÏÍÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÒÁÔÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÅÍÐÅÒÁÔÕÒÅ ÖÁÌÕÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÃÁÌÃÕÌÁÔÅÄ ÕÓÉÎÇ 

the 2nd derivative, taken at point B in Figure 5.4, which is the lowest point in the 

trough. 

 

5.2.6. Kinetic Modelling 

The analysis of experimental combustion data gives a qualitative representation 

of the variation evident between samples, while allowing for the identification of 

temperature and reactivity differences that exist in the derived data. This is 

certainly valuable; however it is also vital to quantify this variation. The thermal 

degradation of biomass occurs as a result of a number of simultaneous reactions. 

Understanding these interactions ɀ between both the chemical and physical 

processes ɀ is beneficial, especially when considering biomass combustion in 

ÓÔÏÖÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÂÏÉÌÅÒÓȢ )ÔȭÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÕÓÅÆÕÌ ×ÈÅÎ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÉÎÇ ÈÁÚÁÒÄÓ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÉÇÎÉÔÉÏÎ 

and smouldering of stored biomass [27, 32-35]. The thermal degradation of 

biomass can be modelled using chemical kinetics, which describe the 

relationships that exist between physical and chemical processes. 

These relationships often focus on the lignocellulosic components, which differ 

in their reactivity and the temperatures at which degradation begins. As a result, 

a number of decomposition models for biomass have been produced; some 

suggesting the simultaneous reactions of the three constituents, while others 

suggest a level of interaction under certain conditions [33, 34]. The aim of the 

experimental analysis completed within this chapter is to ascertain the 

differences that exist between the wood samples and the role that hemicellulose, 

cellulose and lignin content plays in this. The kinetic modelling therefore ɀ taking 
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the chapter to its logical conclusion ɀ will follow suit, establishing if these 

differences can be directly associated with the chemical reactions that occur. 

The extraction of kinetic parameters has been based upon the widely used 

Reaction Rate Constant Method; a simple mathematical-based process that 

utilises TGA experimental data to derive the pre-exponential factor and 

activation energy [33]. This follows the Arrhenius function, given in the following 

equation; 

 

Ὧ ὃ ÅØÐ      (5.2) 

 where: 

 Ὧ  is the reaction rate constant 

 ὃ  is the pre-exponential factor (s¯¹) 

 Ὁ  is the activation energy (kJ mol¯¹) 

 Ὑ  is the gas constant (8.314 kJ mol¯¹. K¯¹) 

 Ὕ  is the temperature (K) 

 

Assuming that the mass loss profiles of the TGA experiments are a result of one 

or more first-order reactions, then this can be described as; 

 

Ὧ     (5.3) 

 where: 

 Ὧ  is the reaction rate constant of the Ὥ  ÇÒÏÕÐ ɉÉЀρȟ ςȟ ȣȟ ÎɊ 

 ά   is the initial mass of the Ὥ  ÇÒÏÕÐ ɉÉЀρȟ ςȟ ȣȟ ÎɊ 

 ά   is the terminal mass 

 

It should be noted that the designated terminal mass value is a vital constituent, 

greatly impacting the calculated value of Ὧ [33]. Once the reaction rate constant 

has been calculated, Equation 5.4 ɀ taking the logarithm of the initial Arrhenius 

function ɀ is used to determine the ὃ and Ὁ. 

 

ÌÎὯ ÌÎὃ      (5.4) 
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This is achieved by plotting ln Ὧ against ρȾὝ, before calculating a simple linear 

regression; the intercept (‌) and slope (‍) values of the produced straight line 

correspond to ὃ and Ὁ, respectively.  

 

ὃ Ὡ      (5.5) 

Ὁ Ὑ‍      (5.6) 

 

The kinetics model used in this chapter utilises this simple method as its basis, 

however this is further developed upon to make use of the experimental 

lignocellulose data. As discussed in Chapter 3, once dried, the thermal 

degradation of the structural compounds of biomass ɀ the hemicellulose, 

cellulose and lignin ɀ occurs across two distinct phases; devolatilization and then 

char combustion. Although hemicellulose is the least thermally-stable structural 

component, its decomposition does not just occur during devolatilization ɀ 

partially degraded hemicellulose still exists within the char, especially under 

rapid reaction conditions such as fast pyrolysis [36, 37]. Consequently, the 

multistep kinetics model produced for use in this chapter ɀ simulating the entire 

combustion process ɀ attributes the known lignocellulosic mass fraction to their 

equivalent ὃ and Ὁ values. This is described in the following equation; 

 

ὃ Ὡὼὴ ά ά ὲ  (5.7) 

 where: 

 ὲ  is the stated step, related to the structural component 

 ὲ  is the mass fraction of the structural component 

 

Using the final weight value recorded at the end the combustion experiments as 

the terminal mass, Eq. 5.7 is used to model the decomposition rates of each 

defined lignocellulosic-based reaction, through to burnout. By attributing the 

appropriate calculated mass fraction to each individual model, combining these 

will show how the interactions of the different structural components combine 

to replicate the complete mass loss. This will act as a framework to show the 

kinetic variation that exists between species, driven by the known lignocellulosic 

contents. 
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5.3. Results 

The following results section will be broken down into four main areas; 1) an 

overview of the fundamental characteristics of the wood samples, including the 

partitioning of nitrogen and their potassium contents, 2) the relationships that 

exist between the different characteristics, 3) the combustion characteristics 

produced from the TGA experimental work, and 4) the results of the kinetics 

model, based upon the completed experimental work. 

 

5.3.1. Wood Sample Characteristics 

As stated previously, the focus of this research is on a total of 36 samples; 

comprised of wood sourced from the stem, root and branches of 12 individual 

trees (7 birch and 5 Sitka spruce). This is a refined selection of the samples used 

in Chapter 4. Although the aim of this chapter is to understand and quantify the 

combustion differences that exist between different species and tree sections, it 

is also vital that the elemental, chemical and lignocellulosic values are first 

considered. 

 

5.3.1.1. Proximate & Ultimate Results 

The mean proximate and ultimate values for the analysed birch and Sitka spruce 

samples ɀ and their corresponding standard deviations ɀ can be found in Table 

5.3. The elemental and chemical results show that the characteristics of the wood 

differ, not only between species, but also between the different tree sections. 

