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ABSTRACT 

 

Almost three-fourths of the world’s recent “land grabs” have occurred in sub-Saharan Africa, 

estimated at some 50 million hectares, which is almost equal to the size of Spain. As most of the 

recent land acquisitions involve farmland, and since agriculture is so vital to Africa’s ability to 

reduce poverty and hunger, this is a particularly important topic. These large acquisitions raise 

concerns about the dangers of neglecting local needs and exacerbating social tensions in already 

fragile states. 

 

Keywords:  Economic Development; Economic Growth; State-owned Enterprises; Sovereign Wealth Funds; 

Foreign Direct Investment; Land Tenure; Land Acquisitions; Sub-Saharan Africa; South Africa; Water Rights 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

lmost three-fourths of the world’s recent “land grabs” have occurred in sub-Saharan Africa, 

estimated at some 50 million hectares, which is almost equal to the size of Spain (World Bank, 2010; 

FAO, 2005; Global Land Project, 2010). As most of the recent land acquisitions involve farmland, 

and since agriculture is so vital to Africa’s ability to reduce poverty and hunger, this is a particularly important topic. 

These large acquisitions raise concerns about the dangers of neglecting local needs and exacerbating social tensions 

in already fragile states (Coutla et al, 2009; World Bank, 2010). 

 

These land grabs have received intense media and academic attention and from August 2008 to April 2010, 

there were 236 articles in the press about African land deals (Global Land Project, 2010). In addition, the University 

of Sussex hosted a major conference - International Conference on Global Land Grabbing - in April 2011, and there 

have been numerous studies by the FAO, IFAD, World Bank, and others (see references). Nonetheless, despite such 

work, there are still many gaps in knowledge with little empirical evidence about impacts. 

 

WHERE DEMAND ORIGINATES AND SOME REASONS FOR INCREASING DEMAND 

 

 The principle origins of demand are from the Gulf States of Saudi Arabia, UAE, Qatar, Kuwait and 

Bahrain, China, South Africa, Japan, Russia, South Korea, the US, and UK and other EU members (Cotula et al, 

2009). There are various types of buyers, including state-owned enterprises, sovereign wealth funds, foreign and 

domestic private sector investors, and central government agencies. 

 

 The key drivers behind the recent land grabs include increasing population growth, urbanization and 

changes in the food tastes in many of these countries, increasing demand for biofuels and, perhaps most importantly, 

food security (Daniel and Mittal, 2009; Smaler and Mann, 2009; Zoomers, 2010). As these originating countries 

become more urbanized and wealthier, their demands for beef increases and cattle rising requires massive amounts 

of grain for feed. The food security concerns from investor countries comes as a result of the food price hikes during 

2007-2008 which caused many countries to reconsider their policies to reduce their vulnerability to food imports. 

These hikes caused social unrest in 33 countries. In addition, rice and wheat yields have stabilized, so the scope for 

increased yields are lower than in recent years. Also, many government policies are being put in place for food and 

energy diversification. While there are a variety of reasons causing these spikes, the increased demand for bio-fuels 

(which reduced the amount of food crops on the world market) was an important catalyst (Mitchell, 2010; Friends of 

the Earth, 2010).  

A 
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 Finally, given the world-wide collapse in the housing market and low yields on stock shares, there has been 

a global vacuum for investment.  There have been expectations of increased demand and attendant land prices 

(although this is not generally a major factor). 

 

 There are compelling arguments in the literature suggesting that water is a key driver in the land grab 

phenomena (Conway and Ardoin, 2009; Rockstrom and Fox, 2003; Smaller and Mann, 2009; Woodhouse and 

Ganho, 2011). Source countries, such as India and China, have limited renewable water resources. Saudi Arabia has 

invested in countries with renewable water resources, as evidenced by its seven-year plan to produce seven million 

tons of rice annually under irrigation on a total of 700,000 ha in Niger, Mali, Senegal, Uganda, and Sudan. Because 

two-thirds of sub-Saharan Africa lies outside the humid equatorial zone, water is and will remain a key constraint to 

agricultural growth.  

