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Abstract  
 
This article draws on the work done in the EJOLT Environmental Justice Organizations, Liabilities and 
Trade project (2011-15), which the authors coordinate. EJOLT (www.ejolt.org) is a large collaborative 
project that unites environmental justice activists and academics to support communities to confront 
environmental injustice. The project also aims to catalogue and create a large geographically-referenced 
inventory of ecological conflicts and resistance;  biomass extraction conflicts among them.   
 
The paper reviews different forms of resistance to the “landgrab” through the work of three grassroots 
NGOs, all of whom are consortium members of the EJOLT project, and a review of cases that have been 
suspended or stopped. Through interviews with the activists and a literature review,the paper compares 
and contrasts the targets, strategies and effectiveness of varying resistance tactics to the global landgrab. 
Examples include the campaign work of World Rainforest Movement (WRM) demanding a re-definition 
of what forestland is at the institutional level to the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations; the activism of GRAIN in targeting of pension and other investment funds with a stake in large-
scale agricultural investments. The paper also looks at a particular case of a strategic alliance between the 
conservation group, Nature Kenya, a member of Birdlife International, and local resistance movements of 
pastoral communities in a “marriage of convenience” between environmental conservation and the 
environmentalism of the poor. A discusssion on the scales and arena for engagement, the discourses 
around indigenous identity, conservation values and charismatic species, the legal context and group 
alliances, leads to the conclusion on differential capacity to resist. 
 
1. Introduction  
 
“As an expression of food regime restructuring, the land grab reveals a new threshold in the conversion 
of farming and farm land into a source of food, feed, agrofuels and general biomass to serve the needs of 
a (minority) global class of consumers distributed across an increasingly multi-centric global food 
system.”(McMichael, 2011) 
 
As McMichael (2012) puts forward, the land-grab is forcing us to reformulate the agrarian question1 once 
again, this time “not only as a food question, but as a food AND and energy question”, with agriculture 
positioned on both ends of the energetic equation —  as a user and producer of energy and a sink for 
emissions.  If under the industrial and the (misnamed) green revolution, agriculture and the food system, 
with a decreased EROI2, moved from being a source to a net user of energy (Pimentel 1973, Martinez-
Alier 2011), it is now again being repositioned as a controversial source of energy,  this time for large 
amounts of exosomatic energy.   
 
While some authors have argued for a more expansive definition of land-grabbing, that also considers 
territory for mines, tourist complexes or special economic zones (Zoomers, 2010, Borras and Franco, 
2012), for the purpose of this article we consider only landgrabbing for projects that involve the 
production of biomass, in line with a focus on the coming bio-economy that the ETC group (2010) and 
some scholars (McMichael, 2012) have highlighted3.  

                                                
1 The “agrarian question” refers, as in Kautsky’s  Agrarfrage, to the elimination or (alternatively) the subsumption of the peasantry 
in the growing capitalist system. It might even refer to the successful survival of an independent peasantry under full blown 
capitalism, though much reduced in number. Two main sides in the agrarian question around 1900 were those in favour of the 
disappearance of the peasantry (with two varieties, industrial capitalim and Leninism), and those in favor of peasant resistance and 
survival, the Narodnik and later Chayanovian position. 
2 EROI is energy return on energy input. 
3 The ETC group was founded by Pat Mooney, formely it was called RAFI (Rural Advancement Fountation International) worried 
by farmers’ access to seeds. ETC has a much wider compass.  The bio-economy refers to the vision of significantly increasing 
biomass as a feedstock for exosomatic1 energy and industrial products. This includes increased agro-fuel production, as well as 



 
The literature and trans-national academic activism around landgrabbing  draw on political arguments that 
see the trend as a manifestation of a multiple energy (peak-oil), climate, and financial crises, at the same 
time the critique is embedded within a broader movement for social justice, for food sovereignty and for 
climate justice. The push to commoditize biomass as a feeedstock for energy and industrial production is 
what is driving in large part the shift from a regime of food surplus to one of scarcity (McMichael, 2012) 
and the importance of the “food-fuel-fibre complex” and flex-crops (crops that have multiple of flexible 
uses within the 3 in 1 complex, such as soybean, maize, sugarcane and oil palm) in the recent large scale 
land acquisitions (Borras, Franco, Kay & Spoor, 2012).  Other factors, like paper pulp production and 
expanded meat consumption, are also playing a role. 
 
Some have started to say explicitly that the landgrabs, including greengrabs for carbon sinks, are a 
manifestation an attempt to an (impossible) return to a socio-metabolic system based on solar energy 
(Sieferle et al, 2006, Hermele, 2012, Giampietro & Mayumi, 2009). Such as system, considering current 
levels of global energy use, would lead to potentially unlimited demand elasticity for biomass. If not used 
for food, feed or fibre, it can still be sold as fuel, or sold “in situ” and “protected” against local users as a 
carbon sink under large-scale conservation projects. “Green grabs” (Fairhead, Leach and Scoones, 2012) 
under the guise of REDD+ for example alllow companies to turn a profit without any form of productive 
activity. In this way, potential returns for carbon credits can also be seen as another “flex-mechanism” 
that allows “net primary productivity” to be commodified and financialized. The overseas “ghost 
acreage” of Europeans that Georg Borgström (1965) discovered in the 1970s, the “virtual” land footprint 
that Rees and Wackernagel (1994) have calculated, is becoming more real. Yet however large it becomes, 
it cannot substitute for a fossil fuel economy and cannot stop climate change. 
  
So, while land for mines, dams and other extractive projects do also lead to appropriation and enclosures 
of agricultural, pasture or forest land, and are also agrarian in the sense that they relate to land property 
and can lead to accumulation by dispossession (Harvey, 2003) and de-peasantization, we consider them 
separately as they are not related to the intent to control biomass and water resources that increase 
biomass production. Furthemore, because “biomass grabbing” is not beholden to very specific 
geographies in the same way that mining, dam or other infrastructure projects are4 and thus has greater 
mobility of investment in the process impacting strategies of resistance and the corporate responsiveness 
to it. This is is another reason to exclude urban evictions (for an airport next to a big city, for instance, as 
in San Salvador Atenco in Mexico), and also rural evictions by mining or fossil fuel companies.  Texaco 
went into Ecuador for the oil, not for the land. BP went into the sea (not the land) in the Gulf of Mexico 
for the oil.  
 
