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A Road to Clean Renewable Fuels
W. Scott Thurlow

Compared to fossil fuels, vehicles running on bio-fuels have 99 per cent fewer GHG emissions. Veer photo

With the world population soaring beyond 8 billion people 
—and Canada’s population more than 35 million—there 
is a pressing need to conserve our natural resources and 
diversify our energy mix to include alternative, sustain-
able sources. The scientific consensus on climate change is 
that it is happening and that human activity is the cause. 
Protecting our environment is now one of Canada’s most 
pressing challenges. Rising to this challenge is also one of 
our greatest opportunities.

I t’s no secret that renewable fuels  
 burn cleaner than fossil fuels. On  
 a life-cycle basis, biofuels can re-
duce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 
by as much as 99 per cent when com-
pared to petroleum-based fuels and 
remove 4.2 megatonnes of carbon 
from our atmosphere every year —
which is equivalent to removing one 
million cars from our roads. The Ca-
nadian government has committed to 
reducing our nation’s GHG emissions 
by 17 percent from 2005 levels by the 
year 2020. While biofuels are a key-
stone to reaching this commitment, 
governments should be looking be-
yond meeting obligations and focus 
on solving environmental problems. 
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Since 2006, Canada’s biofuels indus-
try has expanded significantly and 
now returns billions of dollars in 
gross economic impact every year. 
Today’s ethanol and biodiesel plants 
are poised to become true biorefiner-
ies capable of using a wide-range of 
feedstocks to create renewable fuels 
and sustainable products. Advanced 
biofuels technologies can convert ag-
ricultural waste, forestry residue and 
even solid municipal waste into cel-
lulosic biofuels. This is already hap-
pening in Alberta, with the opening 
of the world’s first industrial scale 
waste-to-biofuels facility operated by 
Enerkem and the city of Edmonton. 
However, Canada cannot fully real-
ize its potential for such technolo-
gies and products without addressing 
the intense competition from other 
jurisdictions. 

Around the world, strategic policy 
mechanisms and investment pro-
grams are already in place. Europe 
and the United States have recognized 

the need for an integrated bioecono-
my and have stepped up to make sig-
nificant investments. The European 
Commission adopted its strategy in 
.February 2012, including Horizon 
2020, the biggest EU Research and 
Innovation program ever, with some 
€79 billion of funding available over 
7 years (2014 to 2020). In April of 
2012, President Obama unveiled the 
US National Bioeconomy Blueprint, 
which lays out strategic objectives to 
help realize the full potential of the 
American bioeconomy. The US also 
has a specific blender’s tax credit for 
cellulosic fuels and a mandated re-
quirement for its inclusion. 

T he unfortunate result is that  
 Canada is being left behind.  
 Despite our natural resources 
advantage and having one of the 
strongest economies in the G7, Cana-
dian renewable fuel and bioeconomy 
policies are not keeping pace interna-
tionally. (See figure 2)

The priority we place on sustainabil-
ity and innovation will ultimately 
determine our long-term economic 
prosperity. The growth of today’s Ca-
nadian bioeconomy is due in large 
part to renewable fuels technology. 
While the potential of these technol-
ogies is nowhere close to exhausted, 
new government policies and pro-
grams that advance these opportuni-
ties are needed, if not overdue. 

Programs like the Sustainable Devel-
opment Technology Canada (SDTC) 
TechFund™ and the SDTC NextGen 
Biofuels Fund™ (NGBF) have proven 
very successful but—unlike in Eu-
rope and the US—a transition fund 
for these new technologies does not 
exist. Tomorrow’s bioeconomy relies 
on expanding emerging technolo-
gies and successfully bringing them 
to market. Creating a biorefinery 
fund to support innovative and po-
tentially groundbreaking technology 
will not only accelerate progress in 
research, but help shape Canada’s 
overall energy future.  

E xempting cellulosic biofuels  
 from the current excise tax on  
 fuel would also help advance 
the bioeconomy by driving produc-
tion and consumption of cellulosic 
biofuels in Canada. As demonstrated 
with similar treatment for other com-
modities, this relatively small tax 
measure will encourage domestic pro-
duction, retain cellulosic biofuels (as 
well as the associated economic and 
environmental benefits) in Canada.

Canadian biofuels also give consum-
ers more choices and lower prices at 
the fuel pump. Renewable fuels di-
versify our fuel mix and extend our 
petroleum supply while delivering 
the environmental benefits many 
customers—and governments—are 
looking for. 

Starting in 2017, North American au-
tomakers will be required to improve 
their fuel economy under the Corpo-
rate Average Fuel Economy (CAFE) 
standards. By 2025, vehicles in Can-
ada will have to more than double 
their efficiency and run, over a fleet 
average, at 54 miles per gallon. The 
overwhelming consensus from do-
mestic vehicle manufacturers is that 
higher octane fuels are necessary to 
drive the smaller, lighter engines that 
these new fuel economy standards 
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FIGURE 1: Biofuels are the cleanest, most sustainable source of fuel 
available. To date Canada’s biofuels policy remains the single most 
effective policy tool for reducing GHGs

Today’s ethanol and 
biodiesel plants are poised 
to become true biorefineries 
capable of using a wide-
range of feedstocks to 
create renewable fuels and 
sustainable products. 

The priority we place on 
sustainability and innovation 
will ultimately determine 
our long-term economic 
prosperity. The growth of 
today’s Canadian bioeconomy 
is due in large part to 
renewable fuels technology. 

