
 

 

 

IDS Utrecht 

 

 

REPORT OF THE ACADEMIC PANEL ON 

 

 

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT – LIBERALIZATION OF LAND MARKETS AND 

NEW PROCESSES OF LAND GRABBING 

 

7 JULY, UTRECHT 

 

 

Guus van Westen & Annelies Zoomers, in collaboration with Wim Nijenhuis 

 



2 

 Liberalization of land markets and new processes of land grabbing, 7 July, Utrecht 

 

 

 

Table of contents 

 

 page 

Introduction  4 

Large scale land acquisitions by new actors   

Government-promoted investments, large scale land 

acquisitions and land access for the rural poor: stakes and 

scenarios 

Paul Mathieu  5 

Impact of government-promoted investments on land access 

for the rural poor 

Sonja Vermeulen  5 

Discussion  6 

Government land as an urban issue   

Land alienation and sustainability issues in the changing peri-

urban interface of South-West Nigeria 

Waheed Kadiri 8 

Special Economic Zones as new forms of corporate land grab: 

Experiences from Andhra Pradesh, India 

Ramachandraiah Chigurupati  11 

Land acquisition policy and civil society discourses: a critical 

study of Special Economic Zones (SEZ) politics in Tamil Nadu, 

India 

Srinivasan Ramasamy  13 

Discussion  15 

Governing land in rural settings 1   

Foreign firms and tree crops in Lao PDR and Indonesia  Paul Burgers and Jimmy Tanaya 16 

Living on other people’s property: land rights of farm dwellers 

on wildlife ranches in South Africa 

Marja Spierenburg 17 

Examples from Africa and pro-poor land tools (Jaap 

Zevenbergen and Chris Paresi (ITC, Enschede)) 

Jaap Zevenbergen 19 

Discussion  19 

Governing land in rural settings 2   

Residential tourism in coastal areas of Costa Rica and 

Nicaragua: some consequences for local development 

Femke van Noorloos 22 

Changing land rights in China and Ethiopia, liberalization of 

land markets 

Meine Pieter van Dijk 24 



3 

 Liberalization of land markets and new processes of land grabbing, 7 July, Utrecht 

 

 

Reflections on land governance in China and a look ahead at 

Wednesday’s program.  

Peter Ho 25 

Discussion  26 

Conclusions and final reflections   

New processes of land grabbing: What is happening and how 

to respond? 

Klaus Deininger 28 

   



4 

 Liberalization of land markets and new processes of land grabbing, 7 July, Utrecht 

 

 

Introduction   

Empirical evidence suggests that opportunities to buy land through the market and the use of internet have 

resulted in new processes of land grabbing, and an upward trend in the ownership of land by foreign and other 

non-local buyers. In addition to ‘traditional’ large land holders, new actors are now entering the stage.  

 

On the internet, large numbers of real estate companies offer large tracts of land to private investors: ‘Now is 

the time to purchase the dream home you've always wanted. You have your choice of living, in the charming 

colonial city of Granada, at the beach or on the slopes of a volcanic lagoon with a breath taking view. There is 

something for everyone in Nicaragua’ (from an internet advertisement). Elsewhere, new industrial 

development contributes to a massive conversion of rural land to urban uses, as in the business parks 

surrounding several ‘globalizing’ Asian cities and their associated real estate ‘booms’ and infrastructure mega-

projects.  

 

In the process, local communities are uprooted and existing land use patterns dramatically changed. Large-

scale interventions in local land markets also include NGOs and public sector agencies acquiring extensive areas 

for use as nature parks, often associated with a tourism development strategy. Tourism operators increasingly 

buy the most scenic areas, and UNESCO world heritage sites are increasingly expropriated and managed by 

non-locals.  

Many small-scale interventions are undertaken by migrants living abroad who invest in land holdings back 

home, for use after retirement or speculating on the future rise of land prices. Recently, huge areas are bought 

for the purpose of growing bio-fuel crops, resulting in important land use changes. In many countries any 

foreigner may buy and own property, while in others, public sector agencies act as intermediaries to facilitate 

access to land for non-local users.  

 

In all of these cases, commoditization of land, globalization and the rise of new technologies are reshaping 

access to land for local and non-local actors. Little is known about the scale of this ‘land rush’ and about the 

implications for the local population and sustainable local development.  

 

This panel, organized by Prof. dr. Annelies Zoomers and Dr. Guus van Westen (International Development 

Studies, IDS, Utrecht University) and chaired by Frits van der Wal (Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs), 

aimed to explore current processes of land alienation; who are the main actors in land grabbing and what 

interests are behind it? Who are the sellers (part of exit strategies) and intermediaries, and what is the position 

of local groups? What is the role of policy and markets in the processes of land acquisition and conversion? And 

what are the implications of the new land acquisition for local development, in terms of environmental, 

economic and social sustainability? The panel is intended to result in publications and follow-up activities. 



5 

 Liberalization of land markets and new processes of land grabbing, 7 July, Utrecht 

 

 

Large scale land acquisitions by new actors 

Global investment in agriculture and large-scale land acquisitions: Stakes and ways ahead for rural 

development and family farms? Paul Mathieu (FAO, Italy) 

 

In the context of land acquisition there is a wide diversity of actors and some of them are sometimes forgotten. 

