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tion relative to the food-non-food production ra-
tios of smallholder farms. Claims that LSLAs are a 
means to improve food security in the host coun-
tries should therefore be taken with caution.

 Yields: despite the common argument that LSLA 
farms could help to close the yield gap, the evi-
dence available does not support the assumption 
that LSLA farms are generally able to obtain higher 
yields per area than smallholder farms even though 
they usually apply higher amounts of external in-
puts. Some studies even showed that under the 
same agro-ecological conditions, larger farms gen-
erally achieve lower productivity per hectare than 
smaller farms. 

 Productivity: smallholders commonly achieve high 
yields per hectare due to highly labour-intensive 
production and crop diversification. In contrast, 
large farms achieve higher capital and labour ef-
ficiency at the cost of lower yields per hectare. 
Smallholder farms achieve high technical efficien-
cy (when all input factors are taken into account).

The study reviewed scientific literature on the mi-
croeconomic and social effects of large-scale land 
acquisitions in Sub-Saharan Africa.

Microeconomic indicators
 Operation of land deals: roughly half of the deals 

concluded are operational (54% of 399 deals), but 
only 11% of the area under contract in these deals 
are being farmed (Land Matrix dataset from July 
2019). Land and water speculation explains part 
of this phenomenon. Further reasons for low re-
alisation by investors include a lack of prior relia-
ble information on the production potential of the 
acquired land, border conflicts with neighbouring 
LSLA farms or smallholders, difficulties with the 
import of production inputs, investors’ capital re-
strictions, and insecurity about the long-term va-
lidity of the land deal. 

 Food production: a large proportion of crops pro-
duced on LSLA farms is for non-food purposes. 
Thus, the shift from smallholder farms to LSLAs 
often results in an effective loss of food produc-

Key Messages

Seeding of hybrid maize on 20.000 hectare Malanje Black Stone Farm in Angola
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land was calculated. According to this study, the 
discharge of labour is, therefore, high in the imme-
diate vicinity of the LSLA, but comparably small in 
relation to total national employment in agriculture.

 Employment creation: although employment cre-
ation clearly benefits some, its scope, its merely 
seasonal character (2–5 months of employment 
per year), and its low remuneration are mostly in-
sufficient to compensate for the loss of livelihoods 
from small-scale farming. As most employment 
is created in the labour-intensive establishment 
phase of the farm, long-term benefits are projected 
to be rather low. Depending on the specific set-up, 
employment creation by LSLA farms enlarges so-
cial divides in rural societies and might also create 
social dynamics between locals and migrants. 

 Outgrower schemes and contract farming related to 
LSLA farms tend to be positively assessed for creat-
ing access to cash-crop markets, loans and “mod-
ern” farm technology. The only comparative study, 
however, between outgrowers and independent 
small-scale tobacco farmers did not find any differ-
ence in net-incomes between the two. However, com-
pared to independent farming, outgrower schemes 
and contract farming create dependencies on part-
ner farms and organisations that may lead to higher 
risks in terms of property rights and cash flows.

 Infrastructure creation clearly benefits locals. How-
ever, the extent to which communities benefit can 
vary considerably depending on location and the 
type of infrastructure created. There are reports 
that investors understand the creation of infra-
structure and social services as a replacement for 
lost livelihoods. This leads to negative follow-up 
effects as the local population does not receive 
any effective compensation for lost livelihoods. 
Furthermore, in some cases, infrastructure crea-
tion is promised but not undertaken. 

 Spillovers of agricultural knowledge and technolo-
gy are observed, but to a lesser extent than expect-
ed. They are more likely if labour-intensive methods 
are used and less likely in case of mechanised crop 
cultivation. The co-existence of LSLAs and small-
scale farms cultivating the same crop may result in 
synergies or competition on product markets.

 Labour intensity: most LSLA farms can be expected 
to have between 0.1 and 1 employee per hectare de-
pending on the crop. In contrast, smallholder farms 
are consistently reported to work with labour inten-
sities of more than 1 worker/ha (up to 3.77 work-
ers/ha). Moreover, under smallholder conditions, 
the risk of facing unemployment is rather low. 

Social Indicators
 Access to land: the loss of access to land and nat-

ural resources is found to be the most important 
negative effect of LSLAs on local people. Legal provi-
sions to protect the customary land rights of small-
scale farmers or pastoralists tend to be ineffective 
due to widespread deficiencies in implementation 
and enforcement of the respective laws. Free, pri-
or, informed consent is lacking. Customary land is 
often permanently converted, leading to definitive 
land loss for small-scale farmers, pastoralists, and 
local communities including common land.

 Loss of commons: LSLAs target commons or so-
called public land to a significant degree. Poor 
and marginalised groups (such as pastoralists, 
indigenous people, women, and immigrants) are 
often disproportionately affected by the loss of 
commons, because of their greater dependence 
on communal assets. 

 Land loss has a severe negative impact on liveli-
hoods leading to a loss of agricultural production 
and thus reduced food security and reduction of 
productive assets such as livestock undermining 
the rural households’ resilience to crises. While so-
cial differentiation is common among rural house-
holds, a case study in Ethiopia found that the inci-
dence of food insecurity among household affected 
by LSLAs was higher compared to non-affected 
households (32% versus 12% of households).

 Conflicts seem to be more likely and more pro-
nounced with regard to the appropriation of com-
mons. Conflicts seem to increase if LSLAs reinforce 
existing inequalities within local communities and 
also between and within socio-ethnic groups. 

 Discharge of labour: in a study modelling LSLA im-
pacts in five African countries, a net employment 
effect of between -22 and -74% from the acquired 
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Foreword

and pastoralists, especially in Sub-Saharan Africa, 
which is the world’s most targeted region for large-
scale land acquisitions.

The reasons put forward by the proponents of large-
scale agriculture’s supremacy are manifold. Large-
scale agriculture is seen as the only way to “modern-
ise” and “develop” the land, to close the yield gap, and 
to ensure food availability. Furthermore, socio-eco-
nomic outcomes are assumed to be higher under the 
management of large-scale farming operations than 
on small scale farms.

The study assesses the effects of large-scale land ac-
quisitions on selected economic and social indica-
tors in Africa to show whether this narrative is plau-
sible or not. 

Dr Martin Bröckelmann-Simon

Managing Director MISEREOR 
International Cooperation

 Since over 60 years MISEREOR supports small scale 
farming. Often MISEREOR gets asked, whether this 
is an outdated model and if small scale farming is a  
system which leads into the future in the south. This 
study shall add a contribution to this discussion.

Land is a key resource for human beings, not only ma-
terially, as a resource for growing food and generating 
income. Land is also home, representing cultural and 
spiritual values. For 40% of the world’s population, 
land is livelihood. 

Throughout the world, economic, social, and geopo-
litical changes in recent decades have brought about 
profound transformations in the use of land and nat-
ural resources. Politicians and investors view the 
large-scale production of cash crops as an important 
development opportunity for the agricultural sector. 
Accordingly, policy and investment choices have led 
to a massive increase in cash crops. 

The number of land transactions has increased, and 
many countries are subject to an ongoing process of 
land concentration in the hands of national elites and 
international investors, at the expense of peasants 
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2 ha account for approx. 25% of the production and 
farms between 2 and 20 ha for another 50%. Similar-
ly, Samberg et al. (2016)5 estimate that in SSA, small 
and very small farms up to 5 ha produce approx. half 
of the food calories in the region, with medium farm 
sizes (5–15 ha) accounting for another 26%. 

Furthermore, critics view LSLAs as resulting in the 
intensification of agricultural practices, i.e. to the 
intensive use of external inputs such as fertilisers, 
pesticides, and intensive mechanisation and there-
fore link it to negative environmental consequences 
(Voget-Kleschin 2013; D’Odorico et al. 2017).

The aim of this report is to review the existing knowl-
edge on the microeconomic and social effects of 
LSLAs in SSA by comparing them with data from small-
scale farming. To ensure that the reviewed knowl-
edge is based on factual evidence, the report focuses 
mainly on studies that report primary data and meet 
scientific standards, i.e. on studies with a thorough 
documentation of data collection and analysis and 
neutral, traceable presentation of evidence. 

 Demand for agricultural commodities is increas-
ing and will continue to increase for at least a few 
more decades due to continuing population growth, 
an increase in the consumption of meat and other 
animal products by the emerging middle classes in 
developing countries, and growing demand for re-
newable energy from agricultural sources. Producing 
agricultural commodities requires fertile land, the 
availability of which is, however, globally limited. 
Accordingly, the increasing demand for fertile land 
in combination with a globally limited resource base 
will result in the increasing scarcity of agricultural 
land (Voget-Kleschin 2013). 

In the Global South, the demand for fertile land has 
resulted in international investors making large-scale 
land acquisitions (LSLAs).1 Africa is by far the most 
targeted continent in this respect. According to the 
Land Matrix, 37% of the global number of deals and 
34% of the globally acquired land for agricultural pur-
poses is located in Africa.2

Proponents of LSLAs argue that in the underdevel-
oped agrarian sector in countries of the Global South, 
investments are urgently needed to close yield gaps 
and satisfy the demand for agricultural commodi-
ties. They hold that these countries have low popu-
lation densities coupled with an important reservoir 
of non-forested, unprotected, and currently non-cul-
tivated land, which makes this land suitable for rain-
fed cultivation. They do acknowledge that although 
‘[v]ery little, if any, of this land will be free of existing 
claims […] at such low levels of population density, 
voluntary land transfers that make everybody bet-
ter off are possible.’ (Deininger et al. 2011: 78–79). 
Proponents therefore frame LSLA as a development 
opportunity. 

By contrast, NGOs, the media, and critical scientists 
argue that LSLAs typically replace smallholder agri-
culture, resulting in negative social consequences 
(D’Odorico et al. 2017).3 This is particularly relevant 
for Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), where small farms ac-
count for the majority of agricultural production. Thus, 
according to Herrero et al. (2017)4 farms smaller than 

Introduction1

1 For an explanation of the term “large-scale land ac-
quisitions” and why it was used in this report, see 
chapter 3.2.

2 Data retrieved on 05/09/2019 from https://landmat-
rix.org/data/by-target-region/?.

3 For the juxtaposition of “land grab” and “develop-
ment opportunity”, see Cotula et al. (2009).

4 Herrero et al. (2017, e35) estimate these numbers 
based on ‘existing, spatially explicit global datasets 
of location and production of major crops, livestock, 
and aquacultural products’. Relative contributions of 
five farm size classes (< 2 ha, > 2–20 ha, > 20–50 ha, > 
50–200 ha, > 200 ha) are estimated for nine crop and 
livestock product classes (vegetables, sugar crops, 
roots and tubers, pulses, oil crops, livestock, fruit, 
fibre, and cereals).

5 Samberg et al. (2016) use household census data 
combined with MODIS remote sensing data and FAO 
figures for crop and pastureland to estimate the ca-
lorie production for 41 crops and livestock in 44 coun-
tries in Sub-Saharan Africa, South and East Asia, and 
Latin America for five farm size classes (means < 2 ha, 
2–5 ha, 5–15 ha, 15–50 ha, >50 ha) and extensive gra-
zing (>15 ha, > 90% pasture). Data was compared with 
FAO census data.

https://landmatrix.org/data/by-target-region/?
https://landmatrix.org/data/by-target-region/?
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The chapter numbers given in brackets indicate the 
part of the report where evidence is given in answer 
to the question.

The report is structured as follows: chapters 2 and 3 
outline the literature review methods and preliminary 
considerations regarding the terminology of LSLAs 
and smallholder farms. Chapter 4 includes results, 
with chapter 4.1 focusing on microeconomic ques-
tions, 4.2 on the social effects of LSLAs, and 4.3 on 
land rights, especially relating to commons. Chapter 
5 concludes and presents key findings. 

Figure 7 at the end of this report (Chapter 5), provides 
an overview of the topics covered in this report in-
cluding the relations between different aspects. The 
chapters that follow contain repeated references to 
the letters and numbers associated with boxes or 
linkages in this figure. In short, a full explanation of 
Figure 7 is provided throughout the report. 

This report focuses on two main topics: (1) compara-
tive evidence on the microeconomic results of small-
holder farms vs. LSLA farms and (2) the social effects 
of LSLAs on affected smallholders, i.e. the effects on 
local livelihoods, the rural economy, and land rights. 
It focuses on the following questions in particular: 

(1)  Microeconomic questions that compare small- 
holder agriculture and LSLA farms: 

• What are the characteristics of farms in terms 
of input factors (land, capital, labour) and pro-
duction technologies? (Chapter 4.1.1)

• What products (food crops, non-food crops, 
flex crops, multiple-use crops) are produced 
and which yields are obtained? (Chapter 4.1.2)

• Where and how are products marketed and 
how large is the share of subsistence produc-
tion? (Chapter 4.1.3)

• Which results are documented for farm eco-
nomic indicators (revenue, variable and fixed 
costs, profit, profitability, productivity)? (Chap-
ter 4.1.4)

(2)  Social questions

• How is labour remunerated and what working 
conditions prevail on LSLA farms? (Chapter 
4.1.1)

• What effects do LSLA farms have on the local 
economy, especially regarding the discharge 
of labour? (Chapter 4.2.1–4.2.6)

• What effects of LSLAs on food prices and food 
security in the target countries/regions are 
documented? (Chapter 4.2.1–4.2.6)

• Which effects do LSLAs have on the land rights 
(i.e. to access, withdrawal, management, and 
alienation) of the local population, especially 
regarding commons? (Chapter 4.3)
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In some cases, regional and national criteria may 
differ from the global set if agreed to by the organi-
sation(s) coordinating it, for example, the amount of 
area covered. This definition of LSLAs was also used 
as a basis for the analysis of LSLA farms in this re-
port (chapter 3.2).

To illustrate their analysis in the results part, the au-
thors used a dataset from the Land Matrix database 
for Africa, downloaded on 9 July 2019. Deals for the 
five North-African states – Egypt, Tunisia, Algeria, Lib-
ya, and Morocco – were excluded. The dataset there-
fore comprises data for SSA only. Furthermore, min-
ing deals, deals for land measuring less than 200 ha, 
and all deals concluded before the year 2000 were 
excluded in order to fit the definition of LSLAs as 
used in this report. The resulting dataset comprises 
1,037 deals from 38 countries with a total land area 
of 38.5 m. ha. Of the deals in our dataset, 733 with a 
total size of 18.4 m. ha were concluded with a signed 
contract, 181 are intended, i.e. the contracts are un-
der negotiation, and in 120 cases, the negotiations 
failed or the contract was never signed. Throughout 
the report, the authors repeatedly draw on this data-
set to back up their arguments. 

 Between March and July 2019, a literature search 
of scientific databases (Web of Science and Google 
Scholar) was conducted. We used the keywords large-
scale land acquisitions, land grab, land grabbing, 
or foreign direct investment combined with effects, 
economic*, costs, benefits, productivity, or food se-
curity, livelihoods, land rights, commons in different 
combinations using the link word AND. The results 
were manually screened for relevance for this study 
based on title and abstract. Additional references 
were obtained while reading the literature from the 
first literature search using the snowball principle.

Further references beyond the LSLA literature, e.g. on-
farm economic, development, and commons topics, 
were obtained through searches in Web of Science 
and Google Scholar using appropriate keywords or 
based on the previous knowledge of the authors. 

References were loaded into the reference manage-
ment programme Citavi 6 and assigned to suitable 
subtopics of the review based on the abstract. Read-
ing and analysis were performed by the two co-au-
thors of this report with focus on specific subtopics.

In addition, the authors supplemented the results 
from the literature search by drawing on the Land 
Matrix dataset. The independent initiative behind 
the Land Matrix dataset, the Land Matrix Initiative, 
is an international partnership of research organi-
sations and regional, land-focused organisations 
(Giger et al. 2019).6

To be included in the Land Matrix dataset, cases need 
to meet the following criteria (https://landmatrix.org/
faq/, see also Anseeuw et al. 2013: 1; Nolte et al. 2016: 
3, Giger et al. 2019: 260):
– ‘Entail a transfer of rights to use, control or own-

ership of land through sale, lease or concession; 
– Have been initiated since the year 2000; 
– Cover an area of 200 hectares or more; 
– Imply the potential conversion of land from small-

holder production, local community use or impor-
tant ecosystem service provision to commercial 
use.’

Methodology2

6 The Land Matrix collects and shares information 
about LSLAs in low- and middle-income countries, 
providing this information in the form of an online 
open access platform (https://landmatrix.org/). The 
Land Matrix contains information from scientific stu-
dies, media, governments, the private sector, and 
NGOs. To date, it is the most comprehensive data-
base on LSLAs in the Global South (Giger et al. 2019: 
259). Meanwhile, its operators acknowledge that the 
‘information is often incomplete and partly derives 
from secondary sources’ (ibid.) and that it is subject 
to potential biases (Nolte et al. 2016) but argue that 
‘it nonetheless provides an overview of patterns and 
trends characterising the recent wave of land appro-
priation’ (Giger et al. 2019: 259). On the evolution of 
the Land Matrix dataset, see Anseeuw et al. (2013). 
For a critique of the comprehensiveness of its infor-
mation, see Cotula et al. (2014).

https://landmatrix.org/faq/
https://landmatrix.org/faq/
https://landmatrix.org/
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to support detailed data collection by researchers for 
fear of negative reports. Mann and Bonamoni (2017) 
stress the exceptional case of a Swiss LSLA farm in 
Sierra Leone that is particularly open to the presence 
of researchers and actively strives to improve its im-
pact on the local population.7  

To overcome the lack of data and prevent biased data 
collection, several studies work with national or re-
gional datasets collected for other purposes (e.g. 
Deininger and Xia 2016; Cotula et al. 2014; Schone-
veld 2014). However, while large and small farms can 
certainly be contrasted, it is questionable whether 
all large farms included in the dataset fit the defini-
tion of LSLAs.

Due to the limited amount of economic studies fitting 
the specific definition of LSLAs, the authors also drew 
on literature beyond the LSLA context in chapter 4.1.

 Smallholder farms dominate the agrarian sector 
in SSA and in developing countries in general (Rap-
somanikis 2015). While definitions of smallholders 

differ, they are mainly characterised by a focus on 
household labour and limited resource endowments, 
especially capital, compared with other farms (Rapso-

 The first part of the literature review seeks to ana-
lyse literature that compares smallholder farms and 
LSLA farms from a microeconomic perspective. As 
a basis for the analysis, definitions and character-
isations of both LSLA farms and smallholder farms 
are provided. This also provides background infor-
mation that helps put economic indicators into per-
spective. 

In the context of the literature on LSLAs, comparative 
studies explicitly focusing on microeconomic ques-
tions are scarce. While studies on the smallholder pro-
duction system are available, microeconomic data on 
LSLA farms in Africa is hard to obtain. For this reason, a 
microeconomic analysis using counterfactuals based 
on the available literature on LSLAs is not possible.
 
