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Wood is not only a crisis-proof and cheap energy source, but also a home-grown raw material that 
adds local value by creating and securing jobs and income within regions (Loibnegger, 2010). 
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In early June, while in Europe for a symposium on Small Scale Forestry, we visited Austria for several days to 
learn about some of the cooperative biomass-related innovations in the works that we had been hearing about.  
We read as much as we could in advance of going, but the opportunity to see facilities and talk to the folks 
involved in establishing and operating them provided us a much better feel for what was happening and the 
significance of progress that the Austrians are making. 
 
First stop: Linz, Upper Austria 
Our first stop was in the city of Linz, in the state of Upper Austria. The primary purpose of this visit was to stop in 
to meet Christiane Egger, who is the Deputy Manager of the Upper Austria Energy Agency (they call it O.Ö. 
Energiesparverband). OOE was founded in 1991 by the regional government to promote energy efficiency, 
renewable energy sources, and innovative energy technologies, by targeting residential households, 
municipalities, and businesses (learn more by clicking here).  She is also the manager of the άÖkoenergie-
Cluster,έ a network of 150 companies active in renewable energy and energy efficiency (learn more by clicking 
here).  
 
Christiane was recommended to us by the US-based Biomass Thermal Energy Council (BTEC) as an important 
contact to stop in to meet. BTEC is a non-profit association dedicated to advancing the use of biomass for heat 
and other thermal applications.  In advance of the trip, we had inquired to BTEC for any leads and/or contacts 

 

http://www.esv.or.at/english/home/
http://www.esv.or.at/english/home/
http://www.esv.or.at/english/home/
http://www.oec.at/en/home/
http://www.oec.at/en/home/
http://www.oec.at/en/home/
http://www.biomassthermal.org/
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that would have a good understanding of the Austrian system. Christiane had been in the United States several 
ǘƛƳŜǎ ǘƻ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘ ǘƘŜ !ǳǎǘǊƛŀƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛŦȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ ƳƛȄΣ Ƴƻǎǘ ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ άHeating the 
Northeast with Renewable Biomassέ ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ !ǇǊƛƭ нлмл ƛƴ bŜǿ IŀƳǇǎƘƛǊŜΦ  
 
During our meeting, we talked about the 
work of the Agency in Upper Austria, 
focusing on some of the specifics 
pertaining to wood-based biomass. The 
information she presented is perhaps best 
encapsulated in some of the recent 
presentations she has delivered at events 
like άIŜŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ bƻǊǘƘŜŀǎǘ.έ Upper 
Austria has taken a comprehensive 
approach to energy diversification, 
including significant advances in the field 
of biomass heating.  

 
Owing to targets set early on by the 
regional government, and backed up by 
comprehensive information and awareness raising activities, services such as energy advice, and financial 
incentives (as they like to note, a combination carrot-stick-tambourine approach), over 40,000 wood chip and 
pellet heating installations can be found in Upper Austria, along with over 300 district heating networks, and 12 
biomass power stations. All in an area the size of Vermont with a population of 1.4 million. 
 
The steep upward trend in biomass heating in 
Upper Austria (see graph) shows impressive 
progress, but they still have a long way to go 
before ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǘŀǊƎŜǘ ƻŦ 
covering 100% of its space heat and electricity 
demand from renewable energy sources. That is 
the goal they have set for reaching by 2030, 
which would be quite a feat considering that 
Upper Austria is a highly industrialized region.  
 
Christiane and her colleagues in the OOE and 
OEC are significantly involved in promoting their 
work and the renewable energy companies that 
have emerged over the past decades. In addition 
to traveling to countries such as the United 

States to promote Austrian technologies, they 
are the main organizers of World Sustainable 
Energy Days, an annual conference held each 
March in Upper Austria.  
 
They also host international seminars such asΣ άBiomass Heating: Market Development and TechnologiesΣέ 
geared toward representatives of businesses, public bodies, institutions, NGOs who are interested in developing 
a local/regional biomass heating market. The three-day workshop will provide information and know-how on 
local market development and technologies for automatic biomass heating, based on the experience in Austria. 
Learn more by clicking here. 
 

Oregon State Extension Educator Bob Parker at the offices of the Upper 
Austria Energy Agency. 

