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Executive Summary
Clear signs of climate change, together with increases in the price of oil and unrest in the Middle East, have 
resulted in a growing interest in biofuel as an alternative source of energy. As the demand for biofuel has 
increased the debate on its advantages and disadvantages has intensified. Discussions have concerned how 
biofuel production affects food prices, food security and the emission of greenhouse gases. Poor working 
conditions on plantations have also been debated, as has the risk of areas of high natural value becoming 
devastated. Discussions have also centred on the extent to which this type of investment is an expression 
of neo-colonialism and whether this is a development opportunity for countries in the South. There are 
many different ideas concerning the amount of potential for producing biofuel in a sustainable manner. 
The argument for large-scale investment rests partially on the fact that rapid efforts are necessary if climate 
change is to be slowed down and also the fact that investments in ethanol are a partial solution and a first 
step. The argument against large-scale investment calls attention, among other things, to the fact that 
investing in biofuel is one way for politicians to avoid having to make awkward decisions about reduction of 
energy consumption, and also that the earth’s eco-system is not sufficient to produce both food and energy 
for a growing population unless the consumption of energy is reduced at the same time.

The arguments both for and against investment in ethanol production are presented in this report (Chapter 
2), however the focus of this study is the Sekab plan for investment in Tanzania and company sustainability 
criteria for ethanol  imported from Brazil. It has not been possible to examine the implementation of the 
Sekab criteria in Brazil, since the Brazilian producers refused permission for visits and interviews. 
At the end of May 2008 the Swedish ethanol company Sekab announced that they were to be the first 
company to deliver verified sustainable ethanol to Sweden. According to the company, production would 
take into consideration ecological factors and ensure good working conditions on plantations. In connection 
with the publication of these production criteria Sekab signed an agreement with four Brazilian ethanol 
producers who promised to comply with them. In Tanzania Sekab are planning large-scale investments in 
ethanol production in two different areas; Bagamoyo and Rufiji. 

In order to work towards sustainable production of biofuel, an official analysis of the production and also 
of the sustainability criteria that have been set up by Sekab is ongoing. Sekab has expressed the goal of 
distributing sustainable ethanol in Sweden, however in this report SwedWatch have noted a number of 
deficiencies in the company’s international investments.

Sekab investments in Brazil
Sekab has taken some important steps towards bringing about more sustainable ethanol production. The 
company is the first commercial actor to invest resources in more sustainable production. As far as the 
criteria for the Brazilian ethanol goes, Sekab has taken up a number of important factors including the 
emission of greenhouse gases, zero tolerance of child labour and of clearing rainforests. At the same 
time a number of important criteria need to be met before Brazilian ethanol can be termed sustainable. 
Representatives of the company informed us that the purpose of the criteria was not to produce an optimal 
model, but rather to begin with what was possible, and then successively intensify demands. In this report 
SwedWatch sets forth a number of recommendations regarding points that need attention so that investments 
in Brazil and Tanzania attain improved results with regard to both ecological and social sustainability.

• The criteria presented are, according to official Sekab sources, a short version. The company does not wish 
to present the complete document. This makes it difficult to judge how clearly-stated the criteria are, as well 
as what facts they are based on.
• Sekab has prepared these criteria without the cooperation of other actors, for example local social 
enterprises, environmental organisations or trade unions. Their official criteria are non- specific and lack 
concrete commitment on several points, for example it is stated merely that the producer must have a plan 
for soil and water conservation, the preservation of biological diversity and for the reduction of emissions to 
air. There is no information about what the plan should contain and no demands as concerns its purpose.



• There are no criteria as concerns several of the aspects which present problems today in existing 
production of Brazilian ethanol. For example, there is no demand for decent working conditions 
with regard to pay levels and working hours. One of the basic problems regarding working 
conditions on plantations is the system of piecework wages which means that workers have to cut 
down huge amounts of sugar cane in order to receive a decent wage and consequently working 
days are often long and hard. Neither is there a criterion regarding the rights of indigenous peoples.

Sekab investments in Tanzania
In preparation for its investment in Tanzania, Sekab contacted researchers and organisations on 
several different occasions in order to obtain opinions on how the project should be constructed 
in order to make it more sustainable. The company has taken several steps towards sustainability 
and ensuring that it contributes to the development of rural areas. At the same time, investments in 
Bagamoyo and Rufiji give rise to a number of questions, even though these are difficult to assess 
since the project has not yet started.

