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Abstract: When the Canadian company Bedford Biofuels (BB) started talks with local 

ranch owners in Tana Delta district (Kenya) about subleasing their land for a large jatropha 

plantation, they were not the first ones to come to the region for a large-scale agricultural 

project. Nor were they the first to explore the possibilities of starting a jatropha plantation 

in Kenya’s coastal area. By the time BB arrived, nature conservation and humanitarian 

NGOs had firmly established themselves as protectors of the ecologically fragile Tana 

river delta (now Ramsar site) and its residents, who were argued to be (even more) 

marginalized by large-scale agricultural projects. During the decision-making process, 

therefore, BB encountered stiff resistance from local NGOs, which had acquired the 

experience and the mechanisms to oppose or discourage a large-scale plantation. 

Additionally, BB was faced with a central government which gradually moved from a  

pro-jatropha stance to a more critical view of large-scale jatropha cultivation. Nevertheless, 

most of the local residents as well as the local government administration and the county 

council supported BB’s plans to establish a large jatropha plantation. Although the deal 

was struck and the anti-jatropha campaign had ostensibly not prevailed, BB closed its 

plantation within the year. In the article, we analyze how discursive generalizations about 

foreign large-scale land acquisitions and in particular about large foreign jatropha 

plantations gradually undermined the legitimacy of the BB jatropha plantation in Tana 

Delta. To explore this question, the discussion focuses on analyzing the resources that 

account for the success of the anti-BB rhetoric and the interests that were involved in its 

production. These resources have been identified as local to global (I)NGO alliances; the 

use of e-media as a conduit for opposition rhetoric and the strategic use of rhetorical 
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images and polemic. Each of the three phenomena will be explored for their conceptual 

dimensions and their rhetorical implications. We argue that the conservationist rhetoric 

compressed intermediality, the grid where ideologies and practices of different 

stakeholders intersect. Thus, it effectively narrowed the possibility for non-compatible 

stakeholders, such as Bedford Biofuels, to avoid conflict. This initiated a gradual erosion 

of the rationale of the BB jatropha project in Tana Delta, which eventually led to the 

closure of the jatropha project and the departure of Bedford Biofuels from the area. 

Keywords: jatropha; large-scale land acquisition; rhetoric; Kenya; Tana Delta;  

Bedford Biofuels 

 

1. Introduction 

When in 2009 Canadian Bedford Biofuels (BB) started talks with local ranch owners in Tana Delta 

district (Kenya)—a government administrative unit at the time—with a view to subleasing their land 

for a large jatropha plantation, they were not the first ones to come to the region for a large-scale 

agricultural project. Nor were they the first to explore the possibilities of starting a jatropha plantation 

in Kenya’s coastal area. 

The upsurge of investor interest in large swathes of land in the area had not gone unnoticed by 

nature conservation and humanitarian NGOs in Kenya. Indeed, they rapidly developed mechanisms of 

resistance, campaigning against “outsider” threats on the river Tana delta and its people, tapping  

into influential (inter)national networks, filing lawsuits and proclaiming “small-scale development” as 

the sustainable alternative to industrial agricultural explorations of the Tana Delta area. BB met with 

formidable resistance from NGOs during the decision-making process between January 2009 and 

October 2011. Also, Kenya’s Minister of Environment and Mineral Resources—due to NGO pressure 

or not—publicly started to question the rationale of a large-scale jatropha plantation in the Tana Delta [1]. 

Notwithstanding the vigorous local advocacy campaigns conducted by NGOs against large-scale 

jatropha farming in Tana Delta, most local residents as well as the local government administration  

(of the then Tana Delta district) and the Tana River County council supported BB’s plans to establish  

a large jatropha plantation. BB was initially granted a license for a jatropha pilot project on 10,000 ha 

of semi-arid land. In October 2011, the first seedlings were planted on a 19 ha field. One year later, 

however, Bedford Biofuels decided to close down its operations. In June 2013, the company filed for 

bankruptcy. The local population, who had generally believed that the jatropha would “finally” bring 

economic benefits to Tana Delta district, was deeply disillusioned. 

What had happened? How was it possible that the jatropha plantation collapsed? The test field 

showed healthy and thriving jatropha shrubs, the ranch owners were content, the county council and 

the local government administration as well as the majority of the local population were still 

supportive of the project. Even company employees had started to believe that the jatropha plantation 

was gaining traction. 

The generally cited reason for the closure of the plantation were the local clashes that occurred in 

August and September 2012 (and January 2013) between two local ethnic groups—with a history of 
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violent land disputes. Bedford Biofuels claimed it was impossible to operate under such volatile 

circumstances. Other developments that negatively affected the commercial viability of the plantation, 

BB argued, included the central government claiming a 35% participation in the plantation once the 

pilot project proved successful, and the decision by the Minister for Environment and Mineral 

Resources to reduce the initially granted pilot land of 10,000 ha to 2500 ha [2]. 

However, compelling these reasons may appear, the seeds for the hapless ending of the BB jatropha 

project had been sown much earlier. During and after the decision-making phase, the Canadian 

company had been fighting against a powerful negative image, created by opponents to the jatropha 

plantation. Indeed, this image was so powerful that it seriously affected investor interest in the project. 

