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KEY MESSAGES 

 
1. Interconnected trends of resource grabbing and increasing land inequality undermine 

the human rights and livelihoods of people and communities, and are major drivers of 
climate change, biodiversity loss and ecosystem destruction. In recent years, ‘‘green 
grabs’’ (land grabs for supposed environmental purposes) have become a key factor in 
these dynamics. 

2. Indigenous peoples, small-scale food providers and other rural communities are the 
best stewards of ecosystems, conserving and sustainably managing land, fisheries and 
forests. They support greater biodiversity, ensure better water management and 
sustainably produce more than half of the world’s food using just 35 per cent of global 
cropland. 

3. Agrarian reforms and redistributive tenure policies must be a central component of 
policies in support of climate justice, just transitions and food sovereignty. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
Land, forests, water bodies, fisheries, pastures, and other natural resources remain vital to the 
livelihoods, wellbeing, and dignity of millions of people around the world, especially small-
scale food providers, Indigenous Peoples, and other rural communities. These groups rely on 
secure access to and control over land and ecosystems not only to produce food and sustain 
their economies but also to uphold their social, cultural, spiritual, and ecological practices. 

In recent years, the importance of land and natural resource governance in addressing climate 
change, biodiversity loss, and environmental degradation, including the transformation of food 
systems, has been increasingly recognized. Respecting and protecting the tenure rights of 
Indigenous and rural communities is now widely acknowledged as essential. However, this 
briefing paper goes further by arguing that redistributive agrarian reform must be at the heart 
of climate policy. It argues that placing land and territories under the control of small-scale 
food producers, indigenous peoples, and rural communities is a key and effective way to 
promote ecologically sound natural resource management, sustainable and equitable food 
systems, social justice, peace, and well-being. 

The paper is structured in three parts. Part I examines the nexus between land, food, climate, 
and inequality. It shows how rising land inequality and resource grabbing are key drivers of 
environmental degradation and the climate crisis. Part II highlights the key role of small-scale 
food providers and Indigenous Peoples as stewards of land and ecosystems, presenting three 
case studies that demonstrate how community-led governance of land enhances food 
sovereignty, protects human rights, and fosters ecological and gender justice. Finally, the paper 
outlines policy recommendations to integrate redistributive tenure reform into climate 
policies. 

This briefing is based on the report ‘‘Lords of the Land: Transnational Landowners, Inequality 
and the Case for Redistribution ’’, published by FIAN International and Focus on the Global 
South (June 2025). 

For more information, please access the report here: https://www.fian.org/en/press-
release/article/global-land-grab-highlights-growing-inequality-and-need-for-reform-3605.  
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PART I: UNPACKING THE LAND-FOOD-CLIMATE-INEQUALITY 
NEXUS 
 

1 .  T HE  CL IM AT E  CR I SI S AN D  L AN D  IN E Q U AL IT Y  

Land inequality plays a central yet under-recognized role in deepening the triple environmental 
crisis --- climate change, biodiversity loss, and pollution. Unequal access to, use of, and control over 
land and natural resources are both drivers and consequences of broader ecological and social 
injustices. Rural communities, Indigenous Peoples, and small-scale food providers depend on land 
not only for dignified livelihoods, but also for cultural and ecological stewardship. Yet, growing land 
concentration --- where 1% of farms control 70% of farmland1 --- undermines their human rights and 
capacity to manage ecosystems sustainably. 

Since the 2008 financial crisis, a new wave of global land and resource grabbing has surged, driven 
by the transformation of land into a financial asset and ensuing speculation. These land grabs have 
led to displacement of communities as well as deforestation and environmental degradation, 
particularly in biodiversity-rich regions. More recently, ‘‘green grabs’’ have accelerated, as land is 
appropriated for climate mitigation schemes such as carbon offsets and biodiversity markets. 
Recent figures show that green grabs now account for 20% of large-scale land deals,2 while carbon 
offset markets are expected to quadruple within the next seven years.3 These schemes, while 
marketed as climate solutions, often dispossess local communities and undermine their 
stewardship of territories and ecosystems, which has been proven to result in lower deforestation 
rates and higher biodiversity. 4 

