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The extraterritorial dimensions of
biofuel policies and the politics of
scale: live and let die?
Mairon G. Bastos Limaa* and Joyeeta Guptab

aInstitute for Environmental Studies, VU University Amsterdam, The Netherlands; bFaculty of Social and
Behavioural Sciences, University of Amsterdam, The Netherlands

Despite criticism, global biofuel production continues to rise, using
primarily food crops. Between 2001 and 2012 it increased nearly six-
fold, driven primarily by domestic policies, yet raising strong
international concerns, eg over impacts on global food prices. Never-
theless, little international biofuel governance has emerged. This
article examines the various extraterritorial dimensions of domestic
biofuel policies and investigates why international biofuel governance
has remained vague, despite its controversial nature. It uses the poli-
tics of scale to analyse why countries may wish to frame it as a glo-
bal or domestic issue. Three extraterritorial dimensions are identified:
global environmental impacts, global socioeconomic impacts, and
attempts at extraterritorial control over biofuel production abroad.
While major producers have successfully avoided liability for impacts
by preventing the scaling up of much biofuel governance to the inter-
national level, major importers have tried to fill perceived governance
gaps using policies aimed at extraterritorial control. We show that
both the rise of nationally oriented development policies with extra-
territorial impacts and of unilateral sustainability rule making primar-
ily affect weaker countries, making global inequalities more
pronounced. It is essential that adaptation governance take into
account both environmental and global socioeconomic changes, such
as higher agricultural commodity prices.

Keywords: biofuels; governance; scale; politics; extraterritoriality

Two seemingly contrasting and yet concurrent trends have marked the global
setting in the past few years. On the one hand, the globalisation of political
institutions, growing economic and financial integration, technological, commu-
nication, logistics and transport systems, demographic transformation and cul-
tural shifts have all led to the scaling up of many policies and policy processes
to the global level. On the other hand, there is some disenchantment with
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international institutions and increasing reluctance to scale up governance
authority to that level.1 This reluctance is particularly visible in sectors consid-
ered to be of national interest, such as energy or agriculture. For instance, the
Doha Round of negotiations of the World Trade Organization (WTO) have stalled
several times, alternating between periods of ‘death’ and revival, and it remains
unfinished since 2001, primarily because of the entangled interplay of national
interests related to the agricultural sector.2 Global energy governance, too,
remains weak and scattered, without any major institutional framework, despite
growing concerns about global energy security and climate change.3 In climate
governance energy production and consumption interests have been crucial in
hindering any major achievement since the 1997 Kyoto Protocol.4 All in all, the
world seems to find itself in a context of increasing need, but decreasing will-
ingness to cooperate.

It is in this context that liquid biofuels (renewable fuels produced from bio-
mass resources) have emerged rapidly as a contentious replacement for oil deri-
vates. World biofuel production rose from 4.4 billion litres (bl) in 1980 to 18 bl
in 2000, leaping to 106 bl in 2012.5 This biofuel consists primarily of ethanol,
an alcohol which can replace petrol or be blended with it, and biodiesel, a
replacement for fossil diesel, which also can be used in either blended or pure
form. Respectively, their annual production stood at 83.1 bl and 22.5 bl in
2012, replacing 3% of the world’s road transport fuel usage – three times more
than they did in 2004.6 In a baseline scenario projections are that world biofuel
production will double by 2020.7

The issue is that virtually all that production derives from farming and agri-
culture, with profound environmental, socioeconomic and political implications.
Ethanol is conventionally produced from crops rich either in starch (eg corn,
cassava) or sugar (eg sugarcane, sugar beet), which can be broken down through
a fermentation and distillation process – as in the manufacturing of liquors.8

Biodiesel, in turn, is produced from organic fats, mainly vegetable oils (from
rapeseed, soybean, sunflower, oil palm, coconut, etc) and, to a much lesser
extent, animal fat from the livestock industry. It is obtained through a process
called trans-esterification, which turns these organic fats (which often can be
used raw, too, but less efficiently) into a cleaner fuel analogous to conventional
diesel.9 This large reliance on agriculture means, first, that increased demand for
liquid biofuels provides a growing market and thus an additional incentive for
the cultivation of these feedstock crops. As such, it becomes connected to the
whole range of environmental and socioeconomic issues related to agriculture,
such as impacts on soil quality and water resources, deforestation, but also the
creation of employment and income in rural areas. On average biofuel produc-
tion creates at least twice as many jobs as any other renewable energy sector.10

Second, the utilisation of agricultural crops – or of resources such as arable land
and freshwater – for biofuel production means that it competes directly or indi-
rectly with food production, and thus probably affects availability of supplies,
market prices and food security. Third, at a broader level expanded biofuel pro-
duction from agriculture means that social groups, regions, countries and even
continents that have agriculture as a major economic activity are endowed to
become new energy providers, potentially altering contexts of political power
from the local through to the global level. Therefore, because of their link to
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agriculture, biofuels acquire whole new dimensions that are often absent in dis-
cussions on other renewable energies.

