Dear Sir/Madam,

Re: JI application for EuroETHYL Bioethanol Plant Project

We wish to express our concerns about the following aspects of this project application:

· Greenhouse gas balance
· Additionality: Whether the projects would go ahead in the absence of JI funding

· Claim that air quality will be improved as a result of ethanol use

· Sustainability of the project, particularly with regards to soil fertility, water scarcity, eutorophication and food security

GREENHOUSE GAS BALANCE:

There has been ongoing scientific debate as to whether corn ethanol has a positive energy and greenhouse gas balance compared to fossil fuels.  A 2006 study, “Ethanol can contribute to energy and environmental goals” by Alexander Farrell et al, published in Science (tinyurl.com/ywlj5f) suggested that corn ethanol has modest greenhouse gas savings of 13%, though soil erosion as well as land-use change have been excluded.  Those findings significantly differ from those in a 2006 paper by Tad Patzek, Thermodynamics of the Corn-Ethanol Biofuel Cycle”, published in Critical Reviews in Plant Sciences (tinyurl.com/6yoec).  Regardless of those differences, however, all findings regarding a positive greenhouse gas balance for corn ethanol have been put into question by a recent new study by Paul Crutzen et al (tinyurl.com/2f46zg).  This suggests that the figures quoted by the IPCC for indirect N2O emissions linked to N fertiliser use are  far too conservative, and that the overall N fertiliser to N2O conversion rate appears to be 3-5%, not 2% as suggested by the IPCC. Based on this paper, N2O emissions linked to corn ethanol production, expressed as CO2 equivalent, are up to 50% higher than CO2 emissions saved by replacing fossil fuel petrol.  

Given both the ongoing scientific debate over energy and greenhouse gas balances of corn ethanol and this new evidence, we believe that there is no firm scientific case for assuming that corn ethanol results in any greenhouse gas savings.  We believe that extreme caution needs to be exercised regarding any CDM project involving N-fertiliser use.

With regards to the project  proposed for JI funding, we would also have the following specific comments:

We believe that soil organic carbon loss and its impact on atmospheric carbon dioxide emissions must be assessed.  This relates both to the impact of corn production as an ethanol feedstock and to the removal of wheat straw for electricity production.

Under indirect N2O emissions, leaching and runoff will be considered, but volatisation of N from managed soils appears to have been ignored (see p.21 Volume 5, Chapter 11 of the 2006 IPCC Guidelines for NGGI).  
Carbon dioxide emissions linked to fertiliser use will not be assessed.  The 2006 IPCC guidelines, however, state that carbon dioxide emissions linked to the use of fertilisers, including lime and urea should be calculated (tinyurl.com/298tfu). 

ADDITIONALITY
The applicants state that the project would not happen without JI funding and that there are serious barriers to ethanol development in Bulgaria, such as a lack of mandatory blending of biofuels, lack of a reliable market, and the fact that  “consumers have to be persuaded to switch to biofuel” (p.16).  
We understand that the EuroEHTYL bioethanol refinery in Alfatar has been running since 2006, with an initial investment of $10.7 million and further investment of $20.2 million being planned (tinyurl.com/yu6ywn).  25 biofuel projects were reported by June 2007, according to that same source.  In August 2007, it was reported that Verbio plan to invest EUR 100 million in a new biodiesel/ethanol refinery near Varna , in partnership with EuroETHYL (tinyurl.com/yr6j8w).  
According to the European Biodiesel Board (tinyurl.com/yslzpx), under Bulgaria’s Renewable Energy Law,  5% mandatory biofuel blending of all road transport fuels has been introduced from 1st January 2008. 
AIR QUALITY
The applicants suggest that air quality will be improved due to ethanol use.  This does not appear to be backed up by evidence.  A recent study by Mark Jacobson, published in Environmental Science&Technology, 18th April 2007, suggests that high ethanol blends would reduce levels of benzene and butadiene but increase those of the VOCs formaldehyde and acetaldehyde, as well as increasing ground-level ozone and thus leading to an increased incidence of respiratory illness(tinyurl.com/38tw9c).  Low ethanol blends (such as those supported by the project), on the other hand, have been linked to higher emissions of VOCs and NOx, exceeding reductions in carbon monoxide and thus increasing overall ground-level ozone (tinyurl.com/3294ml). 

Separately, the US Enviornmental Protection Agency state that ethanol refineries emit significant amounts of VOCs including formaldehyde and acetic acid, as well as releasing methanol (tinyurl.com/j73gd).

SUSTAINABILITY
Soil fertility:
A 2001 report by Bulgaria’s Executive Environment Authority (tinyurl.com/2vxqv3) states: The total annual average loss of earth masses of all kinds of soil in Bulgaria is approximately 136 t per year, as the number varies from 0.2 to 30 t/ha/year, out of which 30-60 million t are destroyed by wind erosion…This data show the necessity of drastic measures for combating of the soil erosion for preservation of the land and soils.” 
Corn monocultures and the removal of wheat straw, which are two essential components of the project, have both been linked to increased soil and soil fertility losses.

