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About the research

Biofuels have often been presumed to offer a ‘win-win’
solution to the North’s over-consumption of fossil fuels,

while contributing to rural development in the global South.
However, in too many cases, biofuels investments have been
linked to ‘land grabbing’: they have involved the acquisition
of vast tracts of land in rural areas of poor countries without
respecting the already-insecure land rights of subsistence
farmers.

Agricultural producers are encouraged to adopt sustainability
standards which are then monitored by 3rd party auditors.
These standards have been incorporated into EU biofuel
governance (the EU Renewable Energy Directive (RED)
2008), giving them a mandatory status in one of the biggest
export markets for biofuels.

However, through a study of the sustainability standards
established by two ‘multi-stakeholder roundtables’, Bonsucro
and the Roundtable on Sustainable Biomaterials (RSB),

this research finds flaws in the standards, loopholes in their
compliance levels and shortcomings in their ability to discipline
the companies upon which they are financially dependent. Yet,
while Bonsucro and the RSB can be criticised for flaws in their
standards in relation to such issues, many other EU-approved
schemes do not protect against land grabbing at all.

e EU RED criteria require that

companies produce ‘sustainable
biofuels’ to attain market access,
but it fails to include basic criteria
related to land rights. This should be
corrected.

Where land has been acquired from
subsistence farmers or pastoralists
for a biofuel plantation, audit
evidence collected of ‘free, prior and
informed consent’ is inadequate to
prove ‘land grabbing’ has not taken
place. Additional evidence should be
sought.

The ‘multi-stakeholder’ ethos of
inclusive participation, adopted
by so many WWF-supported
sustainability roundtables, needs
to be extended into the process of
certification.

Prior to each audit, standards bodies
should undertake on-the-ground
awareness-raising and training for
community associations and local
NGOs.

Greater engagement between the
auditing team and locally-informed
civil society actors should be
incorporated into auditing practices
for sustainability certification.

Sustainability certification audits
should be publicly available so that
land acquisition practices become
more open and transparent.
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Key findings

« Certification against sustainability standards approved by the
EU Renewable Energy Directive (RED) 2008 is no guarantee
that ‘land grabbing’ has not taken place.
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