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MEDIA BRIEFING
Liberian communities overturn
Equatorial Palm Oil (EPO) land grab
The indigenous Jogbahn clan in Liberia have won a historic victory against
UK palm oil company Equatorial Palm Oil (EPO) by forcing EPO to retreat
from their land.
Months of negotiations and advocacy by community members in Liberia
as well as by the Sustainable Development Institute (SDI) / Friends of the
Earth Liberia, and international partners, has resulted in Liberian
Government recognition of the communities’ rights to their land and
resources, forcing EPO to retreat from their land.
In a landmark March 5 meeting between the affected communities from
District no.4, Grand Bassa County and the President of Liberia Ellen
Johnson Sirleaf, the government committed to supporting communities in
protecting their land (just over 20,000 hectares) from further
encroachment by the company [1].
These latest steps mark a bold move by the Liberian government in
recognising community rights to their customary land in a country where
over 50% (5.02 million hectares) of the land has been leased to
corporations [2].
EPO and Liberian land concessions:
Founded in 2005, Equatorial Palm Oil plc (EPO) is a British crude palm oil
company.

EPO is listed on the Alternatives Investment Market (AIM) of the London
Stock Exchange [3]. In November 2013, Malaysian company Kuala Lumpur
Kepong Bhd (KLK) [4] acquired a majority share of 54.8% in Equatorial
Palm Oil [5].
On December 21, 2007, the Republic of Liberia and LIBINC Oil Palm Inc
entered int a Concession Agreement. This agreement incorporated a
Concession Agreement signed between the Republic of Liberia and the
Liberian Operations Inc (LIBINC) on December 14, 1965. The agreement
was for forty (40) years, with an option for extension for another 40 years.
The agreement in 2007 was the result of the LIBINC Board of Directors
exercising their option for a 40 year extension. The Concession Area is
situated within New Cess, Grand Bassa County [6]. EPO acquired LIBINC
Oil Palm Inc in January 2008 [7] and claims it holds a land bank of 169,000
hectares in Liberia across three counties [8].
History of the community conflict with EPO:
The affected communities of District no.4, Grand Bassa County have
engaged with the company, local government officials and legislators to
express their objections to the company’s expansion onto their land. In
disregard of the affected communities’ objection to its expansion, the
company cleared and planted some of the communities land with oil palm
towards the end of 2012 and continuing into 2013 [9]. This clearing
destroyed crops and communities’ farmland and violated their right to
Free, Prior, Informed Consent which is enshrined in Liberian law and
international human rights law. Customary land rights are also protected
under a range of international human rights laws applicable to Liberia
[10].
As the company continued its land clearance and planting, the affected
communities lodged a complaint with the county Legislative Caucus in
2013. The caucus recommended that EPO first survey the planted area
and then survey the rest of the concession area. On September 3, 2013
EPO began surveying the communities customary land area, contrary to
the recommendations of the county legislators. The affected communities
then came together and demanded that EPO stop the land survey as they
feared that that was the beginning of the company’s expansion onto their
customary land.
EPO then forcibly conducted a land survey without the consent of the
affected communities [11]. When communities attempted to halt the
survey a paramilitary unit of the Liberia National Police, the Police Support
Unit (PSU) was deployed into the area on September 5. Community
members reported intimidation by company security staff and PSU
officers. On September 18, community members were reportedly accosted
and some were beaten by EPO and PSU forces as they walked to the
county capital, Buchanan, to lodge a protest with authorities.

Seventeen people were arrested, but were released after the
government’s County Attorney found there were no grounds for their
detention. The County Attorney also confirmed that the villagers had been
beaten, while a number of them required hospital treatment. According to
the villagers’ testimony, during their ordeal, PSU and EPO officers berated
them for being “against development”. Grand Bassa’s police commander
has denied that his officers attacked any community members and EPO
have also denied knowledge of the incident, stating that their security
personnel have no authority to carry out such actions and that their
investigations show that no such actions were taken [12].
On September 18, 2013 SDI supported citizens of 11 villages within
Jogbahn Clan to file a complaint to the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil
(RSPO) regarding EPO’s planned expansion. As members of the RSPO the
company must secure the Free, Prior, Informed Consent (FPIC) of affected
communities. The complainants asked that EPO should: (a) stop the land
survey in Jogbahn Clan; (b) not clear anymore of their customary land;
and (c) should not expand their oil palm plantation any further onto their
customary land [13].
On September 21, 2013 the communities met with the Acting President of
Liberia, Justice Minister Christina Tah, the Deputy Speaker of the House of
Representatives of the Republic of Liberia, Hans Barchue, the Vice
Chairman of the Land Commission of Liberia, Walter Wisner, the
Superintendent of Grand Bassa County, Etweeda Cooper, and Grand Bassa
Senator Nyonblee Karngar. The affected communities presented a petition
to the Government of Liberia again stating their objection to EPOs
proposed expansion onto their customary land [14].
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