Kick-off meeting Biofuels knowledge network Plate River Basin, Brazil
By Heleen van den Hombergh, Natureandpoverty.net/IUCN NL

In Sao Paolo, May 11 and 12 ’09 the official kick-off meeting to place of the NGO-academic knowledge network on biofuels in the Plate River Basin. This Basin connects Brazil, Argentina, Paraguay, and Bolivia and is an area which contains extensive sugarcane and soy areas. As Natureandpoverty.net/EGP we supported this meeting with advice and a small grant. 

The 20 participants in this first official meeting came from NGOs and university institutions in (mainly) Brazil and Argentina. They had a very lively meeting, which consisted of presentations of their work and the setting of an agenda of further knowledge exchange, learning and teaching.
The NGOs present already form part of a network called REDEBIO, which was created in 2007 to co-ordinate efforts of NGO advocacy against the environmental and social impacts of unlimited production of sugarcane for ethanol and soy for biodiesel. Groups from Paraguay, Brazil and Argentina participate in this network, which has a listserve but has suffered from lack of co-ordination to become really vibrant. From Brazilian side –for example to coordinate efforts towards the Roundtable on Sustainable Biofuels, the network has had participation of Amigos da Terra – Amazônia Brasileira; CASA; Conservação Internacional do Brasil; DIEESE; ECOA; IMAFLORA; IMAZON; Instituto Centro de Vida (ICV); Instituto Vitae Civilis; Mater Natura; Quatro Cantos do Mundo and Repórter Brasil.
	


It was ECOA who came up with the idea to develop stronger linkages with academic researchers, to improve the knowledge and capacity of the NGOs to deal with this complex area, which requires insights in agronomic, technological, economic and ecological disciplines. Also, it would be worthwhile to feed academics with insights from NGO experience and stimulate collaboration to deepen understanding and strengthen advocacy and other intervention strategies. In Brazil, many researchers involved in biofuels studies have close connections with the private sector, it was about time for a countermove. 

The organizers of the academic-NGO encounter selectively invited NGOs to balance the presence of academics.  A special effort had to be done to take academics on board, despite the good relations that the organizers from Amigos da Terra Amazonia and ECOA have with some university institutions. Some well known academics shied away from the meeting, which was clearly organized by an NGO; as they feared to be associated too much with advocacy and to be confronted with criticism. Others were tempted by other types of meetings on biofuels, which are many in Brazil, or probably did not see direct benefit in participating for their academic purposes. However, even if various of them declined, a relevant and very interested representation of academics joined in the meeting; coming from agronomic, economic and natural science departments in Buenos Aires, Sao Paolo, Campina, etc. 
Presentations

Fourteen participants presented their work, always followed by interested questions and debate. The flexible set up of the meeting which gave space for many to extensively present their work, resulted in a very long first day, but also allowed the participants to really own the agenda and discuss whatever was of interest to them. A list of presentations is attached. Some are worth special mentioning here for their direct relevance to IUCN NL/Natureandpoverty.net and the biofuels platforms in the Netherlands we are part of. MORE INFO AVAILABLE UPON REQUEST
First of all the presentation of Mario Barroso/Conservation International, who was invited but could not participate in the meeting on High Conservation Value Areas in Brasilia, organized by IUCN NL and ICV earlier in the month. They showed their work on measuring high risk ecological impact in the Cerrado (the dry, but very biodiverse areas of Brazil), combining maps of Key Biodiversity Areas (based on soil, plant and animal species), with maps of probable expansion of sugarcane. Especially around the ethanol plants, where sugarcane is most probable to expand, the risks for permanent loss of key biodiversity is high. Problem is that the president of Brazil has designated the Cerrado as an expansion area for biofuels and cattle raising to be a buffer to the Amazon, but in terms of loss of biodiversity (800 bird species for example), the risks in the drier areas are similar. Concerning cattle ranging various participants were convinced of the fact that a more intensive way of cattle ranging would be possible. There was heated discussion about the respective roles of sugarcane, soy and cattle grazing in threatening the Cerrado; a discussion which was in the end unsettled, indicating that studies on ILUC in Brazil are to be made more known or to be implemented. 
Jefferson Silverio/Mater Natura summarized their projects in Mato Grosso, including consultations among the population of felt effects of soy for biodiesel production. They have been involved in the Brazilian work for the Both ENDS-IUCN NL macro-effects monitoring project (2007-2009). 
Edgar de Beauclair/ESALQ  exposed a strong pro-sugarcane/ethanol perspective, presenting many technical data that show its attractiveness in terms of GHG emissions, economic alternative to petrol (when petrol is more than 40 USD/barrel). He also listed a number of possible mitigation strategies for its negative aspects.  Good material for facts and figures on sugarcane.