Regarding national actors we often forget the role of national private investors, who can play an important and 

possibly positive role.  

African agriculture needs investment to promote rural development but investment is not enough. Local 

producers are often forgotten. A proverb from Burkina Faso says:  “When the river turns, the crocodile turns, 

too.” It means that the rich and powerful are better able to anticipate changes and to take advantage. When 

agricultural land becomes scarce and valuable, it acquires a monetary value on a global market, with only a few 

players. These are the big investors, the people in the government: they see the river is turning. But most of 

the small-scale farmers don’t realize that land is becoming a commodity. They do not know what it means 

when land becomes a commodity and they do not have legal titles on land. They cannot read and write and do 

not know their rights as citizen. The official role of a government is to defend the rights and laws for everybody. 

Legal empowerment is an important issue.  

The main questions of the issue of land investments are: who decides and who will possibly benefit? More 

investment to raise agricultural productivity is needed, but this is not a sufficient condition. Investment should 

eventually benefit rural development and the majority of the rural poor. Large investments associated with 

large-scale land acquisition should contribute to generate employment, not only low-wage labourers working 

in big plantations. It should also benefit the small-scale farming sector because there are many farmers that are 

perfectly able to intensify the investment in land and to increase productivity and generate more value. When 

this is not endangering food security, they could also produce products for export.  

Investments can be useful if they contribute to diminishing inequalities. Eventual profit from the investments 

should be widely distributed. If land acquisitions and investments do not benefit the majority of small-scale 

farmers and pastoralists, it becomes unsustainable, creating social unrest, social violence, increasing illegal 

migrations and political instability. Land acquisition and investments in land should be carefully designed with 

some complementarities between the large-scale investments and the small-scale farming sector which has 

huge potential to generate more income and more employment.  

Contracts with investors require more attention. Governments should take more time negotiating contracts 

and this has to result in transparent agreements, taking seriously the long term public interest. Rural 

development means improving the lives of the poor and it is extremely important to legalize the existing rights 

of the rural poor in a massive, quick and affordable way, to be supported by the international community. 

Improving and securing legal land rights for all, implies improving the balance of power in practice. Removing 

people from land is sometimes unavoidable. In those cases there should be a fair compensation.   

Impact of government-promoted investments on land access for the rural poor 

Sonja Vermeulen (in collaboration with Lorenzo Cotula, James Keeley and Rebecca Leonard (IIED, International 

Institute for Environment and Development, UK)) 

Sonja Vermeulen presents part of the outcome of the studies FAO and IIED have jointly undertaken together 

this year. The study is set up to quantify some of the trends in large-scale land acquisitions that have been 
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going on. In the wake of several stories in the media on land grabbing, it was decided to assess the scale and 

trends of land grabbing. What is the role of governments, how are local people involved and what is the impact 

on them?  

The researchers focused on sub-Saharan African countries, where they have good partners who could help in 

getting access to land registrations. They interviewed a number of key actors and then prepared inventories in 

Ethiopia, Ghana, Mali, Madagascar and Sudan. Simultaneously, they did more detailed case studies in 

Mozambique and Tanzania on bio fuel investments. They managed to get small samples of actual land 

contracts between investors and national governments. Because of the limited time frame of the study, the 

datasets are not always perfect.  

Land acquisitions often serve for food and bio fuel production; slightly more for food projects than for biofuel 

projects. In the various countries different patterns can be seen. In Ethiopia, bio fuels play a minor role for 

large-scale land investments. Though generalized conclusions on land use and ways of land acquisition are not 

possible, it is clear that significant land exchange is going on. The study focused on allocations bigger than 1000 

hectares, with in total 3.2 million hectares of approved land allocations in the last 5 years in 5 countries. There 

was no long-term trend data available, so it is difficult to draw firm conclusions about trends in the number of 

projects and allocated areas. Some of the deals were very large. The largest concerned an acquisition of 

452.000 hectares in Madagascar, but there were also some large deals in Ethiopia and Mali. The acquisition of 

1.2 million hectares in Madagascar by Daewoo and 10 million hectares being transferred from the DRC to the 

national farmers union in South Africa are not confirmed. Yet, most contracts have not been followed by 

activities on the land.  

Comparing foreign investment to domestic investments, the study shows that foreign investments are 

dominant. Most of the current investments are done by European biofuel investors (as is the case with the 

acquisition of 452.000 hectares in Madagascar). Some investments were done by Gulf State and Asian 

investors.  The private sector dominates in terms of the number of hectares invested. Government funds and 

sovereign wealth funds are investing on a small-scale, still less prominent than the private sector. The domestic 

investors are less reported on in the media but are obviously also important. Home country governments are 

extremely active in supporting and enabling these kinds of land investments by providing diplomatic and 

financial support from their development funds to companies based in their country.  

It was difficult to actually get get to see the contracts on land deals, as these are not open to the public. Only 6 

contracts could be consulted. In most African countries the majority of land is officially state land. The 

government provides the land, most often in a 99-year lease arrangement.  

The fees paid are surprisingly low; the maximum was 12 US dollars per hectare per year. The price is so low 

because governments want to attract foreign investors who provide new jobs, transfer technologies, bring 

foreign currencies and help to develop infrastructure. In most African countries there is not a real, active land 

market. Most contracts are signed without participation of local people. In some countries there is legislation in 

place for local community consultation, but implementation of these laws is limited by lack of capacity.   