• There is a lack of transparency in the planning process. The environmental impact assessment 
made by Sekab, which is to be the basis of the project in Bagamoyo, has not yet been approved or 
made public by the authorities in Tanzania. In spite of this Sekab has already begun seed growing 
in a small area of Bagamoyo with the approval of the authorities, according to the company. 
Although this is a completely legal action, it means that the parties involved did not examine the 
environmental impact assessment before the project was initiated.
• Investments in the area around the Rufiji River are basically questionable since it is planned in 
an area of vast biological diversity and many important eco-system services. There is a risk that 
the Sekab plan to use 200,000 hectares for cultivation and ethanol production will exert a negative 
impact on animal and plant life, river water flow and the local population.
• The consequences to the local population are still unclear both in Rufiji and Bagamoyo, but 
there are fears that the project may have negative effects. According to Sekab  Bagamoyo is, in 
principle, uninhabited however others state that there is a group of people that have lived in the 
area and cultivated the land for a long time and who will now have to move as a consequence of 
this investment. In Rufiji the project will probably not mean that the people will have to move from 
the area, on the contrary Sekab calculates that there will be people moving into the area. There 
are examples from other projects where a large new population moving in has caused conflicts 
between the two groups.
• Currently Tanzania has no regulatory regime and no clear guidelines for how large-scale biofuel 
production is to be handled. From the point of view of sustainability, it could be questioned 
whether vast land areas should be earmarked for biofuel investment before the country’s regulatory 
regime for the management of such investments has been established.

Discussion and conclusions
There is no clear-cut definition of the concept of sustainability, but as it is often used it means that 
an organisation must be sound from the ecological, social and economic points of view and all 
three “bottom lines” must each be independently sustainable, it is not sufficient that one fulfils the 
criteria. The economic sustainability of investments in biofuel is not actually very clear. Currently 
this product is, to a great extent, financed by subsidies. If the “real price” was charged, without tax 
reductions and other benefits, Swedish ethanol would probably be considerably more expensive 
than petrol is today. At the same time fossil fuels are also, in a way, financed by subsidies since 
the costs of their negative impact on the environment and health - the result of their production and 



consumption - are not included in the price. If these costs were included, petrol would probably 
be more expensive than a biofuel without tax relief. The economic sustainability of biofuel is thus 
difficult to assess.

This is more specifically valid for Sekab ethanol. One example of a conflict between social and 
economic interests is the discussion on working conditions in Brazil. Production can hardly be 
called sustainable from a social point of view as long as workers must spend ten to twelve hours 
a day in the field, six days a week in order to receive a wage large enough to live on. The Sekab 
representative in Brazil admits that producers are unwilling to abolish the system of piecework 
wages, since production costs would then be greater. This conflict shows a lack of balance between 
two of the “bottom lines” in the sustainability concept: social and economic conditions.
Ecological sustainability is also difficult to assess. This partly depends on the fact that the official 
criteria for production of Brazilian ethanol do not state any specific investment, goal or indicators 
as to how production is to be adapted to become more ecologically sustainable. It also depends 
on the fact that the plans the producers should have drawn up to protect the soil, water and air 
have not been implemented. Since the third of cultivation that is farmed by contract growers is not 
included in the criteria and is not monitored either,  the conclusion can be drawn in any case that 
there is more work to be done before the ethanol imported by Sekab can definitely be defined as 
ecologically sustainable. In Tanzania it is not yet possible to say how ecologically sustainable the 
project is. There are obvious risks, particularly in Rufiji, regarding the downstream water supply 
and impact on biological diversity.

Sekab’s import from Brazil
It has not been possible for SwedWatch to visit producers in Brazil in order to see how well the 
Sekab sustainability criteria complied with, since the producers will not give permission for 
visitors or interviews even though Sekab was positive to such a visit. Consequently SwedWatch 
can only assess the criteria based on the solutions to problems that several actors have identified 
in the Brazilian ethanol industry, and how they compare with other initiatives for more sustainable 
biofuels.