Biofuel expansion has received much attention from the international scien-
tific community and multilateral organisations, and many have implicitly or
explicitly identified it as a global issue, yet very little international biofuel gov-
ernance exists.11 This article sets out to examine what is the global relevance of
biofuel expansion and analyses why its international governance has remained
limited. It first elaborates on the politics of scale, discussing why countries may
choose to scale an issue up or down. The article then assesses the domestic pol-
icy making behind biofuel expansion and its extraterritorial dimensions, analyses
the politics of scale in the biofuels case, and draws some general lessons for
governance in the emerging context of global power multipolarity.

The politics of scale and extraterritorial control
Scale is a key analytical theme in governance studies.12 It is generally under-
stood as the spatial, temporal, analytical or quantitative dimensions used to
measure and study processes or phenomena.13 ‘Levels’, in turn, refers to the
positions along a scale, such as the spatial or geographical designations of local,
regional, national and international levels. These, in particular, are of key rele-
vance to governance. Because political and administrative systems are generally
associated with such geographical levels, problems are usually framed as
belonging to one or more of them, even if cross-level interactions are recogni-
sed, and so are the solutions proposed.14

However, the scale at which a problem is perceived, experienced and dis-
cussed does not necessarily match that at which it is dealt with.15 Framing a
problem and eventually placing the main locus or loci of governance at one or
more given levels is not a purely technical task, it is a profoundly political one.
Framing is a subjective exercise bound to particular understandings, views,
interests and preferences, and different actors may come into conflict over
these.16 For instance, a country may see an issue – say, biofuel expansion – as
global and seek its regulation at the international level, while others may per-
ceive it as a domestic affair and wish to keep it under national-state authority.

‘Scaling’, therefore, refers to the attempts to shift the level at which an issue
is considered or where governance takes place.17 It is important to note, how-
ever, that such changes do not necessarily replace but generally add to previous
loci of governance. For instance, European countries continue to have national
climate policies even though much climate action has migrated to the EU level.
Nevertheless, because legal hierarchies are usually in place, higher levels tend to
prevail whenever governance is ‘scaled up’, although this is not necessarily
always the case.18 In this context the politics of scale may help explain why
actors try to scale issues up or down.

Individual actors may have contradictory desires to an issue scale up or
down for different reasons. For instance, a country may wish to scale it up in
order to collaborate with others or divide responsibilities, but this may run coun-
ter to domestic interests that motivate scaling down, such as safeguarding
domestic industries from international regulation. Scaling up an issue exposes a
country to policy prescriptions that other countries see as important. For
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example, many developed countries would like to export the concept of the rule
of law to other countries and may even go far as to make it a condition for
development cooperation. However, they may be much more reluctant to scale
the rule of law up to the global level. For instance, the USA does not promote
the rule of law at the global level and rejects interference from the International
Court of Justice over its national sovereignty, even though it is committed to
promoting the rule of law in other countries and condemns those countries
which do not adopt it.19

Gupta identifies four clusters of motivations a country may have in the
politics of scale: (1) to enhance the understanding of a problem; (2) to improve
the effectiveness of governance; (3) to promote domestic interests; and/or (4) to
promote extraterritorial interests.20 Within each cluster issue-specific arguments
can be used to argue in favour of scaling up or down. The understanding of a
problem may be enhanced by scaling it up and accounting for higher-level
dynamics such as global impacts or thresholds.21 Inversely it may also benefit
from being dealt with at lower levels, where contextual factors can be analysed
in greater detail. Similarly the effectiveness of governance may be increased by
accounting for factors that operate at larger scales – but it may also benefit more
from a closer involvement of local actors and from the utilisation of pre-existing
institutional capabilities at lower levels. As such, the characteristics of the issue
and of the governance context in question are key variables.

Nevertheless, one should not be overly deterministic and neglect the role that
actors’ (self)-interests can play. While a country concerned with its national
sovereignty or with its ‘vulnerable’ industry sectors prefers to keep governance
at the national level rather than submit to international rule making, countries
that suffer from the externalised effects of human activity abroad may want to
scale governance up and put stronger pressure on those actors – as seen in the
case of climate change negotiations.22 These interests may be not only domestic,
but also extraterritorial, ie related to issues outside one’s own jurisdiction. For
instance, control over resources outside one’s territory may be sought by pro-
moting an international regulatory framework; or, if multilateral negotiation is
seen as too difficult, actors may prefer to scale the issue down and apply
divide-and-control tactics to exert power over other actors on a one-to-one
basis.23 In this context Table 1 provides a non-exhaustive list of possible moti-
vations for scaling sustainable development issues up or down.

