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Green grabs: the dark side of the green economy  
‘Green’ market initiatives are increasing poverty. Local ecosystem stewardship must be nurtured instead. 
 
‘Green grabbing’ -  the rapidly-growing appropriation of land and resources in the name of ‘green ’ biofuels, carbon 
offsetting schemes, conservation efforts  and eco-tourism initiatives – is forcing people from their homelands and 
increasing poverty, new research has found.  
 
Ecosystems being ‘asset-stripped’ for profit is likely to cause dispossession and further poverty amongst already-
poor land and resource users, according to a set of 17 new research case studies from Africa, Asia and Latin 
America, published in a special issue of the Journal of Peasant Studies. 
  
“Green grabs are the dark side of the green economy,” said Professor Melissa Leach, director of the ESRC STEPS 
Centre. “If market-based mechanisms are to contribute to sustainable development and the building of economies 
that are not only green but also fair, then fostering an agenda focused on distribution, equity and justice in green 
market arrangements is vital.” 
 
This means including meaningful local engagement and consultation based on transparency, accountability and 
free, prior informed consent. Yet green markets cannot do it all. In the rush to repair a damaged nature through 
trading and offset schemes, the political-economic structures that caused the damage in the first place must not be 
neglected.   
 
Responsibility for tackling unsustainable practices in wealthy industrialised settings should not be offloaded by 
financialising ecosystems in other parts of the world. And if sustainable development is genuinely to be pursued at 
Rio+20 and beyond, we need to recapture nature from the market’s grasp, nurturing and legitimising more 
interconnected human-ecological relationships and understandings, along with tried-and-tested forms of local 
ecosystem stewardship based on them.  

Examples of green grabs include: in Guatemala, conservation agencies, ecotourism companies and the military are 
‘protecting’ the Guatemalan Maya Biosphere Reserve as a ‘Maya-themed vacationland’, violently excluding local 
people.  In Eastern and Southern Africa, businesses are revaluing soil systems and farming practices for ‘biochar’, 
dispossessing farmers and pastoralists from land and resources important for their livelihoods. Meanwhile 
evidence is mounting that some Reduced Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation (REDD and REDD+) 
schemes are dispossessing local forest users of vital resource access.  

Notes to editor: 

 Read 'Green Grabbing: a new appropriation of nature?' Special issue of the Journal of Peasant Studies 
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/03066150.2012.671770  

 For more information:  Julia Day  j.day@ids.ac.uk  / +44 (0)7974 209148   

The STEPS Centre (Social, Technological and Environmental Pathways to Sustainability) is an interdisciplinary global research 
and policy engagement centre uniting development studies with science and technology studies. We are developing a new 
approach to understanding and action on sustainability and development and are funded by the ESRC. www.steps-centre.org  
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