There are some opportunities, like more diverse and secure livelihoods and broader development benefits. But 

there are risks as well: if land prices are rising, this may have the effect of excluding poor people from the land. 

This is not yet the case in Africa, but it has happened in Brazil where people were pushed from the Cerrado 

savanna into the Amazon. Safeguarding local land rights is crucial, not just by getting the law right but by 

making sure that people are enabled to make use of it. Fair compensation regimes with a long-term benefit-

sharing model are needed.  
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Questions and discussion 

Q. for Paul Mathieu: You stated that investments could benefit ‘development’. Make clear your definition of 

‘development’. What should be the role of governments in making deals with investors? 

A. It is true that in the name of ‘development’ strange and sometimes counter effective activities were 

undertaken. This aspect needs attention. With partners, the FAO is promoting good governance. Enforcing 

accountability is crucial.  

Q. for Sonja Vermeulen: What benefits for local people do you see? Are there studies of the consequences of 

large scale land acquisitions? 

A. There are benefits, though the situation for local people still has to improve much. The possibilities of joint 

ventures should be further examined. The consequences of land acquisition will be studied in further research.  
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Government land as an urban issue 

Land alienation and sustainability issues in the changing peri-urban interface of South-West Nigeria (Waheed 

Kadiri and Oyalowo Basirat (Department of Town and Regional Planning, M.A. Polytechnic Ogun State, Nigeria) 

 

In his presentation, Kadiri focuses on land alienation and sustainability issues in the changing peri-urban area 

(transitional zones between urban and rural areas, Simon, et al; 2004) of South-West Nigeria. Questions being 

asked are:  

• How did market forces and government intervention change the character of the study area? 

• How are the stakeholders affected? 

• What are the sustainability issues arising from this change in features and uses? 

• How can sustainability be ensured? 

By answering these questions it is hoped to explain the nature of land alienation, generating an adaptable 

framework to guide the management and planning of peri-urban areas. The second purpose would be to 

ensure that market forces and government regulations underlying land exchanges are guided towards 

sustainable use of land.  

The capture of rural areas by nearby urban settlements is not always unwelcome, as illustrated by the demand 

for space by households and other users and the willingness of the land holders (whether government, family 

or private) to provide land for such uses. Peri-urban areas are usually a reflection of the urban settlements they 

support though they struggle to retain some of their rural characteristics.  

Market forces determine to a great extent the use to which land is put. There exists a pattern of urban growth 

which ensures that, when left unguided, market forces epitomized by the desire to move away from a 

congested city or to seek cheaper rental housing would generate a peri-urban area (or areas) for an urban 

settlement. Peri-urban areas are described as geographical areas exhibiting urban and rural features with 

substantial pull factors emerging from a neighboring major urban area.  

Kadiri and Basirat carried out their field work in 2008. They interviewed key actors using semi-closed 

questionnaires. The top fourteen settlements (of the thirty-two settlements identified from a base-map of the 

area) were sampled based on accessibility and proximity. In each settlement key actors were purposefully 

chosen and interviewed (institutional actors such as village heads, schoolmasters, political and religious 

leaders, motor park leaders and cooperative society leaders). Next to this, five major settlements, showing the 

most urbanized structure, were visited and intensively discussed with community leaders. These participatory 

village appraisals were held to ascertain the researchers’ earlier assumptions about land market transactions in 

the area, to establish the sustainability issues and to brainstorm on the local initiatives that would feed into the 

framework being advanced.  

The research focused on a strip of 40 kilometers across two Nigerian states -  Lagos and Ogun states. This is 

part of the corridor of the federal highway designated as the ‘Lagos-Ibadan Expressway’, a 130 km stretch of 

dual carriage highway linking Lagos state, the commercial and industrial capital of Nigeria to the rest of the 

country. The area was chosen because it exhibits most closely the features of the peri-urban area outlined 

earlier. A further reason was that this area was a focus of an inter-state (Ogun and Lagos states) agency 
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study consisting of officers in land - and town planning as far back as 1980s. Thirdly, this area is part of the area 

designated as ‘development pressure area (DPA)’ in the Regional Development Plan of Ogun State. The area 

displays ample physical features of a peri-urban area. The broad land use at the time of field survey was 

typically rural, but with strong urban influences already imminent.  

The following stakeholders were established:  

• Federal, state and local government bodies and their agencies 

• Private sector investors (foreign, local investors and institutional)  

• Land owning families and local peoples  

The Federal Government had promulgated the Land Use Act of 1978 as the major land policy governing land 

alienation to ensure social justice in the distribution of land, to check the incidence of land speculation, and to 

ensure even social development from government’s ability to acquire land in all parts of the nation for 

developmental purposes. The Land Use Act vested the control and management of urban lands in the hands of 

the state government with further powers to designate as urban any land as it deems fit. The local 

governments had to manage and control all lands not declared urban and are legally allowed to grant a 

customary right of occupancy for possessory rights in these areas. Inevitably, this includes rural lands and peri-

urban areas that have not been statutorily declared ‘urban’.  

