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Moroto wa esi ga a ele, 
ba le bantsi ke

morwalela
Setswana proverb



One man peeing alone
does not make a river.

Many men peeing at the 
same time makes a 

flood



Who is doing what?
1. Tracking of land-based investments:

– GRAIN www.farmlandgrab.org
– ILC www.landcoalition.org/cpl-blog

2. Desk-based research papers: 
– IIED/FAO on agrofuels (June 2008)
– AGTER/ILC conceptual framework (April 

2009)
– ILC Global study ( April 2010) 
– ++



3. Empirical research
– IIED/FAO/IFAD: 5 countries in Africa (June 

2009) 
– World Bank: 30 countries globally 

(December 2009)
– GTZ: four countries in Asia and Africa 

(August 2009)
– OECD secretariat/Club du Sahel West Africa 

with ILC: West Africa region (April 2010) 
– ILC Asia and Latin America Platforms: 4-5 

countries per region (April 2010)
– FIAN country-case studies with selected in-

country partners.



4. Briefing notes/position 
papers/statements

– IISD: ‘A thirst for distant lands’ May 2009. 
– IFPRI: ‘“Land Grabbing” by Foreign 

Investors in Developing Countries: Risks 
and Opportunities’ April 2009. 

– Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food 
‘Large-scale land acquisitions and leases: A 
set of core principles and measures to 
address the human rights challenge’ June 
2009.

– DWHH “Land Grabbing: 'The land is pulled 
away from under the poor's feet‘” April 2009. 



5. Initiatives to provide guidelines on 
land-related development

– IFPRI brief: elements for a code of conduct 
– FAO: Voluntary Guidelines for responsible 

governance of tenure of land and other 
natural resources

– AU/UNECA/AfDB: Framework and 
Guidelines for Land Policy in Africa

– World Bank: Proposed guidelines on 
agricultural investment

– Japan: G8 summit proposal to develop “a 
global platform to agree on principles and 
compile good practices”



Ten myths on commercial 
pressures on land

Ten myths
about commercial 
pressures on land



1. Abundant ‘unused’ land is available 
for agricultural investment

Virtually no 
large scale 
land 
allocations 
can take 
place without 
displacing or 
affecting local 
populations.



2. Investors are involved in ‘Land 
Grabbing’

“Land Grabbing” is 
misleading in 
characterising the 
wide variety of ways 
in which investors 
are acquiring land, 
many of which do 
not explicitly violate 
land policies or laws.



Concentration
of private land 

(Peru, Colombia,
Argentina, 

Ukraine)

Illegal
grabs
(Sudan) 

Legal
allocation of 

‘state land’ ignoring
customary rights

(Ethiopia, Niger,
Madagascar)

Legal
expropriation/
forced leasing 

of land 
(India, Philippines

Indonesia) 
Customarily-
held land

Privately-
held land

Illegal
removals
through

intimidation 
(Colombia, 
Uruguay)

Legal
transfer of 
customary
land by elite

(Cambodia, 
Pakistan) 

Legal
allocation of 
customary

land 
(Tanzania, 

Mozambique)



3. ‘100 land deals’

– Although a body of 
verified data on 
investment-related 
land transactions in 
particular countries is 
growing, the true 
extent of the 
phenomena remains 
unknown.



4. Transnational investment in land is a 
new phenomenon

Although the 
current 
phenomenon 
has particular 
characteristics, 
large-scale 
transnational
investment in 
land is not new.



5. Agricultural land is the main focus of 
investment interest

– The ‘rush for the world’s farmland’ is one 
component of a wider convergence of 
investment-related opportunities on land and 
natural resources that is attracting interest in 
water, agricultural, forest, mineral-rich, and 
tourism-related lands. 



6. Large-scale mechanised agriculture is 
the most efficient

Large-scale 
mechanised agriculture 
is often not the most 
efficient form of 
production, over and 
above the significant 
social, environmental 
and political risks it 
poses.



7. Foreign investors are the primary 
“land grabbers”

– Land acquisitions by domestic investors 
appear to be a significant contributor to the 
alienation of land from local land users, 
while domestic partners are also often 
integral to “foreign investment”.



8. Transnational investment in land was 
driven by the food price crisis, and 
will decline with the financial crisis

– Long-term predictions of trends in demand 
for food, fuel, fibre and environmental 
services indicate that while there might be 
short-term fluctuations in investor demand 
for land, commercial pressures on land will 
continue to increase over the long term. 



9. Investment in land is a sovereign 
issue, under the sole jurisdiction of 
host countries

– Not only host States but also private 
investors and their home countries have an 
obligation to respect a range of human rights 
in connection with foreign direct investment 
in land. 



10.Land is the main resource of investor 
interest

– Allocations of land for investment may 
legitimise extraction of other renewable and 
non-renewable natural resources whose 
significant value may not be taken into 
account in investment agreements.



Emerging key concerns 
for mitigating risks and 
promoting opportunities



1. Ensuring the fair sharing of benefits, 
particularly opportunities to benefit 
from growing economic rents

‘Fair sharing of benefits’ means:
• Inclusion of local populations in sustained

opportunities to benefit from increased
opportunities for profit (win-win-win!)

• Ensuring that the poor capture 
opportunities for ‘unearned economic
rent ’ (a zero-sum game!)



