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I n view of increasing oil prices, biomass has been emerging as an important 
alternative energy source in Asia. Mekong region countries, which are pre-
dominantly agriculture based, produce abundant quantities of biomass and 

there is huge potential to tap this energy source. A regional training workshop, held 
17–21 July with 17 delegates in Bangkok, was organized by the APO and Thailand 
Productivity Institute as part of a project sponsored by the ASEAN Foundation for 
the promotion of biomass use in industrial boilers in place of fossil fuels in Thailand, 
Cambodia, Vietnam, Lao PDR, and Myanmar. Two experts from Japan and Malaysia 
who were part of preparatory missions for preliminary assessments of biomass boil-
ers in those countries in March 2006 were deputed to coordinate discussions and 
train participants.

The workshop emphasized that it is important for small and medium-scale industries 
(SMIs) to switch to biomass-based boilers, which are cost-effective and stabilize 
CO2 emissions. Rice husk, corn waste, palm waste, wood chips, bagasse, sugarcane 
waste, wood waste, and organic solid waste are the major types of biomass produced 
in Mekong region countries. There are various technology options for the use of bio-
mass, such as direct combustion, gasification, fermentation, and anaerobic digestion, 
to produce energy. It can also be processed and converted into pallets, called refuse-
derived fuel, to feed into boilers. The effective heating value of biomass depends 
upon its type and water content, but ranges from 5 to 20 MJ/kg. 

SMIs in the Mekong region mainly use fire-tube and water-tube boilers and these can 
be easily retrofitted into biomass boilers. However, depending upon boiler configura-
tion, such retrofitting may result in a capacity reduction as great as 50%. Despite the 
reduction, biomass boilers are more cost-effective due to the availability of biomass 
at significantly cheaper rates than fossil fuels. The cost economics estimated as group 
work by the participants, at variable and fixed costs, showed a favorable internal rate 
of return, indicating the economic feasibility of biomass boiler use.

In the workshop, problems that can limit the use of biomass were identified and 
discussed. They included constant year-round availability of specific biomass, 
transportation of biomass, requisite storage space, and availability of small-capacity 

biomass boilers and retrofitting expertise. An integrated approach by the government 
and private sector is thus required to develop policy measures and infrastructure, 
respectively. 

During the workshop, a field visit was organized to M/s Thai K Boiler, which manu-
factures biomass boilers and has retrofitting capabilities. The field visit demonstrated 
the simplicity of biomass boilers, and participants were subsequently able to observe 
one in operation at M/s P M Textile Company. That company retrofitted its oil-fired 
boiler into a biomass boiler and achieved significant cost savings using palm nut 
shells as a fuel source.

A basic training manual on biomass boilers developed by the experts was examined 
during the workshop to finalize it. This will be followed by the creation of a Web-
based portal and the organization of national workshops in each participating country 
to conclude this project.

Use of biomass in industrial boilers in
the Mekong region

Observing a biomass boiler prototype at M/s Thai K Boiler

Better access to labor market information
Recruitment or placement of workers in the right jobs and positions according 
to their competence, experience, and interests has a direct bearing on the pro-
ductivity of an enterprise. Given the speed at which businesses are changing and 
intense competition in today’s economy, labor market information providers can 
offer many useful services to help enterprises find the right people for the right 
jobs.

The APO and Indonesia through the Directorate of Productivity, Ministry of 
Manpower and Transmigration, Indonesia, jointly organized a study meeting on 
Labor Market Information in Denpasar, 3–6 July. Twenty-five participants from 
14 member countries were in attendance, along with three APO-deputed and two 
local resource persons. The inaugural session was jointly held with that of the 
training course on Productivity Management Tools for Women Entrepreneurs 
in Agribusiness. Indonesian Minister of Manpower and Transmigration Erman 
Soeparno gave the opening address to launch both. 

Among the labor market information-related issues faced by member countries 

are the rapidly aging population in most developed countries, declining trend in 
the male labor force participation rate and increasing trend for the female rate, 
foreign workers as a major source of both highly skilled and low-skilled labor, 
and imbalance in the supply of and demand for labor. Informal channels remain 
the most popular sources of labor market information for both employers and 
job seekers, although formal channels are becoming more important. Internet 
recruiting will revolutionize labor market information systems in the near future. 

It was pointed out that governments should make the Internet accessible to the 
less educated, older workers, women, and citizens in rural and remote areas, in 
addition to collecting and disseminating accurate labor market information so 
that policymakers can engage in manpower requirement planning, schools are 
able to help students to plan careers, and citizens are able to utilize the informa-
tion to update their skills and knowledge and remain and/or become employable. 
Legislated intergovernmental or bilateral coordination on safety standards, guest 
worker welfare, and measures to deal with irresponsible recruitment agencies 
and employers who do not honor labor contracts also appears warranted.
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