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CAN ADVANCED 
BIOFUELS 
REALLY WORK?



As part of the revision of the EU’s Renewable Energy Directive, the 
European Commission proposed a gradual phase-out of food-based 
biofuels, which should be replaced by “more advanced biofuels” 
that do not compete with food crops.

For 2030, the EU executive proposed reducing the contribution of 
conventional biofuels in transport from a maximum of 7% in 2021 
to 3.8% in 2030. It also set an obligation to raise the share of other 
“low emissions fuels” such as renewable electricity and advanced 
biofuels in transport to 6.8%.

On 17 January, the European Parliament voted on the Commission’s 
proposed text. They decided to cap crop-based biofuels at 2017 
consumption levels, saying they should represent no more than 7% 
of all transport fuels until 2030.

EU lawmakers also set a 12% target for renewables in transport, 
10% of which should be reserved for so-called second-generation 
or advanced biofuels, such as waste-based biofuels and recycled 
carbon fuels.

But are all listed advanced biofuels sustainable? How did the 
Commission measure the greenhouse savings of the second 
generation biofuels? What will be the cost of the transition from 
conventional to advanced biofuels?
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The EU needs a more realistic 
target for advanced biofuels in 
transport, green campaigners 

have warned, saying proper 
sustainability criteria should be 
introduced to avoid the “mistakes 
of the past” when biofuels attracted 
criticism for causing deforestation 
and environmental degradation in the 
developing world.

“The target of 3.6% for advanced 
biofuels, proposed by the European 
Commission and supported by the 
European Parliament, is too high to 
be reached sustainably,” said Laura 
Buffet, an expert in oil and biofuels at 
Transport and Environment (T&E), a 

green campaign group.
“What is needed is a lower, more 

realistic target, a modified list of 
eligible advanced feedstocks and a 
tailored sustainability framework,” 
she told EURACTIV.com.

“For example, in the case of forest 
and agricultural residues, we should 
leave enough of it on the ground to 
avoid negative impacts on the soil and 
biodiversity. In the case of waste, it is 
crucial to respect the waste hierarchy,” 
she explained.

As part of the Renewable Energy 
Directive review (RED II), the 
European Commission proposed 
a gradual phase-out of crop-based 
biofuels, which should be replaced by 

“more advanced biofuels” that do not 
compete with food crops.

For 2030, the EU executive 
proposed reducing the contribution 
of conventional biofuels in transport 
from a maximum of 7% in 2021 to 3.8% 
in 2030. It also set an obligation to 
raise the share of other “low emissions 
fuels” such as renewable electricity 
and advanced biofuels in transport to 
6.8%.

The European Commission’s 
proposal defines advanced biofuels 
as those that are “produced from 
feedstocks listed in part A of Annex 
IX”. The executive believes that 

EU set bar ‘too high’  
on advanced biofuels

B y  S a r a n t i s  M i c h a l o p o u l o s  |  E U R A C T I V. c o m

The European Parliament removed molasses from the Commission’s proposed 
list of advanced biofuels. [Shutterstock]

Continued on Page 5
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advanced biofuels have a lower 
environmental impact compared 
to crop-based biofuels and reduced 
greenhouse gas emissions.

Regarding advanced biofuels, the 
executive set a binding target at 0.5% 
of energy consumed in road and rail in 
2021 and ending at 3.6% in 2030.

But NGOs claim that the EU 
executive is again focusing on quantity 
than quality, as not all raw materials 
in the Commission advanced biofuels 
lists are wastes and residues.

They also claim that there is no 
objective scientific analysis of their 
GHG impacts, raising questions about 
the validity of the process that was 
followed to fill the list.

On 17 January, the European 
Parliament proposed a 12% target for 
renewables in transport, which also 
includes 10% for advanced biofuels, 
such as waste-based biofuels and 
recycled carbon fuels.

The Parliament removed, 
for instance, molasses from the 
Commission’s proposed list but added 
some other feedstocks.

T&E suggests lowering the 
expectations to a 2.3% target by 2030 
as the targets are not realistic within 
sustainable boundaries.

T&E wants to give more space to 
renewable electricity and at the same 
time, clear and proper sustainability 
criteria to be provided in a tailor-
made way for every advanced biofuel 
including biodiversity and soil impact.