The authors suspect that the lack of data on LSLA 
farms is partly due to the unwillingness of LSLA farms 

Terminology3

7 Mann and Bonamoni (2017: 43) argue that ‘[the] reason 
why there are comparatively many studies on the Ad-
dax case is that the company’s communication strategy 
is quite different from that of most other investors. Mar-
ket access to the EU biofuel market is increasingly de-
pending on compliance with sustainability standards, 
so that only suppliers considered as “sustainable” will 
have a long-term chance of remaining in the market. 
Therefore, Addax is interested in actively promoting 
the impression of a sustainable project and therefore 
is trying to collaborate with a considerable number of 
independent scientists, many of whom produced the 
literature cited below.’ We see this as an indication of 
our assertion that most LSLA operators are unwilling to 
support detailed data collection by researchers for fear 
of negative reports. The study by Mann and Bonamoni 
focuses on explicit and implicit normative judgements 
on LSLAs, more specifically on the implications of uti-
litarian versus deontological evaluations of the phe-
nomenon. In so far as this focus differs radically from 
the focus of this report, we do not draw on Mann and 
Bonamoni’s work in the remainder of the report. 

3.1 Definition and conceptualisation of smallholder farms

Smallholder farming in Karamoja, Kotido province, Uganda
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of agricultural land to LSLAs, might have multiple 
consequences on the household’s other activities.

While smallholders have to answer similar agricultural 
production questions as commercial farms (e.g. what 
to plant? Where to plant? When to harvest?), their pro-
duction goals and constraints are often fundamentally 
different. Commercial farms aim to maximise profit, 
often by means of specialisation (Figure 7, Box (b)). 
Smallholders, by contrast, above all strive to ensure 
the livelihood of the household (Figure 7, (Box (c)). 
Constraints such as variable and high-risk climatic 
environments, unstable political conditions, the ab-
sence of credit markets, and imperfect labour markets 
also strongly alter decision logic and make decision 
modelling more complicated (Ellis 1998; Rapsoman-
ikis 2015). For poor households under subsistence 
conditions, food security (Figure 7, Box (y)) is a main 
concern. Accordingly, they aim to produce a minimum 
amount of food each year, even if this does not equal 

manikis 2015). A further central feature of smallhold-
er farms is the integration of farming and livestock 
keeping, except for truly pastoral regions (Giller et 
al. 2011). Livestock is used to produce milk and meat, 
store and reproduce capital,8 and often for draught 
power. Predominantly, a considerable share of crop 
and livestock production is used for subsistence, 
while another share is sold to generate cash.

To characterise smallholder farms by size, a thresh-
old of 2 hectares is typically used. The definition 
may, however, vary according to the prevailing farm-
ing system and environmental conditions. In a glob-
al assessment of smallholder farms, Rapsomanikis 
(2015) defines smallholder farms as having a smaller 
land area than the median sized farm in the respec-
tive country.9 Lowder et al. (2016) define small farms 
or smallholdings as having a land area of less than 
1–2 ha. Based on data from agricultural censuses of 
nine SSA countries, they estimate that 70–80% of 
farms in SSA are smaller than 2 ha and operate about 
30–40% of farmland in these countries.

Smallholder farms are characterised by a strong 
connection between the farm and the household. 
Rural households often combine farming and live-
stock-keeping with other activities, i.e. the use of 
non-timber forest products and other income sourc-
es, such as salaried work (in the agricultural sector 
or beyond), handicrafts, trading activities, or remit-
tances, a phenomenon known as income diversifica-
tion (Ellis 1988; Ellis 1998). Generally, there is a large 
spectrum of different types of smallholder farms, 
characterised by varying degrees of wealth, diverse 
combinations of subsistence and commercial farm-
ing and other income activities, respectively (Giller et 
al. 2011, Matus et al. 2013). Furthermore, agricultural 
production systems vary widely according to agro-eco-
logical zoning and crops, covering monoculture, in-
tercropping, and multi-storey agro-forestry systems 
and working with varying amounts of external inputs 
(Chikowo et al. 2014).

Moreover, multiple relations between the different 
activities of the household may exist, i.e. labour is 
allocated to different activities depending on the 
season, cash needs, risk considerations, and capital 
accumulation goals of the household members (Ellis 
2000). Thus, a change in one activity, such as a loss 

8 Livestock is used to store and (re)produce capital at 
the same time. In the absence of banking systems, 
heads of livestock represent a means of storing finan-
cial capital as they can easily be bought and sold. On 
the other hand, by its ability to reproduce and gene-
rate products such as milk, wool, and draught power, 
livestock functions as productive capital. On the valu-
ation of livestock in subsistence and smallholder sys-
tems see Behnke (1985).

9 By way of example, this threshold amounts to 1.2 ha 
for Kenya, 1.8 ha for Ethiopia, and 2.2 ha for Tanzania.

Dairyfarming/livestock-farming in Tombolo, Nahouri pro-
vince in Burkina Faso
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of standard commercial farms (Baumgartner et al. 
2015). To assess the logic of smallholder farms, schol-
ars often use the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework 
(SLF). The SLF distinguishes different livelihood as-
sets, i.e. human, physical, financial, natural, and so-
cial capitals. The capitals are combined in livelihood 
strategies and result in livelihood outcomes (DFID 
2001). ‘A livelihood encompasses income, both cash 
and in kind, as well as the social institutions (kin, 
family, compound, village and so on), gender rela-
tions, and property rights required to support and to 
sustain a given standard of living’ (Ellis 1998: 4). The 
SLF is often referred to when assessing the effects of 
LSLAs on local smallholders (e.g. Fielding et al. 2016; 
Hufe and Heuermann 2017; Oberlack et al. 2016).10 

the most profitable combination of crops. Thus, small-
holders mostly diversify their crop production based 
partly on considerations of subsistence production 
(such as seasonality of crops, minimising the risk of 
crop loss) and partly on prospects for crop sale (Fig-
ure 7, Box (d)). In contrast, aspiring profit maximisa-
tion and specialisation with high external input use 
is mostly not compatible with smallholders’ produc-
tion goals and constraints respectively.

Thus, while it is possible to describe parts of the pro-
duction system of smallholders with microeconomic 
tools, modelling and analysing smallholder decisions 
requires a greater number of different assumptions 
than those that are used for the economic modelling 

10 In view of the fact that this report focuses on the eco-
nomic perspective of LSLAs and smallholders, the 
SLF is not used to structure further analysis. Never-
theless, the studies using this framework provide 
important information that is used in this study. 

11 As the authors note, their analysis is framed in such 
a way that ‘the same case may fit into more than 
one category, so that the reported percentages do 
not necessarily sum to 100% for a given variable.’ 
(Dell’Angelo et al. 2017: 9)

  The understanding of LSLA used in this report 
draws on the criteria for LSLAs used by the Land Ma-
trix database (chapter 2). 

Firstly, the establishment of LSLAs entails a transfer 
of property rights (Figure 7, Box (a)), i.e. rights to use, 
control, or ownership of land. Such a transfer can en-
tail different acquisition mechanisms. Thus, in a re-
view of 56 case studies, Dell’Angelo et al. (2017: 4) 
find that in the majority of cases (54%) the acquisi-
tion involved government leases, followed by ‘broad-
er government and titling policies’ (29%), and direct 
and indirect purchase (21%).11 Leases are often char-
acterised by a long duration. By way of example, Ger-
man et al. (2013) report durations of (up to) 50 years 
in Ghana and Mozambique and (up to) 99 years in 
Tanzania and Zambia.

Secondly, land acquisitions are only termed LSLAs if 
they were initiated after the year 2000. This criterion 
reflects the fact that the shift from small-scale farm-
ing to commercial use, the existence of large farms, 
or the acquisition of large tracts of lands are by no 
means new phenomena (Alden Wily 2012; Cotula 
2013). Indeed, large commercial farms have existed 
in SSA since colonial times and continued to exist af-
ter independence. Deininger and Byerlee (2012) draw 
on examples of large-scale sesame and sorghum pro-
duction in Sudan and mechanised wheat production 

in Tanzania and Niger originating in the 1970s. How-
ever, there has been a sharp increase in foreign land 
acquisitions by governments and firms since around 
2006–2008 related to a distinct set of drivers (see 
e.g. Voget-Kleschin 2013) and a distinct scale, pace, 
and character of acquisitions that combine to bring 
about major shifts in power and production in the 
global political economy (e.g. Margulis et al. 2013).
 
Thirdly, the definition requires that LSLAs cover an 
area of 200 ha or more. While most LSLA farms com-
prise much more land, some papers use their own 
definitions. By way of example, drawing on a national 
dataset from Mozambique, Deininger and Xia (2016) 
use the definition of >100 ha land or more than 50 ha 
permanent and annual crops to estimate spillover 
effects from large to small farms. 

3.2 Definition and conceptualisation of LSLA farms

What are the effects of large-scale land acquisitions in Africa on selected economic and social indicators? 3   Terminology
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between actual and potential yields, caused by 
the capital constraints of smallholder agriculture 
(Deininger et al. 2011; Figure 6, Box (I), chapter 
4.1.2). 

(3)  Spillover effects from LSLA farms to adjacent small-
holder farms might contribute to the development 
of the agricultural sector (Deininger and Xia 2016; 
Figure 7, Box (g), Figure 6, Box (II), chapter 4.2.5). 

(4)  With higher labour productivity, positive effects 
can be initiated for the whole economy of the tar-
get country (Figure 7, Box (v)). Labour can be put to 
productive use by employment generation (Figure 
7, Box (p), (u)), thus raising the overall wage level 
and contributing to the transformation of African 
economies in general. 

Throughout this report, evidence as to whether and 
to what extent the expected benefits of LSLA actually 
materialise will be reviewed (see references to spe-
cific chapters above). 

Finally, LSLAs imply the potential conversion of land 
from smallholder production, local community use, or 
important ecosystem service provision to commercial 
use. By way of example, in reviewing 56 case stud-
ies, Dell’Angelo et al. (2017) find the following pro-
duction systems prior to LSLAs: small-scale farming 
(63%), pastoralism (21%), and the use of other eco-
system services including timber (21%) (see footnote 
13). According to the definition used by the Land Ma-
trix database, LSLAs may potentially aim for diverse 
purposes, such as agriculture, logging, timber plan-
tations and forestry, livestock, conservation, carbon 
sequestration and REDD+, industry, mining, oil/gas 
extraction, and tourism. However, the present review 
focuses on LSLAs that seek to produce agricultural 
commodities, excluding livestock.

The criteria mentioned above already include the 
assumption that farms that emerge on LSLA land are 
usually commercially oriented. The presence of an in-
vestor implies that LSLA farms face less capital con-
straints than smallholder households. Thus, in com-
parison with smallholder farming, LSLAs are generally 
capital intensive, i.e. work with high input of machin-
ery and external inputs (Figure 7, Box (e)), but are less 
labour intensive (Deininger and Byerlee 2012) (Figure 
7, Box (f )). Farms are mainly managed by employed, 
trained specialists and can be mainly characterised as 
profit-oriented. Thus, their decision logics are mainly 
compatible with standard farm economics considera-
tions. Meanwhile, similar to smallholder farms, they 
are also influenced by conditions in the target coun-
tries such as insecure tenure rights, difficult market 
access, and underdeveloped infrastructure. 

Proponents of LSLA often argue that the inflow of cap-
ital and knowledge involved in the increase of LSLAs 
would contribute to global food security (Figure 7, Box 
(y)) and enhance the development of the stagnating 
agricultural sectors in developing countries in sever-
al ways (Chakrabarti and Da Silva 2012): 

(1)  LSLAs can help to develop land that is currently 
idle, putting it to productive use and consequent-
ly increasing total food production.12

(2)  The inflow of capital, technology, and state-of-
the-art agricultural knowledge involved in LSLA 
farming can close the yield gap (i.e. the difference 

12 See also chapter 4.3.1 on how this argument plays 
out for LSLA host country governments.
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ic perspective also relates to existing long-term de-
bates in agrarian literature about small vs. large and 
family vs. capitalist farming respectively (Oya 2013). 
Therefore, where suitable, this report draws on se-
lected parts of this literature. It is, however, beyond 
the scope of this report to review the complete body 
of literature on small vs. large and family vs. capital-
ist farming in detail. 

Furthermore, where scattered or anecdotal evidence 
for findings is available in LSLA literature, it is also 
mentioned. 

As the literature search did not yield any methodo-
logically sound comparisons of LSLA farms and their 
smallholder farm counterfactuals, we partly resort to 
combining data from different sources (especially in 
chapter 4.1). Since data was collected using differ-
ent methodologies, a full comparison is not always 
possible. Figures should, therefore, be interpreted 
with care. 

4.1.1 
Production factors and production  
technology

In this chapter, evidence on the use of the production 
factors land, capital, and labour on smallholder and 
LSLA farms is reviewed. In addition, labour remuner-
ation, input use, and business models of LSLA farms 
are analysed.

Land 
Farm size is a major indicator when distinguishing 
smallholder farms from commercial LSLA operations. 
The size of smallholder farms varies according to 
agro-ecological conditions and can range from less 
than 1 ha in humid areas to up to 10 ha or 10 head of 
livestock in semi-arid areas (Dixon et al. 2004). Often, 
a threshold of < 2 ha farm size is used to characterise 
smallholders (Rapsomanikis 2015). Rapsomanikis 

 The following chapters include firstly a microeco-
nomic comparison of smallholder and LSLA produc-
tion systems (chapter 4.1), and secondly an analysis 
of the social consequences of LSLA farming opera-
tions (chapter4.2).

To compensate for the unfeasibility of an analysis of 
LSLA farms and their smallholder farm counterfac-
tuals (chapter 3), we integrate literature beyond the 
LSLA context that focuses exclusively on smallhold-
er agriculture (e.g. Rapsomanikis 2015; Matus et al. 
2013) or stems from the development literature and 
compares smallholder and large farms (e.g. Deininger 
and Xia 2016, 2017). In this literature, large farms do 
not necessarily fit the definition of LSLA farms. Nev-
ertheless, these studies provide insights that are 
relevant to the LSLA discussion. In particular, large 
farms that have existed for longer periods can provide 
information on large farms’ long-term performance 
that is not yet available for LSLAs (Deininger and Xia 
2017). Thus, discussing LSLAs from a microeconom-

Results4

4.1 Microeconomic questions

Small scale farmer in Sussundenga, Mozambique
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Vaeth (2013: 8) describes the failure in their case as 
follows: ‘[…] expansions of oil palm plantations within 
the Okumaning concession were very limited. Hence, 
large land tracts remained fallow and attracted more 
migrant farmers over the years’.
 
Based on a survey of 89 LSLA farms in western Ethi-
opia, Teklemariam et al. (2016) list several reasons 
for the small fraction of land in use from the perspec-
tive of investors: lack of prior reliable information on 
the production potential of the acquired land, border 
conflicts with neighbouring LSLA farms or smallhold-
ers, difficulties with the import of production inputs, 
investors’ capital restrictions, and insecurity about 
the long-term validity of the land deal. Also land and 
water speculation by investors might contribute to 
this phenomenon (D’Odorico et al. 2017; Nolte et al. 
2016; Lay and Nolte 2018).

Two thirds of SSA is covered by savannah ecosys-
tems, where rainfall is seasonal, varies annually, and 
features intra-seasonal interruptions. Consequently, 
water management is fundamental to successful ag-
riculture. Woodhouse (2012) reports that indigenous 
farming systems feature a variety of water manage-

(2015), drawing on data from nine countries, defines 
smallholders as having less land than the median 
farm size in the country.

By the definition used in this report, LSLA farms com-
prise more than 200 ha of land, but can also comprise 
mega farms with more than 10,000 ha. Based upon 
the notion that land is idle, investors plan to devel-
op large tracts of land. However, it is repeatedly re-
ported that the government often grants less land in 
concessions than originally applied for by the inves-
tor. A dataset from regional governments in western 
Ethiopia on 176 requested and concluded land deals 
revealed that on average, 34.1% of the demand were 
met (Baumgartner et al. 2015). The mean size of the 
land deals amounted to 737 ha. Similar facts were re-
ported by Teklemariam et al. (2016) for a neighbour-
ing region in western Ethiopia. Moreover, Nolte et al. 
(2016: 13) report on three case studies from Cameroon, 
Ethiopia, and Zambia, where investors were forced to 
scale down their projects by target countries. The evi-
dence illustrates that, in some cases, target countries 
examine the potential viability of the project and its 
consequences or react to local criticism and protests. 

Often only a part of the acquired land is cultivated 
by the investor. According to data of the Land Matrix 
from 2017, only 20% of the acquired land are actual-
ly used globally (D’Odorico et al. 2017; Figure 2). In 
the dataset retrieved from the Land Matrix database 
for this report, 54% of the concluded deals are in 
operation, i.e. production has actually begun (total 
399 deals), but only 11% of the area under contract 
in these deals are actually farmed. Of the 80 deals 
in the start-up phase, less than 1% of the area under 
contract are in operation. 

Case study evidence reports similar facts (Baumgartner 
et al. 2015; Vaeth 2013; Shete and Rutten 2015). For 
example, Shete and Rutten (2015: 290) write:

Against the expectations of the Ethiopian government 
about the contributions of large-scale farming on local 
economic development and contrary to the ambition 
of Karuturi to turn the challenges of farming in the 
Ethiopian context towards opportunities of earning 
profit, the investments of Karuturi have been poorly 
managed and only a small proportion of the land ac-
quired has been developed so far.

Figure 1
Area acquired and under production based on the 
Land Matrix dataset 2017
(D’Odorico et al. 2017)
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ment techniques, including but not limited to so-
called informal irrigation, e.g. through stream diver-
sion into irrigation furrows, drainage of wetlands, or 
planting crops following a receding flood. In the case 
of LSLAs, certain crops such as sugar cane and rice 
require irrigation in all but the most humid zones of 
SSA (ibid). For other crops, access to irrigation allows 
for higher yields and the generation of year-round 
employment. Hence, Woodhouse argues, LSLAs will 
require irrigation water, even where this is not spec-
ified in land deals. Similarly, other authors note that 
in water-scarce SSA in particular, investors seek more 
to secure rights to irrigation water than rights to land 
(known as grabbing of “blue water”, Bues and Th-
eesfeld 2012).13 This is why core areas with good ac-
cess to water are acquired by investors, making the 
remaining land in the vicinity without water access 
unusable by smallholders.

For his SSA case studies (excluding Tanzania), Rap-
somanikis (2015: 18) shows that the proportion of 
smallholders with access to irrigation is smaller than 
with larger farms (Figure 2). 

Capital 
The availability of capital is an important feature that 
distinguishes smallholders and LSLA farms. LSLA 
farms generally have better access to capital and are 
consequently able to work with higher mechanisation 
levels (Figure 7, Box (e)). Deininger et al. (2011: 39) 
provide figures on the projected investment for LSLA 
farms based on a global dataset, ranging from US$ 
450/ha for grains to US$ 15,500/ha for sugar cane 
production with large differences depending on the 
crop (Table 1). The figures indicate the high capital 
intensity of mechanised production. 

