
 
 

BIOFUEL IMPORTS IN THE SENATE ENERGY BILL: 
WHEN “ADVANCED” ISN’T REALLY ADVANCED  

 

The Senate energy bill, H.R. 6, sets a total biofuels mandate requiring that at least 36 billion gallons of 
biofuels be placed on the market by 2022, including 21 billion gallons from so-called “advanced 
biofuels.”    

However, “advanced biofuels” in the legislation refers to virtually any type of biofuels not produced 
from corn kernels – not only next generation fuels such as cellulosic ethanol.  The bill’s definition is so 
broad that it includes imported biofuel sources such as palm oil from Southeast Asia and sugarcane 
ethanol and soy biodiesel from Brazil, which are often produced in environmentally harmful ways.   

Since the bill does not distinguish between domestically-produced and imported biofuels, establishing a 
dramatically expanded mandate makes it almost inevitable that a significant proportion of the 
requirement will be met with these imported sources.  In 2006, the United States imported more than 
10 percent of the ethanol used in the country, despite a 54-cent per gallon tariff on fuel-grade ethanol.∗  
Increasing amounts of fuel sources for biodiesel are also being imported.   The current level of biofuels 
imports is almost certain to increase under the legislation’s mandate.   

As a result, any biofuels mandate should ensure that biofuels – including imports – meet basic 
environmental standards. Otherwise, we risk undercutting efforts by U.S. farmers to produce 
environmentally-sound biofuels. 

The need to address these concerns is critical in cases such as biodiesel made from palm oil produced in 
Southeast Asia and sugarcane ethanol and soy biodiesel from sources grown in Brazil.  The clearing of 
rainforests and tropical savannah to produce these biofuels not only destroys valuable ecosystems and 
biodiversity, but can also lead to significant increases in greenhouse gases.     

In particular, Congress should revise the biofuels legislation to: 

• Exclude biofuels from the mandate when the biomass is produced on land converted from native 
forests, native grasslands, or wetlands after the enactment of the mandate.  

• Ensure that “advanced biofuels” are in fact advanced by requiring that they reduce greenhouse 
gases by at least 50 percent on a lifecycle basis compared to conventional gasoline or diesel.  This 
would guarantee that cellulosic biofuels and most biodiesel produced in the U.S. would be 
included in the mandate.  

• Require annual reports on the amount of biofuels and biofuel feedstock imported into the United 
States to meet the biofuels mandate and on the environmental impacts of production of the 
biofuels and feedstock abroad.   

See attached for more details on palm oil from Southeast Asia and sugar ethanol and soy biodiesel from 
Brazil.  For more information, contact David Waskow at (202) 222-0716.   

                                                 
∗ Ethanol import data based on United States International Trade Commission data, found at http://dataweb.usitc.gov. 

 

http://dataweb.usitc.gov/


 



 

 
 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION ON BIOFUEL IMPORTS  
 

Palm Oil 

Palm oil is being increasingly imported into the United States as a source to make biodiesel, 
particularly from Southeast Asian countries such as Indonesia and Malaysia.  A 100-million 
gallon a year biodiesel refinery being built along the Pacific coast in Washington State is 
expected to import significant sums of palm oil.1  Refineries in Texas are also expected to 
imports palm oil supplies.   

Unfortunately, palm oil production is a major source of environmental degradation and 
destructive land use patterns in Southeast Asia, particularly due to deforestation and wetland 
conversion tied to the spread of massive palm oil plantations.  Nearly 50 percent of currently 
productive palm oil plantations in Southeast Asian countries is planted on land that was recently 
converted from forest.2  In Malaysia, palm oil plantations have caused 87 percent of total 
deforestation between 1985 and 2000.3   

Widespread deforestation in Malaysia and Indonesia has caused severe damage to the area’s rich 
biodiversity.  Rare mammals, such as the Sumatran tiger, the Sumatran orangutan, the Asian 
elephant and the Sumatran rhinoceros, have become endangered or critically endangered, and it 
is estimated that orangutans will be extinct by 2016 as a result of palm oil-related deforestation.4  
The deforestation also contributes substantially to global warming when greenhouse gases are 
released during the clearing of the rainforest.   

Meanwhile, a quarter of all palm oil plantations are established over converted peatlands, a 
critical kind of wetlands, leading to substantial biodiversity loss.  Moreover, in order to convert 
peatlands into palm plantations, they are drained and burned, creating enormous greenhouse gas 
emissions that make palm oil ten worse than conventional fossil fuels in terms of global warming 
pollution.5  

Brazil: Sugarcane and Soybeans  

In recent years, Brazil produced more than 4 billion gallons of ethanol, absorbing more than 50 
percent of the sugarcane harvest grown in the country.6 7  In 2006, more than 100 million gallons 
of fuel-grade ethanol was imported into the United States from Brazil.8   

Sugarcane production in Brazil frequently encroaches on previously occupied lands, particularly 
agricultural areas that have earlier been converted from wild grasslands and other native 
ecosystems.  Often, as sugarcane plantations occupy these areas, environmental harm spreads 
when crop and livestock production relocate into wild and native ecosystems – including Brazil’s 
cerrado, a tropical savannah and the most biologically rich grasslands in the world.9 10  The 
further expansion of the sugarcane ethanol industry, which already occupies more than 13 
million acres, is likely to spread directly into wild and native ecosystems such as the cerrado.11   

 



 

                                                

 

 

Meanwhile, the sugarcane industry in Brazil has been widely known for its use of child labor and 
substandard worker health conditions caused by the burning of cane fields.  A recent study also 
documented the decline by half in workers’ incomes over the past twenty years.12

Although soybean production for biodiesel is not as well established as sugarcane ethanol in 
Brazil, the potential for soybean biodiesel production to cause harm to Brazil’s sensitive 
ecosystems is great.  Between 1995 and 2005, overall soybean production almost doubled to 
occupy 22.3 million hectares, substantially increasing the pressure on the rainforest frontier.13  
Soybean production occurs at times in areas cleared of rainforest, but also frequently drives 
deforestation by displacing cattle producers who then clear rainforest land for grazing.  

The continued growth of sugarcane ethanol and soy biodiesel production will significantly 
increase the intense pressures facing these valuable ecosystems and areas rich in biodiversity.  
As with palm oil production, the impacts may also increase global warming pollution when 
grasslands and forests are cleared and greenhouse gases are released as a result.  

 

For more information, contact David Waskow at (202) 222-0716.   
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