Once we narrow our focus to biomass, including wood, cellulose and paper pulp, we can cut through 
some of the debate on how much of the phenomenon is real and how much is purely financial speculation 
by turning to data about global biomass trade in physical terms (see figure 1). This testifies to a real and 
growing trend of increased biomass trade and related impacts due to the increase in the ‘human 
appropriation of net primary production (hanpp)5’ in one region for transport and consumption in other 
regions, or what Haberl et al (2009) term ¨teleconnections¨. Since the early 1960s, the volume of global 
trade of biomass products has increased by a factor of 6. Currently, global exports of biomass amount to 
1.5 Gt fresh weight per year (1 Gt = 10*9 metric tons). While the total volume of biomass traded across 
borders is small compared to similar figures for fossil fuels or for heavy minerals, one should consider 
that for each ton of biomass exported, upstream biomass requirements are – on average – by a factor 4–10 
larger than the mass of the traded product (Krausmann et al, 2008). This is sometimes referred to as the 
embodied hanpp (Erb et al, 2009), similar to the concept of “virtual water”6. As global trade in products 
relying on land resources grow exponentially, the resulting spatial disconnect between drivers and 
environmental burdens contribute to ecological distribution conflicts (Martinez-Alier, 2002) and related 
resistance struggles. Concurrently, international networks of environmental justice have arisen to contest 

                                                                                                                                          
projected use of agricultural “wastes and residues”. It also hinges on hopes of bio-technological advances in 2nd generation bio-fuels. 
The bio-economy can also be viewed more broadly — as the current push to commoditize the biomass resources that are currently 
not yet in the market and to increase the biomass that comes to the market.  
4 Access to irrigation water is an important geographic constraint however. 
5 HANPP, the “human appropriation of net primary production,” is an aggregated indicator that reflects both the amount of area 
used by humans and the intensity of land use. It is a prominent measure of the “scale” of human activities compared to natural 
processes (i.e. of the “physical size of the economy relative to the containing ecosystem”) 
6 In the same way that Allen (1998) argued that the import of virtual water reduced conflict in the Middle East, one can analyze how 
the export of embodied hanpp can increase or decrease (ecological) conflict in regions of export and import. 



the impacts of this expanding social metabolism. This double movement and how it plays out is the focus 
of this article.  
 
Figure 1 (from Haberl et al, 2009)  
 

 

2. Forms of Resistance 

The EJOLT project is geared to support research on two key issues of immediate interest tosociety. 
“Which are the causes of the increasing ecological distribution conflicts at different scales?” and “How 
can such conflicts be turned into forces for environmental sustainability?” 

In this line, the EJOLT database catalogues ecological distribution conflicts and resistance movements. 
We define conflicts as “struggles over the burdens of pollution or over the sacrifices made to extract 
resources that arise from inequalities of income and power where sometimes the local actors claim 
redistributions, leading to conflicts, which are often part of, or lead to larger gender, class, caste and 
ethnic struggles. The mobilizations can also be seen as “collective incidents in which persons from a 
specific geographic area  express criticism, protest, or resistance, making visible claims for their physical 
environment and likely impacts (e.g. on their health, or economic status), which if realized, would  affect 
their interests and also of some person(s) or group(s) outside their own numbers ... Such contentious 
gatherings (Tilly, 1993) include formal claim-making, petitions, meetings, demonstrations, boycotts, 
strikes, threats, civil disobedience, collective violence, and other action forms (Kousis, 1998). The cases 
of resistance outlined here draw on some of the preliminary entries in the database on Landgrabbing by 
EJOLT partner GRAIN, supplemented by further research by the authors.  

Landgrabbing was coined as a concept and entered the public imaginary in 2008, following the 
publication of the GRAIN (2008) report Seized! that documented 100 recent land acquisitions. As the 
land-grab has gathered pace, activism, academic literature, videos and advocacy around land-grabbing 
have been growing in step. Activist coalitions mobilizing around the issue have formed quickly, making 
use of networks already formed around the intersection of climate and food issues, indigenous rights, and 
agrarian justice and the mobilization of transnational agrarian movements. 

From 17-19 November 2011, the first international peasants’ conference to stop land grabbing took place 
in Nyéléni Village, Mali in an agro-ecology training centre symbolic as the site of the first international 
forum on Food Sovereignty. Over 250 women and men peasants, pastoralists, indigenous peoples and 
their allies from 30 countries participated, including EJOLT partners GRAIN and WRM 

The declaration they issued adopts a rights-based discourse and environmental justice framing in defense 
of “food sovereignty, the commons and the rights of small scale food providers to natural resources 
(NGOs, 2010) ” Framing the fight against land-grabbing as a fight against capitalism, neoliberalism and a 



destructive economic model, participants reiterated that they were not interested in “getting a better deal” 
but rather in a transformational project, a radical politics or ‘counter-hegemonic globalization’. All the 
groups we profile here display this outright opposition to any form of landgrabbing, rather than adopting 
the rather more cautious “ecological modernization” approach of some other groups. GRAIN for instance 
qualifies the land-grab as a “food robbery” and a new form of agricultural neo-colonialism.  
 
This article provides an overview of the “assemblage” of the actors mobilizing around landgrabbing in 
interlinked arenas where decision-making and power-play occur.  While the EJOs share a similar framing 
on the land-grab, they each focus on different areas of concern. Grain focuses on seed issues and food 
sovereignty and it is is allied with (or it is a  think tank for)  Via Campesina. WRM  focuses on 
deforestation and opposes tree plantations in tandem with the rights of forest communities. Nature Kenya 
is a conservationist organization that works from  a community perspective while the pastoralist groups 
fighting landgrabbing are operating from a perspective of “environmentalism of the poor” – sometimes 
adopting an environmental justice discourse complementary to a predominant human rights discourse to 
defend their livelihoods and access to resources. In a sense, we can say that each of the three NGOs is 
defending the right to biomass for groups impacted under each of the primary land-uses threatened by the 
land-grab for biomass – food, feed and agrofuel cultivation (GRAIN), forests and tree plantations 
(WRM),  grazing lands but most importantly wetlands (Nature Kenya), which in the process is claiming a 
stake to biomass on behalf of the birds and other wildlife  
 
Their engagement also takes place in diverse arenas of action. For instance, sometimes the target is 
(inter)-governmental institutions, or the targets are economic agents (financial actors) and privatized, 
market-led land transactions, or the mobilization may be  primarily collective actions and advocacy 
directed to the state. Grain and WRM can both be considered transnational advocacy networks (Tarrow, 
2005) who link domestic activists to international institutions and take combined initiatives at various 
levels, while Nature Kenya operates primarily at the national level although it also forms part of Birdlife 
International and  directs campaigns internationally.  
 
After presenting the case studies and an overview of other successful mobilizations, we discuss the 
opening of strategic political space by trans-national advocacy groups, differentiation among affected 
communities and stakeholders and a review of factors for success in their resistance tactics, including 
how groups among the rural poor align themselves with other actors, at the national and international 
scale.  
 
2.1 GRAIN 

GRAIN is a small international non-profit organisation that works to support small farmers and social 
movements in their struggles for community-controlled and biodiversity-based food systems. It was 
founded in the early 1980s to defends farmers’ right to use their own seeds, it promotes agricultural 
biodiversity. The organization was a recipient of the Right Liveliood award in 2011. Its remote origins lie 
with RAFI and Pat Mooney in the mid 1980s.   

Their key form of support is independent research and analysis, networking at local, regional and 
international levels, and fostering new forms of cooperation and alliance-building in Africa, Asia and 
Latin America. GRAIN is credited as the organisation that in 2008 drew the world’s attention to the 
landgrabbing phenomenon, exposing the factors that drive it and linking it to the industrialisation and 
financialisation of the food and farming system and how these threaten food sovereignty. The framing 
established by GRAIN as well as the terminology have been exceedingly successful and hard to shake off, 
despite attempts by the WB to rebrand the term in an effort to neutralize the debate.  

