The impact of sustainability certification on bioenergy markets
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Abstract:
Biomass (solid, liquid and gaseous) is considered to play a key role in future energy supply. It can contribute to the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions, increasing the energy supply diversity and security, and provide opportunities for local communities, overall a more sustainable fuel and energy supply, in environmental, economic and social terms. 
Keeping this in mind, we need to ensure that biofuel and bioenergy deployment happens in a “sustainable” way, both for domestic and imported biomass. The spectacular growth of biofuels production between 2005 and 2008, driven by country mandates, targets and incentive systems, has triggered a discussion on potential sustainability risks of biofuels. On the one hand biofuels provide new opportunities for agricultural markets; on the other hand there are environmental, social and economic concerns about the production of biomass feedstocks for biofuels. The sustainability of biofuels, food versus fuel, and land use change discussions overshadow positive effects including GHG reduction and the potential to replace fossil fuels. The discussion of using solid biomass for bioenergy (mainly for stationary energy like electricity and heat) follows with some delay the discussions around biofuels for transport. While the discussion for biofuels focused on food versus fuel and land use change, the discussion for solid biomass focuses on risks for biodiversity and carbon stock loss in forests. 
Sustainability criteria and certification systems are a response to such concerns. Overall a large number of initiatives are taken to ensure the sustainability of the biomass used and bioenergy produced. Next to dedicated biofuel and bioenergy systems, a number of voluntary certification schemes exist since the early 1990s, which aim at ensuring sustainable forest or agricultural management or fair trade.
Early 2012 a strategic IEA Bioenergy study was started “Monitoring Sustainability Certification of Bioenergy”. The study is a collaboration between Task 40 (Sustainable Bioenergy Trade), Task 43 (Biomass Feedstocks for Energy Markets) and Task 38 (Greenhouse Gas Balances of Biomass and Bioenergy Systems). The idea behind this strategic study is to build further upon on-going efforts in the three Tasks to address the following project objectives: monitor the actual implementation process of sustainability certification of bioenergy, evaluate how stakeholders are affected by certification initiatives, quantify the anticipated impact on worldwide bioenergy trade, and make recommendations on how the different certification schemes could be streamlined and coordinated to remove barriers which may depress markets and reduce sustainable trade. 
Since the public has expressed concern about unintended consequences associated with potentially unsustainable biomass production and use for energy (or biofuels), producers of biomass feedstocks in the private sector as well as governmental and non-governmental organisations have initiated many generally unlinked efforts to define ‘sustainable’ bioenergy production and supply chains. These ‘sustainability’ standards may be implemented through certification systems involving 3rd party audit, and influence production systems and trade of bioenergy products from producers to consumers of ‘green’ energy. At present numerous biomass and biofuel sustainability certification systems are being developed or implemented by a variety of private and public organisations. Systems are applicable to different feedstock production sectors (forests, agricultural crops), different bioenergy products (relatively unprocessed forest residues, ethanol, biodiesel, electricity), and whole or segments of supply chains (production system, chain of custody from growers to energy consumers). It is expected that such a wide range of systems, developed largely without coordination among the organisations involved, could be problematic for all stakeholders along the supply chain in individual sectors and for those involved in deployment of bioenergy systems globally. These are individual feedstock producers, companies and commodity sectors that must comply with these systems either to maintain market access and share or to comply with legislative mandates, and also consumers who prefer to purchase certified green energy, and regulatory agencies and local to national governments that may be involved in enforcing sustainability standards. The potential for confusion among the actors, depression of markets, and unnecessary restrictions on sustainable trade seems high. 
Within the strategic IEA Bioenergy study it will not be possible to come to a harmonisation of sustainability certification systems, given the fact that many have arisen voluntarily out of producer concerns about market access and a variety of other well-intentioned public drivers; however, based on monitoring the implementation and feedback from actors along supply chains and trade, recommendations can be made that can improve effectiveness of certification systems to benefit sustainable bioenergy deployment locally and globally.