There is growing evidence that the removal of increasing amounts of agricultural residue for biomass burning is causing serious problems with regards to soil fertility, soil water retention and soil erosion.  Professor Marta Birkas, Head of Department of Soil Management at Szent Istavan University in Hungary, has warned that Hungary’s drought in 2007 has been seriously exacerbated by this practice: The removal of wheat straw results in soil not being protected from heat and evaporation, thus contributing to overall crop failure during drought (tinyurl.com/239nbd).   A report by USDA confirms: “Crop residue contributes to soil organic matter and nutrient increases, water retention, and microbial and macroinvertebrate activity. These effects typically lead to improved plant growth and increased soil productivity and crop yield.” (tinyurl.com/32bhxs) There is no indication in the project application that removal of wheat residues will be restricted in order to protect soils.
There is further evidence that corn monocultures in particular contribute to significant soil erosion.  According to a 1985 study by T.N. Shiflet and G.M. Darby (reported here: tinyurl.com/36ugoe, Table 10) , row crops like corn are linked to 50 times as much soil erosion as sod crops.  
Water scarcity:

Ethanol refineries use around 10 gallons of water per minute for each 1 million gallon ethanol production per year.  This ethanol refinery will thus use an estimated 29.17 million gallons of water per year for 5.55 million gallons of ethanol (see: tinyurl.com/yzn473).  We understand that the water requirement for 1kg of corn production is between 1,000 and 1,800 litres of water (tinyurl.com/36d28t).  This means that production of 53,000 tonnes of corn will require 53 billion to 95.4 billion litres of water per year. According to the USDA/FAS Bulgaria Crop Report 2006/07 (tinyurl.com/39glcw), corn is particularly vulnerable to heat and dryness, with irrigation being very limited in Bulgaria.  The 2006 USDA GAIN report (tinyurl.com/3axw3d) states that the biggest expected change in Bulgarian agriculture is an increase in the area under corn.  More cropland likely to be taken back into production, new areas are likely to be irrigated for the first time, and there is also likely to be conversion from wheat and corn in northern Bulgaria, even though wheat is less vulnerable to heat and drought than corn.

Bulgaria has been affected by serious recurrent droughts, which the IPCC Assessment Report 4 forecasts are likely to become more frequent and more intense in future.  In 2007, corn yields were reduced by around 40% due to drought and heat waves, with temperatures 2-4 degrees C above average throughout the growing season (tinyurl.com/2nhd6w).  The drought seriously reduced vegetation throughout northern Bulgaria (tinyurl.com/3blxvr).  Bulgaria previously suffered severe drought from 1982 to 1994, as well as droughts in 2000 and 2003.  Given Bulgaria’s climate and the fact that all climate models foresee increased water stress in future, we believe that it is questionable whether corn expansion for ethanol will be sustainable in the long term. 

Eutrophication:

Corn production for the project will be associated with high fertiliser use, including nitrate fertilisers.  Nitrate runoffs from the area are likely to affect the Danube and the Black Sea.  According to a 2005 report by the Global International Waters Assessment, UNEP, and others (tinyurl.com/33rk62) : “The Black Sea is vulnerable to pressure from land-based pollution from its catchment area that causes the degradation of the sea’s aquatic ecosystem through eutrophication… The immediate cause of eutrophication is an overabundance of nutrients originating primarily from agriculture and municipal sewage: approximately 80% from agriculture… The nutrient input into the Danube, Dnipro and Don Rivers increased by approximately 10 times from the 1960s until the 1990s as fertilizer usage was drastically extended in the agricultural sector of the European countries.” At the time of the report, nutrient loading of the Danube was decreasing.  We are concerned that the impact of fertiliser use for increased corn monocultures for ethanol has not been discussed in the project application.  Given the evidence that corn expansion for ethanol has already led to increased eutrophication and growing ‘dead zones’ in parts of the United States (tinyurl.com/32mlmn), we believe that this risk needs to be fully assessed.

Food security:

Globally, the increased use of corn for ethanol has been linked to rising food prices which threaten food security particularly in the poorest countries.  According to the FAO’s November 2007 Food Outlook (tinyurl.com/2mzg2y), coarse grain prices have been rising due to increased ethanol and animal feed demand .  Wheat prices are 50-65% above last year’s, with a significant decline in global wheat production.  A new report by the International Food Policy Research Institute (tinyurl.com/346oow) warns: “Changes in food availability, rising commodity prices, and new producer-consumer linkages have crucial implications for the livelihoods of poor and food-insecure people…Since food accounts for a large share of the poor's total expenditures, a staple-crop price increase would translate into lower quantity and quality of food consumption. According to this report, planned biofuel expansion is likely to increase corn prices by 26% and more rapid biofuel expansion by 72% by 2020. The UN Special Rapporteur for the Right to Food, Jean Ziegler, has called for a 5-year moratorium on biofuel production to protect poor people from rising food prices (tinyurl.com/2n6x2s).
We are concerned that corn ethanol expansion in Bulgaria could aggravate both rising coarse grain prices and rising wheat prices (if there is a displacement of wheat for corn, as suggested by the 2006 GAIN report).  
Yours faithfully,

Almuth Ernsting

Biofuelwatch