GRAIN publishes a compendium of articles related to the landgrab through its website farmlandgrab.org. 
It has also compiled several large databases of deals. The first, released in 2008 with the first report 
comprised 108 deals. The second, 400 deals, was published in 2011.  
 
Thus, the work of GRAIN has been key to the resistance against landgrabbing at different scales. As a 
recent glowing evaluation of the organization´s work on landgrabbing states: “Through the information 
and analysis that GRAIN provides, and with its direct support to international social movements, regional 
networks and national organisations, GRAIN has helped strengthen capacity for resistance and 
mobilisation against land grabbing. Some credit GRAIN with slowing down the trend because of the 
effectiveness of its arguments detailing the risks and the opposition it has helped mobilise. Proponents of 



this form of “agricultural investment”, however, blame GRAIN for the effectiveness of its opposition to it 
and note how much time and energy they have invested trying to counter its arguments.”7 
 
A recent example of the scope of Grain’s activism was a report published in 2011 about the involvement 
of pension funds in the landgrab. They explain clearly why they chose to focus on the financial 
investments of pension funds: 
 

Pension funds are supposed to be working for workers, helping to keep their retirement savings safe until a later 
date. For this reason alone, there should be a level of public or other accountability involved when it comes to 

investment strategies and decisions. In other words, pension funds may be one of the few classes of land grabbers 
that people can pull the plug on, by sheer virtue of the fact that it is their money. This makes pension funds a 

particularly important target for action by social movements, labour groups and citizens' organisations (GRAIN, 
2011). 

 
Financial activism with pension funds, shareholder activism and consumer-directed activism are of form 
of transnational activism that attempts to bypass the state, in cases where one feels the state may not be 
responsive to pressure. While activism of this kind seldom has much of an impact on a company’s bottom 
line, the “naming and shaming” tactic can be successful at discrediting a company or pension fund or 
forcing states to take action. For instance, the decision of the Norwegian Pension Fund to withdraw its 
investment from Vedanta in India (Niyamgiri Hill case) on environmental and human rights ground, had 
little implications in terms of availability of capital to the company at the global level, but had a relatively 
large impact in India “as it provided legitimacy to the narratives being used by the activist networks, with 
even the Supreme Court mentioning the decision of the Norway Sovereign Fund in its judgment.”  
(reference forthcoming).  
 
Financial activism directed at institutional investors has already had some success in relation to futures 
trading in commodities (including food commodities), which contribute to volatility of prices and 
artificial scarcities, whereby a coalition of family farm, faith-based and anti-hunger groups, along with 
business associations targeted CALSTRS, the California teachers' retirement system, which had been 
considering shifting $2.5 billion of their portfolio into commodities. In response to the divestment 
campaign, the CALSTRS board decided to invest no more than $150 million in commodities for 18 
months.  
 
Other recent GRAIN outputs also include a report on the connection between the landgrab and that 
watergrab and a position paper against voluntary codes for land acquisition such as the ‘Principles for 
Responsible Agriculture Investments’ put forward by the World Bank, UNCTAD, FAO and IFAD 
(World Bank 2010, GRAIN 2012). Their primary contribution to the land grab activism has been as a 
source of information, tracking monetary flows and providing inventories of landgrab deals that other 
organizations have drawn on. They have been able to achieve this through the use of activist networks, in 
the process drawing on activist knowledge (Escobar, 2008) that has then been integrated into mainstream 
political discourse and picked up by multi-lateral organizations, that have responded with their own 
reports and knowledge production in a process of framing and counter-framing.  
 
2.2 World Rainforest Movement (WRM) 

WRM is, as GRAIN, a partner in EJOLT, and the authors have also known this organization well for 
many years. Its activities are  linked to the awareness since the mid-1980s that plantations of eucalyptus, 
acaciae, gmelina, pines, oil palms, rubber and other such species are not true diversified tropical forests. 
A seminal book by Carrere and Lohman (1996) can be seen as at the origin of the actions of this small 
international organization (led from Uruguay by Ricardo Carrere, until his death in 2011) that, through its 
work on forest and plantation related issues, contributes to achieving the respect of local peoples’ rights 
over their forests and territories. From 15 million hectares around 1990 to more than 60 million hectares 
in 2010, the explosion of industrial tree plantations (ITPs) is expanding much faster in the South than in 
the North. The attractiveness is due to cheaper land and labour but also due to higher wood productivity 
in Tropical countries (Overbeek at al, 2012).  WRM was born out of hundreds of local struggles agaist 
these expanding tree plantations. It works to secure the lands and livelihoods of forest peoples and 
supports their efforts to defend the forests from commercial logging, dams, mining, plantations, shrimp 
farms, colonisation and other projects that threaten them. 

                                                
 



Despite the fact that WRM has not centered its discourse on a landgrabbing framing in the way that 
GRAIN has we include their activism as important in the context of the landgrab for several reasons. 
Firstly, because one of their primary arguments against institutional complicity in the spread of large-
scale tree plantations is that the FAO considers tree plantations as “forests”, when they should in fact be 
considered as a form of agricultural plantation. Their campaign and slogan, “Plantations are Not Forests”, 
argues that the definition employed by FAO8 has made it “possible to replace primary forests with 
monoclonal plantations of genetically engineered exotic tree species, without this being considered as 
deforestation. This definition has also made it possible to use the term “forest” to refer to the industrial 
monoculture tree plantations that are expanding at the expense of the destruction of other ecosystems.” 

Secondly, because of their well articulated discourse on CDM credits and REDD+, they target another 
form of financialization of biomass and “flexibility’. Apart from the primary commodity from tree 
plantations, that may be paper pulp and cellulose or rubber, or oil from palms (for cosmetics but also as 
fuel), carbon credits are another new commodity produced as a by-product. This highlights the 
importance of biomass or carbon as a sink in the current rush for lands. Carrere and Lohmann observed 
this as far as back as in 1996, when they wrote that the idea of carbon plantations has: ´enough superficial 
plausibility to distract attention from alternatives to a system whose logic dictates a never-ending spiral in 
which ever-greater carbon emissions necessitate an ever more desperate search for carbon sinks´.  
 
The current importance of tree plantations including rubber, palm oil and eucalyptus in the recent land 
acquisitions makes it imperative to consider acquisitions for tree plantations in the Land Grab frame, 
despite the previous emphasis on food crops alone. Moreover, tree plantation conflicts may represent a 
notable point of convergence between agrarian and environmental movements (Gerber, 2011). According 
to the current director of WRM, the land-grab frame is a useful because it focuses on the most 
fundamental impact that communities experience — losing their land and livelihood. Moreover, he views 
it as a way of building a broader alliance with social movements representing different peasant 
populations such as the via campesina, and putting emphasis other related impacts of land grabbing 
emphasized by these movements, like the issue of food sovereignty (personal communication). 
 
 
2.3 Nature Kenya and the Tana Delta 

The aim of Nature Kenya is to promote the study and conservation of the natural environment, in Eastern 
Africa. Their  'headline' mission is :"Connecting nature and people" and “building a strong constituency 
for conservation across the country, enhancing knowledge of Kenya's biological diversity, advocating for 
policies favourable to biodiversity conservation, promoting conservation of key species, sites, and 
habitats.” Thus, in contrast to GRAIN and WRM that would be squarely classified as EJOs, Nature Kenya 
is more to be seen (at first sight) as a conservationist organization. However, as so often in the tropical 
world, conservationism can go against the people or with the people but rarely without the people, 
because the countryside abounds in people trying to make a living. A choice must be made between  
conserving in alliance with rural populations, or trying to conserve nature by expelling the rural 
populations. 

