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1. Introduction 

Land grabbing is not a new phenomenon of this century because the colonial powers, from the 

sixteenth century to the processes of independence, have always sought to control the rich and 

fertile lands to promote the prosperity of the metropolis. However, the global context has 

changed and increasingly does so more quickly. From the great food crisis in 2007, fueled by 

increasing spending in cattle feed, the increased use of biofuels, the rising oil prices and 

transport, the increased investments on futures markets and agricultural land through which big 

financial firms seek to secure their deposits against the financial crisis (GRAIN, 2008), among 

others, has shown further that the neoliberal economic system that currently dominates puts 

profits above the lives of people. 

Thus we see, the food security of people is threatening in a process in which food is not 

missing, but also to be badly distributed are bounded to international speculation1. This process 

is leading to an enormous concentration of land, where not only private companies have 

launched the search for land to increase their profits, but many countries are seeking to diversify 

their production to ensure food security for their countries, at long term. Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, 

Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Japan, China, India, Korea and Egypt, among others, are looking outside its 

territory land resources because of the shortage of their own and the increasing population 

pressure (GRAIN, 2008a). Although some agencies see the expansion of agricultural markets as 

a development opportunity, the truth is that, as noted Grain (2008a): “[…] fertile agricultural 

land is becoming increasingly privatized and concentrated. If left unchecked, this global land 

grab could spell the end of small-scale farming, and rural livelihoods, in numerous places around 

the world”. 

                                                           
1 According to GRAIN (2008a), since 1961 the production of food has tripled while the population has doubled. On 
the other hand, following the studies of this organization, it is estimated that speculative money in commodities 
futures increased from U.S. $ 5,000 million in 2000 to U.S. $ 175,000 million in 2007. 
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2. Land grabbing: problem or opportunity? 

International institutions as the World Bank, through its agency Agriculture and Rural 

Development (ARD) have seen in agriculture a development path for impoverished countries, 

recognizing several opportunities to exploit and promote (World Bank, 2009). Thus, foreign 

investment in countries with large tracts of arable land, as indicated by the ARD (2009), can help 

increase employment among the local population and facilitate technology transfer to help 

developing countries. At the same time, this increased activity will result in an improvement 

agroproduction infrastructure and services in these countries due to the need to improve 

conditions for workers. Therefore, the entire population will also benefit from increased 

government spending. In addition, the World Bank and United Nations Conference on Trade and 

Development (UNCTAD) see that it can be an opportunity to regulate property systems of land 

(FAO, 2012: 12-39), which is widely criticized by organizations such as AGTER, GRAIN, Via 

Campesina, among others, because it conflicts with traditional systems of land tenure (eg. 

indigenous) and is seen as a new form of colonization and the imposition of modern systems of 

legal regulation and governance. 

Other important factors are presented as a long-term opportunity is the fact that under World 

Bank (2011), there is a lot of ‘vacant land’ with high productive value. If these lands were 

cultivated by modern systems of intensive farming, would be achieved to reduce the risk of 

poverty and enhance food security. Similarly, it is argued that by concentrating the crops in 

highly productive areas the land is best used and it is reduced the destruction of biodiversity. 

However, these positions have been criticized from NGOs and international organizations such 

as FAO. Most studies of 'vacant land' are made via satellite, which "shows how to use the land 

for crop rotation, grazing, hunting and gathering, and other essential uses [...] valuable land that 
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barely exist, or are not already being used in any way, or are not providing an important 

environmental service" (Oxfam, 2011: 10). On the other hand, from the FAO (2001), Marcel 

Mazoyer noted that the real causes of poverty are related to competition in the global market by 

farming systems with very different levels of productivity, resulting in the fact whole social 

groups, millions of farmers, are losing the access to land and natural resources. 

In terms of risks, in addition to those already mentioned, AGTER has been one of the 

organizations that has helped to raise awareness of the risks involved grabbing lands and the 

agricultural market. Land sales are increasing even in countries where the population suffers 

from malnutrition or there is some risk due to lack of access to food. This situation is worrying 

when you consider that could endanger the food sovereignty of the countries at risk. 

 

 

When the phenomenon was shoot in 2008 there were many countries involved in this process, 

but in the last four years has increased the volume of contracts and transactions in the 

agricultural market, as shown the map under these lines. Therefore, we are talking about a 
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steadily growing phenomenon, which remains a concern based on the risks posed AGTER (2009: 

14-20) and other international organizations and institutions. 