While clustering these reasons may serve a theoretical and analytical pur-
pose, it is important to note that in reality they are often intertwined. For
instance, the ‘effectiveness’ of governance cannot be dissociated from particular
understandings of a problem or from interests. Institutional effectiveness can be
measured according to different criteria, and it is bound to norms and prefer-
ences.24 As such, countries will probably try to promote their own view of
effectiveness and thus ‘effective’ solutions that meet their particular concerns
and parameters – and possibly their domestic interests, too – at the global level.
As there may be disputes among different understandings of an issue, framing it
internationally according to one’s own view creates practical advantages (eg eas-
ier translation into domestic policy) as well as wider ‘soft power’, by scaling up
a country’s norms to the global level.25
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Currently such disputes have become particularly relevant. With increasing
global power multipolarity and the rise of emerging economies with their own
sets of concerns, interests, values and historical memories, the international
arena has become a battleground of diverse perspectives.26 Prevailing in the glo-
bal intergovernmental arena is becoming increasingly difficult. This has led, on
the one hand, to the rise of new governance mechanisms such as public–private
partnerships and networked relationships, where individual actors and non-state
actors can pursue their own interests aside from multilateral negotiations.27 On
the other hand, it is also leading to a rise in domestic policies that attempt to
exert extraterritorial control. This has received far less attention than private
governance in the literature.

Extraterritoriality, in this context, relates to processes taking place outside one’s
own territory, ie outside one’s own legitimate jurisdiction.28 Attempts at

Table 1. Motivations for scaling sustainable development issues up or down.

Motivations to scale up Motivations to scale down

To enhance the
understanding
of a problem

j To identify the global impacts or
thresholds of a problem;

j To account for externalities;
j To understand norms and principles

which operate at higher levels and
influence decision making.

j To better account for contextual
elements, increase the level of detail,
and potentially improve the accuracy of
problem definition.

To improve the
effectiveness
of governance

j To include other actors at larger levels
and ensure greater political legitimacy;

j To address drivers of environmental or
socioeconomic change that operate at
higher levels and, thus, promote more
suitable courses of action.

j To involve local actors more closely and
design solutions that are suited to a
given context;

j To use existing institutional set-ups and
avoid the economic and political costs
of re-engineering them to suit decisions
taken at higher levels.

To promote
domestic
interests

j To share responsibility and avoid taking
immediate action at the domestic level;

j To create a levelled playing field by
forcing other countries or regions to live
by the same rules or standards;

j To disseminate one’s standards of
production, prevent loss in
competitiveness and reduce the relative
costs of policy implementation
domestically;

j To prevent racing to the bottom and
spread more sustainable production
patterns.

j To safeguard (development) interests
that could be curtailed by decisions at
higher levels;

j To avoid liability for extraterritorial
effects of domestic policies.

To promote
extraterritorial
interests

j To gain a certain measure of control
over resource use outside one’s
jurisdiction, even if at the cost of
reduced control by actors at lower
levels;

j To join forces and collaborate with other
actors who share similar concerns.

j To apply divide-and-control tactics to
increase one’s power over others (eg
negotiating on a one-to-one basis)

j To bypass a government or agency
perceived as a hindrance or obstacle to
action.
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extraterritorial control, therefore, refer to rules or regulations made for processes
taking place in the jurisdiction of others, usually other countries. Examples of this
are trade restrictions that aim to dictate, based on one’s own values and prefer-
ences, how economic activities in other countries should take place. Generally,
these are unilateral rule-making processes where those who become subject to such
rules are not consulted (eg the US Lacey Act of 1900 prohibits the import of plants
and wildlife that have been illegally collected, transported or sold; this emerged
out of US normative standards).

