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Contents of this module
This module explains the background, objectives and target audience of the Handbook. It also explains the

modular structure of the Handbook, and how this structure may be used by the reader.

This module is in particular useful for readers first starting to work with the Handbook.

Background and objective of the Handbook
Sustainability certification of solid biomass is gaining increasing interest, in particular for biomass used for bio-

energy production. Sustainability certification is used as an ‘independent stamp’ showing that biomass has

been produced, processed and/or used sustainably.

There are numerous and fast developments in this area: market players work on voluntary certification of

biomass they produce, supply or use for energy production. Certification schemes are being developed and

further detailed, in many cases with the involvement of a variety of stakeholders. Last but not least, both

European and national governments are considering proposals for (mandatory or voluntary) sustainability

requirements for solid biomass used for energy production. 

For market players and other stakeholders it is often difficult to obtain and maintain an accurate overview of

these developments, in particular in relation to the individual choices they should or could make. 

The objective of this Handbook is to facilitate market players and other stakeholders in information gathering

and informed decision-making in relation to sustainability certification of solid biomass, as well as a number of

related issues. 

M
O

D
U

L
E

 
1

0
0

3



M
O

D
U

L
E

 
1

0
0

4

More specifically, this Handbook aims:

1. To provide general background information on sustainability certification of solid biomass, objectives

of certification, and on how certification works. It also explains the relation between certification and

current (and possible future) legislation on sustainable use of biomass;

2. To provide an overview of the most common certification schemes available for sustainability

certification of solid biomass, and the key features of these schemes;

3. To provide decision trees that can be used to (a) decide whether certification is necessary or useful in a

particular situation, and (b) to select a certification scheme;

4. To provide references to existing tools and guidance documents, which may help companies in

implementing sustainability certification in their operations;

5. To provide background information on some broader sustainability issues related to the use of solid

biomass, most notably the issue of carbon debt and indirect effects.

The primary target audience of this Handbook includes market players in (inter)national chains of solid

biomass production, processing and use (bio-energy producers). Besides, this Handbook also contains relevant

information for other stakeholders in sustainability certification of solid biomass, e.g. policy makers, non-

governmental organizations (NGO’s), consultants and researchers. 

How to use this Handbook?
This Handbook has a modular structure. Each module has a number and a title, and represents a ‘chapter’ in

the Handbook. Depending on your existing knowledge and information needs, you may read only one or some

of the modules.

In principle, each module can be read independently from the other modules. The box at the beginning of each

module summarizes the objectives and contents of that module, and specifies how it relates to the other

modules in the Handbook. This will guide you to modules that specifically meet your information needs.

The Handbook comprises seven main categories of modules (numbered as hundreds), under which individual

modules have been structured. The modular structure is as follows: 

200 General 

These modules are for readers who wish to learn:

• About the biomass sustainability debate in general;

• About solid biomass sustainability requirements in European legislation and other legislation;

• About the potential role of certification in ensuring sustainable production and use of solid biomass for bio-

energy;

• If and when certification is necessary or useful (in a particular situation).

300 Certification schemes

These modules are for readers who wish to learn:

• How certification works in general, and what the structure of a certification scheme looks like;

• Which schemes are available for sustainability certification of solid biomass;

• What the key features are of these certification schemes, and how schemes can be compared (e.g. scope

and contents of the schemes’ standards, cost aspects);

• How to choose a certification scheme (decision tree);
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• What the detailed characteristics are of the certification schemes covered in this Handbook.

400 Practical tools for assessing sustainability impacts

These modules are for readers who wish to learn:

• How the assessment of sustainability criteria shall be done in practice;

• Which tools and guidance documents are available to assist with the sustainability assessment.

500 Related legislation

These modules are for readers who wish to learn:

• What the EU Timber Regulation entails, and in particular what the practical impacts are on wood to energy

chains.

600 Other sustainability aspects of biomass use for energy production

These modules are for readers who wish to learn:

• What is meant by ‘carbon debt’, and why it is a relevant issue;

• What are ‘indirect effects’ of biomass production and bio-energy production. 

700 Glossary of terms and abbreviations

• This module provides a glossary of terms and abbreviations used in this Handbook.

Updates of this Handbook
Developments in the area of sustainability certification of solid biomass go fast. This may require regular

updating of (elements of) the Handbook. The modular structure allows to amend individual modules regularly,

without having to change the full contents of the Handbook. It also allows to add new modules when

appropriate. The latest version of the modules in this Handbook are available as separate pdf-documents from

the NL Agency website. Also future modules will be made available as separate pdf-documents. This allows

readers to download and update individual modules as appropriate.

It is also possible to download the full Handbook as one pdf-document.

About the preparation of the Handbook

Version 1.0 of this Handbook was writen in the period June – October 2013. The Handbook was written by

Mr. A. Brinkmann (Brinkmann Consultancy) on behalf of NL Agency.

The information for this Handbook was compiled with the utmost care. The author and NL Agency cannot

be held responsible for the consequences of any errors or mistakes in the Handbook. 

Comments or suggestions on the information presented in this Handbook are highly welcomed: please

contact NL Agency to share your views (duurzamebiomassamondiaal@agentschapnl.nl, subject ‘Biomass

Certification Handbook’). 
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