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Wood fuel drying: some of the issues -November 2017
Since around 2013, the use of mechanical chip drying
systems, supported by the RHI, has become widespread. It
is now the norm for wood chip suppliers to employ such
systems to some degree or other within their businesses.

This has undoubtedly benefited the industry. Customers
enjoy consistently dry wood fuel, avoiding the age-old
problem of high moisture content fuel, particularly
towards the end of the winter season. For fuel suppliers,
instead of relying on natural seasoning, with the
associated the cash flow problems which arise from
keeping stock in hand for 12 months or more, they are
able to turn fresh timber into dry chips in a matter of
days, and employ their capital resources for other purposes.

Without mechanical chip drying, it is unlikely
that the market would have been able to
meet the demand for dry chip that resulted
from the ‘RHI boom’ of 2014-15.

A number of solutions have appeared. At the
most basic level, drying floors offer a low cost,
simple solution, albeit with greater space and
mechanical handling requirements than the more mechanised systems.

‘Hook-bin’ based drying systems are again relatively low cost, and can are placed outside, freeing up
expensive barn storage for bulk chips. These are quite labour intensive though, as the containers
need to be picked up and emptied into the bulk stores, unless they are to be delivered direct to the
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customer. Belt dryers offer perhaps the ultimate in operational efficiency, and control, but come
with a high price tag.

The effectiveness of the different systems varies. By effectiveness, we mean to what extent the
resultant moisture content can be controlled, and achieve reasonably consistency. Operators learn
their systems, and compensate accordingly though.
What is not clear however is how their
efficiency compares – the amount of fuel used
in relation to the amount of water removed.
Various factors will impact efficiency – the
effective removal of the moisture laden air, the
temperature of the resulting chips, the control
of air flow through the chips, the temperature
differential across the heat exchanger, and so
on. None of these questions have ever been
properly examined and reported in such a way
as to allow anyone considering drying can
make an informed decision.
Efficiency is important. Public money is being
used to support this process, and RHI funds are
finite. Drying has become a difficult issue for
BEIS and Ofgem to understand and deal with,
hence the recent consultation. Depending on the outcome of this consultation, these questions may
become much less relevant.
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