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PREFACE

Interest in farmland is rising. And, given commodity price volatility, grow-
ing human and environmental pressures, and worries about food security,
this interest will increase, especially in the developing world.

Many countries have suitable land available that is either not cultivated or
produces well below its potential. This was a development challenge even
before the food price rise of 2008. Seventy-five percent of the world’s poor
are rural, and most are engaged in farming. The need for more and better
investment in agriculture to reduce poverty, increase economic growth, and
promote environmental sustainability was already clear when there were
“only” 830 million hungry people before the food price rise. The case is even
clearer today when, for the first time in human history, over a billion people
go to bed hungry each night.

One of the highest development priorities in the world must be to improve
smallholder agricultural productivity, especially in Africa. Smallholder pro-
ductivity is essential for reducing poverty and hunger, and more and better
investment in agricultural technology, infrastructure, and market access for
poor farmers is urgently needed. When done right, larger-scale farming systems
can also have a place as one of many tools to promote sustainable agricultural
and rural development, and can directly support smallholder productivity, for
example, through outgrower programs. However, recent press and other
reports about actual or proposed large farmland acquisition by big investors
have raised serious concerns about the danger of neglecting local rights and
other problems. They have also raised questions about the extent to which such

xiii



Xiv

transactions can provide long-term benefits to local populations and con-
tribute to poverty reduction and sustainable development.

Although these reports are worrying, the lack of reliable information has
made it difficult to understand what has been actually happening. Against this
backdrop, the World Bank, under the leadership of Managing Director Ngozi
Okonjo-Iweala, along with other development partners, has highlighted the
need for good empirical evidence to inform decision makers, especially in
developing countries. One result is this report, Rising Global Interest in Farm-
land: Can It Yield Sustainable and Equitable Benefits? To prepare the report, a
multidisciplinary team was tasked with carrying out a multicountry study on
large-scale agricultural land acquisition and investment. While this task proved
to be less straightforward than originally anticipated, the effort has produced
some striking results.

First, the demand for land has been enormous. Compared to an average
annual expansion of global agricultural land of less than 4 million hectares
before 2008, approximately 56 million hectares worth of large-scale farmland
deals were announced even before the end of 2009. More than 70 percent of
such demand has been in Africa; countries such as Ethiopia, Mozambique, and
Sudan have transferred millions of hectares to investors in recent years.

At the same time, in many cases the announced deals have never been
implemented. Risks are often large. Plans are scaled back due to a variety of
reasons including unrealistic objectives, price changes, and inadequate infra-
structure, technology, and institutions. For example, we found that actual
farming has so far only started on 21 percent of the announced deals. More-
over, case studies demonstrate that even some of the profitable projects do not
generate satisfactory local benefits, while, of course, none of the unprofitable
or nonoperational ones do.

Institutional gaps at the country level can be immense. Too often, they have
included a lack of documented rights claimed by local people and weak con-
sultation processes that have led to uncompensated loss of land rights, espe-
cially by vulnerable groups; a limited capacity to assess a proposed project’s
technical and economic viability; and a limited capacity to assess or enforce
environmental and social safeguards.

Such problems are not due to a lack of potential. For example, although
deforestation associated with the expansion of the agricultural frontier has
been a serious problem (and one of the world’s largest contributors to green-
house gas emissions), our analysis shows that the projected increase in the
demand for agricultural commodities over the next decade could be met, with-
out cutting down forests, by increasing productivity and farmland expansion
in nonforested areas. In particular, none of the Sub-Saharan African countries
of most interest to investors is now achieving more than 30 percent of the
potential yield on currently cultivated areas. So, increasing productivity on
existing farmland would have a much bigger impact than simply expanding the
land area at current yields.
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There is also considerable scope for a South-South exchange of good prac-
tice. Again, when done right, larger-scale farming can provide opportunities for
poor countries with large agricultural sectors and ample endowments of land.
To make the most of these opportunities, however, countries will need to bet-
ter secure local land rights and improve land governance. Adopting an open
and proactive approach to dealing with investors is also needed to ensure that
investment contributes to broader development objectives. Experience in Asia
and in Latin America and the Caribbean can provide lessons for Sub-Saharan
African countries that have confronted these issues more recently.

A major conclusion of the report is that access to a basic set of good infor-
mation is essential for all stakeholders. Good public information can help gov-
ernments formulate policies, identify gaps in implementation, and perform
essential regulatory functions. Good public information can help civil society
educate local communities about their rights and the potential uses and value
of their land, assist in specific negotiations, and monitor agreements so they
are indeed adhered to. And good public information can help investors effec-
tively design and implement projects that respect local rights, are profitable,
and generate local benefits.

Helping countries reduce poverty and hunger by increasing agricultural
productivity is at the core of the World Bank’s agenda. In collaboration with
partners, the World Bank is ready to contribute to this important agenda by
providing information and analysis, helping countries build their institu-
tional and regulatory capacity, and supporting more and better investment in
agriculture, especially smallholder agriculture, so that the rising global inter-
est in farmland contributes to results that are sustainable and equitable.

Juergen Voegele

Director

Agriculture and Rural Development Department
The World Bank
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