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COMPETE WP1 – Current Land Use Patterns & Impacts 
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 Dr H K Watson, University of KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa 

 
 
 

 
Policy guidance note on integrating traditional land use and products into 

bioenergy policy 
 
 
Preamble 
 
We concede that most environmental, conservation, forestry and agricultural policies in pre 
and post independent Africa to date have failed – either exacerbating the problems they were 
designed to solve, or causing problems elsewhere. We acknowledge that a number of current 
European Union (EU) policies and preferential trading agreements are having detrimental 
external impacts on number of African countries.  
 
We believe the COMPETE Declaration on Sustainable Bioenergy for Africa addresses the 
reasons why these policies have failed and why these impacts occur. Although funded by the 
EU, COMPETE is a totally independent and altruistic network, and is not motivated by 
assessing whether Africa can assist in meeting the EU Renewable Fuels Directive mandate of  
an increase in the EU’s contemporary use of 2% biofuels in the transport sector, to 10% (by 
energy) by 2020.  
 
This guidance has evolved over three years as a result of opportunities created by COMPETE 
for world-leading scientists, researchers, funders and practitioners from different fields and 
across the world to come together to discuss; exchange knowledge; meet with government 
officials, local authorities and local land users; and see different bioenergy crops being grown 
at different spatial scales and processed into biofuels for different supply chains and scales of 
use.  
 
Africans comprised the majority at these workshops and they have taken place in African 
countries. The guidance is therefore specific to the African context. COMPETE has identified 
pathways for the provision of sustainable modern bioenergy in the arid and semi-arid regions 
of sub-Saharan Africa. While some of the guidance given here for implementing these 
pathways is sufficiently generic to be applicable anywhere in Africa, full appreciation of it is 
dependent on understanding the influence of dryland ‘disequilibrium’ behaviour on traditional 
and modern land use dynamics as described in Deliverable 1.5.  
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Deciding where best to grow biofuel crops 
 
Most African countries already have Agro-ecological zone (AEZ) maps. These countries are 
divided into a number of zones in which a particular range in biophysiographic characteristics 
creates a particular land quality that matches the requirements by a particular range of crops. 
The biophysiographic characteristics included and the resolution of the maps varies country to 
country dependent on the data available.  
 
The most common biophysiographic characteristics included are: physiography i.e. upland 
versus lowland, or water shedding versus water receiving; altitude; annual distribution of 
rainfall and temperature; soil type, pH texture, drainage and type; natural vegetation type; and 
length of growing season.  
 
The range of crops matched to different AEZs, include potential biofuel crops. The first step 
involves acquiring these maps and identifying which AEZs biofuel crops grow best in. The 
second step involves overlaying a map of the same scale showing protected areas (including 
transfronteir national parks), Community Based Natural Resources Management (CBNRM) 
areas, and routes used by animals between protected and CBNRM areas on the AEZ map. 
The protected, CBNRM areas and migration routes that fall within the biofuel crop AEZs 
should be filtered out. In the case of East Africa, the migration route used by the Maasai1 in 
both good and poor rainfall periods should also be filtered out. The unfiltered land in these 
AEZs is potentially available and suitable for certain biofuel feedstocks.  
 
The final step involves local stakeholder consultation in order to ascertain whether the land is 
actually available. If people are living on the land they may be willing to grow biofuel crops 
once the benefits of doing so are explained to them, or alternatively willing to relocate to allow 
others the opportunity to do so. People do not necessarily have to be living on the land to be 
reliant on it. Rural people and the urban poor are very dependent on natural resources for food 
security and income generation. They often travel great distances on a seasonal basis to collect 
specific resources. Research is therefore needed to verify that land that appears to be 
unoccupied and unutilised actually is. 
 
 
Other guidance more specific to drylands 
 
While there is general consensus that ‘disequilibrium’ behaviour best explains the spatial and 
temporal heterogeneity and dynamism of arid and semi-arid regions, the implications of this 
behaviour in terms of interpreting the causes, effects, and transience of diminished 
environmental qualities, is hotly contested. Also hotly contested, is the sustainability of 
traditional practices and the motivation for and effects of policies and interventions. In order to 
avoid entering into these debates, the preamble to bioenergy policies should not (a) promote 
bioenergy as the solution to the fuelwood crisis, deforestation, etc. or (b) suggest that biofuel 
feedstocks be used to rehabilitate degraded lands. 

                                            
1
 East Africa’s Maasai pastoralists number more than 900 000 and have actively resisted urgings by both the 

governments of Kenya and Tanzania to adopt a more sedentary lifestyle. 
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A number of general trends have interacted to erode the traditional communal landuse 
system. It is being replaced by a landuse system similar to that found on redistributed land 
where small scale freehold farmers grow most of their own food crops as well as cash crops.  
 
In many African countries, small scale farmers already contribute a substantial proportion of 
the national production of both food and cash crops. They are very optimistic about the future 
and aware of the role modern bioenergy can play in it. Many are already growing biofuel 
crops, particularly Jatropha, or have plans to do so. Modern bioenergy clearly has the 
potential to enhance the livelihoods of small scale farmers and the time to support its rapid 
and widespread provision is ripe. Such support involves access to loans, extension services, 
and markets. The setting of loan repayments and quotas must take the implications of 
‘disequilibrium’ behaviour of arid and semi-arid regions into account viz., in poor rainfall 
periods they must be reduced or even suspended.  
 
A number of factors are responsible for a general decrease in the frequency and associated 
increase in the intensity and spatial extent of fires in the drylands of sub-Saharan Africa. All 
land under biofuel feedstock production must be adequately protected by firebreaks. 
Maintenance of the breaks and vigilance must be particularly efficient after good rainfall 
periods 
 
New areas put under sugar cane to meet biofuel demands should be confined to regions with 
sufficient rainfall to avoid the need for irrigation. In the arid and semi-arid regions of sub-
Saharan Africa, sweet sorghum is a more appropriate feedstock for bioethanol. 
 
 
More general guidance  
 
A concerted effort is needed to exploit the bioenergy potential of invasive alien plants.  
 
All countries should adopt a cautious approach before authorizing the cultivation of any new, 
non African bioenergy crop.  
 
Research into the potential for biodiesel production of a number of trees indigenous to Africa’s 
drylands must be prioritized. 
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