Corporate and financial actors increasingly treat land as an asset class, fueling speculation and 
placing further pressure on ecosystems and communities. Net-zero pledges and biodiversity targets 
now threaten to appropriate more than a billion hectares, i.e., an area the size of total global 
cropland. States and corporations push for ‘‘net zero’’ despite the fact that international bodies like 
the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), the United Nations Convention to Combat 
Desertification (UNCCD), and the International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) have recognized 
that securing tenure rights and ensuring human rights-based land governance are essential to 
achieving environmental goals.5 
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Climate and environmental justice are grounded in the acknowledgment that the responsibilities 
and impacts of climate change, ecosystem destruction, and the disruption of natural cycles are 
distributed very unequally, globally, and within societies. Ultimately, climate and environmental 
justice cannot be realized without addressing resource grabbing and land inequality. As the global 
ecological crisis worsens, the question of who owns and controls land becomes inseparable from 
the challenge of building a just and sustainable future. Empowering local communities through 
tenure policies that support broad and equitable distribution of land and natural resources is both 
an ecological necessity and a human rights imperative. 

 

 

 

2.  FO OD  SY ST E M S,  I N E QU AL IT Y  AN D  CL I M AT E  CH AN G E  

Food systems are deeply connected to land 
inequality and the growing triple environmental 
crisis. Industrial food systems, which rely on 
large-scale monocultures and global 
commodity production, contribute significantly 
to environmental degradation. They drive 
deforestation, greenhouse gas emissions, and 
soil and water pollution, while displacing more 
diverse, ecologically sound, and socially just 
food systems. 

Access to, use of, and control over land --- 
including agricultural lands, coastal and 
riverine lands, rangelands, forests, mangroves, 
savannahs, etc. --- are fundamental to small-
scale food production, food sovereignty, and 
the realization of the human right to food and 
nutrition. Despite using only around 35% of the 
world’s cropland, small-scale food producers, 
such as peasants, small-scale fishers and fish 
harvesters, pastoralists, and Indigenous 
Peoples, feed more than half of the global 
population.6  Figure 1 illustrates how Farms of 
up to 20 hectares account for 59% of key food 
crops grown on just a quarter of global 
farmland. These farms also supply a significant 
share of essential nutritious foods like pulses, 
roots, tubers, fruits, and vegetables --- 
highlighting their efficiency and importance for 
healthy diets. 
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Figure 1: Indicative characteristics of farm numbers, area farmed and food production related 
to farm size. 7 

 

  
 

Land grabbing and increasing land concentration are contributing to rising hunger and 
malnutrition. In 2023, between 713 and 757 million people------roughly 9% of the global population------
suffered from hunger.8 In the 2023 report Reducing Inequalities for Food Security and Nutrition, the 
High-Level Panel of Experts on Food Security and Nutrition (HLPE-FSN) identifies inequality in 
access to, ownership of, and control over food production resources, including land, as a major 
driver of this crisis.9 These inequalities are also gendered, with women and girls disproportionately 
affected by food insecurity, including severe food insecurity.10 

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) has emphasized that conflict, climate extremes, 
economic shocks, and persistent inequality are the main drivers of hunger and malnutrition.11 It has 
warned that without bold action to address these root causes, the goal of eradicating hunger by 
2030 will not be met. 12 

In this context, transitioning to sustainable food systems requires securing access to and control 
over land and natural resources for small-scale food producers, Indigenous Peoples, and rural 
communities. Doing so is essential not only for realizing the human right to food and nutrition but 
also for advancing equity and achieving climate and environmental justice. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
8 

 

PART II: PEOPLE’S LAND MANAGEMENT FOR FOOD SOVEREIGNTY, 
CLIMATE AND SOCIAL JUSTICE  
 

1 .  IN D IG E N OU S P E OP L E S,  SM AL L - SC AL E  F OOD  P R OV ID E R S  AN D  R U R AL  
COM M U N IT IE S A S S T E W AR D S  OF  E C O SY ST E M S  

In recent years, growing global recognition has highlighted the vital role Indigenous Peoples and 
rural communities play in preserving ecosystems and biodiversity. These groups serve as essential 
custodians of the natural world, contributing significantly to reducing greenhouse gas emissions, 
climate change mitigation and adaptation, and biodiversity conservation. Their territories --- 
especially those managed collectively --- are consistently shown to have lower deforestation rates, 
higher biodiversity, greater carbon storage, and increased resilience compared to areas under other 
forms of land management.13 Studies estimate that as much as 80% of the world’s remaining intact 
biodiversity exists within Indigenous Peoples’ territories.14 

The contribution of small-scale food providers to ecological stewardship is crucial. Unlike industrial 
agriculture, which often relies on large-scale monocultures and intensive chemical inputs, 
smallholder farming tends to promote crop and non-crop biodiversity at both field and landscape 
levels. Agroecology and techniques such as intercropping, agroforestry, and the use of 
peasant/native seed systems are central to these practices. These approaches are rooted in 
generations of ecological knowledge and constant innovation. The result is not only more 
sustainable land use but also food systems that are more resilient to climate and market shocks. 