Recent campaigns of Nature Kenya have focused on large scale agriculture projects in Kenya, in 
particular in the Tana Delta. Located on the east coast of Kenya near Somalia, the delta comprises 
riverine forests, wetlands and rangelands and is home to a range of indigenous pastoralist (Orma and 
Wardei), farmer (Pokomo) and fisher (Luo) communities, whose traditional multi-user livelihood 
strategies have helped preserve exceptional local biodiversity (Lebrun et al, 2009). It is one of the most 
important wetland areas in Africa, home to over 350 bird species as well as two endangered primates 
(Hammerlynck, 2012). Recently, there has been eight planned development projects in the delta including 
shrimp and prawn farming by Coastal Aquaculture Limited; the acquisition of 50, 000 ha for oil seed 

                                                

8 FAO defines “forest” as “land spanning more than 0.5 hectares with trees higher than 5 meters and a canopy cover of more than 
10 percent, or trees able to reach these thresholds in situ.”(*) 

 



farming by British company G4 industries (irrigated crambe9, castor & sunflower)10; Bedford Biofuels 
jatropha plantations over an area of 90,000 ha in local ranches adjacent to the delta; a proposed swap with 
the government of Qatar, allowing them to plant 40,000 ha (of which 16,200 lies in the delta) of fruits and 
vegetables for export; exploration for titanium ores by Tiomin Kenya Limited in the Kipini area from the 
sand dunes. And finally, the Tana Integrated Sugar Project (TISP), by TARDA and the Mumias Sugar 
Company, which was granted 40,000 ha, up from the 28,000 it owned previously, and MAT International, 
which is also interested in sugar-cane plantations (30,000 ha of which would be in the delta and 90,000 ha 
outside.) If all these projects were to go ahead, at least 100,000 ha of the delta would be turned into 
monoculture plantations (Temper, Forthcoming). 

In response, Nature Kenya began a campaign of awareness raising in local villages as well as an advocacy 
campaign to have the Tana Delta protected under the Ramsar convention. In defense of the delta, Nature 
Kenya has been able to form an alliance with pastoralist activists and residents who oppose the TISP by 
combining ecological concerns with social issues. This coalition has resulted in  several legal actions and 
two lawsuits brought against TARDA–Mumias.11  The first lawsuit suceeded in getting a court injunction 
that halted progress on the project from July 2008 to July 2009 but was eventually dismissed for technical 
reasons. As Smalley and Corbera (2012) explain, the second lawsuit makes more of a human rights 
argument, based on Kenya’s new Constitution, which aligns it more closely with local opposition 
discourse that views land grabbing as an abuse of rural people’s rights. Here we see an example of how 
conservationist groups, whose stated primary priority is biodiversity and wildlife conservation, are 
adopting a more human-rights based discourse to defend territory against landgrabs. We can say that in 
the fight against the sugar companies in the Tana Delta, environmentalists and pastoralists have entered 
into a temporary marriage of convenience: two streams of environmentalism aligning to mutual benefit,  
the cult of wilderness and the environmentalism of the poor (Guha and Martinez-Alier 1997).   
 
NK´s campaign work has been extremely successful thus far in the case of the Delta — the Dakatcha 
woodlands project was refused by Kenya´s environment regulator (NEMA), that advised the developer to 
look for an alternative site. G4 industries pulled out of a projected biofuels project in the delta stating 
concern about the environmental implications of operations in the region12, and the Tarda sugar project is 
currently on hold as the government has given the go-ahead for undertaking a master land use plan for the 
delta in consultation with the local communities. The following section examines other successful 
mobilizations. 
 
2.4 Sucessful mobilizations 
 
This section presents selected instances in which grassroots resistance and activism compelled either 
corporate or state responsiveness to the demands of communities, leading to cancellation or suspension of 
the project. Such successful opposition to land-grabbing has been documented in projects in Kenya,  
Ghana, Argentina, Madagascar, Peru, Uganda Senegal, Mozambique, Niger and the Philippines. We have 
identified 13 succesful cases, summarized in Table 1, an overview of the cases allows us to draw insights 
explored below.  
 
 
Table 1: (own elaboration, from cases in GRAIN or other EJOLT sources) 

Company Host 
Country 

Home 
Countr
y 

Area  Commod
ity 

EJOs Forms of 
Mobilizati
on 

Outcome Narratives Current Status 

1. Kenya 
Jatropha 
Energy Ltd, 
100%-owned 
by the Milan-
based Nuove 
Iniziative 

Dakatcha 
Woodlan
ds, 
Kenya 
 

Italy 50,000 
ha 

Jatropha Nature 
Kenya, 
Peuples 
Solidaire, 
EAWLS 

public 
campaign; 
media 
based 
activism 
complaint 
letters 

Governme
nt refused 
license 

Biodiversity 
conservation, 
livelihood 
rights, 
Alternative 
economic 
valuation, 

Stopped 
 

                                                
9 Crambe abyssinica, often just called Crambe, is grown for the oil from its seeds, which are used as a substitute for whale oil. 
10 This project has since been abandoned, with the investors pulling out of the region: 
http://arochakenya.wildlifedirect.org/2011/07/19/british-farming-industry-g4-industries-pulls-out-of-the-tana-river-delta/ 
11 It should be noted that in the delta as elsewhere, opposition to the projects is far from universal. In particular, in the delta, many of 
the Pokomo famers welcome the sugar project in competing interests with the pastoralists based on long-standing conflict between 
them (Kagwanja, 2003), Temper, 2012). 
12 http://www.treehugger.com/renewable-energy/uk-company-pulls-out-controversial-kenya-biofuel-project.html 



Industriali 
SRL 
 

biofuels 

2. G4 
Industries13  

Tana 
Delta, 
Kenya 

United 
Kingdo
m 

28,000 Oilseeds Nature 
Kenya, 
Royal 
Society 
for the 
Protection 
of Birds 
 

 Company 
pulled out, 
stating 
environme
ntal and 
social 
reasons. 

Biodiversity Cancelled 

3. Sugar 
Corporation of 
Uganda 
Limited 
(SCOUL) 
 Mehta 

Mehta, 
Uganda 

India/U
ganda 

14, 600 Sugar Fast 
African 
Bicycle 
Organizat
ion, 
environm
ental 
conservati
on effort, 
Uganda 
Land 
Alliance 

 
 

riots, 
media 
based 
activism, 
call for 
boycott 
against 
SCOUL 
sugar 

3 people 
died 
protesting 
in 2007 

Biodiversity, 
Economic 
Valuation 
study, 
deforestation 

Uganda’s environment 
minister, Maria 
Mutagamba, 
announced that the 
deforestation plans had 
been suspended, and 
said the government 
was trying to find 
alternative land for 
Mehta.14 
 
 

4. Tempieri 
Group/ 
Senethanol/Se
nhuile15 

 

Fanaye, 
Senegal 

Italy, 
Senegal
, USA 

20,000 Sunflowe
rs and 
sweet 
potatoes 
for 
biofuels 
and 
animal 
feed 

Enda 
Pronat, 
National 
Council 
for Rural 
Cooperati
on, 
National 
Research 
Foundatio
n 

 

official 
complaint 
letters, 
street 
protest 

2 people 
died and 20 
were 
injured in 
violent 
protests.  

