
Global Land Grab Undermines Food 
Security in the Developing World

In 2008 and 2009, a United Nations body, an agricul-
tural think tank and a respected civil society watchdog 
all released reports documenting these land grabs in the 
developing world. The international non-governmental 
organization GRAIN helped to break the land grab story 
when it identified more than 100 land deals in 2008.3 
The UN International Fund for Agricultural Development 
reported the purchase or lease of more than 6.2 million 
acres in Ethiopia, Ghana, Madagascar, Mali and Sudan 
between 2004 and 2009.4 Between 2006 and the middle 
of 2009, the International Food Policy Research Institute 
(IFPRI) found that foreign investors sought or secured 
between 37 million and 49 million acres of farmland in 
the developing world.5 

These land grabs have been driven by countries and inves-
tors seeking food and agrofuel export platforms, as well as 
new sources of water. International investment banks and 
hedge funds are snapping up farmland worldwide.6 Some 
wealthy countries that depend on imported food, including 
Japan and South Korea, are securing supplemental farm-
land beyond their borders. China is expanding its global 
reach to maximize its food security and fuel its economic 
growth. Arid, oil-rich countries are attempting to reduce 
their agricultural water use domestically by buying or 
leasing new farmland abroad that can be used to ship food 
back to their domestic markets. The 2008 food crisis only 
accelerated the global land rush. Since about 95 percent 
of Asia’s cropland has already been used, Africa and Latin 
America are seen as the most likely places where investors 
will seek arable land.7

Over the past five years, a little-noticed wave of investors has been snapping up 
fields and forests in some of the poorest developing countries. Governments, 

sovereign wealth funds and companies from rapidly industrializing or oil-rich 
developing nations have purchased or leased millions of acres of land in Africa, Asia, 
Eastern Europe and Latin America.1 The trend is likely to continue. In June 2009, 
representatives from 200 financial and agribusiness firms gathered in New York 
to discuss agricultural investments in the developing world.2 These investments in 
some of the most productive agricultural land threaten to further undermine food 
security and sustainable rural economic development in the developing world.
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The new land purchases could further destabilize the food 
security of some developing countries since land that has 
shifted to foreign investors cannot be used to produce food 
for local communities. The lure of new investment dollars 
can overwhelm local efforts to manage their own land. 
These financial pressures contribute to the global drive 
for large-scale industrialized agricultural production — 
dislocating smallholder farmers in the developing world 
and exacerbating rural poverty and food insecurity. Some 
countries and popular movements are rejecting these land 
grabs that the Financial Times acknowledged can be “seen 
as neo-colonial.”8

Consider some recent and proposed land grabs:

In 2008, a Dubai-based investment firm acquired •	
800,000 acres in Pakistan.9

In 2009, Saudi Arabia signed a deal for 1.2 million •	
acres of farmland in Tanzania.10 

China’s economic strength has made the country a •	
leading global land investor. Already China cultivates 
2.47 million acres in Indonesia to grow palm oil, sugar 
and cassava under an eight-year lease with investors 
from Indonesia and Hong Kong.11 China is buying or 
leasing more farmland in the Philippines, Laos, Ka-
zakhstan, Myanmar, Cameroon and Uganda.12 

South Korea is considering offering government fi-•	
nancing for private companies to enter 50-year leases 
on Russian farmland to grow crops for export to South 
Korea.13

A reported deal between Kuwait and Cambodia would •	
offer Kuwait a lease on 124,000 acres of farmland, 
possibly for a 99-year contract, in exchange for financ-
ing Cambodian infrastructure.14  

Scale of Land Grab Displaces Local 
Food Production and Smallholder 
Farmers
The sheer size of these new and proposed land invest-
ments can destabilize food production in the developing 
world as millions of acres are effectively removed from 
domestic food cultivation. Obviously, giant agribusi-
nesses from the industrialized world buy and own land 
in developing nations, but the scale of these operations 
pales in comparison to the recent land grabs. For ex-
ample, Dole Foods owns 88,000 acres of land and leases 
an additional 66,000 acres in the developing world.15 
Decades of Dole’s land acquisitions represent far less 
than one percent (0.18 percent) of the conservative IFPRI 
estimate of 37 million acres.  

