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HANDBOOK SUSTAINABIL ITY  CERTIF IC ATION OF SOLID  B IOMASS FOR ENERGY PRODUCTION

Modules 400: Practical tools for assessing

sustainability impacts   (Version – November 2013)

Companies producing, processing and/or using biomass may wish to assess how their particular project 

‘scores’ against a certification scheme’s set of sustainability criteria. For this purpose, a company can execute

a sustainability self-assessment. A company may do this in-house, or hire external expertise to assist them

with the assessment.

Module 410 explains the objective of sustainability self-assessments, and presents two examples of self-

assessment tools.

Module 420 provides references to a variety of guidance documents and tools for assessing specific

sustainability aspects of biomass projects. 
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HANDBOOK SUSTAINABIL ITY  CERTIF IC ATION OF SOLID  B IOMASS FOR ENERGY PRODUCTION

Module 410: Self-assessment tools   (Version – November 2013)

Contents of this module
This module explains the objective of a sustainability self-assessments by a biomass project or operator. 

It presents two sets of tools which may facilitate operators in executing a self-assessment, i.e. the RSB 

Self-Assessment Tools and the NTA 8080 System Plans.

1. General
Companies producing, processing and/or using biomass may wish to assess how their particular project 

‘scores’ against a certification scheme’s set of sustainability criteria. For this purpose, a company can execute

a sustainability self-assessment. 

Sustainability self-assessments are often executed in the process towards certification: the assessment

provides an indication as to what extent the company would be in compliance with the scheme requirements,

and helps the company understand which aspects require improvement before the certification process can be

successfully completed. 

Self-assessments provide an indication only of the score in a certification audit. It is by no means a guarantee

that a company will indeed comply; ultimately the auditor will decide independently on the achieved level of

compliance.

In sustainability self-assessments, a certification scheme’s sustainability criteria and indicators are assessed in

practice, i.e. ‘on the ground’. This requires a ‘translation’ from a sustainability standard on paper to a particular

situation in the field. This is not always easy, as it requires both a thorough understanding of (the background

of) the sustainability requirements (principles, criteria and indicators), and the skills to assess these

requirements in practice.

There is no standard approach or procedure for executing a self-assessment. Depending on the level of in-

house expertise, a company’s own staff may perform the assessment, or alternatively hire external expertise to

assist them with the assessment. It is essential that the company’s higher management supports the self-

assessment such as to ensure cooperation from all operational and administrative levels required. 

A self-assessment is best organized as a specific project, including a clear assignment of tasks & responsibilities

to staff involved, a project plan, a budget, and reporting requirements.

As in a formal certification audit, a self-assessment may include various research forms, i.e. on the ground

checking of practices (e.g. working conditions), assessment of data (e.g. environmental reports), and interviews

with stakeholders (e.g. employees or local communities).

The result of the self-assessment is a report which summarizes the assessment findings, and provides

recommendations for remediation of potential non-compliances and for further steps towards certification.

N.B. Self-assessments are generally executed when an envisaged certification scheme has already been chosen.

Alternatively, a self-assessment may also be executed in a situation in which an operator has not yet decided

on certification, or on the envisaged certification scheme: in this case, the self-assessment will allow the

operator to get a general understanding of his project’s sustainability performance, and areas where
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improvement is required. It may also help to decide on the certification scheme which is most appropriate or

feasible in the particular situation.  

2. RSB and NTA 8080 self-assessment tools
Both RSB and NTA 8080 have developed tools to facilitate operators with a self-assessment against their

respective scheme requirements:

The RSB self-assessment tools (available from: www.rsb.org)

RSB has four related self-assessment tools. 

• Screening Tool: this is an exercise to help operators identify areas that need to be more closely monitored

or to determine if a more detailed study or assessment of a particular aspect of the standard is required;

• Self evaluation: a checklist to evaluate the operator’s compliance with RSB Principles & Criteria;

• Environmental and Social Management Plan (ESMP) Instructions and Template: a living document that

operators can use and modify on an ongoing basis;

• Greenhouse Gas (GHG) Calculator: online tool to calculate an operator’s greenhouse gas emissions.

Use of the RSB self-assessment tools is a formal RSB requirement for operators preparing for a RSB

certification audit.

NTA 8080 System plans (available from: www.nta8080.org)

In the NTA 8080 scheme, self-assessment tools are referred to as ‘system plans’. NTA 8080 has six system

plans for different categories of operators:

• A1 Producer: Companies that wish to produce biomass for energy purposes and to sell this as sustainably

produced. To this type of producers (including groups) all requirements apply.

