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ENERGY CROPS

Money can 
grow on trees

Kelly Harmer examines energy crops and looks at how they could be 
of great benefit, and offer significant financial savings, to golf clubs

Energy crops are plants grown 
to provide fuel for heating and 
electricity generation and are 
able to deliver high yields from 
relatively small areas. 

These crops could fit into 
the footprint of an existing 
golf course, providing a 
sustainable, low carbon and 
low cost energy source and 
diversifying the habitat 
available for wildlife. 

Much of the cost of 
establishing energy crops 
could be offset through grant 
funding under the Energy 
Crops Scheme and the 
recently launched Renewable 
Heating Incentive could turn 
energy crops into cash crops 
for golf clubs.

The Energy Crops Scheme

The Energy Crops Scheme is a 
Government funded scheme, avail-
able through Natural England, 
which provides funding for estab-
lishing energy crops. The funding lit-
erature and website is mainly aimed 
at farm owners but Natural England 
does provide funding to other land 
users and have provided funding 
to golf clubs under the scheme. The 
Energy Crops Scheme is open to 
new applicants until 2013.

Grant funding covers the cost 
of establishing either miscanthus 
or short rotation coppice (SRC), 
either 50% funding for ‘actual’ 
costs i.e. the cost of materials and 
contractors and/or ‘on-farm’ costs, 
i.e. use of a golf club’s own labour 
and machinery. Funding can cover 
ground preparation, fencing, pur-
chase of planting stock, planting, 
weed control and first year cutback 
of trees.

A few points to bear in mind:
• The grant is available in England 

only and land must be registered 
with the Rural Land Registry in 
order to receive funding (land not 
currently registered can be regis-
tered).

• The overall area of land avail-
able for planting must be over three 
hectares and individual planting 
blocks must be at least 0.5 hectare 
in size.  Planting can be phased over 
three years.

• There must be a buffer zone of 
unplanted land alongside public 
rights of way, residential housing 
and utilities infrastructure.  These 
areas of open ground may also be 
included within the grant funding.

• Applications are subject to an 
environmental assessment, includ-
ing a site visit, and golf clubs would 
need to sign a five-year agreement 
with Natural England.

The Renewable Heat Incentive

The Renewable Heat Incentive 
(RHI) is a new payment scheme 
announced by the Government in 
March 2011. 

Under the RHI, golf clubs could 
earn an income of up to 7.6 pence 
for every kWh of heat produced by 
renewable methods, including the 
burning of sustainably sourced 
wood fuel and miscanthus.  

This income is index linked (i.e. 
will increase with inflation) and is 
guaranteed for 20 years. 

The money payable through the 
RHI should help to offset the estab-
lishment costs of growing energy 
crops in the first few years of the 
scheme and making buying wood 
fuel competitive with fossil fuels in 
terms of cost.

Biomass under the RHI:

• The RHI is available in England, 
Scotland and Wales.

• Ofgem will administer the RHI 
scheme and will deal with applica-
tions, accreditation of installations, 
incentive payments and monitoring 
compliance.

• Payments vary depending on 
the size of biomass boilers and are 
tiered so that the first units of energy 
generated each year will receive 
higher payments than subsequent 
units.  

Boilers and installers must be 
certified under the Microgeneration 
Certification Scheme (MCS).

• Any business which installed a 
biomass boiler after July 15, 2009 
will be eligible for the RHI. Boilers 
installed before this date will not be 
eligible. 

Short rotation coppice

The crop

Short rotation coppice (SRC) is 
an established traditional method 
of harvesting biomass energy over 
short timescales. 

All broadleaf native tree species 
will coppice well but willow and 
poplar have the highest biomass 
yields. 

Willow, poplar, ash, silver birch, 
and sweet chestnut species are all 
eligible for grant funding under the 
Energy Crops Scheme.  

Trees in SRC are densely planted 
at around 15,000 cuttings per 
hectare and are planted using 
specialist machinery that cuts the 
tree rods, inserts them into the soil 
and firms the soil in one pass. Rods 
are planted in spring and trees can 
reach four metres in height in the 
first year of growth. 
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Scott MacCallum travelled to the ‘Dutch Alps’ 

in Germany to meet a recent expat who has 

already made a big impression at his new club
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Weeds are simply green 

plants growing in the wrong 

place at the wrong time. Thus 

dandelion is a serious weed of 

professional turf but a useful 

wildflower addition to roadside 

verges and other habitats. 

Plants prescribed as weeds are by 

nature and definition harmful and 

injurious to other valued plants in 

the same environment, including 

grass plants in professional and 

amenity turf as well as agricultural 

grassland. The effect of some weed 

species, including ragwort, bracken 

and giant hogweed, may extend 

beyond these parameters to harm 

livestock, pets and people, while 

Japanese knotweed can damage 

civil infrastructure including con-

crete and tarmac pavements and 

roads. 

Believe it or not only five plants, 

and all native species, are pre-

scribed as ‘Injurious Weeds’ under 

The Weeds Act of 1959 (United 

Kingdom), while even more notori-

ous weeds are conspicuous by their 

absence. 
The five native species classed as 

‘Injurious Weeds’ are common rag-

wort (Senecio jacobaea), two species 

of thistle, Cirsium arvense (creeping 

thistle) and Cirs ium vulgare (spear 

thistle) and two species of broad-

leaved dock (Rumex obtusifolius) 

and curled dock (Rumex crispus). 