We identify three possible reasons for pursuing forms of extraterritorial con-
trol:

� To promote one’s scientific understanding of a problem, or of global environ-
mental thresholds being crossed, which other countries may be reluctant to
accept;

� To promote one’s own values or norms (sometimes seen as universal), but
which are not equally promoted in other parts of the world;

� To exert an influence over resources in other countries’ jurisdictions according
to one’s own national interests;

As to the tools used to exert such forms of control, besides trade restrictions
eco-labelling can also be used. In this process state and/or non-state actors may
create and define sustainability (or other) criteria and label products in order to
sway consumers. This, in turn, may push producers toward compliance.
Although such producers are usually part of the multi-stakeholder processes
where those criteria are designed, research shows that membership, standards
and preferences usually reflect a dominance of consumer-country actors.29 These
labels are normally associated with certification schemes, such as the Forest
Stewardship Council (FSC), Marine Stewardship Council (MSC), or the Roundta-
ble on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO), which in principle give products greater
market penetration. In some cases retailers or downstream industries may go as
far as choosing to import only certified goods, as in the decision by the Dutch
Product Board for Margarine, Fats and Oils to use only RSPO-certified palm oil
as of 2015, a move later followed in Belgium and which might set a trend.30

Finally, a third tool of extraterritorial control is emerging through biofuel
policies. It refers to consumption targets tied to sustainability standards. Techni-
cally these are not a trade restriction, for trade is still allowed. However, prod-
ucts which fail to meet the standards do not count towards the targets. Since
these targets are often mandatory and associated with fiscal and other economic
benefits, a strong incentive is given to import and consume only products that
meet those standards. This form of attempt at extraterritorial control is discussed
in further detail in the next section, which describes the biofuel policies of key
global players and examines the extraterritorial dimensions they have had.

Biofuel policies and their extraterritorial dimensions
A policy-driven expansion
It is a fairly established consensus that worldwide biofuel expansion is resulting
primarily from public policies at the national – or, in the EU case, supranational
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– level, putting in place mandatory consumption targets, fuel-blending mandates,
and other regulatory and economic incentives such as facilitated conditions on
investment, tax breaks, loans and subsidies.31 These policies have encouraged
large-scale biofuel production by private sector or state-controlled fuel compa-
nies.32 By instituting captive markets, they create an artificial demand for biofu-
els, securing consumption regardless of any oscillation in their economic
competitiveness vis-à-vis fossil fuels.33

The adoption of these biofuel promotion policies is spreading fast across the
world: as of 2013 more than 50 countries had some such policies in place.34 Yet
the sector remains dominated by a few agriculturally important countries which
host most production and consumption. Together the USA, Brazil and the EU
account for as much as 90% of world biofuel production.35 This means, first,
that they are likely to be responsible for most of the global economic impact
caused by the diversion of agriculture to fuel production. Second, their policies
may also be considered a driver of biofuel expansion abroad, as many countries
– particularly low-income countries in the developing world, e.g. in Africa and
Central America – have been producing it for export via private sector initiatives
or bilateral agreements. Such agreements include the Africa–EU Energy Partner-
ship, in which the EU fosters export-oriented biofuel feedstock cultivation in
African countries as a form of development cooperation.36 Similarly the USA
and Brazil have financed and transferred technology for feedstock cultivation
and biofuel production across Latin America and the Caribbean, often to export
it to the US market.37 As such, the policies of these ‘hubs’ of global biofuel
expansion deserve close attention. The following paragraphs discuss briefly the
contexts of these three cases.

Already 40% of US corn production is being utilised for ethanol manufactur-
ing, often with animal feed as a co-product.38 In a few years ethanol outputs
have increased to make up 4% of the total road fuel usage in the USA and its
production – the world’s largest – increased by 20% between 2009 and 2010
alone.39 US ethanol production is set to grow even more as the government has
set mandatory targets for consuming 136 bl of biofuels by 2022. According to
the policy, production of conventional corn-grain ethanol should not exceed
56.78 billion litres, leaving most of the rest to more advanced biofuels such as
cellulosic ethanol.40 However, corn-grain ethanol production was already at 49
bl in 2010, and there is growing scepticism about whether advanced technolo-
gies will be ready in time to make a significant contribution.41 For instance, the
USA has reduced its perspective (set in 2007) of producing 950 million litres of
cellulosic ethanol by 2011 to only 25 million litres because of the challenges of
making it cost-efficient and commercially viable.42 Thus the perspective is that
corn-grain ethanol will remain dominant in the near future.

