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Introduction 

 

The state of Oregon is facing a convergence of difficult challenges. Many rural 

communities are in economic decline, in part an ongoing legacy of the collapse of federal forest 

timber production. Concerns over climate change have policymakers seeking creative solutions 

to the state’s carbon emissions. Increasing fuel prices and price instability are creating increased 

concern amongst consumers.  

One potential mechanism for addressing these interacting concerns simultaneously is the 

use of woody biomass for thermal heating. With strategic planning and investment, such projects 

could initiate small but important hubs of rural development. First, they provide a potential use 

for small logs from forest fuel reduction thinnings, thus providing income, and a reliable, 

affordable, local heating source for rural communities that lack access to natural gas.  This could 

increase demand for non-timber forest products, increasing the amount of forest resources that 

can be converted into economic resources. This could in turn spur economic growth in rural 

communities, thus reversing their economic decline. This fuel source may also be a carbon 

friendly and sustainable fuel alternative for consumer heating needs. As Governor Kitzhaber has 

said, woody biomass thermal heating is “exactly the kind of cross cutting solution that Oregon 

needs.” 

The state of Oregon has become a hotspot for the development of woody biomass thermal 

heating projects. Hospitals, schools, and other private facilities have begun to adopt wood-fired 

heating systems as ways to secure lower and more stable fuel costs. Simultaneously, the State of 

Oregon has worked to revitalize rural communities through incentive programs that lower the 

costs of installing and implementing these projects. With such abundant forest resources in the 
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state, it seems entirely predictable that many communities would see a rapid increase in their 

adoption of these sources. However, this has largely not been the case. While installation costs 

remain a substantial burden, the role of various social and information factors may also play a 

role in slowing down adoption of these systems, though in some cases they have expedited it. 

Much research has been dedicated to the technical aspects of the heating systems and the 

financial aspects of adoption, but there is a relative dearth of research on the social components 

of adoption. This paper seeks to close that gap by presenting the results of interviews with 

leaders of 11 rural communities that have adopted or considered woody biomass heating 

systems. The research presented here is aimed at working to close that gap.  

 

Research Findings 

  Several factors were identified as potentially critical social variables in adoption of these 

systems. Local champions are often seen as a necessary pre-condition for the adoption of a new 

technology. These individuals spearhead efforts to change the status quo, and are often experts in 

the field from which the technology is emerging. Information sharing is also critical to adopting 

new technology. As a new technology emerges, it is often difficult to obtain reliable and relevant 

information for unique potential users. Lastly, social networks also play a role in driving 

adoption. Social relationships can become a mechanism for information sharing and for the 

spreading of new ideas. These factors were examined for each case within the context of cost 

concerns, to understand the role costs played in driving adoption. Without this context the 

importance of social variables would be difficult to determine. 

The project reviewed 11 total projects, including nine which successfully adopted woody 

biomass heating systems and two failed adoptions. The nine successful systems represent nearly 
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half of the 19 systems in the state of Oregon. The inclusion of only two failed proposals 

represents the difficulty in tracking down projects which never got off the ground, leaving little 

record of their efforts. Interviews were conducted with key members of each project, with all 

interviews being conducted over the phone or through email. Respondents discussed their 

motivations, the role of local champions, the role that funding played in their project, how 

government involvement influenced the project, and how experience with other projects helped 

or hindered their project. 

Respondents were primarily motivated by the desire to save money. They referred to both 

increasing costs for heating oil, but also the ongoing volatility of fuel prices. However, several 

respondents referred to secondary motivations such as a desire to use a more environmentally 

friendly fuel source or to support the timber industry. While supporting the timber industry likely 

means supporting a regional rather than local economic system, it does reflect a social factor that 

plays at least a small part in motivating decision makers to adopt these systems.  

Of the nine projects, six required what we defined as a local champion. This person was 

referred to as indispensable to the project, and the project would have likely been unsuccessful if 

not for this person. These project champions came from multiple backgrounds with varying 

degrees of expertise, and included government employees, chief executive officers, contractors, 

and local judges. The individuals either provided critical information or were key decision 

makers who valued and pushed for the use of the thermal heating systems. 

Funding was typically described as a challenge, and nearly all of the projects utilized 

some form of external funding. Most common sources were federal stimulus funding and the 

Business Energy Tax Credit. Start-up funding tends to be less of an obstacle for systems that are 
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installed when a new building is being constructed, as money has already been allocated for a 

heating system. Predictably, retrofitting in existing buildings adds to the expense.  

Government involvement was fairly consistent across the cases. However, the degree to 

which government agencies or employees were involved varied greatly. In some cases 

government involvement entailed providing information, in others it entailed funding assistance. 

Assistance was formal as well as informal, with employees sometimes acting as networking 

guides, connecting interested parties with others who have installed systems. There is clearly a 

strong role for government in encouraging the adoption of these systems, but there does not 

appear to be a clear or consistent roadmap for government agencies to undertake this process.  

The diffusion of knowledge on this subject occurs through informal networks of 

experienced and expert parties: a loose network of individuals share information and connect 

proposed or ongoing projects to previously successful projects. These successful projects become 

a critical resource for individuals looking for advice, and perhaps provide the most important 

connection for new projects.  

 

Recommendations 

This research yielded several recommendations for public agencies in Oregon interested 

in encouraging the uptake of woody biomass thermal heating systems.  

Providing information. Agencies should be working to provide contact information for 

contractors and consulting firms that can both provide critical information and conduct feasibility 

studies. A preferred list of experienced and successful contractors could also be established for 

individuals looking to attempt a project. Information on funding opportunities would also be 

critical. Cost is a primary barrier to adoption of woody biomass thermal heating systems, and 
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there are financial resources available to interested parties. However, navigating those resources 

can be daunting and overwhelming. Simplifying that information or the process itself would be a 

useful tool for government agencies to develop.  

Information repository. A collection of successful projects, with advice from those 

involved, would allow interested parties to see how a project can work. As a contact point for 

individuals or organizations seeking experienced parties, such a repository could increase the 

valuable networking and experiential learning that appears to be critical to these projects.  

Anticipating demand. Agencies can collect information on when facilities in Oregon are 

expected to replace their heating systems, then provide information on how woody biomass 

systems may be a suitable replacement option. This could become a long-term tool for improving 

uptake. 

Conclusion 

In order to contribute meaningfully to addressing some of Oregon’s most challenging 

problems, installation and use of woody biomass thermal heating systems must significantly 

increase. Any policy effort aimed at encouraging adoption will need to focus on improving the 

technology, assuring fuel source availability, and lowering cost. This strategy, however, is 

incomplete without a focus on local community factors. As our findings suggest, strategic and 

applied information and social dynamics play an important role for early adopters. Utilizing such 

social dynamics could be a low-cost alternative to heavy subsidization. In addition, improving 

information access may be the simplest “low hanging fruit” for broader adoption of these 

systems. In an era of cash-strapped government agencies, finding low-cost alternatives to 

traditional alternative energy policies is both appealing and essential.  