On the other hand, first-generation 
ethanol producers complain that the 
Commission’s proposal, in general, 
is not science-based and refuses to 
accept the positive environmental 
impact of ethanol compared to fossil 
fuels and biodiesel.

The industry says that ethanol 
has a low risk of indirect land use 
and at least 64% greenhouse savings 
compared to fossil fuels.

“Considering that the target is too 
ambitious and advanced biofuels will 

not deliver, oil will keep its market 
share and the climate will suffer”, 
commented Zoltán Szabó, an ethanol 
industry expert.

SUSTAINABILITY IS 
‘PRECONDITION’

Buffet explained that advanced 
biofuels from waste and residues can 
help decarbonise the transport sector 
and avoid using food for fuel, but clear 
sustainability rules are necessary to 
avoid repeating the mistakes made 
with the first generation.

“And just because something is 
not a food crop doesn’t mean that it 
is a sustainable renewable fuel. Some 
of the feedstocks currently listed 
as ‘advanced biofuels’ in the RED II 
deliver no GHG savings compared 
to fossil fuels because of their high 
indirect impacts.”

The European renewable ethanol 
association (ePURE) agrees that 
sustainability is a precondition for 
any form of renewable energy to be 
able to contribute to decarbonisation 
objectives.

“Sustainability criteria and 
traceability requirements equivalent 
to those of crop-based biofuels 
should be introduced for all biomass, 
irrespective of the end use or 
feedstock. This would ensure their 
environmental performance and a 
level playing field between energy 
sources,” ePURE’s Craig Winneker told 
EURACTIV.

“Implementation of the waste 
hierarchy is necessary to mobilise 
the sustainable potential of waste 
feedstock. It also prevents non-
waste feedstock from contributing to 
renewables targets reserved for waste, 
and avoids the generation of waste 
which contradicts the objective of 
waste prevention,” he added.

EU sources said that the 
Commission has already proposed 
reinforcing the sustainability criteria 
for bioenergy, including ensuring 
that forest biomass continues to be 

sourced from sustainably managed 
forests and that forests carbon stocks 
are conserved.

The same sources said that biofuels 
are required to emit 70% fewer 
emissions than fossil fuel alternatives, 
while through the Governance 
Regulation, member states and 
the Commission will monitor the 
bioenergy impacts on sustainable 
development.

Continued from Page 4
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Not all second-generation 
biofuels listed by the European 
Commission are sustainable, 

critics warn, urging policymakers to 
use the indirect land use change (ILUC) 
factor to “clean up” the list.

The Commission’s proposed 
revision of the Renewable Energy 
Directive (RED II) includes a list of 
second-generation biofuels that are 
eligible to receive subsidies and can 
be counted towards the EU’s 2030 
objective on renewables.

The list, included in Annex IX 
of the directive, includes crop co-

products such as residues from palm 
oil, starch co-products, imported used 
cooking oil (UCO) and sugar molasses.

By and large, these are currently 
considered agricultural waste. So 
why not use them for energy, the 
Commission wondered? After all, 
they can grow back so they must be a 
“renewable” source of energy.

Not so fast, environmental 
campaigners argued. According to 
the EU’s Waste Framework Directive, 
waste means “any substance or object 
which the holder discards or intends 
or is required to discard”.

But some of the agriculture raw 

materials listed in the directive’s 
annex have an alternative economic 
use, which may exclude them from the 
definition of waste.

In a joint position paper in May 
2017, a coalition of NGOs pointed out 
this shortcoming and called on the 
Commission to re-assess its list and 
remove feedstocks, which they argue 
have high biogenic carbon emissions.

This is, in essence, their warning: 
these agricultural co-products may 
have uses other than energy, and those 
should be prioritised first. Otherwise, 

Questions raised over EU’s  
proposed advanced biofuels list
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For Seán Kelly, an Irish MEP from the European People’s Party (EPP), ILUC 
factors should not be introduced in the criteria for advanced biofuels. 

[Shutterstock]

Continued on Page 7
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there will be an incentive to grow them 
just for energy, without clear benefits 
in terms of greenhouse gas savings.