However, this power to manage and control land appears to be undermined by the power given to state 

governments to ‘issue a statutory right of occupancy to any person for all purposes whether or not in urban 

areas’. The Land Use Act also allows the state to revoke any right of occupancy, even those granted by the local 

government. The reality of land alienation in peri-urban areas in particular and in the country in general 

presents an interesting divergence between the legal rights of ownership legally vested in the state 

government and the power of possession still enjoyed by the former owners of land. 

The private sector players in the case-study area can be categorized into three: 

1. Local investors willing to establish real estate developments for local purchase to accommodate ‘spill-

over’ population from near-by Lagos.  

2. Foreign ‘investors’, who have been convinced by the machinery of government to invest in various 

sectors of the economy of the state. 

3. Institutional investors made up of  

• Corporate co-operative societies requiring land for staff residential estates, 

• Religious bodies requiring vast areas of land for centralized worship activities 

• Private tertiary institutions that are required by law to obtain a large area of land extending 

up to 100 hectares for universities and 50 hectares for polytechnics before approval can be 

granted. 

 

The common but distinctive feature of private sector investors is their ability to access through their influential 

network large parcels of land which are susceptible to be held for speculative purposes. These are the people 
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who would constitute the land grabbers (even though courted) in these peri-urban areas. The process of land 

alienation has several consequences: 

Distorted agricultural practice: Citizens protested that their normal shift cultivation pattern of farming is 

distorted by allocation practices, as their landholdings are reduced.   

Speculative land grabbing activities: This negative outcome is dominant in the case-study area, generating what 

has been observed by DAC (1999) as “a patchwork of different developments, including many high density 

residential settlements interspersed with vacant land which are held for speculative purposes”. 

Worsened remoteness: As more and more land is acquired by private sector investors, rural settlements are 

pushed further back into the surrounding forest regions. 

Retaliatory use of land: This is an interesting phenomenon that surfaced during the interviews. The people felt 

disadvantaged by the incessant allocation of their land and have resorted to anti-social behavior directed at 

securing a livelihood. This includes illegal sand quarrying on vacant sites, illegal tree felling for sale, lack of 

cooperation with land allotters and exhortation of land-purchasers.  

Low quality residential developments: Lower house rents, land prices and relative accessibility to the urban 

working places, coupled with lack of systematic development control have ensured that the residential 

communities in these settlements are at the lower end of the housing market. 

Loss of wealth: This has led to subsequent sense of loss of wealth and pride. In rural communities, the size of 

family land holding is often a reflection of the social standing of the family, and loss of land has generated a 

sense of impoverishment for the land owning families 

Loss of environmentally protected areas: This is imminent, lacking a carefully implemented framework for 

conserving vulnerable areas 

The underutilization of land resources as an avenue for distributing wealth: Land access is crucial to generate 

wealth. Land has to be properly titled and legally secured. 

Low quality of the environment:  Government agencies are reluctant to bring in infrastructural projects to 

settlements deemed illegal. 

As a result of the increased demand for land the value of land has risen, but it is not certain whether this 

significantly benefits the owners of the land. Kadiri points to some aspects that need to be addressed to 

improve the situation of the people living in peri-urban areas: 

• Focus on land as a revenue source:  land should be seen as the main source of wealth and economic 

returns.  

• Coordinated allocation: State agencies involved in the allocation and regulation of land uses in the 

peri-urban areas need to be streamlined to ensure that land is allocated judiciously within a 

designated land use plan. 

• Proactive planning: It must be clear that peri-urban areas evolve, and so should be proactively planned 

for.  

• Regional outlook: As peri-urban areas are mainly transition zones, a planning and management 

practice that is done in isolation of its surrounding urban and rural areas would be deficient. 



11 

 Liberalization of land markets and new processes of land grabbing, 7 July, Utrecht 

 

 

• Local community partnerships: As long as land is still regarded as a family holding, and as long as 

people are still relying on it for agricultural pursuits and its returns, there is a need to ensure that local 

people are sufficiently empowered to participate in allocation, planning and management of these 

lands.  

• Managing public-private partners: Private sector partners have high expectations about land 

acquisition as ownership of land is an additional booster of their assets. 

• Role of local governments: They should be empowered to play their roles as envisaged in the Land Use 

Act, so they can proactively put rural areas to use or to conservation.  

 

Special Economic Zones as new forms of corporate land grab: Experiences from Andhra Pradesh, India 

Ramachandraiah Chigurupati (Center for Economic and Social Studies, Hyderabad, India) 

In his presentation Ramachandraiah focuses on Special Economic Zones (SEZ’s) in Andhra Pradesh. The Andhra 

Pradesh High Court, while dealing with a Public Interest Litigation against forcible takeover of farmers’ lands 

recently, concluded that:  

“In the recent past a dangerous phenomenon has developed where under vast extents of lands over which 

agriculture is being carried out are suddenly earmarked for other purposes. (…) though thousands of acres 

were acquired for industrial parks or SEZ’s and the first casualty was agriculture, hardly any industry worth its 

name has come into existence.” 

The Indian economic course since 1991 is dictated by a neoliberal paradigm, characterized by: 

• High economic growth rates 

• Increased role of corporate sector and attraction of foreign investments  

• Attempts to provide “world class infrastructure” 

• Corporate takeover of public and private assets 

• Concentrated investment in exclusive zones (IT parks, industrial parks, industrial corridors and SEZ’s) 

• Concessions from governments 

• High corporate profits 

• Rising inequalities 

The corporate industry in India demands concessions from the government, which result in the dispossession 

and displacement of people from their land and land speculation. Debt and credit are used as instruments for 

seizing resources and land.  