However, for rural communities and Indigenous Peoples to continue their roles as environmental 
stewards, they must have secure access to and control over land, water, and natural resources. 
Ensuring a broad, equitable, and sustainable distribution of land is a key contribution to safeguard 
both environmental functions and the human rights of these communities, including the right to a 
clean, healthy, and sustainable environment.  

This conversation also intersects with broader questions of climate and environmental justice. 
Environmental harms and responsibilities are not evenly shared: wealthier populations, especially 
in industrialized nations, are disproportionately responsible for greenhouse gas emissions, land 
degradation, and natural resource exploitation. The World Inequality Report 2022 calls this 
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disparity ‘‘carbon emissions inequalities,’’15 drawing attention to the vast ecological footprint of the 
world’s richest individuals compared to the bottom 50% of the population. Most countries’ tenure 
systems reflect and reproduce these inequalities, concentrating control over resources in the hands 
of the few while excluding those who depend on them for survival. 

In light of growing land inequality, food insecurity, and ecological degradation, a critical question 
arises: who should own and control the planet’s land and natural wealth? Addressing this question 
is central not only to environmental sustainability but also to social equity. Redistributing land and 
recognizing community-based governance systems is not just a matter of justice --- it is one of the 
most effective strategies for climate resilience and ecological restoration.  

 

 

2.  AR G E N T IN A :  R E ST O R IN G  L AN D  F OR  AG R OE C OL OG IC AL  F A R M IN G  AN D  
D E CE N T  L IV E L IH O O D S FO R  Y OU T H  

Following Argentina’s 2001 economic crisis, the country relied heavily on large-scale agribusiness --- 
especially soy --- and mining to stimulate recovery. Agriculture now contributes around 6% to the 
national GDP and nearly 50% of exports, making Argentina a top global producer of soy, corn, 
wheat, sunflower, and beef.16 Since the legalization of genetically modified soy in 1996, soy 
cultivation has expanded rapidly, covering 59% of cultivated land. Most of this soy --- 97% genetically 
modified and 95% exported17 --- supports the agro-export model, which has generated foreign 
exchange but at severe social and environmental costs. 

Environmentally, the expansion of commodity agriculture has driven massive deforestation. The 
expansion of commodity agriculture has come at the cost of widespread deforestation. About 7 
million hectares of native forests were lost in Argentina between 1998 and 2023, about 80% of which 
was in the Gran Chaco --- South America’s second-largest forest after the Amazon.18 Monoculture soy 
farming has caused soil degradation, erosion, and heavy dependence on agrochemicals like 
glyphosate, which pollutes water sources and is linked to cancer, birth defects, and respiratory 
diseases in affected communities. Biodiversity has suffered as diverse ecosystems are replaced with 
monocultures, threatening native species and weakening ecological resilience. 

Socially, agribusiness expansion has fueled land concentration and displaced small-scale farmers, 
Indigenous Peoples, and rural communities, many of whom lack secure tenure rights despite long-
standing ancestral claims. Mechanization has reduced demand for rural labor, leading to rural 
depopulation and the breakdown of local economies. Land conflicts have intensified, with violent 
evictions and at least 11 land defenders killed in recent years. 

In response, rural movements such as the Peasant Movement of Santiago del Estero (MOCASE-VC), 
the National Peasant and Indigenous Movement (MNCI), and other member organizations of Union 
of Workers in the Popular Economy (UTEP) are promoting food sovereignty and agroecology as 
alternatives. They demand collective land/territorial rights for rural populations, arguing that 
communal land tenure better reflects Indigenous and peasant practices and offers stronger 
protection against dispossession. These movements aim to build more equitable and sustainable 
food systems rooted in social justice and ecological stewardship. 