“European climate and energy 
policies are built on the myth that all 
bioenergy – being a

renewable energy source – is 
good for the climate and good for the 
environment,” warns the letter, signed 
by BirdLife International, FERN, and 
Transport & Environment (T&E).

“These feedstocks have not been 
through any kind of objective scientific 
analysis of their GHG impacts or 
sustainability, and include feedstocks, 
such as energy crops, even if grown on 
agricultural land, all kinds of woody 
biomass, as well as molasses and 
tall oil, which both have significant 
existing industrial uses,” the NGOs 
said.

“Compliance with the waste 
hierarchy and the cascading use 
principle, as well as environmental 
sustainability, should be ensured 
when incentivising any use of wastes 
and residues for energy,” they added.

THE FRAUD RISK

Similar warnings have been made 
by the European Court of Auditors 
(ECA), a watchdog that acts as the 
guardian of the bloc’s finances.

In 2016, the auditors published 
a report, which claimed that the 
EU certification system for the 
sustainability of first-generation 
biofuels was not fully reliable. 
Their argument was that voluntary 
certification schemes did not provide 
sufficient evidence of the origin of 
waste used in biofuels production.

The ECA even stressed that there 
was a fraud risk, meaning that the 
operator could classify as waste or 
residues something that does not fit in 
that category.

“It cannot be excluded that data on 
double counted biofuels might include 
quantities of biodiesel certified as 

produced from used cooking oil 
(UCO), whilst, in reality, the feedstock 
may have been from virgin oil or 
fraudulently denatured virgin oil,” 
ECA said.

SUGAR MOLASSES

Europe’s bioethanol industry – 
which is similar in nature to sugar 
production – also warns about the risk 
of double counting sugar molasses as 
both waste and agriculture products.

Eric Sievers, the director of Ethanol 
Europe, which owns Europe’s largest 
biorefinery at Dunafoldvar (Hungary), 
said classifying starch slurry or 
molasses as waste when they are 
clearly food or feed products, was “just 
wrong”.

“Doing so calls into question 
the integrity of the Commission in 
circumstances where the Commission 
is failing spectacularly in regulating 
its own standards,” Sievers noted and 
added:

“The EU starch industry claims to 
have a ‘zero waste objective’ and states 
that it produces ‘close to zero waste’. It 
has quantified waste as less than 1% of 
its processed materials. With industry 
output at circa 10 million tons of starch 
each year, this amounts to 100,000 
tons of waste of all types per year.”

“Ethanol production from starch 
slurry in the EU is well in excess of 
this theoretical maximum volume of 
waste and gives rise to the question of 
why there is such a gap between starch 
slurry waste output and starch ethanol 
production levels. The gap remains 
unexplained.”

The International Council on 
Clean Transportation (ICCT), a US-
based research body that unveiled 
the dieselgate emission scandal, 
also pointed out the dangers in the 
molasses used in ethanol production.

“There is a potential risk that sugar 
refiners would deliberately modify 
the production process to increase 
the sugar content of final molasses,” it 
said.

Following strong lobbying from 
the French industry, molasses was 
introduced in the Commission’s list 
but was later removed by the European 
Parliament.

THE ILUC FACTOR 
IGNORED

For critics, a better indicator of 
sustainability for biofuels would be 
to consider their indirect land use 
change (ILUC) factor – or whether they 
cause food crops to be discarded in 
favour of other industrial uses.

According to Article 26 of the RED 
II proposal, advanced biofuels need to 
fulfil the greenhouse gas emissions 
saving criteria and not the so-called 
indirect land use change (ILUC) 
criteria, which was the Commission’s 
main argument against first-
generation biofuels.

For many years, the EU has 
been embroiled in a controversy 
surrounding the ILUC of biofuels and 
passed legislation in 2015 limiting 
to 7% the use of harmful biofuels 
which compete with crops grown on 
agricultural land.

But according to NGOs and experts, 
excluding ILUC does not reflect the 
real climate impacts of bioenergy 
used.

“The methodology covers only 
emissions from transport, processing 
and direct land use change but ignores 
all other biogenic emissions from 
forests as well as from ILUC,” NGOs 
point out.

But it seems the Commission is not 
taking this aspect into consideration.