This variation has been illustrated in the radar diagrams, located in Figure 5.5.  

Sitka spruce stem wood has larger carbon and hydrogen contents than that of 

the birch, however the amount of nitrogen is smaller; for both species the 

content is low when compared to other types of biomass feedstocks, such as 

grasses and straws [3, 22, 23, 38]. The distribution of carbon within the tree 

differs between the two species; for Sitka spruce there is very little difference in 

the carbon contents of its stem, root and branch wood, while for the birch there 

is a clear increase in the root and branch carbon when compared to its stem. This 

suggests that there is a contrast in the growth focus and the location for carbon  
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Table 5.3 ɀ Experimental mean values and calculated standard deviations; Ultimate, Proximate and Gross Calorific Values from seven birch 

(BI) and five Sitka spruce (SS) trees. Comparison between their stem, root and branch wood  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  5ÌÔÉÍÁÔÅ 0ÒÏØÉÍÁÔÅ  

  C H N / VM FC Ash '#6 

BI 

Stem 46.5 (±0.28) 6.4 (±0.05) 0.10 (±0.01) 46.8 (±0.25) 91.5 (±0.32) 8.4 (±0.31) 0.13 (±0.06) 18.5 (±0.12) 

Root 48.8 (±0.79) 6.3 (±0.08) 0.26 (±0.05) 44.2 (±0.92) 86.9 (±1.41) 12.6 (±1.35) 0.50 (±0.10) 19.4 (±0.36) 

Branch 48.3 (±0.84) 6.4 (±0.12) 0.23 (±0.03) 44.7 (±1.04) 89.0 (±0.35) 10.5 (±0.22) 0.47 (±0.13) 19.3 (±0.40) 

SS 

Stem 47.8 (±0.52) 6.5 (±0.02) 0.07 (±0.01) 45.5 (±0.58) 88.5 (±0.68) 11.5 (±0.62) 0.16 (±0.08) 19.0 (±0.23) 

Root 47.5 (±0.29) 6.3 (±0.04) 0.14 (±0.01) 45.8 (±0.31) 87.2 (±0.34) 12.6 (±0.36) 0.26 (±0.09) 18.9 (±0.12) 

Branch 48.1 (±0.48) 6.5 (±0.06) 0.17 (±0.03) 45.1 (±0.58) 85.3 (±0.35) 14.4 (±0.29) 0.32 (±0.19) 19.2 (±0.23) 

 ÃÁÌÃÕÌÁÔÅÄ ÏÎ Á ÄÒÙ ÂÁÓÉÓȟ  ÃÁÌÃÕÌÁÔÅÄ ÂÙ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅȟ  'ÒÏÓÓ #ÁÌÏÒÉÆÉÃ 6ÁÌÕÅ ɉ-*ȾËÇɊ 
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Figure 5.5 ɀ Calculated experimental mean values (Wt.% on a dry basis) of a) Carbon, b) Hydrogen, c) Nitrogen, d) Volatile Matter, e) Fixe d 
Carbon, and f) Ash; comparison between the stem, root and branch of UK -grown birch and Sitka spruce. Corresponding data found in Table 

5.3 
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accumulation between different species. The ultimate analysis also highlights 

that Sitka spruce has larger hydrogen and smaller nitrogen contents, throughout 

the entirety of the tree, when compared to birch. Of the considered samples, the 

birch roots contain the largest quantities of nitrogen. 

This variation is also evident in the proximate analysis results. The differences 

between the volatile matter (VM) and fixed carbon (FC) of the species are most 

pronounced in the stem and branch wood; birch stems and branches are typified 

by larger contents of VM than that found in Sitka spruce, while the latter have 

more FC. As shown by Figure 5.5 ɀ and the data contained in Table 5.3 ɀ the ash 

contents of the stem wood is similar, with Sitka spruce having slightly more than 

the birch. This is not the case when considering the other sections of the trees as 

birch have larger ash contents. This is most apparent in the birch roots, which 

have statistically significant larger ash contents than Sitka spruce; t(10)=3.861, 

p=0.003. In addition to the differences between species and different tree 

sections, there is also a level of variation between individual trees. This is 

especially apparent for birch which, in most instances, has the greatest variance 

between its mean elemental and chemical values ɀ as evidenced by the standard 

deviations, reported in Table 5.3. The results indicate that the birch is more 

heterogeneous than the Sitka spruce, which is supported extensively in the 

existing literature [39, 40]. 

 

5.3.1.2. Nitrogen Partitioning 

Nitrogen and biomass have an important association, a result of the elements key 

role in the growth process and the potential implications that can arise through 

its existence within fuel. It is therefore vital to understand the behaviour of the 

nitrogen content of biomass feedstocks, especially when considering how best to 

utilise it as a resource. The nitrogen contents of the different wood species and 

tree sections can be found in Table 5.3; however, to supplement this, further 

analysis has been conducted on the partitioning of fuel-N between the volatile 

and char phases of combustion. This data is given in Table 5.4. The calculated 

fuel atomic N:C ratios of the birch are larger throughout the tree, when compared 

to the spruce, indicating that nitrogen is more prevalent in hardwood species. 
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Table 5.4 ɀ Calculated nitrogen partitioning data and theoretical char yields of 

birch (BI) and Sitka spruce (SS); comparison between stem, root and branch  

 
  Fuel-N Partitioning (%)   

 
 Fuel N:C Volatiles Char Std. Dev. 4#9 

BI 

Stem 0.002 84.5 15.5 ±2.33 8.6 

Root 0.005 87.3 12.7 ±0.84 13.1 

Branch 0.005 88.1 11.9 ±1.83 11.0 

SS 

Stem 0.001 89.9 10.1 ±1.54 11.5 

Root 0.003 88.3 11.7 ±1.50 12.8 

Branch 0.004 87.1 12.9 ±1.73 14.7 

 4ÈÅÏÒÅÔÉÃÁÌ #ÈÁÒ 9ÉÅÌÄ ɉ&# Ͻ ÁÓÈ 7ÔȢϻ ÄÅÔÅÒÍÉÎÅÄ ÂÙ ÐÒÏØÉÍÁÔÅ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓɊ 

 