One innovative initiative born from this struggle is the creation of agroecological shelter galaxies 
(Galaxias refugio agroecológicas), launched in 2018 by UNICAM SURI, the peasant university of the 
MOCASE-VC. These are collectively run agroecological farms established on reclaimed land, 
providing shelter, healing, and dignified work for young people, women, gender-diverse persons, 
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and migrants who have faced exclusion, violence, or addiction. Many come from families displaced 
by agribusiness. Today, Galaxias are located in the provinces of Buenos Aires, Santa Fe, and 
Santiago del Estero, and are engaged in agroecological production using native seeds and peasant 
and Indigenous knowledge.  

A paradigmatic case is that of La Dorotea, a collective farm in the municipality of Mercedes, province 
of Buenos Aires. Here, a community of young people lives, works, and produces sustainably, 
growing wheat and fruit, raising chickens and free-range hens, and grazing dairy sheep. They also 
add value to their products by making sweets, pickles, and preserves. Much of this production is 
destined for local consumption through marketing at fairs. Actions such as fairs, popular markets, 
and local food networks contribute to reweaving the social fabric in rural areas that have been 
disrupted by agribusiness and extractive practices. 

 

 To know more: Vera, R. (2024). Galaxias UNICAM: Refugios agroecológicos para el buen 
vivir. Un estudio de caso de Argentina.  
Available at: https://globalforestcoalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/ESP-
galaxia-case-study-design-1.pdf.  

 

 

3 .  M AL I :  P AR T IC IP AT O R Y  L AN D  G OV E R N A N CE  AN D  AG R OE C O L OG Y  A S A  
P AT H T O CL IM AT E  A N D  G E N D E R  J U ST I C E  

 

In the Mandé and Naréna communes of Mali, a 
transformative approach to land governance is 
redefining how communities manage natural resources 
in the face of deepening climate, food, and inequality 
crises. Amid escalating land grabbing and resource 
degradation, an alliance of peasant and grassroots 
organizations, the Malian Convergence Against Land 
Grabbing (CMAT), UACDDDD, CNOP, successfully 
mobilized to secure a new agricultural land law, the Loi 
sur le Foncier Agricole (LFA) in 2017. This law recognizes 
not only state and private lands but also the customary 
and collective land rights of rural communities --- an 
unprecedented legal gain for Mali’s rural populations. 

A core innovation of the LFA is the establishment of 
Commissions Foncières Villageoises (COFOV), inclusive 
local land commissions that return land governance to 
the hands of communities. COFOVs are legally mandated 
bodies composed of village leaders, customary chiefs, 
women, youth, and agricultural representatives. They 
manage land allocations, mediate conflicts, and uphold 
customary land rights, anchoring democratic, bottom-
up land management. These commissions have 
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facilitated the recognition of local conventions for the sustainable management of natural 
resources and have increased women’s and young people’s participation in land-related decision-
making, challenging long-standing patriarchal structures. 

The participatory process that brought the COFOVs to life --- supported by years of research, 
advocacy, and capacity building with women and youth --- has laid the groundwork for resilient, 
community-led agroecological systems. In Naréna, where the agroecology movement is strong, 
local groups have combined secure tenure rights with climate-resilient practices like agro-sylvo-
pastoralism, traditional seed saving, and ecosystem-based resource use. Importantly, parts of the 
village’s collective lands have been dedicated to being managed by women and by youth. 

This model is not just about land, but about restoring the cultural, political, and ecological self-
determination of people and communities. It embodies redistributive tenure policies that center 
climate justice, gender equality, and food sovereignty. The Malian experience demonstrates that 
legally securing collective land rights and supporting community self-governance structures are a 
powerful strategy for tackling the root causes of rural poverty and environmental degradation, 
while strengthening local capacities to adapt to the impacts of climate change. 

 

 To know more: Calmon, D., Jacovetti, C., & Koné, M. (2021). Agrarian climate justice as 
a progressive alternative to climate security: Mali at the intersection of natural resource 
conflicts. Third World Quarterly, 42(12), 2785---2803, 
doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2021.1965870 

 

 

4 .  IN D I A:  B I OD IV E R SIT Y  R E G E N E R AT I ON  T HR OU G H C OM M U N I T Y  FOR E ST  
R IG HT S  

In Maharashtra, India, several Adivasi (Indigenous) villages have successfully regenerated 
biodiversity through the legal empowerment provided by the Forest Rights Act (FRA) of 2006. This 
landmark legislation, formally titled the Scheduled Tribes and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers 
(Recognition of Forest Rights) Act, was enacted to correct historical injustices by recognizing the 
rights of traditional forest dwellers over land and forest resources.19 Previously, these lands were 
under the control of the forest department, dating back to colonial times. 