EU sources told EURACTIV that 
research has shown that conventional 
biofuels can cause ILUC because they 
are produced from food and feed crops 
which are produced specifically for the 
purpose of producing biofuels.

According to the same sources, this 
is not the case for the types of wastes 
and residues included in Annex IX of 

Continued on Page 8
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the proposal including used cooking 
oils which are considered as having 
low ILUC risk.

“While ILUC has clearly been 
identified as a major concern for 
conventional crop-based biofuels, 
ILUC research has shown that ILUC 
greenhouse gas emission factors 
identified in the literature vary 
significantly across biofuel pathways, 
studies and also within studies,” EU 
sources said.

Another controversial issue is the 
emissions savings from advanced 
biofuels as suggested by the EU 
executive.

According to the Commission’s 
own impact assessment, the proposed 
reduction of conventional biofuels 
would greatly reduce emissions 
from indirect land use change and 
hence greatly contribute to the cost-
effectiveness of the policy with respect 
to reaching its objectives.

Particularly, the Annex V, Part B 
of the Commission’s proposal also 
includes estimates of GHG emissions 
savings for different types of advanced 
biofuels ranging from 78-89% 
compared to fossil fuels.

Biofuels produced from feedstock, 
for which no default values are 
included in the proposal, would have 
to achieve at least 70% savings.

However, it’s still unclear where 
these figures come from as none 
of the two impact assessments 
accompanying the Commission’s 
proposal provide specific data. In 
addition, the total greenhouse gas 
emissions (including ILUC) of palm 
oil residues, molasses, starch co-
products or imported UCO has not 
been calculated.

WHAT MEPS SAY

For Seán Kelly, an Irish MEP from 
the centre-right European People’s 
Party (EPP), ILUC factors should not be 
introduced in the criteria for advanced 
biofuels for two reasons.

Firstly, he said, advanced biofuels 
are produced with wastes and 
residues, and research has shown that 
they, therefore, pose a significantly 
lower risk of indirect emissions from 
land conversion.

Secondly, he said significant 
doubts had been expressed about 
the reliability of the ILUC modelling 
used by the Commission, and so to 

apply this to advanced biofuels would 
likely “deter the investment needed to 
develop the technology”.

He added though, that Article 7 
of the directive sets out the process 
for changes to the list of advanced 
biofuels, and is there to “ensure 
scrutiny of any feedstocks that are 
added”.

Bas Eickhout, a Dutch Green MEP, 
has a different view and warns that 
displacement effects can take place, 
also amongst advanced biofuels.

“That is why the European 
Parliament wants molasses to be 
removed from the list, since this 
product is heavily used in chemical 
processes. Preferably, the concept 
of indirect use could distinguish 
between sustainable and non-
sustainable advanced biofuels, but 
this concept didn’t receive a majority 
in the Parliament’s position,” he told 
EURACTIV.

“Instead the Parliament gives 
the Commission now also the task 
to remove items from the advanced 
biofuel list (and not only add). These 
aspects are still in negotiation with the 
Council,” Eickhout added.

Continued from Page 7
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The debate on the technologies 
available to produce second-
generation biofuels, and their 

related costs, is heating up in Brussels 
amid disagreement over the European 
Commission’s estimates.

The cost projections, put forward 
by the Commission in an annex to the 
Renewable Energy Directive, are based 
on a range of scenarios that differ 
widely in terms of speed and level of 
ambition, industry sources say.

According to Commission 
estimates, the transition would lead to a 
temporary increase of fuel costs ranging 
between 1% and 3.6%, depending on 
the type of fuel and the level of policy 

ambition on advanced biofuels. That 
price gap should gradually close after 
2030, as production increases.

The final cost impact is likely to 
land in the mid-range of the assessed 
scenarios, or slightly above 2%, EU 
sources told EURACTIV.

INDUSTRY REJECTS 
“GROUNDLESS” EU COST 
PROJECTION

However, these cost projections have 
been flatly rejected by Ethanol Europe 
company. Zoltán Szabó, a consultant for 
Ethanol Europe, questioned the method 
used by the Commission to calculate the 
costs of advanced biofuels.

“No source is given but rather just 
an unsupportable conclusion that they 
will actually cost less,” he said.