Daniela Macedo/IMAFLORA (well known for its role in FSC and its implementation) already did a proposal  for certification of sugar-alcohol in 1996-1998. They carried out this process with due investigation and multistakeholder collaboration, but the implementation failed as economic  incentives, government interest and social pressure were lacking. SAN, the Sustainable Agriculture Network of 8 latin American countries,  led by Rainforest Alliance, has used the criteria, noit only for sugarcane but also for palm oil, soja, cotton and others. The requirement of reveiling energy use, the requirement that the crops should reduce GHG emissions, and the prohibition of use of fire for soil preparation are the most important elements, which come on top of the 10 existing principles of SAN . Recently IMAFLORA published  a book about the criteria, presenting the earlier study and new facts. It has tested among others the Cramer Criteria in the field. Hardcopy available at IUCN NL (Heleen) and online copies (Portuguese) through http://www.imaflora.org/arquivos/Livro_Certificacao_Socioambiental_para_a_Agricultura.pdf

Alive Thault/ICV, partner of IUCN NL also in the HCVA project Mato Grosso, presented its study that weighed actual criteria for soy of the RTRS (Roundtable for Responsible Soy) on its participatory character, its added value compared to other sets of criteria, and how verification is arranged for. Maybe nothing new if one knows ISEAL criteria for standard setting and certification, but I feel it may be a simple and useful instrument for evaluation of some basic characteristics by non-specialists involved in Roundtables and other multi stakeholder initiatives - to be used for defining their strategies? For participation they distinguish 

· representativeness, 

· stability of participation (throughout the process), 

· openness (to other groups), if structures of participation are adequate, if results are well-communicated and 

· if public consultations are held. 

They specify all these criteria. 

For added value they distinguish: 

· biodiversity, 

· environmental impacts, 

· workers rights, 

· impacts on local communities, 

· how the criteria interacts with/ adds elements to existing legislation and 

· how costs of the certification are distributed. 

For verification they distinguish: 

· independence, 

· inclusiveness (of the whole chain), 

· public access to information and 

· conflict resolution mechanisms. 

They distinguish levels: insufficient, minimum, adequate and optimum, for all issues and specify for each and every “box” in the matrixes what is meant by this. They also will apply it to various other multi-stakeholder commodity processes taking place in Mato Grosso do Sul, Brazil. 

Their schemes are added to this report. 
Walter Pengue/UNGS, authority on soy production in Argentina, gave a number of challenging ideas during the seminar, and uploaded his published article on the externailities of soy production (for biodiesel) in Argentina to the wiki later. It can be found in the Latin America section of Landscapes, livelihood and biodiversity studies http://np-net.pbworks.com/Latin-America. 

Not explained here are presentations by:

FARN (Argentina), and departments of the Brazilian universities UFV, UNICAMP, USP and UFFRJ. 
Most presentations were meant for the seminar only, and are shared through a closed part of the Biofuels wiki. Questions write to Heleen.vandenhombergh@iucn.nl
Tel 31 (0)20-3449675. 
