
Chipping away

M
odern, automatic 
wood-fired biomass 
boilers can be 
fuelled by pellets 

or chips, and the choice of fuel 
source depends on a number of 
factors. Increasingly, it appears 
that a lack of both information 
and education is often resulting 
in poor advice being given to 
homeowners looking to choose 
to move away from a traditional 
heating system.

There are number of factors  
to consider. What is suitable 
for one customer may not 
be practical for another. Also, 
the choice of fuel can make a 
significant difference to how 
much the homeowner will save 
when a wood-fired boiler is 
installed – meaning that the right 
advice is even more crucial to the 
efficiency of a system.

Inexperience
There are numerous examples of 
when less experienced installers 
have favoured pellet systems over 
chip systems seemingly because 
of the comparative complexity 
of woodchip compared to wood 
pellet. There is also strong 
evidence of pellet being promoted 
over chip at sites where chip is 
better suited, for example because 
the lower capital cost and/or 
smaller space requirement of 
wood pellet systems makes the 
sales and installation processes 
easier. However, that can leave  
the customer paying more for  
fuel in the long run.

Suitability
When deciding on which fuel 
source is most suitable, it is 
imperative to consider the 
following factors:

•	 The	size	of	the	area	to	 
be heated

•	 Whether	the	customer	is	a	
business or domestic user

•	 The	physical	opportunities	 
and constraints associated  
with the site

Wood pellets are the most  
highly-refined form of solid wood 
fuel, and are more energy-dense 
and consistent than wood chips. 
This makes them better suited to 
smaller, domestic-scale heating 
systems where space is at a 
premium and the user wants to 
store as much energy as possible 
on site. 

Pellets have a density of  
650kg per cubic metre, 
compared to 200–250kg per 
cubic metre for woodchip. This 
means that a cubic metre of 
wood pellets can contain over 
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three times the energy of a cubic 
metre of woodchip.

In most cases, pellets are most 
suitable for domestic systems 
and are generally only used 
in larger commercial heating 
systems of over 100kW when 
space is at a premium or where 
it is too expensive to build a store 
for woodchip. They can also be 
used in commercial installations 
in urban areas because they 
don’t need to be delivered as 
frequently and give off slightly 
lower emissions – an important 
factor if you live in a town or city, 
where emission controls tend to 
be tighter than in rural areas.

In the main, woodchip boilers 
are more costly to install because 

the fuel-feed system needs to be 
more heavy-duty as chips are not 
such a standardised fuel source 
as pellets. However, chips tend 
to be more economical and are 
therefore more suitable for larger 
commercial users. 

Delivery
The cost per kilowatt hour (kWh) 
of bulk deliveries and pellets 
ranges from 2.9p to 3.5p per 
kWh for wood chip to 4.1p to 
4.9p per kWh for wood pellets. 
Bagged deliveries of wood pellets 
typically cost around 5.5p/kWh – 
the same price as having heating 
oil delivered.

When this is translated into 
annual costs, using a 100kW 

boiler delivering 150,000kWh of 
heat would cost around £6,750 
per year on pellets compared 
to £4,950 for chips. This annual 
£1,800 cost difference could 

soon pay back the higher capital 
cost of a woodchip system. Over 
the design life of the system – 
intended to be 20 years in most 
cases – the cost difference will be 
£36,000 if cost differentials are 
maintained between the two fuels.

The most suitable sites for large 
chip-fuelled boilers are those that 
either have their own woodland 
or have suppliers within a 30-mile 
radius. Pellets are now made by 

around	a	dozen	UK	manufacturers,	
but they are often still imported 
from abroad so the delivery 
distances are much greater.

Time
When advising clients on the best 
fuel for their system, it is also 
important to consider how much 
time people have available to 
maintain their boiler.

A woodchip system is typically 
more ‘hands on’ than a wood 
pellet system, and even a well-
designed woodchip installation 
will typically need a minimum of 
a visual check on the boiler at 
least once a week. A pellet boiler 
could run for a fortnight or even 
slightly longer without the need 
for operator intervention.

A good installer will discuss 
all these issues with customers 
before deciding which option to 
go for. The decision is not always 
straightforward, so it’s essential 
you look at all the factors before 
signing on the dotted line.  n

››The choice of fuel 
can make a significant 
difference to how 
much the homeowner 
will save.‹‹

Table 1. Chip v pellet – the figures

Figures based on a 100kWh biomass boiler delivering 
150,000kWh per year with bulk deliveries of fuel. 

Fuel type Average cost Annual running cost

Wood chip 3.3p/kWh £4,950

Wood pellet 4.5p/kWh £6,750


