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Best Practices to Identify and Measure Subsidies 
to Biofuels in the EU: A White Paper 
9 December 2013 

White Paper Concept and Process 
 
The IISD’s Global Subsidies Initiative is developing a White Paper to assess the 
different options and best practices to identify and measure subsidies to biofuels 
in the EU. The exact nature and scale of these subsidies is contentious and there 
is frequently disagreement between various stakeholders. Where identified 
subsidies need to be quantified, there is also disagreement on which 
methodology and data should be used in subsidy calculations. 
 
The White Paper will summarize the main areas in which there is disagreement, 
as well as those in which stakeholders largely agree. To achieve this end, GSI will 
initiate a four-stage process: 
 

1. Providing an illustrative, non-exhaustive list of questions for 
discussion (this briefing note). Stakeholders are invited to submit a 
written explanation of their positions in response; 

2. Compiling the responses of different stakeholders, distributing them 
among all stakeholders and inviting stakeholders to meet; 

3. Organizing a stakeholder meeting to discuss key points in detail; 
4. Writing up a White Paper   

 
All steps of the process (submitted briefing notes; live discussion; white paper) 
will be fully transparent.  
 
In addition to identifying subsidies and calculating costs, there can also be 
disagreement on how to evaluate the impact of biofuel subsidies. The scope of 
this White Paper does not include questions surrounding such evaluations. If the 
exercise proves to be constructive and useful, it can be followed up by a similar 
process with regards to the evaluation of subsidies to biofuels in the EU (hence 
including issues such as jobs, emissions, environmental impacts, water, effect on 
GDP etc.). 
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Objectives of Stakeholder Engagement and White Paper 
 

The process has four objectives: 
 

1. Generate a shared understanding of the issues across a range of stakeholders; 
2. Identify gaps in methodological treatment and data availability and formulate suggestions on 

how this data can become more transparent; 
3. To the extent possible, develop consensus positions on methodology and data; 
4. Summarize different views based on a transparent process on methodology and data. 

 

Objectives of this Briefing Note 
 
This briefing note will serve as the basis for a stakeholder meeting in late January or early February 2014. 
Stakeholders that are interested in sharing their perspectives and participating in this discussion are 
strongly encouraged to do so via a written submission. These written submissions will help all participants 
benefit from a targeted and efficient debate. 
 
Annex 1 includes an illustrative list of questions that are suggested as an aid to stakeholders in structuring 
their written submissions. We would kindly request stakeholders to structure their submissions in 
response to these questions, to facilitate the subsequent compilation of submissions. The list, however, 
is not exhaustive and stakeholders are encouraged to include any other elements of interest related to 
the definition, typology, methodology and data associated with biofuel subsidy estimation. 
 
Annex 2 includes a draft table of contents of the White Paper 
 
Annex 3 includes an overview of some organizations’ work and the availability of data that can be used to 
estimate subsidies. This overview is to provide stakeholders with an easy reference point to some existing 
writing and available data, but is not intended to limit written submissions in any way. Rather, the 
identification of additional methodologies, data needs and data availability is encouraged. 
 
The deadline to submit briefing notes is 10 January 2014 (please send all completed documents to 
tmoerenhout@iisd.org). By 24 January, a compilation of the different written responses will be sent to 
the stakeholders together with an invitation to participate in a stakeholder meeting. This meeting will 
discuss different perspectives and aim to come to a consensus over them where possible. The meeting 
will be guided by an external moderator.  

mailto:tmoerenhout@iisd.org
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Process and timeline 
 

The process will be fully transparent. GSI proposes to serve as a secretariat in the organization of the 

discussion and writing up of the White Paper, which will be sent to the discussion participants for 

commenting prior to publication on the web. The meeting of stakeholders will be led by an external, 

independent moderator. The meeting will be recorded and records will be available for the public.  

 

Comments or proposals on the process and timeline are welcomed. Should comments lead to a revision 

of the provisional process and timeline―as summarized below―this will be communicated to all engaged 

stakeholders at the earliest possible opportunity. 

