June 2022
Re: Necessary Reforms to Bioenergy Provisions of the Fit for 55 Plan
Dear Ambassadors and Members of the European Parliament,

The undersigned scientists urge Member States and Members of the European
Parliament to amend the bioenergy provisions of the proposed Fit for 55 legislation to avoid
adverse effects on climate and biodiversity. Despite many admirable efforts to shift Europe
away from fossil fuels, the bioenergy provisions of the Fit for 55 plan, as presently structured,
would undermine increased carbon storage and biodiversity in Europe. They would also
encourage global deforestation by requiring that more land in the tropics be used to meet
Europe’s demand for agricultural products and wood. The proposed legislation will cause
these effects by encouraging much greater use of bioenergy, regardless of its effects on global
land use and carbon stored in existing forests. Fortunately, reasonable amendments can avoid
these unwanted effects.

Global expansion of agriculture and forest harvests, spurred by rising populations and
incomes, contributes greatly to deforestation and other losses of native habitats. This
expansion, which recent evidence suggests is occurring at record rates, increases carbon in
the atmosphere and serves as a main driver of global biodiversity loss.

Europe has an essential role to play in addressing these challenges by reducing the
land and carbon footprint used to supply itself with food, wood, and fuel. Many regions of the
world have growing demand for food and wood as their populations and incomes expand,
creating additional pressures to harvest more wood and convert forests and other habitats to
farmland. In past centuries, Europe too vastly expanded its agricultural area and converted
most of its forests and habitats. But Europe today has the potential to reduce the land area it
appropriates due to a likely stable or declining population, the potential for crop yield gains,
and the potential for reducing its high levels of meat and dairy consumption.

By reducing the land area needed to support its consumption, Europe can both
increase carbon storage and habitat in Europe and reduce its contribution to global
deforestation caused through its outsourcing of land use. As numerous studies have shown,
forest recovery in Europe has come in part at the expense of using millions of hectares of
land abroad on a net basis to meet Europe’s demand for agricultural products.

Unfortunately, the bioenergy provisions of the Fit for 55 plan, by treating biomass as
“carbon neutral,” encourage Europe not just to burn waste biomass but to harvest and burn
more wood from forests and to devote millions of hectares of agricultural land to bioenergy.
Doing so would increase Europe’s global carbon footprint substantially. Although burning
biomass releases even more carbon than burning fossil fuels, the greenhouse gas rules in
these proposed laws ignore this loss of carbon. As a result, those who burn biomass are
credited with reducing carbon emissions regardless of these emissions, regardless of reduced
carbon storage from increased wood harvest, and regardless of the carbon lost in native
habitats as farmland expands globally to replace foregone food production in Europe. As
hundreds of scientists have previously cautioned the European Parliament, this approach
leads to additional wood harvest for bioenergy that is likely to increase global warming for
decades to centuries even if forests are harvested “sustainably” and allowed to grow back.




As a result, European Commission modeling of the Fit for 55 plan projects a four-fold
increase in Europe’s import of wood for bioenergy by 2050. It also projects that energy crops
by 2050 will occupy 22 million hectares in Europe, roughly a fifth of Europe’s cropland,
competing with land for Europe’s food production and restoration of nature. Dedicating one
fifth of cropland to energy crops globally would require additional expansion of cropland into
forests and other habitats by an area the size of India. European biodiversity would also
decline due to the projected loss of roughly half of Europe’s biologically diverse, semi-
natural grasslands.

The present deepening food crisis, spurred by the war in Ukraine, demonstrates the
dangerous consequences of this approach to bioenergy. While global shortages of grain and
vegetable oil are sending prices soaring, Europe could more than replace Ukrainian vegetable
oil exports by cutting its biodiesel consumption; in addition, Europe and the U.S. could
replace Ukraine’s grain exports by cutting grain-based ethanol in half. Although energy crops
might use less fertilizer than food crops, producing them still requires productive land that
could otherwise be used to produce food or to store carbon in native vegetation.

The European Commission has expressed the idea that new Land use, land-use
change, and forestry (LULUCF) requirements counteract these perverse incentives by
encouraging Member States to preserve carbon in their own forests, but that is unlikely to be
effective while current bioenergy rules remain. Regardless of country incentives from
LULUCEF rules, bioenergy will remain effectively seen as carbon neutral for power plants,
factories, the road transport industry, airlines, shipping companies, and other energy users
because of the way their emissions are counted. Energy users will therefore continue to have
strong incentives to burn fuels from wood or energy crops grown on cropland regardless of
foregone food supply and carbon storage. If LULUCF rules cause Member States to restrict
the harvest of wood domestically, bioenergy rules will encourage even more offshoring of
Europe’s demand for wood and agricultural products, further increasing global deforestation.

Amendments should correct the flawed climate accounting surrounding biomass in Fit
for 55 by recognizing the carbon costs of devoting land and wood to bioenergy. As a major
step forward, the Parliament should adopt amendments to eliminate the zero-carbon rating for
burning primary forest biomass, to include energy crops in the cap on the use of food- and
feed-based biofuels, and to tighten these caps.

The world’s present food crisis is a reminder that land is precious and in increasingly
short supply. Europe should not aim to divert vast parts of the world’s cropland to energy
crops, to harvest and burn more of the world’s forests, nor undermine the goals of storing
more carbon and improving biodiversity both within Europe and globally.
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