 

 

 

Another threat to consider is the union of the agricultural and financial markets through 

futures markets, allowing speculation on the products. Through the mechanisms of a poorly 

regulated market in the international level, food prices are subject to greater fluctuation, which 

poses a serious threat to food security of people, especially those most vulnerable. Food 

vulnerability coupled with growing pressure on resources can increase the risk of outbreak of 

conflict not only between the inhabitants of the territory, but against the interests of foreign 

countries that are perceived as plunderers of national resources. Therefore, it is possible the 

development of nationalist movements for the defense of territory and resources, so if an over-

exploited north cannot access to resources through trade and diplomatic measures in the future 

The geography of land grabbing 

Red: Countries of origin of investment; Green: Countries of destination of investments; Yellow: 
Countries of origin and destination of investments; Yellow points: Countries with more than 10% of 
the population undernourished. SOURCE: Vía Campesina, 2012. 
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could resort to military means or other in order to ensure their own access to resources. Tensions, 

in this sense, can go on increasing in the coming years but we can see already some examples in 

Latin America and Africa. 

On the other hand, the phenomenon of concentration of land and intensive farming has led to 

an impoverishment of the soil and destruction of forest and natural areas essential to the 

ecological balance in some areas. Closely linked to this topic is also the subject of water 

resources, as over-exploitation and pollution from the use of agrochemicals is increasing the 

problems. In addition, one of the problems of greatest concern to international organizations is 

the massive destruction of small production, as it is leaving many people without their basic 

means of subsistence: 

 "The acquisition of land in large scale during the booms of the products agricultural 

commodities can be particularly harmful to the social and economic development, as 

evidenced in Central America during the coffee boom of the late nineteenth century when 

the privatization of land previously under customary tenure based on quickly led to the 

concentration of the earth "(ADR 2009). 

Finally and briefly, it is necessary to discuss regulations on land ownership, as in many places not 

even exist. This issue is important to understand two phenomena: the traditional forms of property 

through the right of peoples to land and new forms of expropriation, international trade and dumping use 

these loopholes. On the first point, remember that many of the indigenous and rural areas in the world are 

governed by customary mechanisms that have been operating for centuries, but modern regulatory 

systems have begun to recognize until a couple of decades, especially in Latin America (Urioste and 

Pacheco, 2001: 130-144 and 385-408). Not being deeded territories on behalf of anyone, some states such 

as Peru and Honduras, are using to get people out of their homes and use the land to increase domestic 

production or to incorporate the growing international market. This fact is not only a flagrant violation of 

human rights (De Schutter, 2009), but produces a large number of internally displaced persons (Behnassi, 
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2011: 31-35) which still lack under internationally recognized. Moreover, the lack of regulation is 

allowing investors in the countries of origin to register overseas territories as part of their wealth, so they 

can benefit from protectionist measures arising from agricultural policies such as the CAP2 of the Union 

Europe. At the same time, countries of origin of investment, backed by financial institutions like the 

World Bank or International Monetary Fund, are trying to open new free trade agreements with recipient 

countries, so that the protection of own resources is becoming increasingly vulnerable to international 

dictates. In line with structural adjustment programs imposed during the last decades, these measures are 

proving equally negative for developing countries. It is also possible to create enterprises in recipient 

countries that are participated by large multinationals, so that you can skip much of the restrictive 

measures there against foreign capital. 

3. Land grabbing in Latin America 

The agricultural land market is benefiting greatly from the situation in Latin America, where 

there are many situations that have been commented throughout this article (Borras and Franco, 

2011). The following table shows the area of farmland bought up for food production by foreign 

interests, that binds to the internal struggles of the peasants against governments seeking to gain 

control of vast areas of territory and we will mention below 

Country affected Average (as% of land 
areas ...)* 

Area leased or 
sold to foreign 
investors for 
food production 

Observations and sources 

Argentina 
Arable land: 58% 
Agricultural Land: 10% 
Total area: 6,4% 

18,000,000 ha 
FAA 2011, Agriculture 
Ministry 2011. 

Bolivia 
Arable land: 39% 
Agricultural Land: 4% 
Total area: 1% 

1,450,000 ha 
It only reflects the situation 
with soybean at Santa Cruz 

Brazil 
Arable land: 7% 
Agricultural Land: 2% 
Total area: 1% 

4,500,000 ha 

INCRA 2011. That land is 
more than Switzerland. Many 
observers consider it a figure 
Underestimated because the 
government has not own data. 