Ranking second in biofuel production and consumption is Brazil, whose sec-
tor is dominated by sugarcane-ethanol and soybean-biodiesel. Brazilian sugar-
cane production has been increasingly orientated towards biofuels – or, more
broadly, bioenergy. Currently, 50%–60% of Brazil’s sugarcane output is used for
ethanol rather than for producing sugar.43 The exact rate fluctuates because pro-
ducers can shift between one or the other depending on ethanol and international
sugar prices, but on average the percentage destined for biofuel has grown
significantly over the past decade.44 In addition, electricity generation from

398 M.G. Bastos Lima and J. Gupta



sugarcane biomass has become increasingly relevant and already meets 11% of
Brazil’s demand for electricity.45 As for biodiesel production, it grew from virtu-
ally nothing before 2008 to about 2.7 bl in 2011, replacing 5% of Brazil’s total
diesel consumption – as defined by a government mandate.46 This has been ben-
eficial to soybean growers, who can now count on one more downstream mar-
ket, greater demand and, therefore, higher prices. In 2012 about 30% of Brazil’s
vegetable oil (mostly soybean) was diverted to biodiesel.47 Overall liquid biofu-
els amount to 15% of Brazil’s fuel consumption in the transport sector.48

The EU has the world’s third largest biofuel output, coming mostly from
Germany, France and Spain.49 Unlike in the USA and Brazil, where ethanol
dominates, EU biofuel production consists largely of biodiesel, using rapeseed
as its main feedstock. In 2011 biodiesel production consumed 65% of the EU’s
vegetable oil, meeting about 4.65% of the transport fuel demand.50 The EU
Renewable Energy Directive, however, establishes that every member country
must reach a minimum 10% rate of renewables in the transport sector by
2020.51 This is of key relevance not only because European countries are divert-
ing edible oil into biodiesel production, but also because these countries are
large net importers, which therefore exert much influence overseas. In 2011
nearly a quarter of all liquid biofuels consumed in the EU were produced
abroad; the European Commission estimates that, in order to meet the 2020 tar-
get without major impacts on European agri-food systems, 30% of the feed-
stocks and biofuels used in the EU will have to be imported.52 As the next
section discusses, this creates a number of extraterritorial impacts.

Extraterritorial impacts of biofuel policies
Given the interdependence of the Earth’s ecological systems and growing eco-
nomic globalisation, the consequences of biofuel expansion cannot be circum-
scribed to a single country or region. Rather, such a large-scale reallocation of
agricultural outputs and of land and water for feedstock-crop cultivation is
poised to have some global consequences. To the extent that these worldwide
ripple effects result from domestic biofuel policies, they can be considered extra-
territorial impacts of such policies. Three examples are discussed below: rising
international food prices, the increase in land-based investments overseas and
global environmental impacts.

The extent to which the diversion of crops and arable land for biofuels has
an impact on international agricultural commodity markets, food prices and food
security is a matter of persistent debate. However, most assessments agree that
impacts do exist, even if their exact extent is not fully understood, and that agri-
cultural commodity prices are poised to go up partly because of increasing
demand for biofuels, making access to food harder for much of the world’s
poor.53 In this context low-income, net food-importing countries find themselves
in a particularly vulnerable position.54 The OECD and the Food and Agriculture
Organisation (FAO) note that in the 2009–11 period as much as 12% of the
world’s coarse grains, 11.5% of its vegetable oil supply, and 20% of its sugar-
cane were used for biofuels, a share that is forecast to increase, respectively, to
14%, 16%, and 34% by 2021.55 Again, this change is not the result of an
evenly spread global transition, but essentially of the biofuel policies of large-
scale producers such as the USA, Brazil and the EU.
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Another extraterritorial impact of some domestic biofuel policies is the
incentive they may give to the expansion of export-oriented production abroad.
This is particularly the case with mandatory consumption policies in large
import markets such as the EU.56 Recent years have seen a surge of large-scale
land-based investments in developing countries, partly driven by an interest in
producing biofuels to export.57 In some cases this arises out of explicit agree-
ments between countries, such as the Africa–EU Energy Partnership.58 In others
private investors, often from abroad, see an opportunity to engage in export-
oriented feedstock cultivation, frequently with the legislative support of local
governments, which see such investments as development opportunities.59 How-
ever, although these investments may lead to poverty reduction and rural devel-
opment, more often they have meant the disfranchisement of local communities
in favour of those private investors.60

Finally, domestic biofuel policies may also have extraterritorial effects to the
extent that large-scale biofuel production causes global environmental impacts,
either on the climate or on global hydrology. On the one hand, the creation of
positive impacts on the global climate through the reduction of greenhouse gas
emissions is precisely one of the rationales behind biofuel expansion.61 On the
other hand, it cannot be taken for granted that such impact will always be posi-
tive. Large-scale land-use change for feedstock cultivation, particularly if it leads
to deforestation, can severely worsen climate change, negating any benefits from
fossil fuel substitution.62 Moreover, the large-scale utilisation of freshwater
resources for feedstock cultivation can also pose problems.63 Lastly, the expan-
sion of feedstock cultivation has been linked in many cases to biodiversity loss,
which may not be an extraterritorial impact but is still an international concern.
This is particularly the case with oil palm expansion in Southeast Asia, but also
with sugarcane cultivation in the Central-West region of Brazil, near the Pant-
anal wetland.64

Attempts at extraterritorial control: examining the EU case
As a response to such perceived risks from unfettered expansion, some govern-
ments have adopted sustainability standards for feedstock cultivation and biofuel
production. However, because of international trade and the transnational nature
of some biofuel production chains, these standards create another extraterritorial
dimension to the extent that they attempt to regulate production abroad. The
standards have been aimed primarily at environmental protection, though not
exclusively – some have also incorporated food security and local development
criteria.