However, the level of mechanisation also strongly 
depends on the crop grown. While field crops such 
as grains and soybean can easily be mechanised, 
plantation fruits in particular – such as oil palm or 
jatropha – have less mechanisation potential (Dei-
ninger et al. 2011; Figure 7, Box (h)).

In contrast, capital availability is a major constraint 
for smallholder farms.15 Capital inputs in farming ac-
tivities are generally low. However, there is a strong 
variation between countries. Adjognon et al. (2018: 

13 While the term “green water” applies to the rainwater  
use by crops, “blue water” refers to irrigation water 
from rivers, lakes, and aquifers (Rulli and D’Odorico 
2013).

14 Rapsomanikis (2015) draws on household survey 
data for each country (Sample size: Nicaragua: 2,836 
households, Tanzania: 1,795, Ethiopia: 1,394, and 
Kenya: 6,901) and defines smallholder farms as ha-
ving less than a median sized farm (thresholds: Ni-
caragua: 35.2 ha, Tanzania: 2.20 ha, Ethiopia: 1.8 
ha, and Kenya: 1.20 ha). “Other farms” are all farms 
larger than the median size. Depicted is the share of 
land with irrigation of smallholder and other farms. 
Irrigation is not explicitly defined, so the extent to 
which irrigation as used by Rapsomanikis (2015) co-
vers what Woodhouse (2012) distinguishes as formal 
and informal irrigation respectively is unclear.

15  It has been argued that a strengthening of smallhol-
ders’ property rights to land would improve their ac-
cess to capital as they could use land as a collateral. 
In contrast, Schutter (2011: 271) argues that

 […] where private lenders have extended credit to 
small farmers based on grants of title, they have 
done so at terms highly unfavourable to smallhol-
ders, or have simply ignored smallholders in favour 
of commercial farmers […]. In addition, poor farming 
households in fact often appear reluctant to mort-
gage their land in order to gain access to credit, be-
cause land is for them a lifeline: an essential social 
safety net where none other is available […].

Figure 2
Percentage of land with irrigation on smallholder 
and other farms
(Rapsomanikis 2015: 18)14
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16 This result might be due to fertiliser subsidies pro-
grammes, especially in Malawi.

Table 1
Projected labour intensity and capital investments of LSLA farms worldwide
(Deininger et al. 2011: 39)

 
Commodity

Jobs per 
1,000 ha

Investment 
US$/ha

Investment 
US$/job

Grains 10 450 45,000

Jatropha 420 1,000 2,400

Oil palm 350 4,000 11,400

Forestry 20 7,000 360,000

Rubber 420 1,500 3,600

Sorghum 53 900 17,000

Soybean 18 3,600 200,000

Sugar cane-ethanol a 153 5,150 33,600

Sugar cane-ethanol b 150 15,500 105,000

Sugar cane-ethanol c 700 14,000 20,000

Wheat-soybean 16 6,000 375,000

30) report that in Nigeria and Malawi, more than 70% 
of farmers purchase inputs,16 while in Uganda and 
Tanzania, the share is less than 20%. In many cas-
es, livestock and basic agricultural tools – such as a 
plough – may represent the major capital investment 
of smallholder farms (Giller et al. 2011). This is part-
ly related to the lack of credit markets as ‘low use of 
credit applies in all countries and for all crops and 
farm sizes’, regardless of whether the farms produce 
food crops or cash crops (Adjognon et al. 2018: 29). 
However, among farmers with access to credit (most-
ly informal sources), fertiliser purchases seem to be 
more common than among farmers without access to 
credits (Adjognon et al. 2018). Capital endowments 
strongly determine the use of mechanisation. While 
LSLA farms typically work with high mechanisation 
levels (Figure 7, Box (e)), Rapsomanikis (2015:18) 
shows that the share of smallholders with access to 
mechanisation is only a fraction of the same indicator 
for larger farms (data for Ethiopia and Kenya in SSA). 
Based on data from six African countries (Ethiopia, 
Malawi, Niger, Nigeria, Tanzania, and Uganda), Shea-

han and Barrett (2018: 88) confirm this by stating that 
‘around 1 percent of households across all countries 
[claim] to own a tractor’.

Labour
Due to higher mechanisation on LSLA farms, labour 
intensity there is generally low. However, it strong-
ly depends on the crop cultivated (Figure 7, Box (f )). 
Deininger et al. (2011) provide estimates of the labour 
intensity of different crops: estimates range from 0.01 
and 0.018 jobs/ha for grains and soybean for highly 
mechanised production to 0.42 and 0.35 jobs/ha for 
jatropha and oil palm cultivation, which are compa-
rably labour-intensive crops. 

Even more detailed data on labour intensities is 
provided in Nolte and Ostermeier (2017). They esti-
mate labour intensities per crop based on the glob-
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al Land Matrix dataset and additionally provide an 
extensive review of existing literature. Figure 3 de-
picts the labour intensity of annuals and perennials 
on LSLA farms as calculated from Land Matrix data. 
Generally, perennials are more labour intensive than 
annuals, although there are some exceptions, e.g. 
rice is comparably labour intensive, while rubber and 
oil palms have comparably lower labour intensities. 
Nolte and Ostermeier (2017) use a cut-off value of 
0.576 workers per hectare to distinguish between la-
bour-intensive and capital-intensive crops, which is 

derived based on a non-parametric estimation (ker-
nel density) applied to a dataset containing labour 
intensities of annuals and perennials (Figure 4). It 
is visible that the clear majority (76%) of 1,031 LSLA 
cases focuses on capital-intensive rather than la-
bour-intensive crops.

Labour intensities might differ strongly depending on 
whether they are calculated for the labour-intensive 
establishment phase of the farm or for running pro-
duction (Table 2). Furthermore, they also differ de-

Figure 3
Labour intensities by crop in LSLA farming
(Nolte and Ostermeier 2017: 434)
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pending on the mode of production (Table 2). Even 
though labour intensity under less mechanised pro-
duction may be higher, Shete and Rutten (2015) sus-
pect that once farms are successfully established, 
subsequent investments on the farm will increase 
mechanisation and reduce labour intensity (similar-
ly: Nolte et al. 2016).

In addition to calculating the number of jobs created 
per area, the type of jobs created is important. Of-
ten, the extent of temporary or casual employment 
creation is much higher than permanent employ-
ment creation. Hufe and Heuermann (2011) report a 
case of cotton farming in Ethiopia with a ratio of 1 : 
34 for permanent to temporary employment. Similar 
ratios are reported elsewhere (e.g. Stebek 2011 cit-
ed in Hufe and Heuermann 2017). Also, LSLA farms 
often lag behind their own schedules regarding im-
plementation or stop operation altogether. This re-
sults in a gap between expected and actual employ-
ment (Teklemariam et al. 2016; Acheampong and 
Campion 2014). 

Unlike LSLA farms, smallholder farms generally have 
labour-intensive production technologies. However, 
it is inherently difficult to measure farm labour on 
smallholder farms as detailed hourly data on labour 

17 Detailed labour-economic studies on the implications 
of agricultural intensification in smallholder farming 
systems were mainly carried out in the 1960s to 1980s 
(see Headey and Jayne 2014 for a recent review and 
references). 
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Labour intensities in LSLA farming based on Land Matrix data
(Nolte and Ostermeier 2017: 435)
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investments rarely exists.17 Most references work with 
labour investments per day, while it is unclear how 
much time per day is spent on actual farm work. Li 
(2011) estimates a labour intensity of 1 adult/ha for 
a smallholder system in Indonesia. Rapsomanikis 
(2015: 15/16) estimates the labour intensity in small-
holder systems as 2.5 family workers per day and hec-
tare in Kenya, approx. 1.2 family workers per day and 
hectare in Tanzania, and 5 family workers per day and 
hectare in Ethiopia. For all countries covered by Rapso-
manikis (2015), the labour intensity on larger farms is 
approximately only one third of the figures estimated 
for smallholders when measured in the same man-
ner. In the text, the author suggests that the figures 
for labour intensity for smallholders might include ac-
tivities carried out by women, such as the collection 
of fuel and water. Based on this data, Rapsomanikis 
(2015: 15) concludes that most smallholders over-use 
family labour on their farm due to the limited job op-
portunities in their region. Thus, smallholder farming 
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To summarise the evidence on labour intensities, LSLA 
farms can largely be expected to have labour inten-
sities of between 0.1 and 1 employee/ha depending 
on the crop (the estimate of 2.8 workers/ha for tea 
by Nolte and Ostermeier (2017) is an exception). In 
contrast, smallholder farms are consistently report-
ed to work with labour intensities above 1 worker/ha 
(up to 3.77 workers/ha).

Labour remuneration and working conditions: evi-
dence of labour remuneration on LSLA farms is main-
ly based on reports provided by LSLA employees or 
unspecified reports by local communities. Schon-
eveld et al. (2011) report that the average monthly 
wage for an unskilled full-time worker on jatropha 
plantations in Ghana was around US$ 50. Similarly, 
for 12 communities affected by jatropha plantations 
in Ghana, Acheampong and Campion (2014) report 
monthly wages of between US$ 33 and 333 from a 
set of 95 respondents. While the highest salaries are 
paid to supervisors and farm managers, the lowest 
salaries are paid for unskilled fieldwork. The majority 
of those respondents claimed that they worked full 
time all year round. 

provides a livelihood (though only part-time employ-
ment) for the members of the household. 

As one of the few attempts to measure the labour 
input of smallholder farming precisely, McCullough 
(2017) estimates individual labour contribution and 
labour productivity for four African countries based 
on household survey data. She finds that in the agri-
cultural sector, the mean labour investment, in hours 
per person and year, is only one third of that in the 
industry and service sectors, especially for Ethiopia, 
Malawi, and Tanzania. Based on the estimation, the 
low labour productivity stated for smallholder agri-
culture rises when the lower overall labour input is 
accounted for (McCullough 2017). Moreover, labour 
input might be quite variable depending on the sea-
son and the household member concerned. Nolte and 
Ostermeier (2017) estimate labour intensities in small-
holder farming as 1.13 to 3.77 workers per hectare for 
five African countries based on a similar dataset to 
McCullough (2017) and compare this data directly 
with the estimates for mechanised production (see 
Figure 3 above). However, they do not provide details 
on their estimation strategy for smallholder data.

Table 2
Estimates of labour intensities on LSLA farms in literature sources 

Source
Estimates of labour intensities 

(jobs/ha) Context

Schoneveld et al. 2010

0.04–0.06 Large foreign companies in Central 
Ghana, jatropha cultivation

0.15–0.4 Same as above, but for the labour- 
intensive establishment phase 

Teklemariam et al. 2016 Most jobs are created for land  
clearing and land preparation 89 LSLA farms in Ethiopia

Oberlack et al. 2016 Most jobs are created for land  
clearing and land preparation

Deininger et al. 2011 0.15 (mechanised), 0.7 (manual)
Mechanised vs. manual harvest  
production mode for sugar cane- 

ethanol production

Nolte and Ostermeier 2017 0.04–2.8 Range depending on the crop,  
see Figure 3
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employment conditions, labour remuneration as cal-
culated from the net revenue on smallholder farms 
is likely to be higher than assumed and might even 
be higher than the per-day wage reported on LSLA 
farms. However, evidence for this was not available 
in the reviewed literature. 

Moreover, under smallholder conditions, the risk of 
facing unemployment is rather low (as might be the 
case with temporary or casual employment on LSLA 
farms). Since coping with risks and uncertainties 
(weather, health, socio-political conditions) is a recur-
ring phenomenon in smallholder farms, employment 
on LSLA farms could provide a component in a diver-
sified livelihood, which ideally encompasses income 
sources with low covariate risk structures that allow 
risk spreading (Eriksen and Silva 2009; Ellis 2000). 
However, depending on the crop type cultivated on 
the LSLA farm, temporary or casual employment ex-
hibits a risk structure similar to smallholder agricul-
ture, which does not improve the situation of small-
holders relative to their situation without existence 
of the LSLA farm.

Other inputs
LSLA farms’ good access to capital leads to high rates 
of external input use. Deininger and Xia (2016) used 

Working conditions on LSLA farms and smallholder 
farms also differ greatly. There is next to no informa-
tion available on working conditions on LSLA farms. 
That being said, Mandondo et al. (2014) mention 
that locals perceive the working conditions for to-
bacco farming in Malawi to be bad. They mention 
illnesses caused by walking long distances to the 
estates in bad weather without adequate cloth-
ing and respiratory diseases and infertility in men 
caused by handling tobacco. Low salaries and bad 
working conditions lead employees to describe their 
employment as “bondage”. The case study also re-
ported child labour from especially disadvantaged 
(orphaned or widowed) households (Mandondo et 
al. 2014). On smallholder farms, working conditions 
may not satisfy international standards, although 
the smallholder has more freedom to plan and time 
his labour input on the farm. On these farms, child 
labour can be assumed to be the norm rather than 
an exception. 

Figures on labour remuneration that are comparable 
to wages in formal employment are not generated for 
smallholder farms, since household labour is remu-
nerated from the net revenue after all other inputs 
are paid. Given that the daily labour load on small-
holder farms seems to be lower than under full-time 

Figure 5
Use of external inputs across countries 
Percentage of cultivating households using inorganic fertilizers and agrochemicals
(Sheahan and Barrett 2018: 87)
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159 deals are reported to use some form of contract 
farming (47% of deals that have information on this 
issue) […]. Most contract farming takes place on areas 
not leased by the investor, but on land owned by out-
growers (101 cases). The remaining 38 cases have im-
plemented a tenant farming model, where smallholder 
farmers produce for a large scale investor on land that 
belongs to the investor. A typical crop produced under 
a tenant farming arrangement is oil palm, with 15 cas-
es (eight of them in Indonesia). The largest shares of 
deals that involve contract farming are in Africa (113) 
and Asia (34).19

Contract farming and outgrower schemes are mostly 
combined with own farming operations at a core LSLA 
farm (Vaeth 2013; Mandondo et al. 2014). Whether 
integrating small farmers in the operations is advan-
tageous depends mainly on the crop and its mech-
anisation potential: while field crops (e.g. maize or 
wheat) are generally easy to produce on a large scale 
and with high mechanisation, plantation crops (e.g. 
bananas, mangoes, or oil palm) require high labour 
input and the mechanisation potential is low (Ger-
man 2014; Figure 7, Box (h)). Consequently, while own 
large-scale production may be appropriate and eco-
nomically feasible for field crops, outgrower schemes 
or contract farming have relative advantages for plan-
tation crops. Kleemann and Thiele (2015) find some 
empirical support for the assertion that contract farm-
ing occurs more frequently for labour-intensive crops: 
out of 271 cases reported in the Land Matrix dataset 
for their study, 36 mention contract farming. Most of 
these cases focus on cash crops and biofuels (mostly 
jatropha), while only two produce staple food crops. 

The successful implementation of outgrower and con-
tract farming schemes also depends on the strategic 
considerations of investors and smallholders. On re-

a regular farm survey to assess the factor inputs of 
small farms (<25 ha) in contrast to large farms (>100 
ha). They found significantly higher adoption rates 
of external input and technology among large farms 
regarding the share of area irrigated, improved seed 
use, and application of fertiliser, pesticides, and ma-
nure. It is notable that the application rates of fer-
tiliser (29%), pesticides (21%), and manure (17%) 
in maize cultivation were not very high even among 
large farms. Higher use of external inputs was report-
ed for rice cultivation (fertiliser: 79%, pesticide: 68%, 
manure: 21%).

For a dataset of six African countries (Ethiopia, Ma-
lawi, Niger, Nigeria, Tanzania, and Uganda) Sheahan 
and Barrett (2018: 85) report that input use varies con-
siderably, and – contrary to common assumptions – 
the use of chemical input and fertiliser is frequent 
(Figure 5). However, the intensity of use is rather 
low, e.g. smallholders in Tanzania or Ethiopia apply 
around 20 kg of inorganic fertiliser per hectare of ar-
able land. In comparison, the world average was 140 
kg/ha in 2016 and the EU average 158 kg/ha (World 
Bank data, available at https://data.worldbank.org, 
accessed 01/10/2019). 

Business models
LSLA farms can encompass different business mod-
els: own production (Figure 7, Box (i)), contract farm-
ing (Figure 7, Box (k), Figure 6, Box (III)), or outgrower 
schemes (Figure 7, Box (l), Figure 6, Box (IV)) (Vaeth 
2013). Own production means that land acquired by 
the LSLA farm is managed by staff directly employed 
by the farm. Typically an agronomist or production 
manager is responsible for production decisions. In 
contract farming, land acquired by the farm is given 
on a leasehold basis to small farmers who are in a 
shareholder contract. According to this model, small 
farmers are partly responsible for production deci-
sions whereas inputs except labour are supplied by 
the LSLA farm. Sometimes smallholders receive a con-
tract as a compensation for expropriation of their land 
(Vaeth 2013)18. In outgrower schemes, smallholders 
grow crops for the LSLA farm on their own land and 
receive payment based on the yield obtained. In most 
cases, inputs are supplied and sometimes, depending 
on the scheme, extension services are also provided 
(German 2014). Based on Land Matrix data, Nolte et 
al. (2016: 48) report that:

18 Vaeth (2013: 1) defines ‘farmers under smallholder 
contract [as farmers…] who received a plot within the 
concession for oil palm cultivation as part of a com-
pensation scheme for earlier land losses’ and ‘outg-
rowers [as farmers…] who cultivate oil palm on a con-
tractual basis on land they own or on plots for which 
they hold land use rights of at least 25 years’.

19 The term “tenant farming model” in Nolte et al. 
(2016) is similar to what Vaeth (2013) calls “contract 
farming”, while they seem to use “contract farming” 
to summarise what Vaeth (2013) calls “outgrower 
schemes” and “contract farming”.

https://data.worldbank.org
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culture-related activities seek to produce food crops 
as their main purpose, while 29% produce biofuels. 
Livestock (6%), non-food agricultural commodities 
(5%), and unspecified agriculture (10%) account for 
small proportions. The most frequently mentioned 
crops in the Land Matrix dataset of concluded deals 
are corn (149 mentions), soybeans (104), rice (85), 
jatropha (84), oil palm (81), sugar cane (75), vegeta-
bles (unspecified, 55), wheat (54), and cotton (42), 
accounting for an area of 13 m. ha. They encompass 
the four most important flex crops: corn, oil palm, 
soybean, and sugar cane (Borras et al. 2013).

