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Sustainable biofuels in the EU: the costs of certification and 
impacts on new producers
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“ While certification aims to differentiate biofuels according to their sustainability, it 

can also affect prospects for market access. While the final consumer ultimately bears 

the costs of certified biofuels, the split of certification costs along supply chains could 

have strong implications for new producers in developing countries. ”Henrique Pacini†1 & Lucas Assunção1
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Biofuels can serve as a strong development driver, 
but their unregulated expansion worldwide can cre-
ate unwarranted environmental and social problems. 
Under this context, the EU adopted a set of manda-
tory sustainability criteria for biofuels in its Renewable 
Energy Directive (RED) from 2009 [1]. The directive 
introduced a number of requirements that biofuels 
should meet in order to be considered to contribute 
towards a mandatory 10% renewable energy target in 
transport by 2020 and is valid for all 27 member states 
of the EU. According to the requirements, sustainable 
biofuels cannot be produced in areas of high biodiver-
sity value, areas that contain high carbon stocks (e.g., 
forests and peatlands) and must deliver life cycle GHG 
emission savings of at least 35% compared with their 
fossil equivalent (e.g., diesel or gasoline).

During the development of the RED, where bio-
fuel sustainability was being envisioned as a manda-
tory requirement, the industry became concerned with 
the impact this would have on production and other 
business costs. Equally, questions were raised whether 
sustainability certification would harm trade by impos-
ing an unequal burden to producers outside the EU. 
While the sustainability requirements are applicable to 
firms irrespective of their origin (i.e., EU or non-EU 
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producers), their actual certification costs to mar-
ket operators has, until recently, been unknown and 
difficult to estimate.

Market agents can choose to comply with the EU 
sustainability scheme via three main routes: through 
national agreements, through multilateral agreements; 
or by obtaining certification from a voluntary scheme 
that is recognized by the EU. Interestingly, this last 
modality has gained momentum in recent months.

Recognizing the growing concerns among biofuel 
producers and consumers related to market entry, mar-
ket access and nontariff barriers to biofuels trade, the 
EU has identified an initial batch of seven sustainability 
schemes in July 2011. This has contributed to easing a 
2-year regulatory vacuum since the RED was intro-
duced in 2009. The schemes recognized were deemed 
as adequately covering the sustainability requirements 
for biofuels contained in Art. 17 of the RED [2]. These 
are listed in Table 1.

The voluntary certification schemes accredited by 
the EU can be broadly divided into three categories. 
The first would be the roundtable initiatives (Bonsucro, 
Roundtable on Responsible Soy Association [RTRS] 
and Roundtable on Sustainable Biofuels [RSB]), which 
are characterized by a large number of companies 
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from biofuel supply chains engaging directly in the 
development of their certificates [3,4,101]. RSB in par-
ticular, in addition to private companies, also includes 
members from civil society, non-governmental orga-
nizations (NGOs), academia and international 
organizations. The roundtable initiatives all offer 
commercial-certification services. 

The second category includes the industry schemes 
(2BSvs, RSBA-Abengoa and Greenergy), which are 
mainly focused on supply chains of specific trad-
ing groups [5,6,102]. While the French initiative 2BSvs 
offers commercial-certification services, RSBA and 
Greenergy’s certificates are limited to their business 
partners, having no public price scheme for accredita-
tion. Greenergy is reportedly evaluating expansion into 
commercial-certification services [7].

The third category reflects those that are government-
financed. It has only one certificate, recognized by the 
EC in 2011, and is represented by ISCC, a multistake-
holder initiative including companies, research organi-
zations and NGOs. The main difference between ISCC 
and the other roundtable initiatives is the fact that it 
was financed by an agency of the German government. 

With the publication of the first batch of recognized 
schemes, biofuel producers from both inside and outside 
the EU can now certify their fuel for market access in 
the EU. But at what cost? 

Adapting to the sustainability requirements con-
tained in the RED requires market agents to incur 
three costs: certification fees, internal adaptation to the 
certificate requirements and auditing fees. Adaptation 
costs and auditing fees could be a substantial part of the 
total costs but are difficult to estimate, since they are 
inherently firm-specific. 

Certification costs are often split into two com-
ponents, a membership fee (mandatory, optional or 
bundled to benefits depending on the certificate) and 
a quantity-dependent fee (e.g., USD cents per tonne/
gallon/litre of certified product). Some schemes require 
companies to become members in order to access the 
certif ication services (e.g., Bonsucro and RTRS). 
Others stimulate membership adhesion by linking 
it to lower fees per output (ISCC), while others do 

not require mandatory membership for certification 
seekers (RSB and 2BSvs). An estimation of the ranges 
charged for membership fees for each certificate is rep-
resented in Figure 1. The estimations are based on the 
minimum, maximum and average membership fees 
charged by each scheme. The calculation of member-
ship fees depends on the methodology established by 
each certification scheme. Fees are generally based on 
property sizes, amount of feedstock processed or yearly 
financial turnovers.

