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Wood pellets are the most convenient form of biomass fuel 
for domestic and other small-to-medium scale heating 
applications. Pellets are usually made from compressed 
sawdust, and offer the highest energy density and most 
consistent properties of all wood fuels: an energy content 
of over 3,000 kWh/m3 is typical—some 4x higher than for 
wood chip. 
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melts and acts as a binder, under the heat and pressure of 
the pellet manufacturing press. Being derived from sawdust 
and other processed off-cuts, pellets make use of material 
that might otherwise go to waste. 
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Pellet systems can be specified to heat a single room, a 
whole house, or a larger building. Feature stoves can 
enhance a living room, with a ‘real fire’ on display, and 

some have back boilers 
serving a radiator network 
and hot water tank. Larger 
installations are designed 
to occupy a dedicated 
boiler room or basement, 
alongside a bulk fuel store. 
 

Pellet heaters have come 
a long way since coal fires. 
They are fully automated 
with electronic ignition, so 
there is maximum enjoy-
ment for minimum work, 
and certainly no matches 
required! Typically there 
will be a controller similar 
to your central heating 
programmer to set running 

times—or even to turn up the flame via remote control. 
 

Feature stoves have an integral pellet hopper at the top of 
the unit, so you simply lift the lid and pour in pellets from a 
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bags and taller stove units you may want to decant the bag 
to aid filling the hopper. 
 

Ash is removed from the burner zone automatically, and 
gathered into a removable tray at the bottom of the unit. 
Most appliances will run for long periods between ash tray 
emptying. Manuals may suggest emptying every other day, 
but it may not fill for a whole month, due to the very low 
ash content of high-grade pellet fuels. 
 

The feature stoves can come with fan assisted heating for 
the room, or with ducting to take hot air to adjacent rooms. 
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· Wood is a truly renewable fuel, and is climate-neutral, if 

sourced sustainably 
· High efficiency pellet-burning systems convert up to 

90% of the fuel to heat 
· Pellets are a clean, safe and easy-to-handle fuel�
· No visible smoke and minimal ash production 
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Some pellet stoves feature a back 
boiler, which allows the pellet heating 
to supply radiators and/or domestic 
hot water, whilst also providing heat 
to the room in which the stove is 
located. Back boilers can run in series 
with other heat sources, so there is no 
need to disconnect your old boiler 
system. 
 
Features to look for: 
· Max rated heat output in kW. 
· Adjustable heat output range, both 

into the room and into the water 
circuit (if present). 

· Size of hopper, expressed in kg or 
litres of pellets, and max burn time 
on minimum heat. 

· Height of unit, which can affect 
ease of filling 
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For a feature stove  you will need: 
· a raised plinth  

· a nearby mains electrical socket 
(stoves use electronic controls and drive systems) 

· a flue complying with the normal regulations for wood 
burning (at least 130mm diameter, but may change)  

· stoves over 5kW will require fixed room ventilation (or 
air in-feed direct to the stove) 

· for stoves with a back boiler, there will need to be pipe 
work connecting to the current radiator loop (the 15 or 
22mm system, not the microbore 10mm) or new central 
heating system and/ or into the hot water cylinder 

 
For a full pellet boiler  system you will also need: 
· Adequate space and access for delivery and installation 

of the boiler itself, which can be large 
· Space for a dedicated fuel store, with a capacity of at 

least several cubic metres, plus an access point to 
accommodate blown bulk pellet delivery (similar to a 
heating oil delivery) 

 

��
���������
�

Bagged pellets can be purchased for about £220 (inclusive 
of 5% VAT) for a one tonne delivery comprising 40 bags at 
25kg each, including delivery. Smaller bags (e.g. 15kg) or 
smaller loads tend to cost more. Pellets should conform to 
a European quality specification, but do look out for 
excessive proportions of dust in your delivery. 
 

Bulk delivery of blown pellets can achieve prices as low as 
£185 per tonne, and with a large enough fuel store, you 
may only need 1-2 deliveries per year. In terms of deliv-
ered heat costs, pellets are competitive with heating oil, at 
4.5-6.0p/kWh , but still cannot match mains gas. They do, 
of course, have a much lower carbon footprint, with an 
embodied energy content of less than 10%. 
 

Pellets (bagged or otherwise) must always be stored 
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energy content and can damage a stove or boiler. 
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Burning wood inefficiently causes 
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appropriate control, this can be almost 
eliminated. Modern automated pellet-
burning appliances are very clean, 
with the best systems being permitted 
even within Smoke Control Areas. 
 

Local authorities can declare these, 
and if your area is designated, then 
your choice of unit will be restricted to 
one that has an exemption certificate. 
You can check whether your area has 
been designated by visiting 
www.uksmokecontrolareas.co.uk  
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Typical indicative costs of fully inst-
alled systems: 
 

· 8kW feature stove—£4,000 

· 12kW large stove with 
    back boiler—£8,000 
· 15kW boiler system with fuel bunker  

    and feed auger—£15,000+ 
 

Installation costs are variable and highly dependent on 
individual circumstances: for instance, whether there is an 
existing flue and central heating pipe work, or whether a 
dedicated boiler housing and fuel store needs to be 
constructed. 
 

Pellet and other biomass boiler systems are supported 
under the Government’s Renewable Heat Incentive, the full 
domestic phase of which will start in October 2012, as part 
of the forthcoming ‘Green Deal’. But accredited systems 
installed in off-gas properties from 1 August 2011 are 
eligible for the Renewable Heat Premium Payment. This 
provides a tide-over grant of £950, and is administered by 
the Energy Saving Trust. 
 

The RHI itself will pay a beneficial rate of up to 7.9 p/kWh 
for each unit of ‘green heat’ from biomass boilers only (not 
stoves). These payments start on 30 Sept 2011 for non-
domestic systems. 
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