Source: O.Ö. Energiesparverband 

http://www.heatne.com/
http://www.heatne.com/
http://www.heatne.com/sessions/Egger-CleanHeatingGreenJobs.pdf
http://www.wsed.at/en/world-sustainable-energy-days/
http://www.wsed.at/en/world-sustainable-energy-days/
http://www.oec.at/fileadmin/redakteure/OEC/Veranstaltungen/2010/PDFs_Veranstaltungen/Folder_International_Biomass_Training_Seminar_01.pdf
http://www.oec.at/en/projects/international-biomass-training-seminar/
http://www.oec.at/fileadmin/esv_files/Info_und_Service/Infofolder_englisch.pdf
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Second stop: Hartberg, Styria 
From Linz, we headed southeast to the state of Styria, also known as Steiermark.  Here, we met up with 
Christian Metschina of the Austria Chamber for Forestry and Agriculture at a new farmer-owned facility near 
IŀǊǘōŜǊƎ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ŀ άōƛƻƳŀǎǎ ƭƻƎƛǎǘƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀŘŜ ŎŜƴǘŜǊέ ό.[¢/ύΦ 
 
The Hartberg BLTC was opened last fall by the Maschinernring Hartbergerland (Hartberg-area Machine Ring), a 
cooperative of farmers originally organized to share farm machinery such as tractors and also trade labor.  We 
were hosted by Franz Schieder, who is the Managing Director of the Machine Ring and oversees operations of 
the BLTC.  
 

 
 

 

Bins of firewood drying in advance of the heating season. 

The BLTC provides a reliable supply of high-quality firewood όǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜȅ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ Ŏŀƭƭ άǎǇƭƛǘ ƭƻƎǎέύ, enabling their 
customers to have peace of mind knowing their heating needs will be taken care of.  

Later in the visit, we also visited a pellet mill (see picture to right), but the amount of firewood and wood chips 
we observed surprised us.  The Austrians have developed 
some astoundingly sophisticated technologies that have 
enabled them to realize large-scale use of these less 
processed forms of wood-based biomass.  As a result of 
their technological advances, some of the common 
arguments against wood heating systems (that they are 
inefficient, polluting and a hassle to manage and maintain, 
for example) are no longer valid, at least where the 
technologies are widely available, along with the 
technicians to install and maintain them. It is also worth 
noting that the less processed forms of wood-based 
biomass also translates to less energy during 
productioƴΧƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭŜǊ ŎŀǊōƻƴ ŦƻƻǘǇǊƛƴǘ 
and a better score on the carbon neutrality scale. 

Scott Bagley next to a bag of pellets at a lumber mill that had 
recently added on pellet processing to its operation. 
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Christian Metschina (center) of the Styrian Chamber of Forestry and Agriculture, with Franz Schieder (left), Managing 

Director of the cooperative that owns the Hartberg Biomass Logistics and Trade Center, and Scott Bagley (right) of NNFP. 

The Chamber was instrumental in supporting the establishment of the Hartberg center and several other BLTCs around 

Styria, while also participating in a trans-national learning and support network for wood-based biomass projects that 

emphasize involvement of farmers and forest owners (as owner/operators, not just suppliers). 

 

 

Franz Schieder looks on as Christian Metschina converses with Bob Parker. The implement is one of the items owned by 

the cooperative. Most of the others were either in use, or staged at member farms. 

While at the Hartberg BLTC, Christian presented a short powerpoint that provided an overview of the 
development of the facility and described how it fits within the overall cooperative. He also outlined the broader 
multi-country learning network and support program from which the Hartberg project emerged, which also 
involved partners in Finland, Sweden, Germany, and several others European countries.  
 

http://nuke.biomasstradecentres.eu/
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Though it was our first one to visit, the Hartberg facility is actually the latest BLTC to be opened. Dependability 
and consistent quality are two of the primary benefits that attract customers to the BLTC. The network of BLTCs 
is expected to operate under certain guidelines in order to uphold standards. Each BLTC, though owned and 
operated by independent cooperatives, collaborate with each other for branding and marketing purposes, using 
the logo below: 

 
The brand used by the farm-forest cooperatives that own and operate Biomass Logistics and Trade Centers in Styria. 

 
Stop 3: Hartberg-area Wood Energy Contractor 
Our third stop was at a small farm near the village of Hartberg, to visit Walter Reithmayer, a farmer who is a 
άǿƻƻŘ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘƻǊΦέ In his case, he built a heating system and woodchip storage facility at his farm, and 
pipes steam heat to his neighbors. He has signed long-term contracts with his customers that essentially make 
him responsible for all aspects of their heating. He also serves other groups of customers through arrangements 
that involve renting a cellar or outbuilding for locating the heating systems and chip storage facility, then selling 
ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜǊ ƻǊ ƻǿƴŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ όŀƴŘ ŀŘƧŀŎŜƴǘ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎ ƛŦ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ άŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘέ ƻǊ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ 
facilities ς see graphic below). Similar systems are in place for heating other groups of buildings and multi-tenant 
structures. 
 
 

 
 

The basic set-up for a small multi-residence district heating operation operated by a wood energy contractor. The heat 

customers own the heat distribution equipment (piping, regulators, pumps, radiators in the house, etc.), while the 

energy contractor owns the boiler and leases the cellar or outbuilding where the chips are stored.  
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A few pictures in Walter ReithmayerΩǎ boiler room: 
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A wood chip delivery trailer used by the energy contractor. This trailer pushes the wood chips out, rather than dumping, 

which enables unloading in low-ceilinged buildings and other tight situations. 