They are proscribed as injurious 

weeds due to an overwhelming 

competitive effect on other useful 

plant species in agricultural and 

amenity situations through inher-

ently rapid growth rates and prolific 

rates of reproduction. 

All are invasive in nature if not by 

definition. 
They have characteristics and 

features which are common to 

most if not all. These include deep-

seated sturdy tap roots which allow 

good survival rates during adverse 

conditions, including sub-zero 

winter temperatures and summer 

droughts. And versatile vegetative 

reproductive systems making 

attempts to physically remove them 

not only futile but counterproduc-

tive, because any remaining root 

and stem fragments generate new 

plants. All are prolific seed produc-

ers. 
Not everything about these five 

weeds is bad. As native plants 

they are important food sources 

for wildlife including insects, other 

invertebrates and birds. 

Dedicated application and 

control

Once established and allowed to 

grow and spread during late spring 

and early summer these weeds 

become difficult if not impossible to 

shift, easily and safely, using stan-

dard ‘over the top’ herbicide spray-

ing techniques. Providing these 

weeds are carefully targeted early in 

the year, while still at ground level 

and in a sluggish vegetative state, 

all can be easily, quickly and safely 

dispatched by spot applications 

of total herbicide using hand-held 

applicators. 
These include weed-wipers with 

rope-wicks dispensing herbicide 

by direct contact with the leaf 

surface, and trigger operated spray 

applicators placed close to the weed 

to deliver small exact volumes and 

doses of herbicide onto the leaf 

rosettes. Advantages of hand-held 

applicators include targeted spot 

application with minimal risk of 

contamination from spray-run off 

or spray drift. They are light-weight 

to carry and easy to use. 

Ragwort and spear thistle in 

particular are two of the earliest 

growth starters in spring. Following 

an unusually early period of low 

temperature-induced dormancy 

from late November and through 

December 2010 ragwort responded 

rapidly to the much milder condi-

tions in January and February 

2011. Having survived one of 

the coldest Decembers on record 

essentially unscathed, ragwort and 

spear thistle were already moving 

in February, especially in southern 

counties.
It is quite common to find some 

or all of these five injurious weeds 

growing together in the same 

grass sward at the same time and 

in clumped distributions which 

makes the use of hand-held appli-

cators that more appropriate and 

easier. Rabbits will generally avoid 

these weeds, grazing around the 

leaf rosettes of ragwort and creeping 

thistle to make them much easier 

to recognise for spot application in 

spring. 
But once these weeds have grown 

up through the sward to heights of 

one metre or more they can only 

be safely controlled using vehicle 

drawn ‘weed-wiping’ applicators 

which apply herbicide by direct 

contact with the leaves and no 

accompanying drips. These appli-

cators deliver the chemical by direct 

surface to surface contact between 

herbicide moistened pads and the 

weed foliage, exploiting significant 

height differences between these 

now tall full grown weeds and the 

Dr Terry Mabbett offers some information 

and advice on dealing with the famous five

A fistful of five 
Injurious Weeds

The five famous 
weeds
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erature and website is mainly aimed 
at farm owners but Natural England 
does provide funding to other land 
users and have provided funding 
to golf clubs under the scheme. The 
Energy Crops Scheme is open to 
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Grant funding covers the cost 
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or short rotation coppice (SRC), 
either 50% funding for ‘actual’ 
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• The grant is available in England 

only and land must be registered 
with the Rural Land Registry in 
order to receive funding (land not 
currently registered can be regis-
tered).

• The overall area of land avail-
able for planting must be over three 
hectares and individual planting 
blocks must be at least 0.5 hectare 
in size.  Planting can be phased over 
three years.

• There must be a buffer zone of 
unplanted land alongside public 
rights of way, residential housing 
and utilities infrastructure.  These 
areas of open ground may also be 
included within the grant funding.

• Applications are subject to an 
environmental assessment, includ-
ing a site visit, and golf clubs would 
need to sign a five-year agreement 
with Natural England.
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The Renewable Heat Incentive 
(RHI) is a new payment scheme 
announced by the Government in 
March 2011. 

Under the RHI, golf clubs could 
earn an income of up to 7.6 pence 
for every kWh of heat produced by 
renewable methods, including the 
burning of sustainably sourced 
wood fuel and miscanthus.  

This income is index linked (i.e. 
will increase with inflation) and is 
guaranteed for 20 years. 

The money payable through the 
RHI should help to offset the estab-
lishment costs of growing energy 
crops in the first few years of the 
scheme and making buying wood 
fuel competitive with fossil fuels in 
terms of cost.

Biomass under the RHI:

• The RHI is available in England, 
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• Ofgem will administer the RHI 
scheme and will deal with applica-
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will be eligible for the RHI. Boilers 
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an established traditional method 
of harvesting biomass energy over 
short timescales. 

All broadleaf native tree species 
will coppice well but willow and 
poplar have the highest biomass 
yields. 

Willow, poplar, ash, silver birch, 
and sweet chestnut species are all 
eligible for grant funding under the 
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at around 15,000 cuttings per 
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and firms the soil in one pass. Rods 
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