
�� Outshined
 Investment in solar exceeded that of coal, gas and nuclear power combined 

in 2017, according to a BNEF-authored UN report.

�� FiT fight
 Thai biomass generators have ceased debt repayments and appealed to 

the government over low FiT rates which they claim make their plants 
uncompetitive.

�� Bight size
 The US BOEM will hold a consultation for wind development in the New 

York Bight offshore area, as Massachusetts gears up to announce the winners 
of an offshore RfP.

�� Children of the corn
 The Trump administration reportedly intends to delay any changes to 

biofuels policy for at least 90 days.
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CONTROVERSY over the US’ biofuel policy is 
unlikely to subside, as reports suggest the admin-
istration of President Donald Trump intends to 
delay any attempts to reform biofuel policy for 
about 90 days.

Under the nation’s Renewable Fuel Standard 
(RFS), oil refiners must blend ethanol into their 
petrol or buy credits – known as Renewable 
Identification Numbers (RINs) – if they do not 
blend it themselves. 

The nation’s powerful agricultural and oil 
refining lobbies have been battling for some 
time over the RFS, a policy that has been in place 
for more than a decade. Proponents, including 
farmers who grow the corn used to make the 
bulk of US ethanol, say it helps support them 
during tough times and leads to less air pollution 
being emitted by vehicles. 

The oil refining sector says that blending the 
fuel can create hardship, especially for the small 
refineries that are more likely to have to RINs. 
Prices of the credits have skyrocketed over the 
past few years. The market created because of 
the RFS has created an estimated demand for 
around 15 billion gallons (57 billion litres) of 
ethanol a year. 

Trump officials met to assess biofuel pol-
icy reform on April 9. The decision to put any 
changes in policy on ice was to give farmers 
cover in case there is a full-blown trade war with 
China, Reuters reported, citing sources close to 
the discussions. 

“There’s just a lot going on right now, so 
they decided to take a pause and revisit in three 
months,” one of the sources told the news ser-
vice, referring to concern that the US agricultural 
industry could be hit hard if the trade dispute 
expands to include more commodity exports. 

Concerns were escalated following an 
announcement from an April 1 announcement 
by China that it would instate an extra 15% tariff 
on ethanol imports from the US, on top of the 
30% already imposed. The move in part was a 
response to Trump’s installation of protection-
ist tariffs on steel and aluminium imports, but 
China has since threatened another tariff on US 
soybeans. 

Corny issue
The fight between Big Corn and Big Oil remains 
at a stand-off in the Republican presidency. The 
issue is particularly thorny for Trump, given that 

it splits his power base; part of his support comes 
from the conservative farm belt, yet he also has 
much invested in propping up the country’s fossil 
fuel sector. At campaign events in corn-growing 
states such as Iowa, he had promised to protect 
the interests of farmers, yet he has also called for 
more energy independence, which means sup-
porting domestic ethanol as well as oil and gas. 

Because of the sensitivity of the matter, 
Trump’s aides had reportedly urged him to punt 
the issue to Congress. But on Capitol Hill, the 
majority Republican Party also faces a stand-
off over the issue, Kevin Johnson, a Minneapo-
lis-based partner at the Stoel Rives law firm told 
NewsBase Intelligence (NBI). Republicans repre-
sent the farm belt but they also represent states 
where the oil industry dominates, he said. 

Trump has reportedly considered capping 
the price of RINs, but expanding the sales of 
high-ethanol gasoline blends. The former is vehe-
mently opposed by biofuel lobbyists and the lat-
ter by the oil industry and by car-makers as well, 
who say that higher blends harm car engines. 

News of the delay in any White House-bro-
kered reform followed reports that the Environ-
mental Protection Agency (EPA) has quietly 
given 25 waivers to small oil refineries allowing 
them not to comply with their 2017 RFS require-
ments. 20 waivers were also issued for 2016 
requirements. The 25 waivers for 2017 could 
apparently account for 7% of the US’ ethanol 
demand that year.

Under previous presidential administra-
tions, the waivers have typically only been given 
to refiners facing severe financial hardship and 
used only occasionally. They are also typically 
kept secret.

In addition, Trump’s EPA granted three 
waivers in 2017 to small refineries owned by 
Andeavor, previously Tesoro, a multi -billion 
dollar refining giant. After Reuters revealed 
Andeavor’s waivers, RINs prices dropped to a 
three-year low. Fears have been raised that small 
refineries owned by huge companies such as Exx-
onMobil might have also been granted waivers.

Bob Dinneen, of the Renewable Fuels Associ-
ation, the largest US biofuels lobby group, called 
Andeavor’s  exemptions an “outrageous abuse” 
of the law. He added: “Providing a small refiner 
waiver to a company like Andeavor is laughable 
and abandons the commitment of President 
Trump to protect the RFS.”�

Trump puts 3-month freeze 
on US ethanol reform
RFS rules will stay put for at least 90 days, with Republicans split over ethanol policy

B I O F U E L S

NORTH AMERICA

The issue has 
been given 

an extra edge 
following reports 
that the EPA has 
gave 25 waivers 
to refineries last 
year, exempting 
them from RFS 

compliance 