The partitioning of fuel-N for a number of different biomass feedstocks have 

previously been studied, reporting the release of nitrogen ɀ associated with the 

volatile phase ɀ as between 72.3% and 90.97%. These values were calculated by 

completing a material balance between the nitrogen contents of a raw fuel and 

its subsequently produced char [24, 31]. The nitrogen partitioning results, stated 

in Table 5.4, were produced using the alternative method described in Section 

5.2.4; however, these are comparable to the results reported in the literature, 

giving confidence to this alternative methodology. For the Sitka spruce samples, 

the partitioning of nitrogen in the volatile phase is fairly uniform throughout the 

tree; calculated as 87.1%, 88.3% and 89.9% for the branch, root and stem wood, 

respectively. Although the birch root and branch wood is comparable to that of 

the Sitka spruce, the partitioning of nitrogen in the stem wood ɀ calculated as 

84.5% ɀ shows a clear difference. Indeed, the difference between the birch and 

the Sitka spruce stem wood is statistically significant; t(10)=-4.076, p=0.002. 

Table 5.4 also gives values for the theoretical char yield (TCY) of the species and 

their different sections ɀ calculated as the sum of the fixed carbon and ash, on a 

dry basis. This is necessary for establishing how nitrogen partitioning could 

impact upon the concentrations of nitrogen existing within a produced char, 

potentially affecting the end use of a raw biomass source. Processes such as 

torrefaction and carbonisation ɀ aimed at improving the fuel quality of raw 

biomass ɀ reduce their moisture and volatile contents, while increasing the 

concentrations of fixed carbon [31, 41]. Alternatively, biomass-derived chars can 

be applied to soils to improve their condition; they reduce the loss of nutrients, 
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via leaching, prompting increased growth productivity of the existing plants 

[42]. Understanding how different wood feedstocks impact the partitioning of 

nitrogen ɀ in the case of this research, differences relating to species and tree 

sections ɀ is clearly important. Consequently, Figure 5.6 shows the differences 

that exist in the nitrogen contents of the birch and Sitka spruce, highlighting how 

partitioning would impact the nitrogen content of theoretically-produced chars. 

 

 

Figure 5.6 ɀ Influence of nitrogen partitioning on the fuel -N content  of calculated 
Theoretical Char Yields (on a dry basis); comparison between different species 

and tree sections  

 

The nitrogen partitioning results suggest that for Sitka spruce, the nitrogen 

contents (Wt.% on a dry basis) of the theoretical char slightly reduces; this is 

apparent throughout the different tree sections. Although this reduction is 

evident in the birch roots, the results indicate that the theoretical chars produced 

from other sections of a birch tree would have increased concentrations of 

nitr ogen. This is most visible for the birch stem wood which, even when 

considering the associated error, shows a definite increase in nitrogen 

concentration. The mean values indicate that producing chars from birch stem 

wood would increase the nitrogen content, from 0.1% to 0.18%. 
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Figure 5.7 ɀ Calculated experimental lignocellulosic fractions ( EF, db) for birch and Sitka spruce; a) Lignin, b) Hemicellulose, and c) Cellulose. 
Data in Table 5.5  

 

Table 5.5 ɀ Lignocellulosic fractions ( EF, db) and standard devi ations for birch (BI) and Sitka spruce (SS)  

 
 Hemicellulose  Cellulose Lignin  

BI 

Stem 0.24 (±0.01) 0.55 (±0.01) 0.20 (±0.01) 

Root 0.20 (±0.02) 0.48 (±0.03) 0.32 (±0.05) 

Branch 0.22 (±0.01) 0.50 (±0.02) 0.28 (±0.03) 

SS 

Stem 0.16 (±0.01) 0.56 (±0.01) 0.29 (±0.01) 

Root 0.14 (±0.01) 0.54 (±0.02) 0.31 (±0.02) 

Branch 0.16 (±0.01) 0.48 (±0.01) 0.37 (±0.01) 
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5.3.1.3. Lignocellulosic Content 

The relationship between the structural components of biomass ɀ its lignin, 

cellulose and hemicellulose ɀ and the combustion process is well documented, 

prompting a wide range of researchers to investigate their decomposition and 

the chemical kinetics that relate to this [27, 32-35]. As this chapter is concerned 

with the combustion characteristics of the birch and Sitka spruce samples, it is 

important to properly document their lignocellulosic composition. Figure 5.7 

illustrates the lignocellulosic components of the birch and Sitka spruce samples, 

with the supporting data located in Table 5.5. The values have been reported on 

an extractive free basis, focusing on the differences in the known structural 

components; the digestive analysis, discussed in Section 4.2.3.6, did not include 

lab-based extractive determination. It should be noted that, as discussed in the 

previous chapter, the extractive contents of Sitka spruce ɀ which were calculated 

by difference ɀ are greater than that of birch, particularly in their root and branch 

wood. 

The hemicellulose contents of the two species clearly differ; the birch is 

characterised by an increased hemicellulose content, evident throughout the 

entirety of the tree. The largest quantities of hemicellulose are located in the 

birch stem, calculated at ~50% more than that of the Sitka spruce. Although the 

quantities differ, the roots of both species contain the smallest amounts of 

hemicellulose. In keeping with the homogenous nature of the coniferous Sitka 

spruce [39, 40], there is very little variation in the hemicellulose content of their 

stem and branch wood ɀ even when combined, the calculated relative error of 

the two is less than 5%. Supported by the data in Table 5.5, cellulose represents 

the key structural component of both birch and Sitka spruce [32, 40]. As shown, 

the quantity of cellulose is similar between the two species; the stem wood of 

both contain the largest fractions, determined as 0.55 and 0.56 for the birch and 

Sitka spruce, respectively. There is, however, evident variation in cellulose 

content throughout the other sections of the tree. The stem and root wood of 

Sitka spruce contain similar cellulose contents, before displaying a clear 

decrease in its branch wood. In comparison, both the cellulose contents of birch 

root and branch wood are reduced. 
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Lignin is an important structural component of wood; the lignification of the 

secondary cell wall ɀ occurring during the seasonal growth process ɀ produces 

cells which are both rigid and impermeable. The strengthened cells are, 

subsequently, suitable for transport and support ɀ key attributes for growth. 