BB’s large Asian investors were getting “nervous”, BB’s general manager explained to the first author, 

and gradually withheld investments. This investment reticence directly impacted on BB’s financial 

position during the pilot phase of the jatropha plantation. Yet, it need not have persisted, one could 

argue, if the investors had been given proof of the successful production of jatropha seeds on the BB 

plantation. However, the clashes prevented a change of perception.  

Little scientific attention has been given so far to the role of rhetoric with regard to large-scale land 

acquisitions (LSLAs) in the south and their impact on practices on the ground, apart from some 

notable exceptions [3,4]. Indeed, Kaag and Zoomers [5] argue for the study of “(unheard) voices” as 

an important avenue into exploring the hidden mechanisms behind the “land-grabbing hype”. As the 

BB case testifies, the “anti-voices” took the lead, while the voices of the majority of the local 

population, the county council or the district government administration went largely unheard. In view 

of the dramatic impact of the negative rhetoric of the BB jatropha plantation, it seems timely to 

highlight the role of rhetoric in large-scale scale land acquisitions. 

The case study is based on ethnographic as well as textual data from all BB plantation stakeholders. 

In practice, the first author interviewed (representatives of) key stakeholders (see Table 1 for all local 

stakeholders) in Tana Delta between February and April 2012 and participated in public meetings as 

an observer. Additionally, for more than two years (May 2011–September 2013), texts featuring 

Bedford Biofuels and/or Tana Delta were collected from BB, NGO and INGO websites, digital 

(inter)national newspapers and international expert reports. These have been studied and analyzed  

in close connection with fieldwork data to explore how discursive generalizations about foreign  

large-scale land acquisitions and in particular how large foreign jatropha plantations gradually 

undermined the legitimacy of the BB jatropha plantation in Tana Delta. 

To explore this question, the discussion focuses on analyzing the resources that account for the 

success of the anti-BB rhetoric and the interests that were involved in its production. These resources 

have been identified as: local to global NGO alliances; the use of e-media as a conduit for opposition 

rhetoric; the strategic use of rhetorical images and arguments. Each of the three phenomena will be 

explored for their conceptual dimensions and their rhetorical implications. 

As argued above, the main actors in the anti-BB rhetoric have tapped into (inter)national debates on 

foreign LSLAs, and on foreign jatropha LSLAs, in particular. Therefore, pertinent arguments of these 

debates will be discussed first. Indeed, as Michael Carrithers [6] points out, rhetorical persuasiveness 

cannot be studied without embedding the themes addressed in their wider discursive contexts. 
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Table 1. Local Bedford Biofuels (BB) stakeholders. 

Local stakeholders 

Ranch owners 

Local communities 

Bedford Biofuels Kenyan subsidiary 

Local Government Administration 

- District offices of Ministries of Development, 

Livestock and Fisheries, Agriculture 

- District Development Committee 

County council 

Locally based NGOs 

 Lower Tana Delta Trust (LTDCT) 

 Nature Kenya, Tana Delta branch 

 Arocha Kenya (coastal area) 

Kenya Wildlife Service (KWS) Tana Delta office 

2. Discourse Context 

2.1. Global Discourse on Jatropha 

During the early years of the 21st century, Jatropha curcas was globally embraced as a panacea  

for climate change and global poverty; Jatropha, as went the argument, could produce biofuel, 

contribute to carbon sequestration, grow on marginal and degraded lands and promote local  

socio-economic development. Moreover, the “wonder crop” was supposed to be commercially viable 

for large-scale as well as small-scale farming. As a result, jatropha attracted both investment 

companies interested in large-scale jatropha projects and (international) development NGOs focusing 

on small-scale poverty alleviation projects. In fact, the narrative of jatropha being “green gold” gained 

momentum when fossil fuel prices spiked in 2004 [7]. 

This extremely positive perception of jatropha as a biofuel feedstock crop was supported by 

investors, Western and non-Western policy makers, (I)NGOs and plant scientists alike. However, the 

“wonder crop” abruptly lost its good reputation during the financial and food crisis of 2007 and 2008. 

Investment companies with big stakes in large-scale jatropha production went bankrupt, leaving few 

traces of actual jatropha cultivation [8]. Additionally, large-scale jatropha plantations which had been 

implemented failed to live up to their inflated commercial expectations. The “wonder crop” was not as 

self-supportive as it had been argued to be. For local people, this short-lived jatropha “hype” often had 

dramatic consequences. They had not only lost access to (community) land; they had lost their 

traditional sources of livelihood as well as potential employment on the plantation [9]. 

The global food crisis of 2008 brought home the world’s precarious food situation. Global 

institutions, INGOs and international academics blamed the rapid increase of large-scale biofuel 

feedstock projects for exacerbating the problem [10,11]. Even jatropha with its ascribed quality of a 

drought resistant shrub did not escape this negative evaluation, as jatropha plantations had in actual 

practice often shifted from arid and semi-arid land to more fertile ground [12]. 
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While the adverse environmental effects of large-scale mono-cropping projects in the global south 

had already been highlighted, large-scale jatropha projects had hitherto largely escaped criticism. 