In addition to membership fees, information on out-
put-dependent fees is available for five of the seven cer-
tificates accredited by the EU (Figure 2). As an attempt 
to shed light on costs that biofuel producers will likely 
face, it is important to understand what the different 
certificates could represent for the market, especially 
what they could mean for prospective biofuel producers 
in developing countries. 

Direct comparisons have limitations, since each certi-
fication scheme has its own specificities. While all were 
recognized as granting sustainable status for certified 
biofuels (thus allowing biofuels to be counted towards 
the EU target for renewables in 2020), each scheme 
has a different structure, stringency requirements and 
scope. RSB, for example, adopts a high stringency level 
via a two-tier mandatory model, going beyond what is 
legally required in the RED [103]. Certification costs 
can vary significantly depending on feedstock used and 
scale of production. Biofuel producers should analyze 
the specifics of each scheme, taking into consideration 
current and potential future demands not only from 
policymakers, but also from what consumers in specific 
markets may be looking for when a biofuel is labeled 
environmentally friendly or socially responsible. 

In order to stimulate smaller producers to partici-
pate as members in certification schemes, most of them 
have adopted differentiated pricing levels. This ratio-
nale resembles a progressive tax system, meaning pro-
ducers pay lower membership fees if they have small 
production, plantation areas or yearly turnovers (the 
specifics vary according to the certificate). Bonsucro 
also adopted a discount membership scheme for 
NGOs based in developing countries. On the other 

Table 1. Voluntary biofuel sustainability schemes recognized by the EU.

Scheme Type of scheme Biofuels covered Secretariat RED criteria recognition

ISCC Government financed All Germany All
Bonsucro EU Roundtable initiative Ethanol UK All but HBG
RTRS EU RED Roundtable initiative Vegetable oil/biodiesel Argentina All
RSB EU RED Roundtable initiative All Switzerland All
2BSvs Industry scheme All France All but HBG
RSBA/Abengoa Industry scheme All Spain All
Greenergy Industry scheme Ethanol UK All but HBG
HBG: Highly biodiverse grasslands (RED Art. 17, §3c).
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hand, output-dependent fees (e.g., 
US cents per ton of certified prod-
uct) tend to decrease with larger 
production scales.

Sustainability certification is an 
emerging business, the tangible 
results of which are yet to be seen. 
While it carries some risk of act-
ing as a non-tariff barrier leading 
to market concentration and reduc-
ing the eligible number of suppli-
ers, the certification can also yield 
powerful impacts by differentiat-
ing biofuels for the better. While 
certification aims to differentiate 
biofuels according to their sus-
tainability, it can also affect pros-
pects for market access. While the 
f inal consumer ultimately bears 
the costs of certified biofuels, the 
split of certification costs along 
supply chains could have strong 
implications for new producers in 
developing countries. Although 
biofuel producers have the option 
to directly contract certification 
services from commercial schemes 
(e.g., Bonsucro, ISCC, RSB, RTRS 
and 2BSvs), they could also enter 
‘free’ certification agreements with 
‘closed’ schemes (e.g., Greenergy 
and RSBA). This could likely be 
done by entering mid-to-long-term 
supply contracts in exchange for 
certification support. 

Be it in either commercial or 
closed schemes, adaptation to dif-
ferent certificate requirements and 
auditing costs would be unavoid-
able and costly to producers. 
Producers can bypass some of the 
certificate costs by entering agree-
ments with closed schemes, but 
it is unclear whether this will be 
an advantageous or feasible chan-
nel for new producers in areas 
such as sub-Saharan Africa [8]. It 
will be very interesting to observe 
how interstandard competition 
will evolve in the future, based on 
the choices made by current and 
future biofuel producers. It will be 
equally interesting to observe to 
what extent producers will succeed 
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Figure 2. Average membership costs and quantity-dependent fees for different levels of 
annual production (up to 7 million l of certified sustainable product). In US$ of August 2011. 
Considering for all schemes auditing costs of US$1800/2 days.  
†ISCC quantity-dependent component has been considered as an average of the fees applicable 
for members and non-members.  
‡2BSvs scheme has no quantity-dependent fee, only a fixed component based on the annual 
volume of trade. 
§RSB simulations based on estimated costs for sugarcane-ethanol certification, and may differ 
for other feedstocks.  
Data from [3–7,101,102]. 
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Figure 1. Minimum, maximum and average membership fees for different biofuel 
sustainability certificates recognized by the European Commission in July 2011. In US$ of 
August 2011.  
†RSB does not require membership in order to provide certification services. 
‡Greenergy and RSBA are so far not open to commercial-certification services, focusing instead 
on their own supply chains. 
Data from [3–7,101,102]. 
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to transfer additional certification costs to final con-
sumers. Finally, it will be essential to analyze how the 
introduction of sustainability certification has actually 
transformed the biofuels industry, or whether it has 
simply dwarfed the potential of biofuels as a driver for 
sustainable development. 
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