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Abstract: In the early 2000s, powerful narratives (re-)emerged around the food–fuel–land nexus, 
which, combined with the financial, food, and fuel crises of 2007-08, sparked new concerns about 
the finiteness of our resources and triggered, as well as partially justified, the then following land 
rush. Around the same time, a hyped debate also developed around biofuels as a potential fix to 
some of the global scarcity problems in which jatropha held a particularly prominent position as a 
new miracle crop. This study examines the concurrence of jatropha and the land grabbing hype in 
India, the leading promotor of the plant globally, and asks what effect the global land grab discourse 
had on actual jatropha investments in the country. To do so, an extensive literature review, dis-
course analysis, and qualitative survey were conducted, with a specific focus on jatropha investors. 
The study found that both hyped discourses have impacted investor decisions, but the impact var-
ied depending on the types of company. This study adds a yet underrepresented investor perspec-
tive to the global land grabbing discourse and highlights a need to also consider the role of small 
and medium enterprises in land grabbing processes.  
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1. Introduction 
The public and scholarly discourse around land grabbing started in the early 2000s, 

intensifying from 2010 onwards. Initially, reports on land grabs appeared as media head-
lines, public announcements, and as publications authored by non-governmental organi-
sations (NGOs) and international institutions. The initial interest in this (new) phenome-
non rapidly evolved into a real hype [1–3], which was not merely based on the severity of 
land grabbing’s (assumed) impacts. As Sändig [4] points out, the prominence of the topic 
was also rooted in the fact that its framings, often employing powerful rhetoric and build-
ing on familiar, iconic images, resonated well with the public audience. Activist engage-
ment with the topic has from the start been accompanied by its scholarly examination and 
both have played a key role in articulating the global land grab debate [5–6]. 

Almost a decade before the land grabbing discourse took off, the hype around bio-
fuels commenced. By hype, I mean purposive but not necessarily informed promotion of 
different sides of the debate'. While initially the excitement around biofuels focused on 
finding a clean and secure alternative to fossil fuels, multiple other expectations have been 
attached to them over the course of the “biofuel boom” [7] (p. 791), such as to mitigate 
climate change, foster domestic energy security, generate employment, create opportuni-
ties for smallholder farmers, and reduce poverty [7–9]. Within the discourse around bio-
fuels, around the same time, so-called flex crops gained more and more prominence [10]. 
Flex crops are crops that have multiple uses such as food, feed, fuel, or industrial material 
that can supposedly be easily and flexibly interchanged. These booming crops such as 
corn, oil palm, soy or sugarcane, that form the basis of an envisioned bio-economy in 
which nature or agriculture becomes “the oil well of the 21st century” [10] (p. 95), are also 
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being referred to as “discursive commodities” [11], indicating that a complex and dynamic 
set of narratives exists around their promotion. 

Although jatropha does not have the high material flexibility of oil palm or sugar 
cane as it cannot be consumed as food, and can only be made into livestock feed if it is 
first detoxified, it has also been included into the group of flex crops [12]. Early in the 
biofuel boom, it emerged as one of the most hyped plants supposedly satisfying all the 
expectations attached to biofuels. Similar to the early discourses around biofuels in gen-
eral or about the potential positive and negative effects of large-scale land investments, 
the hype around this new miracle crop was based on specific narratives and a narrow 
discourse on its potentials. Early on, it was wishes and beliefs rather than scientific facts 
that fueled the interest in jatropha. Nevertheless, the hype had taken off as “people tend 
to adopt beliefs first, then seek confirming evidence, ignoring anything contradictory” [13] 
(p. 230). 

The biofuel boom soon became intertwined with the global land grabbing discourse 
as it became clear that many, if not the majority of so-called intended or closed land deals 
were made with the purpose of establishing bioenergy projects [14]. Also, in the case of 
biofuels, it became apparent that the lands intended for such projects were seldom empty 
or unused which triggered land conflicts. The biofuel cases also made clear that the state, 
as the promotor of such projects, often plays an active or even ‘complicit’ role in land grabs 
[15,16] which added a new emphasis to the global land grabbing discourse and shifted its 
focus away from the early assumption of mainly northern, richer, foreign actors as being 
the main grabbers and drew more attention to the role of domestic actors in land grabs. 

India, in the early 2000s, became the stage on which both hyped discourses coincided, 
firstly the one around biofuels in general and jatropha in particular, and secondly the one 
around land grabbing. As in many other countries in which the majority of the population 
continues to be dependent on agriculture for food and livelihood, land is of great eco-
nomic and social value [17] and land conflicts in India are nothing new. Living in a par-
ticularly densely populated country, Indians knew about land grabbing even before the 
world started talking about it. So-called “land wars” [18] in India are much older than the 
more recent land grab debate itself and the term ‘land grab’ has become “integral to the 
[Indian] media and civil society lexicon” [19] (p. 43). 

Despite the existing pressure on and conflict around India’s land, the Indian govern-
ment in 2003 launched its National Biofuel Mission, which intended to produce biofuel on 
more than 13 million hectares of land with jatropha being the preferred source. The Na-
tional Biofuel Mission and the following National Biofuel Policy of 2009 both employed a 
narrative of rural development and national energy security. The government used a very 
specific and narrow discourse in promoting biofuels in general and jatropha in particular, 
reusing and reinforcing unproven claims that had been made about the plant elsewhere 
[20,21]. Interestingly, the mere declaration of these policies put India into a top spot in the 
global land grabber list compiled by the then most popular database among land grabbing 
researchers and activists, the Land Matrix [22]. At the same time, a similar top spot among 
the crops whose production trigger land grabbing processes worldwide was occupied by 
jatropha. 

Roughly one decade after the hype around jatropha has largely ebbed away, or has, 
as is the case with the scholarly land grabbing discourse, matured into a more reflective 
and critical discussion, this paper asks the main research question of: (1) what effect the 
land grabbing discourse itself had on actual jatropha investments in India. In a country 
where land is a very sensitive and contested issue, where “everybody who wants to buy 
land is [seen as] a criminal” [23] (p. 118), did the global debate on the land grab phenom-
enon ‘scare away’ investors from taking on the opportunities offered by the government? 
A sub-question to this is: (2) if and to what extent the global land grabbing discourse con-
tributed to the failure of jatropha in India, or: (3) whether this failure was mainly the result 
of a badly planned and badly executed policy that was based on a hyped debate around 
an under-researched plant?  
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With these main research questions, the current study aims to add a new aspect to 
the global land grabbing discourse. De L.T. Oliveira et al. [6] mentioned that “in response 
to the ‘global land grab’ debate itself, for example, agribusiness capital advances through 
contract farming” but there is little to no other evidence in academic literature so far on 
how the land grabbing discourse has affected investment strategies or developments on 
the ground. This paper addresses two further gaps in the literature: as identified by Vel 
[11], little scholarly attention has been given so far to “how local actors with commercial 
objectives respond to the opportunities in relation to Jatropha”. I also aim to add a yet 
underrepresented investor perspective to land grabbing research, which has so far had “a 
tendency to ignore the perspectives of land investors in case studies” and has paid “less 
attention […] to the voices of the investors” [2] (p. 14). 

Following this introduction, this paper gives some context around the land grabbing 
discourse as well as the biofuel discourse and highlights the evolution of jatropha as a 
new miracle crop. It then elaborates on the methods and materials used before presenting 
the findings of this study. These are disused in the final section in which conclusions are 
also drawn. 