2. Recognising the land rights of the 
poor as a starting point when 
considering land-based investments

• Land is primary asset of local populations 
in deciding and negotiating investment
opportunities

• Recognising the existing customary rights
of local land users

• Empowering the decision and negotiating
capacity of local stakeholders



3. Ensuring more inclusive and 
transparent processes for decision-
making

• Deals are being entered into without 
proper assessment of the options, of the 
viability of the proposals, or of their costs 
and benefits 

• Calls for Free, Prior and Informed Consent 
of local populations



4. Developing and promoting 
alternative models for agricultural 
investments

Existing examples, including from tourism
and forestry sectors:
– outcropping
– equity sharing

– land leasing

• But all could have negative implications 
without empowerment of local populations



The way forward:
Key elements of a 

coordinated response



1. Continued research and monitoring 
to enable an evidence-based 
response 

• Systematising research

• Developing monitoring 
mechanisms (eg World 
Bank LGAF, Landwatch
Asia, Andean observatory)

• Focus on social, 
environmental, economic
and political impacts



1. Continued research and monitoring to 
enable an evidence-based response 

Q:How can the expanding number of diverse 
research and monitoring initiatives on land 
transactions develop greater coherence 
that allows comparability, without 
compromising on the legitimate 
differences in priority or focus?

Q:Is an empirically-based global monitor on 
land transactions and their impacts 
feasible? 



2. Code of conduct for investors and 
host governments

• Voluntary
• Key elements: 

– transparency in negotiations
– respect for existing land rights
– including customary and common property rights
– sharing of benefits
– promotion of socially and environmentally appropriate 

farming systems
– adherence to national trade policies
– protection of labour rights 



2. Code of conduct for investors and host 
governments

Q:FAO’s Voluntary Guidelines, AU/UNECA/AfDB’s
Framework and Guidelines: sufficient, or starting 
point for a more targeted code of conduct?

Q:Existing investment-related codes of conduct 
and international conventions: a clear and 
adequate guidance for land-related 
investments? 

Q:Could a targeted code of conduct be developed 
that would attract adequate adherence and 
support of all key stakeholders, including 
investors, home and host governments and civil 
society?  



3. Developing guidelines and tools for 
good decision-making

• broader, advisory guidance and 
information tools could help governments, 
investors and communities make good 
decisions when faced with investment 
options (at time of contract!)



3. Developing guidelines and tools for 
good decision-making

Q:If a global platform on the principles and compile 
relevant information and good practices is 
realised, how could civil society stakeholders 
engage with the process?

Q:What kind of decision-making tools could be 
developed for investors, governments and local 
communities, and how?

Q:Is it a feasible proposition to apply the principle 
of Free, Prior and Informed Consent to all local 
communities (including non-indigenous) before 
land is converted to new uses? If so, how could 
it be facilitated?



4. Document and promote models of 
agricultural investment that do not 
involve transfers of land ownership

• Moving away from current approaches of maximising 
possible economic returns in a manner that maximises 
political risks, rather than minimising political risks 
through a fairer sharing of benefits, thereby increasing 
the probability of sustainable returns 

• Harnessing the current wave of investor interest to 
enable small-scale producers to sustainably enhance 
productivity and capture benefits from rising land and 
agricultural commodity prices 

• Learning and experience sharing from available 
examples 



4. Document and promote models of 
agricultural investment that do not 
involve transfers of land ownership

Q:How can private a state-backed investors be 
encouraged to act as partners in developing and 
piloting forms of community-investor 
partnership? 

Q:How can the commercial viability be of these 
partnerships be ensured and demonstrated? 
How do you put a price on reduced political risk?

Q:How can small-scale producers be empowered 
in relation to global markets, beyond the lifespan 
of the pilot project?



5. Assist in securing the land rights of 
the poor

• Most strategic: 
– collective registration of land rights
– using innovative low-cost method

– Targeting most vulnerable people and areas

• Need for rapid upscaling while avoiding 
associated risks



5. Assist in securing the land rights of the 
poor

Q:How up-scalable are current approaches to low-cost 
collective land titling, particularly to countries whose land 
law may not explicitly support collective registration of 
land rights?

Q:What role of IGOs in promoting a rapid scaling up of 
tenure registration? What role can bilateral donors and 
civil society organisations play in this?

Q:How could initiatives for tenure registration of local land 
users be targeted strategically to people and areas most 
vulnerable to dispossession?



6. Build the capacity for collective 
action and negotiation of local land 
users

• Building of 
organisations of 
farmers, landless 
people and other 
interest groups to 
enable and strengthen 
collective action, 
negotiation and 
enforcing accountability 



6. Build the capacity for collective action 
and negotiation of local land users

Q:How can CSOs (esp. trade unions, producer 
federations, indigenous people’s organisations, 
social movements) play a leading role in building 
the capacity of local stakeholders for collective 
action?

Q:How can IGOs and donors provide targeted 
support to capacity building, and promote the 
up-scaling of positive experiences?  



Conclusion: Moving beyond the 
headline-grabbing “land grabs”

• The “land grabbing” phenomena can be used as 
a springboard for coordinated efforts to scale up 
and advance efforts to strengthen the land rights 
and economic opportunities of the rural poor, but 
this should go beyond the immediate contexts of 
high profile investment projects

• At question is the role of family farmers in the 
future of meeting global food needs 


