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On November 19-20, 2012 the Copenhagen Biofuels Research Network (COBREN) held a conference on 
sustainable biofuels focusing on markets, certification and technology. More than 30 researchers from 
around the world participated in the conference. The conference was hosted by the Danish Institute for 
International Studies (DIIS) on Monday, November 19 and hosted by Copenhagen Business School (CBS) on 
Tuesday, November 20. 

The conference was structured around seven thematic sessions held in a closed workshop format. For each 
session three papers were presented and discussed by an appointed discussant following an open 
discussion among all participants. The conference also included an open public seminar organized and 
hosted by DIIS. Over 70 attendees from academia, public and private sector participated in the open 
seminar, which was opened by key note speakers Arthur Mol, Wageningen University and Jolene Lin, 
University of Hong Kong followed by a roundtable discussion with four representatives from private sector, 
civil society and academia, namely Anne Grete Holmsgaard, Biorefining Alliance; Kirsten Hjørnholm 
Sørensen, Action Aid Denmark; Robert Arendal, Sustainable Biofuels Network; and Andreas Rasche, CBS. 

 

Open public seminar session: 

 

As part of the conference an open public seminar session was held on November, 19 organized by DIIS. 

Keynote speakers Arthur Mol, professor, University of Wageningen and Jolene Lin, assistant professor, 

University of Hong Kong started the seminar by each giving a presentation. 

 

Professor Mol’s presentation, entitled ‘Biofuel Dichotomies: Liquid biofuels and biogas’, outlined the 

historic reasons for the development of renewable energy, such as energy scarcity of fossil fuels, climate 

change, energy security, high oil prices, and crisis in rural areas in OECD countries. Since the 2000s 

production of renewable energy has increased significantly and thereby receiving considerable criticism on 

environmental and social issues. Looking at the development of national biofuel policies it has gone from 

promoting biofuels via subsidies to conditioning invoking national sustainability criteria, and in the (near) 

future hope for the development of second and third generation biofuels. 

Going back to the sustainability debate it is unclear, if national governments can restrict biofuel import 

based on sustainability criteria. Hence, we see an increase and emphasis on non-regulatory institutions, e.g. 

roundtables and private certification schemes with the EU directives as an exemption. So, the question is 

why there is so much focus on biofuels as opposed to biogas. Using the cases of Germany and China there 

has been a major increase in biogas production in the 2000s and biogas is becoming a major player in 

renewable energy. However, biogas is not yet globally integrated on the market with other systems such as 
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food and transport, there is less feed stock pressure compared to biofuel based on food stock, and the 

industry is not yet dominated by multinational corporations.  

So what does the future hold for biogas? Will it develop to use more crops in production (waste and not 

manure)? Will new geographical networks be developed (transnational and not only nationally based)? 

Depending on the answers to these questions we will most likely see the same development as for biofuels, 

where governance of biogas develops from promotion to conditioning. 

 

Professor Lin’s presentation, entitled ‘Certified Sustainable: The EU’s Biofuels Sustainability Scheme’ 

focused on the development of certification schemes and the governance of biofuels. First of all, Lin 

presented the term ‘agrofuels’ rather than biofuels to indicate the strains that biofuel production put on 

food security and thereby the need for governance. The development in EU policy affects the entire world 

and not only EU countries. An example is that a global trading scheme forced by EU policy forces policy 

change for the whole industry thus sending a signal to the global producers in for instance Indonesia. 

Incentives at local, national and international levels differ greatly however. The local incentive focus on 

earning profits from land rent for productions. At the national level there is an incentive to build a biofuel 

industry and at the international level, the EU is hoping that its policy will set off new and better standards 

in Indonesia at the national level.  

The concept of governance is used broadly because the boundaries are vague. Going beyond laws and 

regulations gives life to new institutions and organizations, which is why we see a proliferation in private 

and voluntary certification schemes. This promotes a sort of transnational governance where it can be 

difficult to identify how rule making is taking place and whether it is taking place at all. An example is the 

EU Renewable Energy Directive (RED). The article on sustainability is quite broad and vague, so producers 

can show compliance by adhering to voluntary standards and certifications approved by the EU. This means 

that for the purposes of verification, the verifier is verifying the verifier! In this case, we could learn from 

the credit rating agencies hired by companies to assess their products. This idea or notion could be used or 

transferred to the biofuel certifications. To ensure the legitimacy of reputation integrity we should look at 

any mechanisms that can be developed in relation to reputational sanctions. The question is whether a 

global treaty setting legally binding standards would facilitate governance. It would meet the WTO 

concerns as with the tuna – dolphin case experience, but on the other hand it would become obsolete 

immediately because it lowers a common denominator, to member states vetoes would be placed, and a 

global treaty does not involve a public good. 