Detailed evidence based on LSLA farms and their 
smallholder farm counterfactuals is scarce. As one 
of the few comparable datasets, Deininger and Xia 
(2016) provide comparable data on crops for small 
and large farms in Mozambique based on a national 
dataset. In their data, 92% of the area cultivated by 
smallholder farms are under annuals, while the share 
of perennials reaches 1.1%, and 5.8% of the land are 
left fallow. Of the crops cultivated, maize accounts 
for the biggest share (32%), followed by cassava and 
pulses (16% each), while rice, peanuts, sorghum, 
vegetables, and cotton account for minor shares. 
Rice and sorghum are concentrated in regions with 

viewing 38 cases in Ethiopia, Ghana, Nigeria, and Zam-
bia, Schoneveld (2017) finds no outgrower schemes or 
what he calls tenant farming schemes.20 With regard to 
the Ethiopian cotton and the Nigerian rubber sectors, 
he says that from the perspective of the investors, it 
was economically undesirable, to integrate smallhold-
ers, among other things because it involves creating a 
local market for these crops, which might incentivise 
estate theft. To date, this incentive is low, because no 
off-take markets for cotton and rubber exist in these 
countries and without such markets, these crops have 
little economic value. By contrast, oil palm can be pro-
cessed viably on a small scale. The author reports that 
early initiatives by investors in Nigeria that sought to 
establish contract farming failed as investors were only 
interested in purchasing fresh fruit bunches rather than 
processed palm oil. Since the latter yields a higher in-
come, smallholders viewed the LSLA as competitors 
rather than as a new market opportunity.

4.1.2 
Crops and yields

Crops 
Cropping patterns differ between smallholder and 
LSLA farms. Smallholders typically focus (nearly en-
tirely) on food production or on a combination of food 
and cash crop production (Figure 7, Box (c)). Giller et 
al. (2011) report that a strong focus on cassava and 
the cultivation of maize, sorghum, or millet is wide-
spread in smallholder systems across Africa. 

In contrast, LSLA farms are often distinguished in 
terms of producing either food (Figure 6, Box (V)) or 
biofuels. In contrast, Borras et al. (2013, 162) point 
to the notion of so called “flex crops”, i.e. crops that 
can be used for multiple purposes, such as food, bio- 
fuels, or even industrial purposes (e.g. corn, Figure 
7, Box (VII)). While classification as a flex crop does 
not have implications on production considerations, 
the use and, therefore, their impacts on market pric-
es and food security are more difficult to assess as 
they straddle different commodity sectors (i.e. food, 
feed, fuel, and other industrial commodities; Borras 
et al. 2013; chapter 4.2.6).

In the dataset retrieved from the Land Matrix database 
for this report, 49% of the 919 deals focusing on agri-

20 Schoneveld (2017: 123) states that ‘none of the pro-
jects incorporated smallholders into their value 
chains through outgrower or tenant farming schemes’ 
without defining the term “outgrower or tenant far-
ming schemes” further.

Large scale tea plantation in Rwanda
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yield refers to the amount of products actually ob-
tained under current production conditions (Figure 6, 
Box (VIII)). The potential yield describes the amount 
of the same products that can be obtained if the full 

suitable agroclimatic conditions. Larger farms focus 
mainly on rice, vegetables, and cotton with very large 
farms growing sugar cane in particular. 

In terms of water demand, Woodhouse (2012) argues 
that certain crop choices mean that LSLAs are likely 
to need irrigation water. For example, he notes that 
sugar cane and rice require irrigation ‘in all but the 
most humid climatic zones of SSA’ (ibid.: 215) and 
wheat as requiring irrigation ‘in SSA, except in the 
very highest altitudes’ (ibid.).

As a large share of crops produced on LSLA farms is for 
non-food purposes, the shift from smallholder farms 
to LSLA often results in an effective loss of food pro-
duction relative to the food-non-food production ra-
tios of smallholder farms (Rulli and D’Odorico 2014).21 

Yields
The main argument in favour of LSLAs is that the in-
flow of capital and modern production technology can 
close the yield gap in developing countries and thus 
combat hunger in the poorest countries of the world. 
The yield gap describes the difference between actu-
al and potential yields (Figure 6, Box (I)). The actual 

21 Regarding flex crops, i.e. crops that can be used for 
multiple purposes such as food and biofuels, resear-
chers need to assume how much is used for food 
and other purposes respectively. Rulli and D’Odorico 
(2014: 5/6) explain their choice of assuming 50% of 
biofuels in one scenario for the production appropri-
ation in LSLAs: 

 It should be stressed, however, that some crops – es-
pecially sugar cane and oil palm – are often used for 
other uses (e.g., biofuel, cosmetics, etc.) and only 
partly for food as reported in the FAO food balance 
sheet […]. Because these crops have high yield (tons 
ha−1) and produce food with high caloric content, 
including them in the food calorie count would pro-
duce an overestimate in the number of people fed. 
To account for this effect, we repeat the same calcu-
lations with two different assumptions: (1) only 50% 
of the sugar cane and oil palm crops are utilised for 
food production and included in the calculation of 
the number of people who could be fed. This could 
appear to be a high (and conservative) estimate; in 
fact, globally, only 20% of sugar cane is used for bio-
fuel production […] while 24% of palm oil is used for 
industrial purposes […]. We use here a higher esti-
mate (50%) because biofuel demand is a major dri-
ver of LSLAs […] and the fraction of cropland acquired 
for biofuels is expected to be much higher […].

Figure 6
Relation between crops and yields in smallholder and LSLA farming
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groups. Note that this result is achieved despite large 
farms having much higher adoption rates of modern 
production techniques and inputs. Similarly, for Ma-
lawi, Deininger and Xia (2017) find that smallholder 
yields are higher than those of larger estates for all 
crops except cassava. In contrast, Jaffee (2003, cit-
ed by Mandondo et al. 2014) report that smallhold-
ers in Malawi achieve only half of the yields of large 
farms for tobacco production. In general, anecdotal 
evidence suggests that one reason for low yields on 
LSLA farms relates to unsuitable crops and produc-
tion technologies: Shete and Rutten (2015) report that 
maize yields for an LSLA farm in Ethiopia were only 
one quarter of the yields of smallholder farms since 
the area of the LSLA farm is unsuitable for maize cul-
tivation due to water logging. 

To sum up, the available evidence does not support 
the proposition that LSLA farms generally obtain high-
er yields per area than smallholder farms even though 
they usually apply higher amounts of external inputs. 

By contrast, in comparison to average yields on small-
holder farms, increased yields may be obtained in 
contract farming (Figure 6, Box (III)) and outgrower 
scheme models (Figure 6, Box (IV)). However, evi-
dence in the LSLA literature is scattered and often an-
ecdotal. For example, Mandondo et al. (2014) report 
that smallholders in tobacco farming with outgrower 
contracts achieve better results than those without 
outgrower contracts due to improved access to inputs. 
A positive impact of outgrower schemes on production 
technologies and probably yields is also mentioned 
elsewhere in the LSLA literature without providing 
data on yields (German 2014; Hufe and Heuermann 
2017; Vaeth 2013). This positive impact is also found 
in the literature on contract farming not specifically 
related to LSLAs (Bellemare and Bloem 2018). 

4.1.3 
Marketing of products and subsistence 
production

Literature on the marketing of products (Figure 7, Box 
(m)) from LSLA farms is scarce. It is mostly assumed 
that the farms market their products internationally 
or on national markets (D’Odorico et al. 2017; Shete 
and Rutten 2015). In the case of biofuel crops in par-

production potential of the site is realised, i.e. with 
state-of-the-art production technologies, appropri-
ate input use, and best seed varieties (Deininger et 
al. 2011; see also Figure 6). Several methods for cal-
culating yield gaps are available. Consequently, the 
figures obtained from different references are not 
necessarily comparable (Rulli and D’Odorico 2014; 
van Ittersum et al. 2013).

Deininger and Byerlee (2012) present data on the yield 
gaps for the crops maize, oil palm, soybean, and sug-
ar cane for different world regions. In SSA, the yield 
gap is highest for all crops: only 20% of the produc-
tion potential for maize are realised, 32% each for 
oil palm and soybean, and 54% for sugar cane. Sim-
ilarly, Rapsomanikis (2015: 11) reports a yield gap of 
76% (meaning that on average, 24% of the produc-
tion potential are realised). Thus, of all regions of the 
world, the potential to improve yields seems highest 
in SSA. However, while improvements in production 
technologies and innovations led to a constant growth 
rate of yields in developed countries, in developing 
countries, especially in SSA, yield improvements are 
stagnating or declining (Deininger et al. 2011: 14).

In agrarian and development literature, there is a crit-
ical discussion as to whether large farms have the 
potential to achieve higher yields per hectare than 
smallholder farms (Barrett et al. 2010). For one crop 
and the same agro-ecological zone, an inverse rela-
tionship between farm size and yields is postulated 
(Figure 6, Box (IX)), meaning that smallholders com-
monly achieve high yields per area unit due to highly 
labour-intensive production and crop diversification 
(Figure 6). In contrast, large farms achieve higher 
capital and labour efficiency at the expense of lower 
yields per hectare. Most empirical data supports this 
inverse farm size-productivity relationship, showing 
that smallholder farms achieve high technical efficien-
cy (calculated for all input factors) (see Barrett et al. 
2010 and further references cited there). 

A direct comparison of yields between smallholder 
and LSLA or large farms yields mixed results in dif-
ferent literature sources. Based on a national data-
set for Mozambique, Deininger and Xia (2016) show 
that small farms obtain higher yields for cassava, sor-
ghum, and peanuts, but lower yields for rice and sugar 
cane. Yields for maize are comparable between both 
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local markets, but not viable for export. A doubtful 
profitability was also found for sugar cane, as well as 
for jatropha, which can only be viable where labour 
costs are low and fuel prices high. Similarly, Peters 
and Thielmann (2008) report higher production costs 
for biofuels produced in India and Tanzania than for 
their fossil counterparts. Consequently, economically 
viable production is only feasible where state support 
programmes exist. Deininger et al. (2011: 26) only re-
port positive results for high-value export crops (e.g. 
tea, tobacco, cashews, groundnuts with values over 
US$ 500/t), where large revenues can outweigh high 
transport and marketing costs under conditions of 
low land prices and cheap labour. 

The discrepancy between the difficulties experienced 
by LSLA farms when starting operations and their in-
itial ambitions indicate that most farms experience 
higher costs than expected (chapter 4.1.1). First evi-
dence suggests that jatropha production is the most 
problematic. Acheampong and Campion (2014: 4597) 
report that ‘most of the Jatropha companies [in their 
study regions across Ghana] have collapsed.’ Nolte 
et al. (2016) also report that many “failed” deals in 
the Land Matrix database are related to jatropha cul-
tivation. Deininger and Byerlee (2012) acknowledge 
that LSLA investments are associated with potential-
ly high risks stemming from tenure insecurity, lack of 
capacity to run large operations, and the unknown 
technical viability of investment plans. The develop-
ment of LSLA investments might therefore deviate 
from national and local visions and potentially result 
in resource conflicts. 

Due to lack of evidence on the long-term viability 
of LSLA farms, it is useful to look at large farms that 
have existed for a longer period of time. Drawing on 
the work of Deininger and colleagues, assessments 
investigating comparative microeconomic data on 
smallholder farms and large farms are available for 
Malawi and Mozambique. The study for Malawi is 
based on a survey, administrative records, and re-
mote sensing data (Deininger and Xia 2017); the study 
for Mozambique is based on national farm survey 
data (Deininger and Xia 2016). As reported in chap-
ter 4.1.2, both studies find evidence of higher yields 
on smallholder farms for most crops, despite higher 
modern input use resulting in higher costs on large 
farms. Thus, larger farms are likely to achieve lower 

ticular, marketing can be assumed to be nearly com-
pletely international. Based on local data, Teklemari-
am et al. (2016: 15) even report that in Ethiopia, ‘those 
companies which export half or three-quarters of their 
production, are entitled to get comparably more in-
centives (exemption from income tax […]) compared 
to those investors which supply their production to 
the domestic market’. The authors note that there is 
a discussion at political level whether those incen-
tives are justified or not. 

Smallholders, in contrast, produce predominantly 
for local markets or for their own consumption. In 
Tanzania and Kenya, smallholders account for more 
than 60% of national food production, in Ethiopia 
the share is around 30% (Rapsomanikis 2015: 9). 
The share of subsistence production is often high, 
reaching on average over 75% among smallholders 
in Ethiopia and Kenya. Generally, the share of mar-
keted products is higher for larger farms. Often, the 
marketing of products is constrained by poor market 
access (Rapsomanikis 2015: 28–29). 

4.1.4 
Economic results  

Profitability is a central concern for farming opera-
tions. For LSLA farms, it is also the precondition for 
continued investment and, therefore, the generation 
of benefits for the local population (Deininger and 
Byerlee 2012, see also chapters 4.2.2 and 4.2.4).

As many LSLA projects have yet to be implemented, 
evidence of long-term profitability does not yet exist. 
As of 2016, the Land Matrix database shows strong 
increases in the “start-up” and “in operation” cate-
gories compared to the situation in 2013 (Nolte et al. 
2016). Consequently, it will take a few years for evi-
dence that shows whether LSLA farms are viable in 
the long term. 

Deininger et al. (2011: 25–26) review the market po-
tential of diverse crops produced on large farms in 
SSA. Maize production in Zambia turned out to be 
not competitive on international markets due to the 
high transport costs, even though no costs for land 
were assumed. In other African countries, large-scale 
maize production is competitive with imports on the 
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improve relatively, reducing by half the productivity 
gap to other sectors (McCullough 2017).22

In summary, therefore, smallholder households gen-
erally achieve high technical efficiency based on all 
inputs, which is, however, achieved at the cost of the 
low remuneration of labour. Despite smallholders of-
ten supplementing farming operations with off-farm 
activities, the share of poor households among them 
is larger than the national average in many countries 
(Rapsomanikis 2015: 22). 

In agricultural development literature, the relative ad-
vantage of small farms over large farms is discussed 
on a general level. In the supply, agro-processing, 
and marketing sector, integration into large opera-
tions took place. By contrast, agricultural production 
– even in developed countries – is still dominated by 
family farms, i.e. owner-operated, comparably small 
enterprises. Obviously, in agricultural production, 
owner-operated smaller farms have advantages, e.g. 
lower supervision costs, local knowledge, and flexibil-
ity in labour supply. In general, a relative superiority 
of larger farm sizes can only be assumed for planta-
tion crops requiring a close integration and coordi-
nation of production with processing (Deininger and 
Byerlee 2012). The authors of this study highlight that 
additional insights for the LSLA debate can be gained 
from agricultural development literature. 

4.1.5 
Summary on microeconomic questions 

In the literature, microeconomic assessments of LSLA 
farms are scarce. This may be due to the reluctance of 
LSLA farms to provide data and to the fact that many 
LSLA farms have not yet reached full operation. This 
is why the authors of this report also relied on data 
from the comparison of small and large farms, the lat-

revenues and higher costs, resulting in a lower net 
margin compared to smallholders. 

Both Deininger and Byberlee (2012) and Deininger 
et al. (2011) compare the recent surge in LSLAs with 
former attempts to establish large farms, most 
of which failed. Both report similar outcomes for 
semi-mechanised sesame and sorghum production 
in Sudan between 1970 and 2007 resulting in con-
flicts, environmental degradation, low yields, and 
low profitability. 

For smallholder farming operations, the profitabili-
ty of own production as calculated in farm economic 
assessments is not usually the primary concern (see 
Figure 7, Box (c), chapter 3.1). Nevertheless, one can 
assume that in many cases, smallholders achieve 
higher profitability due to comparably high yields un-
der low input conditions. Economic viability strongly 
depends on the remuneration of family labour, which 
can be assumed to be very low under the imperfect 
labour market conditions prevailing in developing 
countries. As residual claimants, smallholders are 
willing to accept extremely low remuneration of la-
bour, which varies depending on the activity type 
or risks involved. However, as the labour intensity 
of smallholder farms (measured in hours) is lower 
than often assumed, figures for labour productivity 

22 McCullough (2017: 134/135) explains: ‘[N]ational 
accounts may mis-measure key components of the 
productivity equation, namely, labour inputs or re-
turns per worker. […] biases arise from the methods 
used to classify workers as agricultural or non-agri-
cultural, the assumption that workers in each sector 
work an equal number of hours, and the assumption 
that workers from each sector have the same levels 
of human capital.’

Failed and abandoned 40 hectare Jatropha farm of Agro 
Pecuria de Manica LDA, which was founded as biofuel 
farm in 2010 at old portuguese cotton farm in Gondolo,  
Mozambique
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holders in “contract farming” and “outgrower 
contract” schemes. Both systems seem to be 
especially prevalent among African LSLAs. 

• Crops and yields: 
• Crops: the share of food crop production on 

smallholder farms is higher than it is on larger 
farms. A large share of LSLA farms focuses on 
biofuels.

• Yields: there is little evidence that large farms 
achieve higher yields than smallholder farms. 
The inverse relationship between farm size 
and productivity – which is well documented 
in agrarian development literature – even sup-
ports the opposite case.

• Marketing of products: although there is little ev-
idence, LSLA farms can be assumed to produce 
predominantly for international markets, while 
smallholders per definition partly produce for their 
own needs and partly sell crops mostly on local 
markets. However, cash crops may also be traded 
internationally. 

• Economic results: 
• There were no full assessments of the econom-

ic performance of LSLA farms in the literature. 
Given that on larger farms higher external inputs 
are used but yields are probably lower than on 
smallholder farms, the profitability of larger 
farms is likely to be lower than expected. Their 
potential is mainly seen in high-value export 
crops and the integration of contract farming 
or outgrower schemes. 

• While there is evidence that smallholders 
achieve high technical efficiency, their labour 
efficiency and productivity is mostly lower than 
those on large farms. However, the primary con-
cern for smallholders is the long-term survival of 
the household (rather than achieving the high-
est level of profitability). 

ter being not necessarily LSLA farms. Due to the fact 
that these larger farms have existed for a longer time, 
information about them can provide valuable insights 
into the long-term performance of LSLA farms. Data 
from different sources was also combined. However, 
as assessment methodologies may have differed, in-
formation should be treated with care.

The different dimensions of the production process 
and economic results were investigated. The main 
findings of this investigation are:

• Production factors and production technology: 
smallholder farms and LSLA farms strongly differ 
in factor use and production goals. 

• Land: smallholder farms are smaller in size (typ-
ically below 2 ha) while LSLA farms are per defi-
nition larger than 200 ha. However, on many 
LSLA farms, only a fraction of the acquired land 
is cultivated. 

• Capital: per definition, LSLA farms have much 
fewer capital constraints than smallholders, 
which mostly work under strong capital con-
straints and have inadequate access to credit. 
This explains why LSLA farms have higher lev-
els of mechanisation, whereas mechanisation 
is mostly low on smallholder farms. 

• Labour intensities are mostly high in smallholder 
agriculture; on LSLA farms they depend on the 
crop type. Typically, plantation crops are labour 
intensive.

• Labour remuneration: on most LSLA farms, the 
share of temporary and casual workers is high, 
while high-paid permanent jobs are rare. Al-
though there is anecdotal evidence that locals 
are dissatisfied with wages, actual evidence is 
scarce.

• Other inputs: the use of fertilisers, improved 
seeds, and pesticides tends to be higher on 
larger farms, although no specific data for LSLA 
farms exists. 

