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 Comparing Wood and Fossil Fuels

can provide important eco-
nomic benefi ts, such as local 
job creation, strengthen for-
estry markets, and reduce the 
national trade defi cit (when 
the value of what we import is 
greater than the value of what 
we export) (Energy Informa-
tion Administration 2007b). 
Through construction, opera-
tion, maintenance, and sup-
port for bioenergy facilities, 
rural communities have the 
opportunity for more domes-
tic jobs and increased local 
economic activity. 

A study by the Renewable En-
ergy Policy Project shows that 
co-fi ring biomass in existing 
coal facilities tends to offer 
more employment than coal-
only operations. Furthermore, coal-mining jobs are de-
creasing as the industry becomes more automated (U.S. 
DOE 2005). 

According to the National Renewable Energy Labora-
tory, by 2020, more than 30,000 megawatts of biomass 
power could be used nationwide. Approximately 60 per-
cent of the fuel would come from energy crops and 40 
percent would be supplied from woody biomass. This 
increase in biomass facilities could support more than 
150,000 U.S. jobs that could contribute to the revitaliza-
tion of rural economies (Singh and Fehrs 2001). See the 
fact sheet, Economic Impacts of Generating Electricity, for 
more information.

National Security 

Fossil fuel energy sources are nonrenewable and may not 
ensure a secure energy future for the United States. More 
than half of our daily needs of oil and petroleum prod-
ucts are imported each day. In 2007, both total petroleum 
consumption and total coal consumption in the nation 
are predicted to increase by 2 percent, and the nation’s 
total electricity consumption is expected to increase by 
1.2 percent (Mitchell 2004). This increasing demand 
and dependency on foreign energy sources could affect 
the nation’s economy by contributing substantially to the 
trade defi cit. Furthermore, national security could be 
affected because most of the oil imported to the United 
States comes from politically unstable regions.

Figure 2. The mining, processing, and transporting of coal can negatively impact the 
environment. PHOTO BY LARRY KORHNAK.

Facilities that use renewable sources of energy (e.g., bio-
mass power plants) are typically small and geographi-
cally dispersed. They promote energy independence and 
provide an infrastructure that is not easily disrupted. 
Biomass resources can be derived from any location 
that can support agricultural or silvicultural production. 
Thus, biomass resources and facilities can be located al-
most anywhere in the country, broadening our resource 
availability and increasing energy security (National 
Renewable Energy Laboratory 2000).

Summary

Both wood and fossil fuels offer certain advantages as fu-
els for energy production. While some fossil fuels under 
certain circumstances may be inexpensive and can be 
used with technology that is tried and true, wood tends 
to be a more environmentally sound option. In addition, 
using wood can help foster national security, introduce 
new markets for forestry, and create local jobs. Because 
there is not enough wood to provide all of our energy 
needs, we need to look at a variety of sources and contin-
ued use of fossil fuels in the near future. While wood may 
not be a feasible or sensible option for every community, 
it may help support efforts to promote more sustainable 
and locally generated sources of energy. In deciding how 
to meet growing energy demands, each community will 
need to carefully evaluate the advantages and disadvan-
tages of a variety of energy options. 
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Wood to Energy 

For more information about using wood to produce en-
ergy, visit http://www.interfacesouth.org/woodybiomass 
and read other fact sheets, community economic profi les, 
and case studies from this program, or http://www.
forestbioenergy.net to access a number of other re-
sources.
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