According to Szabó, the price 
projections used by the Commission to 
estimate the cost of advanced biofuels 
are derived from a single report that is 
not peer-reviewed and was conducted 
by researchers who have a conflict of 
interest.

Research by Ethanol Europe found 
that conversion costs for lignocellulosic 
materials were projected to fall 
significantly but that costs have only 
moderately decreased, which is why so 
many plants had to close down.

Debate on costs of advanced 
biofuels heats up

E U R A C T I V. c o m 

According to sources, the transition would lead to a temporary (2030) increase 
of fuels costs ranging between 1% and 3.6%. [Shutterstock]

Continued on Page 10
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In addition, raw material prices 
in 2015 were far lower than projected 
while the price of conventional ethanol 
in Europe was far lower than production 
costs projected, yet conventional 
ethanol plants remain in business and 
are profitable, the report claims.

Szabó also suggested that the 
Commission’s energy directorate, 
DG Energy, has mistakenly ignored 
the “highly respected and far more 
accurate” price indicators put forward 
by the Commission’s agriculture 
directorate, DG Agri.

According to Szabó, it is clear that 
the EU analysis “whereby conventional 
biofuels are to be replaced by cheap 
advanced biofuels between 2020 and 
2030, is unhinged”.

“The fact that the Commission 
got it so wrong on advanced biofuel 
costs argues for the need to reassess, 
fundamentally, the policy proposals,” 
he said referring to the Renewable 
Energy Directive recast proposal, also 
referred as RED II.

To corroborate his claims, Szabó 
provided EURACTIV with the following 
graphs:

Others, however, see great potential 
in second-generation biofuels.

Seán Kelly, an Irish MEP from the 
centre-right European People’s Party 
(EPP), told EURACTIV that EU research 
money already committed to advanced 
biofuels is a move in the right direction 
that should continue.

Political support for biofuels 
is crucial, according to the Irish 
lawmaker, who hailed the Parliament’s 
proposal to raise the blending mandate 
for advanced fuels into conventional 
fuels.

“In the coming months the big 
challenge we face is to ensure that 
we give the required certainty to 
investors,” Kelly said, adding “this 
will be crucial to driving the switch 
away from fossil fuels in the transport 
sector.”

Another key issue in the advanced 
biofuels debate is the availability of 
technology.

The impact assessment conducted 
for the purposes of the ILUC Directive 
in 2015, warned about potential 
adverse impacts on security of supply 
and trade, as well as the risk of missing 
the EU’s transport decarbonisation 
target if technological development 
in deploying advanced biofuels is not 
achieved. (ILUC refers to Indirect Land 
Use Change, the process by which 
agricultural land is diverted from food 
production to other crops.)

Several EU countries, mainly 
from Central and Eastern Europe 
(the Visegrad group), support 
first-generation biofuels and have 
expressed reservations about the 
development of second-generation 
biofuels.

“There aren’t very developed 
technologies to produce advanced 
biofuels in the EU,” the Czech Ministry 
of Industry and Trade recently said.

Hungary claims that the 
availability of advanced feedstock 
and the production capacity is still 
very limited, the technology is not 
available on a commercial scale and, 
consequently, Budapest is not willing 
to agree to any obligatory sub-target.

“A binding target for advanced 
biofuels will result in extra costs for 
some countries, which undermines 
efforts to achieve the common goal 
to further promote renewable energy 
in a cost-efficient way,” a Hungarian 
government official recently told 

EURACTIV.com.
Pekka Pesonen, Secretary-General 

of EU farmers association Copa-
Cogeca, said there was a lot of talk but 
little walk on biofuel technology.

“Everybody talks about how the 
technology should advance and make 
us more sustainable and this is exactly 
the same thing for agriculture,” he told 
EURACTIV. “I understand some of the 
advanced biofuels technologies are 
still in infancy phase so we don’t have 
huge volumes available”.

However, he said “you have to 
climb the tree from the bottom. The 
first-generation biofuels have their 
limitations and we recognise this. But 
we need the technology to increase 
our sustainability.”

Copa-Cogeca also emphasises the 
importance of the biofuel sector in 
providing protein feed for European 
farmers, who are heavily dependent 
on imports. The biofuel industry 
has helped several rural areas 
across Europe develop and decrease 
dependency on protein imports by 10-
15%, he claimed.

