Colombia’s Indigenous Lands Are Ground Zero for a Wind Energy Boom
by María Paula Rubiano
May 3, 2021 (abridged) – It all started about 4 years ago, when SUVs and pickup trucks drove uninvited onto their lands, remembers Olimpia Palmar, a member of the Indigenous Wayúu peoples, who have historically occupied the La Guajira desert in the northern tip of Colombia and Venezuela.  “We started seeing these arijunas [Wayuúunaiki for non-native peoples] wearing construction helmets and boots and vests, getting out of the cars, checking the desert, and then leaving,” she recalls. 
Word soon began circulating across the Guajira Peninsula, from the rancherías — the community’s rural settlements — to the few urban centers: The arijunas were offering money to those who would let them plant tall, slim towers on their lands to measure the wind.  On La Guajira’s dusty earth, where few things grow, towers began to sprout.  By 2019, at least 30 wind-measuring towers had risen on Wayúu land, according to a report by Indepaz, a non-profit research center. 
Today, 4 years after the 1st towers were built, their purpose has become clear: the Colombian government has designated La Guajira as the country’s promised land for renewable wind energy.  On this remote peninsula — the northernmost land in South America, where the winds of the Caribbean sweep unimpeded across the landscape — the government is launching a host of wind-energy projects.  16 wind farms have been approved, with 2 of them already under construction, according to data from the Mines and Energy Ministry.
Although the government hasn’t made public how many wind farms will be built in total, Indepaz’s study found that 57 wind-energy projects proposed by 19 companies are awaiting approval.  Most of the companies are local affiliates of multi-national companies, like Italy’s Enel Green Power (building 10 wind farms) and Spain’s EDP Renewables (building 2 wind parks).  The government says that as many as 2,500 wind turbines on the La Guajira Peninsula could generate 17% of Colombia’s electricity by 2031.  “La Guajira will become the epicenter of Colombia’s energy transition,” Diego Mesa Puyo, minister for Mines and Energy, said earlier this year.
...
The Governor of La Guajira department, Nemesio Roys Garzón, has touted the arrival of wind-energy parks as “a historic opportunity” to leave behind the peninsula’s dependence on coal and gas extraction, which represents almost 40% of the region’s GDP.  He also presents wind energy as a chance to “develop our communities, something that hasn’t happened in previous economic booms.”  The government promises the wind farms will create 11,000 new jobs.
Despite a string of extractive activities in La Guajira — starting with pearls during the Spanish colonization, followed by gas, oil, and coal mining in the 20th century — the Wayúu have seen little benefit.  Poverty rates among Wayúus are as high as 94% in some rural settlements, 90% of adults rely on informal jobs, and child deaths from malnutrition are 7 times the national average.  Their situation is so dire, that in 2017 Colombia’s Constitutional Court — ruling in a human rights lawsuit against the Colombian state — found that Wayúus, especially children, face a severe violation of their basic rights.
...
Last August, a man from a nearby ranchería told the Palmar family that a company wanted to construct a wind-measuring antenna on their land.  Like many Wayúus, most members of Palmar’s extended family live in houses made of dried mud and woven jotojoro, a soft wood.  Money is scarce, says Palmar, and the company representative was offering the family 20 million Colombian pesos — about $5,500 — if they let the company install a wind-measuring tower on their land.
...
Since August 2020, around 200 consultation meetings have taken place in La Guajira in roughly 100 Wayúu settlements that would be directly impacted by wind energy projects.  Silva Duarte’s Nación Wayúu has helped 5 communities reach an agreement with Energía Eólica La Vela, the Colombian affiliate of a Spanish company, Enerfín.  The agreement includes a 1-time payment of 500 million Colombian pesos ($137,000) and an annual payment of 200 million Colombian pesos ($55,000) for 30 years for each community, according to Silva Duarte.  The money will be transferred to a fund handled by the companies and Wayúu representatives.  It will only be available to finance development projects such as repairing schools or building water wells.  Other companies reached similar agreements, although for significantly smaller compensation, according to Indepaz’s report.  In total, 8 of the wind farms have reached agreements with several communities, while still negotiating with others.  These agreements have not been made public. 
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