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Land Grabs : 
Stakeholders’ pressure is intensifying 
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Media reports, academic studies and institutional discussions are increasingly 
documenting the rise in foreign direct investment in agricultural land (1). In 
this context, there is growing concern over the subsequent impact of land ac-
quisitions on local communities’ property rights and regional food security.  
 
Considering the potential vulnerability of stakeholders and the growing 

global attention, being linked to these so-called ‘land grabs’ represents 

immediate and significant risks for companies and investors (2).  

 

This short piece will therefore provide an overview of the emerging trends, 
raise stakeholder concerns, highlight business risks and opportunities and 
provide a summary of Vigeo’s related findings following our review of the 
European Food sector (3).  

 
 

SUSTAINABILITY  F CUS 

JANUARY 2012 



2/4 

The documented trend suggests a reversal in 
the post-World War Two approach of contrac-
tual agricultural production (4). Commonly 
cited stimuli for such developments include 
the global increased demand for food, with 
the United Nations Food and Agricultural Or-
ganization estimating that the world will 
need to produce 70 percent more food in 
order to feed the forecast global population 
in 2050 (5). Other factors include food price 
volatility, general scarcity of resources and 
growing interest in using agricultural products 
as biofuels. Land acquisitions can also be 
linked with decisions to allow for more open 
global markets.  
 
Regions attracting the greatest interest are 
those with substantial uncultivated agricul-
tural land and weak protection of land rights, 
such as the African continent. In this context, 
local communities and small-scale farmers 
are unlikely to have formal documentation 
of land ownership and are thus extremely 
vulnerable to dispossession, often without 
consultation or compensation.  
Considering the frequency of subsistence liv-
ing in these regions, loss of land usually 
means loss of livelihood.  

In addition to these direct impacts, such 
events can also impact regional food security, 
as agricultural resources become a global 
commodity: meeting the demands of the mar-
ket rather than the needy.  
 
In response to stakeholder concerns, the 
'Principles for Responsible Agricultural In-
vestment that Respects Rights, Livelihoods 
and Resources' (6) have been promoted 
since January 2010 by the World Bank, the 
International Fund for Agricultural Develop-
ment, the United Nations Conference on Trade 
and Development and the UN Food and Agri-
culture Organisation. The aim of these guide-
lines is to provide guidance for host govern-
ments to help in the creation of domestic leg-
islation and to guide investors in decision 
making processes. The Special Rapporteur on 
the Right to Food has also developed eleven 
core principles to address the human rights 
challenges associated with large scale land 
acquisitions and leases (7). 
 
 
 
 
 

Business Risks and Opportunities 

Business risks arise for any company or inves-
tor that is associated (directly or indirectly) 
with land acquisitions that cause societal or 
environmental damage.  
Any business negatively linked to societal 
human rights violations (such as being ac-
cused of violating property rights or dete-
riorating access to subsistence land and 
water) faces major reputational risks. NGOs 
are increasingly scrutinising business activity 
and related allegations could lead to con-
sumer boycotts or shareholder pressure.  
 
Another concern is the risk of legal pursuits or 
fines. Concerned legal firms and activists are 
continuously attempting to hold the private 
sector accountable for their actions, pursuits 
that may be all the more determined following 
the UN Human Right’s Council’s endorsement 

of Ruggie’s three pillars (including businesses’ 
responsibility to respect international human 
rights standards) (8).  
This risk is thus significant even in host 
regions where land and environmental 
regulation may not always be sufficiently 
substantive.  
For the agri-business, a further concern is op-
erational efficiency as community opposition 
can create major production hurdles. This can 
constitute delays in land being vacated for 
a project and, once established, may result 
in disruptions from protests, ranging from 
blockages to sabotage. Opposition can even 
lead disaffected communities and civil society 
groups to lobby governments, which may in 
the long run stifle approvals for further invest-
ments (as appears to be the case in Australia 
and South America) (9).  
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However, in Vigeo’s recent CSR review of the 
European Food sector (published July 2011) 
Vigeo found that only one company in the 
panel, Unilever, had a direct policy on re-
specting property rights.  
 
Furthermore  none of  the  companies’  re-
ported specific measures to avoid being 
linked to property rights violations during 
agricultural  land  acquisitions.  Danone, 
Nestlé, Marine Harvest and Bonduelle did state 
that they carried out human rights risk map-
ping. In addition, Marine Harvest and Associ-
ated British Foods reported individual consul-
tations with indigenous people when reloca-
tion or agreements were needed for specific 
operational developments. Three companies, 
Unilever, Nestlé and Tate & Lyle faced an 

allegation related to community land rights 
violations in the last 18 months.  
 
This issue is analysed in the sustainability 
driver ‘Respect for human rights standards 
and prevention of violations’ (HRT 1.1).  
Vigeo  also  assessed  Food  companies’  ap-
proach to avoiding over-exploitation of land 
and  water  in  the  sustainability  driver 
‘Promotion of the social and economic devel-
opment’ (CIN 1.1).  
 
One third of companies committed to mitigate 
the impact of their operations on the local 
community but none report on precise meas-
ures in place to avoid over-exploitation related 
to land acquisitions.  
 

Vigeo’s findings for the European food sector 
 
Implementing due diligence measures and developing industry self-regulation can mitigate risks 
and enhance opportunities. It should therefore be seen as being in the business interests of all 
associated companies.  

Conclusion 
 
As highlighted, being linked to land grabbing allegations represents significant reputational 
and legal risks for businesses. Moreover, an analysis of international organisations and NGOs 
suggests that stakeholder attention to this topic is increasing.  
 
Following a review of the CSR performance of the European-headquartered Food Sector, it ap-
pears that hardly any companies are taking action in order to adequately handle these risks and 
opportunities. These are developments that are being closely monitored by Vigeo in order to aid 
investors’ integration of ESG risks into their portfolios. 
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Beside from these risks, it has also been advo-
cated that community involvement, as op-
posed to community imposition, can actually 
represent a business opportunity for agricul-
tural investment.  
 
For instance, in a 2010 World Bank report 
‘Rising Global Interest in Farmland’, the 
writers argue that the assets of investors 
(capital, technology and markets) can be 
combined with the assets of local communi-
ties (land, labour, local knowledge and so-
cial acceptance) to optimise operational 
productivity (10).  

Such investment models, which are also advo-
cated in the 2011 International Land Coalition 
publication (11), not only provide opportuni-
ties for growth for small-scale famers, consid-
ered to be crucial factor in ensuring future 
food security, but also represent business op-
portunities for investors.  
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