In May 2005 the Indian parliament passed the law on Special Economic Zones (SEZ Act 2005) with hardly any 

debate. Officially, SEZ’s are called:  

“(…) an engine for economic growth supported by quality infrastructure complemented by an attractive fiscal 

package, both at the Centre and the State level, with the minimum possible regulations.”  

The SEZ Act and the Rules provide for drastic simplification of procedures. Next to this, companies within SEZ’s 

are offered incentives and facilities. Among others: 

• Duty free import of goods for development, operation and maintenance of SEZ units  
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• 100% Income Tax exemption on export income for the first 5 years, 50% for the following 5 years 

• Exemption from minimum alternate tax 

• External commercial borrowings up to 500 million US dollars a year without any maturity restriction 

• Exemption from Central Sales Tax and Service Tax 

• Exemption from State Sales Tax and other levies  

In SEZ’s existing Indian laws do not apply. The SEZ is “a specifically delineated duty free enclave and shall be 

deemed to be foreign territory for the purposes of trade operations and duties and tariffs.” The power over all 

three arms of the state are centralized in the hands of the Development Commissioner or the developing 

company. Several labor laws pertaining to working hours and minimum wages do not apply.  

The speed by which SEZ’s are approved is astonishing. Since the Act came to force in 2006, 552 SEZ’s are 

approved and 274 of these are notified. More than half of the notified SEZ’s are situated in three states only, 

Andhra Pradesh, Maharashtra and Tamil Nadu. The last two are industrially developed states, Andhra Pradesh 

isn’t.  

the effect of forced acquisition of lands on the habitats of farmers and the question how to provide for jobs in 

SEZ’s for these landless farmers, are not addressed in the official policy debates.  

Most SEZ’s are on the outskirts of big cities or along the coast. In Andhra Pradesh half of the approved SEZ’s 

(70) are situated at the outskirts of Hyderabad. In Maharashtra 98% of the SEZ’s is within 100 kilometers of the 

five big cities. Of the 49 SEZs notified in Tamil Nadu, 40 are located in the Chennai metropolitan area within 75 

km from Chennai city. Permitted activities in SEZ’s are restaurants, housing and apartments, club houses, 

gymnasiums, shopping arcades and retail space, schools, business centers and swimming pools. With the SEZ’s 

lands that were given to the poor in the past are taken away again. In Andhra Pradesh, between 1969 and 2002 

about 1.71 million hectares of state land were given to 2.9 million landless households belonging to socially 

weaker and oppressed classes. These lands are known as assigned lands and are now taken back by the 

government in the name of public interest. The lands are handed over to projects like SEZ’s, industrial parks, 

Coastal Industrial Corridor or Petroleum, Chemical and Petrochemical Investment Region (PCPIR). The PCPIR 

was assigned 60.704 hectares, dispossessing and displacing several hundred thousand people in 110 villages. 

Coastal Industrial Corridor will take away 1.4 million hectares, thereby affecting the lives of about 20 million 

people in ecologically fragile coastal regions. These projects illustrate the large scale of land grabbing in India.  

Ramachandraiah i points to the changing paradigm on land acquisition. After independence land was acquired 

by the state mostly for development projects. Such land was state property, hence public property. This line of 

policy changed with the SEZ Act 2005. Since 2005 land is acquired in the name of public purpose and then its 

ownership is transferred to private developers. In fact this process of corporate land grap began during 

economic liberalization period with the allocation of lands to the information technology (IT) firms, 

privatization of infrastructure projects, promotion of public private partnerships etc. and culminated in the SEZ 

Act. Resistance to this policy is growing and the government increasingly resorts to the use of coercive 

machinery on the protesters.  

Officially the government is pro-poor and committed to social justice, but with the SEZ Act 2005 this policy is 

put in reverse gear, facilitating corporate land grab. The combination of upper caste-led political leadership, its 

strong nexus with the corporate sector and the aid of global capital has led to dispossession of rural people, 

ruthlessly using the state’s coercive machinery in the name of promoting economic growth.  
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Land acquisition policy and civil society discourses: a critical study of Special Economic Zones (SEZ) politics in 

Tamil Nadu, India Srinivasan Ramasamy (University of Madras, Chennai, India) 

At the University of Madras a team of social scientists is now examining the implications of SEZ for regional 

development through an ongoing analysis of stakeholders and situations. At the initial stage of the project, the 

focus is on how the debate on SEZ is structured and framed by multiple stakeholders. The main research 

concern is to map the stakeholders’ perceptions and discursive practices employed by key actors. In his 

presentation Ramasamy focuses on land related concerns of civil society groups.  

Civil society groups argue against SEZ, saying that SEZ results in a loss of agricultural land, diversion of land 

from welfare schemes, violations of rules and regulations and a great impact on landless people who formally 

made use of communal lands.  

The SEZ Act 2005 has some ambiguities and is silent on the procedures for land acquisition. Within the SEZ local 

governments play only a marginal role. On this point the act was amended, giving more authority to local 

government bodies. Other criticism pointed to the danger that SEZ would eventually evolve into gated 

communities with far reaching political ramifications. Also, the single window system could lead to 

centralization and undemocratic bureaucratic control over local development issues. And finally, grievances 

related to the SEZ Act can only be filed with courts designated by the state, including trials related to civil and 

other matters of SEZs. Effectively this means that no quick stay orders on land acquisition can be acquired.  