Representing a major carbon sink, their existence is species dependent, with 

hardwoods containing between 20%-28%, while this is slightly increased for 

softwoods, 24%-33% [27, 40, 43]. The lignin contents of birch and Sitka spruce, 

found in Table 5.5, are comparable to those contained within the literature, 

giving validity to the stated results. For both species, the lignin contents of the 

tree are smallest in the stem wood, although this is significantly higher in the 

Sitka spruce. Effectively, the birch stem wood samples are typified by increased 

hemicellulose contents, at the expense of lignin, while the Sitka spruce samples 

are the inverse of this. The role of lignified cells in resource transportation and 

support within the tree, indicates that higher concentrations of lignin will exist 

in key growth areas. The results therefore imply, interestingly, that the growth 

focus differs between the two species; new growth in birch trees will be most 

prominent in the roots, while Sitka spruce focuses this in its branches and 

canopy. 

 

Table 5.6 ɀ Calculated potassium contents of individual birch (BI) and Sitka 

spruce (SS) trees; comparison between stem, root and branch  
  0ÏÔÁÓÓÉÕÍ ɉÍÇȾËÇɊ 
  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Mean %E 

BI 
Stem 618 1084 710 923 691 617 1138 826 24.7 

Root 1199 1355 1378 871 1010 1360 1005 1168 16.4 

Branch 741 1201 810 1124 983 945 856 951 16.2 

SS 

Stem 495 503 665 612 513 - - 558 12.3 

Root 771 645 939 998 1127 - - 896 19.0 

Branch 740 801 732 757 835 - - 773 5.0 

 ÏÎ Á ÄÒÙ ÂÁÓÉÓ 

 

5.3.1.4. Potassium 

One of the key inorganic constituents of biomass is potassium, which plays a vital 

role in both physiological- and combustion-based processes. The potassium 

contents of the two species, produced by atomic absorption spectrometry, can 

be found in Table 5.6; these are comparable to previously published results, 
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giving validity to the stated values [15, 16]. Table 5.6 details the individual 

results for the seven birch and five Sitka spruce trees analysed; these have been 

visualised in Figure 5.8, highlighting the variation between species and tree 

sections. The mean potassium results, stated in Table 5.6, indicate that birch 

have higher concentrations than Sitka spruce; this is evident throughout the 

entirety of the tree. Although the values differ, comparable patterns between the 

two species are apparent ɀ the stems contain the smallest concentrations, while 

the roots contain the highest. 

 

 

Figure 5.8 ɀ Calculated potassiu m values (on a dry basis) for birch and Sitka 
spruce; comparison between stem, root and branch wood  

 

The calculated relative errors for the different tree sections indicate that certain 

parts of the tree have larger degrees of variation, which is apparent for both 

species. As illustrated  in Figure 5.8, the variation in potassium concentrations 

between the Sitka spruce samples are much lower in the stem and branch wood, 

while their roots have a larger spread of results. This variation in the roots can, 

potentially, be explained by the geographical location of the analysed specimens; 

the first two Sitka spruce trees in Table 5.6 were sourced from Dumfries, while 

the remaining three (3, 4 and 5) were attained from Dartmoor. Increased 

concentrations of nutrients in the soil, which are accessed via a plantȭs root 

system, invoke improved biomass growth [44, 45]. Therefore the potassium 
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results suggest that, firstly, there is a difference in the soil quality at the two 

locations; the Dartmoor site is potentially more conducive to growth. Secondly, 

and perhaps more pertinently, the results indicate that although site conditions 

can influence variability in the potassium concentrations of Sitka spruce roots, 

their stems and branches appear less susceptible to site conditions. This is 

important when considering the suitability of the species as a fuel; homogeneity 

of wood resource ɀ especially when sourced from different locations ɀ will result 

in a more reliable fuel. 

As with the other elemental and chemical analysis discussed previously in this 

chapter, the heterogeneous nature of the birch samples is again evident, this time 

in its potassium concentrations. Table 5.6 and Figure 5.8 show that, throughout 

each section of the tree, there are large ranges in the stated values. There are 

some site-related similarities (Tree 1, 2, 3 and 4 were from Haldon, numbers 6 

and 7 were from Wheldrake and 5 was from Whitestone), however these are 

certainly not as clear as with the Sitka spruce ɀ indeed, any comparisons could 

not be made with high-levels of confidence. In addition to growth, the potassium 

content is also a prominent factor during the combustion process and this will 

be considered later in the chapter. 

 

5.3.2. Elemental & Component Relationships 

The previous section contains the results of the proximate, ultimate, nutrient and 

lignocellulosic analysis for the individual birch and Sitka spruce samples, 

considered within this research. Understanding these in isolation is valuable, 

however using the data to infer different relationships between the elemental, 

chemical and structural components of the samples can allow conclusions to be 

proposed, extending beyond the considered data set. This section will therefore 

look to establish and clarify these potential relationships. 

 

5.3.2.1. Fixed Carbon 

Proximate analysis is one of the simplest, yet most important, characterisation 

methods available for evaluating thermal conversion properties; determining 

the moisture, volatile matter, fixed carbon and ash contents of a given fuel. Of 
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these, the moisture and ash contents have the greatest propensity to negatively 

impact the properties of biomass, either impacting the amount of useable energy 

or ɀ in the case of ash ɀ causing issues with corrosion and slag formation [15, 22, 

46]. When considering the proximate properties, the ash, volatile matter (VM) 

and fixed carbon (FC) components are inherently linked; FC is a derived value, 

utilising the measured ash, moisture and VM contents of a sample. 

 

 

Figure 5.9 ɀ Logarithmic relationship between fixed carb on and ash content (on a 
dry basis) within the tree; mean values of stem, root and branch data  

 

Using the calculated mean values for the stem, root and branch data, Figure 5.9 

highlights a positive correlation between the ash and FC contents of the two 

species; an increase in ash content coincides with increased levels of fixed 

carbon, evident throughout the tree. Although this is apparent for both the birch 

and Sitka spruce, their relationships with FC and ash differ, indicating that this is 

species dependent ɀ this is supported by the produced nonlinear regressions in 

Figure 5.9. The ash and FC represent two of the four existing variables within a 

known mass, therefore logarithmic functions have been used; recognition that 

the pairs increased values cannot continue indefinitely.  