Under the FRA, forest communities are granted individual and community forest rights (CFRs), 
allowing them to manage, govern, and protect forest resources. They are also entitled to gather and 
sell minor forest produce, such as tendu leaves and bamboo --- activities that were previously 
prohibited. The law empowers local governance through the Gram Sabha (village assembly), which 
plays a central role in decision-making. Importantly, any acquisition of forestland for development 
projects requires the Gram Sabha’s informed consent, ensuring community participation and 
safeguarding against forcible displacement. 

In Maharashtra’s Gadchiroli district, a combination of grassroots activism, supportive district 
officials, and civil society advocacy has made implementation of the FRA more effective than in 
many other regions. Mendha-Lekha village became a pioneer in this regard, securing CFR 
recognition in 2009. The village assembly developed a comprehensive forest management plan, 
which included soil and water conservation, afforestation, fire prevention, rotational patrolling to 



 
12 

prevent poaching, and sustainable harvesting of non-timber forest products. They demarcated ‘‘no-
go’’ zones to protect wildlife and created a village biodiversity register. 

Integration of forest conservation with employment programs, particularly the Mahatma Gandhi 
National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA), provided livelihood support and reduced 
migration. Additionally, under the Maharashtra Gramdandan Act of 1964, Mendha declared all 
village land --- whether communally or privately owned --- as collectively owned, preventing land loss 
through distress sales. 

This community-led forest governance model has produced significant benefits. It has enhanced 
ecological resilience, restored biodiversity, and ensured cultural, food, and financial security for 
local communities. Through sustainable forest management and self-governance, these Adivasi 
villages have demonstrated a viable path toward ecological justice, rural development, and climate 
resilience. 

 

 To know more: Chatterjee, A., Paul, M. & Chigurupati, N. (2024). Community Resource 
Rights Titles. Better Livelihood, Better Ecology --- a case study in Gadchiroli, 
Maharashtra. Available at: www.learngala.com/cases/32cab038-27bf-4f79-bde4-
3b69741e61e9.  
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
Interconnected processes of natural resource grabbing and increasing land inequality fuel climate 
change, biodiversity loss, and ecosystem destruction, while undermining sustainable land use and 
management by small-scale food providers, Indigenous Peoples, and rural communities. As the 
examples presented in this briefing paper show, placing land under the control of rural people and 
communities lays the foundation for just transitions to sustainable and equitable economic models 
and societies. 

In this context, agrarian reforms and redistributive tenure policies are emerging as a central pillar 
of any political project that aims to realize human rights and achieve social, climate and 
environmental justice. These have been recognized as being part of states’ human rights 
obligations, in particular to realize the human right to food and nutrition, and other economic, 
social and cultural rights.20 They are also core elements of the human right to land and other natural 
resources of peasants and other people working in rural areas, Indigenous Peoples and rural 
women.21  

To comply with their human rights obligations and support climate justice, states are required to: 

1. Enact redistributive tenure policies, such as agrarian reforms, that ensure broad, equitable 
and sustainable distribution of land and other natural resources, including measures to 
regain public-interest control over critical ecosystems (such as forests, savannahs, 
mangroves, river shores and coastal lands, among others) and ensure community 
conservation and sustainable use by Indigenous Peoples, peasants and other small-scale 
food providers and rural communities. 

2. Promote agrarian reform and redistributive tenure policies as key contribution to climate 
change mitigation and adaptation, especially the just transition to sustainable food 
systems based on agroecology, including in the context of the Sharm el-Sheikh joint work 
on implementation of climate action on agriculture and food security (SJWA). 

3. Developing and implementing public policies to ensure public oversight, effective 
regulation and accountability in the context of carbon and biodiversity markets, including 
measures to prevent and reverse large-scale land acquisitions to this end, as well as 
effective safeguards and accountability mechanisms to ensure the respect, protection and 
fulfilment of the rights of peasants and other small-scale food providers, Indigenous 
Peoples, and rural communities. 
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