• Big questions concerning the SEZs are: 

• Are people willingly giving away their land? 

• What compensation mechanisms exist for land owners as well as landless laborers? 

• What is the process of land acquisition in the state? 

• What role does the government play in acquiring land for private companies and is this role 

transparent? 

• What compensation mechanisms exist for landless laborers who might still be dependent on the land? 

• What checks and balances are available for avoiding “land grabbing”?  

Based on these issues, the discourse of civil society groups attempts a radical critique of capitalism and the 

general process of globalization. SEZ is seen as another instrument of exploitation and represents the darker 

side of free market driven, neoliberal globalization. Specific micro-implementation issues were appropriated to 

direct public opinion towards an anti-globalization stance.  

The discourse on the SEZ Act represented a clear polarization of the issue, not just through misrepresentation 

of facts, but through distortion of the problem’s proportion. The potential of SEZ to act as an engine of growth 

or an instrument for exploitation has been grossly exaggerated. Questions about the micro-implementation of 

the SEZ policy were appropriated to represent a larger anti-development and anti-globalization stance, echoing 

a paradigm of rejecting all forms of development as elusive and inherently exploitative. Amendment of the 

initial SEZ Act was no possibility to be discussed.  

Ramasamy points to the risk of ignoring local regional variations. In the debate on SEZ the implications of the 

act are considered to be similar for every region, but there are important regional differences. Next to this, 

there’s the risk of ignoring history. In some regions and cities Special Economic Zones organically emerged. 

There are many examples of townships emerging around clusters of industrial and business activities, without 

interference of the government. Civil society groups most often do not take into consideration this historic 

context.   
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The main argument against SEZ is the resulting loss of fertile cultural land, yet Ramasamy asserts that mainly 

other factors lead to this loss: 

• A depleting water table, due to climatic changes, uneven rainfall and loss of water catchment areas 

• The ever-rising use of fertilizers and pesticides 

• Lack of agricultural labor force in villages 

• Fragmentation of land following the slow break up of joint family systems 

 

The question is to what extend the agricultural sector and the SEZ can grow simultaneously. To answer this 

question the impact of reality, educational and religious factors should be taken into account. Ramasamy 

concludes that the existing SEZ policy requires amendments, but this should not lead to abolishing the principle 

of SEZ. As a generic concept ‘special zones’ have deeply rooted historic and indigenous origins and were 

supported by local communities. Development planning and deployment need to be seen as a learning process, 

gradually leading to improvement. To address some the justified concerns of civil society groups, alternative 

models (Green Zones, special agricultural zones) and the possibilities for public-private partnerships should be 

examined.  

 

People of Tamil Nadu have demanded better infrastructure and for many farmers status quo is not acceptable. 

At the heart of justice lies the question of fairness and a fair distribution of economic benefits is a condition for 

the legitimacy of SEZ. Civil society organizations can contribute to the ongoing debate proactively by creating 

conditions for debate and ensuring that the stakeholders get a fair deal in the process.  

 

Questions and discussion 

Q. for Srinivasan Ramasamy: This presentation makes clear the complexities of land grabbing processes, yet 

some empirical evidence is missing. Could you give examples of large scale land grabbing in Indian history, as 

you called it deeply rooted in Indian history. What’s your opinion on the participation of common people in 

processes of land grabbing? 

A. Lots of cities already had their special economic zones before SEZ as such was introduced. Most often, 

farmers are not in the position to start industries, so the demand for development should be answered in 

another way.   

Remark to Srinivasan Ramasamy: Latin America has experimented with special economic zones, where 

developers where exempted from paying taxes. The zones proofed to be too big: much land wasn’t developed, 

while the people who were pushed out, couldn’t make use of it. In the case of India there doesn’t seem to be 

an underlying development which justifies the introduction of SEZ.  

Remark to Srinivasan Ramasamy: SEZ doesn’t live up to expectations regarding the provision of new jobs. Only 

men between 25 and 35 years are hired and these laborers don’t have any job security.  
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Governing land in rural settings 1 

Foreign firms and tree crops in Lao PDR and Indonesia Paul Burgers (IDS Utrecht) and Jimmy Tanaya 

(Sustainable Consumption Institute, Manchester) 

 

Burgers and Tanaya both focus on corporate social responsibility (CSR) and transnational business. The notion 

of CSR has been developed since the 1950s. There is no common definition of CSR, but there are common 

aspects: economic performances for local development, social and environmental issues. In his presentation 

Burgers focuses on shifting cultivation in Laos. Government policy in Laos since the early 1990’s towards 

shifting cultivation is to stimulate the rehabilitation and productive investments on ‘degraded shifting 

cultivation areas’, including fallow lands. Yet, since the 90s the area of degraded land has increased. In the 90s 

there was a big EU-project to build roads. Roads were supposed to lift people out of poverty, as they would 

enable them to access markets. Next to this, the government of Laos started to promote a number of economic 

corridors by improving infrastructure,. Now there is an East-West road, connecting Thailand with Vietnam, 

funded through the Asian Development Bank. As an alternative for so-called degraded shifting cultivation areas 

and to reduce poverty, the government promotes tree plantations, anticipating an increased demand for 

woods, especially from China.  

