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Key question: Do biofuels threat or promote social sustainability in 
rural areas? 

 
Method: Secondary data (much of which is based on existing cash 

crops, including sugarcane and palmoil) and some primary 
fieldwork data 

 
 



Biofuels - opportunities for rural poor 
 
• New income generating opportunities for smallholders 

eg Mali cotton farmers 
• Opportunity for income diversification – including non-farm products 

(potentially higher value than crops) 
• When space is created for their participation women get involved eg 

India, South Africa 
 

• Labour opportunities dependent on crop type  
• Trend towards mechanisation in sugarcane fields – response to 

criticisms about conditions in cane fields 
• Brazil - loss of around 200,000 unskilled jobs between 1992 & 2003 



Land-use threat 
 
    

• There is land consolidation – not all by legitimate means 

• Lack of recognition of traditional use – by governments & agri-
business 

• Lack of land tenure/clear entitlement main threat to poor 

• Small farmers selling-up land for better life in cities 

•  “Waste/non-productive land” – in response to fears of food 
displacement – but from whose perspective is it “waste or 
non-productive”? 
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Hassan District, 
Karnataka, India 
Land classified by 
the Government as 
waste land (scrub) 
Land classified by 
local people as 
productive source 
of cattle grazing, 
fuelwood, 
medicinal plants 
and flowers for 
religious 
ceremonies 



Food security threat 
• There is no empirical evidence that biofuels production in 

developing countries has displaced food production. 

• Are Biofuels cause of food price increases? FAO considers 
biofuels are one of several factors: 
→ Weather patterns in major grain producing countries 
 → Political instability 
 → Oil price increases 
 →  Weak $ 
 → Hoarding in all parts of the supply chain 
 → Increased purchasing power in emerging economies 

• Issues which determine access to food are complex – more to do 
with distribution and income than reduced output 



Gender Issues 
• Women see biofuels as opportunity for income generation eg India, 

Nepal 

• Women in South Africa expressed concern about being confined to 
down-stream, low-income end of value chain 

• Men in Zimbabwe don’t compete with women in Jatropha 
production – perceive returns too low (also for by-products) 

• Women in Zimbabwe didn’t like Jatropha’s simultaneous harvest 
with maize  

• Food crops not being displaced – NGOs are promoting 
intercropping – but biodiversity is threatened – resource loss 
particularly for women 



Biofuels value chain (source Practical Action) 

 

Macro-level 
Enabling 
environment 

Meso-level 
Facilitators 

Black arrows show monetary flows 
Red lines links between facilitators and the production chain 
The diagram does not show power to influence governance of chain 



Conclusions 
• Biofuel crops – no different to any other large-estate grown cash 

crop  

• Negative impacts are: 
 → consequence of asymmetries in vested power relations 
 → lack of political will to create and enforce regulations to protect 
the poor 

• Where conscious efforts at inclusion can result in pro-poor outcomes 
which promote social sustainability 
→ increased rural incomes  
→ when biofuels used for increasing energy access (eg electricity 
generation) energy poverty, time poverty and drudgery reduced 

• Institutional structure that governs the value chain needs to address 
the power asymmetries 