Pesonen is also sceptical about the 
Commission’s argument that possible 
job losses due to the phase-out of first-
generation biofuels could be recovered 
through the development of advanced 
biofuels.

THE TECHNOLOGY EXISTS

Craig Winneker from the European 
ethanol producers’ association 
(ePURE) is upbeat about the prospect 
of second-generation biofuels, saying 
the technology exists and is ready for 
deployment at commercial scale.

There are already some 
commercial-scale cellulosic ethanol 
plants in operation around the world, 
he pointed out. And others in Europe 
have opened or announced new 
plants – for example, in Slovakia and 
Romania.

“Around the world, demand for 

Continued from Page 9
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cellulosic ethanol is also increasing as 
policy frameworks develop – even if 
they are doing so at different speeds. 
China, Brazil, the US, and India all 
have policies in place or in the works to 
promote ethanol production including 
cellulosic ethanol – all aimed to boost 
renewable fuel consumption and 
reduce carbon emissions,” Winneker 
told EURACTIV.

Angel Alberdi, Secretary-General 
of the European Waste to Advanced 
Biofuels Association (EWABA), 
referred to the revised definition of 
advanced biofuels put forward by 
the European Parliament in its first 
reading of the Renewable Energy 
Directive.

According to Parliament, advanced 
biofuels are those produced from 
feedstocks listed in Part A of Annex IX 
and those produced from sustainable 
non-crop based wastes and residues.

“The majority of advanced 
biofuels’ feedstocks in Part A of Annex 
IX were listed before we had a draft 
definition of advanced biofuels,” 
Alberdi pointed out. He says the list 
should be maintained as it is, saying 
it makes sense from the perspective of 
investors.

“Having said that, the case of 
molasses was particularly blatant,” 
Alberdi said. “So we, among many 
other stakeholders, believe that it is 
a good thing that molasses are out 
of Annex IX in both Parliament and 
Council’s first reading positions.”

Regarding the availability of 
technology, he pointed out that certain 
advanced biofuels are still in early 
stages of technological development 
and/or not being produced in 
sufficient commercial quantities.

“That’s why it makes sense to have 
a specific sub-target for Annex IX part 
A to drive investment.”

He emphasised, though, that there 
were mature advanced biofuels being 
produced in significant commercial 
quantities at very reasonable costs, 

such as waste-based biodiesel and 
biodiesel from used cooking oil 
(UCOME) and animal fats (TME).

He cited 2017 figures, which 
showed a combined EU consumption 
of UCOME and TME of around 2.7 
million tons.

THE INDIAN EXPERIENCE

Meanwhile, Europe is also looking 
at developments across the globe 
and in particular India, which has 
made significant progress in terms of 
advanced biofuels technologies.

In early March, an EU delegation 
led by Dr Kyriakos Maniatis from the 
Commission’s Directorate General 
for Energy attended a conference in 
New Delhi and visited Praj’s second-
generation demonstration biorefinery.

Praj, a leading ethanol industry 
group, is in advanced talks to invest in 
two EU countries, according to Indian 
press reports.

“I visited the commercial demo 
plant of Praj Industries in Maskoba 
and I was very impressed. Compared 
to other similar second-generation 
plants across Europe and USA, the 
plant in India is better than those 
plants, simply because Praj plant is up 
and running and it produces ethanol 
whereas the plants in the USA have 
been trying for over a year to succeed,” 
Maniatis said.

“There are technological 
innovations taking place in the EU in 
the second-generation ethanol and 
similar innovations I can see over here 
in India too,” he added.

Continued from Page 10
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The EU Council’s proposal 
for double or even multiple 
counting of advanced biofuels 

and green electricity consumption 
will increase Europe’s dependency 
on fossil fuels to cover “real” energy 
needs, something which conflicts with 
the principal objective of the RED II 
legislation.

The Council set the target for 
renewables in the transport sector 
at 14%. The European Parliament 
had set it at 12% while the European 
Commission did not set a target at all.

“The ambitious approach consists 

of a 14% overall target for renewables 
in the transport sector for each 
member state and a sub-target of 3% 
for ‘advanced biofuels’, with the option 
of double-counting these fuels,” the 
Council said.