The slope value for the Sitka spruce ɀ which is larger than that of the birch ɀ 

demonstrates that the increases in FC content within Sitka spruce incur ash 
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accumulation at a reduced rate, compared to the birch. Considering the negative 

impacts associated with ash, the results indicate that Sitka spruce ɀ evaluating 

the tree in its entirety ɀ is more suitable for use as woodfuel, or for further 

carbonisation improvements, than birch. The functions ɀ produced using the 

mean values of the stem, root and branch data ɀ achieve strong correlation, 

demonstrated by their calculated R² values. However, to ensure that the 

produced values ɀ using the regression functions ɀ are representative of the 

experimental data, it is important that they are validated. As previously stated, 

the samples analysed within this research are a subgroup of the larger dataset 

used in Chapter 4. Applying the regression functions to the 37 birch and 41 Sitka 

spruce ash values, determined in the previous chapter, will produce estimations 

of their FC contents. These can be used in combination with the known 

experimental values to calculate the relative error. Consequently, the errors for 

the modelled birch and Sitka spruce FC contents are 8.2% and 9.8%, respectively. 

With the FC content being relatively low, the calculated errors are acceptable, 

therefore suggesting the regressions produce a good fit for both species. 

 

 

Figure 5.10 ɀ Relationship between fixed carbon and lignin content (on a dry 
basis) within the tree; mean values of stem, root and branch data  

 

The relationship between the FC and lignin contents of biomass have been 

previously investigated, considering an array of feedstocks with high and low 
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lignin contents [47]. While proximate analysis is a simple process that can be 

completed relatively quickly and robustly, the method for determining lignin is 

the opposite; it includes digesting, filtering and washing the sample, which is 

time consuming and requires extensive lab-based expertise. The benefits of 

identifying and defining a relationship between lignin and FC are twofold; it 

would allow the lignin content to be confidently estimated using quick and cheap 

characterisation methods, while also giving the experimentally obtained lignin 

results a comparison value, helping validate their experimental process. Figure 

5.10 identifies a strong positive correlation between the FC content and the 

extractive free lignin fractions of the two species ɀ the increase of FC coincides 

with an increase in the lignin fraction of the structural components. Although 

there is species variation, the produced linear function is representative of a 

combined relationship that exists between lignin and fixed carbon, evidenced by 

its corresponding R² value (R²=0.990). For a diverse set of biomass feedstocks 

×ÉÔÈ ÌÏ× ÌÉÇÎÉÎ ÃÏÎÔÅÎÔÓȟ $ÅÍÉÒÂÁĥ ɉςππσɊ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÎÏÎÌÉÎÅÁÒ 

function to determine lignin from the FC value; 

 

ὒὭὫπȢπφπψὼ ρȢχπυχὼ ςχȢςσπω (5.8) 

 

Applying Equation 5.8 to the FC contents of the 36 samples ɀ considered within 

this chapter ɀ produces a relative error of 9.5%. In comparison, the linear 

function in Figure 5.10 produces a relative error of 3.8% for the same set of 

samples. As a result, the function produced in this chapter ɀ detailed in Eq. 5.9 ɀ 

is better constructed to model the relationship between lignin and FC for birch 

and Sitka spruce. The stark difference in error values supports the extensively 

documented statement, that large-scale variability exists between biomass 

feedstocks [3, 22, 46, 47]. Therefore, by instead focusing on specific species it is 

possible to refine the functions to best describe the experimental data. 

 

ὒὭὫπȢπςφὼ πȢπρ    (5.9) 

 

This section has identified relationships that exist between FC and ash, and then, 

between FC and lignin, evidencing strong positive correlations in both cases. 
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Considering the results contained within Figures 5.9 and 5.10, it would be 

acceptable to assume that there is a species dependent relationship between a 

treeȭs ash content and its lignin. Indeed, within the cells secondary walls ɀ which 

undergo extensive lignification during growth ɀ detectable concentrations of key 

inorganic species exist, including chlorine, calcium, sulphur and potassium [39]. 

Additional literature also supports an interaction between ash and lignin; 

particularly the existence of potassium and sodium ɀ two important inorganic 

components contained within lignin ɀ which prompt increased char yields [48, 

49]. While the FC content is derived ɀ dependent upon the correct measurement 

of the other proximate variables ɀ the ash content can be easily determined 

directly from experimental analysis, making it a preferable characteristic to base 

modelled data upon. Individual nonlinear functions for birch and Sitka spruce ɀ 

depicting the relationship between ash and lignin content ɀ can be produced by 

combining the previously determined functions. As a result, Figure 5.11 depicts 

these functions, specific to the two species considered. 

 

 

Figure 5.11 ɀ Modelled relationship betw een ash and extractive free lignin 
contents (on a dry basis) for birch and Sitka spruce  

 

Again, validating the produced models against experimental data is important, 

therefore the ash contents of the 37 birch and 41 Sitka spruce samples from the 
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previous chapter were used. Subsequently, the results produced from the birch 

function ɀ when compared to their experimental lignin results ɀ have a relative 

error of 5.9%. For the Sitka spruce model the relative error is slightly larger, 

calculated at 7.7%. 

 

5.3.2.2. Nitrogen Interactions 

Nitrogen and potassium are important constituents of biomass, both having key 

influences on the growth process and during combustion. Establishing their 

contents within wood biomass is clearly important on an individual basis, 

however identifying potential relationships between the two would help infer 

conclusions that are applicable outside this research. Consequently, Figure 5.12 

highlights a negative influence of potassium content on that of the nitrogen, 

contained within the stem wood of birch and Sitka spruce species. Considering 

the previous characterisation results, the stem wood samples show the smallest 

amounts of variation, when compared to the rest of the tree. However, the 

existing relationship between nitrogen and potassium clearly highlights that 

interspecies differences in homogeneity are still evident within the stem wood. 

