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	FAO AND BIOENERGY 

	The Issue 

Bioenergy issues and biofuels have been on FAO's agenda for decades. However, they are now receiving renewed attention in the context of efforts to enhance sustainability, eliminate poverty and mitigate climate change. 

It should be borne in mind considered that: 

•  current energy systems in industrialized countries are largely based on the use of fossil fuels; 

•  in most developing countries, woodfuels still constitute the largest single source of energy, mainly for cooking and heating; 

•  more than 50 percent of the wood consumed worldwide is used as fuel; in some developing countries, fuelwood represents over 80 percent of wood consumption; 

•  sustainable production and use of biofuels enhance rural livelihood systems and substitute fossil fuels, thus contributing to climate change mitigation. 

However, in many countries the following is also true: 

•  there is a lack of understanding amongst policy-makers of the potential of biofuels as clean, affordable and environmentally friendly sources of energy; 

•  biofuels are largely neglected in political, economic and social agendas and are not integrated into energy statistics and national energy planning; 

•  current regulatory, institutional, and legal restrictions do not encourage the development of biomass energy; 

•  forestry and agricultural agencies do not give due attention to the development, management and use of biomass energy resources; 

•  little attention is paid to the introduction and distribution of modern, efficient and clean bioenergy production systems. 

As a result: 

•  reliable national resource and production data on biofuels, to support policy-making processes, are often not available; 

•  a large proportion of rural populations in developing countries barely cover their energy subsistence needs, let alone have access to energy to enhance their productive activities; 

•  efficiency levels of biofuel use are generally low, in particular for fuelwood, charcoal, agro-residues and livestock manure, and especially in the domestic and small-scale industry sectors (cooking stoves, charcoal kilns, etc.); 

•  incomplete combustion of biofuels due to traditional technology results in low efficiency rates and can lead to health hazards as well as increased emission burden on the environment. 

FAO's View 

In view of the above, FAO: 

•  stresses the potential of both forestry and agro-industrial by-products (residues and wastes), as well as purpose-grown energy crops, as locally available, renewable energy sources in rural areas; 

•  notes that access to adequate and affordable energy is one of the prerequisites for equitable socio-economic development; 

•  is aware that biofuel use can contribute towards a more gender-balanced rural employment and income, strengthen rural livelihood systems and help in attaining better levels of food security; 

•  recognizes the importance of new and/or improved technologies for bioenergy use as an industrial energy source at competitive market prices; 

•  appreciates the importance of improving the overall efficiency, effectiveness and safety of biofuel use in order to enhance rural livelihood systems; 

•  is aware of the threat to forests and trees outside forests if fuelwood is used in an indiscriminate and unsustainable way, resulting in forest degradation or deforestation, deterioration of watersheds and loss of both soil fertility and biodiversity; 

•  notes that the substitution of fossil fuels with biofuels can contribute to a cleaner environment, reduction of emissions and climate change mitigation; 

•  acknowledges the need to assist governments in the development of policies and strategies that include the sustainable production and use of biofuels; 

•  recognizes the need to improve the quality of country level data on biofuels and to strengthen national and institutional capacity to collect, analyse and disseminate information; 

•  considers its work in the area of sustainable production, conversion and use of bioenergy as falling within the context of efforts to achieve the Millennium Development Goals and as a contribution towards the implementation of the Rio Declaration and Agenda 21, as well as the Conventions on Climate Change, Biodiversity, Combating Desertification, and other energy-related international agreements.

FAO's Role – its multidisciplinary potential 

Realizing both the potential and constraints of promoting biofuels for sustainable rural development, FAO is mobilizing its still largely untapped multidisciplinary expertise in bioenergy to: 

•  assist member countries in strengthening their institutional and human capacities to implement bioenergy programmes; 

•  ensure that land use, land tenure, social and environmental issues and impacts relating to biofuel systems are integrated into bioenergy programmes; 

•  continue acquiring, compiling, analysing and disseminating data and information on bioenergy through publications, electronic media, conferences, country missions, training workshops and seminars; 

•  address present and future wood energy use within the regional outlook studies, as well as at the global level; 

•  raise policy- and decision-makers' awareness and knowledge of the role of sustainably generated bioenergy in socio-economic development (particularly as concerns women), in the rural environment, as well as for climate change mitigation; 

•  apply the experiences gained in certain projects and areas to other countries and regions; 

•  promote the adoption and integration of bioenergy into national agriculture, forestry, energy and environment policies, plans and programmes; 

•  develop partnerships with other bi- and multi-lateral organizations (as well as with NGOs and the private sector); and 

•  increase collaboration with those agro-industries which have bioenergy production potential (e.g. heat and power from sugar and rice mills; multi-purpose crops for alcohol production). 


