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Europe is the third largest consumer of ethanol.
Agro fuels are popular in Europe, especially by
the objective of the European Union (EU) to
increase the use of renewable energies. There are
people who consider biofuels as one of the
solutions to the cl imate crisis, while others
believe biofules are contributing to land conflicts
and poverty. Guatemala produces sugarcane and
palm oil, used for the production of ethanol, a
biofuel. The journalist Lina Karlsson visited
Polochic Valley in Guatemala where 700 families
were evicted in 2011 to make way for sugarcane

plantations.
 
We left the paved road behind us. The truck runs into the rocky dirt roads. With seven hours of travel, we
are approaching Polochic, more than 450 kilometers from Guatemala City. 89 percent of the population in
the district are indigenous, mostly Mayan Q'eqchi. Esteban Hermelindo Cux is from the Panzós vil lage in
the same region.
 
“All this is sugarcane”, He says sweeping his eyes through the window of the vehicle.
 
Both on the left and on the right side of the road are large areas covered by sugar cane plantations.
 
Here in the ferti le valley of Polochic, the company Utzaj Chabil has it sugar mil l . It was also here that
some 700 families were evicted in March 2012. For ten years Esteban Hermelindo has worked for the
organization Comité de Unidad Campesina (CUC). He divides his time between the city of Guatemala and
Polochic and was not at home when the population of the area was evicted.
 
 “I was with a delegation of various social movements in a dialogue meeting on land conflicts in Polochic,
with the government in Guatemala City when the evictions began. They had not warned us that they
would do so, we thought we could dialogue”, says Esteban.
 
Security guards from Chabil Utzaj had been ordered to evacuate the population by force so that the
company could expand its monoculture of sugarcane in the area. Mil itary and police helped in the
evacuation.
 
The truck stops. We came to the community ¨8 de Agosto¨. Here l ive 125 displaced families in shelters.
The government has promised to give land to 300 families affected by the evictions, but despite the
pressure from the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, it has not yet fulfilled its promise.
 
We got off the jeep. The houses around us are close together in a row with the walls covered with black
plastic. Esteban Hermelindo greets the people who come to meet us. Cecil ia Rax Yat is one of them. She
was at home in the vil lage KeQuinich with her five children and her husband when the police, mil itary and
security guards arrived.
 
“I am a working peasant woman. I l ive by corn and beans, but that did not matter to them. They cut our
crops, everything that Mother Nature had fed us. They threatened us when they arrived, so we decided to
leave the house. They left us on the street not caring for our health or my children’s food, what wil l  I feed
them?” She asks.
 
At the end of the eviction they burnt Cecil ia´s house.
 
“All our clothes were burned. Fortunately, some relatives helped with that. But we sti l l  have difficulties
to maintain ourselves.”

Cecil ia Rax Yat feels shaken because the government has not fulfilled its promise to give the residents of
Polochic access to land.
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“President Otto Perez Molina said he would give land to 300 families in 2012. The government should
make sure to give us what they promised. We l ive by corn and beans, and with these foods we can
maintain our children. But in order to cultivate we need land.”
 
Land disputes since the XIX century

To understand the land conflict in Polochic, we must go back to the late nineteenth century when
Guatemala was opened to foreign investment. The Germans came to Polochic Valley; an area already
populated, and established coffee plantations. Many of the inhabitants of Polochic began work on the
plantations, while others took land.
 
Many of the owners of the coffee plantations in the end sold their land, among others, the sugarcane
company Chabil Utzaj, which was then owned by the Widmann family of Guatemala. The evictions began
when the Pellas Group, the most powerful family and company in Nicaragua, bought the company in 2011.
Chabil Utzaj argues that the evictions were carried out because the land was occupied and that " it was
impossible to reach a solution through dialogue."
 
We sat back in the truck to go to another part of the community ¨8 de Agosto¨. Here people around
Polochic met today to wait for a group of doctors from Guatemala City, who were committed to perform
free medical examinations. There are no hospitals in the town ¨8 de Agosto¨. Maria Mercedes is one of
those who are waiting. Maria has six children and also lost her home and crops during the evictions. He
leans forward and whispers:

They said "this land is not yours.  You need to leave."  ¨I was afraid that they would hurt my children. I
asked for time to collect our things and our food. But the time we were given was not enough. We had
nothing to eat that day.”
 
-Maria Mercedes nods her head…
 
“The authorities hurt us. The government does not do what it promises. We have children. How can we
support them?”
 
I keep hearing testimonies of the inhabitants during the afternoon. All  stories contain the same themes:
threats, fear and the loss of homes and crops. Everyone refers to the frustration of how little has
happened since then. Many who speak with me do so because they expect the government to finally act
and fulfill  it promises if the situation gets more attention.
 
During the eviction, which lasted six days, a peasant was murdered and several were wounded. Later in
the year there were more attacks and two vil lagers were murdered. In total about 700 families had to
leave their homes.
 
The majority lost their crops. For peasants, who l ive mostly from what they sow, the loss of land and
crops was fatal. In 2011 there was also a hunger crisis in the country. Even today people are suffering the
consequences from the forced displacement.
 
“Children are malnourished. There are no jobs here and there is no land to cultivate”, says Esteban
Hermelindo and sighs.
 
Exports are expected to increase
 
In early December the EU Parl iament approved free trade agreements with Central America, Colombia and
Peru. All  EU members must ratify the agreements, but the commercial part of the same agreements, came
into action after the decision to approve them.
 
The deal means the elimination of tariffs on products such as palm oil and sugar cane, which are used for
the production of ethanol. Ethanol exports from Guatemala to Europe are expected to increase further. It
wil l  also be easier for European companies establish themselves in Guatemala and compete with local
farmers.
 
“The free trade agreements lead to monoculture and land grabbing. There wil l  be no land to grow food to
eat, such as corn and cassava. Monocultures also pollute the water”, says Esteban Hermelindo as we
walk back to the jeep.
 
Agro fuels are often grown in large monocultures. This is seen as more efficient agriculture rather than
having a variety of crops. But critics say the large-scale cultivation of a single crop type has a negative
impact on the environment and biodiversity. Among other things, monocultures are more susceptible to
diseases and pests, and require the use of pesticides in them.
 
Esteban Hermelindo wonders how people in the area can compete with large monocultures.
 
How wil l  they be able to escape poverty if they have taken their land, and with it their capacity and
possibil ity to feed themselves, their families and communities?
 
“I do not think we are talking about development. What kind of development? They take our land, from
what we l ive”, says Esteban.
 



Esteban Hermelindo turns and looks out on the sugar cane plantations that surround the houses from 8
de Agosto.
 
“We could have grown corn”, he says.
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