 

 

Figure 5.12 ɀ Linear relationship of nitrogen and potassium (on a dry basis) 
within birch and Sitka spruce stem wood  
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The linear regressions contained within Figure 5.12 indicate that increased 

concentrations of potassium, within the stem wood, coincide with a reduction in 

nitrogen. Although there are differences in the determined values, a negative 

correlation is apparent for both the birch and the Sitka spruce samples, analysed 

within this research. These results suggest that, firstly, the growth of birch stem 

wood is more dependent upon nitrogen and potassium than Sitka spruce, 

requiring a larger supply of the nutrients. Secondly, the negative correlations 

between the two elements ɀ apparent for both species ɀ imply that their stem 

wood may have boundaries for nutrient saturation; where increases in available 

nitrogen and potassium will only increase stem wood growth to a certain level, 

before depositing in other sections of the tree. This would have implications on 

nutrient management practices, such as fertiliser application, which form a key 

part of forest silviculture; the identification of potential areas of nutrient wastage 

is vital for improving the economics of biomass [45]. 

This relationship is also important when considering the thermal conversion of 

birch and Sitka spruce stem wood. As previously discussed, the potassium 

content affects the reactivity of the wood and can influence fouling and slagging, 

while nitrogen ɀ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÓÅÑÕÅÎÔ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ./  ɀ has negative effects on 

the environment and human health [16, 24, 29, 49]. The interactions between 

the contents of the two elemental constituents, illustrated  in Figure 5.12, suggest 

that increased or reduced nitrogen contents will coincide inversely, with that of 

the potassium. Previous research on domestic wood combustion, which focused 

on wood with larger nitrogen contents than the species analysed in this chapter, 

ÄÅÔÅÒÍÉÎÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ./  ÅÍÉÓÓÉÏns were reduced, across the entire combustion 

process, when compared to fuels such as coal [50]. Therefore, when considering 

the potential use of the two species as fossil fuel replacements, the reduced 

nitrogen and potassium contents ɀ coupled with its increased homogeneity ɀ 

make the Sitka spruce stem wood a more preferable source. Alternatively, if 

utilising birch as a fuel, the linear relationship in Figure 5.12 indicates that stem 

wood with an increased nitrogen content ɀ which is still low when compared to 

other biomass sources ɀ should be preferred, as this would result in a reduced 

potassium content. 
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5.3.3. Combustion Characteristics 

So far this chapter has established the characteristics of the two species, 

focussing on how these differ between one another and within the tree itself. 

Building upon this, the potential relationships and how these may impact the 

combustion properties have also been considered. Consequently, this next 

section will focus on the completed TGA experimental work, considering the 

variations in combustion characteristics displayed by the birch and Sitka spruce. 

 

5.3.3.1. Lignocellulosic Combustion 

Offering context and a reference for comparison, the combustion characteristics 

of a number of lignocellulose-based standards have also been analysed. Utilising 

the same combustion conditions used for the birch and Sitka spruce, the analysed 

standards include examples of cellulose, lignin and hemicellulose. Unlike 

cellulose, which is well defined, hemicellulose is heterogeneous in nature and 

consists of polysaccharides that differ in their structural and physiochemical 

properties [51]. Consequently, a total of four monosaccharide standards and one 

polysaccharide standard ɀ all associated with hemicellulose ɀ where analysed; 

their derived rates of mass loss (Wt.% s¯¹), produced using TGA combustion data, 

is located in Figure 5.13. 

The derived mass loss data highlights the variation that exists between the 

hemicellulose-based standards, particularly the reactivity characteristics that 

occur between 100°C and 300°C. This temperature range is in keeping with those 

reported in existing combustion literature [32, 34]. Firstly, the initial mass loss 

temperature of the standards differ; arabinose is the most reactive, initiating its 

mass loss at ~125°C, while the mannose, xylose, glucose and xylan all begin to 

decay at higher temperatures, in the region of 150°C. Once the thermal 

decomposition has commenced, the standards exhibit differing peak rates of 

reactivity, occurring at different temperatures. This demonstrates that the 

heterogeneity that exists within hemicellulose, as previously reported [51], 

extends to their combustion characteristics. The thermal degradation of the 

monosaccharides produce two clearly defined reactivity peaks that occur before 

300°C; this differs for the polysaccharide, xylan, which instead contains a 
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shoulder before reaching peak reactivity. The stated range of temperatures 

suggest that the two peaks are associated with the devolotilization phase.  

 

 

Figure 5.13 ɀ Comparison of the d erived rates of mass loss (Wt.% s¯¹) of different 
hemicellulose -based monosaccharide standards during temperature 

programmed combustion  

 

As presented in Figure 5.13, a distinct third peak exists, occurring between 400°C 

and 500°C; this is observable for all five standards, although the peak is reduced 

for the polysaccharide. Unlike the previous two peaks, the third is associated 

with char combustion, indicating that hemicellulose decomposition generates 

both volatiles and char ɀ albeit the remaining carbon enriched residue, left after 

devolatilisation, is in much smaller quantity [36, 37]. Importantly, this gives 

validity to the assumption made previously in Section 5.2.6; that the thermal 

degradation of hemicellulose occurs across both the devolotilization and char 

combustion phases. In addition to the analysed standards, a combined plot has 

been produced to represent the hemicellulose group and its diverse nature. The 

combination and quality of the polysaccharides that comprise hemicellulose, 

differ greatly between species; the xylans found in hardwoods tend to contain 

more glucose monosaccharides, while those contained within softwoods have 

more mannose and arabinose monomeric groups within the polymer [39, 51]. 

Consequently, different xylan compositions will result in different profiles, 



184 

 

making the production of a single plot ɀ representative of hemicellulose ɀ 

inherently difficult. Therefore, in this instance, an even weighting of 0.2 has 

between applied to the five standards.   

Figure 5.14 depicts the reactivity differences that exist between the structural 

components, found within wood biomass. The cellulose and lignin plots have 

been produced using their combustion data, while the hemicellulose plot is the 

weighted combination of the five standards, previously illustrated  in Figure 5.13. 

 

 

Figure 5.14 ɀ Combustion of structural components; derived rates of mass loss 
(Wt.% s ¹̄) for hemicellulose, cellulose, lignin  and combined lignocellulose  

 

The initial decomposition of cellulose occurs at a higher temperature than both 

the hemicellulose and the lignin; a factor, again, supported in the literature, 

giving validity to the combustion methodology used and its consequent results 

[32]. However, unlike the hemicellulose and lignin ɀ both typified by relatively 

slow increases in reactivity ɀ cellulose decomposes rapidly, over a short period 

of time, due to its simple polymeric structure. This results in the production of a 

single defined peak, with its maximum rate of reactivity far exceeding that of the 

other structural components. The analysed lignin standard ɀ which has an initial 

mass loss temperature falling between that of the hemicellulose and cellulose ɀ 
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contains two distinct peaks of reactivity. The degradation of the lignin is a slow 

process, occurring over a larger temperature range than the polysaccharide-

based hemicellulose and cellulose. During the devolatilisation stage, the lignin 

decomposition produces aromatic compounds and char. Indeed, of the structural 

components existing in wood, lignin accounts for the largest fraction of the 

produced char [24]. As shown in Figure 5.14, the char combustion of the lignin 

sample occurs at ~400°C. 

