
O    n the face of it, a story revolving 
around an industrial boiler doesn’t 
sound like a real “page turner” 

— except perhaps if you’re an eager 
subscriber to Industrial Boilers Today. 
But when you add to it the retention 
and creation of more than 350 jobs, it 
begins to sound more interesting. And, 
when you add to that a partnership 
that not only saves money, but 
generates revenue for the local 
government, it should defi nitely make 
your reading list.

This story takes place in Louisville, 
Kentucky, where Recast Energy 
entered into a partnership with two 
chemical companies — The Lubrizol 
Corporation and Zeon Chemicals — 
to provide the thermal heat (steam) 
needed to heat the plants and support 
manufacturing processes after the 
company that owned and operated the 
boiler announced plans to leave. As 
Matthew Markee, President and COO 
of Recast Energy related, “Having 
someone come in and operate the 
boiler house was a key component of 
keeping these companies in Louisville 
because they just didn’t want to step 
into that themselves. It created a 
natural opportunity for a partnership.”1
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Central to Recast’s plans was assuming ownership of 
and converting the coal-fi red boiler to biomass. Recast 
then sells energy back to the companies under a long-
term, 15-year contract. “Both of those customers were 
interested in it from the environmental component and 
also for the long-term stability on the energy pricing,” 
explained Mr. Markee. “Coal and natural gas can be 
quite volatile, which creates signifi cant swings in our 
energy costs,” the plant manager of Lubrizol’s facility 
told Biomass Magazine last year. “With biomass, while 
we see steady increases in pricing, we expect the price 
of the fuel to be much more stable and predictable in 
the long run and at a lower cost than fossil fuels.”2  In 
the short-term, there is natural gas as a back-up on the 
site, said Mr. Markee, adding that “natural gas might be 
more economical in the short-term but the companies 
have remained committed to the conversion.” The 
conversion process began in late 2011 and achieved 
commercial operation in 
January 2013, with the 
companies maintaining the 
ability to continue normal 
operations during the 
conversion process.

An interesting twist to the 
story involves a partnership 
that was formed earlier 
this year between Recast 
and Louisville Metro Parks 
to supply wood waste to 
help fuel the industrial 
boiler. Instead of heading 
to the landfi ll – at a cost 
of $20,000 to $25,000 per 
year – downed trees in the 
metro area are now sold to Recast, not only saving 
wood processing and disposal costs, but generating 
additional revenue for the parks department. Recast 
reports that they also get material from Louisville Gas 
and Electric when they do their line clearing, with 
these local partnerships supplementing the traditional 
biomass supply from loggers and chipping crews. 

Sticking with the analogy of story-telling, if Recast’s 
Louisville story was a fable, what lessons or wisdom 
would it impart?
 
“Our belief is that natural gas prices will go up in 
the future – whenever that might be,” says Matthew 

Markee. “The next biomass projects that will be 
economical will be leveraging an existing plant, 
like a coal-fi red plant, to convert to biomass.” 
Observing that “biomass thermal is occurring in 
interesting applications,” the Southern Alliance for 
Clean Energy’s July 2013 report, Southeast Woody 
Bioenergy Inventory, points to a number of conversion 
examples, noting that these cases are driven primarily 
by access to low-cost feedstock and/or price risk 
hedging, given that biomass prices have historically 
been more stable than fossil fuels.3

An upcoming article in Renewable Energy focuses 
on the potential for biomass boiler conversions in 
the eastern United States, encompassing all of 
the states in the Southeast Agriculture and Energy 
Resources Alliance (SAFER) footprint. Across the 37 
states studied, the authors estimate that there are 

currently 31,776 oil, coal 
and propane boiler units in 
industrial and commercial 
facilities, representing 
about one in four boiler 
installations. The authors 
go on to present an index 
identifying states with high 
potential for conversion 
opportunities, based on 
factors such as existing 
boiler installations and 
the availability of wood 
feedstocks. As shown in 
the chart below, Southern 
states – including Texas, 
Florida, Georgia, Alabama, 
South Carolina, North 

Carolina and Arkansas – are well-represented among 
the top ten states that the authors recommend be 
a focus in terms of future messaging, feasibility 
studies and policy development related to biomass 
conversions. While they note that conversions to-date 
have primarily been in rural, forested areas where 
woody biomass is readily available and relatively 
inexpensive, they conclude that “it becomes apparent 
that the best opportunity for further conversion 
projects may be in highly-populated areas that 
have an abundance of commercial and industrial 
development and are fairly near to abundant sources 
of woody biomass.”4 

Members of the Environmental Services, Utilization and Marketing 
Task Force of the Southern Group of State Foresters tour Recast’s 
Louisville facility.



Mr. Markee also sees potential opportunities in the 
municipal market in the future, particularly where 
a locality owns its own power plant that is just not 
economical anymore. These projects can support 
economic development and provide control over 
energy purchasing and costs. In the meantime, with 
low natural gas prices competing with biomass, 
Recast is being opportunistic while focusing on 
acquiring biomass facilities with existing contracts 
providing some measure of certainty in a time of low 
cost natural gas and wholesale power.

Notes:
1. Weighting of:  boiler # (25%), fuel input (25%), biomass % (50%)
2. Number of industrial and commercial boilers fueled with coal, oil 

and propane
3. Fuel inputs for industrial and commercial boilers
4. Biomass energy as % of all energy (excluding electricity) 

consumed at commercial and industrial facilities

Source:  Ray et al, “Biomass Boiler Conversion Potential in the 
Eastern United States,” Renewable Energy 62 (2014) 439-453.  
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and education.
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