Desecration of 
religous sites, 
livestock 
protection, 
displacement 

The government 
decided to suspend the 
project but it has now 
been relocated from 
Fanaye to Gnith 

5. Bin Taleb 
Group / Al 
Tamini 
Khaled Alhil 

Niger  Saudi 
Arabia 

15,922 Irrigated 
crops 

 Survey, 
opposition 
to the 
contract on 
legal and 
human 
rights 
grounds 

Governme
nt agency, 
Permanent 
Secretary 
of the 
Rural Code 
was 
opposed to 
the deal.16 

Rights-based 
on Rural code 
of Nigeria 

Stopped 

6. 
Beidahuang17 

Rio 
Negro, 
Argentin
a 

China 320,00
0 

soybean, 
maize 
and other 
crops 

Foro 
Permanen
te por una 
Vida 
Digna 
 

Lawsuits, 
court 
cases, 
judicial 
activism, 
demonstrat
ions 

In 
November 
2011, the 
superior 
court of the 
Province of 
Río Negro 
ruled 
that the 
project 
should be 

Neo-
colonialism, 
allegations of 
corruption, 
water scarcity, 
deforestation, 
land 
concentration, 
Indigenous 
rights, ILO 169 

Stopped 

                                                
13 http://www.treehugger.com/renewable-energy/uk-company-pulls-out-controversial-kenya-biofuel-project.html 
14 http://www.necjogha.org/news/2011-10-18/sugar-industry-takes-aim-ugandan-forest-again 
15 http://climate-connections.org/page/8/?archives-list=1 
16 http://farmlandgrab.org/post/view/10425 
17 http://farmlandgrab.org/post/view/19657 



suspended
18 

7. Beidahuang Phillipine
s 

China 200,00
0 

Rice, 
maize 
and other 
crops 
(irrigated
) 

Asian 
Peasant 
Coalition 

 Popular 
opposition 

 Under review 

8. Swedish 
Alcohol 
Chemistry AB 

Bagamoy 
and 
Rufiji, 
Tanzania 

Sweden 200,00
0 

Jatropha Swedewat
ch, WWF 
Sweden 

High level 
of 
biodiversit
y in Rufiji, 
lack of 
transparen
cy, carbon 
debt 

The 
Swedish 
owners of 
SEKAB 
Tanzania 
lost 
confidence 
in the 
project and 
declared  
that they 
are not 
financing 
future 
operations 
in East 
Africa 

Allegations of 
corruption, 
Biodiversity 
conservation 

Opposition at home 
and abroad forced the 
company to back down 
from its projects. In 
2009 SEKAB sold all 
its African projects to 
its former CEO Per 
Carstedt for a token 
sum. 

9. Daewoo Madagas
car 

South 
Korea 

1.3 
million 
ha 

Corn and 
oil palm 
crops for  
animal 
feed and 
biofuel 
markets 

 

Collectif 
pour la 
Défense 
des 
Terres 
Malgache
s 

 

Massive 
social 
unrest 

Over 100 
people died 
and the 
governmen
t was 
toppled. 

National 
sovereignty 

Officially cancelled 
but activists fear will 
be replaced by smaller 
deals 

10. Procana19 Limpopo, 
Mozambi
que 

United 
Kingdo
m 

30, 000 
ha 

sugar National 
Organizat
ion of 
Moza, 
mbican 
peasants, 
pastoralist
s 

 The 
investor 
CAMEC 
(Central 
African 
Mining and 
Energy 
Company) 
decided to 
shift 
investment 
away from 
biofuels. 

Water scarcity, 
defense of 
indigenous 
populations, 
protection of 
the Land Law 

The Council of 
Ministers of 
Mozambique revoked 
the concession and the 
Right to Use Land by 
investors due to non-
compliance with some 
contractual clauses but 
a South African 
company may acquire 
the project. 
 
 

11. 
EcoAmerica20 

San 
Martin, 
Peru 

South 
Korea 

72,000 
 

Crops, 
forestry, 
livestock 

WRM, 
Shawi 
Indigenou
s 
Regional 
Federatio
n of San 
Martín 
(FERISH
AM), 
Indigenou
s groups 

judicial 
activism 
(ILO 169) 
; 
involveme
nt of 
internacion
al NGOs ; 
arguments 
for the 
rights of 
mother 
nature 

The case is 
still in 
court 

ILO 169, 
Indigenous 
rights 

suspended 

                                                
 
19 Borras, S. Jr., D. Fig and S. Monsalve, 2011 
20 http://farmlandgrab.org/post/view/18688 
 



12. Tana Delta 
Integrated 
Sugar Project 
(Mumias) 

Tana 
Delta, 
Kenya 

Kenya  Sugar Nature 
Kenya 

Judicial 
activism, 
letter 
writing, 
land 
occupation
, sabotage 
of 
vehicles, 
contesting 
the EIA 

 Pastoralist 
rights, Ramsar 
convention, 
biodiversity 
protection 

Project on hold until 
Master Plan is carried 
out 

13.  Biofuel 
Africa Ltd.21 

Northern 
Region, 
Ghana 

Norway 38, 000 Jatropha Action-
aid 
Ghana, 
Regional 
Advocacy 
and 
 
Informati
on 
Network 
systems, 
 trade 
unionists, 
Ghana’s 
General 
Agricultu
ral 
Workers 
Union 
(GAWU), 
RAINS, 
African 
Biodivers
ity 
Network, 
Royal 
Society 
for the 
Protection 
of Birds 
 
 
 

Internation
al 
campaigns
,  

Biofuel has 
filed for 
bankruptcy 
after being 
involved 
with 
allegations 
of 
corruption 
and after 
Statoil 
pulled out 
as a 
partner. 

Women’s 
livelihoods, 
biodiversity 
protection 

Suspended 

 
 
3.0 Discussion 
 
Successful grass-roots mobilizations against land-grabbing were able to position themselves as legitimate 
and command a response from government or corporate actors using a varied repertoire of action (Tilly, 
1978); including legislation, delay tactics, mobilising of supporters who themselves had some social 
leverage, causing harm to corporate reputation and also sometimes physical direct actions. 
Administratives and judicial challenges to the EIAa or other procedures have also been employed.  
Mobilisation is carried out by employing a range of languages of valuation or discourses, not always 
mutually exclusive, including environmental costs in money terms, conservation, livelihood, indigenous 
rights, international conventions (Ramsar, ILO 169), nationalism and others. Also noticeable are the 
absent valuation languages in Table 2: such as sacredness or the Rights of Nature.  Equally important 
however is the context, the responsiveness of the home state and of the investing  company or fund (and 
its state of origin), the legal context and the political leverage of the mobilizers. Popular struggles against 
landgrabs have been succesful using mechanisms such as 1) winning a lawsuit (Argentina) 2) challenging 
the EIA 3) winning over sectors of the government (Kenya, Niger) 4) massive social unrest (Madagascar) 
5) appealing to high biodiversity values through economic valuations (NK), 6) financial activism 

                                                
21 http://www.trust.org/alertnet/news/jatropha-biofuel-push-in-ghana-runs-up-against-protests 



addressed to investors (Ghana, Tanzania) , 7) Indigenous rights under ILO 169 (Shawi in Peru, Mapuches 
in Argentina). 
 
