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INTRODUCTION 

 First renewable fuel 

volume mandates: 

• 1974: Brazil (ethanol); 

• 2003: EU; 

• 2004: Brazil (biodiesel); 

• 2005: US. 

 

Sustainability challenges: 

- Peak oil (energy security); 

- Climate change. 

State = market-maker. 

Sustainability negotiations in the global markets: 

- horizontally: among regions; 

- vertically: among stakeholders.  

CERTIFICATIONS 



I. ARE CERTIFICATIONS OF SUSTAINABILITY WORKING FOR ACTOR’S INTERESTS? 

a) Horizontal Struggles:   Politicization of the global biofuels market 

 

• Agreements on technical/quality standards:  

 used or even designed to permit non-tariff trade barriers.  

 E.g.: White Paper on Internationally Compatible Biofuel Standards, undertaken in 
2007 by US, Brazil and EU. But, Brazilian biodiesel standards had been adapted to 
enter the European market.  

 

• Agreements on sustainability standards:  

 provides the opportunity to create a unique reference for the mainstream market and 
can converge and help to shape global norms. 

 

• EU = a leadership role in international environmental policymaking because of 
competitive trade interests (the world’s largest trading bloc).  

 E.g.: even with Bonsucro certification, the Brazilian ethanol has to pay an European 
charge of 0.19 Euros per litre. 



I. ARE CERTIFICATIONS OF SUSTAINABILITY WORKING FOR ACTOR’S INTERESTS? 

b) Vertical Struggles:   Conflicts among stakeholders 

 

 Politically instituted markets open up the possibilities for political contestation 

and lobbying from nongovernmental or party-political actors. 

• European environmentalist NGOs: have been key players affecting the institution 

of biofuels markets in Europe (the only region where environmentalist objectives 

have been dominant). 

• Scientific knowledge: a key ingredient in policy formulation given the importance 

of sustainability in the biofuel market.  

 But it is never consolidated and always provisional (news issues, 

heterogeneous, different business interests) → has an ambiguous role in such 

highly politicized situations (helping to critically examine the claims, or serving, 

intentionally or inadvertently, the claims). 



II. PROMOTION OF SUSTAINABILITY THROUGH GLOBAL CERTIFICATIONS 

• Certification: key question concerns the definition of sustainability. 
 

• Problems: 

– wide boundaries; 

– large variety of feedstocks; 

– large number of market actors;  

– bioenergy may be produced and traded anywhere in the world; 

– certification systems cannot address macro-level impacts (such as food prices 

and displacements); 

– divergences of orientation and trajectory between the 3 main regions (US, 

Brazil, and EU); 

– future development of bioenergy policy: it will be crucial to link bioenergy 

policies to a broad range of policy fields that influence production and use. 



III. POSSIBLE CLASSIFICATION OF CERTIFICATION SCHEMES 

Approach 5: Standardization 

of biomass minimum 

standards on international 

level. E.g.: GBEP 

 

Approach 4: Voluntary label 

with international agreement. 

E.g.: ISO. 

 

Approach 1: 

Government regulation. 
E.g.: EU-RED. 

Approach 3: Private label 

with higher standards than 

those mandated by law. 

E.g.: Bonsucro. 
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Approach 2: Voluntary 

certification system, private 

initiative. 

 

                  NATIONAL LEVEL                                         INTERNATIONAL LEVEL 

 

Dialogue forum model 

engaging interested actors 

Political construction of 

sustainability criteria  



IV. THE CASE OF BRAZIL 

o Only ethanol mills/companies have received a global certification (Bonsucro): so far only in 

producer-owned/managed areas and in companies/mills with established management 

programmes →  the main bottlenecks for certification of Brazilian ethanol are related to its 

expansion.  

o Biodiesel: the interdependences of the wider economic system have led to the biodiesel 

market being largely absorbed within the strategies of dominant actors, in synergic markets, in 

this case those of the soy complex. 

o Exports of biodiesel: as the main raw material of the biodiesel is soy, Brazilian biodiesel cannot 

comply with the European directive (31% of GHG emissions reduction). 

o Given the poor results of the Brazilian biodiesel programme for stimulating the inclusion of 

family farmers and the high cost of their inclusion in value chains (particularly because of the 

need basic prior reforms, especially regarding land tenure), the biodiesel certification might be 

reinterpreted as a social policy. 

o Sustainability issues, in Brazil, are developing thanks to policy reforms which have imposed 

restrictive regulations. The effectiveness of on sustainability claims depends much more on the 

level of enforcement of current laws than on the need for extra legislation. 



V. CONCLUSION 

• The Brazilian case supports the idea that sustainability concerns are more guaranteed in a 

certification system where the standards of a certification system are (partly) translated into 

policy instruments. 

 

• While biofuels have been produced in the context of a “politically instituted market”, certification 

schemes represent major arenas for discursive struggles over the definition of sustainability 

where other stakeholders try to promote their interests.  

 

• The future of the production practices will depend on the results of these negotiations and 

fundamentally on the markets they want to access.  
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