 

 Generally, agriculture in this area (mostly savanna grasslands) is rain-fed, which is highly seasonal (most 

rain comes within a 4 to 5-month period) with annual rainfall varying from 400mm in the Sahel to 1,200mm in the 

Guinea savanna. Not only is rainfall limited to a few months a year, there is high inter-year variability, resulting in 

droughts.  

 

 Agricultural production will require blue water (rivers, lakes, irrigation) as well as green water (rainfall). 

Both rice and sugarcane, which require high volumes of rice, generally require irrigation, except in a few very 

humid climactic zones (Woodhouse, 2011). 

 

 Colonial administrations began to “modernize” African agriculture, but most grand schemes - the famous 

Nigerian ground nut scheme and the large scale cotton projects at Gezira in Sudan, for example - failed (FAO, 

2005). As formal irrigation schemes fell out of favor from aid agencies, development NGOs, and private funders, 

there has been a growing interest in informal water management from African farmers. This has been compounded 

by a withdrawal of state support, driven by structural adjustment demands or from government austerity measures. 

Indeed, agricultural development lending fell from 30% of World Bank loans in 1980 to 12% in 2010 (World Bank, 

2010). 

 

FACTORS ON THE SUPPLY SIDE, NUMBER AND TYPES OF DEALS 

 

 There remains a general perception of vast unused amounts of farmland for the asking, with very low 

prices. Host countries often offer incentives, including virtually free land (and when charged, payments range from 

$3-10 per hectare annually) and tax holidays ostensibly in the expectation of increased employment opportunities 

and technology transfer. These countries have launched a range of policy reforms resulting in a more business-

friendly, enabling environment, including relaxing the prohibition of foreign land ownership. Globalization of 

transportation and communications and a reduction of formal trade barriers have added to the mix. 

 

 While it is impossible to provide an exact tally of the number of land deals and the sizes involved, 

estimates range from approximately 200 to 500 large deals covering as much as 50 million ha (Cotula et al, 2009; 

FAO, 2009; World Bank, 2010). However, it should be noted that there is a big difference between a public 

announcement and actually acquiring the land. For example, it takes time to negotiate the deal, finalize the transfer 

of rights and to start production. It is not unusual to take over four years from the start of negotiations to the start of 

output production. 

 

 While it is true that in many African countries there is abundant land available, for some states these land 

deals are taking away prime agricultural lands; and in the case of the DRC, almost half of the country’s available 

land has been - or is scheduled to be - taken (Table 1).  
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Table 1:  Large Land Deals as Percentage of Domestic Agricultural Land 

 Percentage 

Madagascar 6.7 

Ethiopia 8.2 

Sudan 2.3 

Mozambique 21.1 

DR Congo 48.0 

Source:  Estimates from Global Land Project, 2010 
 

 

 It is interesting to note that the areas of sub-Saharan Africa that have the greatest land values are closely 

correlated with the areas with the largest amounts of land being taken. For example, there is an abundance of 

valuable land in the DRC and the Congo and both of these countries rank highest in the amount of land appropriated 

(see Maps 1 and 2). 
 

THE CUSTOM OF LAND TENURE IN SUB-SAHARNA AFRICA 
 

When the Europeans came, they had the Bible and we had the land; now we have the Bible and they have the 

land… 
 

 Formal land tenure is rare in the region. The World Bank estimates that only about 5% of land - mostly 

urban - is held under land tenure title (World Bank, 2010). In many countries, the state owns most of the land – 80% 

in the case of Ghana, for example. Historically, many Africans saw land as being held in trust for both those who 

had come before and those yet to come. The concept of ownership was foreign and rare. In many areas, local chiefs 

look at themselves as the owners and most deals occur where land tenure is not strongly recognized and where 

governance is weak. While there have been significant advances in the legal recognition of indigenous lands and 

customary title, it is difficult for local residents to defend their rights against outside claims, and, of course, without 

formal land title, owners cannot use their land as collateral for loans (DeSoto, 2000).   
 

