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BIOFUELS:
A CATASTROPHIC
CHOICE

Since 2003, EU policymakers have 
promoted biofuels to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions, but they 
have turned out to be a disaster for 
the climate, human rights and food 
security. 
 
Studies have shown that, when 
emissions from land-use changes 
are taken into account, biodiesel 
made from vegetable oils, such as 
palm, soy or rapeseed oil, emits more 
greenhouse gases than fossil fuels.1 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY



ON A GLOBAL LEVEL, IN 2022, CROPS USED FOR 
BIOFUEL PRODUCTION COULD HAVE MET THE BASIC 
MINIMUM ENERGY REQUIREMENT OF 1.6 BILLION 
PEOPLE IF THEY HAD BEEN USED FOR HUMAN 
CONSUMPTION.

In 2022, emissions from biodiesel were estimated to 
be a shocking 17% more than fossil diesel emissions 
despite being touted as a climate solution.2

EU biofuel policies also incentivize the need for vast 
areas of land globally to produce feedstocks for the 
biofuel industry. This led to a global land rush a decade 
ago,3 and there are still cases of land grabbing for 
biofuel production, which severely affect local people 
and their livelihoods.4 Human rights violations have 
also been reported in biofuel production processes.5 

What is more, as this paper details, biofuels are a major 
threat to food security because of the impact they have 
on food availability, food prices, food price stability 
and the social and environmental sustainability of food 
systems. In a global food crisis, with 783 million people 
facing hunger in 2022 and 2.4 billion people in a state 
of food insecurity, it is unacceptable that European 
countries are still burning food for fuel.6 On a global level, 
in 2022, crops used for biofuel production could have 
met the basic minimum energy requirement of 1.6 billion 
people if they had been used for human consumption.7 

A POWERFUL LOBBY IN PURSUIT OF PROFIT 
European policies have nurtured the biofuel industry 
for years, with it becoming an industrial complex solely 
focused on profit with overwhelming power in the 
food system. A study by Oxfam in 2016 exposed how 
the biofuel industry, including producers, feedstock 
growers, commodity traders, processors and technology 
providers, spent between €14.5m and €19.5m and 
hired 399 lobbyists to influence EU policies in 2015.8 

Today, the biofuel industry continues to have 
disproportionate political power in discussions on 
biofuels, leading EU policymakers to put the industry’s 
profit above global food security considerations. 
Despite striking evidence to the contrary, the 
biofuel lobby argues time and time again that its 
existence supports food security. The industry 
seeks to weaken biofuel policy reform at every 
step, both at the European and national levels.9

EUROPE CONTINUES TO BURN FOOD 
FOR FUEL 
Despite the longstanding global food crisis, EU countries 
continue to burn food for fuel. The EU acknowledged the 
damaging impacts of food- and feed-based biofuels 
in 2015 by putting a cap on the use of food and feed 
crops and building in incentives to move towards so-
called advanced and waste biofuels.10 In 2023, the EU 
also acknowledged the damaging impacts of food- 
and feed-based biofuels in the aviation and maritime 
sectors by excluding their use in these sectors.11 

However, biofuels are still the main source of renewable 
energy in transport in Europe, taking up a share of 90% 
in 2021. Biofuel consumption increased massively (39% 
more in 2021, compared with 2013) and most biofuels 
(60%) used in 2021 in the EU were still made from food 
and feed crops (See Figure ES.1).12 Moreover, while 
advanced and waste biofuels are made up of non-food 
and feed materials – such as energy crops like switch 

grass and agricultural residues such as empty palm 
fruit bunches – they potentially have their own negative 
impacts on food security. 

In 2023, the third revision of the EU Renewable Energy 
Directive (RED III),13 the legal framework that sets binding 
renewable energy targets for Member States, including 
specific rules for the use of biofuels, offered an 
opportunity to protect food security by phasing out crop-
based biofuels entirely. However, yet again, and under 
pressure from the industry lobby, European policymakers 
failed to seize this opportunity to once and for all 
stop allowing the use of food for fuel,14 or ensure that 
advanced and waste biofuels do not have a negative 
impact on food security.15  
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BIOFUEL CONSUMPTION INCREASED 
MASSIVELY AND MOST BIOFUELS (60%) 
USED IN 2021 IN THE EU WERE STILL 
MADE FROM FOOD AND FEED CROPS.