• Business models: besides own farming oper-
ations, LSLA farms may cooperate with small-
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tural growth, particularly with outgrower schemes
(Figure 7, Box (l), Figure 6, Box (IV)). Similarly, based 
on a statistical analysis of a global dataset, Arezki et 
al. (2015) find that abundant non-forest land with a 
high production potential plays a significant role in 
explaining investors’ interest in a target country.
 
In a more detailed GIS-based analysis of deals record-
ed in the Land Matrix with high geographical preci-
sion and considering a 10 km radius around an invest-
ment, Messerli et al. (2014) set up a typology based 
on accessibility/remoteness of the site and popula-
tion density. They find that the deals target densely 
populated/easily accessible and sparsely populat-
ed/remote regions equally. Replicating the analysis 
of Deininger et al. (2011) with more detailed data, 
they show that most deals target regions with little  
suitable land (comparably densely populated) and a 
high yield gap. This contradicts the findings and rec-
ommendations by Deininger et al. (2011, see above).

Furthermore, contracts are concluded mainly with gov-
ernments on national, regional, or local levels or with 
traditional leaders. Alden Wily (2011) argues that the 
persons facilitating or concluding the contracts often 
expect to benefit disproportionally from doing so. Ac-
cordingly, information regarding how the land to be 
leased is actually used is often false or lacking. This 
often results in neglect of (land) rights of the local pop-
ulation and conflicts during LSLA implementation (see 
chapter 4.3.1). In turn, this leads to insecurities on the 
side of investors which may translate into LSLA projects 
lagging behind their schedule, using less land than they 
planned to, achieving lower yields, or actually failing to 
be economically viable at all (see chapter 4.1.1).

Evidence from several sources therefore underlines 
that land targeted by LSLA investments is not neces-
sarily idle and unused and that LSLA can be expected 
to have immediate effects on the local population. 

4.2.1 
Land loss  

Many studies explicitly consider the change of live-
lihoods for locals caused by land loss (Figure 7, Box 
(n)). The impact and scope of land loss strongly de-

Effects on the local economy and food security of the 
target populations result from several mechanisms, 
each of which may have positive or negative effects. 
After some preliminary considerations, it was decid-
ed to focus on effects caused by (1) land loss experi-
enced by the local population (Figure 7, Box (n)), (2) 
employment (Figure 7, Box (o), (p)) and the discharge 
of labour (Figure 7, Box (q)), (3) the creation of infra-
structure through LSLA farms (Figure 7, Box (r)), (4) 
spillover of agricultural knowledge and technolo-
gies to smallholder farms (Figure 7, Box (g), Figure 6, 
Box (II)), and (5) the changes of local food crop pric-
es (Figure 7, Box (s)). The results are summarised in 
the final chapter. Note that the effects discussed in 
this chapter can be separated only analytically but in 
practice occur simultaneously. 

Preliminary considerations
The impact of LSLAs on the local economy differs 
strongly according to the type of land use LSLA re-
places and according to the wider conditions in the 
target country. It is often assumed that LSLA land is 
previously idle and unused and that, consequently, 
there are no negative impacts on the local population. 
However, many studies show that this presumption 
does not hold true. As widely reported, LSLAs replace 
smallholder agriculture or land used as commons. 
Both types of use may not qualify as intensive land 
use according to agronomic perceptions but repre-
sent crucial parts of local livelihoods. 

Consequently, in addition to reporting case studies, 
much of the literature is concerned with the question 
of the conditions under which particular impacts of 
the LSLAs might arise. A typology of countries con-
sidering the extent of the yield gap (Figure 6, Box (I)) 
and the share of idle land suitable for agriculture 
(Deininger and Byerlee 2012; Deininger et al. 2011) is 
relevant for all social questions. The authors refer to 
statistical data as presented in a World Bank report 
(Fischer and Shah 2010); however, a documentation 
of their methodology is not available online. Deininger 
et al. (2011) conclude that the highest potential for 
beneficial impacts of LSLAs is in countries with a high 
yield gap and abundant suitable land available, e.g. 
in Mozambique, Sudan, and Zambia. In countries 
with a high yield gap but little suitable land availa-
ble, the authors see potential for promoting agricul-

4.2 Social questions: effects on the local economy and food security
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Shete and Rutten (2015) use a difference-in-difference 
approach to assess the impacts of an LSLA farm sta-
tistically. This means the authors surveyed affected 
and non-affected households, asking both groups 
about their status before and after the LSLA inter-
vention. In their study region in Ethiopia, a former 
common grazing area was transformed and used for 
maize production by an LSLA farm. They found that 
affected households now keep less livestock, and 
that the livestock composition changed from grazers 
(cattle) to small ruminants, which can be kept in the 
homestead. What is more, the household income and 
food security status of the affected households was 
lower than in the non-affected group: while the con-
sumption expenditure indicator showed that 32.4% 
of affected households were food insecure, only 12% 
of the non-affected households experienced food in-
security. Similar findings arose from the comparison 
of strategies to cope with food shortages. The data 
underlines that food insecurity also occurs without the 
impact of the LSLA farm, but significantly increased 
due to land lost to LSLA farms. 

By means of modelling, Baumgartner et al. (2015) 
find that land loss alone has a negative impact on 
income. Furthermore, in their study, one smallhold-
er group using more advanced technologies (per-
manent fields, use of plough and animal draught 

pend on how intensively land was used. For two cas-
es in Ghana and Kenya, for example, Nolte and Va-
eth (2015) report minimal displacement due to low 
population density for their Ghanaian case study 
and the fact that the land acquired in Kenya was 
originally a swamp and thus only used for seasonal 
farming activities. 

Schoneveld et al. (2010) report on the impacts of 
land loss for a case study in Ghana, where the LSLA 
took place during their field work period. The authors 
report that approx. 70 households cultivating main-
ly yam in shifting cultivation systems lost access to 
their plots. Due to land loss, households lost income 
from cropping (Figure 7, Box (w)) and non-timber for-
est product use (Figure 7, Box (x)) and, consequently, 
experienced declines in food security (Figure 7, Box 
(y)) and living standards. While most of them simply 
increased the cropping intensity (shorter or no fallow 
periods), only few better-off households managed to 
diversify their incomes into livestock keeping and 
off-farm activities. 

Similarly, Acheampong and Campion (2014) report 
shortened fallow periods for their case studies in 
Ghana. The self-assessed well-being and food secu-
rity of the affected households was lower after they 
experienced the land loss. 

Land loss near Muwimbi in the Iringa district in Tanzania
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benefit from stable employment, this employment can 
also have negative impacts on the livelihood port-
folio: in one of their case study areas, employment 
caused positive synergies with other activities, e.g. 
by increased availability of capital, which is invested 
in other income-generating activities, causing a high-
er net benefit of employment than the actual salary. 
In contrast, in the other case study location, the net 
benefits of employment are reduced by the loss of 
other livelihood activities due to the shortage of la-
bour. Here, crop diversity and other non-farm activi-
ties, such as handicrafts, were reduced.

Casual labour clearly provides fewer benefits for locals 
than permanent employment. In reviewing 38 cases 
in Ethiopia, Ghana, Nigeria, and Zambia, Schoneveld 
(2017) finds that most people work as casual labourers 
for 2–5 months of the year on LSLA farms. He argues 
that in Ethiopia and Nigeria, affected communities 
considered waged employment to be socially unde-
sirable as it is associated with (land-)poor migrant 
groups. Instead, locals were more interested in ‘in 
contract farming or in supplying investors on an arm’s 
length basis’ (ibid.: 128). Furthermore, he notes that 
employment opportunities centre on the most inten-
sive farming month for local farms. Hence, it is most-
ly household members not actively engaged in other 
economic activities that could take up employment, 
i.e. women and young people, or own farming activi-
ties have to be reduced to benefit from employment. 
Furthermore, employment has distributional conse-
quences in the host communities as only a fraction 
of households can benefit from it. Among locals, the 
young, the physically strong, and the better educated 
are often preferred when offering employment (Vaeth 
2013). Similarly, Baumgartner et al. (2015) expect that 
young men will benefit more from employment than 
women and the elderly. As formal employment is most-
ly concentrated on men, social and within-household 
distributional effects can be expected. Acheampong 
and Campion (2014) report that people in households 

power) experienced less income loss than another 
ethnic group using more basic production technol-
ogies (shifting cultivation with stick).

4.2.2 
Employment creation  

From a methodological standpoint, Oya (2013) as-
serts that estimating employment effects requires a 
clear counterfactual scenario. Despite the fact that 
LSLA farms often create few employment opportu-
nities in the region and that wages are low (chapter 
4.1.1), putting employment generation and wages on 
the LSLA farm into perspective requires a compari-
son with wages paid by other employers or employ-
ment opportunities beyond the LSLA farm. This is why 
some studies try to calculate a net employment effect 
(Figure 7, Box (p)), which expresses lost employment 
minus the job creation by the LSLA farm and other 
follow-up effects (Figure 7, Box (q)). 

Although wages might be low, locals clearly benefit 
from the stable payment that comes with a permanent 
job. The wage of US$ 50 reported by Schoneveld et 
al. (2011) for jatropha plantations in Zambia covers 
approx. half of the average income of a household 
with nine persons.23 The majority of these employ-
ees perceived this as an improvement of their liveli-
hood – not due to increased income but due to the 
increased stability of income flows, which helped 
them to cover food and medical costs more regular-
ly. Similarly, this also leads to improved food secu-
rity for farm workers (Figure 7, Box (y) (Schoneveld 
et al., 2010).

For the Ghanaian oil palm sector, Vaeth (2013) re-
ports differentiated impacts depending on the type 
of employment. While permanent workers generally 
noted positive effects, partly negative perceptions 
about low salaries and disappointment at not being 
offered a permanent contract prevailed among low-
paid casual workers. Statistically, Vaeth finds that 
employees on the farm have lower incomes than 
those in other groups (independent farmers, out-
growers, and contract farmers). 

Likewise, for tobacco estates in Malawi, Mandondo et 
al. (2014) report mixed effects. While employees may 

23 Schoneveld et al. (2011: 10) express this as follows: 
‘The average wage for unskilled fulltime employees 
amounted to 75 Ghanaian Cedi (US$ 50) per month. 
On the basis of district averages, this would cons-
titute approximately 51% of the average household 
income (assuming a real GDP per capita of US$ 131 
per annum and an average household size of nine 
persons).’
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tract farming scheme on sugar cane in Malawi, Ad-
ams et al. (2018) report that dependencies are cre-
ated through the redefinition of property rights and 
the cash flows involved in the scheme. A full eval-
uation of schemes is only possible by studying the 
reaction of locals to the scheme and the impact on 
the livelihood portfolio of participating and non-par-
ticipating community members. Nolte et al. (2016) 
stress that business models involving smallholders 
require particularly careful planning and continuous 
work and communication on the part of the investor. 

Another consequence of employment opportunities 
on LSLA farms is the in-migration of labour (Figure 7, 
Box (t)), particularly in sparsely populated regions. 
This concerns highly-skilled specialists working in 
management positions on the LSLA farms, which 

affected by land loss did not apply for jobs on the farms 
due to their negative feelings surrounding the loss 
of land. Thus, the negative effects of LSLAs on those 
household’s livelihoods are not balanced out by the 
positive effects of employment. That employment does 
not benefit land-losing households is also reported 
by Schoneveld et al. (2011). However, there are also 
few LSLA projects explicitly promoting employment 
for women and marginalised groups (German et al. 
2011; Hufe and Heuermann 2017).

For a sugar cane project in Sierra Leone, Fielding et al. 
(2015) find that casual employment opportunities are 
mainly available in the growing season, a time when 
smallholder farms already suffer labour shortages. 
Although the project works actively to bring benefits 
to the community, the share of permanent employees 
ranged from 25% to 51%, and the share of women em-
ployed was between 8% and 12%. For the same pro-
ject, a household census by Hofman et al. (2018) finds 
that 40% of the households supply labourers for which 
positive income effects were proven. However, the au-
thors suspect ‘their gains may not outweigh the losses 
by non-labourer households’ (Hofman et al. 2018: 16).

Predominantly positive effects on livelihoods are re-
ported for outgrower schemes (Figure 7, Box (l), Fig-
ure 6, Box (IV)) and contract farming (Figure 7, Box 
(k), Figure 6, Box (III); Hufe and Heuermann 2017). 
Outgrowers benefit from access to agricultural knowl-
edge and technology, as well as from credits, train-
ing, and cash income generated by selling the crops 
(Figure 6, Box (II); Vaeth 2013). Hence, Mandondo et 
al. (2014) report that smallholder tobacco farmers 
with outgrower schemes achieve higher gross in-
comes than their independent counterparts due to 
improved access to inputs. However, after factoring 
in trade-offs from follow-up effects (e.g. boosting or 
inhibiting other activities), there was no difference 
between the net income from tobacco for outgrow-
ers and independent farmers. 

However, depending on the terms of the contracts, 
the effects of outgrower schemes and contract farm-
ing can also be mixed. German et al. (2011) report on 
a jatropha outgrower scheme in Zambia where high 
risks and uncertainties in the contract are borne by 
the smallholders, and communication with locals 
was biased towards positive outcomes.24 For a con-

24 German et al. (2011: 12) summarise the details of the 
contract design as follows:

 Farmers, for the most part, approached these outg-
rower agreements with high expectations and minimal 
awareness of the possible risks associated with returns 
on investment or company control over pricing and land 
use. Agreements were found to be signed by farmers 
but not the company, resulting in one-sided contractu-
al obligations. This, together with provisions requiring 
farmers to keep land under jatropha for 30 years and 
sell only to Marli, and allowing Marli to set prices one-
sidedly, highlights the potentially exploitative nature of 
these agreements. […] Findings suggest that the pro-
mise of loans, secure markets, and company proceeds 
for “community development” were prominent factors 
encouraging farmer participation, with income from the 
sale of seed of only secondary importance.

Workers on a large farm in Gambela, Ethiopia
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tablishment of the LSLA farm. Chapter 4.1.1 reviewed 
and compared labour intensity on LSLA and small-
holder farms. It showed that the labour intensity on 
LSLA farms strongly depends on the crop (Figure 
7, Box (f ), (h)): figures range from 0.01 jobs/ha for 
mechanised grain farming to 0.9 jobs/ha for jatropha 
plantations. Smallholder farms are generally labour 
intensive, figures of between 1 and 3.77 jobs/ha are 
mentioned (Nolte and Ostermeier 2017). However, 
it is questionable whether figures are comparable 
due to difficulties in measuring smallholder labour 
input on farms. 

Instead, when calculating the discharge of labour, 
the number of people for whom a smallholder farm 
provides a livelihood should be considered. The dis-
charge of labour is often calculated by counting the 
number of households who lost their land. In dense-
ly populated regions with smallholder farm sizes of 
1–2 ha, the creation of LSLA farms implies high dis-
charges of labour. 

Nolte and Ostermeier (2017) calculate the net em-
ployment effect of LSLAs (Figure 7, Box (p)) for five 
African countries.25 Taking into account the percent-
age of smallholder farms that are crowded out by 
LSLA farms and which business models LSLA farms 
follow, they find a net employment effect of between 
-22 and -74% from the acquired land, accounting 
for between -0.08 and -1.62% of the employment 
in agriculture in the whole country. Therefore, al-
though the discharge of labour is high in the im-
mediate vicinity of the LSLA, it is comparably low 
in relation to total national employment in agri-
culture. The discharge of labour can be minimised 
only partially by the cultivation of labour-intensive 
crops and contract farming schemes. However, the 
above-mentioned authors acknowledge that in or-
der to get the full picture, the indirect employment 
effects (Figure 7, Box (u)) of LSLAs would have to be 
considered as well.

are seldom available locally, but also, typically, mi-
grant workers from elsewhere (Hufe and Heuermann 
2017). The in-migration of labour leads to a reduc-
tion of opportunities for locals in particularly remu-
nerative positions. 

Meanwhile, although migrants sometimes com-
pete with locals for jobs, the in-migration of labour 
can affect the local economy in other ways too: in 
a study modelling the impact of a LSLA farm on the 
local population, Baumgartner et al. (2015) identify 
positive effects on the local economy for a region 
with very low population density due to increased 
demand for food products by farm workers, which 
in turn provides better opportunities for smallhold-
ers to sell their products. Their case represents one 
of the “high yield gap, abundant agricultural land” 
type following the Deininger et al. (2011) typology. 
The authors furthermore assumed that two thirds 
of the workers on the LSLA farm are non-local. On 
the other hand, Teklemariam et al. (2016) find that 
temporary working opportunities on the LSLA farms 
lead to an influx of migrant workers, who, after the 
termination of their work, encroach on “free” forest 
land in the vicinity of the farms. Thus, in addition to 
the land loss caused by the LSLA farm, locals have 
to cope with additional loss of income from loss of 
non-timber forest products caused by deforestation 
by migrant settlers. 

While higher wages and permanent jobs are required to 
achieve positive effects on the local population, LSLA 
farms often benefit from the low labour remuneration 
in the target country to achieve higher own profits. In 
the long run, it is questionable whether LSLA farms can 
create employment opportunities at all. It is projected 
that over time and as wage rates rise, labour-intensive 
tasks will be mechanised to improve the profitability of 
the farm (Shete and Rutten 2015). Moreover, in the ab-
sence of the organised representation of farm workers 
or labour unions, wage rates tend to stay low (Li 2011).

4.2.3 
Discharge of labour   

The discharge of labour (Figure 7, Box (q)) caused by the 
creation of LSLA farms naturally depends on whether 
the land was actually occupied and used before es-

25 Nolte and Ostermeier (2017) combine data from the 
Land Matrix dataset and data from the FAO Small-
holder Farmers Dataportrait for five African coun-
tries. Cases of LSLA farms amount to 43 for Ethiopia, 
6 for Kenya, 32 for Nigeria, 10 for Tanzania, and 8 for 
Uganda. 
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Fielding et al. (2016) report on a sugar cane project 
in Sierra Leone where the investor made great efforts 
to generate benefits for the local communities. The 
project included a Farm Development Project, which 
comprised various measures to develop smallholder 
farming and livelihoods, e.g. a pilot vegetable garden, 
farmer field, and life schools teaching better farming 
practices and various other “life” skills such as health, 
nutrition, sanitation, and money management, infra-
structure, and agricultural services. However, from the 
point of view of the locals, it is questionable whether 
these benefits can outweigh the loss of access to nat-
ural resources caused by the project.

Furthermore, infrastructure and social service crea-
tion may have strong distributional implications: as 
reported by Vaeth (2013), infrastructure creation may 
be considerable at settlements near the entry point 
to the farm. This clearly benefits the local population 
living in the vicinity of that village, whereas settle-
ments further away do not benefit, although they too 
experience land loss. 

In some cases, infrastructure creation is promised 
but not undertaken (Hufe and Heuermann 2017). As 
noted in chapter 4.1.4, there is evidence that some 
LSLAs face difficulties in the implementation phase 
or even fail completely. However, considerable cap-

4.2.4 
Creation of infrastructure    

Infrastructure creation (Figure 7, Box (r)) by LSLAs can 
take the form of general infrastructure (e.g. roads or 
electricity networks), infrastructure directly related to 
the business activities of the LSLA farms (e.g. irriga-
tion channels or processing facilities), or social service 
infrastructure (e.g. support for schools, health care 
services or hospitals) (Hufe and Heuermann 2017).

