
The growing demand for biofuels in Europe 
may open up for large scale nature exploita-
tion in East Africa, according to a new study. 
But if environmental consideration is taken 
and if the local population is integrated into 
the investments, biofuel production could 
contribute to poverty alleviation.

–We have to move away from fossil fuels and eth-
anol is clearly a better choice than petrol. But our 
consumption has to be responsible and not contrib-
ute to the depletion of irreplaceable natural capital 
in other countries, or take the land away from lo-
cal people, says Allan Carlson, expert on the trop-
ics at World Wildlife Fund (WWF) in Sweden, the 
organisation behind the new report.

Biofuels are by many promoted as the best sub-
stitute for conventional fossil fuels like petrol and 
diesel. Their reduced carbon emissions compared 
to fossil fuels, their positive impacts on rural de-
velopment, together with escalating oil prices from 
$64 per barrel in 2006 to over $140 in June 2008, 
are driving forces behind their growing popularity 
worldwide. Today, there is a rapid expansion of 
global biofuels markets as many countries intro-
duce ambitious policies to increase the proportion 
of biofuels in their energy portfolio. However, if 

this growing demand is not accompanied by en-
vironmental and social considerations the planta-
tions may lead to serious repercussions, for exam-
ple effects on food production, displacement of 
local communities and biodiversity loss.

For example, large scale plantations of sugar-
cane and Jatropha are now being planned in the 
unique deltas of Tanzania and Mozambique. In 
Tanzania 10 investors want to grow biofuels on 
an area of about 6000 square kilometres, and in 
Mozambique 28 investors are waiting for permits 
to exploit as much as 30 000 square kilometres. 
In Tanzania, 99-year-long leaseholds between the 
biofuel companies and the land owner – the state – 
are common. These leaseholds are often too cheap 
and established without any consideration of the 
farmers who have cultivated the land for decades. 

Biofuels may contribute to poverty alleviation
– If a biofuel investment fails and the local popu-
lation is forced to leave their land it may lead to 
increased deforestation. But if the local population 
is instead consulted and integrated into invest-
ments that are done in the right areas, and with 
the right crops and methods, then ethanol or bio 
diesel from Africa could contribute to poverty al-
leviation, says Peter Roberntz, biofuel expert, at 
WWF in Sweden.

Companies and politicians are requested by 
WWF to support a biofuel certiýcation developed 
within the international stakeholder process called 
the Roundtable on Sustainable Biofuels. 

/ Ellika Hermansson Török
More info:
http://www.wwf.se
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This issue’s feature article is the story of the 
organisation Centro Ecológico’s unique work in 
southern Brazil. By being active in a range of 
networks they have been able to promote the 
development of organic farming that increases food 
production, secures livelihoods and protects the 
Atlantic rainforest while drawing beneýts from its 
ecosystem services. 
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THE QUOTE: 

“While delegates made mod-
est progress on some key is-
sues, the real stuff happened 
outside the negotiations, as 
the leaders of some of the 
highest-emitting and fastest-
growing economies pledged 
to reduce their countries’ 
greenhouse gas emissions 
[...] A signiýcant part of the 
global community is ready to 
do its part. So must the Unit-
ed States.”

Jonathan Lash (WRI) comment-
ing on the recent climate talks in 
Poland at: 
www.wri.org/stories/2008/12/
different-world-kyoto

Social networks promote farming that 
secures jobs and saves rainforest

Scenario-planning can 
help to increase the 
robustness of water 
investments in small-scale 
agriculture, new study 
claims.
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Worth hundreds of 
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Scenario planning 
helps poor farmers

Sugar cane is one of the better sources of biofuels. 
Photo: Nicolas Desagher/azote.se 
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s many of you know the Nobel Prizes were recently 
awarded here in Stockholm and in Oslo. But there is still 
one prize missing: a Nobel Prize for the environment or 

sustainable development. Don’t know how many times I have 
heard that stated. Many times from myself as well. 

Over the past twenty years or so there have been repeated re-
quests for the establishment of a special Nobel Prize for the En-
vironment, along with those already awarded in physics, chem-
istry, physiology or medicine, literature, peace and economic 
sciences (even though the last one is actually not a real Nobel 
Prize). Notwithstanding, there have actually been a number of 
prizes awarded for environmental achievements over the years, 
like Al Gore and the UN climate panel that shared last year’s 
Nobel Peace Prize. Likewise, the Kenyan environmentalist and 
human rights campaigner Wangari Maathai was awarded the 
Nobel Peace Prize in 2004 for her work that shows that pro-
tecting the environment can combat poverty. Not to mention 
Professor Paul Crutzen and colleagues who won a Nobel Prize 
already in 1995 for their work on the hole in the ozone layer. 

