Biofuels – bad, bad, bad

The Organic Research Centre – Elm Farm welcomes a damning report from MPs on the environmental impact of biofuels. We have been urging caution on biofuels uptake for the last two years, arguing that system changes are needed in our energy economies rather than the simple replacement of fossil hydrocarbons in an attempt to achieve “business as usual”.

The study from The Environmental Audit Committee of the House of Commons confirms biofuels as expensive and ineffective at cutting greenhouse gases. It says that polluting emissions from cars can be cut more cheaply and with lower environmental risks. 

Timing of this report is crucial as its publication comes in the week that the European Commission launches its touchstone climate change strategy document which includes rules aimed at reducing the environmental and economic damage from biofuels. 

In a draft, the EC admits that the current target of 5.75% biofuels on the roads by 2010 is unlikely to be achieved. But it is sticking to its target of 10% road biofuel by 2020. It states that in future biofuels should not be grown on forest land, wetland (including peat) or on permanent grassland. The Commission will also stipulate that biofuels should achieve a minimum level of greenhouse gas reduction.

The EU and the UK government should concentrate on the use of "sustainable" biofuels such as waste vegetable oil and the development of more efficient biofuel technologies, say the MPs.
The committee also points to the UK government and the EU as having been "misguided" in prioritising biofuel for road transport when it is much more efficient under current technology to use biofuels for heating and for cooling. 

Last week the EU Environment Commissioner Stavros Dimas admitted that the EU had not foreseen all the problems entailed in biofuels. The MPs say this proves the need for a moratorium on any usage targets until it is proven that biofuels can be produced sustainably. 

Committee chairman, Conservative MP Tim Yeo says - "Biofuels can reduce greenhouse gas emissions from road transport - but at present most biofuels have a detrimental impact on the environment overall." 

How right he is.
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