Tarrow’s discussion of the ‘political opportunity structure’ is useful at this point. He defined political 
opportunities as ‘the consistent (but not necessarily formal, permanent, or national) signals to social or 
political actors which either encourage or discourage them to use their internal resources to form a social 
movement’ (Tarrow, 1994). He has also identified four important political opportunities: access to power, 
shifting alignments, availability of influential elites, and cleavages within and among elites.  
 
3.1 Languages of Valuation: Conservation 
 
The involvement of environmentalist organizations and discourses over biodiversity figures prominently 
in the majority of cases . What could be less political than birds? Yet, the bird lobby or “birders” tend to 
be extremely infuential at least in the countries of Anglo-Saxon influence. Other studies have documented 
the involvement of Birdlife international in other environmental justice struggles, sometimes with 
positive outcomes. A study in Taiwan against gravel extraction tells how “initially, their protest appeared 
to be ineffective, as the villagers were up against strong political and economic interests… The fate of the 
protest, however, changed after the spotting of a Fairy Pitta (Pitta nuymphia), an endangered bird species, 
in the woods of the nearby Pillow Mountain, which would be a potential victim of gravel extraction (Tang 
2004)”. 
 
The effectiveness of conservation arguments may be precisely because of their somewhat “apolitical 
nature”. As Nacy Peluso explains, environmental activists have often tried to “disguise” themselves as 
technical ‘apolitical’ experts, to their advantage. They mobilize at multiple scales, targeting laws and 
other institutions of state power at the same time as organizing the grassroots (Peluso et al, 2008).22 
 
An example of such a technical-apolitical strategy used in the case of the Tana Delta by Nature Kenya 
(Mireiri et al, 2008) and also in Mabira, Uganda by Birdlife International is that of economic valuation, in 
an attempt to prove that the value of the wetlands is worth more than the potential projects. Even the The 
Economist (Anonymous, 2009) responded favourably to this argument (Anonymous, 2009) Yet, despite 
the current enchantment with valuations of ecological services, ecological economists often argue that 
such valuations may be counterproductive (Rodriguez-Labajos & Martinez-Alier, Spash, 2011) 
 
Nature Kenya, which is fervently committed to conservation, intimated to the authors that an unnamed 
well-placed call from Britain may have played a role in the governments decision to endorse the 
consevationist master land use plan for the Tana Delta. Coincidentally, Prince Charles happens to be a 
patron of the parent organization Birdlife International. In the struggle against projects, charismatic 
species, as well as charismatic indigenous tribes such as those featured in “Survival International” often 
rally enthusiasm and outcry not afforded to less photogenic impacted populations. Knowing the right 
“charismatic person” can also contribute equally to success it would seem. 
 
The alliance between pastoralists and conservationists, Pastoralists are particularly vulnerable to the 
landgrab due to their mobility over large areas, and their occupation of common lands and government 
lands. They also occupy both the marginal and ‘waste’ lands’ that are being targeted by crops such as 
Jatropha (assumed to grow with little water), as well as the irrigable dry season grazing areas favoured for 
sugarcane plantations. An increase in land pressures for agriculture might also  lead to a strengthening of 
such ‘uneasy alliances’ between pastoralists and conservationists. As a FAO paper points out (Aveling, 
Barron, Bergin, Infield 1997), ‘it could be said that pastoralism and wildlife both have first-order 
conflicts (fundamental incompatibility) with intensive agriculture, whereas they only have second-order 
conflicts (some constraints to compatibility) with each other.’ Thus the alliance between pastoralists and 
conservationists seems destined to be strengthened, as activists and pastoralists strategize towards 
restricting the conversion of lands from pastoral to agricultural uses, in the process hopefully moving 
away from the “coercive conservation policies” that Peluso (1993) pointed to and towards more of an 
environmental justice and human rights framing.  

3.2 Human rights  and indigenous identities 

                                                
 



The successful campaigns of Nature Kenya can also be seen as the use of an “opportunity space” afforded 
the organization by the new constitution, signed in 2010. The constitution makes space for the 
reclamation of several rights to the environment. More importantly the draft national land policy has 
created a community land rights recognition model (CLRR) that aims to devolve all government and trust 
land to communities to recognize customary and historical rights. These developments have contributed 
to a sensation of giddy optimism among the environmentalists interviewed on the promises of the 
constitution. Yet,  as WRM admits has happened in Brazil, complacency by land-rights and 
environmental activists after Lula got elected actually allowed him to stall land reforms for many years. 
The CLRR model at the moment, is in a pilot phase like so many of the projects that it may in fact be 
competing against politically.23  
 
When indigenous populations are impacted by landgrabbing, resistance is often expressed in the language 
of human rights, indigenous territorial rights, and the right to previous consultation under Convention 169 
of ILO. A reclamation of the rights of indigenous communities to free, prior informed consent for projects 
on their land were key discourses in the case of Peru and also in the Argentine case, as both countries are 
signatories to the Convention. 
 
In the case of Peru, a Korean company, ECOAMERICA, had applied for the registration and titling of 
more than 72,000 hectares of land, at a price of 80 cents a hectare, for crop production, logging and 
livestock raising on land registered by two Shawi and one Kechwa communities. The company had 
submitted its application to the Commission for the Formalization of Informal Ownership (COFOPRI) in 
the province of Loreto, an agency whose existence was completely unknown to the indigenous 
communities and others living in the area.  
 
The Shawi people declared in their open letter: “Our native communities do not have property titles, we 
have only legal recognition, and we are in possession of our ancestral territories. It is not just for our 
community lands to be valued at 80 cents a hectare; they want to hand them over without understanding 
the significance of the spiritual life of nature, of the trees, of the animals that the Shawi indigenous people 
protect. 
 
In the Argentine (Rio Negro) case, the Mapuche were also contemplating filing an amparo [constitutional 
relief] action in court to try to stop the investment, arguing that the rights of the original peoples were not 
taken into account, much less the right to free prior informed consent and mentioning that this right is 
enshrined in ILO Convention 169, which Argentina has ratified (Law 24.071). 
 
In the case in Ghana, a Norwegian company “hoping to create the largest Jatropha curcas plantation in the 
world” (Nyani, 2008) failed to do so, as a discourse around women’s livelihoods became a key argument 
due to the fact the company had deforested land that had provided Shea nuts (Boamah 2011). A combined 
campaign by local group RAINS and Action Aid Ghana24 made use of crisis narratives and visual images 
of lands stripped naked interposed with narratives of chiefs who signed away their lands “by thumbprint”.  
The joint  campaign by RAINS and Action Aid Ghana peaked with the issue of an order from Ghana’s 
EPA for the suspension of the project in Alipe (Boamah 2011).  
 
