Bioenergy in Germany

This overview was prepared by Birger Kerckow, the ExCo Member for Germany.
Renewable energies make a key contribution to the three main objectives of German energy policy: economic efficiency, security of supply and environmental sustainability. Between 1995 and 2006, the share of renewables in primary energy consumption tripled from 1.9% to 5.7%. For heat and transport fuels, biomass is by far the most important renewable resource. For electricity, the share of bioenergy so far lags behind those of hydro and wind, but has shown the most dynamic growth rate in recent years. With a turnover of 23 billion Euros, more than 236,000 employees (95,400 for bioenergy) and more than 100 million tons fossil CO2 emissions avoided in 2006, the renewable energy sector forms an important part of the German economy.

Following the presentation of a comprehensive ‘climate and energy package’ by the European Commission in January 2007, the European Council adopted a roadmap in March 2007 which includes a binding EU target of a 20% share of renewable energy sources in primary energy consumption by 2020. In line with the EU policy, the German government agreed on an integrated national energy and climate programme in August this year, with ambitious targets for CO2 reduction, energy efficiency and share of renewables. By 2020, electricity from renewables is targeted to rise to 25-30%, up from 12% in 2006. Heat provided by renewables is set to increase from 6% to 14% and for transport biofuels, an increase from 6% to 20% by volume or 17% by energy content is envisaged. Twenty nine measures will contribute to reaching these targets, and the legislative proposals for implementation are currently in the political decision making process.

Biomass and bioenergy are of key importance in achieving the targets for 2020. Draft legislation includes measures to promote combined heat and power production; to improve the use of waste from agriculture and forestry; to support the feeding in of biogas into the natural gas grid and to promote district heating in rural areas. For transport biofuels, the federal government and stakeholders have agreed on higher biofuel shares in gasoline and diesel fuel, and on the promotion of flexible fuel vehicles. These points will be included in a general decarbonisation strategy for transport fuels.

Several scientific studies have estimated the medium-term potential for a sustainable bioenergy production as being between 5 and 6 million hectares, i.e., one third of German arable land and pastures. This is more than three times the current area of bioenergy crops (1.8 million hectares in 2007). To minimise possible conflicts with other land uses, such as food production and nature conservation, huge efforts to improve biomass production systems are required. This is a core activity of the Federal Renewable Resources Research programme owned by the Federal Ministry of Food, Agriculture and Consumer Protection and managed by the Agency for Renewable Resources (FNR). This programme also supports R&D on biofuels for transport. So-called second generation biofuels, which combine the advantages of better fuel quality, broader range of (lignocellulosic) feedstocks and higher land use efficiency, will need significant research and technology up-scaling efforts (on a national level as well as within international schemes) to reach market stage. 

International biomass and biofuels trade will gain importance in the forthcoming years. To ensure sustainability of biomass supply and biofuels, Germany is supporting national and international biomass certification activities. 

To make the ambitious national and European renewable and bioenergy targets a reality, strong national activities and increasing international cooperation will be of paramount importance. 

For more information contact Birger Kerckow of FNR at b.kerckow@fnr.de 

