
 
 
Biofuels and Air Quality 
 

• Both biofuels and fossil fuels emit carbon dioxide (CO2) when burned. 
However, because biofuels come from plants and trees, which need CO2 to 
grow, they do not add CO2 to the atmosphere, instead just recycling what is 
already in the feedstock. CO2 is a primary source of greenhouse gas in the 
Earth’s atmosphere. 

 
• Burning fossil fuels releases carbon that has been stored underground for 

millions of years, creating a net addition of CO2 to the atmosphere. 
 

• Biofuels are not necessarily “carbon neutral” because it often takes fossil fuels 
such as natural gas and coal to make them. Still, the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) recently estimated the impacts of the increased use 
of renewable fuels on greenhouse gas emissions, studying the entire fuel 
lifecycle (including fossil fuel extraction or feedstock growth, fuel production, 
distribution and combustion) and showed that renewable fuels result in lower 
emissions.1 

 
• Using analyses performed by the U.S. Department of Energy’s Argonne 

National Laboratory, the EPA found that on average, burning ethanol made 
from corn reduces greenhouse gas emissions by 21.8 percent, and from 
biodiels, by 67.7 percent.2 

 
• Cellulosic ethanol can achieve even higher reductions – according to the EPA, 

as high as 90.9 percent – because virtually no fossil fuel is used in the 
conversion process. Waste biomass material, in the form of lignin, makes an 
excellent boiler fuel and can be substituted for coal or natural gas to provide 
the heat needed for the ethanol process.3 

 
• Farming the perennial crops that create cellulosic biomass results in a net 

reduction in energy use because their roots, acting as a carbon “sink,” 
replenish carbon in the soil. Switchgrass, for example, has a huge root system 
that penetrates more than 10 feet into the soil and weighs as much as one 
year’s growth aboveground (6-8 tons per acre).4 

 
For more on biofuels and air quality, among other facts, go to 
http://www.energyfuturecoalition.org/biofuels/. 
 
For more on 25x’25, go to www.25x25.org. 
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