However, since 2008, a growing body of agro-ecological studies on jatropha curcas cultivation has 

argued that jatropha is not environmentally sustainable. For instance, Achten et al. [13] argue that 

there is a significant methodological gap in assessing the carbon emission profile of large-scale 

jatropha agriculture, with a negative impact on its status as an environmentally sustainable biofuel 

feedstock. Only recently some more positive evaluations relating to jatropha’s environmental impact 

can be observed [14]. 

2.2. Jatropha Discourse in Kenya 

After the Kyoto climate conference in 1997, biofuels became the new buzz word in the world’s 

efforts to combat climate change. Global discourses of clean energy and energy security filtered  

down to national levels, where numerous governments started to endorse biofuels by establishing  

fuel-blending targets [15]. In Kenya, development NGOs, with the financial and expert support of 

international donors, emerged as major drivers in steering government policy-making towards a green 

economy. These same NGOs ran local advocacy campaigns for small-scale jatropha farming and 

coordinated the implementation process [16]. 

Gradually, the Kenyan government put in place a pro-biofuel legislative framework. In 2006, an 

Energy Act was passed which mandated the government to pursue and facilitate the production of 

biofuels [17]. This was followed by the Government of Kenya strategy paper on biodiesel in 2008, 

which specifically focuses on growing jatropha [18–20]. Thus, in the course of a few years, the 

Kenyan government had not only embraced the pro-biofuel discourse, it actively facilitated biofuel 

production by way of small-scale income generating projects as well as by large-scale investment 

projects. The eagerness with which the government promoted jatropha cultivation particularly can be 

explained by Kenya’s long-term socio-economic aspirations. In Kenya Vision 2030 [21], which 

presents Kenya with a road map to becoming a middle-income country by the year 2030, the 

government prospects a large-scale biofuel feedstock plantation in the delta of the river Tana. At the 

time when Kenya Vision 2030 was published, Kenya was not known to have oil resources of its own.  

It was entirely dependent on imports for fossil fuel [22]. Therefore, the government probably 

considered the creation of a biofuel market within Kenya as an economically attractive option. For 

one, a home market would make Kenya less vulnerable to fluctuating oil prices. Furthermore, the 

biofuel industry would create jobs and thus contribute to the poverty reduction policy of the 

government. In sum, the pro-biofuel strategy served important national socio-economic interests [23]. 

The biofuel feedstock jatropha curcas had an additional value in Kenya’s policy-making context. In 

the 2005 Government of Kenya strategy paper, Kenya’s Arid and Semi-Arid Lands (ASALs) had been 

selected as specific targets for investment opportunities [24]. Since jatropha had been advocated as a 

drought resistant plant, jatropha plantations seemed to be the perfect investment strategy for ASALs. 

In the 2008 Government of Kenya strategy paper, jatropha curcas is actually stated as a top priority in 

the government’s renewable energy strategy [19]. Yet already in 2008, jatropha started to lose its 

initial shine in Kenya. Under the influence of a growing global awareness of the negative aspects of 

biofuel feedstock cultivation described above, Kenya’s Minister of the Environment and the Director 
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General of the National Environmental Authority started to reconsider the pro-biofuel feedstock 

cultivation policies of the government. Small-scale jatropha curcas farming experiences in Kenya 

gave additional impetus to a negative evaluation of the oil-seed plant [25,26]. 

Generally speaking, since 2008, criticism of biofuel production in Kenya and jatropha in particular 

has increased. Nonetheless, Kenya Vision 2030 [21] leaves room for biofuel feedstock cultivation. 

Against this background of growing ambivalence towards jatropha curcas as the panacea for some of 

Kenya’s most pressing issues (lack of oil, underutilized land, poverty), Bedford Biofuels started 

negotiations over a large-scale jatropha project in Tana Delta district as the area was then called 

(nowadays Tana River County). 

3. Local to “Global” NGO Alliances 

Fieldwork data from the first author show that many Tana Delta residents supported the BB 

jatropha project. Other studies confirm this picture [27–29]. Nonetheless, local pockets of resistance 

also emerged, particularly in communities (i.a. Dalu, Didaade) living on the land which BB had  

sub-leased. Several of them have arguably been represented by the Lower Tana Delta Conservation 

Trust (LTDCT), which is not a member of an international alliance and has not campaigned 

successfully outside Tana Delta. Another more marginal actor in the context of Bedford Biofuels is the 

East African Wildlife Society (EAWLS), with its headquarters in Nairobi. Similar to LTDCT, the 

NGO did not establish an international partnership.  

Generally speaking, opposition discourse has primarily focused on environmental issues relating to 

the Tana River Delta and the adverse environmental impacts of large-scale agriculture on human 

livelihoods. The Delta covers a 300,000 ha wetland area, which stands out for its unique biodiversity. 

Its ecological fragility has been a matter of serious concern for conservationists for several years. Prior 

to BB’s arrival in the area, Kenya Wildlife Service and the conservation NGO Nature Kenya had 

already led a vigorous campaign seeking to have the Tana River Delta designated as a Ramsar site.  

In September 2012 163,600 ha of the Tana River Delta was officially listed as a Ramsar site, the same 

month in which the BB plantation stopped operating as a result of ethnic violence in the area. 

Conservation and humanitarian Kenyan NGOs that are members of “global” alliances have taken 

the lead in opposing Bedford Biofuels and other projected large-scale agricultural projects in the Tana 

Delta. Of the three alliances described here, the International Birdlife alliance has been the most vocal. 