2. The Hyped Discourses around Land Grabbing and Biofuels 
The term “hype” might in itself, and in the context of the current study, sound dis-

missive or derogatory towards the importance of the issues discussed here, none of which 
is intended. The term is quite neutrally used in its basic meaning describing “a situation 
in which something is advertised and discussed […] a lot in order to attract everyone’s 
interest” [24]. Such hypes can be interpreted “as manifestation of the growing attention 
economy […], where (public) concentration is a limited resource, that must be cultivated 
and preserved” [3] (p. 148). Hype in that sense is closely related to discourse, as the latter 
is the medium in which topics unfold. Discourse is understood here as the “ensemble of 
ideas, concepts, and categories, through which meaning is given to social and physical 
phenomena, and which is produced and reproduced through an identifiable set of prac-
tices” [25] (p. 175). In (hyped) discourse (sometimes antagonistic) actors come together to 
promote an acknowledgment of a topic in general as well as their specific point of view 
or stance within it.  

Similar to the hype cycle for emerging technologies outlined by Gartner [26], hypes 
in discourse could also be described as consisting of different phases: (1) the trigger, which 
is the start of the hype when a certain event kicks off interest and triggers significant pub-
licity, with proof of what actually is still scarce; (2) the peak of the hype when inflated 
expectations about a phenomenon are at their highest; (3) the trough of disillusionment, 
when interest (slowly) wanes; and potentially a phase (4) in which interest in and discus-
sion about a topic plateaus around a certain level, not necessarily due to the fact that an 
agreement has been reached nor a mainstream opinion formed, until maybe another trig-
ger kicks off the debate again. 

The discourses around land grabbing, biofuels, and jatropha could be described as 
going through such discursive hype cycles. Figure 1 shows how scholarly interest in these 
topics took off in the early 2000s, reaching a peak around 2012 to 2017, after which schol-
arly output begins to drop for each of these topics. All three hypes have their own and 
particular history of formation and staging. In all three cases, different actors shaped the 
discourse intentionally employing specific, often narrow or excluding narratives. The 
analysis of such discourses is particularly important given the fact that discourse influ-
ences policy-making [25,27]. This has increasingly been acknowledged in the environmen-
tal planning domain, for example when analyzing renewable energy policies [20,25]. In 
the case of biofuels, discourse has an impact on policies world-wide, which, in turn, had 
a direct effect on land grabbing, for example though the rising demand of feedstock1 and 
therewith land to grow it on as a result of fixed fuel blending targets [28]. The discourse 
around land grabbing, again, is trying to have and is having an impact on, for example, 
investment policy and the governance of land rights. It is often this direct power that 
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comes from influencing or even dominating discourse that motivates actors to participate 
in it, each of them having their own set of goals and using it for their own specific purposes 
[27,29]. 

 
Figure 1. Number of academic articles published on iatropha, land grabbing and biofuels between 
2000 and 2020, source: author, data from a Web of Science search carried out on 25 February 2021. 

2.1. The Land Grabbing Discourse 
Land grabbing became a hyped topic in the early 2000s. The trigger of the global land 

grab phenomenon is commonly seen in the 2007-08 global climate, food, and financial 
crises [5,6,30] which galvanized a series of fears around food and energy shortages and 
prices, environmental degradation, conflict, and climate change. Responding to these 
fears with a common narrative of scarcity seemed to justify land investments [30]. Since 
the first mentions of ‘land grabbing’ in the early 2000s, there has been a rush to publish 
on the phenomenon. Hundreds of academic articles, reports, and media headlines have 
been produced since then, making this rush for farmland a twofold one: the rush for land 
itself, followed by a hype in discussing it [2,3,6]. This discourse rapidly elevated land 
grabbing to an issue of world political significance. As it combines important areas of de-
velopment, investment, and food security, among others, and stretches beyond the local 
or regional level, land grabbing is now a well-established topic in global governance and 
on the agenda of the Group of Eight (G8), the Group of Twenty (G20), the World Bank, 
and of global civil society organisations and transnational social movements [31]. 

The “trigger phase” of the global land grabbing hype has been labelled by Edelman 
[32] as the so-called making sense period in land grabbing research, which was character-
ized by a rush for empirical evidence, or as Zoomers et al. [3] (p. 148) call it, a “rush for 
data”. This phase was all about quantification, about ‘finding out fast’ [33] and ‘grabbing 
headlines’ [32], often ‘recycling’ unproven facts in a “willingness to report as much as 
possible as quickly as possible” [33] (p. 506). This phase in land grabbing research saw a 
split of discourse into two main camps, which is also reflected in the language used by 
actors in each of these camps to describe the phenomenon. As early reports evoked con-
cerns over real and massive experiences of dispossession, displacement, violence, social 
exclusion, undermined local food security/sovereignty, and deforestation, activists, social 
movements, NGOs, and critical scholars refer to the phenomenon as ‘land grabbing’ [2], 
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a term which is, in itself highly politicized and has the connotation of something illegal or 
theft. The severity of land grabbing’s (assumed and real) impacts has made the topic 
prominent, not only in academia but also politically and publicly. However, Sändig [4] 
suggests that the prominence of land grabbing can also be attributed to its powerful fram-
ing. From the beginning, activists and critics have condemned land grabbing using com-
mon rhetoric elements and long-established frames that are highly familiar to audiences 
in both the Global North and South. Portraying land grabbing as (1) an injustice, as (2) a 
consequence of neoliberal policies and even capitalism in general, and as (3) a new form 
of colonialism created a powerful and emotional story around the phenomenon and made 
it easy to sympathize with those on the weak side [4].  

On the other side of the discursive spectrum are prominent multilateral development 
agencies, international institutions, and (less critical) scholars that use terms such as 
‘large-scale land investment’ instead, highlighting the prospect of a much-needed re-
newed interest in agricultural investments that could bring finance for ‘underdeveloped’2 
countries and regions [6,34-35]. It is noteworthy, however, that “most case studies focus 
on criticizing the negative impacts to refute the line of thinking that purports land deals 
function as purely beneficial processes that deliver crucial developmental opportunities 
to the global poor” [2] (p. 13). The voices of discourse that highlight (potential) negative 
effects of the phenomenon, therefore, seem to have been heard more. Regarding the schol-
arly examination of the topic, this is probably also due to the fact that academic and activ-
ist engagement with the topic has sometimes become mingled. One journal (The Journal 
of Peasant Studies), for example, has published many (94) of the 1330 academic articles 
published on the topic between 2000 and 2020. The editor of the journal, Saturnino M. 
Borras Jr., is also the author with most publications on the topic and one of the founding 
members of the international peasant and farmer’s movement La Via Campesina, which 
has been one of the earliest and strongest critics of the land grabbing phenomenon [36-
37]. 

