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The biofuels controversy  

• Today biofuels in the EU are criticised by many 
and supported by some  

• 10 years ago biofuels were widely supported 
without any substantial opposition 

• Today’s controversy generates a policy 
deadlock at EU level 

 

Are biofuels inherently difficult to govern? 



Aim  

• Examine the evolution of the governance of 
biofuels in the EU  

• Identify opportunities and challenges for 
improving the quality of the governance system 

 

 

 



Empirical focus  

• Period from 2003 to 2012 

• Initial phase 2003-2006: benefits & self-
sufficiency  

• Most recent phase 2010-2012: risks & imports  



Governability assessment 

• System governability 

– the overall capacity for governance of any societal 
entity or system 

• Governance 

– the totality of instruments and mechanisms available 
to public and private actors to steer society 

• Interactive governance 

– There are limits and barriers that may restrict the 
ability of the governance system to perform as 
intended. These can be found in the qualities of the 
object of governance, its subject and the relations 
between the two  

 



Analytical framework 

System is made of  

• System-to-be-
Governed (SG)  

• Governing-System 
(GS) 

• Governing-
Interactions (GI) 

 

 

 



System governability: the capacity of the GS to 
respond to the needs of the SG in the presence 
of GI 

Key qualities: 

– Diversity of components  

– Complexity of relations   

– Dynamics of change  

– Scale 

 



Results 

System to be Governed (SG) 

– Natural Subsystem 

– Socio-economic Subsystem 

Key qualities: 

• Diversity 

• Complexity  2003/06 –> 2010/12 

• Dynamics 

• Scale 



Results 

Governing System (GS) 

– Actors & Institutions 

Key qualities: 

• Diversity 

• Complexity  2003/06 – > 2010/12 

• Dynamics 

• Scale 



Results 

Governing Interactions (GI) 

– Interventions, interplays, interferences 

Key qualities: 

• Diversity 

• Complexity  2003/06  –> 2010/12 

• Dynamics 

• Scale 



System governability  
2003-2012 

The governability of biofuels in the EU decreased 
significantly between 2003 and 2012 

• Greater governing needs: SG is highly diverse, 
conflicting relations, covers the entire globe 

• Lower governing capacity: GS works at national 
and EU level, and shows conflicts among actors 
and incoherence among institutions 

 



Ways forward 

– International trade 

– New technologies 

– Societal ambitions 

e.g. EC proposal 2012 

– Improve institutional 
coherence and reduce 
conflicts among actors 

– Capacity at international 
level through interplays 
as communications 



EC proposal 2012 

• Limit the contribution of food crops as biofuel 
feedstock to half of the 2020 target 

• Incentives to non-land using biofuel feedstock 
(double and quadruple counting) 

• Increase of minimum GHG saving threshold to 
60% 

• Inclusion of GHG emissions due to iLUC in the 
calculation of GHG balance of biofuels  

 



Concluding remarks 

In the EU it is more difficult to govern biofuels 
today than it was in 2003  

Are biofuel inherently difficult to govern?  

Sustainable biofuel system are difficult to govern  

Biofuels attracted attention to important and 
difficult issues.  

Biofuels as test case. 
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