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What type of land has been targeted
for jatropha cultivation in the
Philippines?
By Denyse Snelder

Quote: “The company claimed to have access to millions of hectares of land for potential jatropha cultivation in
Africa and Asia. However, the remote locations of these marginal lands made the company’s claims difficult to verify.”

Governments in industrialized and developing countries alike have set targets for biofuel production to meet the ever-
increasing demand for renewable energy sources. The targets set have, however, raised concerns among scientists, civil-
society organizations and the like abou vt the (projected) negative impacts in terms of the large-scale acquisit ion of land
and changes in land use associated with the cult ivat ion of biofuel crops like jatropha (1, 2). Commercial investors and
agricultural  companies are act ively targeting developing countries like the Philippines, so as to capitalize on their vast
tracts of land, often referred to as “idle” or “marginal,” for biofuel crop cult ivat ion. But what defines lands as “idle and
marginal”? How much land is actually available for biofuel production and, when cult ivated, not competing with food crops
or (protected) forest? It  is disputed in international debates that the idle lands targeted are not occupied by people who
subsist on these lands for their daily survival. Likewise, crit ics have long argued against idle or marginal lands being of
sufficient quality to produce adequate yields for biofuel crops like jatropha, without demanding high external inputs.

These questions will be addressed below using the Philippines as a case study country, but first some context for biofuel
policies and jatropha production in the Philippines will be presented.

In 2007 the Philippine government launched the National Biofuels Program (NBP), aiming to spur the development of idle
or marginal lands, produce sufficient amounts of feedstock, augment farmers’ income and generate rural employment
(3). The program thereby maintains higher-level policy object ives outlined in the Philippine Biofuels Act of 2006, such as
mit igating greenhouse gas (GSG) emissions and making alternative and renewable clean-energy sources available without
detriment to the country’s natural ecosystems and food reserves.

To realize the NBP object ives, the country accelerated the commercializat ion of biofuels, thereby priorit izing Jatropha
curcas (local name: tuba tuba) as biodiesel feedstock. The NBP’s Research & Development (R&D) component has two
sub-programs, with one fully devoted to jatropha (the other to sweet sorghum for bioethanol), managed under the
Department of Science and Technology’s Philippine Council for Agriculture, Forestry and Natural Resources Research and
Development (PCARRD-DoST) and implemented in collaboration with the Los Baños University in the Philippines.

The Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR), responsible for public-domain lands categorized as
“forest lands,” also has “idle lands” under its jurisdict ion targeted for biofuels. Idle lands are a subcategory of forest
lands and are described as being “untenured,” i.e. not covered by any tenure instrument or forest land-use arrangement,
but nevertheless often occupied by people and not necessarily covered by forest (4).

There are a number of part ly overlapping policies referring to idle and marginal lands from different perspectives. A
general descript ion of what constitutes idle or abandoned lands is given in the Comprehensive Agrarian Reform (CAR) Law
of 1988, referring to lands not used for economic or agricultural purposes for at least three years prior to acquisit ion (5).
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More specific policies for the identification of lands for biofuel feedstock production have been formulated by the
Department of Agriculture (DA) through its Joint Administrat ive Order 2008-1 (JAO No. 2008-1 Series of 2008, Section
4.1). Based on the criteria of this JAO, we may assume that the lands (to be) used for biofuel production are not acquired
from areas set aside for community food production, irrigated crop (rice, corn and other) cult ivat ion, cert ified or
programmed irrigation projects, or ecologically fragile areas.

The priority areas targeted by PCARDD for the NBP’s jatropha sub-program are characterized by the council as follows
(6):

“the marginal areas where food crops (including sweet sorghum) are not cult ivated or cannot be cult ivated, which include
degraded grasslands, denuded uplands, lahar-affected areas, and mined waste areas. Areas for production systems that
integrate Jatropha in agroforestry and agricultural systems such as in coconut and hilly lands are also being explored.”

In summary, with reference to the CAR, DA, and PCARRD-NBP policies, the lands earmarked for potential jatropha
cult ivat ion should not be ecologically fragile, or irrigated and/or cult ivated to produce any food crop, nor should they
have been devoted to economic and/or non-agricultural purposes for a period of three years immediately prior to
acquisit ion. Yet, while officially the lands should exclude idle land “previously used for agricultural or other economic
purposes” that has become “unproductive by reason of force majeure or any other fortuitous event” (5), exceptions are
made for lands that have become unproductive due to volcanic events (lahar-affected areas) and mining (mined waste
areas). Likewise, lands with agroforestry and agricultural systems suitable for jatropha integration are considered as well.

