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Marginal land 
“Use of this [marginal] land will 
reduce the risk of competition 
with existing food crop 
production, and help ensure that 
any associated land use change 
does not have a significant 
impact on the anticipated 
greenhouse gas savings or pose 
any other significant detrimental 
environmental impact.”  
(HM Government (2009 p.114) The UK 
Renewable Energy Strategy, HM 
Government, London) 

Idle, unused, suitable, free, spare, abandoned, under-used, 
set aside, degraded, fallow, additional, appropriate, under-
utilised land.  



Background 

Policy context 
 
• Proposal by the EC limit food-
based biofuels to 5% 
 
•Reporting of ILUC factors 
 
• Lignocellulosic feedstocks ILUC 
factor of 0  
 
• Double counting of 
Lignocellulosic feedstocks 
 



Background 

What will the effect of the 
marginal land discourse be on 
future policy?  
 
How will marginal land discourse 
affect perceptions of non-food 
biofuels crops?   
 
What values and assumptions are 
embedded within definitions of 
marginal land? 



Background 

Methods 
 
Thematic analysis of 34 UK 
government, academic, industry 
and NGO documents.  
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Land unsuitable for food 
production.  
 
“• Land unsuited for food 
production, e.g. with poor 
soils or harsh weather 
environments; and 
• Areas that have been 
degraded, e.g. through 
deforestation.” 
RFA (2008 p.33) The Gallagher Review of the Indirect Effects of Biofuels 
Production, Renewable Fuels Agency, Sussex. 
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Assumptions  
 
• Marginal land exists – in 
the UK or abroad.  
 
• Production can be 
targeted to this land.  
 
• Production would be 
economically feasible.  
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Challenges 
 
•“Marginal land” does not exist 
in the UK. Booth, E., Walker, R., Bell, J., Mccracken, D., Curry, J., & 

Biddle, A. (2009). An Assessment of the Potential Impact on UK Agriculture and the 
Environment of Meeting Renewable Feedstock Demands. Edinburgh. 

 
•“Marginal land” elsewhere can 
have other uses. Franco, J., Levidow, L., Fig, D., Goldfarb, 

L., Honicke, M., & Luisa Mendonca, M. (2010). Assumptions in the European Union 
biofuels policy: frictions with experiences in Germany, Brazil and Mozambique. Journal of 
Peasant Studies, 37(4), 661–698 

 
• Production would not be 
profitable. German, L., Schoneveld, G., Skutch, M., Andriani, R., 

Obidzinski, K., Pacheco, P., Komarudin, H., et al. (2010). The local social and 
environmental impacts of biofuel feedstock expansion: a synthesis of case studies from 
Asia, Africa and Latin America. Bogor. 
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Economically marginal 
land.  
 

“Land of typically low 
agricultural productivity, 
which is likely to change use 
based on economic and 
social drivers”. Land “at the 
margins of profitability.”  

 
Turley, D., Taylor, M., Laybourn, R., Hughes, J., Kilpatrick, J., Procter, C., 
Wilson, L., et al. (2010 p.7). Assessment of the availability of marginal and idle 
land for bioenergy crop production. London. 
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Assumptions 
 
• Using “economically 
marginal land” would help 
overcome the ILUC and food 
versus fuel problems. 
 

Turley et al: “to identify potential ‘idle’ 
and marginal land areas where 
expansion of biomass production is 
possible without incurring 
significant impacts on 
sustainability and competing with 
food production” (p.2). 
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Challenges  
 
• Food production would still 
be displaced.  
 
• Production is happening 
there anyway so what does 
the concept add?  
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Land unsuitable for 
energy crop 
production.  

 
“ 

”Marginally suited. Land 
with low yield potential 
and/or severe harvesting 
conditions.”  

 
Andersen, R. S., Towers, W., & Smith, P. (2005 p.74). Assessing the 

potential for biomass energy to contribute to Scotland’s renewable 
energy needs. Biomass and Bioenergy, 29(2), 73–82. 
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Assumptions  
 
•  Energy crops need 
good land and lots of 
water.  
  
• No need to do more 
with less.  
 
• Marginality is a barrier 
to UK energy crop 
production. 
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Challenges 
 
• Energy crops should not 
use the best land.  
 
• It is possible to 
profitably grow energy 
crops on “marginal land”.  
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• Marginal land – less productive land. 
Malleable concept.  
  
• If normative is it practical?  
  If practical is it normative?  
 
• Appeal to technology made.  
 
• Definitions should not be confused to 
paint a rosier picture of biofuels’ 
prospects.  
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• Moving beyond “marginal  land” 
alreadly?  
 “We have avoided the use of the term ‘marginal 

lands’ in view of the objections raised by the African 
Biodiversity Network and others (2008).” 
Valentine et al. (2012) Food vs fuel: the use of land for lignocellulosic "next generation" energy crops that 
minimize competition with primary food production. GBC Bioenergy (4):1-19 

 
• Same argument without the term 
marginal? 
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