Source: Evolution and Growth, From Biofuels to Bioeconomy, Canadian Renewable Fuels 
Association 2014
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will require. In fact, European auto 
manufacturers have already called for 
higher ethanol blends and Brazil has 
been using them for years.

There are over 3.5 million vehicles 

on Canada’s roads that can take up 
to 85 percent ethanol (E85). In the 
United States, there are over 3,000 E85 
pumps, and thousands of others that 
offer mid-level ethanol blends and 10-

20 per cent biodiesel directly to con-
sumers. In Canada, there are 5 pumps 
that offer E85 to consumers and none 
that offer higher biodiesel blends at 
commercial sites. (See figure 3)

Ethanol and ethanol-blended gaso-
line (like E20 or E30) is also the low-
est cost source of octane available. 
Ethanol continues to be cheaper 
than gasoline. In 2013, the whole-
sale price of ethanol was, on aver-
age, 20 cents per litre lower than the 
wholesale price of gasoline. As the 
cost of production of crude oil in-
creases, so too will its price, making 
all goods more expensive.

Consumers should have the choice 
to use lower-cost, cleaner fuels for 
their vehicles. This fueling infrastruc-
ture turnover will require significant 
time to build out properly. To fa-
cilitate this, governments should be 
encouraging existing pump turnover 
and new market entrants by provid-
ing tax incentives—through either 
a direct tax credit or capital cost al-

FIGURE 2: There are no technical barriers to expanding inclusion requirements for federal renewable diesel 
from two to five percent by 2020, and doing so will encourage greater investment in Canada.

Brazil
Current Mandate:
Ethanol – 20%
Renewable Diesel – 5%
Planned Targets or Voluntary Blending:
Ethanol – Target of 25%

India
Current Mandate:
Ethanol – 5%
Planned Targets or Voluntary Blending:
Ethanol/Renewable Diesel – Target of 20%

European Union
Current Mandate:
10% Renewable Energy in all transport fuel

United States of America
Current Mandate: Renewable Fuel (e.g. Ethanol/Renewable Diesel) 
blended in increasing amounts year after year
Required Volumes:
Renewable Fuel (e.g. Ethanol/Biodiesel) 
target of 136 billion litres by 2022

Canada
Current Mandate:
Ethanol – 5%
Renewable Diesel – 2%

Argentina
Current Mandate:
Ethanol – 5%
Renewable Diesel – 7%

FIGURE 3: Ethanol station availability in the United States vs. Canada. 
Canadian consumers simply do not have access to any alternatives to 
petroleum products.

Source: Evolution and Growth, From Biofuels to Bioeconomy, Canadian Renewable Fuels Association 2014

Source: Evolution and Growth, From Biofuels to Bioeconomy, Canadian Renewable Fuels 
Association 2014
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lowance depreciation—to those indi-
viduals who want to offer consumers 
these alternative fuels. It bears repeat-
ing that similar programs in the US 
successfully provide a much needed 
incentive to encourage the turn-over 
of thousands of pumps that offer 
higher renewable content to consum-
ers. The reality is that if Canada does 
not make these investments, the fuel 
economy regulations put in place to 
improve fuel efficiency will be com-
pletely ineffective. 

M andated levels of renewable  
 fuel content have succeeded  
 in securing a market for 
a product that burns cleaner when 
compared to petroleum based alter-
natives. As a direct result of these 
mandates, Canada’s renewable fuels 
industry is domestically producing 
almost 1.8 billion litres of ethanol 

and the capacity to produce 700 mil-
lion litres of biodiesel. The net result 
is that consumers receive the benefits 
of cleaner fuels, and Canada reduces 
its emissions while at the same time 
stimulating the economic growth 
that comes with domestic biofuel 
production.

Despite the economic and environ-
mental benefits, misinformation 
based on outdated science and flawed 
logic persists. This is especially disap-
pointing given the proliferation of 
such “features” in some national pa-
pers and by selected academics and 
public policy forums. 

In Canada, we are fortunate that the 
federal government —and many pro-
vincial governments—have rightly 
put renewable content regulations 
into place that are spurring economic 
growth and supporting agribusiness. 

Our domestic renewable fuels indus-
try generates gross economic benefits 
in excess of $3.5 billion to the Ca-
nadian economy every year and has 
delivered more than 14,000 direct 
and indirect jobs. All told, the federal 
government will realize a net return 
on investment of more than $3.7 
billion. Characterizing this as a “fail-
ure” is untrue and does little besides 
insult the businesses, policy makers, 
and farmers who have built a thriv-
ing industry. If anything, now is the 
time to increase renewable fuel re-
quirements and expand biofuels use 
to other sectors. 

Today is a time of real environmen-
tal challenges and great economic 
opportunity. Our industry remains 
focused on capitalizing on these op-
portunities. As the recent past has 
shown, a thriving and fully realized 
domestic renewable fuels industry is 
more than possible—it is viable and 
working in Canada. Now is the time 
to build on this successful platform 
and do more. The results will ben-
efit our immediate energy future but 
more importantly, lay the founda-
tion for the prosperity of generations 
to come.  

W. Scott Thurlow is the president of the 
Canadian Renewable Fuels Association. 
s.thurlow@greenfuels.org 

Consumers should have 
the choice to use lower-
cost, cleaner fuels for 
their vehicles. This fueling 
infrastructure turnover will 
require significant time to 
build out properly. 

Our domestic renewable 
fuels industry generates 
gross economic benefits in 
excess of $3.5 billion to the 
Canadian economy every  
year and has delivered more 
than 14,000 direct and 
indirect jobs.
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