In his research Burgers looked at two different plantation companies, the Swedish Stora Enso (35000ha) and 

the Indian Birla Lao (50000ha). Both received the land from the government. The local communities were 

informed a plantation would be started on their lands. Stora Enso did involve the communities: during and 

after the process of plantation, villagers were consulted. Village boundaries were demarcated and places that 

farmers didn’t use were identified. On those places the plantation was started. Bush clearance was done by the 

villagers. Between every row of trees a space of 9 meters was held free, on which the farmers can grow their 

own crops. After four years they are allowed to graze cattle on the land between the rows of trees.   

Birla Lao didn’t involve the communities extensively. Birla Lao told the villagers they were about to start the 

plantation and shortly after started planting the trees. Consultation took place only during the planting process, 

when village boundaries and plantation areas were demarcated, irrespective of whether the land was being 

used by local communities.  

Research among the communities points to a number of effects. All communities lost their access to NTFP 

resources and 90% of the respondents lost their fallow lands (the main area for collecting NTFPs). Only 20% of 

the people in the village have the opportunity to work on the plantation, for on average four days per month.  

Each person earns on average 4 US (SE 8 US) dollars a month. 90% of the respondents experienced a decrease 

in income and concluded that the village lost more than they gained from the plantation.  

While communities lost their NTFP resources, ironically these resources have become increasingly important in 

the last decade. As a result of the new road, many Thai tourists come to Laos and they are particularly fond of 

NTFP products.   

Another development, which is still in the process of monitoring, is that local rich people fence of fallow lands, 

rich in rattan, thereby further denying villagers access to these lands.  

Oil palm plantations in Indonesia 

Indonesia has the ambition to become the largest palm oil producing country and overtook Malaysia as the 

largest producing country in 2006, with 86% of total palm oil production in the world. In Indonesia all land is 
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owned by the government and companies are given concessions to start plantations. This leads to conflicts: 

high conservation value (HCV) areas are sacrificed and concessions do not take into account the customary 

right on land of local communities.  As a result plantations were burned by indigenous people. Companies 

responded by calling in the police, in that way extending the conflict to the long future.  

Between 1985 and 1997 60% of Indonesia’s forests were cleared, mainly for oil palm plantations. Clearance is 

done by burning down forests and as a result Indonesia is the third largest producer of greenhouse gasses, 

after the United States and China.    

In his research Tanaya focused on the region Riau. In 1982 78% of the region was covered by forest, in 2005 

33%. Problems resulting from palm oil plantations are a loss of biodiversity, emission of greenhouse gasses, 

deforestation and land conflicts. Corporate social responsibility doesn’t function: instead of offering real 

solutions and making communities actually benefit from plantations, companies give scholarships, make 

religious donations or invest in community development on a small scale, thereby trying to improve their 

image. The Indonesian government keeps promoting the palm oil plantations by giving new concessions and 

doesn’t take action to prevent the negative consequences.  

Living on other people’s property: land rights of farm dwellers on wildlife ranches in South Africa (Marja 

Spierenburg and Harry Wels (VU, Amsterdam)) 

A growing trend among mainly white farmers in South Africa is to convert from conventional farming to game 

ranching. This trend needs to be understood in terms of ongoing processes of rural transformation in South 

Africa. Marja Spierenburg presents the preliminary findings of a research program on the effects of game 

ranching on farm dwellers (former laborers and/or rent paying tenants) funded by NWO-WOTRO and SANPAD. 

The conversion to game ranching is often presented by game farmers and policymakers as a win-win situation, 

benefiting nature conservation and creating new jobs. Critics of game ranching see it as a shift from a 

productive to a post-productive countryside where the land is only used for leisure. In some cases this is true, 

yet in many cases game ranchers have to make a living by producing wildlife.  

In the early days of colonization there was plenty of land in South Africa, but a lot of labor shortage. Many local 

farmers decided to produce for the new settlers, rather than work for them. Consecutive governments tried 

(through a system of taxation and land alienation) to create landless people who could work for the settlers. In 

South Africa a group of people managed to resist these attempts. These were labor and rent paying tenants. 

Farmers on whose lands they lived decided it was easier to work with these people and allowed them to stay, 

in return for occasional labor by some members of the family. This tenant system became illegal under 

apartheid, and farmers had a choice to give their tenants a full time contract or evict them. Between 1960 and 

1970 there were massive evictions (estimated 1.4 million labor tenants and ‘squatters’). But in many parts of 

South Africa the tenant system was continued. In the 1970s there were more landless laborers but due to 

mechanization labor unfortunately many became redundant.  

After the democratic transition of 1994 another restructuring of the agricultural sector took place. Post 

apartheid government stopped subsidizing farmers. This was part of a policy to redress imbalances from the 

past, but also characteristic of the neo-liberal course of deregulation.  As a result a lot of white farmers went 

out of business, further reducing job opportunities and the possibilities for labor tenants to stay on the land. 