The EU biofuel policy is a case in point. As a net biofuel importer and
mindful of the implications of its consumption policies abroad, the EU has put
in place a number of sustainability criteria applicable to its member-countries
but which also attempt a form of extraterritorial control over how feedstock is
grown and biofuel is produced overseas. Most notably, the criteria include the
following:

(1) mandatory reduction of at least 35% in greenhouse gas emissions, compared
to the fossil fuel being replaced (to be raised to 60% as of 2017);65
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(2) restrictions on land-use changes for biofuel feedstock cultivation, to avoid
deforestation or peatland degradation;

(3) monitoring by the European Commission and preparation of biannual
reports on social impacts such as land rights, food security and development
in the producing country.

Biofuels which do not meet these criteria may still be imported, but they do not
count towards the mandatory consumption targets of member-countries.66

The implementation of this form of extraterritorial control is, of course, a
challenge. It remains unclear how the EU can monitor production overseas if
producers are not willing to comply. Moreover, enforcement is a sensitive issue:
when the criteria were about to be hammered out, Brazil, Indonesia, Malaysia
and a number of other biofuel producers jointly issued a letter to the EU threat-
ening to bring the case to the WTO if the criteria became a trade barrier.67 Never-
theless, the EU has still managed to implement its standards in development
cooperation, such as in the Africa–EU Energy Partnership or in its trilateral
agreement with Brazil and Mozambique to produce sugarcane-ethanol in the lat-
ter with technical support from the former, aiming at European markets.68 This
is taking place in parallel with the emergence of private certification schemes
such as the RSPO, which has a large number of Europe-based industry and NGO

members and is recognised by the EU as an acceptable standard.
Three dimensions of extraterritoriality can therefore be identified in emerging

biofuel policies: global environmental impacts, global socioeconomic impacts
and attempts at extraterritorial control. While the first dimension is a well
known subject of studies on governance, the second is particularly novel in this
context. As to the third, even though it is already known, as in the form of trade
restrictions, it appears here in a more subtle form, as a transnational policy
incentive tied to submission to extraterritorial control by the importer. As will
be discussed in the next section, this is of particular relevance to the politics
and governance of biofuels internationally.

The politics of scale in biofuel governance
A major debate in the politics of biofuels has been whether they should be trea-
ted as a global issue in need of international governance or should remain gov-
erned at the domestic level. In other words, this is a debate about the possible
scaling-up of biofuel governance to the international level. However, it is impor-
tant to observe that, rather than a ‘yes or no’ question, this is a complex process
where different understandings of the issue and different political agendas com-
pete. It is a debate about what elements get to be scaled up, how they are to be
governed, and who has influence on this process.

International biofuel governance has been thin, and focused not so much on
the range of sustainability issues raised, but rather on the commoditisation of
biofuels to enhance international trade.69 Some multilateral bodies such as the
International Energy Agency have embraced biofuel governance, and new ones
have been created for the purpose of governance (eg a Global Bioenergy Part-
nership and an International Biofuels Forum), but membership is usually limited
to biofuel advocates, and debates are usually limited to technical standardisation,
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trade promotion and deployment of feedstock cultivation in more countries,
leaving environmental and socioeconomic issues to be addressed within domes-
tic contexts or by voluntary market certification mechanisms.70

We argue that this is by no means accidental. Rather, it results from the
action of key players (primarily Brazil and the USA but increasingly other
emerging producers such as Argentina) wishing to scale up biofuel governance
in certain ways while resisting the attempts to scale it up in others. Biofuels
have been the object of intense international debate in venues more inclusive
than those mentioned above, such as the FAO or the Conferences of the Parties
(COPs) of the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD). For instance, after inter-
national food prices peaked in 2008 the FAO called a ‘High-Level Conference on
World Food Security’ to address ‘the challenges of climate change and bioener-
gy’, but the USA and other major producers successfully resisted attempts to
create international biofuel regulations and watered down the final declaration.71

Similarly, at the 10th COP of the CBD in Nagoya in 2010, biofuels became a
major subject of discussion, but Brazil, Argentina and other producer countries
played a key role in eliminating language and avoiding decisions that could lead
to international control over biofuel expansion.72 These examples illustrate the
strategy of major biofuel producers of bypassing UN fora where international
regulations could be adopted, and promoting instead trade-oriented institutions.
As such, the desires of these countries to scale the issue up or down have not
been contradictory; rather, they are articulated in a way that promotes a limited
biofuel governance that suits their particular preferences and interests. Table 2
analyses the selective scaling of biofuel governance from the part of large pro-
ducer countries.