In general, investments in infrastructure have positive 
effects that are welcomed by the local population and 
can have positive multiplier effects: in a study of the 
oil palm sector in Ghana by Vaeth (2013), for instance, 
the LSLA company improved infrastructure and built 
a clinic and a school, which benefitted smallholders 
in the vicinity of the farm. The number of workers on 
the farm also led to population growth in nearby set-
tlements and thus the improvement of transport in-
frastructure. Demand generated by farm workers also 
boosted the local economy at the central settlement. 
Despite these positive developments, smallholders 
are dissatisfied because they had high hopes regard-
ing the potential benefits of the LSLA. By contrast, No-
lte and Vaeth (2015) describe one Kenyan case study 
report where locals felt positively about massive in-
vestments in public infrastructure (school, hospital). 

Road construction near Malange, Angola
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and credits, employment, as well as farm size. How-
ever, the perceived well-being of smallholders in the 
vicinity of the LSLA farms is worse than that of small-
holders located further away from LSLA farms. Based 
on these results, Deininger and Xia (2016) conclude 
that short-term spillover effects occur, but that they 
are too small to make a significant contribution to the 
development of the agrarian sector in the host country. 

Spillover effects may also depend on the relative dif-
ference between the crops grown and the production 
technologies used by smallholder and LSLA farms. 
Spillover effects are more likely if the same crop is 
grown on both farms and if production technologies 
have the potential to be applied on smallholder farms 
(Ali et al. 2019). This is more likely for labour-inten-
sive, less mechanised crops (Figure 7, Box ((e), (f ), 
(h)). However, given that in these cases the same 
crop is grown on small and large farms, market rela-
tions between smallholders and larger farms can also 
be competitive, reducing the marketing potential of 
smallholder produce (ibid.). A high rate of local em-
ployment on the LSLA farms may facilitate transfer 
by farm workers who are simultaneously smallholder 
farmers. Inhibiting factors may include a lack of ac-
cess to input markets and the insufficient financial 
means of smallholder farms (Deininger and Xia 2016). 

Spillovers might be facilitated particularly when small-
holders are integrated in outgrower schemes. Man-
dondo et al. (2014) report higher yields in outgrower 
schemes in tobacco farming due to the supply of in-
puts, suggesting that modern production technolo-
gies were successfully adopted on smallholder plots.

4.2.6 
Changes in local food price   

In the literature reviewed for this report, we did not find 
case study reports on changes in local food prices (Fig-
ure 7, Box (s)) as a consequence of LSLAs. Therefore, 
this subchapter mainly draws on theoretical consid-
erations and model results in the literature reviewed. 

As most LSLAs produce food crops or biofuels for the 
international market (Anseeuw et al. 2012), direct ef-
fects on local prices cannot be expected. The amount 
of goods produced on LSLAs is marginal relative to 

ital investments in public or social infrastructure are 
often implemented only if the LSLA investment is itself 
bearing fruit in terms of the LSLA’s profitability and 
implementation status. Thus, while negative effects, 
such as land loss, occur immediately after acquisition 
for locals, positive effects from improved infrastructure 
materialise at a much later point in time. 

Moreover, there are reports that investors see the cre-
ation of infrastructure and social services as a replace-
ment for lost livelihoods (German 2014). Although this 
logic is not confined to LSLAs but also occurs with nature 
conservation projects (Neudert et al. 2017), it leads to 
negative follow-up effects as the local population does 
not receive any effective compensation for lost liveli-
hoods. Teklemariam et al. (2016) describe an extreme-
ly negative case of a government programme on “vil-
lagisation” carried out in relation to LSLAs in Ethiopia: 
allegedly, households are dislocated so as to provide 
them with infrastructure. Meanwhile, the relocation 
serves to free up land for a future LSLA. The authors re-
port that at the new settlements, none of the promised 
infrastructure provision takes place and employment 
creation on LSLA farms is lagging behind expectations. 

4.2.5 
Spillover of agricultural knowledge  
and technology   

One purported benefit of LSLA farms for the local econ-
omy is the spillover of knowledge and technology to 
smallholder farms in the vicinity of an LSLA (see Figure 
7, Box (g), Figure 6, Box (II)). Accordingly, LSLA farms 
are meant to contribute to the development of the 
agrarian sector in the host country. However, meth-
odologically consistent studies are rare, the only ex-
ception being Deininger and Xia (2016). They used a 
regular farm survey to assess whether the proximity 
to large farms established or enlarged between 2012 
and 2014 affects production technologies used on 
smallholder farms within 25 km, 50 km, and 100 km 
radii. They find that the proximity to an LSLA farm has 
effects on smallholder farms regarding the adoption 
of modern production technologies, such as rota-
tion, intercropping, fertiliser and pesticide applica-
tion. However, crop yields did not differ despite the 
adoption of modern production technologies. Also, 
the authors do not find effects on access to markets 
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ed by them if they are net food buyers. Poor small-
holder households can be expected to be net food 
buyers, and their share is likely to rise with land loss 
through LSLA (Kleemann and Thiele 2015). In a mod-
elling study predicting the impact of an LSLA on lo-
cal smallholders, Baumgartner et al. (2015) find that 
the in-migration of labour results in a more dynamic 
development of the rural economy (Figure 7, Box (v)), 
including better off-farm opportunities (Figure 7, Box 
(u)), and that positive income effects for local small-
holders can be expected. Better selling opportunities 
for smallholder production are part of the explana-
tion. This might imply higher food prices, although 
the authors do not explicitly say so. 

4.2.7 
Perception of combined local impacts   

The social effects of LSLAs reviewed in chapters 4.2.1 
to 4.2.6 represent different cause-and-effect relation-
ships (see Figure 7). They can be separated analytical-
ly. In reality, however, they lead to a combined change 
in the livelihoods of local smallholders. While some 
impacts might be positive (e.g. creation of employ-
ment and local infrastructure respectively), negative 
effects such as land loss have to be taken into ac-
count. Some case studies record a combined evalua-

the global market. Consequently, effects on global 
food prices, including feedback on local prices, are 
unlikely (Kleemann and Thiele 2015). 

Impacts on local food prices can therefore only be ex-
pected through a net loss of production for the local 
market when LSLAs replace smallholder agriculture. 
Based on yield gap calculations and global data on 
the amount of land acquired in LSLAs (Land Matrix 
data), Rulli and D’Odorico (2014) estimate that un-
der current production conditions, the land acquired 
by LSLAs in Africa could feed 52 to 89 million people. 
Assuming that all acquired land was used by small-
holders, these figures represent the maximum amount 
of food supply that is lost for domestic economies if 
all crops produced on LSLA land are exported (worst 
case scenario). For the authors, ‘[t]hese numbers raise 
some concerns because LSLAs often occur in coun-
tries with high rates of malnourishment and demo-
graphic growth’ (ibid.: 7).

Furthermore, impacts on local food prices can be 
expected through the effects of the LSLA on small-
holder production and changed local demand for 
food products through, for example, in-migration 
of labour (Figure 7, Box (t)). Smallholders might be 
positively affected by higher local food prices if they 
are net food sellers and might be negatively affect-

Changes in local food prices are not recognizable.
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This lack of counterfactuals makes evaluations by lo-
cals or authors less verifiable. 

The impact on smallholders clearly depends on the 
former land use. The notion that LSLAs cultivate most-
ly idle, marginal lands does not hold true, so consider-
able effects on the local population are noted. Effects 
also differ, especially with regard to the labour inten-
sity of crops (Figure 7, Box (f ), (h)): overall, labour-in-
tensive crops yield more positive results. 

Impacts of LSLAs on local smallholders result from 
various cause-and-effect relationships (Figure 7). The 
main findings are: 

• Land loss has a severe negative impact on liveli-
hoods, leading to a loss of agricultural production 
and thus reduced food security.

• Although employment creation clearly benefits lo-
cals, its scope and the salaries are mostly not suf-
ficient to compensate for the lost livelihoods from 
smallholder farming. As most employment is cre-
ated in the labour-intensive establishment phase 
of the farm, long-term benefits are projected to be 
rather low.

• The overall discharge of labour is considerable 
due to the fact that compared to smallholder ag-
riculture, LSLA farms are highly mechanised thus 
featuring lower labour requirements. 

• Infrastructure creation clearly benefits locals, but 
the extent to which locals benefit can vary con-
siderably. Infrastructure or social services are no 
compensation for lost livelihoods.

• Spillovers of agricultural knowledge and technol-
ogy are observed, but to a lesser extent than ex-
pected. 

tion of impacts by locals. Furthermore, the authors of 
the literature reviewed here also evaluate the effects 
found in their case studies or reviews. 
 
Regarding the evaluation by locals, studies often 
list positive and negative aspects mentioned by in-
terviewees. While interviewees often see employ-
ment creation (Figure 7, Box (p), (u)), the develop-
ment of social services, infrastructure (Figure 7, Box 
(r)), and a positive development of the local econo-
my in general (Figure 7, Box (v)) as positive effects, 
land loss (Figure 7, Box (n)), decreased access to for-
ests and forest resources, and environmental degra-
dation are seen as negative impacts (Acheampong 
and Campion 2014). Many studies find differentiat-
ed impacts across local populations depending on 
the extent of land loss by the individual household 
and on the extent to which a household can benefit 
from opportunities and changes created by the LSLA 
(e.g. Hofman et al. 2018). This differentiation in lo-
cal communities is also reflected in the self-assess-
ments of locals (Vaeth 2013; Mandondo et al. 2014). 

In terms of the evaluation by authors, a differentiated 
picture emerges. In a review of 25 case studies explic-
itly addressing the overall impact of LSLAs, Hufe and 
Heuermann (2017) find that 19 cases noted overall 
negative effects, three found no change, and three 
reported positive effects. Positive influences relate 
mostly to outgrower schemes (Figure 7, Box (l), Fig-
ure 6, Box (IV)), which many authors consider to have 
the most potential to mitigate the negative impacts of 
LSLAs. Loss of land (Figure 7, Box (n)) and livelihood 
assets (Figure 7, Box (w), (x)) are major contributors 
to negative outcomes and are associated with lower 
incomes and the deprivation of resources in various 
ways. Case study authors also mention that impacts 
on locals differ by stakeholder group and the relation 
to the LSLA farm.26

4.2.8 
Summary on social questions   

Many studies evaluate the impact of LSLAs on local 
smallholders. Methodologically, not all studies work 
with clear counterfactual scenarios, i.e. a clear base-
line regarding how the situation of smallholders has 
been or would be without the presence of the LSLA. 

26 Case study authors differentiate stakeholder groups 
according to their relation with the LSLA as approp-
riate in their context: e.g. in a case study on tobacco 
cultivation in Malawi, Mandondo et al. (2014) distin-
guish land-losing households, smallholder growers, 
employees, and wood suppliers. In her case study 
of an oil palm LSLA in Ghana, Vaeth (2013) distingu-
ishes workers, smallholders, and outgrowers. 
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extent to which households lost land and the ways 
in which they could benefit from the opportunities 
created by the LSLA farm.

The effects of LSLAs might improve if outgrower and 
contract farming schemes are employed as they 
avoid land loss (only outgrower schemes) and im-
prove the extent of employment creation and the 
likelihood of spillovers of knowledge and technol-
ogy. However, whether positive effects do actually 
materialise clearly depends on the regulations in 
the scheme itself. 

ernment (Alden Wily 2011; Dell’Angelo et al. 2017; No-
lte and Vaeth 2015).27 Consequently, the government 
is able to lease or sell this land. Focusing on Ethio-
pia, Ghana, Nigeria, and Zambia, Schoneveld (2017) 
points to three main deficiencies: 

(i)  the lack of requirement for consultation and 
compensation of local land users for land un-
der customary land rights, 

(ii)  weak procedures for identifying land (see be-
low), and 

(iii) deficiencies in land and investment law that 
result in a limited ability to reap the potential 
development benefits that investments could 
theoretically deliver.

Focusing on Ghana, Mozambique, Tanzania, and 
Zambia, German et al. (2013: 14) present a compara-
tive analysis of the legislation protecting customary 
land rights and governing large-scale land acquisi-
tions, including case studies of actual land acquisi-
tion processes in these countries. They argue that, 
while the legal situation varies, the outcomes are 
mostly similar, i.e. the loss of customary land rights 
for a long time up to permanent loss and limited or 
no compensation. According to their analysis, risks 

• Empirical reports on changes in local food prices 
were not found. From a theoretical point of view, 
since most LSLA farms export their products, ef-
fects may occur through a net reduction of food 
supply on the local market. 

Besides the immediate impacts of land loss or em-
ployment creation, various follow-up effects on the 
livelihood portfolio of smallholder households have 
to be considered. Most studies noted a differenti-
ated impact on different stakeholder groups in the 
local communities, differing in accordance with the 

4.3 Effects on the land rights of local populations, especially commons

Loss of access to land (Figure 7, Box (n)) and natural 
resources is found to be the most significant negative 
effect of LSLAs on local people (Oberlack et al. 2016; 
Hufe and Heuermann 2017). Land loss is often related 
to unclear land governance and insecure access rights, 
especially to common land. In the chapter that follows, 
the role of land governance in the process of land ac-
quisition will be reviewed. This helps explain how and 
why LSLAs result in loss of access to land and natural 
resources. Secondly, different authors have noted that 
a lot of the land acquired for LSLAs falls into the realm 
of “commons”. This claim will be addressed by clari-
fying the term “commons” and presenting literature 
that addresses the extent to which LSLA specifically 
targets commons. Subsequently, the way in which the 
loss of access to land and natural resources, especial-
ly to commons, directly and indirectly affects the live-
lihood of local people will be discussed. 

4.3.1 
Role of land governance in the process 
of land acquisition

Different authors focus on the role of the law, the role 
of national and regional authorities in the course of 
land acquisitions, and on the implications regarding 
locals’ land rights.

The role of the law
In many LSLA host countries, land customarily (de 
facto) used by locals is de jure property of the gov-

27 On the history of land policy reforms and “customa-
ry” rights protection in Africa and their implication 
regarding LSLA, see German et al. (2013). 
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most important reason for this is the governments’ 
conviction that LSLA constitutes the most effective 
pathway to economic development and poverty al-
leviation. Similarly, Oberlack et al. (2016: 159) point 
to two ‘discursive practices of international, govern-
mental, and community actors’, i.e. associating LSLA 
with economic development and conceiving ‘targeted 
land as marginal, unused, or underused’ (ibid.). Sim-
ilarly, Schoneveld (2017: 127) highlights ‘high mod-
ernist ideologies’ and ‘rationalising narratives on the 
virtues of private sector capital formation’ (ibid.) as 
well as ‘discursive strategies to justify enclosing and/
or alienating land; for example, for being marginal, 
degraded, underutilised, unproductive, or subject 
to encroachment or unsustainable smallholder land 
uses’ (ibid.: 121, with further references).

Oberlack et al. (2016)28 find evidence that govern-
ments face strong incentives to generate revenues and 
that land rents from LSLA may be one way to do so. 
Against this background, they stress that addressing 
the legal deficiencies mentioned above is necessary 
but not sufficient to protect customary land users. 
They found that even in cases where the law stipulated 
material and procedural provisions aiming to protect 
customary land, these stipulations did not actually 
guarantee such protection due to widespread defi-
ciencies in the implementation and enforcement of 
such law. By way of example, Nolte and Vaeth (2015: 
79) report that in Kenya, many investments circum-
vent the tedious and confusing official process and 
come into the country through high-level personal 
contacts. With regard to both Ghana and Kenya, the 
authors distinguish between de facto and de jure pro-
cedures regarding land acquisitions.

Contradicting such arguments documenting legal 
deficiencies, delivery, and enforcement gaps and a 

for customary land owners are greatest where land 
transfer involves:

• ‘(i) the conversion of customary to state land (mak-
ing the initial land negotiation of the utmost im-
portance in shaping future livelihood outcomes); 

• (ii) no upper limit on land size – thus locking up 
land for outside users irrespective of its economic 
use and related benefit flows; and 

• (iii) leaseholds of long duration in the absence of 
conditionalities or mechanisms to ensure compli-
ance with agreements reached with the state and 
with local communities’ (ibid.: 14, similarly Schon-
eveld 2017: 124, with regard to Ghana, Nigeria, and 
Zambia).

In addition, German et al. (2013) argue that land iden-
tification processes need to address not only suitabil-
ity but also availability. Similarly, focusing on Ethio-
pia, Ghana, Nigeria, and Zambia, Schoneveld (2017) 
argues that customary land has not been properly 
surveyed and demarcated in any of these countries. 
Moreover, all countries lack cross-sectoral land-use 
plans. Furthermore, only Ethiopia featured formal 
criteria and procedures for restricting LSLAs to areas 
where risk for land use conflicts is low. 

In terms of further requirements, German et al. (2013: 
14) suggest that agreement from customary author-
ities must not be a substitute for obtaining consent 
from customary land users (see below) and other af-
fected parties, all livelihood resources affected by 
land acquisition ought to be compensated, and the 
monitoring functions of government agencies and 
civil society should be strengthened.

Governments facilitating LSLA
Governments play an important role in facilitating 
LSLA, e.g. in terms of identifying land they view as 
suitable and available for investors and in terms of 
expropriating this land from customary land users 
and reallocating it to investors (Borras et al. 2013; Al-
den Wily 2011; Nolte and Vaeth 2015; Oberlack et al. 
2016). Consequently, where LSLAs occur, host-coun-
try governments are seen to favour such acquisitions 
(German et al. 2013; Dell’Angelo et al. 2017; Schon-
eveld 2017). German et al. (2013) point out that the 

28 Oberlack et al. (2016) analyse 44 studies covering 
66 cases in 21 countries in Africa, Latin America, 
South-East Asia, and Eastern Europe. Of the 42 stu-
dies listed in the appendix of their paper, 28 cover 
African countries, i.e. Ghana (9 studies), Ethiopia (5 
studies), Mozambique (4 studies), Tanzania (3 stu-
dies), Zambia (3 studies), Kenya (2 studies), Liberia, 
Madagascar, Malawi, Mali, Nigeria, Sierra Leone. It 
should be noted that several studies covered more 
than one country, so the sum of individual studies 
given is higher than the total of 28 studies menti-
oned for Africa.
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This provides leeway for these authorities to ‘make 
decisions based on opportunities for personal gain 
rather than collective interests’ (German et al. 2013 
15; see also Alden Wily 2011; Acheampong, Campi-
on 2014; Nolte and Vaeth 2015; Oberlack et al. 2016; 
Kuusaana 2017), a phenomenon often referred to as 
“elite capture” (Oberlack et al. 2016; German et al. 
2013). This lack of downward accountability is ex-
pressed in the fact that free, prior informed consent 
is lacking (e.g. Nolte and Vaeth 2015) and that often 
locals are not even consulted before property rights 
are transferred to investors (e.g. ibid.; Acheampong 
and Campion 2014; Nolte and Voget-Kleschin 2014, 
see below).