• A2 Small-holder producers, i.e. smallholders that are not part of a group-certification. 

• A3 Collectors of residual flows Organizations that only collect residual flows, as described in annex A of NTA

8080, for energy purposes and to sell this as sustainably produced.

• B: Processor Organizations that process or convert biomass and sell this as sustainably ob-tained and

sustainably processed.

• C: Trader Organizations that wish to trade biomass and shall demonstrate that (a part of) the load has been

produced, processed and obtained as sustainable.

• D: End-user: Organizations that wish to use (processed) biomass for generation of energy or as

transportation fuel (neat or blended) and shall demonstrate that (a part of) the biomass is produced,

processed and obtained as sustainable.

Under NTA 8080 requirements, use of the system plans is not obligatory.

Objectives of usage of the self-assessment tools

The use of the RSB self-assessment tool is not necessarily limited to operators and projects considering RSB

certification. It may also be used in a situation in which an operator has not yet decided on certification, or on

the envisaged certification scheme: the structure of the RSB self-assessment tools allows any operator to get a

general understanding of his project’s sustainability performance, and areas where improvement is required.

The NTA 8080 system plans are specifically designed for self-assessing the NTA 8080 requirements, and are

less suitable for obtaining a general understanding of a project’s sustainability performance.
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In addition to the self-assessment tools mentioned above, there are also a variety of guidance documents and

tools available to assess specific sustainability aspects or criteria. Module 420 provides more information on

these guidance documents and tools.
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HANDBOOK SUSTAINABIL ITY  CERTIF IC ATION OF SOLID  B IOMASS FOR ENERGY PRODUCTION

Module 420: Practical tools and guidance documents

for assessing specific sustainability impacts

(Version – November 2013)

Contents of this module
This module provides references to background documentation on (assessing) specific sustainability

impacts of biomass projects. The references include literature from a variety of international sources, in

particular guidance documents and tools.

The guidance documents and tools may help biomass supply chain operators and other stakeholders to

assess specific sustainability impacts of a particular biomass project (e.g. biomass production, processing

and/or use). The information provided in these documents helps operators to understand ‘how to assess

sustainability in practice’.

The references in this module have been organized according to sustainability theme.

Introduction
Biomass certification scheme owners and other organizations have published a variety of guidance documents

and tools for assessing specific sustainability criteria in practice. These documents help companies and other

stakeholders understand what certain criteria mean in practice, and how they shall be assessed. The guidance

documents and tools may also be used in the framework of a sustainability self-assessment by an operator,

and also by certification bodies.

This module contains references to guidance documents and tools from a variety of international sources. Not

all individual sustainability criteria have been covered: guidance documents and tools tend to exist only for

criteria which assessment causes difficulties in practice. 

The references have been organised according to the sustainability theme or criterion they cover, i.e.:

• Greenhouse gas balance calculations, including carbon stock changes;

• High Conservation Value Assessments;

• Social and Environmental Impact Assessment Studies;

• Stakeholder consultation;

• Benefit sharing;

• Free Prior and Informed Consent.

In this document, you find a brief description of the sustainability theme or criterion, followed by a web link to

the list of documents. The documents can also be found directly on

http://english.agentschapnl.nl/topics/sustainable-entrepreneurship/sustainable-biomass. 
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Greenhouse gas balance calculations, including carbon stock changes

A key element of sustainability requirements for biomass used for bio-energy is the greenhouse gas balance. A

greenhouse gas balance shall be positive, meaning that the application of biomass as feedstock for bio-

electricity or bio-heat leads to a net emission reduction of greenhouse gases compared with a relevant fossil

fuel alternative. Depending on the certification scheme and/or specific government regulations, the exact

requirements vary (e.g. threshold/minimum percentage of emission reduction).

A specific issue related to greenhouse gas balance calculations is carbon stock change, i.e. the change in carbon

stock which occurs when a piece of natural landscape is transformed into a plantation or agriculture, or when

biomass is harvested from a particular piece of land.

Greenhouse gas emissions shall be calculated following a prescribed methodology. While various tools are

available for greenhouse gas balances for electricity and heat from solid biomass, the ‘SenterNovem-tool’ is the

most accepted. Currently, the SenterNovem tool is adapted into the BioGrace II calculation tool. The BioGrace

II calculation tool will follow the formal European calculation methodology specified in the European

Commission’s 2010 Communication document on ‘sustainability requirements for the use of solid and gaseous

biomass sources in electricity, heating and cooling. SEC (2010) 65’ (Refer to Module 230 for more

information). It is expected that the SenterNovem tool will no longer be operational once the BioGrace II

calculation tool has been finalized and published.