Double-counting means, 
for instance, that if molasses’ 
consumption is 2%, it will be counted 
as 4% of the total energy used in 
transport. The same applies to green 
electricity, for which the EU Council 
has proposed a multiplier of five, 
meaning that for every two electric 
cars, ten will be counted in the final 
analysis.

This approach raises concerns 
about the ultimate objective to reduce 
the consumption of fossil fuels, in a 
sense that the “virtual” consumption 
does not take into account the real 
energy needs of transport that need to 
be covered.

Critics fear that the double and 
multiple counting gives room to fossil 
fuels to cover the actual energy needs, 
resulting in a negative environmental 
impact.

Contacted by EURACTIV, a 
Bulgarian Presidency spokesperson 

Double-counted renewables will 
increase dependency on fossil fuels

B y  S a r a n t i s  M i c h a l o p o u l o s  |  E U R A C T I V. c o m

ePURE: “These ‘virtual renewables’ allow countries to create the illusion of 
progress, but in reality they leave a gap that will be filled only by fossil energy.” 

[Shutterstock]
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said that the discussions on RED II 
were still in their initial phase and 
declined to reply on how real energy 
needs will be covered.

“A number of issues, including 
biofuels, are still to be discussed with 
the Parliament, so obviously, the 
contours of the possible final deal 
will be defined at a later stage,” the 
spokesperson said.

Double counting was included in 
the RED I proposal and was applied 
to the advanced or second-generation 
biofuels. The European Commission 
and the Parliament do not want 
double-counting to be applied to 
advanced biofuels in the revised 
proposal. However, the Council has 
called for counting “twice their energy 
content“.

“Anyone imagining a 2030 utopia 
of clean air and green mobility 
powered by sustainable farm-friendly 

biofuels plus wind and solar sourced 
electricity should think again,” James 
Cogan, an analyst with Ethanol 
Europe Renewables Ltd (EERL), told 
EURACTIV, adding that Brussels has 
no such thing in mind.

“Europe has around 6% renewable 
energy in transport today. The Council’s 
text makes it look like the aim is 14%, 
but in reality, it’ll happily accept 4%, in 
a quickly growing fossil-powered fleet. 
A decline of 2% renewables is being 
spun into a gain of 8%,” he explained.

AN ‘ILLUSION OF 
PROGRESS’

Emmanuel Desplechin, secretary-
general of the European renewable 
ethanol association (ePURE), said 
that both the Parliament and Council 
proposals fall short of what the EU 
needs to achieve its climate goals.

“Instead, they rely on ‘multipliers’ 
that artificially inflate the contribution 

of certain renewables while doing 
nothing to help the climate – for 
example by double-counting 
electrified rail transport or certain 
waste-based fuels,” Desplechin said.

He added that these “virtual 
renewables” allow countries to create 
the illusion of progress, but in reality 
leave a gap that will be filled only by 
fossil energy.

“Europe needs a RED II that really 
delivers a real target for renewables 
in transport – not a policy that uses 
math tricks to show inflated results. 
That means a firm 12-15% target for 
renewables in transport, without 
multipliers, to which crop-based 
biofuels can contribute; a stable 7% 
crop cap – any reduction should not 
penalise biofuels with high GHG 
savings; and a binding sub-target 
for advanced biofuels, without 
multipliers.”

Continued from Page 12
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The European Commission 
has listed straw as waste 
that can be used to produce 

“advanced biofuel” to decarbonise the 
transport sector. But the EU farmers’ 
association begs to differ. It says 
straw is an agricultural co-product 
and not waste.

In the Annex IX of the revised 
Renewable Energy Directive proposal 
(RED II), the European Commission 
has listed a number of feedstocks 
that could be considered as “second-
generation” or “advanced” biofuels to 
decarbonise the transport sector.

But critics suggest that not all of 
these feedstocks are actually waste. 
One of them is straw, which has many 
uses, from fuel to livestock bedding.

“Straw is a by-product and not 
a waste and it is used for animal 
bedding, return to soil as organic 
matter,” Copa-Cogeca told EURACTIV.

