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Colombia palm oil biodiesel plantations: 
A "lose-lose" development strategy? 

by Zack Zimbalist 

"We think biofuels can further our core mission, which is to bring economic 
opportunity and a better quality of lift to the region's low-income majority. ", 

- LUIS ALBERTO MORENO, PRESIDENT I NTER-AMERICAN DEVELOPMENT B ANK 

P 
aim oil production for biodiesel is expanding rapidly in the global south. While not as prolific 
as Indonesia and Malaysia, Colombia is the fourth largest palm oil producer in the world and 
the largest in Latin America. The Colombian government- in collaboration with paramilitaries 

and palm agroindustries- is violently removing 
Afro-Colombian, indigenous, and peasant com
munities to expand monoculture palm planta
tions in an effort to demobilize paramilitaries 
and stimulate economic development in rural 
areas. With substantial financial backing fi·om the 
US International Agency for Development 
(USAID} and the Colombian Agrarian Bank, 2 

and insti tutional support from the Inter-Ameri
can Development Bank (IDB},3 the palm o il 
agroind ustry is reap ing large profits at the 
expense of the food sovereignty of small farmers , . 
and marginalized communities. 

Land Rights Violations 
Law 70 of the Colombian Constitution defines 
and protects the rights of Afro-Colombians to 
their communal lands in the Colombian Pacific 
region. In 2000, the government awarded a col- Enrique Pedro and neighbors reclaiming their land. 

lective land title of over 100,000 hectares to black and peasant communities in northern Choc6.4 

Despite land titles and legal protection guaranteed by the Colombian Constitution and penal code as 
well as international conventions, courts have been reluctant to intervene in cases of raids and illegal 
land seizures by paramilitaries and palm oil companies. 

Along the Curvarado and Jiguamiando River basins, locals have survived fo r generations on their 
own maize and rice varieties. Expelled from their land, communities are struggling to preserve their 
traditional food systems and livelihoods. 
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Violent removal of Afro
Colombian communities 
Government-sponsored land 
evictions in league with para
mi litaries and palm agribusi
nesses have bee n especially 
disastrous for Afro-Colombians; 
who make up 85 percent of the 
Choc6 population. 5 According 
to The Colombian Rural Devel
opment institute (Incoder), 93 
percent of the land under palm 
cu ltivation by large companies 
such as Urapalma, Palms of Cur
varado, Palms Inc. and Palmado 
is located in the collective terri
torial zone of black communi-
ties. Almost all traditional villages 
have been wiped out and are being 
repopulated with former- paramilitar
ies and outsiders.6 

Palm oil development for 
paramilitary demobilization 
Colombian President Alvaro Uribe 
Velez endorses palm oi l develop
ment as a strategy for territorial 
contro l and paramilitary demobili
zation. He argues that newly gener
ated jobs on palm plantations in 
volatile regions provide a way out for 
many paramilitaries. 

The Inter-American Development 
Bank (lOB) also supports palm pro
duction to combat poverty and cre
ate a more peaceful environment for 
rural wo rkers. 7 Colombian Luis 
Alberto Moreno, the lOB's current 
president, is Uribe's close ally. For
merly the Colombian ambassador to 
the US, Moreno is co-chair of The 
lnteramerican Ethanol Commission 
with fo rmer Florida governo r Jeb 
Bush. Both Bush and Moreno chall)
pion biofuel product ion in the 
Global South to create jobs, stimu
late domestic economies, and slow 
climate change.8 

Colombian palm plantation. 

Because the Bank's president is one 
of the key figures leading the cam
paign for biofuels development, it is 
no surprise that the lOB is promoting 
biofuels in Latin America and plans 
to contribute millions of dollars to 
complement private sector investment 
to expand prod uction. 9 While no 
projects are currently funded in 
Colombia, an IDB press release stat
ed, "the Bank's Inter-American Invest
ment Corporation is cons idering 
financing a $20 million palm-based 
biodiesel enterprise that will eventu
ally produce up to 100,000 tons of 
fuel per year."10 ln line with President 
Uribe, "the IDB regards investment in 
medium- and long-term crops [such 
as palm] as strategies for governability 
or territorial control in the face of 
problems such as guerrilla conflict 
[and] politica l violence." 11 However, 
the plan to increase stability and demo
bilize parami litaries has been largely 
unsuccessfu l, as many paramilitaries 
retain their arms and instigate conflict 
with local communities.12 

Consolidation of Palm 
Agroindustry 
In the palm development strategy, the 
palm agroi ndustry 's profits safe
guarded at the expense of the food 
sovereignty of loca l populations. 

~ Govern ment initiatives and 
~ monetary backing from the US 
.\!! 
~ Agency for International Devel
:i 
1; opment (USAID), the Colom-
a l b ian Agra ri an Bank, 13 and 

national investment funds have 
accelerated the consolidation of 
Colombian lands and the agri
cultural market into the hands 
of a few large palm producers. 

Palm companies have violated 
constitutional laws protecting 
black communities' land rights 
to increase their profits. The 
Uraba Union of Palm Growers 
(Urapalma) corporation
endowed with su bstantial 

resources and loans from the Colom
bian Agrarian Bank14 and USAID
currently controls 2,723 hectares of 
African palm o n land that Afro
Colombians of Choc6 hold legal title 
to. 15 According to the Inter-American 
Court of Human Rights, Urapalma 
has invaded private property and pro
moted palm cul tivation on black 
communities' land, contracting the 
army and armed civil ians to defend 
its factories and seed banks. 16 

Resistance 
The pa lm agroindustry's ex pansion 
has galvan ized community members 
to challenge pa lm monocul tu res. 
Indigenous groups and Afro-Colom
bians have chopped down oil palm 
trees on their co ll ectively-held land 
and planted corn to assert their food 
sovere ign ty. In Choc6, they have 
formed community councils to pro
mote food self-sufficiency and land 
recovery while initiating proceedings 
to challenge illegal land evictions. 
With some success, the NGO Inter
ecclesiastical Commission for Justice 
and Peace and the Inter-American 
Court of Human Rights have pres
sured the Colombian government to 
defend the displaced communities of 
the U raba region of Choc6. 17 








