
Niassa case in Mozambique:
Through the Chikweti Company, the Global Solidarity Forest Fund is invest-

ing in pine and eucalyptus plantations  in the Niassa province in Mozam-

bique. Among the shareholders in this fund are the Swedish and Norwegian 

Lutheran churches and Dutch pension fund ABP. The Chikweti Company 

was granted a land concession by the Mozambique government of 30,000 

ha. The consultation process for the area already under concession was 

flawed. The company held talks in which it promised jobs and resources, 

but only community leaders were consulted. As the voice of the broader 

community was not heard, the people have since revolted against their 

own leaders. When applying for the land concession, the company said that 

it would use marginal lands, but in fact it acquired prime agricultural lands. 

When the company invaded community lands in Maniamba, it promised to 

pay compensation but did not do so. The community protested by uproot-

ing the trees and the police were brought in to protect the plantations. 

Further conflicts resulting in evictions occurred in the community of Licole. 

Koh Kong case in Cambodia: 
a real sell-out
In Cambodia, almost 4 million ha of land has been transferred in recent 

years, 2 million ha of which as land concessions for industrial agriculture. 

The following case is therefore only one of many. In 2006, 19,100 ha land 

was ‘granted’ to a joint venture of national and international investors 

in the Koh Kong province of Cambodia. The land was converted to sugar 

cane plantations producing sugar for the European Union. The concessions 

bluntly ignored the fact that some 450 families lived on and from this land. 

When protest arose, the police destroyed the villagers’ crops and houses 

by bulldozer and brutally attacked the villagers who resisted the eviction. 

This happened despite national land law regulations prohibiting land con-

cessions over 10,000 ha. Local food production was destroyed and the 

right to food of the local communities was violated.
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Hands off the Land – 
Take action against land grabbing
A series of global crises – financial, environmental, energy and food – in recent 

years is fuelling a dramatic rush on farmland and resources in much of the Glob-

al South, the former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. Large swathes of land 

are being bought or leased in order to grow food crops, to produce agrofuels 

and forestry products, or to extract natural resources such as oil, minerals and 

water. Old and new actors in the North and South are taking part in the global 

scramble for natural resources. Much of this scramble is corporate driven, but 

governments in the North and South are also playing key facilitating roles, if 

they are not involved in the grabbing themselves. Despite repeated promises 

to the contrary, the new rush on land has led to often forced dispossessions, 

the destruction of rural livelihoods and violations of people’s human rights and 

their rights to land, food and water. This undermines local food security, and 

pollutes and destroys the world’s natural resources at an unprecedented pace 

and scale. Severe conflicts are on the rise all over the world. For these reasons, 

land grabbing must be resisted and stopped!

What is land grabbing?
Land grabbing occurs when state or private investors buy or lease large tracts 

of land that is used by local people for small-scale food production, livestock 

grazing, hunting and food gathering. Big land deals are taking large areas out of 

the control of local people, jeopardizing food production for local households 

and local markets. Instead, these deals shift land use to ecologically damaging, 

capital-intensive, industrial monocultures that supply the global markets with 

cheap food, agrofuels and other industrial products. 

What is new about land grabbing?
Since colonial times, corporations have been taking over fertile tropical land to 

grow coffee, cocoa and bananas for export. Yet the extent and pace at which 

land grabbing is occurring today is unprecedented. Investors buy or lease 

thousands and even hundreds of thousands of hectares of land, and these are 

mainly long-term leases of up to 99 years. The lack of transparency in busi-

ness negotiations makes it difficult to find out how much land is being taken 

over or to know the exact number of contracts under negotiation. World Bank 

economist Klaus Deininger estimates that negotiations are currently being held 

on between 10 and 30 percent of global agricultural land, of which about 70 

per cent is in Africa.
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Where does land grabbing take place?
Africa is particularly targeted by land grabbers, as land there is cheap. But it 

also occurs in Asia, Latin America and former Eastern bloc countries, such as 

Romania, the Ukraine and the Russian Federation. More importantly, most land 

grabbing takes place in countries classified by the United Nations’ Food and Ag-

ricultural Organization (FAO) as vulnerable to food insecurity. These countries 

include Ethiopia, Kenya, Mozambique, Mali, Sudan, Uganda, Cambodia and 

Myanmar. Farming in these countries is often based on smallholder agricul-

ture. Land grabbing is made easier by the fact that small farmers, nomads and 

indigenous groups generally own no official titles to their land. Their customary 

rights for collective land use and ownership are simply ignored.

What are the causes of land grabbing?
It is against the background of a continuously increasing world population – 

expected to reach 9 billion by 2050 – and the constraints of climate change 

that land and other natural resources are coming into the focus of economic 

interests. As a result of the global food price crisis in 2008, states that depend 

on food imports started buying or leasing large tracts of agricultural land in 

other countries in order to cultivate food crops for their own needs at home. 

In addition, the demand for agrofuels remains artificially high due to climate 

protection regulations such as EU biofuel targets. This lucrative business not 

only encourages land grabbing but also jeopardises world food security. The 

global financial crisis is another driving force behind land grabbing. Agricultural 

investments are viewed as secure investment opportunities promising large 

profits. All these factors are increasing the pressure on the world’s natural 

commons. The answer to this comes in the shape of neo-liberal economic poli-

cies, privatisation and international investment treaties, which accelerate land 

grabbing by turning land into a commodity that can be traded globally.

