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Cultivation of oil palms is expanding rapidly around the world. New monoculture
plantations mean brutal land grabbing, the destruction of rainforests and the
exploitation of workers.

A new report from GRAIN details and explains the factors driving industrial oil palm
producers to seek new areas of expansion and looks at the very different model
presented by traditional oil palm production in West and Central Africa. This extensive
study also includes information on over 60 large scale land grabs for oil palm
plantations in Africa since 2000. A second table shows land grabs for palm oil in
another hotspot, the Papuas of Indonesia and Papua New Guinea.

“The new wave of land grabs is seeing local communities around the world lose access
to vital land and water resources,” says GRAIN researcher Devlin Kuyek. “They also
have to face all the impacts that come with the creation of vast monoculture
plantations within their territories - pollution from pesticides, soil erosion,
deforestation, and labour migration.”

The industrial plantation model concentrates control and profits in the hands of a few
multinational companies. It maximises profit by exploiting labour and the
environment. By contrast, the African model - largely in the hands of rural women -
serves local markets and is based on agroecological practices and biodiversity.

“In Guinea, the oil palm sector is still a source of stable employment, and helps stem
the exodus from rural areas and develop the local economic fabric,” says one of the
contributors to the report, Alphonse Yombouno of the NGO ADAPE-Guinée.

Rising demand for palm oil is driven by the rapid expansion of multinational food
companies and supermarkets in the global South, as well as by the signing of free
trade agreements that make it easier to replace locally-produced animal or vegetable
oils with palm oil. National mandates for biofuels, especially in Europe, are yet another
factor.

Oil palm plantations are also a hot target for speculative investors, whether from
agribusiness, pension funds or corrupt tycoons looking for ways to launder funds.With
palm oil companies finding lands in Indonesia and Malaysia more difficult to acquire,
attention is shifting to Africa. Over the past fifteen years, foreign companies have
signed over 60 deals covering nearly 4 million hectares in central and western Africa
for the development of oil palm plantations. The land grabs are already generating
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violent conflicts in several African countries.

“Communities in Liberia resisting oil palm plantation on their land have been
harassed, coerced and intimidated; but many are standing firm,” says Silas Siakor, of
SDI Liberia.

The situation in Africa is a reminder that this is not simply about land. It is about a
larger struggle over food systems and models of development. Will African palm oil be
produced by African peasants or multinational corporations? Will palms be grown on
mixed farms and semi-wild palm groves - or will peasants be driven out to make way
for large scale, industrial plantations?

“Tens of millions of women and men - along with the oil palms they look after and
their traditional systems of production - are at tremendous risk due to the global land
grab for oil palm plantations,” says GRAIN researcher Jeanne Zoundjihékpon.
“Resistance, for them, is not just a matter of holding onto their lands and forests. It is
also a fight for their livelihoods, their cultures, their biodiversity and their food
sovereignty.”

These questions have implications beyond Africa. If the continent becomes a new
frontier for low cost palm oil production, exports from Africa will affect farmers
growing vegetable oil crops in other countries, such as India and Mexico.

A new wave of global solidarity is growing, strengthening the efforts of peasants and
indigenous communities to defend their ancestral lands and biodiversity, for
themselves and for future generations.

Read the report.
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