Having a Nature Kenya office in Tana Delta, it is also the most locally entrenched network. 

The following lines from the website of one of Nature Kenya’s Birdlife partners, the British  

Royal Society for the Preservation of Birds (RSPB), illustrate the mutual importance attached to 

international partnership: 

Here at the RSPB we are very proud of our role in the global alliance Birdlife International. 

Clearly our primary mission is here in the UK but we’ve always recognised the threats to 

birds, indeed all of nature, aren’t limited by national boundaries. Conservation is an 

international issue. 

(…) 
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The Tana River Delta is one of the world’s great wildlife sites, and together with local 

people BirdLife partner, Nature Kenya, has been successfully campaigning to save the 

delta from a variety of threats [30]. 

Since 2010, RSPB and Nature Kenya have closely cooperated on different issues relating to Tana 

Delta. Their alliance is a typical example of a local to global alliance driven by a shared ideology  

(in this case nature conservation) and a common cause, as RSPB argues in the above quotation. The 

fact that “conservation is an international issue” seems to make RSPB’s interest and activities in Tana 

Delta self-explanatory. Nature Kenya, on the other hand, also benefits from its partnership with RSPB 

as it gains clout internationally. Thus, for both partners, their alliance adds substantial international 

credibility to their voices (compare the lack of international voice of the non-allied LTDCT and 

EAWLS discussed in the above). 

This Birdlife alliance campaign included more active partners. For instance, Nature Canada [31] 

took on the task of informing BB’s home audience about the negative environmental impact of a 

Canadian jatropha plantation on Tana Delta. Also, Birdlife International prominently featured the 

negative perceptions of the BB plantation on their website. Lastly, BirdLife International Africa 

Secretariat wrote a protest letter to NEMA’s DG on behalf of the alliance, when Kenya’s National 

Environmental Management Authority (NEMA) issued a licence to BB for a jatropha test field of 

10,000 ha. Clearly, it was due to the local to global alliance of Birdlife partners that a variety of 

resistance strategies could be tapped into in the context of the BB jatropha project. 

Another alliance that featured—albeit less prominently—in the context of Tana Delta large-scale 

agricultural projects is the one between Arocha Kenya and Arocha International. Arocha International 

has facilitated the Tana Delta website tanariverdelta.org, which was launched in 2010. On it, news items, 

development updates and reports are presented concerning land investment projects in Tana Delta. 

The alliance of ActionAid International Kenya and its umbrella organization ActionAid 

International has been less visible locally. For one, ActionAid Kenya does not have an office in Tana 

Delta or its vicinity. Moreover, its lobby against the biofuel industry has particularly targeted the EU 

and its policy makers, criticizing the EU biofuel mandate as the main driver behind the biofuel 

feedstock industry [10]. 

Some important common features can be distinguished in these three alliances, such as a shared 

ideology and a common cause. Also, the partner networks facilitate exchange of information and 

enhanced visibility of the individual (I)NGOs. Moreover, global partnership facilitates greater access 

to resources (e.g., financial, legal, expertise on conservation or humanitarian issues). As will be 

observed in the discussion, expert reports—written by one of the alliance partners or commissioned—are 

an additional benefit of these alliances. 

However mutually empowering alliance partners may seem, their partnership is not equal according 

to human rights expert Makau Mutua [32]. Writing about alliances between East Africa’s human rights 

NGOs and international partners, he qualifies the characteristic position of the local NGO as one of 

dependency, particularly financial. This dependency on the “global” partner comes with a price: 

Often local NGOs are sucked into external agendas and fail to make their own priorities 

based on the needs of their constituents and the confluence of local conditions. (…) … the 

unhealthy reliance on external, donor funding from the West is the biggest threat to NGOs 
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in East Africa. Experience indicates that excessive donor support distorts their vision, plays 

havoc with their loyalty, retards their creativity, confuses lines of accountability and 

encourages the development of a “fat cat” mentality among NGO executives [32] (pp. 30–31). 

Although Mutua’s critique is rather extreme and not representative of the Kenyan conservation and 

humanitarian NGOs under discussion, it cannot be denied that some similarities can be observed. One 

is that donor support has been an important factor in promoting the local and international visibility as 

well as the operational power of local NGOs in the case-study (e.g., extension of staff, launch of a 

website). The divergence between local interests and NGO interests in the context of the BB jatropha 

project points to another possible parallel, the compliance of local NGOs with internationally salient 

agendas that do not necessarily include local interests. 

INGOs also stand to gain by connecting with local NGOs, as the RSPB quote above illustrates. 

Their alliance with “local people NGOs” enhances their authority in global issues. Kaag and  

Zoomers [5] argue that INGOs partly seek this authority in the context of large-scale land acquisitions 

in the global south to legitimize their own continued existence “in a context in which support for 

development organizations in the West is decreasing” (p. 6). 