The case in Niger, whereby the Permanent Secretary for the Rural Land Code was able to enforce rights 
accorded under the code to legally stop the project is an example of how one sectors of the government 
(The Rural Land Code Officer) intervened on behalf of local communities to uphold their rights.  

3.3 Land and Labour 

Different crops imply vastly different labour and social organisations and impacts, and will also attune 
community responses and resistance. For instance, regarding the labour relations in tree plantations versus 
job opportunities available in agricultural work Gerber (2010) points out that in  a tree plantation, little 
labour is employed. The local population is displaced without qualms. In such a non-labour-exploitative 
economic relations, as there is no dependency of the oppressing group on the extraction of labour effort of 
the oppressed, there is also much less need to obtain either their active consent or (as in a slave 
plantation) to engage in intensive vigilance. Purely repressive reactions are therefore feasible. This has 

                                                
23 The first pilot is in the Doni-Boro corridor in Coast Province.  
24 ActionAid is an international anti-poverty NGO who works with local partners to fight poverty worldwide. In 2008, turnover was 
close to 180 million euros. 



been observed in many conflicts over tree plantations. At the same time, we see that out-grower 
arrangements are highly preferred to shareholder arrangements by local communities, and this has been 
blamed in part for the failure of some projects, for example in the SEKAB case.  

It would seem that jatropha may elicit less community opposition than some other crops such as sugar-
cane, this is because it allows for intercropping and can be compatible with grazing, and in theory grows 
with little water and thus does not compete for highly valuable irrigation water25. Moreover, harvesting 
the oil seeds is quite labour intensive, providing work opportunities. In our case review, we see that the 
jatropha cases invariably involved conservation organizations making claims for biomass on behalf of 
wild animals and biodiversity. Due to our relatively small sample size of success cases, it is difficult to 
gauge whether Jatropha will be less conflictive than other crops and further research is needed on 
differentiation of community response and resistance to different crops. 

The social organization of the project will also have impacts and offer possibilities for alliances with 
other workers. One astute press article (Agencies, 2010) points to how the approval of the Mumias Sugar 
project might impact agrarian stakeholders on the other side of the country --- the rural contract farmers 
(outgrowers) in Kenya’s traditional sugar belt where Mumias is based by “finally breaking the political 
and economic stranglehold that Western Kenya holds over sugar millers and the industry”: 
 

Political firebrands in these areas know their futures are linked to the farmer’s wellbeing, and have become a 
thorn in the flesh of sugar millers. Last year was full of activism, and saw a surge in the incidents of arson and 
boycotts by farmers out to squeeze more from the millers increase. Supporters of sugar farmers in the 
sugarbelt have been demanding higher pay for their deliveries, and for the Government to write off debts 
running to billions of shillings.”  

 
This case shows how proposed “greenfield” projects may be a corporate strategy towards the “taming of 
labour” in other districts. Such knock-on impacts and potential alliances they may engender should be 
kept in mind by activists. 
 
Tenure rights of the Tana are also relevant, as Smalley and Corbera (2011) point out in the case of the 
Tana Delta. Operating as de facto commons and customary land, the TDIP area and the greater TISP area 
cover government and trust land. While commons are the primary target for the landgrab (Alden-Wily, 
2011), and would appear on the surface to be the easiest to acquire, they note that “the existence of 
formally recognized property rights can actually speed up land acquisition,” whereas competing and 
multiple claims can also create a platform for resistance. Particularly, areas with community title deed to 
land, such as in the group ranches and trust land in Kenya may be vulnerable to elite capture, by making it 
easier for local elites to sign away community rights (Smalley & Corbera, 2011). 
 
Meanwhile, in the tradition of Chayanov (1966), Shanin (1986) , and Netting (1993), Gerber (2011) 
points to the capacity to resist of the smallholder family, since they have the  independent economic base 
– even if undermined – that the landless sharecropper or plantation worker lack. Smallholders have thus 
both the reasons and some of the resources to resist landgrabbing. This points to a link between the 
agrarian question in its initial sense (the persistence of the peasantry against enclosures, displacement and 
proletarization) and the modern land-grabs. 
 
How awareness and mobilization around landgrabbing will impact claims for land reform is still an open 
question. While some have seen “evidence that current large-scale leasing is triggering heightened 
awareness and demand around majority rural land rights, aided by greater popular empowerment and 
challenges to undemocratic or unjust political norms.” It remains to be seen whether this will truly “give 
impetus to much-needed legal and policy reforms, new demands associated with uncertain rule of law, 
and new ways of handling much-needed investment in the rural and resource sectors (Alden-Wily, 
201126).” 
 
3.4 The emerging geography of trans-national Mobilization against Land-Grabbing 

                                                
25 Although some authors have contested this, see Ariza et al (2010). 

 



 
Interactions between actors in assemblages of resistance create power relations and asymetries within 
movements as well as contrasting and somtimes opposing framings. While activists around land-grabbing 
often share common aims, they may engage with different logics and different narratives. For example, 
we have seen how international activists often explicitly focus on environmental conservation, a position 
that is sometimes at odds with the perspective of local communities. Despite this it is clear that linking 
with actors across locations has granted considerable leverage to local struggles. This phenomenon is 
most evident in the the cases involving Swedish, Norwegian and British companies, whereby the 
involvement of activist groups directed towards companies revealed them as vulnerable to allegations of 
human rights abuses, and investors got cold feet and pulled out. For example, oversight from interest 
groups in Sweden such as SWEDWATCH and WWF-Sweden played an important role in the failure of 
the SEKAB acquisition in Tanzania, causing funders to pull out. Groups in Madagascar also claimed that 
working with activists in Europe was seen as a way to defend themselves against repression for local 
activism27.  
 
While local actors have focusd more on the legal and political rights of affected communities or identity 
politics, a common line of attack from Northern and particularly European activists has been a greater 
emphasis on biofuels and on the carbon debt. In this way, they transform the framing of the issue in a way 
that resonates with Northern audiences. For example, WWF Sweden calculated that the releases from one 
district alone of the wooded grassland area in the Rufiji area would equal 4 to 20 years of greenhouse gas 
emissions from road transport in an attempt to discredit Swedish biofuels policy and attempted “carbon 
neutrality” (Ness, Brogaard, Anderberg & Olsson, 2010). 
 
In turn, some national campaigns have picked up this biofuels framing. According to Serah Munguti from 
Nature Kenya (personal communication), attacking EU biofuel policies, has also been a strategy of her 
organization. Campaign materials featuring questions such as “Why 'feed' a car in Europe when hunger at 
home is still a reality?" attack the Mumias project as a biofuel project, despite its stated intention of 
producing primarily sugar and then ethanol only as a by-product.  Yet this strategy seems fair game, in 
the light of the importance of flex-crops, and as evidenced by a quote from a Mumias company 
spokesman: ‘The future lies in diversification. Cane farmers may be encouraged to grow cane for 
purposes of producing electricity (Agencies, 2011).” 
 
