Kenya Biofuel Project Ignites Land, Environmental Disputes
by Robyn Dixon
June 22, 2013: Dida Ade, Kenya — Foreign firms seeking land in Africa for biofuel crops run into opposition from communities and environmental activists, despite promising jobs and development.
With its leaf-thatched mud huts, bad roads, chronic unemployment, crushing poverty and vast tracts of "underutilized" land, the Tana River Delta in eastern Kenya seemed the perfect place for a foreign businessman looking to grow crops that could be turned into biofuel.
Canadian David McClure believed the project, which involved leasing more than 600 square miles at a minuscule cost, would be both profitable and humanitarian.  But McClure underestimated local resistance and deep sensitivity about land, in a region where ethnic violence linked to land use has flared repeatedly.  4 years after launching the project, his company pulled out, leaving McClure bitter and defeated, accusing the Kenyan government of betraying Kenyans by frustrating his plans.
He was not alone in seeing Africa as an exciting new frontier for biofuel production, with cheap land that, to an outside eye, looks wasted.  Foreigners have snapped up millions of acres across the continent, for farming biofuel plants, such as the oil-producing jatropha, which McClure wanted to grow.  These projects are usually pitched by companies as being good for the environment and good for poor Africans.
But biofuel crop projects have been attacked by environmental and humanitarian activists as doing more harm than good, often replacing food crops that are badly needed in poor countries, or destroying natural habitat like forests.  Foreign biofuel companies promise benefits such as jobs, but their projects have driven rural communities in some of the world's poorest countries off their land, offering only modest benefits in return, critics say.
Demand for biofuel is driven by European Union regulations requiring that 10% of energy consumption in member states come from renewable sources by 2020.  A British humanitarian organization, Action Aid, reported last year that more than 193,000 square miles had been planted with biofuel plants globally, much of it in Africa.
Jatropha is a shrubby flowering plant whose seeds can be processed to make diesel.  Such biofuel crops need vast tracts of cheap land to be viable, hence Africa's attraction for foreign investors.  A 2011 report by the International Monetary Fund and United Nations agencies, including the Food and Agriculture Organization, linked sharp rises in food prices in poor countries to the demand for land to plant biofuel crops.
McClure, chief executive of Bedford Biofuels, a Canadian company, thought the Tana River Delta project would be popular with residents and win government support, as it converted a vast swath of semi-arid land to corporate farmland.  "Four years of our blood, sweat and tears to feed babies went into that project.  It was a beautiful humanitarian project.  We were going to reforest semi-arid land with a crop.  We had interest from major investors," McClure said in a phone interview from Canada.
The Tana River flows like a lazy, mud-colored python through a region of dry, forlorn-looking bush.  About 250,000 people live in its delta, farming, herding cattle and fishing.  To McClure, the land was unused and ripe for development.  To locals, it was at the heart of years of conflict over grazing rights and subsistence farming.
Dahir Bile, 42, a tall thin man wearing small white skullcap and a colorful wrap around his waist, has lived in the remote sandy village of Dida Ade all his life, in a circular mud hut thatched with leaves and fenced with forbidding spiky plants.  The smell of wood smoke drifts through Dida Ade as evening falls, and herdsmen bring their long-horned gray zebu cattle home.  He was shocked when two local politicians from a rival tribe arrived, telling him the biofuel project was coming and his village would have to be relocated.
It's unclear how many people would have been displaced.  The company said that people would be moved voluntarily, and that efforts would be made to work around settlements where possible.  It had no estimate of how many people would have been affected.
Bedford Biofuels leased more than 600 square miles of land that was supposed to be held in trust for the community, but is actually controlled by a few powerful people, according to activists from a nongovernmental environmental protection group, Nature Kenya.  The company agreed to pay the equivalent of about $1.25 per acre per year, planted a pilot crop, but withdrew in recent months, citing last year's ethnic violence between the Orma tribe (herders) and the Pokomo (farmers) over grazing rights.  More than 200 people died in the clashes.
The project, says Bile (who is of another tribe, the Wardei, which is close to the Orma), was presented as a fait accompli by the two politicians, both of the Pokomo tribe.  "We were just told the project was going ahead and we were going to be moved, and no one told us where we would be taken," he said.  "It's like I was being told to climb into the heavens without a ladder."  Bile said Bedford Biofuel promised jobs and a better life.  But he feared that if he and his people were moved, they would lose their traditional grazing rights.  "I couldn't accept," he said.  "It was like do or die.  Even if they killed me, I just decided I'd never move."
Had the project continued, said Frank Kagema, an activist with Nature Kenya, it would have escalated conflict over land in the region, because herders would have been barred from grazing their stock in large areas of the delta.
Last year, the delta was designated a wetland of international significance under the Ramsar Convention, a global treaty on wetland preservation.  "When this vast wetland is left undisturbed, it acts like a sponge, absorbing floods, storing water and remaining green during the dry season.  In times of flood, the delta fills with water and water birds," according to Nature Kenya.  In the dry season, when the sun cooks the land like an oven, cattle and goats graze in the delta.
"If jatropha were to come, it could result in total disruption to the ecology," Kagema said.  "Converting this bush area into a monoculture would destroy biodiversity."  He doubted that the benefit of extra jobs for a few would outweigh the value of the land for farmers, livestock growers and fishermen.
Everyone has a different story on what doomed the project.  Kagema said it was local opposition.  McClure blames the government and the ethnic violence.  McClure said that after last year's conflict, investor confidence dried up.  "Last October, all hell broke loose.  They started fighting.  Tribes were killing each other," he said.  "After that, no one wanted to touch the project."  He also blamed government agencies, which permitted a pilot project but later declared the region unsuitable for the crop.
But part of the problem arose in Canada, not Kenya, when the Alberta Securities Commission issued a cease-trade order against Bedford Biofuels in May 2012, because information for investors "was not completed in accordance with Alberta securities laws."
Several other international companies that tried to establish biofuel projects on the Kenyan coast have pulled out, including an Italian company that planned to develop 193 square miles of jatropha, displacing about 20,000 people, and a British firm that abandoned a planned 108-square-mile project, after encountering opposition from environmentalists and communities.
But foreign biofuel development has gone forward elsewhere in Africa, despite opposition from communities, activists and international environmental organizations.
Greenpeace International has criticized New York-based Herakles Farms for its 280-square-mile palm oil project, in a part of Cameroon that the environmental organization says is almost 90% dense natural forest.  "The project would remove land and resources that are critical to the livelihoods of local communities, and could disastrously impact biodiversity, as well as producing millions of tons of greenhouse gas emissions," Greenpeace said in February.
Herakles Farms responded that "there has never been a field study of the flora and fauna in our legal project area to demonstrate that it is of high conservation value," and that it was not important habitat for endangered great apes or forest elephants.
Other foreign land projects are under fire in Liberia, Sierra Leone, Tanzania, Ethiopia, Mozambique, Angola, Ghana, Nigeria, and Benin.  Kagema said companies that find too much community resistance over land grabs can move elsewhere in Africa, where corrupt governments could usher projects through.  "People have no say," Kagema said.  "We have corruption and the community is not empowered."
 www.latimes.com/news/nationworld/world/la-fg-kenya-biofuel-20130622,0,7673575.story