 

The two keynote speeches were followed by a roundtable discussion with 4 representatives from private 

sector, civil society and academia each giving a short statement.  

 

Anne Grethe Holmsgaard, Director, Biorefining Alliance talked about the link between climate and arid 

land (food, biodiversity, energy crops) emphasizing the need to take all into consideration. Gross 

consumption in Denmark is 40% in the transport sector and therefore there is an urgent need to get out of 

dependency on fossil fuels. The Biorefining Alliance is working for alternatives in the transport sector and to 

get out of the dependency we need more efficiency, more sources, biofuels, biogas, electrical vehicles, and 

hydrogen. The way the biofuel market is today, mainly biodiesel which is the least sustainable biofuel, is 

primarily first generation biofuels and we need to move on to second generation. Within the EU the market 

for first generation is 80% and mainly biodiesel. To eliminate the competition between food and feed and 
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secure sustainability we need binding targets and a better regulatory framework to make this transition. 

The EU RED started out with better sustainable identity but ILUS was dropped at the last moment as 

mandatory. We know that binding targets work and we need them for second generation (in the 5% in RED) 

and then we will a see change and a market for second generation biofuels. In reference to Professor Mol’s 

presentation, biogas alone in Denmark will not cover our need. 

 

Kirsten Hjørnholm Sørensen, Policy Advisor, Action Aid, Denmark (MS) gave examples of what her 

organization is working on. MS is a development organization and since 2008 we have been engaged in the 

discussion on biofuels. Our organization’s main focus in this relation is to secure women’s rights to land, 

food security and to try to influence policy decisions in both North and South. MS has recently published 

two reports. “Lay of the land” analyzed 24 countries’ land legislation and rules governing investment and 

found that investors are better protected than local communities. “Fuel for thought” is a report 

commissioned by the EU to review the social consequences of RED involved cases studies of Kenya, 

Tanzania and northern Senegal. The findings show a need for policy call concerning the different 

consequences in relation to land rights and food prices. The 5% cap on food based biofuels is a good 

direction, but MS does not have high hopes for the effects. Instead, a cap on what can be counted in the 

directive, not on consumption, is needed so that member states can go beyond. There are three main 

points to be made in this debate, which concerns MS. 1: Biofuel framework is global and therefore local 

communities need to be heard in the consultation process to ensure policy coherence. 2: Certification 

schemes are very flawed and possibly not working the way they should. They are not significant for the 

reasons we think: opening scrutiny rather than sustainability outcomes. 3: We need to secure sustainability 

through other mechanisms and not only certifications schemes since there are so many aspects of this issue 

requiring much more debate. 

 

Robert Arendal, Chairman, Sustainable Biofuels Network. We try to facilitate the transition from fossil fuels 

to biofuels in the transport sector (aviation, HLT, and shipping). This means biofuels and liquid gas for 

shipping and for aviation the only solution is biofuels. Personally, I am a big believer in electric vehicles but 

running a 25 ton cooling truck on battery is obviously not feasible. So the question is whether biofuels can 

survive and for aviation we absolutely believe that. There is no point in getting more fossil fuels. Aviation 

uses 5 million barrels of fuel a day out of 86 million for transport total. Replacing that with biofuels would 

take an enormous effort. The main problem for the aviation industry is that it is not a wealthy industry and 

the industry cannot afford new engines. Furthermore, new technology development would be costly and 

take a long time. So how do we get there? The aviation industry has set very clear guidelines for the use of 

biofuels: We are not going to use food based biofuels and we will minimize the use of fresh water. We 

really need to move forward fast. By 2050 our target is 50% biofuels in the global aviation. We need to 

move fast because there is no alternative! 

 

Andreas Rasche, Professor, Business in Society, Copenhagen Business School touched upon the different 

issues relating to governance of the biofuel sector. We should acknowledge what kind of governance 

problems we have. When dealing with so-called wicked problems it is very difficult to make institutional 

change and judgment of outcomes become difficult to predict. Corporate Social Responsibility came before 

governance. So, on the other end of governance we need to look at what is happening on the demand side. 

Are the consumers actually interested and what are the values of citizens in relation to biofuels? If they are 



4 
 

not interested we cannot rely on market mechanisms. In relation to standards, one important aspect is 

legitimacy referring to how well the standards enforce the rules? Summing up these different issues, one 

can ask the question: What does the multiplicity implies for the industry? For one, it can lower the criteria 

for the certifications. 

 

Following the keynote speeches and the roundtable discussion the floor was opened for questions. Due to 

time constraints there was only time for one round of questions and comments. 

 

Q&A / comments: 

 

Qs and comments from the floor: 

 

/ In response to Jolene Lin’s presentation I would rather call it food fuel than agrofuel! Request to elaborate 

on the notion of a global treaty. 