 

December 10:  Briefing note is published on the web together with an invitation to participate 

January 17:  Deadline for stakeholders to submit written response to briefing note 

February 01:  A compilation of different written responses is sent to stakeholders 

        Stakeholders are invited to a meeting to discuss different opinions 

February 6:  Meeting of stakeholders in Geneva (date is provisional) 

February 7-28:  Writing up of White Paper based on meeting records 

February 28:  White paper sent to participants for commentary 

March 7: Deadline for comments on White Paper 

March 14: Publication of White Paper  
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Annex 1: Participant questionnaire 

The following illustrative list of questions is suggested as an aid to stakeholders in structuring their written 
submissions. We would kindly request stakeholders to structure their submissions in response to these 
questions, to facilitate the subsequent compilation of submissions. The list, however, is not exhaustive 
and stakeholders are encouraged to include any other elements of interest related to the definition, 
typology, methodology and data associated with biofuel subsidy estimation. 
 
To allow for a rigorous discussion about methodology and data, please provide support for your answers 
by referring in detail (references with page numbers, or web links) to authoritative documents and specific 
data locations as much as possible. 
 
Definition, typology, methodology 
 

In answering these questions, submissions are invited to address: excise tax exemptions, market price 

support, farm payments, other subsidies, costs (such as transport costs) needed to allow comparison 

between EU domestic production and imports. 

1. What is the definition of a biofuel subsidy?  
a. What are the critical elements in a biofuel subsidy definition? 
b. How does one distinguish between biofuel subsidies and other subsidies? 
c. How should biofuel subsidies be represented? (unit, per litre, per energy content) 

 

2. Could you provide a typology of subsidies? Please provide for every measure: 
a. Reason why the measure is considered a "biofuel subsidy" 
b. Statement of who the beneficiary of the subsidy is 
c. Statement of how the subsidy can be estimated (methodology) 
d. Statement of what data is needed to implement the methodology (data) 
e. Statement of what data is available and where 
f. Statement of what data is missing and who is likely to hold access to this data 

 
3. Could you provide an explanation of measures that you do not consider to be biofuel subsidies, 

although others have identified them as biofuel subsidies in their work? 
a. Which measures are not biofuel subsidies and why? What is their rationale? 
b. Who do you believe is the beneficiary of these measures?  
c. Can one regard more general agricultural or energy subsidies as "biofuel subsidies"? 
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Data 

 

When addressing data needs and availability, please provide specific sources for the following key data-

points needed in subsidy estimation: 

1. EU prices for ethanol and biodiesel 

2. Benchmark world prices for ethanol and biodiesel1 

3. Benchmark prices for gasoline and diesel 

4. Transport costs to and within the EU 

5. Costs other than transport 

 

  

                                                      

1 Noting any differences in product specification (e.g. EU sustainability criteria) 
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Annex 2: Draft Table of Contents White Paper 
 
1. Introduction:  

a. Introduction to the debate 
b. General WTO definition of a subsidy 
c. Scope of the White Paper 

 
2. Biofuel subsidy: 

a. What is a "biofuel subsidy" (different opinions, sources, etc) 
b. What are the elements that need to be discussed when assessing subsidies (financial 

contribution, beneficiary, etc) 
 

3. Typology: A typology of biofuel subsidies in the EU, including a discussion on methodology and data 
availability. 
 a. Blending mandates  
  i. Why a subsidy or not? (different opinions, evaluation techniques, etc) 
  ii. Beneficiary 
  iii. Estimation methodology 
  iv. Data needs 
  v. Data availability 
 b. Excise taxes 
  i. Same sub-points 
 c. Agricultural payments 
  i. Same sub-points 
 d. Other subsidy 
  i. Same sub-points 
 f. [Other chapter headings as deemed necessary as a result of stakeholder discussions.] 
 
4. Conclusions: 
 a. On what elements is there consensus?  
 b. On what element is there no consensus and why? 
 c. Main methodological issues 
 d. Main data needs 
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Annex 3: Some background information on biofuel subsidy issues 
 

The following includes a number of background descriptions of definition, typology, methodology and 

data availability. The objective of the discussion and White Paper will be to give an overview of different 

subsidy types, the methodologies that can be used to estimate them and the data available to support 

the application of different methodologies. The following list is not comprehensive. It is desired that, in 

the course of discussions with stakeholders, new perspectives will be offered on subsidy types, 

methodologies and, particularly, data availability. 