As previously evidenced in this chapter, the mass distribution between the 

hemicellulose, cellulose and lignin differs between species. For simplicity, an 

even weighting has been applied to the three structural components ɀ combining 

them into a single plot ɀ which is located in Figure 5.14. Although produced 

ÐÕÒÅÌÙ ÆÒÏÍ ȬÏÆÆ-the-ÓÈÅÌÆȭ ÓÔÁÎÄÁÒÄÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÐÌÏÔ ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔÓ ÔÈÅ relationship that the 

three separate components ɀ and their subsequent mass contents ɀ have during 

the entire combustion process. 

 

5.3.3.2. Combustion of birch & Sitka spruce 

This chapter has considered the combustion characteristics of 36 samples in 

total, consisting of wood taken from the stem, root and branches of seven birch 

and five Sitka spruce trees. The results of the combustion analysis are presented 

in Figure 5.15 and Figure 5.16 for the birch and Sitka spruce, respectively. The 

extracted temperature and peak reactivity data ɀ accompanying Figures 5.15 

and 5.16 ɀ can be found in Table 5.7 and Table 5.8, respectively. 

 

Table 5.7 ɀ Determined mean temperatures (°C) from mass loss data for birch 

(BI) and Sitka spruce (SI); comparison between stem, root and br anch wood 

  Combustion Temperatures (°C)  Potassium  
ɉÍÇȾËÇɊ   Tϟ Ts Tv Tc TϠ 

BI 

Stem 240 (±1.4) 288 (±2.1) 326 (±1.8) 457 (±4.5) 472 (±3.1) 826 

Root 239 (±2.1) 291 (±1.7) 327 (±1.7) 445 (±4.9) 471 (±2.8) 1168 

Branch 233 (±0.9) 287 (±2.1) 324 (±1.4) 448 (±2.6) 473 (±5.4) 951 

SS 

Stem 246 (±1.5) 273 (±2.7) 328 (±0.8) 463 (±4.2) 481 (±3.3) 558 

Root 244 (±1.0) 274 (±2.9) 328 (±1.1) 462 (±3.2) 477 (±2.0) 896 

Branch 240 (±2.5) 269 (±6.7) 325 (±1.6) 457 (±3.9) 478 (±4.5) 773 

ϟ )ÎÉÔÉÁÌ -ÁÓÓ ÌÏÓÓȟ Ó 3ÈÏÕÌÄÅÒȟ Ö 0ÅÁË 6ÏÌÁÔÉÌÅȟ Ã 0ÅÁË #ÈÁÒȟ Ϡ "ÕÒÎÏÕÔȟ  ÍÅÁÎ ÖÁÌÕÅÓ ÆÒÏÍ 4ÁÂÌÅ ωȢϊ 
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Figure 5.15 ɀ Mass loss profiles and derived rates of reactivity (on a dry basis) 
produced from the combustion of seven individual birch trees; comparison 

between their stem (a ), their root (b) and branch (c) wood   
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Figure 5.16 ɀ Mass loss profiles and derived rates of reactivity (on a dry basis) 
produced from the combustion of five individual Sitka spruce trees; comparison 

between their stem (a), their root (b) and branch (c) wood  
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Table 5.8 ɀ Determined mean peak reactivity rates for key points during the 

combustion of birch (BI) and Sitka spruce (SI); comparison between stem, root 

and branch wood  
  dm/dt (Wt.% s¯¹)  
  Shoulder Peak Volatile Peak Char 

BI 

Stem 0.12 (±0.005) 0.33 (±0.006) 0.06 (±0.005) 

Root 0.11 (±0.005) 0.29 (±0.026) 0.06 (±0.006) 

Branch 0.11 (±0.006) 0.27 (±0.010) 0.06 (±0.003) 

SS 

Stem 0.06 (±0.008) 0.33 (±0.022) 0.06 (±0.009) 

Root 0.06 (±0.005) 0.30 (±0.009) 0.08 (±0.006) 

Branch 0.06 (±0.014) 0.23 (±0.012) 0.08 (±0.009) 

 

The stated initial mass loss temperatures show a difference between the two 

species, indicating that birch is more reactive than the Sitka spruce ɀ apparent 

for the different tree sections. As a result, the most reactive set of samples were 

the birch branch wood, initiating decomposition at 233°C (±0.9°C), while the 

ÌÅÁÓÔ ÒÅÁÃÔÉÖÅ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅ 3ÉÔËÁ ÓÐÒÕÃÅ ÓÔÅÍ ×ÏÏÄȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÂÅÇÉÎ ÔÈÅÒÍÁÌ 

degradation until 246°C (±1.5°C). Although the temperatures differ, there is a 

comparable pattern between the different tree sections ɀ the stem wood is the 

least reactive, while the branch wood is the most. Considering the burnout 

temperatures of the samples, there is again a clear difference in the reactivity of 

the two species; the birch achieved burnout at lower temperatures than the Sitka 

spruce. Burnout for the birch occurs from 471-473°C ɀ dependent on the tree 

section ɀ while for the Sitka spruce this range was determined as 478-481°C. 