Following the peak of attention to the global land grab phenomenon, the discourse 
matured during the so-called ‘post-making sense period’ [32], exposing a more complex 
reality of the topic and calling for research that goes ‘beyond the hype’ [6]. Whereas re-
ports and studies produced in the ‘making-sense period’ were often biased towards (1) 
deals made by foreign (and corporate) investors, (2) deals made in Africa, (3) deals where 
China was involved, (4) deals made for food and fuel, and (5) larger deals [33], the ‘post 
making sense-period’ is characterized by a general acknowledgment that state actors and 
ruling elites also play an important role in land grabbing processes [16], and that the em-
phasis on land grabbing in Africa or the Global South in general [38] and for food and fuel 
is not correct [6]. This phase also challenges the earlier assumption that ‘local communi-
ties’ are inevitably negatively affected by land deals [2] and tries to get more clarity on the 
scale of the phenomenon [38] as well as methodological issues in studying it [33]. De L.T. 
Oliveira et al. [6] (p. 2) identify a continuing third phase from 2015 onwards that consists 
of “empirically-rich research […] that answers [the] call for better methodology and more 
nuanced theorization”, revealing, for example, why land deals fail [39], the crucial role of 
financial capital from the Global North [40-41], political reactions ‘from below’ [42], and 
the rise of flex crops and commodities [10]. In addition, in their most recent review of 
scholarly examination of land grabbing, Yang and He [2] highlighted the need to develop 
a “many-voiced story” of the phenomenon which includes the discussion of a wide spec-
trum of potential outcomes and which has a more nuanced view, including of the inves-
tors’ side. 

2.2. The Biofuel Discourse 
The “biofuel boom” [7] (p. 791) took off around a decade before the land grabbing 

hype (see Figure 1). While initially, the excitement around biofuels focused on finding a 
clean and secure alternative to fossil fuels, multiple other expectations were attached to 
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them over time: to mitigate climate change, foster domestic energy security, generate em-
ployment, create opportunities for smallholder farmers, and reduce poverty. Similar to 
the land grabbing discourse, the discourse around biofuels encompasses a diversity of 
actors that do not only try to get a deep understanding and definition of what the problem 
actually is, but also suggest and promote possible solutions, each of them employing a 
particular frame or narrative to the discussion [25]. In the case of the land grabbing dis-
course, one major motivation has been to mitigate the phenomenon’s (assumed and ac-
tual) negative consequences in the ‘real world’ and define a set of standards that need to 
be complied with, for investors to gain “a social license to operate” [43] (p. 1). This has 
been partially successful, for example through the adoption of voluntary guidelines and 
principles for responsible land investment and governance [44]. 

The discourse around biofuels has so far been much more powerful in influencing 
policies and in creating material consequences. The visions, rather than facts, of what bio-
fuels could do were used to push them forward as a new ‘development’ initiative, influ-
encing policies and investor decisions [45]. In a large number of countries in the Global 
North and South “demand for biofuels has been legislated into existence in extremely 
large volumes” [28] (p. 830) and as a result, global production of and trade with biofuels 
and their feedstocks has expanded rapidly. Specifically, when looking at biofuels’ role in 
climate change mitigation, one narrative expressed was that their largest potential would 
only be realizable though large-scale energy plantations in areas with a favourable climate 
for maximising the production of biomass [46]. 

It is at this point that the land grabbing and biofuel discourses intersect. Although 
available data should be handled with care [33], Anseeuw et al. [14] reported that intended 
use for biofuel crops accounted for 37.2% of the land area acquired worldwide between 
2001 and 2010, food crops accounted for 11.3%, and the rest was split between agro-in-
dustrial crops, forestry, mining and other land uses. Initially, and in order to avoid com-
petition with food crops, biofuels were intended to be grown on so-called wastelands, 
idle, or marginal lands that cannot be used for the production of food crops and of which 
as much as 0.4-1.7 billion hectares were supposedly available globally [5] (p. 45). The idea 
of wasteland is powerful since it renders debate almost impossible, or as Ariza-Montobbio 
et al. [47] (p. 880) asked: “How can anyone disagree with the propositions that ‘wasteland’ 
should be regenerated, that producing agrofuel out of unproductive wasteland is a good 
thing?”. Nevertheless, claims made around ‘wasteland regeneration’ have been examined 
more thoroughly and contested by several authors over the past decade. Problems high-
lighted include: (1) the blurriness or even ‘manipulative’ character of the term mar-
ginal/waste/idle lands itself and the various issues faced when trying to define it; (2) con-
flicts with or the expropriation/displacement of local populations for whom the land con-
stitutes an important part of their livelihoods and is of social, cultural or environmental 
significance [47–51]; (3) and cases in which, despite much rhetoric about marginal lands, 
investors (are still allowed to) go for the more fertile lands [52].  

In response to this narrative that clearly connects biofuel investments to land grab-
bing, policies in several countries have been altered to include guidelines for ‘sustainable 
biofuels’. These would have less or no negative impact on, among others, food security or 
local ecologies and livelihoods [45]. This new and, again, much talked-about solution are 
so-called flex crops. These are crops that have multiple uses such as food, feed, fuel, or 
industrial material that can supposedly be easily and flexibly interchanged. Although it is 
not new or uncommon to use plants in multiple ways, the speed of expansion of crops 
such as corn, oil palm, soy or sugarcane as well as the drive to expand their uses in fun-
damentally new ways are remarkable. This emanates from the vision of a low-carbon fu-
ture based on a green or so-called bio-economy in which nature or agriculture becomes 
“the oil well of the 21st century” [10] (p. 95). Beyond that but related to it, flex crops are 
tied to “agri-food system financialization, which subordinates use to exchange value” [53] 
(p. 117). Flex crops are, in that sense, more attractive to investors than other crops since 
they open up new markets for expanded production, and offer the possibility to switch 
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product lines through crop use change in favour of the use that can deliver the most profit, 
under a specific market condition [12,54].  

Since flex crops mean different things to different actors, they are also referred to as 
“discursive commodities” [11], indicating that a complex and dynamic set of narratives 
exists around their promotion and legitimization. As with biofuels in general, hypes about 
wonder or boom crops raise critical questions about the optimistic narratives around their 
potential. Following the methods section, I examine the narratives around jatropha as a 
flex crop that have led to its world-wide promotion, and I subsequently position the land 
grabbing discourse within the boom and bust cycle of jatropha in India. 

3. Materials and Methods 
The study on which this paper is based uses a twofold research approach. Firstly, a 

discourse analysis of the hypes around land grabbing, biofuels, and jatropha has been 
carried out as a literature review, integrating mainly academic but also grey literature. 
This literature review covered both the general evolution and character of these hypes 
globally, as well as their specific formation in the Indian context. As part of this research, 
a database of the academic literature in English on jatropha was created, searching the 
Web of Science core collection for “jatropha” as a “topic”. Topic searches search for a given 
key word in title, abstract, author keywords, and Keywords Plus. The search on 
“jatropha” yielded 5548 articles (other publication formats were excluded from the list of 
results) on jatropha between 2000 and 2020. Out of these, 349 articles were identified as 
dealing with topics other than the agronomy of the plant, plant genetics, combustion 
properties of jatropha oil and others, but discussing, above all, claims about the plant’s 
potentials. These studies, for example, examine its socio-economic impact, review its 
adoption and failure in various countries, and a few of them also link jatropha to the land 
grabbing discourse [55–61]. The study of these 349 scientific publications was carried out 
in order to assess the origin, main arguments, and direction of the jatropha hype and to 
identify India’s position within it. In addition, the same Web of Science search was used 
as input data for the VOSviewer, which is an open-source software to analyze bibliometric 
networks [62]. The information output created by the VOSviewer helped identify the most 
influential papers and authors in the jatropha discourse. 

