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1. Introduction  

1.1. Background to this briefing note 
This briefing note has been prepared at the request of the Agriculture and Rural Development 
Committee (COMAGRI) of the European Parliament. A delegation from COMAGRI will be 
visiting Brazil to meet with, amongst others, the Brazilian Minister of Environment to discuss 
biofuels. The briefing note is concerned only with certification against sustainability criteria, 
and does not relate to certification of other aspects such as product quality. 

1.2. Production of biofuels feedstocks in Brazil 

In terms of the main biofuels feedstocks for liquid fuels, Brazil is a substantial producer of both 
sugar cane and soya beans: 
 
• Brazil is ranked alongside the USA as one of the two largest producers of bioethanol 

(together accounting for approximately 80% of global production). All of Brazilian 
bioethanol is produced from sugarcane. 

 
• Brazil is the second largest exporter of soy beans (after the USA), with exports comprising 

approximately 25% of the global figure.  
 
Brazil is also a minor producer of palm oil, accounting for probably less than 1% of global 
production. 

2. How can existing certification schemes inspire certification 
schemes for biofuels? 

Existing schemes 
 
There are a wide range of sustainability certification schemes, incorporating requirements for 
social and environmental performance, that are potentially applicable to biofuels feedstocks. For 
example, as a component of the UK Renewable Transport Obligation (RTFO) scheme, ten 
existing certification schemes have been benchmarked against the RFTO ‘Metastandard’ 
requirements, in terms of the level of their social and environmental performance standards1. 
 
Of the international certification standards benchmarked by RTFO, a number are specifically 
relevant to the biofuels feedstocks produced in Brazil: 
 
• Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO)2. The RSPO scheme is now fully operational; 

the sustainability standard (the Principles and Criteria) has been defined as a result of an 
international multistakeholder process, and certification procedures finalised. Certification 
assessments have commenced in various countries and first certificates are expected in 
May/June 2008. Any palm oil producer can be assessed and potentially certified under the 
RSPO scheme. 

                                                 
1  Carbon and Sustainability Reporting Within the Renewable Transport Fuel Obligation. Technical Guidance. Renewable 

Fuels Agency. 
2  www.rspo.org 
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• Sustainable Agriculture Network/Rainforest Alliance (SAN/RA). SAN offer certification 
against a number of crop-specific certification standards in Brazil, and in particular are in the 
latter stages of finalizing a standard for sugar cane. 

 
• Basel criteria for soy. Although not a certification scheme, the Basel criteria do provide a set 

of sustainability criteria for soy that is available for use. In Brazil there are two active 
certification schemes based on the Basel Criteria (namely the ProTerra and GrünPass seals).  

 
In addition, two forest certification schemes are actively in use in Brazil, namely the Forest 
Stewardship Council (FSC) scheme (which has been RTFO benchmarked), and the CERFLOR 
scheme, a national scheme that has been endorsed by the international Programme for the 
Endorsement of Forest Certification schemes (PEFC). These can provide additional comparative 
value for the development of any feedstock-specific scheme.  
 
The Brazilian government has announced that official models for social and environmental 
certification of ethanol and biodiesel in Brazil will be developed; however, in the interim there 
are also a number of other specific initiatives that are currently under development in the sugar 
cane and soy sectors in Brazil. These include: 
 
Sugar cane initiatives 
 
In addition to the SAN certification standard for sugar cane, that is expected to be finalized this 
year, there are also a number of other initiatives in the Brazilian sugar cane sector relating to 
sustainability criteria. The RTFO meta-standard has already been specifically interpreted for use 
as a sustainability standard in the Brazilian sugar cane sector, and the first audits using these 
criteria have taken place in early 2008. Other initiatives that have not yet been publicly released 
include a standard that has been developed by INMETRO (the national standard-setting body), 
and is currently being peer reviewed. There is also understood to be a multistakeholder process 
involving industry bodies and NGOs currently under discussion. Additionally, the Brazilian 
government has previously announced it will produce maps indicating the areas where 
sugarcane could be planted, which would exclude areas such as the Pantanal and the Amazon. 
 
Soy initiatives 
 
In addition to the two programmes that are already using the Basel criteria, FBOMs (a Brazilian 
NGO Forum) also developed a set of minimum criteria for soy in 2004.  Of more current focus 
is the Roundtable for Responsible Soy (RTRS)3, which is now developing, through an 
international multistakeholder process, a sustainability standard for soy production, expected to 
be completed in 2009. Many key Brazilian stakeholders, from a range of economic, social and 
environmental interest groups, are engaged with this process. 

                                                 
3  www.responsiblesoy.org 
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3. Sustainability criteria and certification 

Certification schemes based on sustainability criteria are usually made up of four key elements: 
 
• Certification standard, or sustainability criteria. This sets out the requirements which must 

be met and against which certification assessments are made. As the principal social and 
environmental impacts associated with the relevant feedstocks arise at the production 
(plantation or grower) stage, sustainability criteria are typically focused at this level. 
Requirements relating to the rest of the supply chain (see below) are typically limited to 
traceability issues; however, it is possible that impacts of processing and transportation will 
receive more attention in future. 

 
• Accreditation requirements. This is the approval mechanism for ensuring that the 

organisations which undertake certification (certification or conformity assessment bodies) 
are competent and produce credible, consistent results. 

 
• Certification process requirements. This is the process of establishing whether or not a set of 

requirements (i.e. the standard or sustainability criteria) has been met, usually carried out by 
a certification body. Once certified, organisations are then subject to regular monitoring 
inspections. 

 
• Supply chain mechanisms. The feedstock material may go through many production and 

logistical stages between the grower and the final liquid fuel product. There are a range of 
options for different supply chain mechanisms that may be incorporated in a certification 
scheme, such as fully segregated, controlled mixing/mass balance or equivalence/certificate 
trading. These mechanisms have varying levels of product traceability. Verification of 
compliance with the relevant supply chain mechanisms can be undertaken by certification 
bodies at each stage of processing or handling, or through a more limited form of assurance 
at the level of the whole supply chain. 

 
Applicable best practices for standard-setting, accreditation and certification processes are well 
understood and defined in normative documents published by the International Organisation for 
Standardisation (ISO) and the International Social and Environmental Accreditation and 
Labelling Alliance (ISEAL). Such best practices are referenced to a limited extent by the RTFO 
benchmarking exercise, but are a common feature of international multistakeholder-based 
schemes such as RSPO. Applicable supply chain mechanisms vary between certification 
schemes, in accordance with specific rules that are adopted for each scheme. 

4. Conclusions 

Existing standards and initiatives can provide the basis for any future development of biofuels 
sustainability certification schemes, for each of the specific feedstocks, as summarised in section 
2 above. 
 
The adequacy of sustainability criteria and schemes should be benchmarked against accepted 
best practice for each of the key elements of certification schemes, as outlined in section 3 
above. 
 




