Bioenergy in the Netherlands
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Biomass is expected to make a major contribution to the Netherlands’ transition towards sustainable material and energy supply. In this densely populated, low-lying country, the fight against climate change and rising sea levels is urgent. In addition, depletion of its natural gas resources by more than half over the last fifty years means there is a need to develop new resources.

Biomass production also offers an economic opportunity, taking advantage of the country’s high level of agricultural production, knowledge and international trading history. International trade and the chemical industry have historically dominated the economic sector in the harbour areas in Rotterdam, Amsterdam and Eemshaven. Biomass offers opportunities to make these areas a biohub, where biomass is traded and converted into products, chemicals and energy. At the end of 2007 the government of the Netherlands decided to develop a ‘biobased economy’.

Biomass and bioenergy can contribute to economic welfare, environmental improvement and diversification from fossil fuels. However there is a strong awareness that this can only happen when biomass is produced in a sustainable way. Sustainability benefits can be obtained through intelligent, complete utilisation of all raw materials available, as well as parallel flows and residues. Criteria for sustainable production were developed by the Cramer Committee in the Netherlands and most criteria are applied or developed further into certification schemes.

The implementation of bioenergy projects has been achieved through a combination of government policy, support schemes and research. The Dutch government has developed a set of instruments to support projects. Green funds and lower taxes ease the cost of investments. For green electricity and green gas a feed-in tariff was set up to take away the additional cost of production. About ¤5 billion was made available in 2009 to guarantee payment for the next 15 years for the production of green electricity and green gas. Distributors of liquid biofuel are obliged to blend 4% biofuels into transport fuels. Higher blending percentages are not accepted due to the absence of certification schemes ensuring the sustainability of biofuels.

The market has responded to these support schemes and as a result:

· most domestic waste streams are recycled or converted into power and heat in 11 very clean and efficient waste incinerators;

· more than 120 anaerobic digestion plants have been introduced over the last four years, producing power and heat from manure and fresh organic residues;

· there are at least 5 plants producing green gas from landfill gas or biogas and plans to build more;

· global companies (e.g., Abengoa, Neste Oil and Biopetrol) have built bioethanol and biodiesel plants in Rotterdam harbour.

The total contribution of renewable energy in 2008 was 3.4%, two-thirds of which was from biomass. For electricity, about 6.5% (110 PJ) came from renewable sources. Around half was from biomass; the rest was wind energy and some solar PV.

SenterNovem manages the programmes for the Dutch government to realise its renewable energy goals. The total funding for bioenergy RD&D is about ¤30 million/year with a focus on biorefineries, gasification, biotechnology, biofuels, biogas and biotechnology. Recently there has been increased focus on sustainable biomass production e.g., aquacultures (algae etc.), and on the certification of sustainable production. A total budget of ¤20 million has been made available for projects relating to the sustainable production and certification of biomass streams.

For more information contact Kees Kwant at k.kwant@SenterNovem.nl 