/ There has been a lot of propaganda on land grabs in Africa promoted by China. Is this a concern and what 

are the politics? 

/ Comment on green capitalism 

/ Comment on aviation biofuels: Can we produce the biofuels within the EU as we fly the most? 

 

As from the panel: 

 

Robert Arendal: The aviation has said that we do not want to buy food biofuels. We have to be careful 

about where we produce biofuels, but it should be produced all over the world close to the 1,600 airports 

worldwide that account for 95% of all aviation.  

 

Anne Grete Holmsgaard: Regarding politics in general – each time you have a change in policy it is a chance 

to influence or a risk not to. The EU is driving policy on biofuels right now so it is important to keep an eye 

on its development. The chance now is to have a binding target for the biofuels produced on residues. That 

is the most single important thing right now. This will make a new market that is not a food based market. 

 

Jolene Lin: If not a treaty then what? Alternative governance is the focus for this conference. I do not think 

it is possible to go with one single approach. I am not optimistic about a treaty because the UN is not 

equipped for dealing with this issue because it is a sectorial system and we need to bring together a multi-

disciplinary approach (e.g. many UN organs and organizations). A global treaty would only treat a few 

issues where there are so many more to include to ensure it is holistic. The building block approach taking 

one sectorial issue at the time could be a solution for biofuels. On China / Africa relations: China has been 

called the new colonial power in Africa because of its Foreign Directs Investments. The trade flows are 

increasing. It would be very controversial to backtrack food based biofuels too fast because there have 

been high investments. Therefore, there also needs to be more awareness for the consumers to make them 

understand certifications.  

Arthur Mol: On Africa / China: Very shortly I would say that it is not very controversial. It is a power 

struggle on global use of resources, which has been going on for centuries. The players are just different in 

todays’ world.  
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Overall sessions’ summary 

 

Special attention was given to three overarching issues throughout the conference. Namely, the 
sustainability criteria of the EU Renewable Energy Directive (RED), the impacts voluntary standards and 
certifications have on sustainability and social safeguards, and the governance of the biofuel industry. 

Several papers and the discussions following the presentations zoomed in on the definition of the 
sustainability criteria as outlined in the EU RED drawing attention to the lack of social dimensions and 
safeguards. The general consensus is that the concept of sustainability is too narrowly defined. Several case 
studies (Mozambique, Brazil, and Indonesia) show that labor rights of local population are not protected by 
RED and the directive is more viewed as an environmental safeguard. Questions were raised in regard to 
the effects of RED globally (e.g. sustainable production in developing countries) and in this context whether 
EU legislation can have a ‘trickle down’ effect on national standards of nation-states outside the EU. It was 
argued that enforcement at the local level hardly falls under the responsibility of the EU, but since first 
generation biofuels are produced outside the EU it is an important issue for European consumers. This 
raised the question of the objectives of the EU: Does the EU want to change the world or ensure that 
biofuels imported by the EU are sustainable? 

In relation to how standards and certifications can impact sustainable biofuel production discussions 
pointed to the important difference between mandatory and voluntary schemes. As the controversy of 
sustainable biofuels, in particular first generation, is rolling out, special attention has been given to biofuel 
production competing with food production, ILUC, value of emissions reduction, and environmental and 
social issues. This have off sprung a proliferation in private certification schemes and during the conference 
it was discussed intensely whether they have an actual effect on sustainability, since the private 
certification schemes are voluntary and therefore it is problematic to maintain and discipline certified 
companies. Attention was also given to the development processes of new certifications questioning their 
inclusiveness of relevant stakeholders (e.g. representatives of local populations), but also the nature and 
governance of the networks steering the process of developing a new certification. This discussion led to 
the question of the purpose of certifications: Can we use them for anything other than a CSR / PR tool as 
long as consumer awareness is feeble and how do the different regional drivers influence sustainability as a 
concept? 

The structure of the biofuel industry shows hybrid forms of governance with many actors, e.g. government, 
international organizations, civil society and NGOs, private sector networks and companies, and professions 
(e.g. biofuel experts and consultants). As controversies of biofuels’ sustainability develop more issues are 
added to the agenda giving life to more actors in the governance structure. This creates a shift in power 
balance as private companies and NGOs increasingly push the agenda and policymaking. It was argued that 
complex sustainability issues call for mixed governance responses and governance instruments, and 
standards and certifications need to be followed up with endorsement instruments. Given the complexity 
of the governance system and the controversy of sustainable biofuels it was questioned whether the 
roundtable approach to developing new standards and certifications is indeed inclusive of all stakeholder 
needs and concerns, but also whether the biofuel industry is too difficult to govern? 

 