Even this year’s prize in chemistry has some connections to 
environmental issues. In his speech at the Nobel banquet, one 
of the chemistry laureates, the energetic Professor Roger Tsien, 
said the following: 

“While environmentally friendly or so-called “green” 
chemistry has become all the rage in the chemical community, 
no human chemist can yet match what a single jellyýsh gene 
directs: 238 ordered condensations + 1 cyclization + 1 oxida-
tion, all done in a few minutes in aerated water with no protect-
ing groups, only one slightly toxic by-product, and essentially 
100% yield of an extremely useful product that literally glows 
green. Corals produce yellow and red þuorescent proteins with 
the same chemistry plus one extra oxidation. Yet coral reefs 
are also under world-wide jeopardy, due to acidiýcation and 

warming of the oceans. So my ýnal thanks are to both the jel-
lyýsh and corals: long may they have intact habitats in which 
to shine!”

So, in some respects we already seem to have a growing 
amount of environmental concerns, both among the Nobel 
Laureates themselves and the people choosing them. Maybe 
we should quit nagging for a special Nobel Prize for the En-
vironment? Isn’t it enough with the Goldman Environmental 
Prize, which is often referred to as the Nobel Prize for the 
Environment? Not to mention the so-called alternative Nobel 
Prize, the Right Livelihood Award, which is often awarded for 
environmental achievements. I say no! Even though it is in 

fact impossible to establish another real Nobel Prize (only the 
ýve prizes instituted by the ýnal will of Alfred Nobel are al-
lowed this label) it would be an important symbol for Sweden, 
with its reputation for environmental excellence, to honour, on 
a regular basis, those individuals or groups whose efforts are 
related directly to improving the environment with a Prize for 
the Environment in Memory of Alfred Nobel. Not likely? Well, 
at least the Sveriges Riksbank (Swedenôs central bank) did ýne 
when they founded the Prize in Economic Sciences in Memory 
of Alfred Nobel back in 1968 – which is now treated as a “real” 
Nobel Prize in almost every respect. Hence, the time is perhaps 
more than ripe to convince the Nobel Foundation to accept an 
environmental prize within, say, ýve years. Want to help out? 
Nag at the following e-mail address: info@nobel.se. And… 
don’t forget to have yourself a moderate-consuming, fair-traded 
and eco-labelled Christmas!

/Fredrik Moberg, Editor

editorial
fredrik@albaeco.com
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Time for a special Nobel Prize for the 
Environment! Or are we already there? 

Complexity theory is a scientiýc ýeld which studies 
systems considered complex in nature, society and 
science. It is also called complex systems theory or 
complexity science. A new book looks into how this 
theory can be applied to solve some of today’s most 
pressing environmental problems.

The new book “Complexity Theory for a Sustainable Future”, 
which is published by Columbia University Press, includes nine 
chapters focusing on different aspects of complexity theory, 
and how it can be applied to interactions between ecosystems 
and society.

– Our hope is that theoreticians, managers and policymakers 
will ýnd the book useful in its attempt to turn complex adaptive 
systems theory into practical approaches for solving problems 
of natural resource management and climate change, says 
one of the editors, Jon Norberg, from Stockholm University.

A shift in thinking and perspective
Central concepts in the new book are Complex Adaptive 
Systems (CAS), Self-organization and Resilience. A CAS can be 
everything from an economy or an ecosystem to our immune 
system. Such systems are often very hard to predict as they 
are constantly adapting to their environments, meaning that a 
small change in operating conditions or agent strategies can be 
compounded into an entirely different behaviour at the system 
level. Integrated systems of people and nature, so-called 
social-ecological systems, also fall into this category. Being 
complex and adaptive, they are far from being machines that 
you can take apart and investigate the pieces to understand 
the whole, Jon Norberg explains:

– Understanding and predicting complex system behaviour 
is becoming increasingly important as we realise that much of 
the unpredictable behaviour observed in everything from the 
ýnancial markets to the global climate system is a function 

of the complex adaptive systems we are 
living and operating in.

 Self-organization is an important 
feature of any CAS. It means that the 
large-scale system properties and 
patterns (e.g. collapse of ýsh stocks or 
booms and busts in stock prices) that 
emerge from the interactions among 
components (e.g. marine food webs 
and ýshermen or individual investors 
in the market) feedback to inþuence 
the subsequent development of those 
interactions.

– Understanding the capacity of any 
system to self-organize is crucial for its 
sustainability over time. We build on insights from economics, 
physics, biology and the social sciences to provide a clearer 
understanding of the conditions required for systems self-
organization, Jon Norberg says.

Previous focus on “command and control” strategies have 
often focused on short sighted gains at the cost of long term 
sustainability not uncommonly resulting in unwanted and 
unexpected side effects such as cheating for ýshing quotas or 
loss of ecological and genetic diversity. Sustainability requires 
a shift in thinking, says Jon Norberg: 

– A world-view of nature and society as rather static 
and predictable systems must be replaced by a view which 
emphasizes continuous change and uncertainty. This dynamic 
view is a prerequisite for better management of complex 
adaptive ecosystems, so that they can continue to supply the 
goods and services human society relies upon.

/Fredrik Moberg
More at
http://cup.columbia.edu/book/978-0-231-13460-6/
complexity-theory-for-a-sustainable-future

Sustainability School: 

“Complexity theory”: key to sustainable development

“The time is perhaps more than ripe to convince the 
Nobel Foundation to accept an environmental prize 
within, say, ýve yearsò