(Note: The Biograce II tool shall not be confused with the Biograce I tool, which includes the formal European

calculation methodology for greenhouse gas emission reductions from transport biofuels and bioliquids as laid

down in the EU-RED. The BioGrace I tool has been recognized by the European Commission for demonstrating

compliance with the EU-RED greenhouse gas criterion for biofuels).

Go to the references on greenhouse gas balances and carbon stocks.

High Conservation Value Assessments

High Conservation Values are biological, social and cultural values of outstanding significance or critical

importance at the national, regional or global scale. HCV assessments identify both the values and the areas in

which these values are found. 

Sustainability standards and certification schemes require project developers and operators to maintain HCV

values. This does not necessarily mean that HCV areas are always strictly protected for conservation:

appropriate HCV management may range from complete protection to extractive uses such as selective

harvesting of natural products, as long as these are managed according to an appropriate plan, and monitored

for any negative effects on HCV.

The reference list provides a number of background documents on HCV methodologies, together with

guidance notes on assessment and management of HCV in practice. More information on HCV can also be

found on www.hcvnetwork.org.

Go to the references on High Conservation Value Assessments.
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Social and Environmental Impact Assessment Studies

A Social and Environmental Impact Assessment (SEIA) study systematically identifies the direct and wider

environmental and social aspects of the development and operation of a project, e.g. a biomass project. It also

identifies project design alternatives which reduce the project’s risks and/or enhance its benefits.

Whereas a SEIA covers both environmental and social aspects, an EIA (Environmental Impact Assessment) focuses

on a project’s environmental aspects and a SIA (Social Impact Assessment) focuses solely on its social aspects.

If used appropriately, SEIA, EIA and SIA are strong tools to support decision making in a biomass project’s

planning phase. For this reason, SEIA (and in some cases EIA) has also become a requirement under many

biomass sustainability certification schemes. 

The reference list provides a number of documents with guidelines and/or guidance for the execution of SEIA,

EIA and SIA processes, and the contents of the reports from those assessments studies. 

Go to the references on Social and Environmental Impact Assessment studies.

Stakeholder consultation

Stakeholder consultation is an essential element of developing, implementing and operating a biomass project.

It plays a critical role in raising awareness of the project’s impacts and gaining agreement on management and

technical approaches to maximise benefits and reduce negative effects. 

Stakeholder consultation is also a requirement for social and environment impact assessment studies (SEIA),

and a precondition for certification of biomass under several certification schemes.

Handbooks and guidance documents on stakeholder consultation processes have been published by a variety

of organisations. A number of these documents have been included in the reference list.

Go to the references on Stakeholder consultation.

Benefit sharing

Sustainability certification of biomass projects generally requires that the project contributes to the social well

being and/or economic development of local stakeholders, including employees, outgrowers and local

communities. This principle is often also referred to as ‘benefit sharing’. 

The principle of benefit sharing can be operationalized in many different ways, depending on the scale, type

and location of the project, the business model applied, and the type of stakeholders considered. Some

consider benefit sharing the principal responsibility of the biomass producer, while others focus on the shared

responsibility of all value chain players.

The reference list provides a variety of documents that deal with (elements of) benefit sharing. Most

documents are not guidance documents let alone templates, but do provide the reader with different options

and suggestions for successfully applying benefit sharing in a specific biomass project.

Go to the references on benefit sharing.
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Free Prior and Informed Consent

The phrase ‘Free Prior and Informed Consent’, and the acronym FPIC, refers to the right of indigenous peoples

to give or withhold their free, prior and informed consent to proposed measures that will affect them. The right

is affirmed in the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples and in international jurisprudence.

The principle of Free Prior and Informed Consent is also included as an element in many biomass sustainability

certification schemes, meaning that biomass project developers will have to adhere to the principles of FPIC

when considering the development or expansion of a biomass project.

The reference list provides a number of documents from a variety of sources, outlining the principles of FPIC

and how it can be applied in practice.

Go to the references on Free, Prior and Informed Consent.

New tools and guidance documents

Regularly, new guidance documents and tools are being published. NL Agency may refer to these

publications on its sustainable biomass website (http://english.agentschapnl.nl/topics/sustainable-

entrepreneurship/sustainable-biomass). In addition, the reader is suggested to check websites which contain

a comprehensive database of such documentation (e.g. www.rsb.org, www.fao.org).




