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BirdLife and EEB briefing on biofuel sustainability standards under the Fuel Quality Directive and the Renewables Directive for the Council Ad Hoc Working Group

- March 7 2008 -


BirdLife and EEB welcome the Council’s decision to move ahead with the discussions on sustainability standards under the FQD and RED with a view to reaching a first reading agreement on the FQD. 

We are disturbed, however, that this work on sustainability standards will use the Commission’s proposal for safeguards under the Renewables Directive as a starting point. We must stress that this proposal is completely inadequate for addressing the widespread concerns on the impacts of biofuels and must therefore be very significantly strengthened. As a starting point of discussions, we would therefore like to ask your support this Friday for including the following elements in the sustainability criteria:

Indirect land use change impacts – An increasing body of evidence points to direct and indirect land use change impacts as the most crucial factor for determining the greenhouse gas balances of a particular biofuel, most recently by Searchinger et al in Science Express (February 7, 2008).  Existing analysis, for example by the German Öko-Institut, has suggested methods for including direct and indirect land use change impacts into sustainability criteria. We therefore urge you to set out a clear requirement to include direct and indirect land use change impacts into the calculation of the greenhouse gas balance. 

60% greenhouse gas reduction threshold – The 35% minimum threshold of greenhouse gas savings that the Commission proposes is inadequate, and serves particular agro-economic interests, rather than ensuring that biofuels provide a meaningful contribution to addressing climate change. We believe a threshold of at least 60% is necessary and should apply immediately; both as a mechanism to reduce volumes of biofuels needed for the Article 7a target and to give the market a clear signal of the types of biofuels that are needed for climate change mitigation. This threshold should be calculated based on a solid Life Cycle Analysis which includes the latest scientific data available. 

Social issues – Social principles are a part of any sustainability framework.  In order that feedstock production is sustainable for people in the developing world, we urge you to include criteria to ensure that biofuel production respects the land rights, labour rights and human rights (including the right to food) of affected communities and indigenous peoples. 

Water management – Water stress is rapidly becoming a major threat to people’s livelihoods around the globe and agriculture is the biggest consumer of our world’s water resources. Biofuels require large quantities of water both when growing the feedstock as well as in the processing phase. Moreover, biofuel production is likely to affect water quality negatively. For example, biofuel production in some EU member states is already leading to a reversal in, until recently, downward trends of nitrates pollution. We therefore ask you to include clear requirements for maintaining water flows and protecting and enhancing water quality.   

Protect biodiversity and carbon stocks – We welcome the protection for biodiverse grasslands and wetlands proposed in the Renewable Energy Directive text. However, in order to protect biodiversity effectively, all land of High Conservation Value and Key Biodiversity Areas (defined by the Forest Stewardship Council and IUCN respectively) should be protected from development. In particular, the current text of the Renewables Directive on forest protection is weak and no protection at all is given to scrub or savannah areas. Biodiversity rich ecosystems such as the Brazilian ‘cerrado’ and natural and semi-natural forests must also be off-limits for biofuel production. In addition, all peat has a valuable role in climate change mitigation and adaptation, and peatlands form some of the world’s most valuable ecosystems. In many cases, less then pristine peatland will still provide crucial services such as retaining carbon and water, and should be protected. We therefore ask you to introduce a clear requirement that all peatland, whether pristine or not, will be a no-go area for sourcing biofuels. 
A periodic review clause - Given current uncertainty about the wider sustainability of biofuels and the level of greenhouse gas savings that can be achieved throughout the fossil fuel chain and therefore the volumes of biofuels needed to meet the target under Article 7a of the FQD, we believe there is a clear need for a periodic review clause to be included for EU biofuels support policies and targets. Such a review should assess, every two years at the very least, that biofuel volumes used to meet EU targets do not negatively affect sustainability indicators, grounded in the latest scientific data,

It is becoming increasingly clear that the conditions the Spring Council attached to its support for the 10% volume target cannot be met and support is starting to crumble for this target under the Renewables Directive. It is therefore even more essential that the greenhouse gas reduction target in Article 7a does not act as a driver for large volumes of unsustainable biofuels. So we urge you to include as a very minimum the above elements into the sustainability criteria. If it is not possible to do this in a satisfactory manner, then it is essential that the Ad Hoc Working Group recognizes and reports on this, as a clear barrier to guaranteeing the sustainability of biofuels, which should be reflected in setting any future targets for their use in the EU.
But even with all these criteria we would like to stress that these can only have a real impact when total volumes of biofuels remain low. We therefore would like to reiterate here that in meeting the target set under Article 7a, the onus should be put on efficiency gains in the fossil fuel chain and the target should be set at a level that does not lead to unsustainable biofuel production. 
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