 With independence, You don’t have to own the cow in order to milk it… 
 

 After independence, new governments kept the view that “unused” or “unclaimed” land was empty and 

available for sale. This viewpoint has added to the pressure to sell or lease vast tracts of land, even in recent years.  
 

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE DEALS 
 

 It should be noted that there are wide variations across the region.  While in Rwanda and Malawi almost all 

of the available cultivable land is occupied, there remain vast tracts available in Zambia, South Sudan and 

Mozambique. Despite differences in host country size, GDP, legal and political frameworks, and capacities to 

negotiate satisfactory deals, there is widespread similarity in the region regarding land transfers.  They generally 

range from 10,000 to 100,000 hectares, and although some are much larger, they are usually leases, ranging from 

short-term to 99 years. Outright purchases are not common as a title transfer can be a difficult and lengthy process. 

The majority of deals lack transparency and until recently, there was little input from civil society, which can often 

result in corruption in the host country. Contracts generally lack the free, prior and informed consent of local 

inhabitants (Cuffaro and Hallman, 2011). Agreements lack transparency and, until recently, saw little input from 

civil society. Officials feel immune from public scrutiny which results in increased corruption in the host country 

(Cotula et al, 2009; FAO, 2009).  
 

 These deals are often part of complex packages (Cotula et al, 2009) and generally include incentives for the 

host country - employment opportunities, new or improved infrastructure, and technology transfer. Laws and rules 

are not uniformly enforced. Most occur where land tenure is not strongly recognized and whose governance is weak. 

Many contracts lack free, prior and informed consent (as required by Article 32 of the 2007 UN Declaration on the 

Rights of Indigenous Peoples) and often do not take into account local rights (Vermeulen and Cotula, 2010). 

Contracts are generally short with little compliance mechanisms. Low or no rent is charged in return for expected 

job creation. However, when charged, rates generally range from $3-10 per hectare annually. 
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 Sometimes agricultural production is geared for export (the majority in Madagascar), for domestic 

consumption (Mali), or both (Ethiopia).  About 40% of the land produces food crops, 21% cash crops, 20% biofuels, 

and the remainder plantation forestry, livestock and game reserves (FAO, 2009). 

 

 There are various financial and ownership arrangements which are usually very complex. The buyer 

(usually a single party) has the advantage over the seller. The seller (host party) is generally a government entity or 

(rarely) private land owner. There can be multiple players, little coordination, and low negotiation capacity. 

Investment agencies try to lure foreign investment, while other agencies try to maximize the benefits of the deal. 

There is often confusion and overlapping jurisdictions (central government, regional government, sector ministries, 

public agencies). Land data are also scattered across jurisdictions and agencies. As a result, the same land can be 

sold multiple times. Maps, if they exist, may be inaccurate. Contracts may contain “Stabilization clauses”, whereby 

the host country cannot change the regulatory framework; i.e., environmental or labor concerns (Graham et al, 

2011).  

 

INTRA-REGIONAL LAND GRABBING: SOUTH AFRICA’S RECENT INVOLVEMENT 

 

 During 2010, Agri South Africa (the largest national farmer’s association) was engaged in land acquisitions 

with 22 African governments and at least 16 operations underway in Mozambique, Malawi, Botswana and Kenya 

(Klienooi and Kooyey 2010). During the past three years, the South African government has signed bilateral 

investment treaties with Angola, Cameroon, DRC, Gabon, Guinea, Ethiopia, Madagascar, Mauritania, Namibia, 

Sudan, Tanzania, Zambia and Zimbabwe (Hall, 2011). 

 

 South African farmers and investment firms are looking for cheap land, labor, water and tax concessions. 

Most of the South African deals involve biofuels - jatropha for biodeiesel, sugarcane for bioethanol and others, 

including maize, soya and palm oil. Nearly half of the sugar processing factories in Southern Africa are South 

African owned. 

 

 The biggest South African deal so far is a 200,000 ha, 30-year lease of state-owned land in the Republic of 

Congo with the option of 10 million ha (Hall, 2011).  Much of the land was occupied by small-holders with no land 

title.  While ostensibly for local food production, the project will more likely be used for export to the European 

market, resulting in increased competition with local producers. 

