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BIOFUELS: -

A REASSESSMENT

Introduction
The Labour Party is presenting this position paper on biofuels at this time because we are deeply concerned at the inability of the Government to form a coherent policy on the fuel/food debate that has been driven by rising food shortages, particularly in the poor regions of the world. 

We recognize that the growth of biofuels alone has not created the crisis but it is clear that it has contributed greatly to the suffering being caused in the developing world by high food prices and scarcity. 

Reports vary from between 30% (IMF)
 and 75% (World Bank)
 of the increase of global food prices has been caused by biofuels production.

“This is taking the food of the poor to burn it as fuel for the cars of the rich.”
                                  Nobel Prize winner, chemist Richard R Ernst 
There are also increased doubts being raised about the environmental benefits in the reduction of CO² emissions. Research at the University of Minnesota this year for example, found that growing biofuels on converted rainforests, grasslands or peat bogs created up to 420 times more CO² than it saved.
While targets have been set by the EU Commission of 10% biofuels by 2020, there is no agreement on the core criteria for the sustainability of biofuels at EU level.

Even basic definitions are creating difficulties.  Despite mounting evidence that a new approach on biofuels is urgently needed our Government is unwilling to spell out where it stands in relation to the talks taking place at EU level. Under the Slovenian presidency a committee was established to coordinate a position of sustainability criteria for biofuels in February 2008 but so far nothing has been resolved. 

In the meantime Minister Ryan has held off publishing his long promised document setting out a Biofuels Obligation. We simply do not know what his intentions are.

Minister Ryan has stated in the Dáil that:  “I wanted to hear from my ministerial colleagues and the rapporteur from the European Parliament in advance of setting out our consultation document.”


If every country adopted his approach there would be no debate - only silence. 

Meanwhile the poor of the world continue to suffer. 

For the Labour Party that is insupportable.

We do not underestimate the difficulties in addressing the biofuels controversy. 
Biofuels are part of the solution in tackling Climate Change as well as in lessening Ireland’s dependence on imported fossil fuels. Ireland needs to develop a biofuels strategy that is both ethical and effective. To do so requires change not just here in Ireland but at international level.
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KEY LABOUR RECOMMENDATIONS:
Labour recommends:

1. Information on traceability to be fully available. Currently biofuel data is too difficult, at times impossible, to access.  EU rules and WTO rules need to be changed to provide full transparency on sources of biofuels.  
2. Support for the 20% overall target as set by the EU Commission for CO² emissions reduction by 2020. (30% if global agreement achieved).
· The EU target of 10% biofuels to be reviewed. 
· For Ireland, the findings of the Environmental Committee of the EU Parliament to be adopted as an interim measure.
3. The Government’s Climate Change Strategy to be reviewed and updated.
· On transport, a greater emphasis on public transport and the electrification of vehicles.

· On agriculture policy, an emphasis on food security and encouragement of greater food production. 

· On biofuels policy, a focus on the development of second generation biofuel production and the use of marginal land unsuitable for food production.
· On energy policy, an increase in target set from 33% to 42% for renewables for electricity generation by 2020.
1. Traceability

In order to reach our targets on biofuels, as set out in the Climate Change Strategy 2007-2012 and in accordance with the current EU Directive on Biofuels, it is clear that imports will be required.  In 2004, SEI estimated that in order to reach the 5.75% target by 2010 Ireland would need a “significant amount of imports”
.
A recent EU report on the amount of biofuel imports required to reach the EU targets of 10% by 2020 showed that domestic production for EU biofuels would only reach 3.4%, 
 requiring that the shortfall must be imported.  
The Minister is vague when it comes to the extent of current imports on biofuels and the amount of imports required to reach our targets.  
He has stated that “while there is a significant increase in indigenous feedstocks used in the biofuels scheme I am not in a position to state the precise percentage of indigenous raw materials used.”
   He has also stated that “under the excise relief schemes over 50 million litres of biofuels are being deployed in Ireland of which in the region of 25 million litres, are produced in this country.”
  
This would imply that of the 2% biofuels currently in Ireland, 1% is imported.  Yet in the Dáil on 10th July 2008 the Minister stated, “We do not have a figure for imported fuels because we often import oil from the UK which is already mixed with a bio-fuel component. The industry does it.”

In particular, the Labour Party is most concerned about imported biofuels from developing countries. The rising appetite worldwide for biofuels means that there are economic incentives for destroying peatlands and rainforests to provide more plantation land.  Furthermore, food shortages are on the rise in poorer countries, as farmland traditionally used for food and animal feed has been turned over to grow crops suitable for biofuels.