More specifically, Oberlack et al. (2016: 160) distin-
guish local elite capture from what they call “state 
elite capture”. While the former designates elite cap-
ture of the kind described in the preceding paragraph, 
the latter describes a process where state elites, rath-
er than local elites, ‘extract disproportionally high 
shares of benefits from an LSLA or use it to reinforce 
their control over land and decision-making’. The 
authors find elite capture (by local and state elites) 
to be the main factor in adverse livelihood effects in 
LSLAs > 1,000,000 ha, but find that elite capture is 
relatively unimportant in comparison to other factors 
in LSLAs < 1,000 ha.

lack of governmental intent to address these issues 
and effectively protect customary land users’ rights, 
however, other papers document that the government 
also often grants less land in concessions than orig-
inally applied for by the investor (Baumgartner et al. 
2015; Teklemariam et al. 2016; Nolte et al. 2016, see 
chapter 4.1.1).

The role of traditional leaders
Next to (national and regional) governments, tradi-
tional leaders play an important role in land acqui-
sitions by investors (Alden Wily 2011; German et al. 
2013; Giger et al. 2019; Acheampong and Campion 
2014; Kuusaana 2017; Nolte and Vaeth 2015). This is 
especially significant in common property regimes 
because they often assign a specific role to tradi-
tional or regional leaders to make decisions over 
land (German et al. 2013; Nolte and Vaeth 2015). 
With regard to traditional authorities, German et al. 
(2013: 15) highlight ‘the widespread absence of down-
ward accountability of those with the legal authori-
ty to make decisions over customary or village land’ 
(similarly: Nolte and Vaeth 2015; Schoneveld 2017), 
paralleled by a ‘limited ability of customary land us-
ers to question the authority of local and customary 
leaders […] due to custom, intimidation, coercion by 
outside actors, or legal illiteracy’ (German et al. 2013: 
15, similarly Oberlack et al. 2016; Schoneveld 2017). 

A valid land certificate in Bevato in the Bongolava region, Madagaskar
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employment and to enhance access to physical infra-
structure and urban amenities.

Regarding the latter issue, that is, who is included in 
consultations, Nolte and Voget-Kleschin (2014) dis-
tinguish between consultation processes that

a. include only local elites, 
b. include those local land users featuring legal prop-

erty rights,
c. include all customary land users,
d. exhibit specific regard for the empowerment of 

vulnerable groups. 

Regarding category (a), Schoneveld (2017) reports that 
Ghana does not require community consultation at all, 
but requires consent by a community representative 
and that Zambia requires community consultation. 
Consent, however, is not required by the community 
but only by a community representative. Interestingly, 
Schoneveld (2017: 127) reports that government actors 
repeatedly justified lack of community consultation 
by arguing that ‘transitions to more intensive forms 
of production could only be achieved by demonstrat-
ing not by explaining the virtues of modern agriculture 
practices’. Furthermore, to put this focus on communi-
ty representatives into perspective, it should be noted 
that Schoneveld (2017) also finds recurrent evidence 
of elite capture in these countries (see above).

Regarding category (d), Oberlack et al. (2016) mention 
that participation repeatedly fails to acknowledge that 
bargaining power within and between local commu-
nities may differ depending on gender or social sta-
tus. Then again, Nolte and Voget-Kleschin (2014: 664) 
question whether intra- and intercommunal inequal-
ities can be so strong that ‘consultation might not be 
capable of allowing everyone to be heard no matter 
how careful the consultation is planned.’ They argue 
that ‘[i]n countries where background injustice pre-
vails, even demanding consultation procedures might 
not be sufficient to mitigate the negative impacts of 
land acquisitions on the local population. Rather, 
such situations call for broader regulatory changes 
that alleviate these inequities’ (ibid.).

Finally, even where adequate consultation takes place 
and an agreement is reached, the actual implementa-
tion of this agreement on the ground may be under-

Consultation and compensation
Consultation and compensation are often seen as two 
processes that may prevent or counterbalance neg-
ative livelihood effects of LSLA. However, with refer-
ence to Ethiopia, Ghana, Nigeria, and Zambia, Schon-
eveld (2017: 124–125, especially table 4) highlights 
that laws governing customary land (use) rights do 
not often require that customary land users are con-
sulted or even consent to an LSLA and do not stipu-
late rights to compensation. 

Consultation: regarding consultation, Oberlack et al. 
(2016) point out that in 14 of the 66 cases reviewed, 
the participation of affected land users safeguarded 
against adverse livelihood effects and that in 33 of 
the same set of cases, negative effects were related 
to asymmetric participation of affected land users. 

Meanwhile, consultations differ substantially regard-
ing how much influence those consulted have and 
who is consulted at all (Nolte and Voget-Kleschin 
2014: 656, Figure 7). Regarding the former issue, Nolte 
and Voget-Kleschin (2014) distinguish between three 
levels of influence for locals: 

(i)  information as a one-way-process, where the 
locals are informed about the project; 

(ii)  information as a two-way process, where locals 
can make their opinion heard;

(iii) participation as interaction, where locals can 
shape or even veto the project (ibid.).

They present three case studies from Mali. None of 
these qualified as “participation as interaction”, one 
qualified as “information as a two-way process” and 
of the remaining two, locals in one case where only 
informed about the LSLA in the course of (rather than 
prior to) project implementation. Similarly, with regard 
to Ghana, Mozambique, Tanzania, and Zambia, Ger-
man et al. (2013) highlight that although each legis-
lation provides requirements for consultation, none 
asks for consent. Also, of the four countries discussed 
by Schoneveld (2017), only Zambia requires commu-
nity consultations and none requires community con-
sent. Furthermore, Schoneveld (2017: 127) highlights 
the ‘highly promotional nature of community consul-
tations’. He views this as one reason why many of the 
focus group respondents where very sympathetic to 
LSLA, expecting them to produce well-remunerated 
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Similarly – although without distinguishing between 
compensation for loss of farmland and loss of (access 
to) commons – in reviewing 66 cases, Oberlack et al. 
(2016: 164) report only two cases where state-organ-
ised compensation contributed to the protection of 
livelihood assets. Acheampong and Campion (2014) 
also note that in their case study in Ghana, more than 
80% of respondents reported that they were not com-
pensated for a loss of land. Furthermore, they report 
a respondent claiming that families who already had 
problems with the chief did not receive compensation.

Where compensation does take place, it may fea-
ture procedural deficiencies regarding the timely 
and adequate presentation of information regarding 
compensation (Vaeth 2013), the possibility of com-
munities to give their feedback and shape compen-
sation (Vaeth 2013, see the section on consultation 
above), the timely payment (Vaeth 2013, Nolte and 
Vaeth 2015), and the adequacy of the amount paid 
(e.g. Vaeth 2013, Acheampong and Campion 2014). 
Furthermore, Nolte and Vaeth (2015) note that in their 
case study in Kenya, although the investor was not 
officially responsible for compensation, the commu-
nity still held him responsible. 

In terms of promoting factors, Oberlack et al. (2016) 
note that consultation – but also community-based 
resistance – can result in more favourable compen-
sation. Also, they report two cases where increasing 

mined by poor documentation and/or limited com-
pliance (e.g. Oberlack et al. 2016).

Compensation: compensation is hampered by lack of 
legal provisions as well as deficiencies in implemen-
tation on the ground. 

In many countries, the law does not require any com-
pensation for the loss of land under customary (use) 
rights. By way of example, Nolte and Vaeth (2015) 
report that in Kenya, compensation only has to be 
provided for land that is privately titled. Schoneveld 
(2017: 125, Table 4) notes that of the four countries 
he discusses (Ethiopia, Nigeria, Ghana, Zambia), only 
Ethiopia and Nigeria stipulate rights to the compen-
sation of the loss of farmland and the loss of settle-
ment. Meanwhile, such legal requirements do not 
necessarily translate into actual compensation. Thus, 
Schoneveld (2017: 123, Table 1) reports compensa-
tion for loss of farmland in two of nine cases in Ethi-
opia, two of nine cases in Ghana, one of 12 cases in 
Nigeria, and none of five cases in Zambia. This also 
demonstrates that although Ghana does not stipu-
late rights to compensation for loss of farmland, its 
compensation rate was equal to Ethiopia and better 
than Nigeria.

Compensation for loss of (access to) commons is 
even less widespread. Schoneveld (2017: 125, Table 
4) points out that none of the countries he discusses 
stipulates such a right and that in none of the cases 
reviewed any loss of such (access to) commons was 
actually compensated (ibid.: 123, Table 1). Mean-
while, he reports one case where a company promot-
ed the uptake of alternative livelihood activities as 
a form of compensation by providing 250 beehives 
to compensate for loss of access to non-timber for-
est products.

Schoneveld (2017) links the lack of compensation for 
loss of commons to ‘assumptions that land without 
houses or permanent crops is “unused” and “unpro-
ductive”’ (ibid.: 127, similarly German et al. 2013). Ger-
man et al. (2013: 15, with further references), on the 
other hand, argue that such assumptions have ‘more 
often than not been scientifically disproven’. They 
claim that laws should be changed so as to require 
full compensation for loss of all livelihood assets, in-
cluding communal resources (ibid.: 14).

Consultations on land rights in Msindo in the Ruvuma  
region, Tanzania
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as well as overlapping rights to resources (Mein-
zen-Dick and Mwangi 2009) are often observed. For 
example, in a shifting cultivation regime, a tract of 
land may be open access, unless it is claimed for a 
certain time as private for cropping. A forest used by 
several adjacent villages might be de facto in com-
mon use by villagers due to difficulties of access al-
though no fixed user group is defined. Another lay-
er of complexity is added by legal rules, which may 
support or contradict actual, de facto land use (North 
1990). Often, customary land rights in Africa, espe-
cially for commons, are not legally fixed or are com-
pletely unknown to non-locals (including scientists) 
and administrations. 

Different authors acknowledge that the appropriation 
of commons by private interests is not a new phenom-
enon. Indeed, historically, it can be traced back to the 
enclosure movement in fifteenth-century England but 
also features a long history in Africa (Dell’Angelo et 
al. 2017, Giger et al. 2019). Today, much of the land 
traditionally managed as common property is already 
subject to ownership of private individuals or the state 
(ibid.). Consequently, different authors discuss the 
extent to which the current appropriation of commons 
in the course of LSLA constitutes a further step in a 
continuous process or rather exhibits distinct char-
acteristic (Alden Wily 2012; White et al. 2012; Cotula 
2013). In addition, beyond the LSLA debate, there is 
a discussion as to how customary land rights in Afri-
ca can be legally secured without excluding season-
al or minor rights holders (see Chimhowu 2019 for a 
recent review and further references).

In the LSLA debate, the term “commons” refers mostly 
to all kinds of resource use regimes that are not private 
and legally secured. This is due to limited knowledge 
of actual land uses and the fact that customary – i.e. 
traditional – rules often regulate land use in areas 
that are legally state or public land (see above). Con-
sequently, Dell’Angelo et al. (2017: 3, see also Figure 
7) define what they call “commons grabbing” in terms 
of three criteria. Firstly, the acquisition ‘entails a tran-
sition from subsistence farming and/or small-scale 
uses of natural resources to large-scale commercial 
agriculture and or speculative investment’ (ibid.). 
Secondly, the acquisition takes place in the context 
of ‘unbalanced power dynamics between investor and 
prior land user, which are often manifested through 

competition about land among investors and hence 
increasing scarcity of suitable land in the target re-
gion resulted in favourable compensations (ibid.).

The role of tenure security
Finally, different authors have argued that investors 
tend to select countries with poor tenure security (An-
seeuw et al. 2012; Deininger 2013; Nolte et al. 2016) or 
a combination of high general institutional quality but 
weak protection of land rights (Giovannetti and Ticci 
2016). Meanwhile, Lay and Nolte (2018) confirm this 
relationship only with regard to smaller-sized LSLAs, 
i.e. those up to 10,000 ha. 

4.3.2 
LSLA target commons 

Commons scholars typically distinguish between 
common pool resources and common property (Os-
trom et al. 1994). The term “common pool resources” 
describes resources characterised by two features: 
non-excludability and subtractability. The former re-
fers to difficulties to exclude people from the use of 
the resource, while the latter means that part of the 
resource production can be appropriated for own 
benefit and that the resource production is finite (Os-
trom et al. 1994). This means that in case of a large 
lake, rangeland, or forest, it is almost impossible to 
exclude people from using the resource, while it is 
possible to extract products, e.g. fish, fodder, or for-
est products, for individual benefit. In contrast, the 
terms common property, private property, or open 
access characterise the set of rules for resource use 
set by locals or some authority (Bromley 1997). “Com-
mon property” describes a resource use system, in 
which a clearly defined user group uses and manages 
a resource (forest, pasture, or water body) by setting 
own rules. The term is often is conflated or confused 
with “open access”, where there are no rules for re-
source use (Ostrom 1990). A common or open access 
use of a resource often implies that the value of the 
resource or the productivity per unit of land is rather 
low compared to land used under a private property 
regime (Bromley 1991). 

In locally crafted or customary resource management 
regimes in particular, right constellations that are 
neither completely common nor completely private 
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reduced. Such cash income often plays an important 
role in keeping consumption levels stable and pre-
dictable. Accordingly, the loss of such income may 
result in less secure livelihoods. Finally, Schoneveld 
(2017) reports case studies from Ethiopia where LSLA 
entailed pastureland. In these cases, locals were not 
able to gain access to other available pasture. This 
led them to reduce herd sizes and to access pasture 
previously used by other ethnic groups, which acted 
as a source of violent conflict. 

Oberlack et al. (2016: 162) point out that the net liveli-
hood impact of land loss depends on the land users’ 
opportunity costs, which are related to ‘the degree to 
which livelihoods depend on targeted land’ and ‘the 
scarcity of land relative to existing land uses’. Further-
more, they find that adverse livelihood outcomes are 
more frequent in cases where the land acquired was 
or entailed common property.

The loss of (access to) previous commons can also 
affect network structures, such as minor roads and 
paths, as well as access to water sources but also 
sacred sites (see Vaeth 2013).30 Finally, commons 
also feature option value, i.e. common land might 
be used as a settlement area or arable land in the 
future, e.g. as a result of population growth or in-mi-
gration or in shifting cultivation systems. Schoneveld 
et al. (2011) report that on a jatropha LSLA in Ghana, 
the common land used in a shifting cultivation sys-
tem reduced significantly, leading households to 
shorten fallow periods or resort to permanent agri-
culture. Thus, for sustainable use in a shifting cul-
tivation system, all areas currently used and fallow 
fields allowing for a sufficient time of fallow period 
are necessary and should be counted/assessed as 
part of the cultivation area. 

In terms of who is affected to what degree, Oya 
(2013) warns against referring to local people as 
if they were a homogenous group. Oberlack et al. 
(2016: 161) point out that adverse effects of LSLA can 
generally have a disproportionate effect on certain 

different levels of coercion’.29 The third criterion en-
tails that the land in question is subject to multiple 
access or multiple property rights (see also Giger et 
al. 2019), such as common-property regimes, legal 
pluralism, and public land. While the first two criteria 
match the definition of LSLA as used in this report, 
the third criterion expresses the broad understand-
ing of the term “commons”. Dell’Angelo et al. (2017) 
review 56 cases of LSLA. Of these, 44 met their crite-
ria and were, therefore, characterised by the authors 
as “commons grabbing” (ibid.: 4).

Unfortunately, the Land Matrix data does not directly 
cover the topic of common property regimes (Giger 
et al. 2019; Dell’Angelo et al. 2017). However, differ-
ent authors have stressed that LSLA target commons  
or so-called public land to a significant degree  
(Schutter 2011) or even in the majority of cases (Ober-
lack et al. 2016, with reference to SSA: Alden Wily 
2011). Similarly, in a meta-analysis covering 56 cases 
in 27 countries, Dell’Angelo et al. (2017: 4) find that 
LSLA focus on land subject to common property re-
gimes in 55% of the cases and on land featuring the 
coexistence of different kinds of property regimes 
(i.e. legal pluralism) in 13% of the cases and con- 
clude that ‘LSLAs preferentially target common  
land and land with multiple access and use claims’ 
(ibid.: 8).

4.3.3 
How loss of access to (common) land and 
natural resources affects livelihoods 

Direct effects
The effects that loss of (access to) land (Figure 7, Box 
(n)) has on local people depend on how the land was 
used before the LSLA. If the land was used for agri-
culture (private land), grazing, and/or hunting and 
gathering (commons), local people lose a source of 
livelihood (Figure 7, Box (w), (x)). Consequently, in 
reviewing 38 case studies from Ethiopia, Ghana, Ni-
geria, and Zambia, Schoneveld (2017) notes that, in 
cases where locals had lost access to farmland, they 
were often unable to gain access to new farmlands of 
similar extent and quality, and, as a result, their ag-
ricultural output decreased. In so far as forests used 
as a source of non-timber forest products were de-
structed, locals’ cash income from these sources was 

29  On coercion, see chapter 4.3.3, increase of conflict. 

30  Schoneveld (2017) notes that four out of ten Ethi-
opian case studies he reviewed targeted cultural 
UNESCO world heritage sites.
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Increase of conflicts: conflicts can arise between lo-
cal communities on the one hand and (government) 
officials and investors on the other, or between and 
within local communities.

Regarding the former, Oberlack et al. (2016) point out 
that LSLAs often occur in regions that already have a 
history of violent conflict and resettlement and that 
this may effectuate acquisition processes that, among 
other factors, lack participation. They find that in 21 
of the 66 cases they reviewed, the enforcement of 
land right transfers and land users’ resistance led to 
an increase in conflicts. Furthermore, in only two of 
the 66 cases, planned or spontaneous dispute reso-
lution mechanisms contributed to the safeguarding 
or enhancement of livelihood sustainability.

Interestingly, Schoneveld (2017: 127) notes that in 
Ghana and Zambia, local government and chiefs sup-
pressed collective action against LSLAs by claiming 
that conflict would drive investors away, resulting in 
communities failing to gain (exaggerated) benefits 
such as well-remunerated employment and enhanced 
access to physical infrastructure such as schools, 
hospitals, electricity, and clean water.

The latter process – i.e. an increase in conflicts be-
tween and within local communities (both intra- and 
intercommunity tensions) – can occur if LSLAs’ ben-
eficial and/or adverse livelihood effects are distrib-
uted in a way that reinforces existing inequalities 
(see above). As mentioned above, Schoneveld (2017) 
refers to cases in Ethiopia where LSLAs resulted in 
the loss of pasture, causing previous users to start 
grazing their livestock on pasture used by other eth-
nic groups, which also resulted in violent conflict. 
Furthermore, he mentions cases in Ethiopia where 
divided interests within communities disabled ef-
fective collective action against the investment and 
where chiefs were able to ward off such collective 
action by allying with influential subgroups of the 
local community.

