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Our work looks at the dynamics and drivers of biofuels policies in 

the EU, US and Brazil – that is, at the governance of policies. 

 

This paper represents work in progress. A different variant has 

been given three times – at the AIB conference in Washington in 

July, and two seminars to different groups within Utrecht University 

in September; the first two times under a different title. This version 

presented here seeks to develop two aspects from the initial 

version of the paper as circulated: first, ideas from the international 

business literature on globalisation and governance, in particular 

through the work of Steve Kobrin (who was the discussant when 

the first version of this paper was presented at the AIB); and 

second, the demand side of the equation, to balance more evenly  



the supply side analysis, given also the dominant focus on supply 

side issues in most academic analyses thus far. 

 

Owing to severe time constraints, however, I have not been able to 

update the actual paper. As a result, that paper needs to be read 

very much in conjunction with these speaking notes for the talk 

itself to piece together the latest thinking on this topic. 

 

As will quickly become clear, this paper touches on and 

incorporates several of the ideas and themes which arose on Day 

1 of this conference. 
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Globalisation is an ongoing process. It is marked by a shift away 

from a world order based on nation-states who embody internal 

and external sovereignty. Indeed the EU, whose biofuels policy we 

are focusing on here, is itself a manifestation of this shift. The shift 

from government to governance, because it is ongoing, means we 

do not have a single simple answer to the question of what 

governance structures will look like in this post-Westphalian world. 

 

These quotes, from Steve Kobrin’s work, identify four distinct types 

of agent involved in governance in an increasingly globalised world 

– governments, MNEs, NGOs and IOs. Kobrin also identifies the 

boundary between public and private breaking down. Importantly, 

this embraces notions of NGOs and IOs as well – it is not just  



about governments and MNEs. 

 

Some of Kobrin’s writings could (very simplistically, admittedly) be 

read as suggesting globalisation could be a consequence of the 

emergence and operation of MNEs. One could also argue the 

obverse. In this paper we sidestep this debate, focusing on the 

present reality of globalisation and the operations of MNEs, but 

where other actors as well are an important part of policy 

governance. 

 

It is important also to note that as we look to re-write the paper to 

incorporate these ideas, we shall be linking them with ideas from 

the public policy sphere, already in the paper, such as those of 

Arthur Mol – see Section 4 of the paper. 
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First, taking a step back, in essence the EU is trying to create, 

almost from scratch, a functioning biofuels market. We identify two 

ways of expressing the challenges faced, reflected in some of the 

language already used: 

 

From the perspective of policy sciences, the shift from government 

to governance has led to discussions over the notion of the 

hollowed-out state. Researchers have been attracted by 

navigational metaphors, referring to steering not rowing, 

governance as map-reading, etc. 

 

From what I am (loosely) calling the IB and economics  



perspectives, governments are looking to create new markets (in 

this case, biofuels), to establish and promote supply and demand, 

in spite of the implementation challenges the policy scientists have 

highlighted, and thus analyse questions of governance as part of 

this. 

 

What is striking about EU policy is how policy-makers are not 

seeking to deliver a biofuels market on their own. Instead, a 

combination of institutional and market relationships are being 

created whereby the EU: needs the private sector both to deliver 

supply and provide demand; and links into established NGO 

networks and their sustainability-related activities to seek to 

ensure biofuels are environmentally-sustainable. In so doing, they 

are utilising the four types of institutional structure referred to in the 

first quote from Kobrin. They are also avoiding reinventing the 

wheel, but are instead seeking to reconfigure governance 

elements/partners already present. 

 

One feature of narratives on globalisation is that they argue 

networks are replacing hierarchies. We see this in the way the EU 

is working with NGOs and MNEs. As for IOs, we see that in one 

notable hierarchical dimension to governance. EU sustainability 

criteria were developed explicitly with WTO trade rules in mind. 