The discourse and literature analysis were accompanied by qualitative research in 
India that comprised two parts. Part one was qualitative data collection on a higher level 
to find out how much, where, and by whom jatropha had actually been grown in India. 
Although the crop had been promoted on such large scale and high level in India, no 
official statistics on it exist to date. It was thus a necessary first step to identify actual 
investors in jatropha in India, besides those that were mentioned in early versions of the 
Land Matrix [22] and the GEXSI report [63]. To do so, firstly, some 82 scientific papers 
published between 2000 and 2020 on Jatropha in India were analyzed for investor infor-
mation. These were part of the 349 academic articles on jatropha worldwide mentioned 
above. This was supplemented by a review of grey literature on jatropha investments in 
India, most of them newspaper articles. Secondly, state departments in all 29 Indian states 
(not union territories) were approached first by e-mail and phone to gain insights into 
regional jatropha developments, their drivers, and their current status. This step ad-
dressed the state departments of agriculture, state departments of (panchayats and) rural 
development, state (alternative) energy development agencies, state departments of (en-
vironment and) forests, state biofuel development authorities, state departments for 
land/land reforms, and state departments of biotechnology. Out of 150 people contacted 
in this step, replies were received from 45. In addition to state governments, 30 represent-
atives of NGOs, research institutions, and associations around biodiesel and jatropha in 
India were approached in the same manner out of which 30 recipients replied. Lastly, 25 
international experts that had published research related to jatropha in India were con-
tacted to inquire about details of their reported projects or case studies, as well as the 
background on investors mentioned in their publications. This research approach yielded 



Land 2021, 10, 1063 8 of 21 
 

information on a total of 88 companies that had plans to invest in jatropha in India or had 
actually invested in jatropha projects in India over the past two decades. The aim of part 
two of the qualitative research was to interview these companies concerning the company 
history, background, and intention of the jatropha investment, the actual nature and his-
tory of the investment, as well as the effects of the land grabbing and jatropha hypes on 
investments. Although a larger number of these companies were already out of business 
at the time of inquiry, a total of 25 individuals were able to give a status update on past 
and current jatropha activities of the company. Interviews with these companies were 
conducted in 2016, 2017, 2019, and 2020 and lasted on average one hour. They were rec-
orded and transcribed before qualitative content analysis was carried out.  

4. Results 
4.1. The Global Jatropha Hype and Land Grabbing 

Jatropha emerged as a hyped biofuel crop from 2000 onwards. Between 2000 and 
2020, 5548 academic articles were published on the plant, some of which have been highly 
cited. In much of this literature, jatropha was heralded as a “magical biodiesel plant” [64] 
(p. 855) and as “resource of dreams” [12] that was “in a league of its own among miracle 
crops” [65]. Jatropha, it was claimed: (1) had a high oil yield even under marginal condi-
tions, (2) was not prone to many common pests and diseases, (3) was drought-tolerant 
and did not require a lot of inputs, (4) could reclaim wastelands, (5) while also being suit-
able for soil erosion control and prevention, and (6) its seed cake could be used as organic 
fertilizer and as a high-quality livestock feed [66]. These alleged properties of jatropha did 
not only make it the perfect new biofuel crop, but it was also labeled as being ‘pro poor’ 
and ‘pro smallholder’, and hence a new ‘miracle crop’ had been found [67-68]. The 
“discursive web” [12] woven around jatropha was very successful in creating a reputation 
that helped jatropha projects multiply quickly throughout the global South (see Figure 2). 

One of the first papers published early on in this new wave of interest in jatropha 
was one by Openshaw [69], who was at the time associated with the Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations (FAO). This paper was the most cited publication on 
jatropha with more than 800 citations to date. It is in this paper that most of the claims 
about jatropha’s potential as a (sustainable) bioenergy crop were being made, most of 
them without any reference to supporting data. The same applies to another highly cited 
paper (close to 300 citations to date) by Francis, Edinger and Becker [70]. While the authors 
stated that jatropha at the time was still a wild plant and that “reliable scientific data on 
its agronomy are currently lacking” [70] (p. 19) they made the same claims about its po-
tentials. The so-called “Global Market Study on Jatropha” published by Global Exchange 
for Social Investment (GEXSI) in 2008 also reiterated those claims, using no supporting 
references, while at the same time predicting enormous growth and future investment as 
well as strong political support for jatropha worldwide. The study was commissioned by 
the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) in 2008, “sponsored by BP in support of the 
efforts of the Roundtable on Sustainable Biofuels” [63]. This document, although exact 
citation numbers are unavailable as it does not appear in the Web of Science or Scopus 
search, is being widely cited in scientific papers regarding the area that has been or will 
be planted under jatropha: close to 1 million hectares at the time of report writing, 5 mil-
lion hectares in 2010 and 13 million hectares in 2015 [63] (p. 21). Data presented in the 
report are based on interviews with 176 experts and project representatives from 242 iden-
tified jatropha projects in 55 countries, which were conducted in February and March 2008 
and complemented by desk research. One might assume that the short period of time 
within which the study was compiled did not allow for actual validation of data. It also 
doesn’t become clear who the experts interviewed were. Interestingly, the main author of 
the study and founder of GEXSI, a social entrepreneur, stated in an interview that he only 
“stumbled upon jatropha by accident”:  

“I work on social finance. We came across the jatropha topic by chance and were lucky enough 
to get such an assignment from the WWF. […] We had not been familiar with this topic before so 
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we used this assignment to familiarize ourselves with jatropha and it was exciting for us to see that 
there was such demand for it.” (interview with GEXSI in 2020, author’s own translation). 

 
Figure 2. Global jatropha area estimates, source: author, area estimates from BioZio [71], Castro Gonzáles [72], GEXSI [63], 
GRAIN [73], van Eijck et al. [74], Wahl et al. [75], and Walmsley et al. [68]; cases of land grabbing as reported by The Land 
Matrix [22], (data of 2017). 

The trigger phase of the global jatropha hype went quite in parallel with the emer-
gence of the global biofuel discourse (see Figure 1). While underlying factors are the same, 
the above mentioned and many other publications on jatropha’s potentials fueled the 
hype, as well as “the development narratives disseminated by individual actors” [76]. 
Such individual actors were often government officials that transported these hypes into 
policy-making [76] (p. 3781), accompanied by strong interest from the private sector [77]. 

“Back then, as a company, we considered where the megatrends were and renewable energy 
was such a mega trend. Then of course, as a company, you go for such a project. With Jatropha we 
said, if it works at all, it works with this plant.” (interview with TNC A in March 2020, author’s 
own translation). 