Local to global alliances have been conceptually analyzed by Anna Tsing [3] and David Lewis and 

David Mosse [33]. Describing a successful local to global environmental alliance in Indonesia,  

Tsing [3] attributes its success to “collaboration with friction at its heart” (p. 246). This phrase aptly 

captures two elementary dynamics in the local to global (I)NGO alliances in the context of the  

present case study. On the one hand, Tsing’s [3] concept of “friction” highlights the creative  

qualities of difference that are characteristic for cross-cultural and long-distance connections, while 

“collaboration” implies that (I)NGOs with differences can nonetheless work together for a common 

cause. This “collaboration” with “friction”, Tsing [3] notes, produces results all on its own: 

[In the case study] collaboration was not consensus but rather an opening of productive 

confusion. Productive confusion is sometimes the most creative and successful form of the 

collaborative production of natural and social objects… (p. 247). 

In contrast to the “productive confusion” of local to global environmental alliances observed by 

Tsing, Lewis and Mosse [33] highlight a tendency towards unified production and representation 

among local to “global” stakeholders in the context of development projects. The authors argue that 

the “translation” of diverse discourses into a single coherent discourse is essential for a development 

project to become a reality. From this, we may conclude that Lewis’ and Mosse’s translation serves 

shared stakeholder interests, as much as Tsing [3] argues that productive confusion does. Examples of 

both translation and productive confusion can be found in the analysis of anti-BB rhetoric. 

4. E-Media as a Conduit for Opposition Rhetoric 

All members of the three alliances as well as the above-mentioned umbrella organisations have 

their own websites. Data from these websites constitute a major resource for the present case study, as 

their hosts are the main actors in the context of anti-BB rhetoric. 

Kenyan newspapers have regularly reported on rumoured or real developments in the Tana Delta 

area with respect to domestic and foreign large-scale agricultural projects. Although their reports 
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cannot be characterized as unequivocally negative of Bedford Biofuels, developments that affected the 

BB plantation negatively have been a regular feature of articles and OpEds in the Daily Nation,  

The Standard and The Star [26,34–36]. Additionally, international news outlets, such as The Guardian 

and Time, picked up on the negative image of Bedford Biofuels, disseminating such views to a global 

public [25,37]. 

Bedford Biofuels also featured in expert reports [27,38,39]. Although these reports target a much 

smaller audience, they have been influential in creating a negative public image of BB. (I)NGOs, 

newspapers as well as the Kenyan Minister of Environment and Mineral Resources and NEMA’s 

Director General referred to one or some of these reports to scientifically underscore their anti-jatropha 

plantation arguments. 

Although (inter)national news outlets, expert reports and (I)NGO websites refer to distinct 

categories of communication, in the environment of the internet their boundaries tend to become more 

blurred. In practice, the internet user can freely surf from one category to the other, picking and 

choosing information from different sources. In order to grasp the specific communicative dynamics at 

play in the present case study, we take recourse to Tsing’s concept of “scale-making” [3] and Evers’ 

concept of “zone of intermediality” [40]. 

Tsing argues that stakeholders of geographical and cultural diversity conjure “the spatial 

dimensionality necessary for a particular kind of view” [3] (p. 58), in an effort to link up with 

contingent articulations of other scale-making projects. In the context of Tana Delta, for instance, 

arguments and images from (I)NGO websites can be seen to appear in national and international 

newspapers; national newspapers report government officials and (I)NGO officials citing from expert 

reports. The effect of this border crossing is the creation of a chain of interlocking anti-BB arguments 

and images. 

On the other hand, difference is what characterizes these various stakeholders’ scale-making 

projects targeting large-scale jatropha production and/or large-scale land investments as they intersect 

on the internet. Visualising this intersection as a “zone of intermediality”, a grid where different 

stakeholder ideologies and practices collide, we can discern degrees of intercommunicative potential. 

In the context of conservationist anti-BB rhetoric, the space for intermediality turned out to be 

increasingly limited. 

Another feature of the main actors’ strategic use of e-media is framing. Scheufele [41] characterizes 

a media frame as “a central organizing idea or story line that provides meaning to an unfolding  

strip of events.…The frame suggests what the controversy is about, the essence of the issue” (p. 306). 

This process of reducing issues to palatable or appealing dimensions has a major impact on the 

interpretative process. According to Scheufele [41], framing can be highly effective in promoting 

specific points of view and interests and limiting alternative interpretations of the issue. In practice, 

media scholars argue, newspapers tend to copy each other’s frames when reporting on major news 

issues [42,43]. The result is one-dimensional images and arguments that lack nuancing context [43]. 

5. Salient Images and Arguments of Anti-BB Rhetoric  

As the above sections have demonstrated, anti-BB rhetoric had a considerable potential for being 

powerful. It was produced by local to global alliances, it constituted a mosaic of voices from different 

communicative categories and it was expressed via e-media. The following discussion highlights the 
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most salient rhetorical strategies used. It presents and analyzes arguments and images from the three 

media categories introduced before, (I)NGO websites, newspapers and expert reports. 

5.1. Images 

A review of e-mediated newspaper articles, (I)NGO websites, petition sites, expert reports and 

letters between May 2011 until September 2013 reveals a significant consistency with respect to 

framing the BB jatropha project. Two images dominate this frame. One is the location image of the 

Tana Delta as an ecologically fragile area of great biodiversity, the home of hundreds of varieties of 

birds, many species of wildlife and the abode of 90,000 pastoralists, farmers and fishermen. The other 

image relates to figures, the high number of interested investors and the huge swathes of land they 

claim. It cannot be denied that together they provide a powerful anti-BB frame. The factual character 

of the frame (location and figures) undoubtedly adds to its forcefulness. 