While the Minister for Energy is incapable of telling us the current amount of imports, he is also unable to give details of where the imports are coming from.  In a reply to a parliamentary question the Minister stated: “Currently, the feed stocks used for Biofuels production are generally sourced on the open internationally traded commodities market with little or no information attached to these with regard to their origins.” 

Interestingly, we have found this is not always the case elsewhere. For example, in Sweden the energy company NORRENERGI requires full disclosure from its suppliers (Appendix 2).
The standard response from the Minister of Energy to the ethical concerns surrounding biofuels imports amount to platitudes about “sustainability”. However, as the European Environmental Agency stated: “Sustainable production outside Europe is difficult to achieve and monitor.”
   By the Minister’s own admission, under world trade rules he cannot obtain information on the origins of any biofuel imports.   Clearly, the government has no means of enforcing standards of sustainability - making its current rhetoric on biofuels meaningless.
In fact, the extent to which the EU itself should apply social and environmental sustainability conditions to developing countries is also disputed.  There are fears from certain countries, for example the UK and the Netherlands, that this could be interpreted as constituting illegal trade barriers by Europe’s major trading partners, leading to litigation within the World Trade Organisation.

Not only do we need traceability we also need rigorous assessment of the environmental and social impact of biofuel production. 

Research highlighted by Friends of the Earth has shown that biofuel from the oil seed rape produces 70% more green house gases than fossil fuel, due to nitrogen emissions from fertiliser.

There are also green house gas emissions related to the clearing of new land to grow biofuels.  Oxfam estimate that the disastrous production of palm oil-based biodiesel from Indonesian peatland tropical forest will require 420 years of biofuel production to pay back the carbon debt.



2. Targets

The EU Commission has set the target of 20% reduction of CO² emissions by 2020, a target that will be recalibrated up to 30% if there is global agreement. We support these targets. 

The Irish Government Climate Change Strategy has committed to achieving a target of 5.75% market penetration of biofuels by 2010, in accordance with the current EU Biofuels Directive.

It also committed to achieving 10% market penetration of biofuels in Ireland by 2020 (the target proposed by the EU Commission).
These targets were supposed to be underpinned by the introduction by the Government of a Biofuels Obligation in 2009.  
The proposed Biofuels Obligation would have required all fuel suppliers to ensure that biofuels represent a certain percentage of their annual fuel sales.  To date, despite many promises, the Biofuels Obligation remains unpublished. It has been postponed “until sometime in the autumn.”
The Programme for Government commits to the development of an Irish biofuels industry and to the sustainable development and deployment of indigenous bioenergy resources.
EU confusion
However, the pressure on the EU to abandon its biofuels targets is mounting. On 7th July 2008, the European Parliament’s Environment committee voted to scale down the proposed EU-wide biofuels target of 10% by 2020 to 4% by 2015.  
The vote confirmed a cross-party, cross-national shift within the European Parliament Environment Committee away from the current targets on biofuels.  The Environment Committee’s target is of “at least 4%” of “renewable sources” in road transport fuels by 2015, “out of which at least 20% is met by the use of electricity or hydrogen from renewable sources, biogas or transport fuels from lingo-cellulosic biomass and algae.” 
  Significantly, the MEPs also voted for a “major review” to take place before proceeding to a target of 8 to 10 per cent by 2020.

However, the European Commission insisted that “this is not the official opinion of the European Parliament”.
  The final parliament vote is expected in September.
In Britain, a government decision to slow down targets on biofuel introduction was announced on 7th July 2008. 

(Appendix 3)

Labour’s position:

We in Labour argue for a cautious approach to biofuel targets.  We urge the adoption here of the lower target set out by the Environment Committee of the European Parliament while current biofuels targets are reviewed at EU level.

This approach would have to be accompanied by a shift of emphasis in our transport policy and in other areas.  

