
Call for an immediate moratorium on EU incentives for agrofuels, EU 
imports of agrofuels and EU agroenergy monocultures   

 
The undersigned call for an immediate moratorium on EU incentives for agrofuels and agroenergy from 
large-scale monocultures including tree plantations and a moratorium on EU imports of such agrofuels.  This 
includes the immediate suspension of all targets, incentives such as tax breaks and subsidies which benefit 
agrofuels from large-scale monocultures, including financing through carbon trading mechanisms, 
international development aid or loans from international finance organisations such as the World Bank.  
This call also responds to the growing number of calls from the global south against agrofuel monoculturesi, 
which EU targets are helping to promote. 

Background: 
 
Agrofuels are liquid fuels from biomass, which consists of crops and trees grown specifically for that 
purpose on a large scale. Agrofuels are currently produced from crops such as maize, oil palm, soya, sugar 
cane, sugar beet, oilseed rape, canola, jatropha, rice and wheat. Agrofuels are designed to replace petroleum, 
mainly in road vehicles and trains. Biodiesel and ethanol are the main types of fuel produced. Agrofuels do 
not include biofuels derived from waste, such as biogas from manure or landfill, or waste vegetable oil, or 
from algae. 

Agrofuels are being promoted by governments and international institutions as a means of reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions from transport, and improving 'energy security', i.e. of helping to ensure regular 
supplies, stabilise the price of oil and mitigate the impacts of volatile oil prices and possible peak oil. Public 
support for agrofuels is further justified on the basis of their claimed positive impacts on rural development 
and jobs in producer countries, promises of ‘second generation’ agrofuels whose production will not compete 
with the production of food, and assumptions about the availability of large amounts of ‘degraded’ or unused 
land. 

Agrofuels are also being strongly promoted by industry. New corporate partnerships are being formed 
between agrobusinesses, biotech companies, oil companies and car manufacturers. Billions of dollars are 
being invested in the agrofuel sector in a development often likened to a ‘green goldrush’, in which countries 
are turning land over to agrofuel crops and developing infrastructure for processing and transporting them.  

Impacts of agrofuels from large-scale monocultures: 

Agrofuels are generally grown as monocultures (including plantations), often covering thousands of hectares. 
In order to compete in the market, they require government support such as subsidies and tax breaks. Support 
for agrofuels has to date failed to acknowledge the negative social, environmental and macro-economic 
impacts associated with this kind of farming. 

Forecasts by different UN agencies predict that in future most agrofuels will be produced in the global South 
and exported to industrialized countries. Although presented as an opportunity for Southern economies, 
evidence suggests that monoculture crops for agrofuel such as oil palm, soya, sugar cane  and maize lead to 
further erosion of food sovereignty and food securityii, threaten local livelihoodsiii, biodiversityiv,water 
suppliesv and increase soil erosion and desertificationvi.   
 
Agrofuels are currently being developed within the intensive, mechanised, agro-industrial paradigm, using 
massive monocultures and inputs of fertiliser and pesticide. There is strong evidence that such agrofuel 
production will not mitigate climate change but instead may accelerate global warming, as rainforests, 
peatlands and other ecosystems that are essential carbon stores are being destroyed to make way for 
plantations. There is also controversy about how much greenhouse gas is generated by the agrofuel 
production process and whether agrofuels provide any real savings once issues such as fertiliser use (and 
thus increased nitrous oxide emissionsvii), refining, transport etc, are taken into the equation .   

GM agrofuels:  

Many of the crops currently being used for agrofuels have been genetically engineered (soya, maize, rape). A 
decade of utilization has revealed that the current range of genetically modified crops have not increased 
yields or reduced dependence on inputs. However, proponents of genetic engineering in agriculture are 
already using the threat of climate change to argue for wider use of GM crops and the development of new 



ones such as GM eucalyptus for agrofuel production. GM crops and trees pose serious risks to biodiversity, 
ecosystems and the food chain. GM microbes and enzymes being developed as part of cellulosic ethanol 
research (so-called second generation – see below) could also pose severe risks that have not been researched 
or even considered by governments.  
 
Second generation agrofuels: 
 
It is being suggested that a “second generation” of agrofuels can be developed  that will solve some of the 
problems posed by current agrofuels, such as competition between food and fuel production. The aim is to 
find ways (including genetic engineering and synthetic biology) of modifying plants and trees to produce less 
lignin, engineering the lignin and cellulose so that they break down more easily or in different ways, and 
engineering microbes and enzymes to break down plant matter. Such high-risk techniques do not challenge 
the pattern of destructive monocultures designed to feed increasing energy consumption patterns.  A 
moratorium on monoculture agrofuels is needed now, to prevent further damage being done through the 
over-hasty promotion of agrofuel crops.  In the meantime, the promises and potential risks associated with 
second-generation agrofuels should be fully examined. Whatever the outcome, such fuels will not be 
available for approximately ten years and decisive action to address climate change is required immediately. 
 
Scope of the moratorium: 

The moratorium called for by the signatories will apply only to agrofuels from large-scale monocultures (and 
GM biofuels) and their trade.  It does not include biofuels from waste, such as waste vegetable oil or biogas 
from manure or sewage, or biomass grown and harvested sustainably by and for the benefit of local 
communities, rather than on large-scale monocultures. A moratorium on large-scale agrofuels and their trade 
could favour the development of truly sustainable bioenergy strategies to the benefit of local communities - 
as opposed to the financial benefit of the export-oriented industries. 