 

IMPACTS  

 

 There is little doubt that these large land deals can have a positive impact on local communities; more 

often, the results are negative. There is often arbitrary dispossession and locals who are rarely compensated 

adequately (or at all). Officials who approve expropriations sometimes sit on the appeals boards for those very 

transactions. Compensation can be in the form of resettlement on alternative (often poorer quality) land. Payment for 

very large projects usually goes directly to the central governments and rarely to local ones. This one-time payment 

results in an appreciation going only to the investor (especially when tax holidays have been tendered).  There is 

little or no payment for secondary rights (eg, pastoralists or infrequent but habitual users). Women are generally left 

out of the equation. Payments are usually made to village headman and not to individuals. In addition, compensation 

may not include value placed on sacred grounds. These adverse affects result from a lack of legal knowledge (or 

literacy). There are little meaningful consultations with locals and who lack the trust of authority. Finally, as noted 

above, employment goals are seldom met (Cotula et al, 2009).  

 

 Because of growing concerns about the negative consequences of these large land deals, a number of 

international safeguard protocols and initiatives have been adopted in recent years (see Table 2 and Cuffaro and 

Hallman, 2011). It should be noted that some of these protocols are observed more strictly than others.  
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Table 2:  Recent Efforts to Safeguard Local Livelihoods and the Environment 

Protocol Date 

Equator Banks (to reduce social and environmental risks) 2003 

The Santiago Principles” (for Sovereign Wealth Funds) 2008 

Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative 2002 

Framework Guidelines on Land Policy (African Union) 2009 

Voluntary Guidelines for Tenure of Land and Associated 

Natural Resources (UN FAO) 

2002 

Forest Stewardship Council 1992 

Better Cotton Initiative 2005 

Better Sugarcane Initiative 2006 

Roundtable on Sustainable Biofuels 2008 

 

 

 Host countries generally have poor governance and the capacity for meaningful negotiation and are ill-

equipped to handle the intense competition for land (IIED, 2009). A deal can and often does result in a race to the 

bottom where short-term gains come at the expense of long-term interests. There are countless examples of 

population displacements and environmental degradation, especially with deforestization, loss of agribiodiversity, 

and access to water (Mitchell, 2010; World Bank, 2010). Increased population growth (average rate of 2.4%) in sub-

Saharan Africa will continue to put pressure on food security.  

 

 Even if financially successful for investors, many deals do not generate social benefits (increased pollution, 

land alienation, lower wages); and, even if the deals contain generous promised benefits for the host country, these 

countries are not equipped to monitor contract compliance. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 Decisions made today can and do have long-term implications (up to 99 years in some cases) which need to 

be understood fully. Host countries generally have poor capacity for meaningful negotiation and cannot handle the 

intense competition for land. A deal can result in a race to the bottom where short-term gains come at the expense of 

long-term interests. Further, even if financially successful for investors, agreements may not generate social 

benefits. According to the FAO, 

  

… the expansion of world trade in agricultural products has failed to translate into better living conditions for most 

of those working in farming in the developing world. (FAO, 2009) 

 

 Whether or not large-scale deals can benefit the local community will depend on a variety of inter-related 

factors, including tradition, land endowments, legal and enforcement capacities, the institutional framework, 

political stability, and the health of the economy and civil society (Cotula et al, 2009; World Bank, 2010). 

 

 While there are claims of “win-win”, there are few examples of deals living up to the promises, but 

numerous ones that have not. Increased large land grabs have the potential to exacerbate social and political tensions 

in the fragile states in the region. For example, a proposed 1.3 million ha South Korean deal in Madagascar was a 

key factor in bringing down its president in 2009 (Cotula et al, 2009). It is critical for sub-Saharan African states to 

develop sound and transparent investment mechanisms, effective monitoring systems, and vigorous enforcement. 
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MAP 1:  Maximum Potential Value of Output for Africa (US$ per Hectare) 

 

 

MAP 1 
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MAP 2:  Number of Land Deals and Land Area 