                                                           
2 Common Agricultural Policy 
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Paraguay 
Arable land: 208% 
Agricultural Land: 38% 
Total area: 19% 

7,889,128 ha 

COHA 2011, BASEIS 2009. 
The exceed land deals 
growing areas here because 
the livestock projects are 
converted to permanent 
pasture, while the expansion 
of soybeans plantations are 
removing forests and 
grasslands. 

Uruguay 
Arable land: 213% 
Agricultural Land: 27% 
Total area: 23% 

4,000,000 ha 

La sed y el agua, August 2011. 
The exceed land deals 
growing areas here because 
the livestock projects are 
converted to permanent 
pasture, while the expansion 
of soybeans plantations are 
removing forests and 
grasslands. 

 

 

 

The struggle of the Latin American peoples to defend their land rights has been ongoing for 

the past half century, closely related also to the recognition of indigenous peoples. Throughout 

the length and breadth of the conflicts have arisen regarding this issue. One of the earliest cases 

occur in Honduras (OXFAM, 2011: 22-23), in the Valley of the Lower Aguán, where since 2001 

farmers have been fighting for their rights. Organized in the Movimiento Unificado de 

Campesinos del Valle de Aguán (MUCA), Honduran peasants tried at first to claim their rights 

through the courts. However, given the lack of government response the peasants have decided 

to begin to occupy land in 2006 in a process until now. In October 2010, 36 peasants were killed 

but none of these cases were resolved or brought before the courts and as a result of escalating 

violence and killings, the government has militarized the area. The conflict is still very active 

today and the country's government is trying to solve it, but recent agreements oblige farmers to 

*Cast abroad the land as% of land areas surveyed by the FAO in 2009 (unless otherwise indicated), where 
"agricultural land" is land fallow, agricultural crops and pastures, all temporary, and markets and home gardens; 
"area agriculture "is arable + permanent crops + pasture and permanent grassland (eg. for cattle grazing) and "total 
land area" is the area of the country, including the area occupied by the internal waters, but excluding offshore 
territorial waters. The figures are rounded. SOURCE: GRAIN 
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buy at a market price of the land they claim, so they continue with their occupations and 

protestations. 

In Brazil, one of the biggest problems is the grilagem (Greenpeace, 2006), a phenomenon that 

involves the illegal appropriation of land through the falsification of documents. It has always 

been used by timber, livestock and land speculators, who have often resorted to violence to seize 

large tracts of land after driving peasants, indigenous peoples and traditional communities of the 

territory. During the last decade, more than 350 people have died because of the struggles for 

land in Brazil, which is one of the most affected countries by this problem (Laurén, 2011). This 

situation is causing intense migration to urban areas and because of the vastness of the country, it 

seems difficult to control all the affected areas effectively. However, the movements of the 

landless and peasant groups are organizing and conducting a great job in trying to change the 

situation (De Souza, 2003: 291-325). In Colombia, where people are suffering a very strong 

internal conflict, more than 2500 Indians have been killed during the last decade, according to 

the National Indigenous Organization of Colombia. Most of the deaths related to land conflicts 

are concerned primarily with control of the territory by the actors in conflict and appropriation of 

land for mining (AFP, 2011). 

Another paradigmatic case in the struggle for land in Latin America is the famous Baguazo at 

Peru, in 2009. In 2007, former President Alan García published an article that said some native 

communities in Peru kept their land unproductive, opposing to progress (El Comercio, 2007). 

That same year, Congress allowed to legislate on FTA with U.S. and legislative decrees 

approved gave the green light to government intervention in pursuit of productivity improvement 

and development. At the same time, it opened the door to large land consolidation and sale of 

land to outsiders a large scale. The crisis involved over one year of declared opposition and 
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advocacy, and 65 straight days of civil disobedience. In June 2009, the Garcia government 

suspended civil liberties, declared a state of emergency, and sent in the military to stop the 

protests. The military intervention resulted in two days of bloody confrontations, in which, 

according to first reports, at least 22 soldiers and least 30 indigenous people were killed. This 

conflict has been described as Peru's worst political violence in years and is the worst crisis of 

President Alan García's presidency (Wikipedia, 2012). The decrees affecting populations at risk 

in Peru were repealed after the whole process of struggle. However, the legislative regulation on 

land issues is coming very slowly to the different countries of South America, as for example in 

Argentina, a country that is also suffering deeply this problem (Farmlandgrab, 2012). In other 

countries such as Bolivia, organizations like the National Agrarian Reform Institute (INRA) try 

to reduce inequality in land tenure and land access, ensuring legal certainty on the property to lay 

the foundations for a genuine agrarian development (INRA, 2012). However, the struggle and 

should not be only against the governments, but through the work of social movements and 

peasant organizations are being identified with increasing precision, the major companies 

operating in Latin American territory and before which must also be aware (see Annex I). 

