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A recent article in 
Minnesota Energy Alternatives
 described how a 

Connecticut-based utility company, Applied Energy Systems, has gained a

great deal of favorable publicity for embarking on a program to plant 

52 million trees in Guatemala to compensate for the discharge from the 

company's new coal-fired electric generating plant.  Under this program, 

the actual tree planting will be organized by the Peace Corps, CARE, and 

the U.S. Agency for International Development (AID).  Guatemalan nurseries 

will grow up to 20 varieties of trees, and local farmers will select 

species best-suited for the soil and weather conditions.  The project 

plans to use 12,000 unemployed Guatemalan farmers to plant the trees on 

deforested farm land that already has been abandoned.  Much of the land is 

steep and can produce agricultural crops for only three years before 

losing its productivity.  It is hoped that this project will have an 

effect on slowing the global warming trend. 

An additional possibility that can be considered for this project is that 

tree planting can generate a great deal of money for both Applied Energy 

Systems and the Guatemalan farmers.  Entrepreneurs in Florida recently 

have reaped large profits in supplying carambola, breadfruit, passion 

fruit, sugar apples, mangoes, etc. to supermarkets in the United States 

(see Reference 1).  Many perennials can be grown on marginal lands with 

steep slopes or low fertility.  They can be mixed with annual crops to 

produce additional cash income for small farm owners.  These exotic plants 

are ideally suited for areas where slash and burn cultivation is used 

because they promote reforestation and require little investment and care. 

The main advantages of growing fruit and nut trees are the following: 

  1) A high return can be obtained by supplying good tasting products 

     produced by the poor and sold to the rich.  This contrasts with 

     traditional products such as yucca, plantains and bananas, beans, 

     rice, and corn grown by poor tropical farmers in Guatemala.  

     Those products do not sell at high prices in Guatemala or the 

     United States in comparison with  fruits, vegetables, and nuts. 

  2) Many fruit trees can be grown from inexpensive seeds or root stock. 

  3) A wide variety of tropical fruit trees is available (see References 

     2 and 3).  New products can be continually introduced as the market

     for existing products saturates. 

  4) A highly productive fruit orchard does not require a lot of land. 

  5) Fruit trees conserve the nutrients in the land. 

  6) Once an orchard is established, the farmer will have a virtual 

     monopoly on the fruit since it will take 5 to 10 years to reproduce 

     his results.  This will stabilize prices for an extended time period. 

The disadvantages of growing fruit trees in underdeveloped areas are 

the following: 

  1) The trees take a long time to grow before they produce fruit. 

  2) Certain non-tropical fruit trees will have poor growth and 

     yield unless there is an adequate cold period to break their 

     rest period (dormancy). 

  3) A wide variety of fruit tree seeds and rootstock is difficult 

     to obtain in underdeveloped countries.  The nursery material will 

     have to be imported. 

  4) It is difficult to determine the best fruit trees for a        

     particular region of a particular country. 

  5) Tropical fruits are highly perishable and because they are grown 

     in tropical/semi-tropical regions, they may require refrigeration 

     or food processing to generate a stable market. 

  6) Marketing tropical fruits requires expertise. 

Energy companies can create good will and possibly make a large amount 

of money by investing in tropical forests with the help of non-profit 

organizations such as CARE, World Vision, or Trees for Life.  These 

non-profit organizations already have experience in starting tropical 

fruit tree farms and can provide the needed technical and community 

development advice.  Other companies can help market the mature fruit 

and nuts.  Examples of what could be grown include cashew, pistachio, 

macadamia, Brazil, and pili nuts as well as mangosteens and white sapote.  

These products are considered to be some of the most delicious fruit and 

nuts in the world and they command a high price in the United States.  

For example, mangosteens (not to be confused with the more common mangoes) 

are considered the most delicious fruit in the world. According to 

William Whitman, founding member of Rare Fruit Council, Inc of Miami: 

    "Long ago , Queen Victoria, upon hearing of this fabulous exotic 

fruit, offered 100 English pounds as a reward to the first person to 

present her with a ripe mangosteen.  Accepting this challenge, a 

hothouse owner finally succeeded in growing and fruiting the tree and 

claimed his reward. Later, unfortunately, the heat was not maintained 

inside his greenhouse, so the mangosteen tree which brought him the 

queen's reward was lost....  The mangosteen is truly tropical in its 

requirements, and, while it will tolerate a short light frost once in a 

while, anything beyond that will kill the tree". 

    Further ideas on the use of tropical fruit and nut trees to combat 

deforestation are presented in my recent paper (Reference 4). 
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