EU MEMBER STATES MUST FIX BIOFUEL 
POLICIES 
While the EU RED III was a missed opportunity in the EU 
policymaking process, Member States can correct this 
when they transpose the directive into national law. 
Member States must revise national biofuel policies 
in line with RED III by May 2025. Member States should 
use this moment to fully phase out unsustainable and 
detrimental biofuels and protect global food security. 

This paper looks at four Member States – France, 
Belgium, the Netherlands and Germany – which each 
have a lot of room for improvement. Each country 
largely relies on biofuels in its renewable energy 
mix for its transport sector. While all four Member 
States want to move away from food- and feed-
based biofuels to advanced and waste biofuels, 
food and feed crops are still predominantly used. 
Moreover, none of the four countries has adequate 
arrangements in place to avoid the negative effects 
of advanced and waste biofuels on food security.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR SUSTAINABLE 
BIOFUEL AND TRANSPORT POLICIES
RED III creates legislative space for EU Member States 
to make national biofuel policies more sustainable and 
protect food security. Oxfam calls on Member States to: 

Phase out biofuels that have negative 
impacts on food security 
	› Member States should phase out the use of food- 

and feed-based biofuels. They can do this by setting 
the cap for food- and feed-based biofuels at 0% 
as early as possible and no later than 2030.

	› As a stopgap measure, Member States should 
immediately phase out feedstocks with a high 
indirect land-use change (ILUC) risk: palm and 
soy oil.16 When doing so, they should accordingly 
reduce the limit on food and feed crops. Otherwise, 
the excluded high ILUC-risk crops will just be 
replaced by other food and feed crops. 

	› Member States should only count advanced and waste 
(Annex IX of the RED) biofuels towards their renewable 
energy target for the transport sector after conducting a 
robust, independent and thorough impact assessment. 
This should incorporate an analysis of the application 
of the cascading principle, the principle of waste 
hierarchy and a fair share principle. Competing uses of 
the raw materials will therefore be considered, avoiding 
diverting raw materials, by-products or residues from a 
higher-value use, in particular in the food value chain.

 

In addition, the four investigated Member States (France, 
Belgium, the Netherlands and Germany) should:
	› Assess the availability of feedstocks for 

advanced and waste biofuels needed to reach the 
sustainable aviation fuel targets while also taking 
into account the fair global share. [France]. 

	› Following the biennial evaluation of the human rights 
and sustainability implications of Belgian biofuel 
policies inside and outside the EU, Belgium should 
act on the outcomes of the evaluation and embed 
these in the sustainability criteria. [Belgium].

	› Operationalize the fair share principle for 
the use of global biomass for national 
biofuel consumption. [Netherlands].

While working towards the phase-out of all food- and 
feed-based biofuels, as a stopgap measure, Germany 
should immediately phase out soy biofuels based on 
its high ILUC risk. When doing so, it should accordingly 
reduce the limit on food and feed crops, otherwise the 
excluded high ILUC-risk crops will just be replaced by 
other crops. [Germany]. 

Amend sustainability criteria and reporting
	› As long as Member States are not allowed by the RED 

to add sustainability criteria at national level, they 
should start adding the criteria to their monitoring 
and reporting requirements. This should include:
	› Correct accounting and reporting 

for ILUC emissions. 
	› Monitoring the impact of biofuels on food prices 

and food price stability and food availability.
	› Social reporting to protect people in 

biofuel supply chains, especially when 
production is in third countries.

Make changes in transport systems
	› Changing the energy supply alone will not bring 

about a truly sustainable transport system. Member 
States should focus on energy demand reduction, 
public transport and active mobility, a fair distribution 
of the available energy, the electrification of 
transport systems and energy efficiency.
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