4. Conclusiones 

Land grabbing is a hot topic, whose problems have forced farmers and civil society to open a 

new front of struggle. Therefore, statements such as Dakar (World Social Forum, 2011) will be 

repeated in coming years in order to appeal to food security and sovereignty of countries, 

maintaining the economic fabric in rural areas for a balanced territorial development and 

respecting the environment with health practices of food production. To meet these goals, civil 

society and international institutions are working together to develop voluntary guidelines (FAO, 

2012), but seems unlikely to be enough to stop or reduce the phenomenon. Possible solutions 
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pass by the strengthening the collective interest of the occupants of the land, the control of 

international financial institutions and processes to prevent speculation, the improving regulatory 

capacities of the receiver countries of investment or the creation of expert groups to address 

issues of governance and land tenure, among others (AGTER, 2010). This process, of course, 

must be given in a framework of responsibility, recognizing and respecting the existing rights, in 

which investments do not threaten food security and increased inequality, but to generate 

desirable social and distributional effects (IFAD, 2011). However, while this process unfolds, 

conflicts continue to arise on all sides, so conflict management tools such as Land tenure 

alternative conflict management in FAO (2006) will continue to do badly. 
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6. Annex I 

Country 
affected 

Land Grabber 
Seat of 
Land 

Grabber 
Sector 

Territory 
occupied 

(ha) 
Production Projected 

investment 
Negotiation 

process 

Argentina DWS - GALOF Germany Finances 20.000 Crops  Done 

Argentina 
Al-Khorayef 

Group (Grupo 
Al-Khorayef) 

Saudi 
Arabia 

Agro-
business 

200.000 Crops  Done 

Argentina Almarai Co 
Saudi 
Arabia 

Agro-
business 

12.306 
Corn and 

Soya 
US$ 83 
millions 

Done 

Argentina Grupo Maggi Brazil 
Agro-

business 
7.000 Soya  Done 

Argentina Beidahuang China 
Agro-

business 
320.000 

Corn, Soya 
and Wheat 

US$ 1.500 
millions 

Suspended 

Argentina 

Korean 
Overseas 

Development 
Corporation 

South Korea Government 20.894 
Forests and 
Meadows 

 Done 

Argentina 
Ingleby 

Company 
Denmark Finances 12.433 

Barley, 
Corn, 

Soybeans, 
Sunflowers, 

Wheat 

 Done 
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Argentina Adecoagro USA 
Agro-

industry 
242.000 

Livestock, 
Dairy, 
Grains, 

Soybeans 

 Done 

Argentina AgroGeneration France 
Agro-

business 
1.700 Crops  Done 

Argentina Calyx Agro France Finances 5.719 Soya  Done 

Argentina 
Campos 

Orientales 
France Finances 19.000   Done 

Argentina 
Terra Magna 

Capital 
France Finances 70.500 Crops  Done 

Argentina Sojitz Japan Industrial 11.000 
Soya and 

others 
 In process 

Argentina 
Olam 

International 
Singapore 

Agro-
business 

17.000 
Corn, 

Peanut and 
Soya 

 Done 

Argentina Silva Group Singapore 
Agro-

business 
2.000 Olives  Done 

Bolivia Cresud Argentina 
Agro-

business 
17.000 Soya  Done 

Bolivia Pengxin Group China Real state 12.500 
Corn and 

Soya 
 Done 

Brazil Aquila Germany Finances 250.000 
Livestock 
and Sugar 

cane 
 In process 

Brazil Cresud Argentina 
Agro-

business 
175.000 

Livestock, 
Cattle and 
Sugar cane 

 Done 

Brazil El Tejar Argentina 
Agro-

business 
220.000 

Cereals and 
Canola 

 Done 

Brazil Los Grobo Argentina 
Agro-

business 
60.000 Soya  Done 

Brazil 
Brookfield 

Asset 
Management 

Canada Finances 97.124 Crops  Done 
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Brazil 
Chongqing 