The trough of disillusionment in the jatropha hype cycle was reached quite fast and 
at the speed at which it had been built up, the hype around the plant collapsed. In total, it 
took only ten years for jatropha to progress from being a wonder plant to having a thor-
oughly bad name with investors. Nielsen et al. [77] identify the year 2008 as when public 
opinion turned 180 degrees from initial wide support to almost universal antagonism. 
One reason often quoted is that oil prices dropped at that time, undermining the profita-
bility of jatropha. But generally, the “extraordinary collapse” [78] of jatropha is attributed 
to the fact that it failed to meet expectations [79]. Yet not only did it fail to meet expecta-
tions, the expectations themselves were inflated and unrealistic from the start. So, a simi-
larly sensational language that had heralded the miracle crop only ten years before, also 
accompanied its falling from grace [45]. Again, this disillusionment is part of a hype cycle, 
when early on, excessive attention is given to a subject involving extravagant claims that 
can be deliberately misleading or deceiving. Hype then implies the possibility of disap-
pointment [76]. However, the way in which the disappointment with jatropha spread did 
not actually leave much room for opposing, that is, positive narratives or experiences with 
this “crucified plant” [64]. 
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4.2. The Jatropha Hype in India and the Global Land Grabbing Discourse 
Indian policy makers picked up the positive narrative around jatropha when imple-

menting the country’s National Mission on Biodiesel in 2003 and its biofuel policy in 2009. 
The implementation of such policy in India happened within the above-mentioned biofuel 
hype that supported renewable energy use around the globe, specifically in the transpor-
tation sector, which is responsible for the second largest share (23%) of global carbon di-
oxide emissions [80]. One of the main goals behind India’s biofuel policy was to reduce 
the country’s dependence on energy imports. India covers 26% of its total primary energy 
consumption from crude oil, of which around 80% is imported. Diesel remains the most-
consumed oil product in India, accounting for 39% of petroleum product consumption in 
2019, and is used primarily for commercial transportation [81]. A second motivation be-
hind the adoption of India’s biofuel policy was to reduce carbon dioxide emissions [20]. 
Although, with 1.8 metric tons, the per-capita emissions are way below the world average 
of 4.5 metric tons in India, the country currently accounts for 7% of such emissions world-
wide, which is rank three globally [82].  

India’s biofuel policy of 2009 proposed non-binding blending targets of 20% each for 
gasoline (bioethanol) and diesel to be achieved by 2017 [83]. Jatropha was selected as the 
preferred source for biodiesel production, despite the fact that, at the time, it was still an 
under-researched plant. Similar to cases reported from Indonesia [76] and Mexico [84-85], 
this hype around jatropha in India can be traced back to one high-profile individual who 
“was the main driving force behind jatropha in the whole of India” (interview with the Jammu 
and Kashmir Energy Development Agency in September 2016) and spread his enthusiasm 
for the crop in government circles: APJ Abdul Kalam, President of India from 2002 to 2007. 
Kalam even used his presidential address in 2005 to praise the positive properties of the 
shrub, planted it on the presidential estate, met with farmers to encourage them to go for 
the crop and was seen riding a jatropha oil-fueled vehicle [86-87]. 

“It just kind of caught the imagination of people. Suddenly, everybody talked about jatropha, 
the Europeans and then in India, our President said jatropha would be a good crop. And then it 
became something like an idea or illusion […] and everybody dived into it without really research-
ing the material. It was essentially the government which promoted this entire exercise and then 
everybody was leaning into it.” (interview with Indian SME A in April 2020). 

The Indian government employed a very narrow and excluding narrative, or “seduc-
tive discourse” [20] (p. 21) when promoting biofuels, lacking communicative rationality 
and submerging any opposing views. In the specific case of jatropha, policies were imple-
mented relying “too heavily on the opinion of one of its top functionaries” [78] (p. 7115) 
to satisfy the interests of more powerful actors (such as state and corporate), cherry-pick-
ing evidence from a diverse body of uncertain knowledge about the plant [88].  

These discursive practices of biofuel promotion were soon met by an emerging anti-
biofuel discourse in India with one of its main arguments relating to land. Given the esti-
mates on jatropha’s average yield and oil content available at the time, the biodiesel blend-
ing targets set in the Indian biofuel policy could only be achieved through 14-17 million 
hectares of jatropha plantations, equivalent to 4-5% of India’s total land area [20,89]. In 
India, almost two thirds of the available land are already under cultivation and the coun-
try is home to the greatest number of undernourished people in the world [90]. It was thus 
paramount to avoid food versus fuel conflicts. Therefore, the Indian Government intended 
to make these enormous amounts of land available through the conversion of so-called 
government wastelands. The general perspective in wasteland classification in India can 
be traced back to the country’s colonial past when all land, which underperformed with 
regard to revenue generation (taxes), was classified as wasteland. The large-scale conver-
sion of government wasteland into jatropha cultivation was seen as a means to increase 
the economic value of these lands. According to various classifications, between 38-55 mil-
lion hectares of wasteland were supposedly available nationwide [20,47,83]. Critics chal-
lenged the government’s wastelands narrative, highlighting that such ‘empty lands’ did 
not actually exist [47,91-92]. 
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It seems, however, that the mere mentioning of these enormous figures called the 
attention of activists and researchers and secured not only India’s top spot on the global 
jatropha cultivation map, but also put the country’s name on top of the list of the world’s 
largest land grabbers. In 2012, the Land Matrix presented India as the third-largest inves-
tor in land grabbing processes worldwide, with 4.4 million hectares being subject to do-
mestic land grabbing [22], (data of 2012).. While 33% of the affected areas were supposedly 
being used for industrial or infrastructural projects, the remaining 67% were reported as 
being intended for agricultural production. For a total of 3 million hectares, the database 
registered the Indian government as the land grabber with the intended use being the 
cultivation of jatropha. In the same year this database presented jatropha as the cause be-
hind 11 million hectares3 of land affected by land grabbing processes globally, second only 
after oil palm, with 37% of the investments being domestic. Jatropha land deals thus sup-
posedly accounted for 18% of the land deals (by land area) registered in the database at 
the time [22] (data from 2012). 

It is at this point that the jatropha hype and the land grabbing hype intersected. 
While, around 10 years later, jatropha has almost entirely disappeared from the Land Ma-
trix as a crop that triggers land grabbing processes, the database drew a very different 
picture early on, a point that has been raised by its critics who highlighted problems when 
using the database as a source of examples for case-study research, describing it as being 
inaccurate and easily leading to misleading conclusions [16,32,93-94]. The main reasons 
for the failure and global disappointment with jatropha are mentioned above and with 
that, its disappearing from land grabbing statistics can also be explained. The various 
shortcomings of the Indian biofuel policy and its implementation are also well docu-
mented [46,95–99]. Besides the lack of marketing structures and limited economic returns 
for farmers, land constraints have been identified as major challenges. One aspect that has 
not yet received attention is the question whether the land grabbing discourse itself con-
tributed in any way to the failure of jatropha in India.  

4.3. Jatropha Investors in India  
This research identified a total of 55 companies that engaged in jatropha projects in 

India. Out of these, five were transnational corporations (TNCs), eight were international 
SMEs4 and 42 were Indian corporations (see Table 1). Twelve of these companies were 
listed in the Land Matrix as being involved in land grabbing processes, the majority (67%) 
of them being domestic investors [22] (data of 2012). For each type of company, different 
dynamics regarding their engagement with jatropha existed, and the effect of the broader 
land grabbing discourse on their operations varied. The engagement of large TNCs with 
jatropha as a biofuel crop reflected the global hype that had emerged around biofuel in-
vestments at the time. Critics of the Indian biofuel policy suggest that, although jatropha 
was discursively linked to ‘pro-poor development’ and national energy security, these 
arguments merely served as “window-dressing” [47] (p. 891) or a “smokescreen” [100] (p. 
8) and deep involvement of multi-national companies in the sector was openly promoted, 
facilitating “corporate presence and control” [100] (p. 8) in India’s biofuel sector. 