These land grabs represent a substantial cultivated area 
– IFPRI’s low-end figure of 37 million acres would be like 
foreign investors buying up all the farmland in Oklahoma; 
the high estimate of 49 million acres would be like buy-
ing all the farmland in North Dakota.16 Removing this 
land from producing food for local markets undermines 
the tenuous food security in some countries. Many of the 
proposed or completed land deals are in countries the 
Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations 
has indentified as food insecure, including Kenya, Sudan, 
Uganda and Myanmar.17 

The rise in global food prices in 2007 and 2008 acceler-
ated the move to acquire land to enhance food security 
or as an agricultural investment alternative to collapsing 
stock markets. Land prices have soared in some emerging 
economies and the industrial world, making cheaper land 
in developing nations attractive to investors.18

The new investors are creating giant industrial farms and 
pushing smallholder farmers off the land.19 Many of these 
land deals are for tens of thousands of acres that inves-
tors are converting to single-crop farms which dwarf the 
small-scale farms that are most common in the developing 
world. Nearly nine out of 10 farms in the developing world 
(85 percent) are smaller than 5 acres.20

Land grabs dislocate smallholders who often cannot 
protect their historical claims on farm and pasture land. 
Subsistence farmers and pastoralists often lack Western-
style titles to the land they use under customary tenure 
arrangements and can easily risk losing access to land 
targeted by investors.21 This can be especially dire for 
women, who make up 70 percent of farmers in the devel-
oping world.22 These women often cannot protect their 
own land tenure claims in court due to local laws. Worse, 
smallholders may not even know they’re losing their land. 
Most of the deals are cut secretly between foreign inves-
tors and local governments and most of the information 
is largely unavailable to the public.23 Foreign investors 
demand the best land, typically with access to irrigation, 
so disempowered rural communities can lose their most 
productive farmland.24



Grabbing Water with the Land
Many of the land buyers, especially from arid and import-
dependent countries, are essentially seeking access to 
water as much as they are land. Buying or leasing land 
with more plentiful water allows arid countries to shift 
domestic irrigation water to municipal water supplies. 
The International Institute for Sustainable Development 
reported in 2009: 

In essence, what are often described now as land grabs are 
really water grabs: the purchase or long-term lease of land 
in order to obtain the water rights that come with the land 
under domestic law or with the investment contract itself.25

The African and Asian countries targeted for land invest-
ment have accessible water available for agricultural 
production.26 For example, most of Central Africa primar-
ily relies on rain-fed agriculture, with only 2 percent of 
its land using available irrigation water. 27 This makes the 
region attractive to foreign investors looking for agricul-
tural land and water. At the June 2009 global agriculture 
investment conference, the CEO of the Emergent Asset 
Management’s African Agricultural Land Fund predicted: 
“Water is going to be a fantastically scarce asset.”28

And the water required to slake the investors’ fields could 
be considerable. If wheat were irrigated on the conserva-
tive IFPRI estimate of 37 million acres, it would require 
more than 17.6 trillion gallons of water to raise the crop 
each year.29 This is nearly twice the volume of water that is 
behind the Hoover Dam.30

International Trade and Investment 
Deals Could Make Land Grabs 
Permanent
Ultimately, these land grabs are investments and the gov-
ernment and corporate investors can protect their pur-
chases and leases with the investor protection provisions 
of international trade pacts. Free trade agreements like 
the North American Free Trade Agreement, the U.S.-Peru 
Free Trade Agreement and others have tough provisions 
that allow corporate investors to sue for monetary dam-
ages if they feel their investments have been undermined 
or diluted.31 By the end of 2008, there were nearly 2,700 
bilateral investment treaties in force, and two-fifths (42 
percent) of the investment treaties were between industri-
alized countries and developing countries.32 

The buyers of land in the developing world can use the 
international investor protection provisions to prevent 
countries from canceling odious land deals or curbing 
unsustainable or exploitative behavior by investors. For 
example, if a land purchaser is unsatisfied by the gen-
erosity of its access to water, it could sue for monetary 
damages. In the spring of 2009, Peru’s government used 
deadly force against indigenous people that protested 
petrochemical and logging interests’ access to traditional 
land,33 which was eased by the investment provisions of 
the U.S.-Peru Free Trade Agreement.34 

One indigenous leader told The New York Times: “The 
president [of Peru] thought we would be docile in accept-
ing plans that could completely change the way we hunt 
for food and raise crops, and we are not.”35



Conclusion
The new global land and water grabs form the latest 
chapter of corporate-driven globalization that prioritizes 
export-oriented production over sustainable global food 
security. Foreign land investors could dislocate millions of 
people from productive assets and resources such as land, 
water, fish, seeds, technology and traditional wisdom.

Fortunately, a broad movement of citizens and farmers 
has emerged to fight this trend and already has scuttled 
some of the proposed land grabs. In 2008, opposition 
to a proposed South Korean lease of millions of acres in 
Madagascar collapsed the deal and contributed to the 
fall of Madagascar government.36 The Philippines gov-
ernment reportedly blocked a deal with China over food 
security and concerns about the proposal’s terms and 
legality.37

These land deals need to fully consider the food security 
and customary land rights of existing rural communities. 
The UN Special Rapporteur on the right to food stressed 
the need for governments to preserve food security in 
any proposed land deal.38 Such deals must be negotiated 
transparently with full consent of the affected local com-
munities. The investments should be environmentally 
sustainable and provide quality employment opportunities 
for local people. The sales revenue should benefit local 
communities and a portion of the investor’s production 
should be provided to local food markets to avoid eagger-
ating food insecurity. 
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