Grain Group 
China Real state 200.000 Soya 

US$ 879 
millions 

In process 

Brazil Pengxin Group China 
Agro-

business 
200.000 

Cotton and 
Soya 

 In process 

Brazil Hyundai South Korea Industrial 10.000 Soya  In process 

Brazil Adecoagro USA 
Agro-

business 
165.000 Soya  Done 

Brazil 
Archer Daniels 

Midland 
USA 

Agro-
business 

12.000 

Cattle, 
Coffee, 
Grains, 

Soybeans, 
Sugar cane 

 In process 

Brazil 
Black River 

Asset 
Management 

USA Finances 50.000 Crops  Done 

Brazil Bunge USA 
Agro-

business 
10.000 Sugar cane 

US$ 80 
millions 

In process 

Brazil Sollus Capital USA 
Agro-

business 
35.000 Crops  Done 

Brazil 

Teachers 
Insurance and 

Annuity 
Association - 

College 
Retirement 

Equities Fund 

USA Finances 424.000 
Soya and 

Sugar cane 
US$ 1.240 
millions 

Done 

Brazil Tiba Agro USA 
Agro-

business 
320.000   Done 

Brazil 
Clean Energy 

Brazil 
UK 

Agro-
business 

30.000 Sugar cane  Done 

Brazil Galtere USA Finances 25.000 
Rice and 

Soya 
 Done 

Brazil Calyx Agro France Finances 61.352 Soya  Done 

Brazil Louis Dreifus France 
Agro-

industry 
329.000 Sugar cane  Done 
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Brazil 
Shree Renuka 

Sugars 
India 

Agro-
business 

133.000 Sugar cane 
US$ 569 
millions 

Done 

Brazil Mitsui Japan  Industrial 100.000 
Cotton, 

Corn and 
Soya 

 Done 

Brazil Fonterra 
New 

Zealand 
Agro-

business 
850 Diary  Done 

Brazil Prio Foods Portugal 
Agro-

business 
29.528 Soya  Done 

Colombia Ingacot Group Argentina 
Agro-

business 
1.000 

Corn and 
Soya 

 Done 

Colombia 
Monica 
Semillas 

Brasil 
Agro-

business 
13.000 Crops 

US$ 6.2 
millions 

Done 

Colombia China China Government 400.000 Cereals  Proposed 

Colombia Grupo Poligrow Spain Finances 60.000 Oil palm 
US$ 7 

millions 
Done 

Colombia 
Black River 

Asset 
Management 

USA Finances 90.000 Cereals 
US$ 55 
millions 

Done 

Colombia Merhav Group Israel 
Building 
trade and 
Finances 

10.000 Sugar cane 
US$ 300 
millions 

Done 

Paraguay Cresud Argentina 
Agro-

business 
142.000 

Crops, 
Soya and 
Soybeans 

 Done  

Paraguay Los Grobo Argentina 
Agro-

business 
22.000 Soya  Done 

Paraguay NFD Agro Bermuda 
Agro-

business 
34.300 

Corn, Soya 
and 

Soybeans 
 Done 

Paraguay Calyx Agro France Finances 2.859 
Crops and 
Sugar cane 

  

Peru Ecoamerica South Korea 
Agro-

business 
72.000 

Crops, 
Forestry 

and 
Livestock 

US$57.600 
(US$0.80/ha) 

In process 
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Peru Maple Energy USA Energy 13.500 Sugar cane 
US$ 254 
millions 

Done 

Uruguay El Tejar Argentina 
Agro-

business 
160.000 Cereals  Done 

Uruguay 
Hillock Capital 
Management 

Argentina Finances 9.000 Crops  Done 

Uruguay Los Grobo Argentina 
Agro-

business 
76.300 Soya  Done 

Uruguay 
Ingleby 

Company 
Denmark Finances 21.110 

Barley, 
Cattle, 
Corn, 

Soybeans 
and Wheat 

 Done  

Uruguay Adecoagro USA 
Agro-

business 
8.600 

Livestock, 
Grains and 
Soybeans 

 Done 

Uruguay Calyx Agro France Finances 13.592 
Soya and 
Wheat 

 Done 

Uruguay 
Campos 

Orientales 
France Finances 24.000 Crops  Done 

Uruguay 
Olam 

International 
Singapore 

Agro-
business 

34.000 Dairy  Done 

 Source: GRAIN. More information at: http://www.grain.org/article/entries/4479-grain-releases-data-set-with-over-400-global-land-
grabs?locale=en 