Having characterized the type of lands targeted for jatropha cultivation, the questions remain of what land and how
much of it has been used for this purpose. The Medium-Term Philippine Development Plan 2004-2010 defines one of its
goals as “to develop at least 2 million hectares of new land for agribusiness in order to contribute to 2 million jobs out of
the 10 million jobs target in 2010.” Among the agribusiness endeavors considered was the development of biofuels
under RA 9367. The plan led to the compilat ion of a Soil Suitability At las for Biofuels Areas, with the latter comprising
those idle lands priorit ized under the national government policy of non-encroachment of biofuel crops to exist ing food
production areas (however, the areas are also considered for other agribusiness development programs and comprise
not the only areas suitable for biofuels) (7).

The total area suitable for “jatropha only” amounts to just over 2.1 million hectares. In addit ion, there are another 3.8
million hectares of land suited to jatropha together with various other biodiesel (coconut, oil palm) and/or bioethanol
(sugarcane, sweet sorghum and cassava) crops. Table 1 gives more specific information on the distribution and size of
the idle-land areas used or targeted for jatropha feedstock production, by type of company and region, as recorded by
the Philippine Agricultural Development and Commercial Corporation (PADCC).

The area currently used for jatropha cultivation in the Philippines is far below the targeted 2.3 million hectares: by 2011
a total of 249,000 hectares had been officially secured and part ly brought under jatropha cult ivat ion, but a remaining 2
million hectares were st ill under consideration (Table 1). Lands occupied by people are, however, also targeted, or already
taken into cult ivat ion, as is evident from the Lumad ancestral domain being one of the targeted areas (Table 1); field
visits (by the author during 2009-2011) to Lamut (Ifugao) confirm the existence of jatropha plantations on hilly, part ly
ecologically fragile lands (2). In 2011 jatropha plantations were undergoing a process of conversion to other plantation
crops. Among the various reasons for conversion were the lack of buyers and of jatropha-processing facilit ies. One of the
major setbacks was the diminishing interest, and eventual withdrawal, of the state-owned Philippine National Oil Company
Alternative Fuels Corporation (PNOC-AFC) as the main buyer and processor of jatropha seeds. Officially registered since
2006, the PNOC-AFC entered into various agreements with private corporations and local or provincial government units
to develop biofuel plantations, securing a continuous supply of feedstock for its planned biodiesel refineries.

In conclusion, prospects about the development of over 2 million hectares of marginal lands into jatropha production
areas have been over-optimist ic. As in Indonesia, the Philippine government provided much budget support for the
establishment of research, nurseries and plantations within the framework of its national biofuel program; however,
planned investments in processing facilit ies and biodiesel refineries were ult imately not made and marketing channels
remained virtually absent. Policy decision-making lacked scientific evidence for the marginality status of the targeted
land and for the (potential) uptake and upscaling of the jatropha biofuel business.

Table 1:  Areas with idle land targeted for jatropha feedstock production by the Philippine Agricultural Development and
Commercial Corporation (PADCC)



Jatropha 20,000 Lamut; Ifugao, CAR Highlands Development Coop

Jatropha 30,000

(+2,000)

Botolan, Iba; Zambales, R-3 PNOC-AFC, LGU Zambales

Jatropha 10,000 Cabangan, Iba; Zambales, R-3 BioEnergy Farms Inc.

Jatropha 10,000 Puerta Princesa; Palawan, R-4 PNOC-AFC

Jatropha 10,000 Duero; Bohol, R-7 PNOC-AFC

Jatropha 10,000 Samar, R-8 Kibio 2007

Jatropha 10,000 Zamboangita, Tamlang Valley;
Negros Oriental, R-8

Herminio Teves Group, Spanish
Global Tree Trust

Jatropha 10,000 Bukidnon and Misamis Oriental, R-10 PNOC-AFC

Jatropha 100,000 Cagayan de Oro, R-10 Abundant Biofuels Corp

Jatropha (+750,000) Lumad Ancestral Land, R-10 Abundant Biofuels

Jatropha 500 Ubay, Bohol, R-10

Jatropha 32,000 General Santos City; R-12 PNOC-AFC

(+1,168,000) General Santos City; R-12 PNOC-AFC

Jatropha 5,000 Provinces of R-12 Eco Global Bio Oil

(+95,000) Provinces of R-12 Eco Global Bio Oil



Total 249,000

(2,264,000)

‹ What characterizes the political context of Jatropha actors in Indonesia?

How did process technology researchers contribute to Jatropha promotion in Indonesia?  ›

Source: PADCC internal reports (8); *: planned expansions are indicated between brackets; **: municipality, province and
region (R) number are indicated.
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