Meanwhile, large biofuel importers have sought biofuel regulation on the
basis of sustainability concerns. However, political intransigence on the part of
large biofuel producers has probably frustrated the initial intentions, led by the
EU, of creating an international environmental framework on biofuels – in other
words, they have prevented scaling up its norms and interests to the global
level.73 Moreover, the WTO is seen as a hindrance to any attempt to discriminate
over biofuels based on methods of production, as this generally violates Article
XX of the General Agreement on Trade and Tariffs.74 Hence the EU has instead
taken the path of unilateral action, launching its own sustainability criteria and
making its biofuel consumption targets conditional upon them (Table 3).

However, such public policies with extraterritorial effects – as well as con-
sumer-led private certification mechanisms – have been contested. While low-
income countries such as those in sub-Saharan Africa entering partnerships with
Europe have acquiesced to these foreign regulations, emerging middle-income
countries have increasingly refused them. For instance, Malaysia and Indonesia
have started to reject RSPO certification, calling for their own sustainability stan-
dards and thus shaking off what has been perceived as an undue burden and
undesirable foreign extraterritorial control.75 In 2011 the Indonesian Palm Oil
Producers Association made a bold move by walking out of the RSPO in favour
of the new Indonesian Sustainable Palm Oil (ISPO) standard, made by Indonesia’s
government.76 At the same time the Malaysian Palm Oil Association, while
remaining an RSPO member, has advised producers against seeking new RSPO cer-
tification and showed support for the upcoming Malaysian Sustainable Palm Oil
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standards, too.77 Clearly, these moves are facilitated by the existence of other
emerging consumer markets such as China and India, which may continue to
purchase Southeast Asian palm oil even if the EU rejects these new govern-
ment-made standards.

This context suggests that, despite growing economic globalisation, the inter-
national political arena is inversely becoming increasingly marked by nationally
oriented policies. As a consequence of these contradictory trends, relative capa-
bilities to deal with transnational impacts, to make attempts at extraterritorial
control, or to resist such attempts, are becoming increasingly determinant. This,
of course, further exposes and exploits the vulnerabilities of countries in weak
positions, such as net food-importers, who suffer the impacts of biofuel policies
abroad without any say in the matter, or small biofuel exporters who then
become subject to whatever form of unilateral regulation is imposed on them by
large consumer markets. Meanwhile, major biofuel producer countries, which
tend to have powerful agricultural sectors and are frequently net food exporters,
benefit from higher international agricultural commodity prices and normally
have enough of a domestic biofuel market not to be significantly affected by for-
eign attempts at extraterritorial control. In other words, unilateral biofuel sustain-
ability standards such as the EU’s mean far more to small biofuel-exporting

Table 2. The politics of scale in biofuel governance from the perspective of large pro-
ducer countries.

Reasoning to scale up biofuel
governance to the international level

Reasoning to keep biofuel governance at the
domestic level

To enhance the
understanding
of a problem

j To harmonise various GHG-
accounting methodologies to make
them mutually acceptable.

—

To improve the
effectiveness of
governance

j To set common technical standards
in order to trade biofuels
internationally as commodities.

—

To promote
domestic
interests

— j To safeguard domestic biofuel expansion,
not submitting it to decisions at the
international level;

j To avoid liability for extraterritorial effects
of domestic biofuel policies, such as the
increase in food prices.

To promote
extraterritorial
interests

— j To approach other countries individually
(particularly developing countries) to
expand biofuel production worldwide and
consolidate international trade;

j To bypass UN venues where international
regulations on biofuel expansion are more
likely to emerge.
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countries in Africa, which depend on foreign investment in agriculture and pro-
duce feedstock or biofuels primarily for export, than to large producers such as
the USA or Brazil.

