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Biofuels sustainability debate 

 next to other issues 

● climate impact – GHG => ILUC controversy 

 symbolises the challenges to develop sustainable 
biofuels 

 How is GHG/ILUC translated in the regulatory debate on 
biofuels? 

 What is the impact of the GHG/ILUC controversy on the 
globalization of biofuel development? 



US biofuels policy 

 Renewable Fuels Standard (RFS), 2005 requiring 20% 
reduction in GHG-emissions 

 palm oil biodiesel reduction only 11-17% (US EPA 2012) 
so cannot be included 

 controversy: 

● underlying assumptions in the calculations 
(production location, management method, 
processing technique) are contested but have large 
impact on the results 

● comments and scientific evidence collected before 
final decision taken 

 

 



EU biofuels policy 

 Renewable Energy Directive (RED) 2009: minimum 10% 
renewable energy in transport sector in 2020; 
conditions: 

● GHG savings minimum 35% (from 2018 at least 
50%) 

● No use of land with HCV 

● No use of land with high carbon stock 

● No use of land that was peatland in January 2008 

 Fuel Quality Directive (FQD) 2009: reduction of GHG 
emissions by at least 6% by 2020 

 growth of biofuels’ use in EU has slipped recently 
because of controversies 



EU biofuels controversies 

 GHG-emissions from most plant-based biofuels is 
debated: 

● calculations (LCA) require many presuppositions, 
making the results controversial  

● particularly the use of default values on the basis of 
certain standards (on productivity, fertiliser- and 
pesticides-use, waste re-use) 

● whether and how to include indirect land-use 
change (ILUC) 



Palm oil for biofuels 

 palm oil is the most important and widely used vegetable 
oil (34% of all vegetable oils) globally 

 palm oil production is rapidly increasing including 
expansion of plantation area 

 feedstock for 10% global biodiesel production (after 
soybean and rapeseed) 

 palm oil production and processing has large impacts: 

● deforestation (impacts on biodiversity (HCV), soil 
erosion and on global warming 

● threats to indigenous populations and smallholders 

● pollution from processing and transport 



Indirect land-use change (ILUC) 

 ILUC = indirect impacts from growing demand for 
energy crop production 

 EU: avoid ILUC because of precautionary approach 

 calculating ILUC complicated: 

● causal relations are not well-established and 
selection of location has large consequences for the 
calculations 

● calculations are based on (economic) models and 
have diverse outcomes 

● overlap with palm oil for food and cosmetics 

 NGOs support policy, while farmers, biodiesel industry & 
producing countries oppose 



Conceptual framework 

 biofuels is a transnational value chain: 

● expanding transboundary (material and 
informational) flows 

● need for other forms of authority next to national 
governmental authorities 

● governance arrangement not yet firmly set 

 Is a Global Integrated Biofuel Network (GIBN) emerging 
beyond the more conventional regions? 

● GIBN requirements imposed upon production 
globally 

● increasing standardisation & homogenisation 

 



Conclusions  

 GHG/ILUC debate shows GIBN is only partly constructed 
because NGOs and private companies have some 
influence but governments are still steering through 
(different) sustainability standards creating multiple 
markets with transnational impact 

 Palm oil case clearly illustrates the issues 

 no global sustainability standards for biofuels yet 

 will GIBN unfold further in the future?  

 will palm oil be part of this? 
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