 

1. Examples of definition, typology, methodology 

 

General Subsidy Definition: A general subsidy definition can be found in the WTO Agreement on Subsidies 

and Countervailing Measures (ASCM), Article 1. The WTO currently has 159 member states, including the 

EU and all of its member states. Its definition does not include an exhaustive list of subsidy types but 

references a number of general types such as direct transfers of funds, potential direct transfers of funds 

or liabilities, foregone government revenue such as fiscal incentives or tax credits, the provision of goods 

or services other than general infrastructure and income or price support. The WTO definition also 

requires that a benefit is thereby conferred. Explanations of these concepts are provided in the WTO 

analytical index.  

 

Biofuels Support Policies OECD: The OECD has experience in researching producer and consumer support 

estimates (PSE and CSE) for fossil fuels, based on a bottom up method of data collection from different 

governmental sources. Relying on this methodology, the OECD also published biofuels support policies for 

the period 1995-2012. Part of this data was collected by GSI and was cross-checked, amended and 

completed by OECD member countries' administrations prior to publication. Specific subsidies include, 

among others: border measures (import tariffs, export duties, quantitative export measures, VAT refunds 

on exports), domestic biofuel support policies (such as pricing and support to feedstock production), 

policies with incidence at the intermediate suppliers of biofuels (volumetric tax credits, subsidies for 

transportation and storage, credit concessions and concession in corporate taxes), blending mandates, 

support policies to final users of biofuels and R&D.  

 

Specific Energy Subsidy Types GSI: The WTO’s general definition of ‘subsidy’ has been interpreted into a 

set of specific subsidy types by the Global Subsidies Initiative (GSI) of the International Institute for 

Sustainable Development (IISD). This list can be found in Table 1 (p15) of GSI's Guidebook to Fossil-Fuel 

Subsidy Reform. The list is used by GSI for the analysis of energy subsidies in power generation and to 

liquid transport fuels. It is based on the WTO’s four main categories of subsidy: (1) Direct and indirect 

transfer of funds and liabilities (including direct spending and credit support); (2) Government revenue 

http://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/24-scm.pdf
http://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/24-scm.pdf
http://www.wto.org/english/res_e/booksp_e/analytic_index_e/subsidies_e.htm
http://www.oecd.org/site/tadffss/
http://www.oecd.org/tad/agricultural-policies/support-policies-fertilisers-biofuels.htm
http://www.iisd.org/gsi/sites/default/files/ffs_guidebook.pdf
http://www.iisd.org/gsi/sites/default/files/ffs_guidebook.pdf
http://www.iisd.org/gsi/sites/default/files/power_gen_subsidies.pdf
http://www.iisd.org/gsi/sites/default/files/liquid_fuel_subsidies.pdf


 www.iisd.org/gsi  ©2012 The International Institute for Sustainable Development 

foregone (including tax expenditures and excise taxes); (3) Provision of goods or services below market 

value; (4) Income or price support (including consumption mandates and regulated prices et at below-

market rates). GSI has described three main methodologies used to estimate biofuel subsidies. 

 

GSI Market Price Support: As used and described by GSI in studies on Spain, France and the UK, the price 

gap looks at the difference between domestic biofuel prices and world biofuel prices to estimate the 

support provided by member state consumption mandates, and adjusts for freight transport. The 

methodology is also described in the GSI review of costs and benefits of EU biofuel policies (p36). 

 

IEA Price Gap Approach: The IEA estimates biofuel subsidies by accounting for tax reductions and 

differences between the prices of biofuels and oil-based substitutes on an ex-tax energy-equivalent basis. 

It thus uses a fossil-fuel reference price. Its subsidy estimates and a description of its methodology can be 

found in the World Energy Outlook 2010, 2011 and 2012.  

 

Transfer Measurement Approach for Excise Tax Subsidies: A transfer measurement approach relies on a 

bottom-up assessment to quantify subsidies associated with particular programs. While this is more 

rigorous than an IEA-type of price-gap estimate, it is often confronted with a lack of available data. Mainly 

the OECD has developed inventories based on such a methodology, both for fossil fuels and biofuels. GSI 

has also used this approach in aforementioned studies for the calculation of subsidies from excise tax 

reductions and exemptions. One methodology is to take the difference between the excise taxes on 

biofuels and the excise taxes on fossil fuels within a given jurisdiction, and multiply this with the consumed 

volume of biofuels within that jurisdiction. The OECD uses a similar methodology in their fossil-fuel 

producer and consumer support estimates.  