3. Climate Change Strategy
Ireland’s Climate Change Strategy needs to be reviewed in key areas:
Transport

The transport sector is one of the biggest emitters of CO².  In Ireland it is the transport sector is responsible for 34% of Ireland’s energy related CO², higher than any other sector and it is growing every year.  Biofuels had been heralded as a means of addressing these emissions. The theory was that the CO² released when a biofuel is burned in an engine is off-set by the amount of gas absorbed by the crop during growing.   In fact, it is increasingly obvious that the energy needed to plant, harvest, and process and transport the crops can reverse the CO² benefit.
Substantial investment in public transport and fast-tracking of key rail has the potential to make far greater inroads into our rising transport emissions than the promotion of biofuels.  
Public transport would also be accessible to all of our people and not just those who can afford to buy “green” cars.  
In summary, rather than continuing the scramble to biofuels the government should promote the following:

· Urgent investment in public transport

· Electrification of railways

· Enforcement of speed limits

· Promotion of energy efficient and electric cars

Irish Agriculture and Biofuels
Biofuels have been promoted heavily in recent years as a panacea to security of fuel supply issues, rising greenhouse gases and increased rural development.  This dash to biofuels has proved premature and damaging. As we have seen internationally, Land rights, labour rights and food security are under threat due to this scramble to biofuels.

In relation to the increase in global food prices recent reports suggest that biofuels have forced these prices up by 75%
. The IMF has also estimated that last year biofuels accounted for almost half of the increase in demand for major food crops.
  

In Ireland, over the past five years, the area devoted to energy crops has increased from 137 hectares in 2003 to just over 9,000 hectares in 2007.   However, that 9,000 hectares still only represents about 0.02% of total agricultural land.
Teagasc estimates that potentially some 75,000–100,000 hectares of land could be devoted to energy crops in Ireland without impacting negatively on animal feed and food production. 

The Finance Act 2006 provided for significant tax measures to promote biofuels in Ireland. Under the scheme, biofuels produced under projects approved by the Department of Communications, Energy and Natural Resources are exempt from excise duty.

In addition, the Finance Act 2008 provided for the VAT rate applicable on the supply of miscanthus rhizomes, seeds, bulbs, roots and similar goods used for the agricultural production of biofuels to be reduced from 21% to 13.5%.

Budget 2007 also provided funding for a national top-up of the EU energy crop payment from €45 hectare to €80 per hectare.

However, there are concerns that the current biofuels scheme does not prevent companies from sourcing low cost, unsustainable feed stocks from developing countries to reach their target and this must be addressed. 

Types of Biofuel
First generation biofuels, biodiesel and bioethanol are made from agricultural crops (corn, sugar beet, palm oil, rapeseed).

Bioethanol is made from sugar cane, cereals, sugar beet etc.

Biodiesel can be made from any source of fatty acids, for example – soybean, rapeseed, palm oil and other vegetable oils, used frying oils and animal fats.

Second generation biofuels are “made from lingo-cellulosic biomass feedstock using advanced technical processes.”   (Woody, carbonous materials that do not compete with food production, such as leaves, tree bark, straw or woodchip.  
It is also possible for biofuels to be produced from algal materials growing in water and this is sometimes referred to as third generation biofuels.

The production of biogas from waste including bellygrass
 is still at the research stage but offers considerable potential.  
In Labour’s view:

· We need to have a rigorous assessment of the benefits, or otherwise, of biofuel production in Ireland. 

· Research funding and supports should prioritize second generation biofuels and incentivise the development of biomass.
· Food security and encouragement of food production must be a priority.

Energy Policy

Since the Climate Change Strategy was published in 2007, a joint North South study on the electricity market was published in the All Ireland Grid Study 2008.  This followed the establishment of the All Island Electricity Market in November 2007.

The government has set a target that 33% of electricity demand will be met from renewable sources by 2020. The All Island Grid Study provides evidence that it is feasible to go beyond that. 
The Grid Study stated that it is “technically and financially feasible” to go as far as 42% electricity to be met by renewable sources by 2020. 

The potential of wind energy can be used to reach this goal.

Yet, Minister Ryan on behalf of the government continues to stick with the less ambitious target of 33%. 

We recommend that the target be raised to 42% renewables in electricity generation in an updated Climate Change Strategy
Appendix 3
The British Government announced plans on 7th July to slow the introduction of biofuels until more evidence is gathered on their impact on land use, climate change and food prices. 
The announcement was based on a report it had commissioned from Ed Gallagher, the chair of the Renewable Fuels Agency. 

"The Gallagher report [...] concludes that the introduction of biofuels should be slowed until policies are in place to direct biofuel production onto marginal or idle land," as reported by UK Transport Secretary Ruth Kelly

She added that the aim was for the UK government to "amend but not abandon its biofuel policy". 

UK law currently requires 2.5% of road transport fuel to stem from renewable sources, rising to 5% in 2010/11, but the Gallagher report recommends the 5% target be delayed to 2013/14. 
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