Engaging in the biofuel debate

If the debate over biofuels is to be meaningful and fruitful, it is important to delineate the plane of discussion as precisely as possible, says Guillermo Castro H.

THE debate that has emerged regarding the large-scale use of ethanol, in the context of the crisis of the 'petroleum civilisation', has opened up spaces for discussion of the serious environmental problems of our times. For that very reason, this debate should be fostered by every means possible. One of those means, for example, consists of situating the plane of discussion as precisely as possible. 

Fidel Castro and, in its own way, The Economist, for instance, have situated the debate on the general plane of the functioning of the global economy, with special emphasis on two problems. The first is the perception of alternative fuels as a means to protect and prolong the currently predominant modes and patterns of production and consumption. In this sense, and on this plane, it becomes more or less evident that the purpose of all this is not to save the planet, but rather to find new ways to confront falling profit rates on a global level. 

The other problem relates to the fact - as yet unrefuted - that the demand for biofuels would greatly exceed the current supply of agricultural products needed to produce them and the existing production capacity of the land available for this purpose worldwide. Added to this are other concerns, such as the enormous water demand created by these kinds of crops, and the fact that their conversion into fuel requires more energy than it generates. 

Another plane of discussion relates to national economies and relations between them, which today are primarily controlled by transnational corporations. In this framework, what works well on the scale of one or several national economies will not necessarily work on the scale of the global economy. In this respect, it is worth recalling Marx's observation that in a capitalist system, while every individual company is a model of rationality, the result of the actions of all of them together is a chaotic market characterised by the constant waste of human and natural resources, and condemned to suffering terrible periodic crises of adjustment. 

Scope of discussion

What is most important in any case is to realise that this debate, which is barely beginning, could become a dialogue of the deaf unless the different planes of discussion are properly identified. This risk is further complicated if we consider the problems related to the scope of the discussion.  

In the immediate term, there seems to be no doubt that the supply of agrifuels will rapidly expand in response to demand from the more developed economies. The problem here is not so much whether or not to produce agrifuels, but rather how and why. In this regard, propositions such as the use of degraded land that will not entail competition with lands used for food production or under forest cover, and the creation of income opportunities for rural communities, appear to be extremely sensible, even if one does not share the view that this alone will serve to remedy the tragedy of rural poverty by generating employment and well-being among dispossessed peasant families. 

The options here are very simple. An increase in supply could create new contenders for the title of second-richest man in the world, currently held by Carlos Slim of Mexico, or it could translate into an increase in resources available for comprehensive social development. In both cases, there are a great many factors involved, but one of them will probably play a major role: the class struggle and, in particular, the peasant struggles of the future - which will be far from insignificant in a country like Brazil, home of the Landless Workers' Movement. In the end, the competitiveness of agrifuels from the South on the world market is bound to depend on our two most traditional subsidies: the low costs of land and farm labour. 

In the medium term, meanwhile, the rise of agrifuels could signify a decisive boost for the culmination of Latin American liberal reform, a process long obstructed and postponed, by finally forcing the modernisation of the rural world through the creation of production chains that much more efficiently and permanently link agriculture with industry, and the countryside with the cities. This is a relatively unexplored perspective and will remain so as long as the debate does not move beyond the horizon of visibility in which its first manifestations have taken place. 

A question of sustainability

The crux of the matter, in any event, lies in the fact that the problem which the debate will ultimately end up addressing is not so much derived from the potential supply as from the source of demand, and this can only be resolved when the demand has changed. As a result, this is not a primarily technological issue, although that may be the current focus. 

What is really in question here is the structure of the global economy and the resulting modalities of relating to the environment. In the long run, it is a matter of the sustainability of the development of capitalism - whose collapse, should it come in the short or medium term, would probably not lead to any form of socialism, but rather a return to barbarism. 

This is made even more serious by the fact that we are living in the era of 'triumphant capitalism', in which it is the victor who is now facing the moment of truth: either build a world order capable of rising to the promises of employment, well-being and effective citizenship for all, or we will see the current order collapse under the weight of its own contradictions. Given that these promises will most likely not be kept, it would be best not to disqualify in advance those who have already begun to voice their criticism. 
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