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use and end-use, and ensure biomass emissions are fully accounted for under the LULUCF 
framework.6 

However, while it should be a priority for the Commission to ensure bioenergy sustainability through 
the REDII and radically restrict the use of primary wood for energy, we’d like to point the 
Commission to the need of deploying the Energy Taxation Directive to ensure that all external 
costs from remaining bioenergy use are effectively priced-in. 

2. Scope for revision Energy Taxation Directive 

In the light of the ongoing revision of the Energy Taxation Directive, we advise the Commission to:  

- Discontinue all non-CO2 tax exemptions (e.g., energy content tax) for biomass energy or 
boilers, to ensure that the tax rate is consistent for biomass and other forms of energy, in 
respectively heating and electricity. 

- Include a differentiation for CO2 tax based on relative carbon payback times and likelihood 
of distortion in the raw material market*, taking into consideration type of feedstock used 
and end-use efficiencies. The tax may be lower when there are no significant distortions in 
the market or no loss of forest carbon sink. A higher tax rate should be applied to the use of 
primary wood and those secondary resources that are used for material products, which 
have a higher risk of leading to negative impacts on forest carbon sinks and distortion in the 
raw material market, respectively. 

- Prioritise the polluter-pays principle to effectively price in other external costs, notably 
those associated with air pollution and health costs, to make the industry internalize these 
costs and prevent they are borne by society at large. 

*Justification for differentiation based on carbon payback times and likelihood of competition. 

Burning wood leads to more CO2 emissions compared to burning coal per unit of energy 
generated. There is scientific consensus that in the case of forest biomass, the assumption 
of carbon neutrality is not valid, and that its use can increase greenhouse gas emissions for a 
substantial amount of time (beyond timeframes relevant for climate change mitigation).7 
The net carbon impacts may vary dependent on a variety of factors, including feedstock 
used and end use efficiencies.8 In particular the use of primary wood is associated with 
higher emissions because of possible negative impacts on forest carbon sinks. The use of 
secondary resources generally has a better climate outcome but is associated with a higher 
competition in the forest-based sector.9 NB the biogenic emissions (harvest/combustion) or 
emissions from possible ‘leakage effects’ are not taken into consideration by the GHG 
savings methodology enshrined in the REDII. 

 

  

 
6 See, e.g., ‘A new EU sustainable bioenergy policy, proposal to regulate bioenergy production and use in the 
EU’s renewable energy policy framework 2020-2030’ (2016).  
7 Impact Assessment Sustainability of Bioenergy SWD(2016) 418; EASAC Commentary on carbon neutrality 
(2018). 
8 Review of literature on biogenic carbon and LCA of forest bioenergy (Forest Research, 2014). 
9 Biomass production, supply, uses and flows in the EU (European Union, Joint Research Centre, 2018).  





 
 

Figure 1: Greenhouse gas emissions by aggregated sector in kilotonnes of CO2eq 

 

Source: European Environment Agency (EEA, Report No 15/2019). 

Figure 2: Public Electricity and Heat production: Total, CO2 and N2O emission trends 

 

Source: Annual EU greenhouse-gas inventory 1990-2018 and inventory report 2020, submission to 
the UNFCCC (EEA, 2020). 

C. Air pollution 



 
 

Burning wood leads to significant air pollution. While renewables overall improved air 
quality, biomass burning increased pollution since 2005.11 This is concerning, since air 
pollution is considered the biggest environmental risk to health in the EU and associated 
with significant costs. 

The RED (2009) does not provide for a specific mitigation policy for air pollution from 
biomass and relies on existing ambient air quality standards, national emission reduction 
commitments and emission and energy efficiency standards for key sources of pollution 
(requirements for eco-design and combustion plants). While these may certainly mitigate 
pollution, it is unlikely to be adequate, considering the effect of the RED’s incentives for 
increased biomass use. The EEA speaks of a policy gap and a trade-off between climate and 
air pollution policies, pointing at the negative impact on air quality from the increased 
combustion of biomass without adequate emission controls.12 A report by the Court of 
Auditors indicates that the RED does not sufficiently reflect the importance of air 
pollution.”13  

The Impact Assessment for the REDII recognises that the impact of biomass burning on air 
pollution is a matter of scale of deployment but indicates that “given the fact that air 
pollution from biomass is specifically addressed through other EU measures and regulations, 
it is not considered appropriate to set specific requirements in the context of this policy 
initiative.” 

Electricity  

Particulate matter from solid biomass burning for electricity increased 77 per cent between 
2005 and 2018 (see Figure 3).14  

Figure 3: Annual life cycle impacts associated with gross electricity production  

 
11 EEA briefing No 13/2019: Renewable Energy in Europe: key for climate objectives but air pollution needs 
attention.  
12 Report by the European Environmental Agency (2019). Air quality in Europe – 2019 report. (EEA, Report No 
10/2019). 
13 European Court of Auditors (2018). Air pollution: Our health still insufficiently protected (European Court of 
Auditors, Special Report No 23/2018). 
14 From 0.115MtPM10e in 2005 to 0.203MtPM10e in 2018. 



 
 

 

 

Source: European Environmental Agency, briefing (2021). 

Heating 

In the heating sector, where biomass has a dominant role, all key air pollutant emissions 
have increased, except SO2. This is predominantly contributable to burning solid biomass 
which accounts for around 80 per cent of renewable heating in the EU. 

Table 2:  

 



 
 

 

 

Source: ETC/CME 7/2020. 

 




