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In August this year, two German companies, Carbonsate and Senken, announced that they had signed “Europe’s
largest biomass storage deal” to-date. Biomass storage is a Carbon Dioxide Removal (CDR) scheme where trees or
bushes are cut down or other types of biomass are removed and then buried in sealed pits, the idea being that the
biomass won’t decompose and release carbon in the process. Carbon removal credits are then sold as offsets on
the voluntary carbon markets based on the amount of carbon buried.

While the companies are European – namely German – the project itself is located in Namibia, in the northern
Otjozondjupa Region, close to the town of Otjiwarongo. Another nearly identical though smaller project has been
developed by the Swiss Tivano AG, also close to Otjiwarongo. 

Both projects involve using heavy machinery to remove and chip bushwood and place it in a large pit. The pit is
then sealed to prevent the woodchips from degrading and emitting carbon dioxide or methane, both of which are a
recognised risk of this approach. Neither Tivano nor Carbonsate publish details as to how they are sealing the pits,
but both promise to monitor potential emissions. This means that, hopefully, any methane leak a few years down
the line would be discovered. Although, by that time, the carbon credits they’ve already issued to companies like
Lufthansa and other polluters who bought the offsets can hardly be taken back.

More European profit from Namibia’s natural
resources?
Reading about the Carbonsate and Tivano projects brought back memories of a different German climate project,
one to which Carbonsate itself has referred. From 2013 until 2024, Germany’s Ministry for Economic Cooperation
and Development, BMZ, gave a total of 10 million Euro to the “Bush Control and Biomass Utilisation“ (BCBU)
project, implemented by the German Development Agency GIZ. From 2019 onwards, GIZ shifted the focus of the
project from broader research and exploration of uses of Namibian bushwood towards creating a large wood pellet
supply chain for export to Europe. 

This resulted in a Memorandum of Understanding “to evaluate the feasibility of the use of Namibian bush biomass
in Hamburg”, namely in the coal power station Tiefstack. Plans to burn Namibian wood in Hamburg were
denounced by 19 NGOs and campaign groups, mostly German, together with EarthLife Namibia, in a joint
statement published in October 2020. The groups criticised the project as being neither climate friendly nor
socially just. Then, in April 2021, 40 environmental, development and social justice organisations sent a joint letter
to the minister heading the BMZ, urging him to set up an in-depth investigation into the controversial BCBU
project.
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The Economic and Social Justice Trust in Namibia issued its own statement in January 2021 with the title
“Utilisation of Namibia’s Bush Biomass: A chance for a developmental intervention to break colonial trade pattern”,
which denounced the plans to export Namibian bushwood to Germany. The organisation did endorse careful
selective harvesting of bushwood for biomass energy in order to meet the needs of people in Namibia, where over
40% of the population still has no access to electricity – but not for the benefit of European power companies.

After lengthy campaigning, the proposal to burn Namibian wood in Hamburg was dropped and BMZ did not renew
funding for the BCBU project. However, the new “biomass storage” projects – albeit still very small scale at this
stage – follow the same neocolonial paradigm: Namibia’s bushwood is treated as a resource, with no existing use,
from which European companies can profit – this time by selling CDR carbon offsets and by supposedly offsetting
carbon emissions in Europe. 

Coincidentally, the sites of the two projects are a mere one hour’s drive from Waterberg or, in Herero language,
Ohamakari, the site where Germany’s genocide against the Herero and Nama people began. Herero descendants
of the survivors of the genocide make up 21% of the population of the region where the projects are located.
However, they live on communal lands and will therefore not benefit from the planned bushwood removal.

The debate around bushwood in Namibia
Since the late 19th/early 20th century, native trees and bushes have been expanding across large parts of Namibia’s
savannahs, changing ecosystems from largely open grassland to woody savannah. This ecosystem shift is seen as
a problem largely because it disadvantages cattle ranching. Extensive grazing of livestock is the most important
agricultural activity in Namibia, a country where 70% of the population depend on agriculture for at least part of
their livelihood.

Land ownership is highly unequal, shaped by a long history of German colonial rule followed by the country’s
takeover by the South African apartheid regime up until 1990 when Namibia finally became independent. As of
2018, 48% of the country’s total land area was classified as commercial freehold farms, 70.1% of which were
owned by the white minority, which itself accounts for just 6% of the total population. Both the Carbonsate and the
Tivano projects are on privately-owned commercial farmland. Any potential benefit from bushwood removal would
thus go towards larger, mostly white land owners who practice extensive cattle ranching.

