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Between July and December 2011, Lufthansa 
flew part biofuel-powered services between 
Hamburg and Frankfurt
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ufthansa was not among the first air-
lines to conduct a biofuel test flight, 
but being in the front row was not 
important, says Joachim Buse, vice 
president of aviation biofuel.

“We’d rather stay a bit more in the back-
ground... but have everything all worked out 
carefully, with scientific support and, in the 
end, economically sensible results.” 

This long-game thinking has brought con-
sidered results. A year ago the Germans even-
tually taxied to the runway for their first, 
partly biofuel-powered, take-off – and nearly 
1,200 followed as part of the airline’s “burn-
FAIR” long-term trial with support from the 
German Aerospace Center (DLR) and the Eco-
nomics and Technology Ministry.

Between 15 July and 27 December 2011, 
Lufthansa deployed an Airbus A321 on the 
Hamburg and Frankfurt route. One of the two 
International Aero Engines V2500 engines ex-
clusively powered by a 50:50 synthetic biofu-
el-kerosene blend, the other used convention-
al Jet A1. The point was not to see whether 
biofuel burns in gas turbine engines – that had 
been demonstrated before – but to evaluate its 
long-term impact on performance, as well as 
powerplant and fuel system health.

“We wanted to make sure that we can safely 
fly on biofuel without problems,” says Buse. 
“It makes no sense to plan further steps if bio-
fuel leads to... higher maintenance.”

The test not only confirmed that the jat-
ropha-, camelina- and animal fat-based biofu-
els have no negative side effects on equipment 
and operations, it even showed a 1% lead in 
specific fuel consumption over Jet A1. Now 
Lufthansa is pursuing the next – and perhaps 
much more challenging – step of finding a 
way to supply the future fuel.

A pilot within Buse’s team, which has been 
working on Lufthansa’s biofuel strategy for 
three years, has just returned from inspecting 
camelina fields in Russia’s Volga region, 
where the plant is being tested as a potential 
future crop. He adds that the area looks “very 
promising”, although oil mills would have to 
be built to process the crops. Another main 
advantage of reusing former agricultural land 
is that no compensation areas for biodiversity 
would need to be established. This would be 
required if untouched, natural areas were to 
be used to grow biofuel crops. 

But Lufthansa is also looking at semi-arid 
regions in Africa that would be suitable for ja-

tropha. The airline is partnering with univer-
sities and associations around the German 
Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation 
and Development to combine its biofuel ob-
jectives with establishing economically sus-
tainable conditions for local communities. 

Buse has no illusions that biofuel will re-
place fossil-based kerosene any time soon. He 
thinks that employing 5% biofuel within five 
to seven years is feasible, while conventional 
Jet A1 will remain the main power source 
over the next 20 years. The main hurdles are 
locating enough agricultural land (which is 
not suitable for growing food crops) and estab-
lishing a supply chain of currently largely un-
connected crop growers, oil mills and suitable 
biofuel refineries. The mineral oil industry, on 
the other hand, has a long-established infra-
structure covering everything from oil field 
exploration to fuel stations.

Nevertheless, he has no doubt about the 
need to make steps toward a biofuel future 
now. First, because consumer demand for 
greener travel is growing – which can be seen 
most strongly in the air cargo arena. And sec-
ond, to become less dependent on the increas-
ingly volatile price for fossil oil. With living 
standards rising around the globe, Buse says: 
“It’s clear the oil price will go up.”
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“We wanted to make sure 
we can safely fly on 

biofuel without problems”
joachiM buse

VP of aviation biofuel, Lufthansa

In 2009, the environment category replaced  
the operations category in the airline Strategy 
awards
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