Criteria are still lacking for, among other things, working hours and pay levels, for how to limit 
the loss of biological diversity as well as criteria for how plantations are to manage any future 
use of genetically modified crops. Criteria are also lacking with regard to the rights of indigenous 
peoples. It should also be obvious that the third of production carried out by contract growers 
should also be subject to the same requirements and controls as the producers’ own cultivation 
which is not the case today.

The representative of Sekab in Brazil says that the company cannot make more demands than can 
be met by the Brazilian producers and that the ethanol industry cannot export a product which 
differs too greatly from the one produced for domestic use.  SwedWatch regards this attitude as a 
problem. Low levels of requirements on a domestic market should not be a barrier to higher levels 
from foreign purchasers. 

Projects planned in Tanzania
The role of Sekab is different in Brazil and Tanzania. In Tanzania Sekab will be in control of the 
entire production chain, from planting to the finished product - ethanol. Thus the company will be 
able to completely control the production process and it will be easier for them to adapt production 
to make it more sustainable.



The choice of Tanzania as production country is a wise one from several perspectives, since 
there is much to indicate that it is one of the countries with a high potential for producíng biofuel. 
Moreover, Tanzania today has few other export commodities to support it and ethanol would be 
a good source of income for the country. Also, an investment in producing biofuels in Tanzania 
would reduce the country’s dependence on oil and increase accessibility of renewable energy, as 
ethanol plants can also produce electricity for the domestic market. The questions surrounding the 
Sekab investment in Tanzania mainly concern the transparency of the planning process , the choice 
of Rufiji as a production location due to it being an area of high natural values, and consequences 
for the local population.

It is difficult to obtain an overview just now concerning the impact that a major investment 
in Tanzania might have, since it has not yet properly started up. Another aspect that causes 
difficulties in assessing the effects of these projects is that information about them varies - both 
between different actors and between different Sekab representatives. One example of this is that 
representatives of the company have provided different information about where the cultivation 
planned in Rufiji is to be located. Another is the fact that there are considerable differences in 
the understanding of possible consequences for the local population among the different actors. 
According to Sekab Bagamoyo is, in principle, uninhabited while others claim that there is a group 
of people that have lived in the area and farmed the land for a very long time or who use the grazing 
land for their cattle.

Sekab states that the project will contribute to development in Tanzania in the form of job 
opportunities and increased tax revenues which can benefit schools, hospitals and roads however 
representatives of the company also say that one of the greatest risks connected with the projects 
is that the local population’s expectations are too high as concerns the kind of benefits they will 
gain. At the same time the company does not provide enough information for the local population 
and other actors to be able to form a clear picture of the project and its consequences. Concerns 
surrounding environmental problems identified and how Sekab is to deal with them increases when 
information is not made public. If the project is to gain credibility with the local population and 
with other actors in Tanzania it is vital to encourage the parties involved to consult with each other 
and to manage the process in a transparent manner.

The darkest cloud on the horizon when it comes to the Sekab investments in Tanzania concerns the 
choice of Rufiji as production location. Since there is still no environmental impact assessment of 
the project it is difficult to say what the effects on the eco-system will be. However, it is clear that 
there is a risk, and the representatives of the company are aware of it, concerning the depletion of 
biological diversity. They predict that the investment in Rufiji will involve compromise between 
ecological and social considerations and say that it is almost impossible to carry out such large 
projects without some negative impact.

In Rufiji the project will probably not mean that the population will have to move away, instead 
Sekab calculates that there will be a movement of people into the area. This is one of the factors that 
could have a negative impact on the local population, since other projects showing the same pattern 
have resulted in conflicts between the two groups as well as competition with regard to natural 
resources and important social services. 



There is also a more general question with regard to investments in Tanzania. This concerns the fact 
that the country has not yet established a regulatory regime or clear guidelines adapted to such a 
major investments as those now planned in Tanzania. A better method would be develop the system 
first, then evaluate how much biofuel the country can produce and where production should be 
located.

Lack of transparency and consultation
A more general criticism of Sekab investments in both Brazil and in Tanzania is the lack of insight 
into the process. Generally speaking the company is economical with information. This is true 
not only of its investments in Tanzania but also the criteria for the import of ethanol from Brazil. 
During the process in which Sekab created these criteria the company has not cooperated with other 
actors. If several actors had been able to participate in these activities and made suggestions about 
what the criteria should contain, they would carry more weight and more legitimacy than they do 
today. 

