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Study: biogas can replace all EU imports of Russian gas by 2020 
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In some circles, most notably those of so-called 'Peak Oil & Gas' authors, it is said that the looming energy crisis will result in the collapse of modern societies. Scientists are less pessimistic and see the substitution logic already at work: there is more than enough sustainable biomass potential to cope with a peak and decline in oil and gas production, and the substitution can happen fast enough.

A very important study now makes the point: the EU has a biogas production potential large enough to replace all natural gas imports from Russia by 2020. The projection is made by the , based in Leipzig, and by the Öko-Instituts Darmstadt. It shows that if current production trends continue, all of Europe's natural gas imports from Russia will be covered by locally produced biogas within 2 decades. Earlier, Ulrich Schmack, an energy advisor to the German government and manager of the world's largest biogas firm, came to the same conclusion, even though his projection created some controversy (earlier post). It seems like Schmack was right.

The EU currently imports some 40% of all its natural gas from Russia. In 2030, this dependency will have increased to 60%. This outlook worries many, as it opens obvious questions about energy security. Last year, gas disputes between Russia and Belarus and the Ukraine, affected energy supplies to the EU. The Leipzig report on biogas, entitled "Möglichkeiten einer europäischen Biogaseinspeisungsstrategie" ("The opportunities of a European strategy to feed biogas into the natural gas grid") puts this geopolitical question into an entirely different perspective.

The main findings of the study are:

· Europe's potential for the sustainable production of biomethane is 500 billion cubic meters of natural gas equivalent (17.7 trillion cubic feet) per year. This is roughly the total amount of natural gas currently consumed by the entire European Union.

· The entire EU's natural gas needs for the the medium-term future (2020) can be met by biogas; all imports from Russia can be replaced, while the excess can substitute petroleum and coal.

· The production of 500 billion cubic meters of biogas, fed into the grid, will result in a reduction of 15% of Europe's CO2 emissions. The Kyoto protocol demands a reduction of 10%.

· An efficient biogas-feed-in strategy will be build around the concept of 'biogas corridors': such corridors consist of biomass plantations established alongside the pipelines, so that the green gas can be fed into Europe's main natural gas grid without the need for new pipelines and infrastructures.

· A Europe-wide biogas-feed-in strategy will result in the creation of 2.7 million new jobs within the EU. Employment will be generated mainly in agriculture, in the manufacture, construction and management of biogas plants and biogas purification plants.

Large land availability
The study says that in Europe, many different energy crops are being developed for the production of the gaseous biofuel. The researchers have found that dedicated maize varieties, as well as new grass hybrids, yield such high amounts of energy per hectare that Europe has enough land available for the biogas strategy:
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The study was commissioned by the German Biogas Association, the city council of Aachen which has pioneered feeding biogas into the grid, and the Green (Bundniss90/Grüne) fraction of the German Bundestag.

The Greens, led by the party's energy and technology expert Hans-Josef Fell, will now present the findings to the German Federal Government and the European Commission and start political and legislative work aimed at creating a framework for the launch of a Europe-wide biogas-strategy.

More information:

UPDATE:
The report is now online here:
Bündnis 90/Die Grünen / Öko Instituts / Institut für Energetik und Umwelt: "Möglichkeiten einer europäischen Biogaseinspeisungsstrategie" [*.pdf], Bundestag, "Möglichkeiten einer europäischen Biogaseinspeisungsstrategie"January 2007.

Alternatively here:
Öko Instituts:  [*.pdf] - part 1.

German national television ZDF's Frontal 21 programme had the scoop about the biogas study. Its reporting, with a video, can be found here.

Euractiv: Geopolitics of EU energy supply, - Feb. 8, 2007.