Certification is no solution at present: 

Since public support and targets for agrofuels are being justified for their supposed environmental benefits, a 
number of different initiatives have been started up to develop ‘sustainability certification schemes’. The 
undersigned organisations regard certification schemes, whether voluntary or mandatory, to be incapable of 
effectively addressing serious and potentially irreversible damage from agrofuel production, the main 
reasons being: 

• Macro-level impacts such as the displacement/relocation of production to lands outside the scope of 
the certification schemes cannot be addressed through these schemes. Likewise, certification cannot 
deal with other macro-level impacts like the competition with food production, and access to land 
and other natural resources. 

• The development of such criteria has to date failed to ensure that communities most directly affected 
by agrofuel production are included in the discussion and fully consulted from the outset, or to 
comply with basic procedural requirements ensuring Free Prior and Informed Consent of indigenous 
peoples whose lands will be affected.  

• The development of agrofuels is proceeding far more quickly than certification can be implemented. 
• In many countries, conditions are lacking to ensure the implementation or monitoring of such 

safeguards, or accountability for those responsible for violating them.  
 
As one certification initiative from the Netherlands, the Cramer Report,viii says:  “Some of the impacts of 
biomass production are difficult to assess on the individual company level, and only become apparent on the 
regional, national and sometimes even on the supranational level. This is true in particular for the impacts 
caused by indirect changes in land use and is especially important in the themes Greenhouse gas emissions, 
Biodiversity and Competition between food and other biomass uses. In determining the sustainability of 
biomass it is crucial to take these macro-impacts into consideration".  At present, there are no concrete 
proposals for macro-level policy, in addition to certification schemes, that would deal effectively with these 
macro-impacts. 

Why does a moratorium need to be implemented with immediate effect? 

Despite an increasing number of civil society statements and evidence-based reports expressing concern 
about the unintended but foreseeable negative impacts of agrofuels and calls to halt their expansion, the 
agrofuel rush is accelerating.  The decision of the high-consumption countries, notably the EU and the US, to 



introduce significant incentives for agrofuels, such as mandatory targets, publicly funded subsidies and tax 
breaks, is triggering speculation and investment in plantations and enticing countries in the global South to 
commit substantial portions of land to agrofuel crop-production.  

In the past 18 months, billions of dollars have been invested in agrofuel plantations and refineries and 
associated infrastructure.  In Indonesia, $17.4 billion dollars of investment were pledged in the first quarter 
of 2007, whilst the government plans to convert some 20 million hectares of land to biofuel plantations. 9-10 
million hectares of rainforest are acutely threatened in West Papua alone.  In Latin America, the Inter-
American Development Bank has announced plans to invest $3 billion in private sector agrofuel projects.  
Governments in a growing number of countries, including Brazil, Argentina, Paraguay, Ecuador and 
Colombia, are implementing national strategies to boost agrofuel production that involve financial incentives 
and investment in and licensing of refineries and infrastructure projects, including new roads, ports and 
pipelines. Those infrastructure developments will open up old-growth forests and other natural ecosystems to 
destruction, whilst accelerating the displacement of local communities by expanding plantations.  The 
impacts of this massive, rapidly growing investment in agrofuel expansion will be irreversible and 
irreparable.   

Agrofuels pose a particular threat to tropical forest and wetland ecosystems, as events in Indonesia already 
indicate. Such forests play a vital role in stabilising climate and creating rainfall. There is evidence that the 
Amazon rainforest may be approaching a point where deforestation will have reduced the vegetation so 
much that it can no longer maintain its rainfall cycle, thus threatening much or all of the ecosystem with 
potentially rapid die-back and desertificationix. Further destruction of rainforests and peatlands for agrofuels 
could push the planetary system into accelerated warming, sea level rise and ecological change sooner than 
fossil fuel emissions alone. If the current rush for agrofuels is allowed to continue while certification and the 
necessary macro-level policies are developed, the damage such schemes and policies are meant to prevent 
will already have been done by the time they are in place. The risks of a 'wait and see' approach are far too 
high. The EU should apply the precautionary principle to its approach to biofuels and implement a 
moratorium. 

A moratorium will immediately reduce the demand for crops and trees used as agrofuel feedstocks, thus 
reversing current increases in commodity prices and putting the brakes on the expansion of monoculture 
plantations for agrofuels which is threatening ecosystems, food security, communities and the global climate.  
It will provide time to look at the consequences of large-scale agrofuel production in order to make a sound 
and comprehensive assessment of their socio-economic and environmental implications. This will include 
assessing the foreseeable impacts of proposed agrofuel targets and ensuring that proposed policies and 
safeguards are capable of being implemented and preventing the serious negative impacts that are already 
being experienced. It is essential that civil society, and in particularly those most directly affected by the 
production of agrofuel crops are given a fair chance to assess the impacts of the current promotion of 
agrofuels. A moratorium on incentives for large-scale agrofuel crop production and a halt to EU agrofuel 
imports will provide the space required for this discussion. 
 
Signatories call for effective measures to tackle climate change: 
 
Agrofuels have not been shown to mitigate global warming; they actually threaten to accelerate it. The 
undersigned support urgent cuts in greenhouse gas emissions, based on climate science assessments, which 
involve a drastic overall reduction in energy use in industrialised countries, strict energy efficiency 
standards, and support for truly renewable forms of energy, such as sustainable wind and solar energy, as 
well as the protection of ecosystems and carbon stores.   
 
Your organisation can sign on to this moratorium - please visit www.econexus.info or send an email to 
h.paul@econexus.info  
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