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EU biomass policy impacts on developing countries 

The EU Renewable Energy Directive (RED) is 
increasing demand for biomass, not all of which can 
be met through domestic supplies. There are likely 
to be international repercussions, particularly in 
developing countries. 

The appeal of biomass 
Biomass includes all organic matter – plants, 
wood, waste – whether solid, liquid or gaseous. As 
an energy source, biomass is highly versatile. It 
can be used to generate electricity or heating 
through combustion, or it can be converted into 
biofuels for use in transport. It is considered a 
renewable energy source, and can be carbon-
neutral. 

EU Directives 
The RED (Directive 2009/28/EC) legislates for one 
element of the EU climate and energy package 
known as the '20-20-20' targets. It mandates 
increasing the share of renewable energy to 20% 
of EU energy consumption by 2020. It also 
requires biofuels to represent at least 10% of each 
Member State's transport fuel consumption. 
These targets build on Directive 2003/30/EC that 
required Member States to ensure that biofuels 
represented at least 5.75% of fuel markets by 
2010. 

Fuelling an increasing demand 
In 2008, renewable sources accounted for 10.3% 
of the EU's gross final energy consumption, and 
3.5% of transport fuel consumption. More than 
half of the EU's primary production of renewable 
energy is from biomass. Meeting the 
requirements of the RED will drive a substantial 
increase in demand for biomass, of which wood is 
an important element. Some of this demand can 
be met from domestic supplies. Nevertheless, the 
European supply of biomass will be insufficient to 
meet 2020 targets – some say demand may 
exceed supply by as much as six times. For 
reasons of economics and availability, investors 
are already looking to Africa and South America to 
help meet rising EU biomass requirements. 

Environmental and social concerns 
Environmental risks: The projected increase in 
demand for biomass, particularly wood, may 
spark widespread deforestation in developing 
countries, where greenhouse gas emissions are 
not accounted for under the Kyoto Protocol. This 
can impact on soil quality, water cycles and 
biodiversity. It increases strain on global 
agreements such as the Convention on Biological 
Diversity, and UN REDD – which seeks to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions from deforestation. 

Social risks: In many developing countries, land 
governance systems are weak. Communities that 
have lived and worked on tracts of land for 
generations have no formal or legal rights to that 
land. Often these same countries are plagued with 
problems of food insecurity. Search for new 
plantation land by foreign investors may result in 
families being dispossessed of their homes and 
livelihoods, without consultation or adequate 
compensation. This increases competition for 
land between fuel and food. In some countries, 
demand for wood products may also promote 
interests in illegal logging. This would weaken 
Voluntary Partnership Agreements still nascent 
under the Forest Law Enforcement, Governance 
and Trade Action Plan. 

Sustainability criteria 
Some groups suggest that with adequate 
safeguards and a regulatory framework, EU 
consumption of biomass could drive benefits in 
development, such as energy access, poverty 
reduction, job creation, and improved worker 
standards.  

In 2010, the Commission adopted a report on 
biomass sustainability issues. The report, 
focussing on domestic issues such as greenhouse 
gas emissions and conversion efficiencies, 
proposed voluntary sustainability criteria. It 
outlined that land-use and deforestation issues in 
third countries should be managed at global level, 
but if 'insufficiently addressed at international 
level' the Commission may review the situation 
based on public consultation, and report by 31 
December 2011 whether additional measures are 
necessary. 
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