Internationally, reports on locations and land area figures of large land projects have played an 

essential role in bringing the phenomenon of LSLAs and their potential impacts to the global public’s 

attention [44,45]. Indeed, figures and location references constitute the rationale of the global 

discourse on LSLAs. This is no different in the context of the Tana Delta “scramble”. Moreover,  

the combination of location and figures conjures up a picture that effortlessly accommodates 

environmental and socio-economic arguments against the BB jatropha project. As will be seen below, 

this close connectedness between frame and arguments produces a remarkable feature of the anti-BB 

rhetoric—its ability to mask realities that expose the images as being flawed. 

A vivid illustration of the image creating power of the combination of figures and location can  

be found on RSPB’s Tana Delta case work page [46]: 

So today the Delta is at the centre of “a new scramble for Africa”. Although rainfall is 

unreliable and soils are sandy and prone to salt water intrusion, the Delta is viewed as 

fertile. More than half a dozen companies are already gathering to reap its potential riches. 

These include Kenyan based organisations wanting to establish huge sugar cane plantations 

on over 70,000 ha of land in the Delta, a company from Canada [and] UK wanting to grow 

oil seed crops on over 60,000 ha (italics added). 

From this (dated) description it can be concluded that the BB jatropha plantation is planned in the 

fertile delta area of the river Tana and that BB is not the only one claiming land in the delta. In fact, the 

text suggests there are more than six companies interested in setting up large-scale farms in the delta 

and that the claimed land area is vast (130,000 ha). This leads RSPB on a different occasion to 

exclaim: “The total area of land sought by these investors is larger than the entire delta!” [47]. 

Although this last remark is counterfactual, it strengthens rather than weakens the rhetorical 

persuasiveness of the massive presence of large-scale agricultural projects in the delta of the river 

Tana. Probably, that is also why the comment appeared on the website. In fact, at the heart of this 

exclamation is what Tsing calls productive confusion (see discussion above). The exclamation 

suggests a spontaneous reaction from one of RSPB’s case workers. Perhaps, it was uttered at an early 

stage of collaboration with Nature Kenya. However, the exclamation appeared on the website in 2012. 

By then, RSPB’s alliance with Nature Kenya had existed for two years and RSPB surely knew better. 
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From this, it may be inferred that the exclamation is a case of reported productive confusion, intended 

for rhetorical gain. 

RSPB is not alone in viewing BB as one of a group of investors with huge demands on fertile and 

ecologically fragile delta land. The Guardian [37] equally presented BB in the telling combination of 

other (potential) large-scale agricultural projects vying for land in the Tana River Delta. 

Kenyan NGOs, on the other hand, have generally refrained from lumping the BB project together 

with other large-scale agricultural projects. However, they also picture the Canadian company in the 

delta of the river Tana, e.g., Nature Kenya in a letter to NEMA DG (December 2010) and LTDCT on 

their June 2011 petition website (no longer available). Arocha Kenya [48] presents the most striking 

picture, arguing that “64,000 ha of jatropha plantations [stretch]…from the western edge of the Tana 

River Delta right to the heart of the main delta and its biodiverse rich wetland”. In sum, throughout the 

local-national to global chain of representation, the BB land investment is pictured as invasive for its 

size and its location. The following paragraphs demonstrate that these aspects are rhetorical constructs 

created with strategic gaps of factual information.  

5.2. Strategic Information Gaps 

From 2009, the coastal district of Tana Delta temporarily became the hotspot of foreign and 

domestic investors’ interests. Largely undeveloped and within the proximity of the prospected 

international port of Lamu, the delta seemed to be the ideal location to implement a variety of  

large-scale agricultural projects, such as horticulture (Qatar government), and biofuel production 

(Mumias Ltd. (Kenya); Mat International; G4 and BB). In early 2012, most of these projects had 

already been aborted during design phases. Only Bedford Biofuels had actually managed to sub-lease 

162,000 hectares of land from six local ranching cooperatives, which included Tana River Delta land 

as well as semi-arid land outside the delta but within Tana Delta district. In this respect, BB—and  

G4—took a different position from the other land investors targeting public land. However, e-media 

campaigns failed to recognize this distinction. 

As a result of the EIA conducted by NEMA, Bedford Biofuels was restricted to growing jatropha on 

the semi-arid 62,000 ha outside the delta, the B8 motorway marking its eastern boundary (see Map 1).  

In May 2011, BB was issued an EIA license for a jatropha pilot on 10,000 ha. The pilot project was to 

be evaluated by NEMA before additional tracts of land were given to BB. 

Clearly, this description shows a different image from that created by BB’s opponents. It cannot be 

denied, however, that the opposition image includes some degree of truth. BB indeed subleased land in 

the Tana River Delta (but was prohibited by NEMA to grow jatropha there). Obviously, the anti-BB 

rhetoric was based on the lease agreement between BB and ranchers and did not include formal 

restrictions on the BB jatropha cultivation area that could affect the anti-BB rhetoric adversely.  

