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Dear Sir/ Madam,

Wetlands International  welcomes the Thomsen Report on renewable energy. However, we fear that a mandatory target of 10% for  biofuels is ill-advised. It would pose a huge risk of rapid unsustainable developments which would result in significant negative impacts on global biodiversity as well as climate change. The consultation document of DG-TREM on the biofuel directive acknowledged this problem. 
Our field experience and scientific research in South-East Asia has demonstrated the devastating impact – with extremely large emissions of carbon dioxide - of large scale biofuel production on wetlands; especially palm oil plantations on tropical peatlands (see the attached briefing document). Despite the scale of this impact and the direct role of EU countries in driving the acceleration of palm oil production from tropical peatlands, the Thomsen report makes no specific mention of peatlands and biofuel production. Unfortunately, the ambitious mandatory target leaves insufficient room for excluding large unsustainable biofuel production that will actually exacerbate climate change.
· We strongly advise the members of parliament to vote against this mandatory target. In addition we argue that:
· Agricultural products should – in view of the impending food versus biofuel competition - only be considered and supported as biofuels if their emissions in their entire life cycle are less than 50% compared to fossil fuels.
· A mandatory target should focus on what we want to achieve – reduction of greenhouse gas emissions. Not on supporting – in the absence of viable certification mechanisms  - a very questionable means to achieve this. 
Yours faithfully,
Jane Madgwick

Chief Executive Officer
More information from Alex Kaat
+31 (0)317-478856  /  +31 (0)6-50601917 (cell phone)

Background – biofuels and wetlands
Palm oil for biofuels is a major driving force behind the destruction of tropical peatlands. Large areas of peatlands are converted and drained for palm oil production. Decomposition of the degraded, drained organic peat-soils currently contributes around  8% of the global CO2 emissions. Wetlands International calls for clear certification criteria that exclude the production of palm oil on peatlands. We further call for removal of perverse policies, subsidies and legislation linked to biofuels - that are accentuating this problem.

Until quite recently, palm oil was used for food production. However, the use of palm oil for biofuels is now the driving force behind the expansion of the production. Of the 28,000,000 metric tonnes globally exported palm oil, the EU takes a large share, at the second place just after China. 

The largest share of the palm oil production takes place in South-East Asia; in Malaysia and Indonesia. This applies also to current expansion of plantations - another 6 million hectares are planned. Establishment of these plantations on existing agricultural areas or reclaimed lands is expensive. Therefore the main areas targeted for new extensive plantations are the large tracts of tropical peatlands – until recently virgin rainforest. Over 50% of new plantations are planned in these peatland areas.

Palm oil and peatlands

The peatswamp forests of South-East Asia have remained relatively intact until recent years, as they were unattractive to agriculture. The infertile and wet soil is unsuitable for most crops. However, when deeply drained they are quite suitable for palm oil, and with the palm oil boom of the last decades large tracts of these rainforests have been converted to palm oil plantations. The current international hunger for biofuels has given the boom an additional major push, and as a result destruction of peatswamp forests is accelerating. As a result of continued land degradation, many of the plantations and surrounding areas will quickly become unproductive wastelands. Hence the development is contributing to poverty rather than supporting local communities.
Palm oil, peatland loss and climate change

Oil palm needs at least 70 centimetres of dry soil but the plantations are often drained even deeper. Peat soils are in fact a wet carbon stock consisting of thick layers of decomposing organic material. As soon as the peatlands are drained, the process of carbon accumulation is reversed into decomposition of the organic material; emitting huge amounts of carbon dioxide (CO2) in the order of 70 to over 100 tonnes of CO2 per hectare per year. By contrast, each hectare of peatland yields  3 to 6 tonnes of palm oil per year. The energy of this renewable is only substituting emissions of fossil fuels of 9 to18 tonnes of CO2.  .Hence palm oil production on peatlands is a major net contributor to CO2 emissions. By a conservative estimate, about 25% of all Malaysian and Indonesian palm oil plantations are now on peatlands and 50% of all new plans for palm oil expansion are targeting peatlands. 
In Indonesia alone; 600 million tonnes CO2 are annually released due to the invisible decomposition of the dried peat. A much more visible form of oxidation is the peatfires. Our most conservative estimates show an annual average CO2 emission from fires of 1400 million tonnes in Indonesia alone. These emissions make Indonesia the third largest contributor of CO2 in the world. 
Source: Peat-CO2;2006; WL/Delft Hydraulics,Wetlands International and Alterra

See the scientific report on www.wetlands.org/peat-CO2