 

2. Examples of available data 

 
EU producer prices: 2013 EU producer prices (and those of other jurisdictions) for ethanol and biodiesel 
and projections until 2022 are produced published in the OECD-FAO Agricultural Outlook 2013-2022.  
 
EU biofuel wholesale price: Platts produces ethanol and biodiesel traded prices at the Rotterdam port.  
 
World benchmark prices for biofuels: Current world prices for ethanol and biodiesel and projected prices 
until 2022 are published in the OECD-FAO Agricultural Outlook 2013-2022. Ecofys has also reported on 
international prices.  
 
World benchmark prices for gasoline and diesel: International Energy Agency Data Services provides a 
number of oil product spot prices. The US Energy Information Administration also provides, free of charge, 
wholesale prices for petrol and diesel.  
 

http://www.iisd.org/gsi/sites/default/files/liquid_fuel_subsidies.pdfhttp:/www.iisd.org/gsi/sites/default/files/liquid_fuel_subsidies.pdf
http://www.iisd.org/gsi/sites/default/files/bf_costeffectiveness_spain.pdf
http://www.iisd.org/gsi/sites/default/files/bf_costeffectiveness_france.pdf
http://www.iisd.org/gsi/sites/default/files/bf_costeffectiveness_uk.pdf
http://www.iisd.org/gsi/sites/default/files/biofuels_subsidies_eu_review.pdf
http://www.worldenergyoutlook.org/media/weo2010.pdf
http://www.iea.org/publications/freepublications/publication/WEO2011_WEB.pdf
http://www.worldenergyoutlook.org/publications/weo-2012/
http://stats.oecd.org/viewhtml.aspx?QueryId=48169&vh=0000&vf=0&l&il=&lang=en
http://platts.com/
http://stats.oecd.org/viewhtml.aspx?QueryId=48169&vh=0000&vf=0&l&il=&lang=en
http://www.ecofys.com/files/files/ecofys_ufop_2012_internationalbiodieselmarkets.pdf
http://data.iea.org/ieastore/default.asp
http://www.eia.gov/dnav/pet/pet_pri_spt_s1_a.htm
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Transport costs: The IMF (2013) uses $0.10 per litre to cover international transport costs, and $0.10 per 
litre to cover domestic distribution and retailing costs. These figures are for fossil fuels. The IEA, however, 
uses an average of industry data to estimate transport costs to the nearest hub, and $0.08 per litre to 
cover international distribution and marketing costs for oil.  

 
  

http://www.imf.org/external/np/pp/eng/2013/012813.pdf
http://www.iea.org/publications/worldenergyoutlook/resources/energysubsidies/methodologyforcalculatingsubsidies/
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International Institute for Sustainable Development 
Global Subsidies Initiative 
International Environment House 2 
9 chemin de Balexert, 1219 Châtelaine, Geneva, Switzerland 
Tel: +41 22 917-8373  |  Fax: +41 22 917-8054 
 

About IISD 
The International Institute for Sustainable Development (IISD) contributes to sustainable development 
by advancing policy recommendations on international trade and investment, economic policy, climate 
change and energy, and management of natural and social capital, as well as the enabling role of 
communication technologies in these areas. We report on international negotiations and disseminate 
knowledge gained through collaborative projects, resulting in more rigorous research, capacity building 
in developing countries, better networks spanning the North and the South, and better global 
connections among researchers, practitioners, citizens and policy-makers. 
 
IISD’s vision is better living for all—sustainably; its mission is to champion innovation, enabling societies 
to live sustainably. IISD is registered as a charitable organization in Canada and has 501(c)(3) status in 
the United States. IISD receives core operating support from the Government of Canada, provided 
through the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA), the International Development 
Research Centre (IDRC), and from the Province of Manitoba. The Institute receives project funding from 
numerous governments inside and outside Canada, United Nations agencies, foundations and the 
private sector. 
 

About GSI 
GSI is an initiative of the International Institute for Sustainable Development (IISD). GSI puts a spotlight 
on subsidies—transfers of public money to private interests—and how they impact efforts to put the 
world economy on a path toward sustainable development. In cooperation with a growing international 
network of research and media partners, GSI seeks to lay bare just what good or harm public subsidies 
are doing; to encourage public debate and awareness of the options that are available for reform; and 
to provide policy-makers with the tools they need to secure sustainable outcomes for our societies and 
our planet.  