 
Stop 4: Weinbach Biomass Logistics and Trade Center 
From the Hartberg area, we drove a couple hours to Weinbach, also in Styria, where we met Christian Schnedl, 
the director of the Styrian Forest Owners Association. Our first visit with Schnedl was at another farmer-owned 
BLTC. In addition to firewood, the Weinbach facility also provides a distribution point for wood chips. 
 

 
 

Bins of firewood await sale at the farmer-owned Weinbach BLTC; a stack of beech logs awaits processing (beech is a 

common hardwood species in Austria and much of Central Europe). Most chips are processed from softwoods ς spruce 

and larch, while the split logs for firewood are derived from hardwoods (either oak or beech). 
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Bob Parker learns about the Weinbach facility from Christian Schnedl (center), and the half-time facility manager (left). 

 
Stop 5: Weinbach-area Wood Energy Contractor 
From the BLTC, we visited Hannes Pirstinger, another 
wood energy contractor, with a similar set-up to the 
farmer we met earlier ς a diversified farmer who has 
ŀŘŘŜŘ άƘŜŀǘ ǎŜƭƭŜǊέ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ǊŜǎǳƳŜ and list of daily tasks. 
He made it very clear, though, that handling the energy 
end of his operation was nothing near a daily task, as 
once his system was set up, it has proven to be 
extremely low-maintenance and mostly hands-off. His 
system sends him updates on his mobile phone, and a 
few times a year indicates that it needs the ash to be 
disposed of (i.e. put on his garden).  
 

 
 
 

The wood-based biomass boilers in Austria achieve their 

high efficiency due to the process of gasification, which 

combusts the smoke produced as the wood burns.  
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Farmer Hannes Pirstinger at the entrance to his barn that stores wood chips that are fed automatically into the boiler he 

operates to provide heat for his home and several neighbors. 

 

 The room that stores the wood chips is stored in 

the building indicated by the arrow. 
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Logs that he harvested from his own forest are stacked for drying in preparation for chipping just before the heating 

season. The chipper will be set up in the grassy area of the picture, enabling it to blow chips directly into the storage 

room (side of building to left).  In this scenario, a chip delivery vehicle is not necessary. 

In addition to his day-to-day work as a farmer, forest owner, and heat seller, Hannes is also the leader of the 
local chapter of the Styrian Forest Owners Association. In Austria, forest operations must be carried out in 
accordance with a forest stewardship plan, leading to more sustainable harvests since they are guided with the 
long-term productivity of the forest in mind. The Association supports its members in developing stewardship 
plans, a service typically provided in the United States by public Service Foresters and Extension Educators. With 
dwindling state and federal budgets, though, private sector cooperative businesses and organizations are filling 
in and supporting stewardship planning, as well as project implementation (such as the Living Forest 
Cooperative in northwest Wisconsin).    
 
Stop 6: Polstal Biomass Logistics and Trade Center 
From the Weinbach area, we went on an unguided Saturday visit to the BLTC in Polstal, a facility that was 
opened in 2007 ς the first in Styria. Like the others, it is cooperatively-owned, in this case by 13 farmers. It 
produces wood chips for use in small-scale heating systems and district heating plants, as well as firewood for 
residential customers.  
 

http://www.livingforestcoop.com/HTMLPages/ForestryServices.html
http://www.livingforestcoop.com/HTMLPages/ForestryServices.html
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The Polstal BLTC, with two large piles of logs and branchwood, as well as the processed firewood and covered 

outbuilding for storing wood chips. 
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Split logs at Polstal BLTC. It is common in Austria to pre-dry logs under ambient conditions in order to reduce energy 

inputs. The Austrians, even in their quest to be highly efficient in just about everything, appear to be content with 

ƴŀǘǳǊŜΩǎ ǘƛƳŜ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎŀǎŜΦ 

 

 

As it is important to dry chips a bit more than is possible for logs, the Weinbach BLTC was designed with two integrated 

drying units. In this case, air is heated by the sun in a self-contained roof structure, then piped under the facility, where it 

is then blown up through plates in the floor.  
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Open design of the Polstal BLTC; note the large stack of logs to the side of the building, stages for processing, as well as 

the hill in the background, which shows a recent clearcut of a spruce forest. The other two BLTCs were constructed with 

multiple bays for enabling sorting of different materials. 

 

Both the Weinbach (above) and Hartberg facilities were designed with several bays, unlike the Polstal BLTC, which is a 

single bay under roof.  
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Misc biomass installations 

While along our drive to the Polstal BLTC, we stopped for lunch near a cathedral dating from 1400 A.D., and 
noticed a pile of logs and an outbuilding just down the hill from it. This seemed like a strange place for such a 
thing, as in the United States we often like to separate such locations.  

 

A district heating facility located just down the hill from an historic cathedral. 

 

 

A photo showing the close proximity of the outbuilding to the cathedral. The pile of logs is to the right of the picture. 


