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Fuel from sugarcane is generated through the production of bio-
ethanol, while power generation emanates from burning sug-
arcane residues, otherwise called bagasse. Currently, there are 

a number of such projects underway in Southern Africa. In countries 
such as, Angola, Malawi, and Tanzania. In West and Central Africa; 
the Markala sugarcane project in Mali, in which the company, Illovo, 
was originally involved and later disinvested due to security concerns, 
but primarily due to failure of the government of Mali to secure the 
necessary funding for the project. In Sierra Leone, the Makeni ethanol 
and power project, with recent massive capital injection by SOMDIAA 
(a French group) valued at $ 396 M (*R3 319 M) (over five years) to 
further increase sugarcane production in countries such as Tchad, 
Cameroun, Cote d’Ivoire, Congo, Gabon and Central African Republic 
(CAR), in which it already operates. 

Sugar and bio-ethanol

In Angola, the sugar and bio-ethanol project is a joint venture be-
tween Sonangol (state oil company), Damer and the Brazilian firm, 
Odebrecht, under the following shareholding structure: Sonagol 
(20%), Damer (40%) and Odebrecht (40%). The project aims to cover 
a land size of 4 000 ha under sugarcane cultivation initially and further 
expand to up to 30 000 ha. The expected project capacity will translate 
to 30 million litres of ethanol, 250 metric tonnes of sugar and an es-
timated 160 000 megawatt-hours. The total initial investment for the 
project is estimated at $250 M (*R2 096 M) and sugarcane production 
is to be expected by the end 2012. 

Makeni ethanol and power

In Sierra Leone, a similar project is being initiated by Addax and 
Oryx Group. The initial investment value for the project is $340 M  
(*R2 850 M) and sugarcane production is expected in 2013. The Makeni 
Ethanol and Power project will have 10 000 ha of land irrigated and 
mechanised. The project is expected to produce one million tonnes 
of sugarcane per annum, 93 000 MT of ethanol and generate power 
of 15 MW for the national grid. In terms of project funding, Makeni 
Ethanol and Power project will be funded by entities, such as the 
Industrial Development Corporation (IDC), the African Development 
Fund (AfDB), Swedfund and Emerging Africa Infrastructure Fund. 
Project financing for the Angolan project will be sourced initially 

from the Angola Forment Bank (AFB) and Bank Espirito Santo (BESA), 
including the Brazilian state development bank (BNDES). 

By 2020, the European Union (EU) is set to enforce, through leg-
islation, the incorporation of a minimum of 10% for biofuel in total 
transport fuel use. The main objective of this law is to mitigate the 
effect of greenhouse gas emission on the environment, but also face 
the prospect of increasing global demand for crude oil and dwindling 
supply. Consequently, most of the bio-ethanol produced through 
these projects is earmarked for the EU market. 

It is important to emphasise that Africa has an estimated 60% of 
the total available arable land globally, which makes the Sub Saharan 
African region a strategic location for food security globally, but also 
biofuel production. In addition, its climate is perfect for the cultiva-
tion of crops such sugarcane, maize, palm oil, Jatropha etc used 
for biofuels production, especially under tropical or semi-tropical 
climatic conditions in places such as West, Central, East and part of 
Southern Africa. 

South Africa

In South Africa, the potential for biofuels production is enormous 
when one takes into account the country’s current production of 
sugarcane, compared to other countries in Africa where such projects 
are underway. South Africa’s sugar production is estimated at 2,4 
million tonnes, and this translates to approximately 20 million tonnes 
of sugarcane and potentially 1,6 billion litres of ethanol. However, in 
hindsight, from South Africa total production of 2,4 million tonnes 
of sugar, roughly 55% of it is consumed locally and in neighbouring 
countries within the SADC region. 

Theoretically, if South Africa were to use its surplus of nine million 
tonnes of sugarcane for ethanol production, the South African mar-
ket size for bioethanol would then approximate to 720 million litres, 
which is equivalent to 2,4% of Brazil ethanol production; the second 
biggest producer of ethanol in the world after the United Sates or half 
of France’s bioethanol production. Bioethanol is the most produced 
biofuel in the world, with production amounting to 74 billion litres in 
2010, and the US and Brazil accounting for 54% and 34% respectively. 

However, there is no such large-scale production of biofuel from 
sugarcane in South Africa. The scarcity of such projects is squarely 
attributed to the lack of clear policy and regulatory frameworks in 
place with regard to biofuel production. Also, South Africa is known 
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to be grappling with the land reform question and how best to ad-
dress the interests of the various stakeholders involved, such as white 
commercial farmers and previously disadvantaged black populations, 
who were dispossessed of their ancestral lands during colonialism, 
and balancing the need for land usage for food security. Although, 
from an economic point of view, such projects do have the potential 
to create thousands of jobs for a country with unemployment rates 
currently estimated at 25% and consequently stimulate economic 
growth. From a socio-political standpoint, allocating land to foreign 
investors to come and grow sugarcane for biofuel production for the 
EU market presents its own set of challenges and risks, as this can 
be a recipe for social unrest. 

Currently, South Africa is understood to be in the process of set-
ting up mandatory blending regulation to produce ethanol for E2 and 
E5 blends. Consequently, although South Africa is lagging behind in 
terms of biofuel production initiatives from sugarcane compared to 
other African countries; Frost & Sullivan believes that once govern-
ment policy on the matter is properly defined, opportunities for such 
project will rapidly emerge. 

Africa

From an African perspective, these large scale land acquisitions, for 
projects mentioned above, are not without controversies. They have 
the potential to threaten the vulnerability of rural populations and fur-
ther heighten their level of poverty, especially if the balance between 
the need to use land for food production for local population benefits, 
and biofuel for the European market, is not properly considered. In 
Madagascar, the allocation of 1,3 million ha to the Daewoo group from 
South Korea, primarily to produce maize for Asian population, was 
met with popular protests from the local population and, ultimately, 
contributed to the ousting of President Marc Ravalomanana in 2009. 
In Gabon, 300 000 ha of arable land was allocated to the Singaporean 
multinational group, called Olam International, for palm oil and rubber 
production. This was at the expense of the rural population who used 
to rely on them for their subsistence. In Senegal, a 20 000 ha of land 
for biofuel production from potatoes, by an Italian private company, 
also resulted in social unrest. These outcries are emerging all over 
Africa; from Madagascar to Liberia via Mozambique, to Sierra Leone, 
Cameroon. Affected populations are rarely consulted, often displaced 
from their lands, without compensation. 

Conclusion

‘The scramble for Africa agriculture land’ is being described as a time 
bomb waiting to explode. The land issue in Africa is very emotive 
and needs clear policies and strong institutions to safeguard the 
interests of African populations, but also the natural environment 
for future generation. 

* Based on exchange rate 28 June 2012
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