The other strategic information gap is the reference to “Tana Delta”. At the time, the phrase “Tana 

Delta” was used in popular parlance to refer to either the delta of the river Tana or to Tana Delta 

district (now part of Tana River County). Yet, they were two distinct geographical entities. Tana Delta 

district included the delta of the river Tana plus a large area of semi-arid land. The actual BB 

plantation area was therefore in Tana Delta district. The main opposition actors used the “productive 
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confusion” surrounding “Tana Delta” to their advantage in the environmental rhetoric against the BB 

jatropha project. 

Map 1. The red line (B8 (road)) shows the eastern boundary of the BB jatropha concession. 

 

5.3. Environmental Arguments 

As argued above, the arguments in the anti-BB rhetoric bear some of the hallmarks of global 

negative discourses on LSLAs and biofuel crop production, in particular jatropha. With respect to the 

environmental arguments, local to global (I)NGO alliances were most prominent. For instance, RSPB, 

Nature Kenya and ActionAid International commissioned a UK Energy consultancy [49] to write a 

carbon emission profile report on a jatropha plantation projected in nearby Dakatcha woodlands. 

Although they did not explicitly use the document in the anti-BB rhetoric, the report seems to have 

inspired all three (I)NGO alliances to claim that it is “a myth to assume that the BB jatropha plantation 

can contribute to carbon sequestration”. As was pointed out in the description of the global discourse 

on jatropha, this argument has been supported by scientific studies [13]. Another argument expressed 

by the conservation (I)NGO alliances is that jatropha is an alien and invasive shrub. Although its alien 

status is confirmed by a GTZ (now GIZ) expert report [39], its invasiveness seems to lack international 
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salience. Not surprisingly, this argument can only be found in the national context. It was expressed by 

Nature Kenya’s CEO in a Kenyan newspaper [35] and on the website of Arocha Kenya.  

The dominant argument in the environmental rhetoric is that “jatropha destroys biodiversity”.  

This leitmotif runs as an implicit strand through the rhetoric, the images and in the descriptions of the 

delta’s unique biodiversity on websites and in newspaper articles. On the ground, this “jatropha 

destroys biodiversity” claim produced interesting dynamics, as the first author noticed. At a public 

meeting, the Nature Kenya representative argued that jatropha was particularly a threat to the great 

variety of resident and migratory birds. Within the rhetorical image that the INGO alliance had 

constructed of the BB plantation in the delta this remark made sense. However, the jatropha plantation 

was located outside the delta. Tapping into the translation which the (I)NGO alliance had rhetorically 

constructed, the Nature Kenya representative lost the connection with local reality. In fact, the 

audience showed no reaction; only the BB general manager, who was a speaker at the meeting, 

explicitly denied that the bird population would be affected by the jatropha plantation. 

One argument that has not surfaced in (I)NGO rhetoric is the shortage of water that a jatropha farm 

could cause in the area. Yet, this so-called “water-grabbing” has been an important issue on the 

international agenda relating to LSLAs. Schade [27] and Duvail et al. [38] argue on the basis of 

scientific evidence that although Jatropha curcas can survive in a dry environment, it needs large 

quantities of water to thrive. On this score, both argue against the BB jatropha plantation. 

A possible explanation for (I)NGOs’ non-profiling of the water issue may be the way their rhetoric 

has been framed. Picturing the plantation in the delta with its annual floods, the frame hardly caters for 

a “dry” environment. 

5.4. Socio-Economic Arguments 

Within the socio-economic rhetoric by actors opposed to the jatropha plantation the insecurity of 

local communities’ access to land takes an interesting position. The argument that local communities 

were threatened with eviction or dispossession of livelihoods because of the BB plantation was 

pursued only in one expert report [27] and in The Guardian [37]. Actually, it was the only argument in 

the anti-BB rhetoric that was shared by a few local communities (e.g., Dalu and Didaade). Albeit 

living on sub-leased land that was banned from cultivation by NEMA, they were afraid of eviction or 

dispossession from access to grazing land. It is hard to say what triggered their fears of eviction. It may 

have been the displacement of another community by the large-scale agricultural parastatal TARDA in 

Tana River Delta or their already insecure access to land as a result of recent or insecure settlement. 

A recurrent argument on (I)NGO websites and in national newspapers (The Standard, The Daily 

Nation) is jatropha’s lack of commercial viability according to “mounting scientific evidence” [36]. 

Indeed, international studies have highlighted failed large-scale jatropha plantations (see discussion 

above). The Kenyan actors seem to specifically refer to research commissioned by GTZ (now GIZ) in 

Kenya. The GTZ publication was often quoted and/or referred to in newspapers articles [26,50]. 

More than the other arguments, the “lack of commercial viability” argument is explicitly embedded 

in an international scientific context. In a letter from December 9, 2010, Nature Kenya urges the 

NEMA DG to refrain from issuing an EIA license to BB, using this contextualization as an essential 

persuasive force: 
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Jatropha is untested and unproven in the drylands in general and Tana River Delta in 

particular. Although Bedford Biofuels say they will get the seeds from a high-quality 

source, all recent research reports suggest that under dry conditions Jatropha will  

not produce sufficient seeds or oil to make plantations economically viable. All recent 

research reports advise against Jatropha plantations, or even small-scale plantings except as 

fences/hedges. 

This “non-viability” argument probably struck a sensitive chord in the then NEMA DG, Frances 

Ole Kaparo, as well as in the late Minister of Environment and Mineral Resources, John Michuki. 