The initiatives of GRAIN and WRM that focus on financial actors and multilateral organizations 
respectively reveal how trans-national activist movements view a focus on domestic power structures as 
inadequate, and embed the transnational campaigning within a global perspective. As the campaign has 
evolved, the frame has expanded, from focusing on the outset to food-hungry countries in the Middle 
East, aiming to ensure food supply. But they have now grown to encompass financial flows as well as 
commodity flows, and to include countries, such as the U.S, only peripherally involved in terms of 
acquisitions but important in terms of investment. The role of regulatory agencies in creating codes of 
conduct and the definitions and terms of debate also become key targets. As GRAIN asks in a recent 
pamphlet decrying voluntary standards as ineffective and counter-productive “You wouldn’t regulate 
slavery, so why regulate land-grabs” (Grain, 2012). 
 
Similarly, the work of WRM highlights the role of transnational activists and activist researchers in 
challenging “hegemonic semantics” and making it apparent how such interpretations and applications of 
terms lead to the possibility to channel public and private resources. In the fight over “The Land-Grab” 
contested terms and definitions include the term itself, references to “idle and marginal lands” and 
framings such as the “yield gap” (WB, 2010), which in themselves are used to justify the occupation of 
lands by more “productive” users. One might have thought a political opportunity window had opened for 
WRM's attempt to stop tree plantations from being called forests under the new director of FAO, yet 
despite receiving a petition with 23,000 many signatures28 from scientists, affected communities and 
others, WRM says the forestry lobby still holds too much sway and that they have had no response. 
 
Another absence in terms of transnational alliances is links between activists in the middle to low income 
countries with high population densities such as India, Brazil and Egypt that are acting as purchasers of 

                                                
27 http://farmlandgrab.org/post/view/18406 
28 http://www.rainforest-rescue.org/news/4046/handover-of-protest-signatures-to-the-fao 
 



land and groups resisting projects in the target countries. This could be a fruitful engagement, particularly 
as these countries already have strong agrarian movements (Rowden, 2011). 
 
We also note that land-grab activism has only been marginally successful regarding its critique of the 
transnational structures that make up the global food system, as the discourse has primarily centred on 
what kind of agrarian development for Africa. For example, while biodiversity is a key term in defense of 
territories against land-grabbing, agro-diversity, a key message of both GRAIN and WRM, is almost 
never mentioned. Activists have also as yet not engaged in brand-focused attacks on specific companies 
engaged in land-grabbing, something that has been done regarding oil-palm plantations (Pye, 2010).	  
 
4.0 Conclusion 
 
4.1 The Environmental Justice Movement against Land-Grabbing 
 
Political ecology research has focused on case studies of socio-environmental conflicts. Here we have 
moved from single case studies to a comparative view of 13 cases of Land Grabbing around the world 
which share a common characteristic: they are cases in which opponents have succeeded in preventing 
projects from going forward. We are certain that there are many more. Success (temporal or definitive) in 
stopping extractive projects (whether extraction of biomass, minerals or fossil fuels) is something that we 
find often in our inventory of about environmental conflicts in the EJOLT project. We aim to collect 
about 2000 cases of resource extraction conflicts or waste disposal conflicts by 2014. Of this, many will 
be “biomass”conflicts. 

As the social metabolism of the world economy increases, so do the number of resource extraction and 
waste disposal conflicts. All such conflicts, inclusing those on biomass (the HANPP, in technical terms), 
may be mapped against socio-metabolic, economic, social, demographic and environmental indicators. 
This article has tried to contribute to understanding the driving forces and also the conditions (opportunity 
spaces) for resistance, and the different types of alliances that can be made. Some of the indicators that 
may be revealing when looking at response to land-grabbing includes class analysis, social heterogeneity, 
the role of women, the display of nationalism and indigeneity,  the attribution of sacredness to some 
spaces, the ecological values and biodiversity wealth of the spaces sacrificed, the land tenure and labour 
relations, population density, governance structure, the host and home countries. 

Many of the successful cases of resistance analyzed here belong into the category of “glocal” conflicts 
(Swyngedouw, 1997), with activists across locations plugging into institutional and discursive spaces in 
different contexts. At the transnational level, networks such as GRAIN and WRM frame issues and bring 
them into the public eye. The WRM claims very plausibly that “tree plantations are not forests” while 
GRAIN gave name to the recent “land grabbing” phenomenon. They also make visible the globalized 
nature of the deals and target the international institutional and financial mechanisms that support these 
processes. At another level, we see that European EJOs have been effective in helping local opposition by 
financial activism or other similar means, while we find nothing comparable with Chinese, Korean or 
Arab land-grabbing states or companies. At the local level, we have also made some hypotheses on how 
successful resistance may be related to the nature of the commodity or commodities in question (sugar 
cane, jatropha, eucalyptus, etc..) or with the characteristics of the social actors and the strength of their 
languages of valuation. Finally structural determinants, such as the country’s dependency on export-led 
agriculture, political economic situation at the time, the company size and capacity for mobilizing 
resources for social development programs will also play a role (Bebbington at al, 2007). 
 
The mobility of biomass production compared to some other extractive projects is one reason that deals 
do not simply fail, they often simply re-emerge in other configurations. This highlights the importance of 
GRAIN’s strategy of targeting investors and trying to impact the financial risk investors are exposed to. 
But, the true impact on risk happens on the ground, as more projects such as the ones surveyed in this 
article are stopped through local opposition. Activism at companies tends to be most successful when it 
impacts upon profit or future profit (often related to reputation with specific audiences). We already see 
the impacts of a chill of companies that have decided land acqusitions are too risky, such as CAMEC, that 
has decided to focus on mining. This can also happen at the national level for example, Tanzania has 
temporarily banned all acquisition projects in light of what happened with SEKAB. 
 
4.2 A final note on biomass 
 



Increasing biomass production per unit area of land requires considerable inputs of capital, energy and 
water, as well as the abolishment of traditional and often well-adapted types of land use. Such a 
development will increase pressures on agricultural ecosystems with detrimental effects for ecosystem 
health, while reducing global wilderness areas will lead to significant detrimental effects on biodiversity. 
The area of land suitable for such intensification and the achievable gains in productivity remain an issue 
of debate but it should be clear that increasing one flow is likely to affect other components of biomass 
metabolism, leading to new pressures, new winners and losers and increased competition for land, water 
and other resources and corresponding conflicts, as users fight over “Who gets the Hanpp” (Temper, 
2012). Further research into changes in HANPP in a political ecology perspective are needed to identify 
“renewed ecological ‘bottlenecks” to continued accumulation’ (Moore, 2008) in the current socio-
metabolic regime and in an envisioned “bio-economy”. 
 
Sometimes resource extraction conflicts are interpreted as territorial conflicts such as those between 
displaced peasants and tree plantations, or mangrove people and shrimp farmers. Of course, it is difficult 
to think of conflicts between humans that do not take place in space. But this is not what is meant by 
Escobar (2001), for example, when he argues that territorial attachments and identities grow and are 
reproduced under conditions of continuous conflict. There are spaces of domination and spaces of 
resistance. The basic unit, for Escobar, is territorial and cultural identity. In the case of landgrabbing, we 
have conflicts between local movements and plantations (including tree plantations) or perhaps also 
natural parks for REDD+ projects.  For Escobar these are territorial-cultural conflicts. We take instead a 
diffrent line. The conflicts on resource extraction, including biomass, are conflicts on calories or joules or 
kwh of biomass or the material contents or properties (such as protein) of different forms of biomass.  We 
are answering here the old question, "Where is the ecology in political ecology". 
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