The key players in land grabbing
Although the key players in land grabbing are as diverse as the driving forces 

behind it, four main groups can be distinguished: corporations, private invest-

ment funds (banks, pension and hedge funds), sovereign wealth funds and 

financial institutions (development funds, development banks and agencies, 

the World Bank) and national governments. The first group mainly invests in 

farmland for the extraction of resources and its related infrastructure. Agribusi-

ness corporations, for instance, secure with such investments the entire chain 

of production and trade in food crops, energy crops such as sugar cane, corn, 

palm oil, jatropha or animal fodder such as soya. This group buys up or secures 

the rights to the largest total amount of land. However, the second group, pri-

vate investment funds, is also increasingly acquiring agricultural land in poor 

countries. The third group provides the investment for so-called development 

projects, and private companies then take over the production. The fourth and 

smallest group is made up of governments which negotiate leasing contracts 

directly with other countries. Corrupt governments and weak institutions in 

the host countries facilitate foreign land acquisitions, and domestic elites or 

companies also profit from these deals. 

The arguments of land grabbers 
Transnational land acquisitions are justified and packaged in numerous ways 

to make them attractive to the host country and the affected population. It is 

claimed that the investments will bring technology transfer and employment 

opportunities, or that they will boost the local or national economy and in-

crease food security while caring for the environment and local resource man-

agement. Consequently, people believe that the land deals and development 

projects will lead to permanent improvements in their lives. Unfortunately, 

these hopes rarely materialise. Land grabbers also frequently claim that ‘idle’ 

or ‘marginal’ land is now finally being cultivated. However, areas often mistak-

enly described as ‘empty’ or ‘unproductive’ are extensively used by nomads 

and farmers, or serving as community land. Women gathering food, wood 

and medical plants are especially affected. Yet, land grabbers mainly target 

the best agricultural lands, as they want their investments to be profitable.

The consequences for the countries where 
land grabbing takes place
Land grabbing has an enormous social, economic and ecological impact in 

the target countries. Large-scale cultivation replaces and marginalises small 

farmers and destroys their means of survival. Land grabbing endangers land 

rights, traditional pasturing rights, water rights and other access rights. These 

rights provide the basis for the survival of most rural families and even en-

tire societies. The consequences are migration or forced displacement, but 

also resistance and severe conflicts about land, water and forests. Further-

more, the environmental harm caused by increased water consumption, 

forest clearance, extensive monocultures and the intensive use of pesti-

cides and chemical fertilisers associated with land grabbing is unpredictable. 

Land grabbing and human rights violations 

Article 1 of the United Nations International Covenant on Economic, Social and 

Cultural Rights states that, ‘In no case may a people be deprived of its own 

means of subsistence.’ Land, water, forests and seeds are the rural population’s 

basic means of subsistence in developing countries and the basis of national 

food security. Case studies show that land grabbing violates and endangers 

people’s right to food and water and undermines their capacity to construct a 

decent livelihood. Governments have to ensure that these rights are not put at 

risk by land deals. The rights of indigenous peoples are also at stake as land grab-

bing is increasingly occurring in their territories. According to ILO Convention 

169 and the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, 

any measure affecting the enjoyment of their ancestral lands and territories 

needs the free, prior and informed consent of indigenous peoples and should 

be made respecting the rights of other rural communities to participate in deci-

sion-making. Human rights, especially the right to food and water and the right 

of indigenous peoples to their territories, must be given priority over economic 

interests and over trade and investment agreements that lead to land grabs.

What is our responsibility as Europeans?
At first, studies of the new land grabbing wave identified state and pri-

vate investors from water scarce Arab (e.g. Qatar) and densely populated 

Asian countries (e.g. China) as the main actors. But it has become more 

and more clear that Europe has a highly relevant role in this development:

•	 Some 40 per cent of all funds investing in land are based in 

	 Europe (e.g. pension funds);

•	 The European agrofuels policy (Renewable Energy Directive) itself 	

	 ‘fuels’ land grabbing abroad;

•	 Dozens of European private companies are directly grabbing land 

	 in the Global South;

•	 European investment law protects these investors and ignores 

	 human rights;

•	 European development cooperation in the land sector is biased 

	 towards investments in land rather than protection of access 

	 to land of local communities;

•	O ur consumption patterns are based on cheap production and 

	 unsustainable use of agricultural  resources (e.g. feedstuff). 

	 This fuels land grabbing.

Take action against land grabbing 

It is against this background that the project ‘Hands off the Land – Take 

Action against Land Grabbing’ aims to raise awareness about land grabbing 

amongst the European public, politicians, policy makers, students and pro-

fessionals. Case documentation, fact sheets and thematic studies of trans-

national land grabs in Mali, Mozambique, Zambia, Colombia and Cambodia 

will be published and presented to the public. This will form the basis for 

public events, lobby meetings, actions and media reports. 

Join us and support the protection of people’s economic, social, cultu-

ral and environmental rights in the countries where land grabbing takes 

place:

•	 Go to the website of the organisation in your country and find out 	

	 about cases of land grabbing, upcoming events, actions and letter 	

	 campaigns;

•	 Sign up for the mailing list on land grabbing by sending an e-mail 

	 to the organisation in your country;

•	 Ask your bank or pension fund, if they invest in agricultural land 

	 or companies that acquire land;

•	 Support regional production patterns; buy food from your local 		

	 farmer;

•	 Tell your friends about events and action against land grabbing;

•	 Support our initiatives and actions financially;

•	 Take action against land grabbing! 


