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Palmed off

Ben Gregory looks at the accelerating support for bio-fuels in Central America

“If palm oil, Mr. President, is your pilot megaproject, it will not be in our ethnic territories.
Worse yet, if it were, it would bring with it grave environmental, social, and cultural
damages. This we can affirm based on having lived with the palm tree monoculture from
the late ‘70s to the present, in other words, for more than 35 years, suffering all the while
the impacts of 20,000 hectares of a crop forced upon us ‘deep inside this plantation,
comrade,' which continues to violently expand further into our collective territory.” (1)

These words could easily have been written by the indigenous communities on Nicaragua's
Caribbean Coast. In fact, they come from a letter written on behalf of Colombia's Afro-Colombian
communities, where both bio-diesel and bio-ethanol are being heavily promoted by the Colombian
government. The country is already the fourth biggest producer of palm oil in the world, and the
largest in Latin America, with 300,000 hectares under African Palm.

I first heard about African Palm in the mid-eighties. A voluntary worker in Equador spoke
to our local Latin America solidarity group. During his talk there was a throwaway remark about
how big oil companies were looking at buying large tracts of land to grow African Palm when the
oil ran out. The memories of the talk came back to me in February as I sat down and read The
Ecologist. It said the US had just imported a quarter of a million tons of Ecuadorean biodiesel, and
in the process undercut its own subsidy-fed farmers. (2)

In the same month the Wales Nicaragua Solidarity Campaign delegation to Nicaragua meet
African Palm workers in Kukra Hill. We had already had some contact with the workers, who were
growing solely for the margarine/vegetable oil market. Our interest, at least initially, was to find
out about their working conditions, and their attempts to form a union.

The African Palm plantation, of over 20,000 hectares, is owned by the Cukra Development
Company. It is a subsidiary of a Costa Rican conglomerate, Grupo Agroindustrial CB (also known
as the Numar group). It employs only 250 people directly. The rest, up to 2,000 day labourers, are
employed by local gang masters. The company sub-contracts individuals to carry out work on the
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plantations, who then hire workers on daily rates. The workers are thus exploited twice, by the
company and by their local employer. As one woman worker told us:

"I wake up at 2 o clock, go to the field at 3am, and work until 5 in the evening, where I
pick up seed and clean the palm. I manage 20 manzanas a day, and get paid by the sack. To get
C$800-900 ($45 - $50 a fortnight) I would have to get all my family here to help, and pull the
children out of school. You can't buy milk, rice, sugar on that wage."

These punishing conditions are common throughout the biofuel world. In a recent article
on bioethanol in Brazil, the cortadores de cana - the sugar cane cutters - were described  as
'ethanol slaves', working in similar conditions to those we witnessed in Kukra Hill. (3)

Unionising has been hard, if not impossible for locals to carry out. In an attempt to reach
the workers, local activists invited Sandinista National Assembly Deputies to speak to the workers
last year. The workers are now keen to try to establish a union under the new Sandinista
government. The FSLN, which took power in the Municipal Council in 2005, have been trying to
ensure that the Palm company pays its taxes. They have been working with the management to
improve the conditions for the workers, many of whom live in barracks in extremely hard
conditions.

Improving their lives will prove an uphill struggle. Costa Rican  Grupo Agroindustrial CB is
already quarter owned by Belize based BB Holdings Ltd. 70 per cent of the shares of BB Holdings
are owned by Michael Ashcroft. He's better known as Lord Ashcroft, multi-millionaire, former
treasurer and current deputy chair of the UK's Conservative Party. He must be one of a long line
of investors joining international and national capital which see biofuels as the next gold-rush. 

The manager of the plant of the Kukra Hill plantation was very open in his meeting with us
about what the future held for the company.  He spoke about increasing production from 20,000
hectares to 200,000 hectares, to meet the needs of the new bio-diesel market. He also said the
company offered good conditions to the workers without a union present, but as the oil is a
commodity product, margins are low, and the company needs to be very efficient.

These 'efficiencies' are already apparent in the costs to the workers, food sovereignty and
the environment. They are also obvious to a growing number of organsations and individuals, a
hundred of which signed a document in December calling for the "immediate suspension of all
subsidies and other forms of inequitable support for the import and export of biofuels" (4).

Biofuels have already arrived in Nicaragua. The country's most powerful economic group,
the Pellas family, have started exporting ethanol to Europe from their sugar refineries. They are
building a second factory in Nicaragua, and are investing in ethanol in Honduras (5). Central
America is set for bio-fuels to be the next clash between the rich and the poor in the region.

(1) Letter to the president of the Republic from ethnic territory authorities and legal
representatives of the Community Councils of Black Communities from the ethnic territory Kurrulao
(South Pacific Colombia). Quoted in IRC Americas Program Report "Colombia's Palm Oil Biodiesel
Push, Tatiana Roa Avendaño, Feb 2 2007.

