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15 June 2009

Dear Ms Parkhouse,

Re: plans by Vogen Energy Ltd to build a biofuel-fired power station in Newport. Planning ref 09/0195

I am writing on behalf of Biofuelwatch to object to the plans submitted by Vogen Energy Ltd to build a power station at Newport South Docks, which is to burn vegetable oil. The stated capacity of the power station is 25MW – if it is run continuously, it will consume approximately 30,000 tonnes of fuel per year. This volume is over 2% of the biodiesel going into UK transport at the moment.

I am deeply concerned about the impacts of this large additional demand for biofuels on the global climate, and on communities in the global South, for example in Indonesia and Colombia, and on biodiversity.  I am also concerned about the impact of biofuel burning on air quality and thus on the health of local residents in Newport.

The use of biofuels for generating electricity is currently designated by UK Government as renewable energy. However, there is a growing body of evidence and scientific opinion that challenges the basis of this designation. Scientific research as well as first hand experience from affected communities worldwide has shown that the large scale use of biofuels is fundamentally unsustainable and leads to catastrophic social and environmental impacts.

The power station is promoted as being good for the environment because it would use biofuels instead of gas or coal. Vogen Energy claims that it will use “sustainably” sourced fuel, but in such large quantities, it is very doubtful that any fuel source is truly sustainable. Domestically grown rapeseed oil as well as imported vegetable oils like palm oil, soya oil and jatropha all have negative impacts on the environment, and on social and economic conditions in overseas countries where they are produced.

In theory biofuels are good for the climate because growing plants absorb carbon, which is re-released when the fuel is burnt. However, growing crops for fuel increases demand for land and leads to more rainforests, peatlands and grasslands being turned into farmland – releasing huge amounts of carbon from the soil and trees into the atmosphere. Official statistics currently leave out these extra ‘indirect’ emissions despite a major Government report (the Gallagher Review in 2008), identifying them as one of the main drawbacks of crop-based fuels:

 (www.dft.gov.uk/rfa/reportsandpublications/reviewoftheindirecteffectsofbiofuels.cfm ). Currently no credible mechanism exists to accurately measure or address indirect emissions from indirect land use change. It is therefore not possible to describe a biofuel as sustainable.

In addition there is no viable means to control the impact of biofuels on the price of food for the world’s poor. The rapidly expanding biofuel market is directly competing with food agriculture for a finite land resource. A World Bank report in 2008 indicated that biofuels cause 75% of global food price inflation:

( www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2008/jul/03/biofuels.renewableenergy ). 

Finally, although the EU and UK Government’s intend to tighten sustainability standards for biofuels, they will not accept that social upheaval and human rights abuses – such as the forcible eviction of people from land being requisitioned for biofuel plantations – should be taken into account when assessing a fuel’s sustainability. 

1. Climate change impacts

Several recent peer-reviewed scientific papers report that the overall impact of burning biofuels is actually worse for the climate than burning equivalent amounts of fossil fuels. This is due to the strong global warming impact of nitrogen fertilisers, and to the large quantities of carbon dioxide emitted as natural ecosystems and healthy soils are turned into biofuel plantations:

· According to a study by Nobel Laureate Paul Crutzen, biofuels from rapeseed oil are up to 70% worse for the climate than the equivalent amount of mineral oil, due to nitrous oxide emissions caused by fertiliser use.

· A recent Friends of the Earth report estimates that when indirect land use changes and the effects of intensive fertiliser use are taken into account, biofuel made from UK-grown rapeseed oil results in 59% higher greenhouse gas emissions than normal (mineral) diesel ( www.foe.co.uk/resource/press_releases/ biofuels_double_carbon_emissions_ 15042009. html ).

· A 2008 report by University of Minnesota calculated the carbon debt incurred by different biofuels. Converting rainforests, peatlands, savannas, or grasslands to produce food-based biofuels, such as palm oil and soya in Brazil, Southeast Asia, and the United States creates a ‘biofuel carbon debt’ by releasing 17 to 420 times more CO2 than the annual greenhouse gas reductions these biofuels provide by displacing fossil fuels.