This research puts such claims in perspective as, in fact, the minority of jatropha in-
vestors in India were TNCs or MNCs and not a single one of them ran successful jatropha 
operations in India at the time of research. Four out of five of these companies abandoned 
their jatropha ventures in India after a couple of years and the fifth company has been 
shut down. There seems to be a group of companies that used the hype around the crop 
to raise funds from investors without any sincere intention of actually ever producing 
jatropha oil, or without being transparent about the problems they were facing in their 
jatropha projects. 

“At that time, Chrysler5 offered workshops on jatropha which were attended by various actors 
who had come across this topic. The ‘big bang’, however, was when D1Oils6 somehow raised fifty 
million pounds at the London stock exchange out of nowhere. This created a media hype.“ (inter-
view with GEXSI in April 2020, author’s own translation). 
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Table 1. Companies that had jatropha projects in India between 2000 and 2015 (company names in bold font indicate that 
this company was listed in the Land Matrix as being involved in land grabbing processes); source: author’s survey and 
Land Matrix [22], (data of 2012). 

Inter-/Transnational  
Corporations (5) 

Indian Corporations (42) 
Larger Companies (8) SMEs (34) 

ADM Bharat Petroleum 
Adi Biotech, Armaco, Bharat Renewable Energy Ltd. 
(BREL), Bulk Agro India, CleanStar Energy, Cosmos 
Green, D1 Mohan Bio Oils, D1 Williamson Magor, 
Dharani Sugars, Dr. MGR Jatropower Bio-trading, 
Labland Biodiesel, Mission Biofuels India, Mohan Brew-
eries, Nandan Biomatrix, Naturol Bioenergy, Noble 
Horticulture Farm, Pandlan Estates, Purandhar Agro 
and Biofuels, Renulkashmi Agro-Industries, Riverway 
Agro Products, Shirke Energy, Shiva Distilleries, Society 
for Rural Initiatives for Promotion of Herbals, Southern 
Biofe Biofuels, Southern Online Biotechnologies, T. 
Shivaleeka Biotech, Tree Oils India, Upkar Biodiesel, V. 
Bakthavatchalam, Vatic International Business 

Bayer CropScience  Bannari Amman Group 
Daimler Hindustan Petroleum 
D1 Oils Hazel Mercantile 
GM Indian Oil 
 Reliance 
International SMEs (8) Shapoorji Pallonji 
Agriom 
Energea 
FE Global Clean Energy 
JatroPower 
JatroSolutions 
JOil 
Mission NewEnergy 
SGB Biofuels 

Williamson Magor 

“Especially India, India was complete nonsense and a sham, as they lied to the investors. Not 
that they were stealing money or anything, they were not, but they were lying about the results. 
And the accounting companies were supporting that lie […]. When I came on board, I went to 
India and I discovered that it was a complete lie how much jatropha they had planted. There was 
nothing. Effectively nothing. It was all a big lie.” (interview with the last CEO of TNC B in 
November 2017). 

Other TNCs such as Daimler, Bayer CropScience and ADM tapped into the jatropha 
hype since “everyone else was doing it” and they did not want to miss out on a mega 
trend (interview with TNC A in March 2020). As one of these companies explained re-
garding their engagement in a jatropha project in India, problems with the actual potential 
of jatropha as a biofuel crop as well as land availability led to the abandonment of the 
project. In addition, the land grabbing tag that had been attached to many biofuel projects 
at the time also played a role: 

„That’s the power of the media. When international companies like Daimler or Bayer address 
such questions [biofuels], the world immediately jumps to conclusions. […] As a company, we have 
always had concerns that we would get in the line of fire if we used arable land suitable for food 
production for renewables”. (interview with TNC A in March 2020, author’s own transla-
tion). 

“At some point public opinion swung from ‘wow, biodiesel is the chance to get away from oil’ 
to ‘aren’t there land use conflicts?’. And jatropha was then lumped into the same pot as all the palm 
oil projects” (interview with GEXSI in April 2020, author’s own translation). 

The same holds true for SMEs that engaged in jatropha in India. While the early land 
grabbing discourse had a focus on large investors, the Land Matrix listed many smaller 
companies as land grabbers for jatropha investments in India. The main difference be-
tween these two groups of companies is that the TNCs had project-like and experimental 
jatropha ventures as an attempt to ‘green’ their portfolio, or, as said above, since everyone 
else was doing it at the time.  

The foreign SMEs that were active in jatropha were all (with the exception of one) 
companies that were specifically founded in the early 2000s with biofuel or jatropha as 
their core business: German JatroSolutions (2005), Australian Mission New Energy (2005), 
Austrian Energea (2006), Swiss JatroPower (2007), US-American FE Global Clean Energy 
(2007) and SGB Biofuels (2007) and Singaporian Joil (2008). It is out of this group that the 
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most successful or long-term jatropha projects have developed. Out of the 55 companies 
identified, only five have ongoing jatropha projects in India (see Figure 3), and four of 
them are from the group of international SMEs (see Table 1). While three of them have 
abandoned their jatropha ventures in India, one company said it was accused wrongly of 
being involved in (land grabbing-related) jatropha investments in India: 

 
Figure 3. Companies that had jatropha projects in India by status in 2020; source: author survey. 

“Several misunderstandings and half-truths came together in the case of jatropha.Claims 
made by Indian politicians that this miracle plant would bring income to the poorest on ‘marginal 
land’ were just idle talk. […] I attended so-called ‘international’ biofuel conferences (international 
because there were one or two foreign guests, sometimes just me) in India myself from 2003 on-
wards and saw it ‘live’. We never planned to invest. If that is written somewhere, then someone 
has made it up.” (interview with international SME A in April 2020, author’s own transla-
tion). 

In addition to the disappointing experiences with jatropha as a biofuel plant itself, 
issues arose around land. While initially, the ambitious jatropha plans by the Indian gov-
ernment created interest among international investors and lead to the assumption that 
“in India, apparently, there is a lot of state land that is useless, that could be rededicated with 
agreements with the government” (interview with TNC A in March 2020, author’s own trans-
lation), investors that were actually attracted soon realized that this was not the case.  

“All companies that were active in jatropha went to African countries, where it is easier to 
get land from the government. The stories about big jatropha developments and land grabbing for 
jatropha in India were rumors.” (interview with international SME B in November 2016). 

Nevertheless, the narrative that had already emerged about jatropha promotion and 
related land grabbing not only affected these companies’ current operations in India but 
their general and future business as well. Swiss JatroPower and German JatroSolutions, 
both breeding companies whose core business is the development of improved jatropha 
cultivars, operate in India using it as one of several global testing sites for newly devel-
oped jatropha varieties. Due to the fact that these test plots are rather small in size, such 
ventures were not classified as potentially at risk of land grabbing processes. Neverthe-
less, “the hype hurt jatropha and the land grabbing discourse scared off investors. We mainly do 
research, but now we market jatropha under the name Chuta, in order to avoid negative associations 
people might have with the plant” (interview with international SME C in March 2020, au-
thor’s own translation).  

The third and largest group (67%) of companies that invested in jatropha projects in 
India are Indian corporations. This group can be subdivided into larger companies or con-
glomerates (8) and SMEs (34, see Table 1). The three large government oil companies Bha-
rat Petroleum, Hindustan Petroleum and Indian Oil are in the picture by default as they 
were supposed to be designated purchasers of any jatropha oil produced for blending. 