(2) Robin Maynard, Against the Grain, The Ecologist, March 2007, p.30.

(3) Tom Phillips, 'Ethanol Slaves' prop up renewable energy boom, Guardian Weekly, March 23/29
2007

(4) Interact, Progressio, Winter 2006/7

(5). Envio. Number 309. April 2007.

Note: For more information on Biofeuls see the March 2007 issue of the The Ecologist, and
www.biofulewatch.org.
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Safe in public hands
Our campaign on water

rights continued with a series of
meetings in Nicarargua on water
privatisation. We kicked off with a
meeting with representatives of
the Pedro Joaquin Chamarro
union in Matagalpa. The branch is 
allied to the UNE public sector
union.

Conditions for workers 
have deteriorated since water
was transferred from the local
council to a Water Board. The
Board of Directors are supposed
to run the  company. Power
though is effectively in  
the hands of the Managing Director. He's Guatemalan who is employed by the Biwater
subsidiary Biwater Consultadores de las Americas SA. According to workers the Managing
Director receives $7,000 a month. Most of the workers are  on less than $100.

The union has a catalogue of attacks on the living standards of its members, and
victimisation of union activists. "Once Biwater took over many of the rights we acquired
under collective agreements were withdrawn to lower production costs," said the union's
branch secretary. "As they were looking to privatise the company we started to experience
more repression. We were afraid to talk out. There's been protest from the barrios
(neighbourhoods) of the Movimiento Comunal Matagalpa (the local Community Movement)
against privatisation."

The alliance with the local community has been crucial in the struggle against this
attempted local privatisation. Organisations like the World Development Movement have
given many examples where these local 'management contracts' are used as a means to
privatise the services. However, the demands of the Community Movement go beyond
opposing privatisation. They see water services as an essential human right, and one
which should be guaranteed by the government of Nicaragua.

The fear that the national water distribution system, ENACAL, will be privatised
seems to have subsided with the election of the Sandinistas. They immediately appointed
Ruth Herrera to be the regulator for the water industry. She's the former head of the
Consumers Defence Network, one of the fiercest opponents of privatisation. In meetings
with UNE and the Consumer Defence Network, we were told that they now considered
water to be safe in national hands.

Wales NSC has produced a paper on water and community struggles. Contact the
Campaign for a copy.
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Mayagna Children's Fund
One of the most important aaspects of solidarity with Nicaragua has been the

person to person and community to community links which have thrived. They
have often developed through chance encounters. Below Kate Saunders from
Cardiff describes how she became involved in supporting a children's project.

In January 2006 Maggie and I went to Nicaragua for the first time. As we were travelling
round Ometepe Island on local buses we were shocked to see how many very badly disabled
children were being carried by their mothers on to the old American school buses to be taken to
the clinic in San Domingo. These children had been brain-damaged at birth, as there is virtually no
perinatal care on the island or indeed in much of rural Nicaragua which is the second poorest
country in Latin America. A few days later we met a young doctor/guide in Leon, Rigo Sampson,
and heard about the work he had done to help children in the Mayagna area in the north-eastern
rainforests. 

This January we returned to Nicaragua and back-packed our way around the country for
nearly six weeks, witnessing again the grinding poverty of the majority of Nicaraguans - not the
famine of Darfur, but the wretchedness caused by years of oppression, civil war and corruption,
hurricane and earthquake. We spent time again with Rigo and met Elisabeta, a little girl from the
San Juan river area in the south of the country. She has a club foot and had travelled with her
grandmother to Leon to have it corrected - a process which would have been dealt with in the

earliest weeks of life in the UK. Now she is nearly four
and it will take a number of operations - not easy when
you live a nine-hour bus journey, 14 hour boat ride or
expensive plane ride from the capital Managua and the
temperature is 30 degrees+. 

Elisabeta is typical of the children who have
been helped by the Mayagna Children’s Fund. The
children have congenital deformities such as cleft
palates, hare lips, deformed limbs or have been injured
in accidents and have not had medical help. The fund
provides money to bring these children to Leon for life-
changing medical attention. The doctors who operate do
not receive a fee, the fund provides money for the
journey and for food for the children and their carers -
often a grandparent - while they are away from home.
About $200 , i.e. £100 is enough to finance the care for
each child - not a fortune in our UK terms but a huge
sum in a country where many people only earn 75 pence
a day and unemployment is over 50% 
Maggie and I came back to Europe determined to do
something to help - we met Melanie McGrath and have
agreed to put any money we can raise into the Mayagna
Children’s Fund which she runs. All money goes directly

to where it is needed - either to individual projects such as helping Elisabeta, or to Nicaplast, a
reliable and honest charity registered in Nicaragua specialising in reconstructive surgery. 