Both started to express their reservations to the full-scale implementation of the BB jatropha project  

in national newspapers as well as in actions that obstructed the implementation of the jatropha  

project [36,51]. 

6. Discussion 

The analysis has highlighted the resources that account for the success of the anti-BB rhetoric and 

the interests that were involved in its production. The following paragraphs consider these two themes 

in relation to two powerful voices in the opposition rhetoric, the (I)NGOs and international newspapers. 

In the descriptions of characteristic features of (I)NGO alliances, e-media and rhetorical images and 

arguments the tendency of (I)NGOs to produce unified (representations of) realities stands out. One 

mechanism is the translation of individual (I)NGO opposition rhetoric into a unified alliance rhetorical 

framework. Another is the process of scale-making, the internet bringing together a range of 

stakeholders from different scale-making projects that seek connections. Media framing helped to 

present a restricted set of images and arguments that was circulated across different media categories 

and that discouraged alternative interpretations. Lastly, rhetorical images and arguments resonated 

with international environmental and humanitarian discourses on jatropha. The impact of these 

different layers of unification can hardly be underestimated. Indeed, the close interlocking of evocative 

images and internationally embedded arguments produced a picture that could mask inconvenient realities. 

This was the information that BB’s investors in faraway Asia had access to via internet. Therefore it is 

not very surprising that Asian investors became “nervous” and withheld further investment.  

Although “productive confusion” was discussed as a potential outcome of (I)NGO collaborative 

practices, the discussion demonstrated that it was not a characteristic feature of the (representation of 

the) main actors’ opposition practices. The general tendency towards unified (re)presentations 

therefore can be assumed to best serve the main actors’ interests. While a shared ideology and a 

common cause connect (I)NGOs, each (I)NGO strives for enhanced visibility and international clout. 

Alliances are effective ways of doing so, as the Birdlife International partners bring out. Involvement 

in a project that relates to the global issue of “land grabbing” further enhances international visibility 

and the NGO’s legitimacy. It is hard to tell to what extent the Kenyan NGOs of the case study have 

benefited financially from their opposition practices against the BB jatropha plantation. Yet, financial 

interests cannot be discounted. One noteworthy result of Nature Kenya’s partnership with RSPB is the 

extension of its local activities. Since September 2011, it has been involved in a DFID sponsored Land 

Use Planning project in Tana Delta. 
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The interests of international newspapers may be argued to converge to some extent. Considerations 

of authority and international clout, finances and compliance all influence reportage. Why international 

newspapers generally reported negatively on the BB jatropha project can best be explained by the 

concept of framing. Global discourses that view LSLAs and particularly biofuel feedstock plantations 

negatively have attracted a lot of media attention. International newspaper have a tendency to replicate 

this framing. In the context of Tana Delta, the first author noticed that framing was not only a matter  

of copying from other media outlets. Informed by (I)NGO websites on the “land-grab” situation in 

Tana Delta, Western journalists came to Tana Delta to see for themselves and were shown around by 

Nature Kenya staff. Thus, framing takes on additional persuasive power, as local informants can be 

cited to confirm salient international discursive arguments. 

Interestingly, national newspapers, as was argued before, trace out a more nuanced portrait. Articles 

present news about the jatropha plantation, including citations from locals, Nature Kenya officials and 

(one of) BB’s directors. However, they do little more than report on events that relate to the jatropha 

project. Only when the BB jatropha plantation stopped operating—it had not officially closed down 

yet—did a more in-depth article on BB’s position in Tana Delta appear in The Daily Nation [52].  

One explanation for the divergence between national newspapers from the international reportage of 

the BB jatropha plantation is that their perspective is more locally directed and that the local 

informants are more diverse. 

This “local gaze” of national newspapers is distinct from the international orientation of other actors 

in the anti-BB rhetoric. Clearly, the international context was best suited for promoting the cause and 

interests of (I)NGOs, expert reports and international newspapers. However, in pursuit of these ends, 

the majority of Tana Delta locals, the Tana Delta district administration and the Tana River County 

Council were left unheard. 

7. Conclusions 

This case study illustrates the extent to which rhetoric proved effective in defeating a major jatropha 

investment in Kenya. From a public relations standpoint, occupying the high ground of mainstream 

economic discourse appears to have exposed a weak flank in the jatropha plantation project which was 

successfully exploited by conservationists. Notwithstanding the fact that the BB project initially 

enjoyed major local and government support and had substantial investment backing, the positions of 

local ranch owners and BB were marginalized by the direct use of powerful media campaigns and 

images. Both government and investors then wavered. Conceptualising the grid of interaction between 

these various stakeholders as a “zone of intermediality”, we observe that the zone was reduced to 

insignificance by the combined Manichean simplicity of the conservationist rhetoric and the inability 

of BB to widen the area of discourse in order to engage and ultimately defeat conservationist claims 

which turned out to be based on questionable representations and limited scientific premises. 

This clearly constitutes a case of failed intermediality, where a highly politicized discourse on 

sustainability succeeded in creating a climate of confrontation and uncertainty. The result is now a 

matter of history. Both BB and the conservationists have moved onto the next battlefield to define 

global land use, and local ranch owners are left with little prospect to improve their economy. 
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