Is the spread of bushwood good or bad for the
climate?
Various causes have been put forward for the ecological shift towards woody savannah, including overgrazing,
suppression of wildfires and a decrease in large herbivores. However, a similar trend has been observed across
large parts of the Earth’s semi-arid regions since the early 1980s. It has been described by scientists as “greening
of global drylands”, driven by the increase in atmospheric CO2 levels. It constitutes a negative climate feedback,
i.e. a feedback mechanism which, at least temporarily, slows global warming by increasing carbon sequestration.

However, as the authors of a recent study show, the increasingly wooded, savannah ecosystems across different
dryland regions are far from resilient, but instead increasingly vulnerable to abrupt change due to the combination
of ever higher carbon dioxide levels and more extreme shifts between heavy rain and drought.

As droughts become more frequent and intense, the risk of — possibly abrupt — desertification grows. Namibia is
the driest country in sub-Saharan Africa. According to an article by Copernicus Data Space Ecosystem from 2024,
land in Namibia is highly susceptible to erosion, and desertification is driven by overgrazing, less rainfall and higher
temperatures. The authors warn: “Droughts, one of the major drivers of desertification, will only become more
common in the country, further leading to land degradation”. Since the article was written, Namibia suffered its
worst drought in a century in 2024/25 and there are fears of another severe drought as a record-breaking El Niño
event is building. In southern Namibia, desertification has become so extreme that researchers are describing “an
area that today resembles a moonscape but was once so abundant with plant life that it attracted wildlife including
gemsbok and springbok”.
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What are the impacts of bushwood removal?
The shift from grassland to woody savannah in large parts of Namibia undoubtedly causes problems not just for
private cattle ranchers but also for Indigenous pastoralist communities. However, there are serious risks from
large-scale bushwood removal: not only is the carbon-rich bushwood itself lost, but at least four field studies
carried out in Namibia and South Africa show that bushwood removal leads to a sustained loss of soil organic
carbon compared to the previous bushwood cover.

Furthermore, the authors of a 2019 meta-analysis of 263 scientific publications looking at bushwood removal in
different dryland regions warn of wider negative ecological impacts of large-scale bushwood removal:
“Management goals of reducing woody cover to enhance grass production in the short-term are likely to be
eclipsed by longer-term declines in environmental quality (e.g. reductions in ecosystem function and
composition).“

Impacts on soils, and thus risks of erosion and desertification, are higher when heavy machinery is used to clear
larger areas of all bushwood, compared to less intensive selective removals. A video from the Carbonsate project
and a photo from the Tivano project, however, show heavy machines removing all vegetation from larger patches
of land, which will maximise damage to soils.

Conclusion: Entrenching the legacy of colonial rule
So far, impacts from the two Carbonsate and Tivano AG “biomass storage” projects in Namibia will be very limited,
due to their small size. However, Carbonsate in particular is looking to expand both in Namibia and beyond. In a
recent interview with The Namibian, Carbonsate co-founder Fabian Sperling said: “The agreement is a commitment
until 2028, but with options to extend, so we will definitely need large project partners who have a lot of biomass
available.”

As shown above, bushwood removal reduces the amount of carbon stored in both vegetation and soils. The
projects will allow European polluters to claim reductions in their overall carbon emissions by virtue of having
bought so-called CDR credits while, at the same time, Namibia’s carbon sink is being reduced and the country’s
overall emissions are thereby increased. In addition, the risk of future methane emissions from decomposing
woodchips is being monitored – for now – but cannot be eliminated.

While the climate and wider ecological impacts of bushwood removal are generally negative, increasing grassland
cover does benefit both commercial cattle ranchers and Indigenous pastoralist communities. However, the two
biomass storage projects are based on commercial, privately-owned land, so only larger cattle ranchers, most of
them from the white minority, can potentially benefit.

Finally, using Namibian biomass to generate carbon offsets to benefit European carbon traders and polluters is
based on a neocolonial paradigm, in a country which is still struggling to overcome the entrenched inequalities that
are a legacy of well over a century of colonial rule.
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