Kate is organising a fund-raiser in July at her home - kate@ccsaunders.demon.co.uk for
details. To find out more about the project, you can read Melanie Magrath's blog at
http://journals.aol.co.uk/meljmcg/MayagnaChildren.
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La Chureca - one step from
hell

With 80 per cent of its people living in poverty in Nicaragua, its hard to imagine
how things could be worse. But life for the residents of Managua’s dump - La Chureca – is
the nearest thing to hell.They live and work on a rubbish dump which serves Managua’s
one million people. 3,000 scrape a living every day, scavenging through the rubbish,
including children as young as two years old. 

The Los Quinchos Centre, inside the dump, provides a place of refuge for 30 or 40
children. They get lessons, a hot lunch, and social support. For those with no family at all,
the Centre provides somewhere for them to sleep, before they start work again the next
morning. 

In the long term the Municipal Authority has committed itself to tackling the
horrendous problems the residents and workers of La Chureca face. In the meantime, the
Wales Nicaragua Solidarity Campaign is launching an appeal to support the Centre for the
next two years. We will need to raise £300 a month for the Centre, to pay for the salaries
of the staff who work with the children - a Co-ordinator, a Teacher, two Vocational
Instructors, a Cook, a Nurse and a Nightwatchman. The total appeal, over £7,000, is the
most ambitious the Campaign has committed itself to since the days of the Container
Appeal in the 1980s. It reflects both the level of need, and also the new hope that many
people feel in Nicaragua with its new government.

You can help – all money raised will go directly to supporting work with the
children. We can provide further information, or a speaker to talk about La Chureca, and
life in Nicaragua.

Send a donation, or invite someone to speak about the appeal and Nicaragua’s
children. Contact the Wales Nicaragua Solidarity Campaign, 2nd Floor, Tŷ Iorwerth, Ffordd
y Sir, Penygroes, Gwynedd LL54 6ES. 01286 882359. benica@gn.apc.org
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Books
Compared with the 1980s and early 1990s, the flood of books on Nicaragua has dried up.

However, in today's trickle a number of gems have still been published over the past few years.

Nicaragua, the Imagining of a Nation by Luciano Baracco (Algora, 2005)
examines the huge effort made by the Nicaraguan Revolution to lift the peasants
out of illiteracy. As Nicaragua once again embarks on a literacy crusade, using
Cuban methodology (Yo Sí Puedo), Barraco argues that the Literacy Crusade of
1980 was much more than an assault on ignorance. In a review of Nicaraguan
history from the 19th Century onward, he says the the Crusade was part of a
nation-building strategy by the Sandinistas (something easily seen by the reading
of the materials). 

More controversially he says "the longer term significance of the Sandinista Revolution
should not be judged as an attempted transition to socialism, as it is often assumed to have been.
It should instead by viewed as an attempt to complete the nation building project embarked upon
by the nineteenth century Liberals. The Crusade was the first step of many undertaken by the
Sandinista government to make it possible to imagine Nicaragua as a self-determining  sovereign
nation, characterised by a political identity and history that was uniquely its own."

In a book which sits well as a companion, Sandinista: Carlos Fonseca and the
Nicaraguan Revolution by Matilde Zimmerman (3rd edition, Duke University
Press, 2004) is both a biography and an historical account of the Sandinista
Revolution. It tells the story of Fonseca, the main theorist and leader of the guerilla
war, and mediator between the three competiting strands within the FSLN. 
He was a student leader, prisoner, exile, guerilla fighter and intellectual. It is hard
to imagine the success of the Sandinista uprising without the contribution of
Fonseca and others like him, both in clarity and determination. One of his main

innovations was to recognise the importance of Sandino's struggle in the 1920s and early 30s, one
which had been criticised by the traditional left in Nicaragua. In the final chapter Zimmerman is
scathing about the performance of the FSLN at the end of the 1980s and during the 1990s. She
attributes it to the abandonment of Fonseca's belief that the peasants and workers would change
Nicaragua (the reason he placed so much emphasis on literacy).

The third book, The Country Under My Skin by Gioconda Belli (2003) is the
best written of the three, as you would expect of one of Nicaragua's leading
poets. It tells of her transformation from poor little rich girl to revolutionary (a
well trod path in Nicaragua).  It is especially good at highlighting the dual lives
that many Nicaraguans led who were not guerillas themselves - by day living an
ordinary life, by night asked to perform deeds of deceit and daring to support the
Revolution. With tales of love and fallen comrades in the mix, it brings to life the
excitement and risks of the Seventies, as well as the pressure and challenges the

new government faced in the Eighties.

All three books are available from the Nicaragua Solidarity Campaign (www.nicaraguasc.org.uk)

u u u

For more information about Wales NSC, see our blog: https://walesnsc.wordpress.com
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