While the birch displays greater reactivity than the Sitka spruce for both its 

initial decomposition and burnout temperatures, this is not the case for the 

ÈÅÍÉÃÅÌÌÕÌÏÓÅ ȬÓÈÏÕÌÄÅÒȭȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÏÃÃÕÒÓ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÃÏÍÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÁÌ 

components overlap [27]. The derived reactivity data in Table 5.7 indicates that 

the Sitka spruce hemicellulose is more reactive. Indeed, the peak reactivity of the 

shoulder, for the birch stem wood, occurred at 288°C (±2.1°C), while for the Sitka 

spruce the temperature was 273°C (±2.7°C). These are comparable to previously 

published results [27, 32, 34]. Peak decomposition reactivity rates, occurring at 

the stated temperatures, can be found in Table 5.8. The hemicellulose shoulder 

of the Sitka spruce occurs at a lower temperature, coinciding with its reduced 

peak rate of reaction when compared to the birch; these are established as 0.06 

and 0.12 Wt.% s¯¹ for the Sitka spruce and birch stem wood, respectively. The 
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difference between the two species is given in Figures 5.15 and 5.16, with a 

pronounced shoulder clearly evident for the birch when compared to the Sitka 

spruce. These results imply that the temperature difference, existing between 

the two samples, are dictated by the combination of polysaccharides classified 

within the hemicellulose. 

The peak rates of thermal degradation associated with the volatile component ɀ 

and the temperatures these occur at ɀ are similar for both the birch and the Sitka 

spruce samples. For the birch, this occurred between the temperatures of 324-

326°C while, for the Sitka spruce, this was determined as 325-328°C. Again, these 

are comparable to previously published temperature results [27, 32], and the 

peak temperature of the cellulose in Figure 5.14. The reactivity rates, detailed in 

Table 5.8, are significantly larger than those of the hemicellulose shoulder. 

Additionally, the calculated mean results indicate that there is little species-

based variation between the stem and root wood. There is however, intra-

species variation; this is most evident with the birch root samples, which have a 

large relative error associated with their peak volatile reactivity, calculated as 

9%. The increased heterogeneity of the birch root wood as a fuel is visible in 

Figure 5.15, especially when compared to the mass loss plots of the other 

sections and species. Finally, the char combustion phase ɀ observed as the 

second peak in Figures 5.15 and 5.16 ɀ takes place at temperatures in excess of 

400°C. The validity of the stated temperatures, located in Table 5.7, are in 

agreement with previously published char combustion results [52, 53]. Moving 

away from the relatively homogenous nature of the volatile combustion, the 

species variance reappears with the peak rates of char degradation. This is 

visible in both the mass loss and derivative plots, specifically those of the birch 

stem and Sitka spruce branch wood. The results indicate that the birch root char 

is the most reactive, with peak reactivity achieved at 445°C (±4.9°C), while the 

Sitka spruce stem wood is again the least reactive, occurring at 463°C (±4.2°C). 

 

5.3.4. Potassium & Combustion Relationship 

As previously discussed, potassium is a highly mobile nutrient which, once taken 

up through the roots, distributes itself around the tree and aids in its growth. 
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Further to its role in cell expansion ɀ supporting key functions, such as water and 

nutrient transportation ɀ its impact on the combustion process is well 

documented; the existence of potassium salts and other catalytic metals within 

biomass affect its reactivity. Some of the potassium contained within wood is in 

a more mobile state, resulting in its release during combustion [29, 54, 55]. The 

completed potassium results ɀ completed on all 36 samples ɀ can be found in 

Table 5.6, however their calculated mean values have also been included in Table 

5.7. 

In addition to increasing the fuelȭs reactivity, potassium can also cause issues 

with corrosion . The parti tioning of K between the vapour and solid phase, during 

combustion, depends on the salts and other minerals that are present. Some of 

the potassium is bound to organic structures, such as the hemicellulose, while 

detectable levels of potassium have been established within the secondary walls 

of cells, which are directly linked to a treeȭs lignin content [39, 55]. Since the 

thermal degradation of hemicellulose occurs at lower temperatures than the 

other structural components, the relationship with potassium content and the 

temperature of initial mass loss can be investigated. 

 

 

Figure 5.17 ɀ Relationship between mean potassium and initial mass loss 
temperature results for birch and Si tka spruce; differences in root  (R) and 

branch  (B), including the stem (S)  
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Considering the propensity of potassium to increase reactivity, Figure 5.17 plots 

the mean potassium contents and initial mass loss temperature for the different 

tree sections. Firstly, interspecies variation is evident; the birch has an increased 

potassium content and is more reactive than the Sitka spruce, visible throughout 

the entirety of the tree. Since no single relationship is observed in Figure 5.17, it 

suggests that although potassium clearly impacts reactivity, the severity of this 

impact differs for different tree sections.  

Observable for both species, the roots contain more potassium than the 

branches, but are subsequently less reactive ɀ this is supported by the 

differences in the two produced linear regressions. The results suggest that 

potential fundamental differences exist in the catalytic availability of potassium 

within the lignocellulosic components, specifically in relation to the roots and 

branches. Effectively, the decreased reactivity witnessed in the roots, when 

compared to the branch wood, may be a result of lower potassium within its 

hemicellulose. The bulk of the potassium would instead be located elsewhere, 

particularly the lignin. Tree roots play a vital role in accessing the essential 

nutrients and water contained within soil; accordingly, to support 

transportation, their cells will likely experience increased lignification. Indeed, 

the results in Section 5.3.2.1 demonstrate a relationship between ash ɀ of which 

potassium is a key constituent ɀ and lignin content. This, coupled with previously 

published research ɀ which shows the existence of potassium within lignin-rich 

secondary cell walls ɀ adds weight to the inferred conclusions on potassium and 

how it differs in different tree sections [15, 39, 55].  

Although the use of calculated means allow for the identification of general 

correlations, their use can prompt other, more detailed, relationships to be 

overlooked. Consequently, Figure 5.18 plots the potassium and initial mass loss 

temperature results for each individual sample, allowing for a more thorough 

analysis of the species, specific to tree sections. Again, as with Figure 5.17, the 

grouping of birch and Sitka spruce results show a clear interspecies variation, 

with the inclusion of individual results amplifying this. Although the relationship 

between increased potassium and reactivity is clearly evident, the results 

highlight that the species and tree sections have a much greater influence on 

reactivity. The potential for other species-specific factors to impact reactivity is  
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Figure 5.18 ɀ Relationship between potassium content (on a dry basis) and initial 
mass loss temperature for birch and Sitka spruce; comparison between stem (a), 

root (b) and branch (c) wood  

 

best highlighted in the branch wood of the birch and Sitka spruce. The potassium 

contents of the Sitka spruce branch wood varies only slightly, but their initial 

reactivity differs  markedly. Inversely, the determined initial mass loss 