This is reflected in what they include, what they exclude, and the 

alternative ways in which EU policy seeks to address policy  
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concerns excluded from the formal sustainability criteria. WTO 

dispute settlement also offers a framework whereby any 

breakdown in, or problems within, the biofuels policy network 

could be dealt with. If we argue establishing the WTO was part of 

the institution-building response to globalisation, this re-

establishes an element of hierarchy within which networks operate 

– albeit one without the legal authority over actors that is present 

within a nation-state. Of course, this merely emphasises the fact 

that the nation-state is not dead, but remains a central part of the 

emerging governance structures. 

 

It is beyond the timeframe for this presentation to say much about 

the nature of the WTO rules and how the EU has sought to ensure 

WTO compatibility. It is also covered in far more detail in Ackrill 

and Kay, 2011 (Journal of Agricultural Economics) and in other 

papers here at this conference. The key point is that the 

Commission, when preparing the ESC, took explicit account of 

those rules, treating them as a binding exogenous constraint on 

‘domestic’ policy. 

 

Within the network, the EU cannot produce biofuels – it requires 

private actors to do that. This is an obvious point, but one that 

merits stating clearly. Also present in the network that the EU has 

been central in establishing are NGOs/civil society actors – the 

term varies but the non-governmental nature is consistent. The  
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quote from Kobrin (2008) emphasises not only the fluidity of the 

current governance situation, but also the importance of 

institutional structures in providing a framework for the existence 

and functioning of markets. 
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At this point, if unconstrained by time, I would re-cap the key 

supply-side issues that have become the primary focus of 

academic and political attention over recent years. I shall end by 

outlining some of the demand-side issues that the current policy 

trajectory throws up – along with one or two supply-side issues 

that have also emerged during our research. 

 

One point, firmly supply-side but with powerful implications for the 

relative lack of demand-side focus, is that one could argue from an 

economic perspective that what the EU and US are doing 

essentially is old fashioned industrial policy, down to trying to pick 

biofuels as a (but definitely not ‘the’) renewable energy ‘winner’. 

The well-known and long-established shortcomings of this  



approach are seen clearly in the limited volume of advanced 

biofuels coming to market, especially in the EU. Policy-makers 

have stayed away from trying to pick winners from the various 

technology pathways available in lab-scale production, but seeing 

biofuels more generally as a ‘winner’ is facing enormous 

challenges. 

 

Biofuels have been presented (to a greater or lesser extent, 

bearing in mind the Tripod of energy security, climate change 

concerns and rural development) as a green energy, given that 

they are a renewable energy. That basic (implicit) assumption has 

come under considerable pressure as multiple concerns arise – 

ILUC, food v fuel, water-use, land-use rights, etc., etc., etc. 

 

But this is compounded by consumption being a more expressive 

act than production. Consumers have shown a willingness to pay 

more for Fairtrade, dolphin-friendly tuna labelling has become the 

norm; and how much paper does not come FSC-certified? Biofuels 

seem to be different. In the US, biofuels are promoted in part 

because they are lowering the price of (pure) gasoline. There are 

all sorts of possible explanations for this (discuss here??) Are 

consumers aware of possible supply-chain-related issues, for 

example? Are policy-makers to blame by failing to build biofuels’ 

‘green values’ in consumers’ perceptions? Did they believe that the 

‘renewable’ label was enough? 
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In the EU, is there a problem with the Commission driving biofuels 

policy, when the EP Is (arguably) better at representing 

consumers’ interests? Does the experience of GMOs support or 

refute this hypothesis? 

 

All of these are crucial questions in the EU, because expansion of 

biofuels consumption much beyond where we are now will require 

deliberate choices to be made by consumers. This explains the 

(current) title of this paper. 
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Not only is this interesting in itself; since I think it is reasonable to posit that 

the EU is better at doing consumer-oriented policies than the US, is this 

pattern a sign that the EU really is following US policy – and therefore 

following policy that can be expected to downplay consumer interests other 

than price? Or is there something about biofuels that results in policy 

development follow a largely pre-determined path? And, with that, a path that 

sidelines consumer interests? Is that was market creation requires; is that 

indicative of a policy deliberately chosen to be supply-side driven, in the style 

of old-fashioned Industrial Policy? 

 

Either way, by 2015 biofuels policies on both sides of the Atlantic are going to 

be facing some huge challenges. The next two years are absolutely critical… 
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