20%

49%

9%

22%

company shut down jatropha project abandoned

jatropha project ongoing unknown
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Similar to the case of international investors, other larger Indian companies such as Reli-
ance, Williamson Magor, or the Bannari Amman Group started engaging in biofuels in 
general and in jatropha specifically due to the fact that their portfolio was related to chem-
icals or refinery products, or as a reaction to the hype that was created around the crop. 
Similar to their international equivalents, they tried out jatropha for a couple of years be-
fore finally abandoning it due to viability reasons. 

“Our company had an interest to venture into jatropha to diversify its business and make 
money. We saw jatropha as a potential candidate for planned corporate farming in and outside 
India. We did some trials but it was assessed as not profitable. We found out that there were more 
misconceptions associated with the plant than factual knowledge.” (interview with large Indian 
company A, that was also listed in the Land Matrix, in March 2020). 

Finally, the largest group of jatropha investors in India was the sub-group of SMEs 
within the group of Indian companies. This research identified a total of 34 companies 
that ventured into jatropha between the early 2000s and 2011. Some of these were Indian 
subsidiaries of international SMEs and some were joint ventures between TNCs or large 
Indian companies and local partners such as small companies and NGOs. A few joint ven-
tures were also established between government agencies, research institutions and third 
parties to raise jatropha plantations and that way “national planners’ enthusiasm for the 
species rubbed off easily on research organizations and universities that rely heavily on 
the Planning Commission for funding” [78] (p. 7115). Of the remaining 27 Indian SMEs, 
15 were established from 2002 onwards. They represent the majority (52%) of companies 
that were founded around the jatropha hype in India. Of the total of 55 companies identi-
fied, 29 or 53% were founded between 2002 and 2011 (see Figure 4).  

 
Figure 4. Companies that had jatropha projects in India by year of foundation (information on six 
companies was not available as they were already out of business at the time of research with no 
company record available); source: author survey. 

Many of these business formations resulted out of private initiatives by former or 
retired employees of larger companies in the sector or of government institutions. Some 
of them were university spin-outs and many of them were socially motivated to tap into 
resources that were made available through the jatropha boom in the form of subsidies or 
free land preparation for small farmers.  

“Our jatropha venture was a private initiative. I had attended a seminar by private people. 
These people made a business out of giving information on jatropha. I tried to plant jatropha on 
20,000-40,000 acres7 of tribal land in Andhra Pradesh with a local NGO. I engaged over seven to 
eight months then finally found out that the government, who had given the land to the farmers, 
did not allow them to enter into any agreement with a third party.” (interview with Indian SME 
B in March 2020, operational 2011-2019). 

It seems with land already being a very sensitive issue and with the government 
strategies related to making land for jatropha available were not clear, many companies 
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ran into difficulties when trying to upscale their jatropha ventures beyond trial plots. The 
founder of an Indian SME that was also listed in the Land Matrix as being involved in 
land grabbing processes explained that: 

“In India the main priority is the farmer, agriculture. Nobody would like to touch that par-
ticular subject as it is very, very sensitive. We were very clear right from the beginning that we 
will not get into this kind of a model where you talk to the farmers and make them grow and then, 
you know, it becomes very, very problematic.” (interview with Indian SME C in April 2020, 
operational 2012-today). 

Even if companies succeeded to get access to land, in which, apparently, direct rela-
tions with government officials played a major facilitating role, jatropha projects were still 
facing challenges: 

“At the time, our current prime minister, Narendra Modi, was the chief minister of Gujarat. 
He has given us about 4,000 hectares to grow jatropha in Patan district, on lease. For three years 
the government did not charge anything and then they would charge a minimum 100 or 200 dollars 
per year. […] On paper the model looks good, but then, getting it done under rural conditions, 
obviously there were a lot of challenges. You need a lot of funds to implement the project, bulldozers, 
cultivation, employment, et cetera. So somehow we could not scale that project up since there was 
no financial institution supporting it.” (interview with the CEO and founder of Indian SME 
D in 2019, who was also a committee member in the Ministry of New and Renewable 
Energy from 2008-2012). 

The same concerns related to land were shared by TNC A which stressed that “it was 
important that we would not have to bring forward a return on land or pay compensation to land-
owners. In that project, it was clear from the start that the more additional costs arise, the more it 
is doomed to fail” (interview with TNC A in March 2020, author’s own translation). Another 
international SME highlighted that even when getting land for free, it was often in such a 
state that it needed a lot of preparatory work and that not all investors were ready or 
capable of investing such resources: 

“Today who is investing in agriculture? Nobody. The marginal farmers, since they have noth-
ing else to do, they are doing that. Otherwise, who is actually investing into it? Nobody. The land 
hype does not make sense at all. At least if you were to buy land in India. The cheapest agricultural 
land that you may get would be, say, 50,000 INR an acre. It will be dry land. There will be no 
irrigation, nothing, so you will have to grow dry land crops. Just imagine how you are going to 
earn!” (interview with Indian SME D in April 2020). 

In sum, land availability and the performance of jatropha were the major issues dur-
ing India’s jatropha boom. With regard to the first and second research question (what 
effect the land grabbing discourse had on jatropha investments in India, and if and to what 
extent it contributed to the failure of jatropha in India), land grabbing-related narratives 
within the jatropha hype were not much perceived by Indian investors, international in-
vestors were more aware of and affected by them. While larger investors, who had tried 
out jatropha on a smaller scale abandoned such projects after only a few years, many of 
the start-up companies in the Indian biofuel/jatropha sector had to close down their oper-
ations due to the difficulties they were facing (see Figure 3). Out of the 29 companies es-
tablished between 2002 and 2011 (see Figure 4), 9 had been shut down at the time of re-
search and twelve had abandoned jatropha as their core business. This answers the third 
research question that asked whether the failure of jatropha was rather the result of a 
badly planned and executed policy that was based on a hyped debate around an under-
researched plant. While the global jatropha hype attracted investors and strongly influ-
enced India’s initial biofuel policy, the fact that it was based on an under-researched plant 
that, in the end, did not perform as expected, quickly led to the dwindling of excitement 
around the plant and an abandonment of jatropha projects. A more general turning away 
from the biofuel sector by the government also had negative consequences on investments 
already made and companies already set up, especially Indian SMEs: 

“The unfortunate thing is that they [the government] abandoned the entire biofuel industry. 
That was a stupid thing to do. Instead of saying ‘ok, this is not the species, we should look for better 
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species’. But they abandoned the whole thing.” (interview with Indian SME E in April 2020, 
operational 2006-2012). 

The projects that are ongoing are by international SMEs for which India represents 
only one of many growing locations globally, and some are non-profit projects of small 
lndian companies that do not abandon jatropha for personal reasons. 

