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Montana Annual Timber Harvest  1980-2009

Managing for healthy forests and viable forest industry

Lower cost, renewable, local fuel source for communities 
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Where does wood energy work best? 

• With facility enthusiasm 

• Where fossil fuel heating costs are higher than 
wood 
(spending $30,000+ annually)

• Centralized hot water/steam/forced air  
distribution 

• New construction projects 

• Near a forest or wood pellet fuel source

• Near local logging infrastructure 
(chippers/grinders/trucks/mills) 

• Near other biomass consumers 

• Project scale matches locally available fuel 
quantity and quality



Case Study: 
Deerlodge Central Park Center

• High heat demand: Swimming pool, showers and 
38,000 square feet of heating space

• High annual heating costs: $71,000/yr ($11/dkt)
• Now paying $4/mmbtu for wood vs. 

$14/mmbtu for natural gas
• Estimate $35,500/yr cost savings
• Centralized natural gas-fired hot water boiler
• Fuel Source: family-owned mill 2 miles away
• Project Cost: $797,000
• Financial Package: 

– Federal Grant: $175,000
– State Loan: $335,000
– Bank Loan: $229,000
– Private Donation: $30,000
– Sale of Carbon Offsets: $27,540



Challenges and Opportunities for 
Biomass Energy in Rural Communities:

1. Location

2. Fuel Supply 

3. Funding 



Challenges and Opportunities for 
Biomass Energy in Rural Communities: 

Location/Remoteness

Challenge Opportunity

1. Low-cost energy sources that biomass 
can’t beat

1. Consider benefits and trade-offs of    
costs, values and goals 

2. Distance from maintenance/service
contractors

1. Use local skills and workforce
2. Build clusters of energy users
3. Consider joint bidding/selection and 

boiler purchase to get price break
4. Consider containerized system where 

assembly work is done off-site 

3. Limited fossil fuel options in area 1. Wood is local



Fuel Supply

Challenge Opportunity

1. Distance from fuel suppliers 1. Build clusters of energy users
2. Have fossil fuel back-up 
3. Stockpile fuel (whole tree or chipped)
4. Consider pellet or cordwood system
5. Local foresters assist w/local fuel supply 

procurement 

2. Winter road access limits fuel delivery  1. Wood source may be close and available, 
not requiring reliance on fossil fuel delivery 

2. Stockpile 
3. Use local chipper/grinder
4. Consider pellet/cordwood system

3. What happens if we lose our local forest 
products industry?

1. Creating/retaining local demand retains 
local supplier

2. Biomass markets help loggers/mills offset 
harvest costs

3. Value in developing users at permanent, 
community facilities=less vulnerability to 
impact of large, corporate industry closure





Pellet Mill 

Logger 
w/chipper

Post and 
pole plant

Stockpiling 
whole logs

Mill



Challenges and Opportunities: 
Funding

Challenge Opportunity

Funding 1. Develop biomass 
programs/policies/incentives 
throughout national, provincial, local 
agencies and organizations ie. natural 
resource (forests/fire), environmental 
quality, energy, climate, wood 
products industry

2. National, provincial, local grants, 
loans, private sector, C offsets



Common designs of wood chip systems

Below-grade storage bin, Darby

Bi-level conveyance, Philipsburg

Oversized-deflector



Semi-automated wood chip system, Thompson Falls School 



Wood Pellet System

Troy School

Townsend School
Small pellet 
system



Cordwood System, Lubrecht Conference Center 



Contact

Julie Kies
Program Coordinator
Fuels for Schools and Beyond
Montana Dept. of Natural Resources and Conservation
(406) 542-4280
jkies@mt.gov     

Montana DNRC Biomass Utilization Program website: 
http://dnrc.mt.gov/Forestry/Assistance/Biomass/default.asp 
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