· Palm oil is already being used as a biofuel. It is predominantly grown on lands that were previously tropical rainforest. Not only does destroying these release the carbon they store, but in Indonesia, Malaysia and Borneo as the peatlands underneath dry out, they release yet more carbon. This natural resource destruction has made Indonesia the world’s third greatest contributor to global warming according to a 2007 World Bank report.

· Prince Charles made this comment on 26 May at the St James’s Palace Nobel Laureate Symposium:

“Solving climate change is a precondition to ensuring security, and without adequately addressing tropical deforestation we cannot have an answer to climate change,” the Prince said. “It is that simple: saving the rainforests is not an option, it is actually an absolute necessity.” 

Growing biofuels for the Vogen power station will make saving tropical rainforests more difficult. 

2. Social and economic impacts

Given the significant land requirements for biofuel power stations like the one proposed by Vogen Energy, less land would be available for growing food at a time when the United Nations warn that over one billion people are going hungry, a significant increase from previous years, with biofuels being widely recognised as a major factor.

If the Newport power station were fuelled using UK grown rapeseed oil, about 10,000 hectares of land would be needed since rapeseed oil yield is about 3 tonnes per hectare. Agricultural land in the UK can feed about 3.5 people per hectare. The power station would therefore be reducing the UK’s food production capacity by approximately 35,000 people.

Although food shortages are not (yet) a problem in Britain, this use of land would tend to reduce our food self-sufficiency.  Alternatively, if the land were otherwise not to be used for food, it could be left as ‘set-aside’ and/or used for public access. This would have great benefits for biodiversity - land managed as ‘semi-natural’ habitat can have great biodiversity value; oilseed rape monoculture does not. Any further use of former set-aside land for biofuel production would further weaken the EU’s and the UK’s commitment to halt and reverse biodiversity declines by 2010.

Biofuels grown on farmland in the UK will also contribute to climate change by virtue of knock-on effects overseas. They displace other crops and add to the pressure on carbon-rich rainforests in countries like Indonesia, Malaysia and Brazil.

Palm oil production for food, cosmetics and biofuels is associated with deforestation and thus major increases in greenhouse gas emissions, and also with the eviction and displacement of many rural communities, including indigenous peoples.

Up to 60 million indigenous peoples around the world particularly in the South, are at risk of becoming ‘biofuel refugees’ as land is taken from supporting local economies to providing biofuel energy crops for export to the developed world. (UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues).

The biofuel industry talks about growing crops for biofuels (including non-food crops such as jatropha) on marginal land, but this still affects people’s access to food.  For example, in Africa and parts of India, 70% of land is common land, and is used by the people to graze their animals, grow vegetables, and collect herbs and firewood.  Overplanting this land with biofuel crops leaves the poorest and most marginalised people (especially women and children) with no source of food or income.  Biofuel crops such as jatropha, which can be made to grow on poor soils, however produce a better yield on soils that are fertile and more suited for food growing. The biofuel industry aims for the highest yields to minimise costs and therefore prefers to grow jatropha at an industrial scale on fertile soils, thus displacing food production.

Conclusion

1. All industrial-scale biofuels, whether imported or domestically grown, cause more greenhouse gases than equivalent fossil fuels and therefore will only exacerbate dangerous climate change. (see www.biofuelwatch.org.uk/docs/lca_assessments.pdf ).

2. Increasing the use of biofuels makes it harder to save the tropical rainforests.

3. Biofuels lead to rising food prices, world hunger and human rights abuses.

If approved, this development will have very significant consequences across the UK and indeed globally, particularly if it leads to a succession of similar ‘small’ power stations across Wales and the UK.

We urge you to take these wider implications into account when considering Vogen’s proposals, and to reject their application.

Yours sincerely,

Robert Palgrave

Biofuelwatch