Asked about the impact on the 
price of straw in other agricultural 
uses, like when it’s used for advanced 
ethanol, Copa-Cogeca replied: 
“Straw is largely used in Denmark 
in cogeneration facilities and the 
market will decide on the price for 
straw according to the demand. The 

price of straw is variable according to 
local market conditions.”

The Commission insists that 
conventional biofuels have a high 
indirect land use change (ILUC) effect 
and that’s why it proposed their 
gradual phase-out. But it defends the 
list of advanced biofuels it has put 
forward, saying that all of these types 
of wastes and residues are considered 
as having low ILUC risk.

The Globiom Report, a study 
that was commissioned by the EU 
executive and focused on ILUC, makes 

Straw is not waste but co-product, 
EU farmers tell Commission
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The Joint Research Centre, the EU science hub, has stated that residues are 
not wastes as a significant portion needs to be left in the field to preserve soil 

structure and fertility. [Shutterstock]
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a distinction between sustainable and 
unsustainable crop residues.

It says that sustainable residues 
are those collected by leaving 33%-
50% of the residues on the field to 
replenish the soil and unsustainable 
residues have an ILUC impact.

The study also argued that 
they vary from country to country, 
higher on average than the levels for 
conventional ethanol and as high 
as palm oil in exactly the places like 
Denmark, home of the most active 
proponents of straw ethanol plants.

“If straw harvesting is limited to 
a sustainable removal rate of 33-50% 
(Ecofys 2013), no yield effect occurs 
and therefore no land use change 
effect is observed,” the study says.

The Joint Research Centre, the EU 
science hub, has stated that residues 
are not wastes as a significant portion 
needs to be left in the field to preserve 
soil structure and fertility.

“Part of the residues can be 
removed to produce bio-based 
materials and energy, while a 
significant part must be left in the 
field to preserve soil structure and 
fertility and maintain ecosystem 
services. The potential for additional 
removals or residues subject to 
sustainability criteria remain difficult 
to estimate,” it said.

Ethanol Europe Renewables 
Ltd (EERL), a private company that 
produces conventional ethanol, says 
straw plays a significant role in the 
agricultural fields both as animal feed 
and soil conservation.

Eric Sievers, director of 
Investments with EERL, commented: 
“The Achilles Heel of the entire RED 
II approach to biofuels is not just 
that advanced biofuels are really 
expensive and persistently difficult to 
achieve in scale.”

“It’s that straw is neither a miracle 
feedstock nor a waste. The soil needs 
it. Animals eat it. Other industries 
buy vast quantities of it already,” he 

emphasised.
Ethanol Europe questions the 

scientific basis of the Commission’s 
proposals for advanced biofuels. It 
says Brussels has wrongly put all 
conventional biofuels in the same box 
and labelled them as “harmful”, while 
biofuels like from corn ethanol are 
not harmful.

It also says that residue based 
biofuels are not cheap, and if 
sustainability criteria are to be 
adhered to, then these advanced 
biofuels made from “waste” become 
far more costly.

REMOVE ALL 
MULTIPLIERS

On 23 March, Copa and Cogeca 
adopted an updated position on the 
promotion of EU renewable energy.

The EU farmers insisted that the 
potential of crop-based biofuels to 
decarbonise the transport sector 
should be maximised in order to 
ensure greenhouse gas savings.

They also urged the EU institutions 
and the member states to remove the 
“misleading” double counting and 
multipliers.

Double-counting means, 
for instance, that if molasses’ 
consumption is 2%, it will be counted 
as 4% of the total energy used in 
transport. The same applies to green 
electricity, for which the EU Council 
has proposed a multiplier of five, 
meaning that for every two electric 
cars, ten will be counted in the final 
analysis.

“We need real blending rates that 
ensure renewables replace fossil 
fuels; not a policy that uses artificial 
multipliers to inflate the results and 
give the impression of success whilst 
increasing the EU’s dependence 
on fossil fuels”, Copa and Cogeca 
Secretary-General Pekka Pesonen 
emphasised.

EU farmers are also against the 
use of palm oil and its derivatives, 
considering that sustainability 

problems such as deforestation in the 
country of origin remain unresolved. 
“European agriculture should not 
take the blame for deforestation in 
non-EU countries”, Pesonen said.

Continued from Page 14
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