One of the questions that cannot currently be answered, but is interesting for the future, concerns 
investors and owners. Since the most important shareholders demand new owners if there is to be 
continued foreign investment, Sekab is looking for new investors. The company informs us that 
they are holding discussions with some of the more important investors, but do not wish to say who 
they are. There is nothing unusual about this, since it follows rules for investments and company 
business. At the same time the choice of investors will radically affect the future of the investment. 
A responsible investor will probably support Sekab in the task of succeeding in sustainable 
production, while there is a risk that a less responsible owner will prioritise other interests.
Sekab representatives in Tanzania and Brazil have warned against emphasising information about 
the disadvantages of ethanol production. The company thinks that individual organisations are 
turning public opinion against ethanol and that there is a risk that misleading information may 
frighten away good investors and attract those who are less desirable. In order to reduce the risk 
of incorrect information being disseminated or published it is consequently even more important 
that the company publishes the information which is crucial for foreign investments, as well as 
environmental impact assessments and background information for sustainability criteria.

In this report a number of problems connected with ethanol production have been highlighted. 
These are often general problems which can be observed in most agricultural and production 
systems. The choice of keeping either natural eco-systems or monoculture for the production of 
food and energy is one of these dilemmas. The discussion also includes the question of whether 
production should be via small-scale agriculture or if instead investment should be made in large-
scale production, since this is often more efficient. Social issues are another problem area such as 
working conditions and conflicts over land.

It is of the utmost importance that these dilemmas are well managed, if the development of the 
production of biofuel in the South is to bring positive effects. One pre-requisite for this is that more 
actors are able to join the discussion and that social and environmental movements, researchers, 
trade unions and local populations have the opportunity to contribute their different facets to it.
From the point of view of climate, the biofuel that is produced in tropical countries is better than 
that produced in the northern latitudes since biological production levels in tropical countries are 
high. In addition there are opportunities in several countries both to make agriculture more efficient 
and consequently produce higher yields, and also to set aside land for this production. For many 
countries production can create opportunities for export revenues and for the production of clean 
energy for domestic consumption. One of the deciding factors concerning the sustainability of 



ethanol is scale; how much can be produced without risking eco-systems, food production or social 
systems? Today Sekab is only one of many companies interested in producing biofuel in the South. 
In Tanzania it is competing with many others for land contracts and in Brazil, Sekab is only one of 
many companies that wish to participate in production.

Investments in ethanol are defended by many as one of several interim solutions, a method of 
reducing dependence on oil while awaiting other solutions. Continued consumption of fossil fuels 
is not an alternative, dependence on oil must be quickly broken off in order to check accelerated 
climate change. At the same time it is of vital importance that the achievement of more sustainable 
production of biofuel is not taken as an excuse to delay the development of fuel-efficient 
technology and other renewable fuels, and above all that it does not delay the necessary decision-
making on reduction of energy consumption.

Recommendations 
• that Sekab make public the entire document including the criteria for production of sustainable 
ethanol.
• that Sekab make public the environmental impact assessment made before investments in 
Bagamoyo and also how the company intends to work with potential problems that were identified.
• that the social evaluations made by Sekab should emphasise the accessibility of land to the 
local population and that this, as well as all environmental impact assessments, should be made 
public in order to give the local population and other actors the opportunity to gain insight into the 
consequences of the project.
• that Sekab demands openness from their suppliers and sub-contractors and provides the 
opportunity for outsiders to be able to monitor whether criteria are fulfilled. 
• that Sekab include the issue of the area’s natural value as well as its biological diversity, 
ecological services and the carbon content of the soil when land is selected for the production of 
biofuel.
• that Sekab develops its criteria to include matters concerning working hours and pay levels, 
including piecework wages.
• that Sekab develops its criteria to include the way in which agricultural methods and genetically 
modified crops should be handled in order to minimise the loss of biological diversity, in 
accordance with the principles of conservation.
• that Sekab develops its criteria to include the question of the rights of the indigenous peoples.
• that contract growers are also to be monitored within the verification process.
• that Sekab develops its criteria in cooperation with NGOs, social movements, researchers and 
producers.