Obviously, different kinds of conflicts can be mixed. 
By way of example, in a case study in Ethiopia, 
Baumgartner et al. (2015) link the outbreak of vio-
lent conflict on the investment site to the fact that 
the investment increased inequalities between and 
within socio-ethnic groups.

subgroups such as ‘[w]omen, migrants living in the 
LSLA target region, and people disadvantaged due 
to prior poverty or low skills’. With a focus on com-
mons, Alden Wily (2011) argues that poor and mar-
ginalised groups (such as indigenous, women, im-
migrants) are disproportionately affected by the loss 
of commons, because of their greater dependence 
on communal assets. Similarly, Giger et al. (2019: 
274) argue that LSLA can exacerbate existing pow-
er imbalances in traditional systems. Oberlack et al. 
(2016: 159) designate such processes as “selective 
marginalisation”. In addition to depriving users of 
access to land and other natural resources, selective 
marginalisation reinforces existing inequalities and 
increases conflict (ibid.). Furthermore, it can deep-
en poverty through maladaptive livelihood strate-
gies. As such, Oberlack et al. (2016: 160) mention 
farming on less fertile land and outmigration, and 
Schoneveld et al. (2010) and Acheampong and Cam-
pion (2014) mention increased cropping intensity 
through shorter or no fallow periods. Maladaptive 
farming strategies can in turn result in negative en-
vironmental effects (see below).

Woodhouse (2012) discusses another direct effect, 
namely how LSLAs impact on water resources. Ac-
cording to him, ‘the main impacts of land deals may 
be felt via their effects on water resources’ (ibid.: 
219). These can be positive if investors provide in-
frastructure for the storage and distribution of water 
and allow small-scale producers to draw on these 
new sources of water at times when they face water 
scarcity. They can be negative when the use of (irri-
gation) water by an LSLA farm reduces smallholders’ 
ability to use water for their agriculture. According to 
Woodhouse (2012), the situation of customary water 
use by smallholders ‘in many respects […] parallels 
the situation of non-registered customary land rights 
[…] and highlights the importance of rendering ex-
isting water use (and users) more visible within stat-
utory legal frameworks.’ (ibid.: 218) Meanwhile, he 
acknowledges that doing so will probably face the 
same hurdles as strengthening locals’ land rights. 

Indirect effects
Beyond direct effects, several authors discuss the 
indirect effects of LSLAs that are specific to or more 
pronounced with regard to the appropriation of 
commons.
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ports that in Ethiopia and Nigeria in particular, LSLAs 
targeted primary tropical forests, vulnerable wetland 
areas, nationally designated protected areas, and 
UNESCO world heritage sites. 

Giger et al. (2019) specifically refer to environmental 
effects resulting from the acquisition of commons. 
According to them, this may result in negative ex-
ternalities on common pool resources, such as the 
overuse and degradation of those lands that remain 
accessible for locals (see also Oberlack et al. 2016), 
the abstraction of water from water bodies, and the 
contamination of water. The latter two aspects can 
also affect livelihoods in downstream areas further 
away from the acquired land.

Schoneveld (2017) further reports that all four coun-
tries on which he focuses (i.e. Ethiopia, Ghana, 
Nigeria, and Zambia) feature progressive environ-
mental laws, having adopted the international best 
practice of conducting an Environmental and Social 
Impact Assessment (ESIA). Meanwhile, in all four 
countries, environmental protection agencies (EPA) 
were found to be understaffed and underfunded to a 
degree that prevented them from monitoring wheth-
er projects had undertaken an ESIA or complied with 
permit conditions relating to the environment. Fur-
thermore, other relevant sectoral agencies and min-
istries with more information failed to liaise with or 
support the EPAs or even purposefully kept them un-
informed. Meanwhile, where they were informed, en-
vironmental authorities were reluctant to implicate 
fellow officials because of potential negative career 
implications and consequently often did not address 
violations (ibid.).

4.3.4 
Summary on the effects on land rights of 
local populations

Loss of access to land and natural resources is found 
to be the most important negative effect of LSLAs on 
local people. Land loss is often related to unclear land 
governance and insecure access rights, especially to 

With a specific focus on commons, Dell’Angelo et al. 
(2017: 5) designate coercion as one of the three crite-
ria they use to define “commons grabbing”. They un-
derstand coercion as ‘a system of practices and mech-
anisms that directly or indirectly influence through 
varying degrees of use of force, the possibility of the 
local land users to keep control of their land and nat-
ural resources.’ (Dell’Angelo et al. 2017:4) They iden-
tified three categories of coercion: 

(i)  ‘coercion without manifested conflicts when 
the acquisition happened taking advantage of 
a clear power imbalance […] but the acquisition 
did not lead to manifested conflicts’ (ibid.), 

(ii)  coercion with non-violent conflict, ‘defined as 
explicit confrontation between the different ac-
tors involved in the acquisition, ranging from 
protest to physical but not violent resistance’ 
(ibid.), and 

(iii) (iii) coercion with violent conflict ‘involving vi-
olent confrontation or oppression that resulted 
in violent physical actions.’ (ibid.) 

They find coercion without conflict in 34%, coercion 
with non-violent conflict in 25%, and coercion with 
violent conflict in 23% of their cases respectively.31  
In analysing the relationship between coercion and 
property regimes prior to acquisition, they find that 
in 70% of the cases of conflict with violence and  
50% of the cases of conflict without violence, the 
regime before acquisition was a common property 
regime.

Negative environmental effects: LSLAs are regularly 
linked to negative environmental effects. Empirical 
evidence is, however, scarce. Oberlack et al. (2016) 
find that in ten of the 66 case studies they reviewed, 
negative environmental effects were reported.

Meanwhile, it is known that the expansion of planta-
tion agriculture has historically been a leading driv-
er of deforestation and environmental degradation. 
Different authors refer to this insight to reason that 
LSLAs are prone to having negative environmental 
effects (e.g. Schoneveld 2017, with further referenc-
es; Voget-Kleschin 2014). Such negative effects are 
especially likely if LSLAs target areas of high ecologi-
cal significance. Reviewing 38 case studies in Ghana, 
Zambia, Ethiopia, and Nigeria, Schoneveld (2017) re-

31  The remaining 18% of cases reviewed did not entail 
information regarding coercion dynamics (ibid.).



48

What are the effects of large-scale land acquisitions in Africa on selected economic and social indicators? 4   Results

cially in common property regimes. Elite capture, 
that is, traditional leaders basing decisions on 
opportunities for personal gain rather than local 
individuals’ interest, is mentioned repeatedly.

• Consultation and compensation: consultation and 
compensation are often seen as two processes 
that may prevent or counterbalance negative live-
lihood effects of LSLA. However, laws governing 
customary land (use) rights do often not require 
customary land users to be consulted or even to 
consent to an LSLA and do not stipulate rights to 
compensation. Even where consultation and/or 
compensation are stipulated, there are deficien-
cies in implementation on the ground.

The effects that loss of (access to) land has on local 
people depend on how the land was used before the 
LSLA. If the land was used for agriculture, grazing, 
and/or hunting and gathering, local people lose a 
source of livelihood. Poor and marginalised groups 
(such as indigenous people, women, and immi-
grants) are often disproportionately affected by the 
loss of commons because of their greater depend-
ence on communal assets. Beyond these direct ef-
fects, indirect effects of LSLA, such as an increase 
in conflicts and negative environmental effects are 
specific to or more pronounced with regard to the 
appropriation of commons. 

common land. LSLAs target commons or so-called 
public land to a significant degree.

With regard to the role of land governance in the pro-
cess of land acquisition, four issues are of importance:

• The role of the law: in many LSLA host countries, 
land customarily (de facto) used by locals is de jure 
property of the government. Hence, the govern-
ment is able to lease or sell this land. Main legal 
deficiencies include the lack of a requirement for 
consultation and compensation of local land users 
and weak procedures for identifying available land.

• Governments facilitating LSLA: governments play 
an important role in facilitating LSLA, e.g. in terms 
of identifying land they view as suitable and avail-
able for investors and in terms of appropriating this 
land from customary land users and reallocating 
it to investors. Addressing the legal deficiencies 
mentioned above is necessary but not sufficient 
to protect customary land users due to widespread 
deficiencies in implementation and enforcement of 
such law. Meanwhile, other authors document that 
governments also often grant less land in conces-
sions than originally applied for by the investors.

• The role of traditional leaders: traditional leaders 
play an important role in land acquisitions, espe-

Ph
ot

o:
 F.

 Ko
pp

/M
IS

ER
EO

R

Like here in Madagascar, the struggle for land rights is being waged in many African countries.
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put use. However, to which extent capital-intensive, 
mechanised production is possible also depends on 
the crop type. Typically, plantation crops have less 
potential for mechanised production. 

Despite the common argument that LSLA farms might 
help to close the yield gap, there is little evidence 
that large farms achieve higher yields than small-
holders. The inverse relationship between farm 
size and productivity, which is well documented in 
agrarian development literature, even shows that 
under the same agro-ecological conditions, larger 
farms generally achieve lower land productivity than 
smaller farms. 

Given that larger farms work with higher modern in-
put use but achieve lower yields than smallholders, 
the economic performance of large farms is like-
ly to be lower than for smallholders. Even though  
it is too early to assess the profitability of LSLA  
farms to a full extent, preliminary evidence indi-
cates that the economic viability of LSLA farm-
ing operations is in parts likely to be low or even 
questionable. 

Many studies evaluate the social effects of LSLAs on 
smallholders. Methodologically, not all studies work 
with clear counterfactual scenarios, i.e. a clear base-
line regarding how the situation of smallholders has 
been or would be without the presence of the LSLA. 
This lack of counterfactuals makes evaluations by lo-
cals or authors less verifiable. 

Impacts of LSLAs on local smallholders are transmit-
ted through various cause-and-effect relationships:

• Land loss has a severe negative impact on liveli-
hoods, leading to a loss of agricultural production 
and other land-based sources of livelihood and 
therefore reduces food security. 

• Though employment creation clearly benefits lo-
cals, the scope of employment and salaries were 
mostly not sufficient to compensate for the lost 
livelihoods from smallholder farming. 

 The aim of this report was to review existing 
knowledge on the microeconomic and social effects 
of LSLAs in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA). It focused on 
two main topics: (1) comparative evidence on the mi-
croeconomic results of smallholder farms vs. LSLA 
farms and (2) the social effects of LSLAs on affected 
smallholders, i.e. the effects on local livelihoods, the 
rural economy, and land rights.

To ensure that the reviewed knowledge is based on 
factual evidence, the focus was mainly on studies 
that report primary data and meet scientific stand-
ards, i.e. a thorough documentation of data collec-
tion and analysis, and neutral, traceable presenta-
tion of evidence.

Figure 7 summarises the main possible chain of ef-
fects discussed in this report. The blue boxes de-
scribe microeconomic topics and the orange boxes 
indicate causal relations through which LSLAs affect 
the food security (Figure 7, Box (y)) and well-being of 
local people (Figure 7, Box (z)). The report shows that 
some of these causal relations are more likely to ac-
tually play out on the ground than others. Generally, 
whether certain effects occur at all and how distinct 
they are depends on the specific conditions of each 
single investment.
 
The main findings on microeconomic questions and 
social impacts of LSLA are: 

Microeconomic assessments of LSLA farms and com-
parisons with smallholder farms are scarce in the lit-
erature. The authors of this report therefore also re-
lied on data from the comparison of small and large 
farms, the latter being not necessarily LSLA farms. 

The analysis showed that smallholder farms and LSLA 
farms differ greatly in terms of factor use and pro-
duction goals. While smallholder farms are smaller 
in size, labour intensive, and face huge capital con-
straints, LSLA farms encompass much larger areas 
and are capital intensive and labour extensive. Sim-
ilarly, LSLA farms have much higher levels of mech-
anisation and work with higher rates of modern in-

Summary5
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Figure 7
Overview of the effects of LSLA on food security and well-being of the local population
(Deininger et al. 2011: 39)

The horizontal axis represents different aspects/parts of the economy, 
the vertical axis (bottom to top) depicts cause and effect relationships 
related to LSLA. 
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• In many countries, compensation for loss of land 
– especially loss of commons – is not legally re-
quired. Even where there are corresponding legal 
stipulations, compensation does not necessarily 
happen or is often untimely and inadequate.

A significant part of LSLA targets common land. Loss 
of access to common land and natural resources di-
rectly results in the loss of livelihood. Again and again, 
groups that are already marginalised are dispropor-
tionately affected. Consequently, LSLAs increase 
existing inequalities. Indirect effects include an in-
crease in conflicts between local communities on the 
one hand and (government) officials and investors 
on the other, or between and within local commu-
nities. LSLAs can also have negative environmental 
effects, especially if LSLAs target areas of high eco-
logical significance. 

• Due to lower labour intensities on LSLA farms com-
pared to smallholder agriculture, the overall dis-
charge of labour is considerable. 

• Infrastructure creation clearly benefits locals, but 
again, the extent to which locals benefit can vary 
considerably.

• Spillovers of agricultural knowledge and technol-
ogy are observed, but to a lesser extent than ex-
pected. 

• Empirical studies on changes in local food prices 
related to LSLAs were not found. 

Most studies found differentiated impact on different 
stakeholder groups in the local communities, varying 
according to the extent that households lost land and 
that they can benefit from the opportunities created 
by the LSLA farm.

Microeconomic performance and social effects of 
LSLAs improve if outgrower and contract farming 
schemes are employed: yields improve, land loss is 
avoided (in outgrower schemes), the extent of employ-
ment creation is higher and spillovers of knowledge 
and technology are more likely. However, whether 
positive effects materialise clearly depends on the 
regulations in the scheme itself. 

Land loss is often related to unclear land governance 
and insecure access rights, that is, differences be-
tween de facto (i.e. customary) and de jure land rights. 

• Both governments and local leaders (official and 
traditional) play an important role in facilitating 
LSLA and there are recurrent reports regarding both 
state and elite capture. 

• Consultation and compensation may prevent neg-
ative livelihood effects of LSLA. However, legal 
provisions for consultation are often lacking, and 
where they do exist, they are not inclusive, and 
agreements reached may not be implemented. 
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In contrast to the proponents of LSLAs, NGOs and the 
media as well as critical scientists argue that LSLAs 
typically replace smallholder agriculture, resulting in 
negative social consequences. The report shows that 
these negative social consequences do take place, 
especially as a result of the lost access to land and 
natural resources. Furthermore, it shows that negative 
consequences disproportionately affect groups that 
are already marginalised, often resulting in stronger 
social differentiation than before.

Consequently, whether LSLAs yield predominantly 
positive or negative consequences for local commu-
nities strongly depends on the conditions of the in-
vestment. Crucial aspects include respecting the land 
rights of local communities, including rights relating 
to common land, a verification of the project viabili-
ty based on local information, and business models 
emphasising participation of locals, e.g. in outgrower 
and contract farming schemes. Furthermore, there is 
some evidence that negative effects of land loss dis-
proportionately affect already marginalised groups 
and that where employment is created, this will ben-
efit the young, the physically strong, and the better 
educated and will not, therefore, compensate those 
housholds most affected by land loss unless special 
attention is paid. 

 As stated in the introduction to this report, pro-
ponents of LSLAs argue that in the underdeveloped 
agrarian sector in countries of the Global South, in-
vestments are urgently needed to close yield gaps 
and satisfy the worldwide demand for agricultural 
commodities. On the other hand, this report shows 
that evidence that large farms achieve higher yields 
than smallholders is scarce. Furthermore, proponents 
frame LSLA as a development opportunity. This re-
port shows that LSLAs can have positive and negative 
impacts on locals. Positive impacts include (limited) 
employment creation, infrastructure creation, and 
(limited) spillover effects. Accordingly, in the vicin-
ity of LSLA farms, some social groups may benefit 
from employment opportunities and infrastructural 
development. Negative impacts include the loss of 
access to land and a significant discharge of labour. 
The report shows that the character and magnitude 
of effects strongly depends on the land use prior to 
LSLA (extent of land use, type of farming system or 
land use) and the investment itself (crops, mecha-
nisation level, business model). 

According to the proponents of LSLAs, labour dis-
charge and the inflow of capital will/can create nu-
merous multiplier effects resulting in productivity 
increases, economic growth, and development in all 
sectors of the economy. A lot hinges on this premise. 
If the discharge of labour was absorbed by a growing 
labour market, it could indeed balance out the neg-
ative effects of the loss of access to land. However, 
LSLA investments are a relatively new phenomenon. 
As the report shows, many investments have not yet 
achieved their full extent. It is therefore questiona-
ble whether these positive development effects can 
be realised in practice.

Conclusion6
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 Recommendation B 
Small-scale farmer-friendly policies must:
• promote labour-intensive means of small-scale 

agricultural intensification;

• promote technologies that enables decentralised 
value addition of agricultural raw products. 

 Recommendation C
Rural services must: 
• respond to small-scale farmers’ potentials and 

constraints;

• ensure access to investment support for agricultur-
al enterprise development (land purchase, storage 
facilities, small machinery, etc.);

• ensure access to credit with appropriate low inter-
est rates for short-term agricultural investments 
(labour, seeds and planting materials, especially 
trees, etc.);

• provide efficient and effective extension services 
that enhance economically and environmentally 
sustainable smallholder farm production.

 Recommendation D
It is highly recommended that the livelihoods of 
small-scale farmers are secured. To this end, the  
following aspects must also be considered:
• secured rights and access to/control over own 

seeds;

• the regulation of agricultural imports;

• the provision of preventive mass vaccinations for 
ruminants and poultry by government veterinarian 
agencies as well as the performance of accessible 
and affordable private veterinary services. 

 Investment in agriculture is needed. But in which 
system should investments be made? The report 
shows that despite large capital endowments, large-
scale land acquisitions (LSLAs) might not perform 
better than small-scale agriculture. In many agrari-
an-based countries in the Global South, small-scale 
agriculture generates income and livelihoods for 
many. Despite rising urbanisation, the absolute num-
ber of rural populations in Sub-Saharan Africa will 
increase significantly even beyond 2050. In many 
countries, employment creation in sectors other than 
agriculture lags far behind. Rural transformation by 
LSLA tends to favour mechanisation, creating few 
permanent jobs. As a consequence, LSLA is likely to 
release a lot of unskilled labour, a trend which will 
contribute to an increasing number of informal work-
ers in the cities. Agricultural modernisation based 
on LSLA therefore runs the risk of aggravating ex-
isting social imbalances and causing social disrup-
tion. Such a strategy seems to systematically neglect 
small-scale farmers’ potentials, a group still lacking 
enabling framework conditions and appropriate sup-
port. 

Based on the study results and in order to improve 
the situation of African small-scale farmers, MISERE-
OR recommends the following: 

 Recommendation A
Small-scale farmer-friendly framework conditions 
must:
• secure rights and access to/control over land and 

water;

• recognise small-scale family farming as a viable 
structural model for the development of the agri-
cultural sector;

• enforce regional development planning to identi-
fy rural development opportunities according to 
agro-ecological zone. 

Political Recommendations by  MISEREOR7
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