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Namibian NGO clarifies factual context of local bush biomass

In October 2020, more than a dozen civil society organisations and scientists issued a statement
opposing a "Transcontinental Biomass Partnership Namibia - Hamburg", which investigates the
feasibility of using Namibian bush biomass to power biomass plants in Hamburg as part of Hamburg'’s
coal exit strategy. This was followed up by an open letter of opposition towards the bush biomass project
addressed to the Federal Minister for Economic Cooperation and Development, Dr Gerd Miiller.

Based on these statements, we would like to provide further information and insight into the Namibian
environmental context - which is vastly different from European ecosystems by highlighting the problem
of bush encroachment and underlining the complexity of global concerns. Our statement will discuss
the issue of bush encroachment from a Namibian perspective instead of the perspective of the Global
North.

What is evident from the opposition letter is the lack of understanding of Namibia’s semi-arid
ecosystems and the issue of bush encroachment, which substantially differs from known impacts of
biomass resources use in European countries. Between 45 and 60 million hectares of land in Namibia
is considered bush encroached with densities of up to 6000 bushes per hectare!l. A mosaic of bush
thickets within an open grassland savanna can have positive impacts by providing habitat for wildlife,
improving soil fertility and infiltration and sequestering carbon?. However, the extent of bush thickening
in Namibia has considerable adverse impacts on biodiversity, soils, the livelihoods of people and quite
critically for an arid country, water availability?.

These negative impacts of bush encroachment largely outweigh potential environmental and economic
benefits. As a result, bush encroachment has become an indicator of land degradation in Namibia’'s
Land Degradation Neutrality Target Setting. A key target of the Namibian government is the reduction
of bush encroachment on 18 880km? (1.9 million hectares) by 20402, to contribute to enhanced
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biodiversity and landscape rehabilitation. Bush thinning (not bush clearing) is an effort to bring back a
sustainable balance between grass and woody plants and is key for the achievement of Namibia’s Land
Degradation Neutrality targets®. It is also expected to substantially contribute to increasing resilience to
climate change particularly in rural areas, and therefore achieving key adaptation goals® which
developed countries tend to significantly underfinance.

The sustainable use of resources is entrenched in the Namibian Constitution and the government of
Namibia is committed to ensure that appropriate, sustainable bush harvesting practices are
implemented to maximize the environmental benefits of bush harvesting. For this purpose, the Namibian
government is currently revising its main forestry legislation and developing a strategy on the
sustainable management of bush resources, which includes suitable harvesting technologies and
appropriate post-harvest treatments to minimise environmental damage and maximise socio-economic
benefits. In addition, the three Namibian Agricultural Farmers’ Unions together with the Ministry of
Agriculture, Water and Land Reform developed a National Strategy to Revive the Namibian Livestock
Industry that includes improved rangeland management practices, bush thinning as well as landscape
rehydration. Addressing the balance between bush and grass is vital to combat and mitigate the impacts
of climate change whilst increasing the production, profitability and building the resilience of the livestock
and wildlife value chains in Namibia’.

Thinning the bush is an important means to reduce biodiversity loss, adapt to the impacts of climate
change and ensure food security in a country, where most of the population rely on natural resources
and agriculture®. The densification of bush was encouraged by the mismanagement of land in the past®,
which includes partitioning by fences and Eurocentric farming practices. In large areas, land that had a
15% woody vegetation cover in the early 1900s now has 90% woody vegetation cover — specifically as
a result of inappropriate farming and rangeland management practices'. Farmers have physically
removed or chemically controlled the bush on their land for decades to restore their rangeland and
improve the productivity of the land!. In Germany and much of Europe, meadows (which are often
manmade landscapes) have also been maintained for decades!? preventing natural reforestation.
Although bush thinning has not always been done in a sustainable way in the past, the key aim is to
rehabilitate the landscape to a natural savanna ecosystem with both woody species and grasses. The
focus is on re-establishing balanced, natural habitats and biodiversity and not reducing natural
woodlands. Bush value chains emerged as a solution for an otherwise discarded side product of
rehabilitation efforts.

The Namibian biomass sector is still in its infancy and domestic demand at this stage is far from sufficient
to absorb the amount of bush that would need to be removed to restore the land to a savanna with
thickets of bush and grass to achieve land degradation and biodiversity targets!3. The development of
bush-based industries in Namibia is vital to drive rehabilitation efforts, as the only way to sustainably
finance bush thinning for restoration. Currently, harvested biomass is mainly used for charcoal
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production. The development of new value chains with strong safeguards and sustainability standards
- as required by European markets - is an invaluable opportunity to lead the sector towards positive
environmental outcomes. Notwithstanding the amount of jobs it could create in a country where the
national unemployment rate was recorded at 33.4% in 2018'4. NamPower, Namibia’s main energy
supplier, is planning to construct a biomass power plant in the next 5 years!5. However, their bush
offtake is only a tiny fraction of the bush that should be thinned to achieve other environmental targets.
Partnerships and markets for bush products are required to grow the biomass energy sector in Namibia
through knowledge and technology transfer and establishing infrastructure that can be used to drive
future Namibian biomass businesses and activities. A partnership with the City of Hamburg would drive
the development of Namibia’s own biomass sector and is in no way perceived as a form of
neocolonialism. Namibia has a sought-after resource in abundance that is a side product of
environmental rehabilitation efforts and is thus driving the partnership and research agenda for the
sustainable use of bush resources in the country.

We understand that within the international context the removal of biomass is often associated with the
negative impacts of land-use change and its considerable adverse impacts on global emissions
budgets. Greenhouse Gas (GHG) studies have been conducted in Namibia indicating that the fast
regrowth of bush minimises the impact of bush harvesting on emissions budgets and that Namibia
remains a net carbon sink even with a considerable expansion of bush thinning activities!é. National
and international studies also suggest that the restored savanna ecosystem could have the same or
even a slightly higher carbon sequestration potential, due to the higher soil organic carbon content in
areas with rainfall >600mm, although further research is required?’.

Climate mitigation is an obligation of the developed nations, whilst climate adaptation is a necessity in
developing nations, such as Namibia. Although Namibia is committed to meeting global targets for its
own emissions, climate adaptation is critically important for this and other developing countries that are
most vulnerable to the effects of climate change. We should therefore be sensitive about ecoimperialism
and pushing the mitigation targets of developed countries onto developing countries, who are often the
most affected by climate change and need to adapt to the consequences to ensure basic human
wellbeing and food security. Bush encroached land in Namibia is less productive for livestock farming
(a key agricultural industry), as it reduces the availability of palatable grasses for cattle. It also reduces
biodiversity, as dense bush thickets are unsuitable for grazing herbivores and other savannaadapted
wildlife.

We appreciate the intention with which the statements were written and trust that these good intentions
can be channelled towards making this a productive partnership and herewith invite critical
organisations to share and discuss their reservations with us.

We do not suggest that bush thinning, and the potential use and export of biomass is a panacea. There
are issues and challenges (especially around sustainable land management) that must be addressed,
and we would hope that a citizen led process would be a means to stand in solidarity and address these
in a well-structured process. These issues are already being openly discussed as part of the feasibility
process towards establishing the partnership between Hamburg and Namibia, which includes
discussions in various working groups including public, private and civil society organisations in both
Germany and Namibia as well as exchange visits and public discussions. We encourage all interested
parties to join the discussions, listen to affected parties in Namibia and work towards constructive
solutions.
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