Conclusions
The biofuels phenomenon offers a good example of the contemporary politics of
scaling sustainable development issues between the national and the international
level. This case illustrates the decreasing willingness of developed countries and
emerging economies to give up authority over strategic issues such as energy and
agriculture in an increasingly multipolar world. While some have called for an
international framework to regulate biofuel expansion, large producers such as
Brazil and the USA have strongly – and so far successfully – opposed attempts to
scale up the issue at UN fora. Instead, these major producers have adopted a neo-
liberal approach to biofuels, ensuring their national sovereignty and building up
international institutions that focus on market expansion and free biofuel trade.
This shows that the politics of scale is not simply a matter of divergence over the
level of governance that fits best, but rather a competition to set the agenda and
steer what goes where in a multi-level governance process. This means scaling it
up and making it international on a few points of interest while keeping that level
innocuous with regard to other aspects.

However, dissatisfaction among some with such limited international biofuel
governance has led to an increasing number of unilateral environmental regula-
tions. We argue that, in a context of growing economic interdependence and of
increasing sustainability concerns that do not get addressed through multilateral
negotiations, unilateral measures with extraterritorial effects are poised to become
prevalent. Something similar was seen, for instance, in the EU attempt to impose a
carbon tax on international flights to or from Europe.78 Such unilateral actions
may, admittedly, initiate international cooperation and spur institutional innovation

Table 3. Underlying motivations for attempting extraterritorial control, illustrated by
the EU biofuel policy.

Motivations The case of the EU biofuel policy

To promote one’s scientific understanding of a
problem, or of global environmental thresholds
being crossed, which other countries may be
reluctant to accept

Most of the time the EU has been a leader at
international climate negotiations, pushing for
commitments from other countries on limiting
greenhouse gas emissions to 450 ppm

To promote one’s own values or norms (sometimes
seen as universal), but which are not equally
promoted in other parts of the world

The EU biofuel sustainability criteria, emphasising
climate and biodiversity concerns, reveal its focus on
biophysical as opposed to socioeconomic
considerations in sustainable development, unlike
those of developing countries

To exert an influence over resources in other
countries’ jurisdictions according to one’s own
(supra)national interests

The EU is keen on improving its energy security by
shifting away from Russian and Middle Eastern
fossil fuels; however, for that it requires the use of
arable land and agricultural production from overseas

To bypass an international agency perceived as a
hindrance or a foreign state government perceived
as otherwise unwilling or incapable

The EU has avoided WTO-incompatibility issues,
which tend to be an obstacle to national or
international regulations that discriminate products on
the basis of how they are produced
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in terms of new environmental norms and rules.79 However, the biofuels case
shows that they may also expose the vulnerability of weaker countries and make
global inequalities more pronounced. If, on the one hand, poorer countries are the
ones most affected by the impacts of biofuel expansion on international food
prices or on the global environment; on the other hand, they are also most vulnera-
ble to extraterritorial control, thanks to their dependence on foreign investments in
agriculture and exports.80

This context obviously poses a major challenge to global governance, argu-
ably because its institutional set-up is not adjusted to deal with issues of this
nature. Institutional solutions have most often dealt with issues related to com-
mon-pool resources,81 which is not the case here. Furthermore, while gover-
nance on transnational or global environmental impacts has evolved for at least
40 years, there is a lack of international institutions to deal with global socio-
economic impacts from domestic development policies. This is doubtless another
key reason for the absence of articulated responses on the biofuel controversies.
In an economically globalised world, where impacts from the decisions over
production are not restricted to producer countries themselves, the international
community may increasingly need to consider governance strategies related not
only to the ‘commons’ but also to the ‘privates’.

What can be done? There is an ongoing global agricultural transition
whereby, in light of the upcoming scarcity and increasing prices of fossil fuels,
agriculture is going beyond food to produce replacements for what has tradition-
ally been produced from oil – primarily fuel, but also increasingly bio-materials
such as biodegradable plastics.82 Agriculturally important countries have of
course been interested in this transition and attempted to push it, both because
of its apparent global environmental benefits and for reasons of economic self-
interest. Rather than attempting to delay this transition, governance efforts may
be more effective – and find greater political viability – by focusing on adapta-
tion measures that address the vulnerability of poorer countries, safeguarding
them not only against the environmental changes underway but also against the
socioeconomic changes taking place (in this case, higher agricultural commodity
prices). Economic research has long made clear that food security is more a
matter of improving capacities to access food than of simply increasing sup-
plies.83 In reality, non-staple cash crops, such as tobacco, coffee, cotton and
flowers, have for long diverted millions of hectares from food production world-
wide without being vilified for doing so, and the livestock industry still utilises
far more grain than the biofuel sector does.84 Instead, and especially given that
most of the world’s poor are located in rural areas, there is a greater need for
governance attention to promoting biofuel production systems that are socially
inclusive and that can help improve access to food, energy and other resources.
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