5. Discussion and Conclusion 
This research examined the jatropha hype and the effect of the global land grabbing 

discourse on jatropha investments in India. The jatropha hype emerged around the same 
time as the hype around global land grabbing and for both discourses, India happened to 
become a main stage. As stated in the theoretical section when introducing the framework 
around hyped discourse, the term hype itself is not used in a derogatory way in this study. 
Rather, the importance of the global land grabbing discourse in revealing negative conse-
quences of this (new) phenomenon is being acknowledged. With reference to the results 
presented in this study, it also needs to be stressed that engagement of Indian corporations 
and state institutions with jatropha has, in some places, led to the displacement of local 
populations and loss of land and therefore, in these cases, claims about land grabbing are 
correct [101]. Some companies in the list of investors also seemed to have engaged in 
jatropha for somewhat dubious reasons, such as an IT company and a real estate company. 
Unfortunately, these companies were not available for interviews for this study. It needs 
to be taken into account, however, that not all corporate engagements with jatropha are 
covered in this study and that firms might have emerged and acted under the cover of 
jatropha investment with real intentions being elsewhere, such as land grabbing or rent 
appropriation, as documented by Baka [49] and as also voiced by on Indian SME: 

“In the past years, there has not been much interest in jatropha, mainly due to land issues. 
Added to this was the wrong players in the field who, with the intention of making quick income, 
spoiled jatropha-based projects. With the raising boom in the real estate business, obtaining land 
for cultivation was difficult. Spurious sellers and vested small and big stakeholders misused the 
opportunity for short-term gains in the name of jatropha and painted a dark picture on the viability 
of crop” (interview with Indian SME F in August 2016). 

The main point of the study, however, was to examine, how the hyped discourse 
around land grabbing and its conjunction with the biofuel hype in general and later the 
jatropha hype in particular impacted investor decisions. This research therewith adds a 
yet underrepresented investor perspective to the global land grabbing discourse. It needs 
to be stressed, however, that this part of the study has, at the same time, devoted less 
attention other views such as those of policy-makers, local communities, or civic society. 
The Indian case is particularly interesting, as land grabbing had already become “integral 
to the [Indian] media and civil society lexicon” [19] (p. 43) long before the world started 
talking about it. In her study of the jatropha hype in Indonesia, Vel [11] warns against 
unintended effects of biofuel policies and discourses when they translate into a business 
opportunity for short-term private benefits instead of for the social and environmental 
goals for which the policies were originally intended. While the ‘original intention’ behind 
India’s biofuel policy remains an issue of debate [88,102] there seems to be a continuing 
trend of discursively linking government policy with development. As Michael and Bau-
mann [23] emphasize in their study of India within the global land grabbing discourse, 
and as also shown above, the Indian government has applied a strategy of exclusion of 
aspects and actors in the debate that oppose their own views and has strategically linked 
‘land acquisition’ with ‘development’, depicting anyone who opposes the government’s 
land acquisitions as also opposing ‘development’.  

This has become an essential discursive strategy as, from the early 2000s onwards, 
dispossession of land has become important as never before to the Indian economy [17,18]. 
In fact, there has been an acceleration of land dispossession since liberalization and the 
provisioning of government ‘wasteland’ for biofuel projects has been one of many devel-
opments in this larger context. According to Levien [18], the biggest difference compared 
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to dispossessions before independence is the new larger role of private investors and the 
establishment of Indian states as land brokers for private capital. This slowly but steadily 
shifting focus from pro-development to pro-investor (but discursively wrapped as pro-
development) has, in turn, lead to stronger anti-dispossession politics in India. Already in 
the 1980s there already was resistance against development projects involving disposses-
sion, but starting from the early 2000s, there have been more widespread and successful 
‘land-wars’ in India [103]. Land-related disputes are being used by political parties as elec-
toral issue while the government claims that land issues are behind many stalled invest-
ments which have been found to be one of the causes for India’s recent economic slow-
down (true or not) [23]. 

While the discursive strategy of ‘successful land acquisition’ being crucial for the 
‘successful economic development’ of India as a whole is being contested, the global land 
grabbing discourse might have added some momentum to India’s land wars. The Right 
to Fair Compensation and Transparency in Land Acquisition, Rehabilitation and Resettle-
ment Act that replaced the colonial Land Acquisition Act of 1894 in 2013 seems to be tak-
ing existing criticism related to land issues in India into account by paying specific atten-
tion to the compensation, rehabilitation, and resettlement of affected communities. The 
Act requires at least 70 percent of the people whose land is being acquired to give consent 
[17]. It is, however, more the beginning of a new debate than the solution of a long existing 
problem. Some, who oppose it say that the new Act makes it easier for companies to ac-
quire land since it provides a reliable legal framework for land buyers. Others say that it 
will make it impossible to get 10,000 hectares of land in a single tract in India [23].  

This research has shown that land availability has been a major issue in jatropha in-
vestments in India. The different levels of embeddedness of investing companies have 
played a role as foreign investors were not fully aware of these issues previously, while 
Indian investors seem to have found a ‘way around’ such problems, often using direct 
personal contacts to government officials. The research has also shown that the broader 
land grabbing discourse and its linking to biofuel investment as well as the hype that was 
created around jatropha as a new miracle crop has affected investor decisions more on an 
international level and has been detrimental to a group of young (mostly Indian) start-up 
companies.  

Experiences with jatropha, in India, however, were not all negative. In a few conver-
sations with investors as well as government officials, a narrative emerged that portrayed 
the failure of jatropha being beneficial for farmers since “the government gave these farmers 
use rights of former common lands and even when jatropha failed, families kept the land” (inter-
view with an Indian researcher and author on jatropha in May 2016). Similar statements 
were made by other interviewees who commented that farmers uprooted jatropha when 
they felt it was not delivering as promised. Positive examples with jatropha, not involving 
land grabbing processes, also exist, for example as a means of decentralized rural electri-
fication [104]. It seems that such projects, if they succeeded locally, were not much talked 
about since the general narrative, at some point, turned against jatropha. This study, there-
fore, calls for a more careful and critical consideration of expected results and an openness 
to a diversity of narratives, or, as Yang and He [2] called it, a many-voiced story in the 
land grabbing discourse. It also highlights a need for similar studies on the impact the 
land grabbing discourse itself had on land-related investments, or the contribution of the 
hyped nature of the discourse to the failure of land-related investments, as well as more 
studies focusing on the role of small and medium enterprises in land grabbing processes.  
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Notes 

1 The term feedstock is being used in this paper to refer to a source of input or raw material for biofuel production. 
2 Note that the term ‘underdeveloped‘ in itself is contested. An alternative word to use would be ‘overexploited’. The ‘land grabbing 

as neo-colonialism’ narrative within the land grabbing discourse would argue that land grabbing is a new wave of ‘exploiting rich 
countries (with poor people)’ instead of putting it as ‘investing in poor countries’. 

3 This area is the so-called “intended size” of the jatropha land deals registered by the Land Matrix in 2012. The contract size of the 
same list of land deals is 4.3 million hectares, the actual production size is 0.2 million hectares. 

4 The term ‘international SME’ is used in this paper to differentiate small and medium companies with headquarters outside India 
from those enterprises of the same size but of Indian origin. Those are called ‘Indian SMEs’ here. 

5 Automobile manufacturers such as Chrysler and some airplane manufacturers looked into jatropha as a potential bio/jet fuel at 
the time, and held workshops to find partners for pilot projects. 

6 D1Oils was a leading, UK-based biofuel company that was set up in 2004 and formed a 50/50 joint venture with BP in 2007 to 
produce biodiesel from jatropha. BP withdrew from the JV in 2009 and in 2012 D1Oils was renamed into NEOS. 

7 1 acre is equivalent to 0.4 hectares. 
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