Next to this labor legislation was introduced to improve the position of farm workers and former tenants. A 

number of studies have shown this has led to ‘casualisation of labor’:  fewer laborers stay on farms and labor is 

contracted out. Though the former relations were very paternalistic, they did provide laborers with housing 
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and the opportunity to graze their cattle. The government tried to protect the land rights of farm dwellers and 

adopted an additional act, the Extension of Security of Tenure Act (ESTA).  

For many white farmers, game ranching is a way to stay on land when agriculture is no longer profitable. One 

of the respondents said he wanted ‘to maintain the colonial lifestyle’. But though these farmers can stay on 

their land, in fact many game farmers are no longer the owners. To start a game farm big investments are 

needed and the role of outside investors increases. This poses a problem for land reform. The government is 

very reluctant to take land that is owned by foreign investors and some provinces called for a moratorium on 

land reform. Another consequence of game ranching is that it drives up land prices, making it more expensive 

for the government to buy land for land form.  

Game ranchers and policymakers claim a growth of job opportunities, but to be profitable a game farm needs 

quite extensive tracts of land. Neighboring farms are bought out to increase the scale. When asked what 

happened to the laborers of these farms, game ranchers often tell that they left with the former owners. 

Taking into account these laborers, there appears to be a loss of jobs.  

There are different types of game ranching. On hunting farms you need trackers, slaughterers and people who 

prepare the hunting trophies. These are jobs most laborers that used to work on the conventional farm can do 

after some training. But there are also farmers that focus on the up market ecotourism. This requires skills like 

interacting with tourists and speaking English. There may be more jobs, but not necessarily for the people who 

used to work on the farm.  

Game farmers often point to the increase in jobs for supporting industries like taxidermy, garages and arts and 

crafts. Sheep farmers on the other hand claim that services and industries related to conventional farming are 

disappearing. Research on this aspect is on-going.  

The production of ‘wilderness’ on game farms requires changes in spatial organization, as allegedly tourists 

want to see nature, not people. Formerly farm dwellers were scattered over the land of the farm, but with 

game farming they are moved to or over the edge of farm lands. Internal fences are taken down, outside 

fences are fortified, restricting movement and access to natural resources on the farm (like water for cattle) 

and services such as schools and clinics. ESTA is to protect the rights of farm dwellers, yet the act is not widely 

known. There are organizations working to promote knowledge, but it is often difficult to reach farm dwellers. 

Farm dwellers can claim land, but there can be a counterclaim from a group that has been evicted from the 

same land earlier.  

Farmers have different strategies to get rid of farm dwellers. With a buy out of neighboring farms they 

sometimes require the former owners to take their laborers with them. Others allow them to stay, but don’t 

offer them work and wait till farm dwellers leave on their own initiative. And sometimes farmers just hope ‘the 

big five’ will chase them away. There are also farmers that do take into account the plight of farm dwellers and 

offer them alternative accommodation on the edge of their farm or on other properties. Other times farmers 

sell land to the government which is then bought by farm dwellers through land reform programs.  

The future of game farming is uncertain. There’s a new government elected that presents itself as pro-poor. 

Nature conservation is now part of the Ministry of Water and Environmental Affairs and there’s a new Ministry 

of Rural Development and Land Reform. But at the same time foreign investors were told that nothing will 

change. There has been a spate of negative publications about land reform and alleged related loss of 

productivity when valuable white owned land is transferred to black farmers (‘we don’t want another 

Zimbabwe’).  
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Examples from Africa and pro-poor land tools Jaap Zevenbergen and Chris Paresi (ITC, Enschede) 

In the first session this day it was mentioned that people lost their land because it was undocumented. Land 

administration can be defined as ‘a process of recording and disseminating information about rights, value and 

use of land and its associated resources’. Such processes include the determination of rights and other 

attributes of land, the survey and description of these and their detailed documentation. 

A ‘normal’ setup consists of land registration, parcel maps and cadastre. To maintain this setup highly trained 

professionals (lawyers, land surveyors, real estate economists) and public and private institutions like land 

registry, cadastre agency and notaries, are needed. This process of land administration tends to be complex, 

expensive and time consuming and is often covering only part of the country and serving only a part of the 

society.  

Land administration in theory brings increased security to land right holders and increased access to credit. In 

practice, though, land administration tends to benefit only the elite, creating bureaucracy and open doors for 

corruption. Land administration as a process is often used as an instrument to push people with informal or 

customary land rights from the land, giving formal rights to the elite.  

A key issue in land administration is transparency. It is the entry point to deal with land governance. Africa has 

a large demand for skills in land administration and as part of a capacity building exercise in Africa, UN-

HABITAT, ITC and regional partners (KNUST, PoN, ARU, ENDA) developed training on transparency in land 

administration. The kick off meeting took place in Nairobi in 2007 and at this occasion the general materials 

were developed and the target group was defined (upstream change agents). This resulted in a three-day 

curriculum with localized case studies and action planning for the involved regions.  

ITC worked with UN-HABITAT on the development of a pro-poor land tool, the Social Tenure Domain Model 

(STDM). Although the model is related to the traditional cadastral model with the elements person, right and 

parcel, the used terms and the ways they can be related are much more widened. This broadens the scope of 

land administration. It offers a framework that allows the integration of formal, informal and customary land 

systems, with incorporation of administrative and spatial components. The STDM can facilitate the recording of 

all forms of land rights, all types of rights holders and all kinds of land and property objects or spatial unit, 

regardless the level of formality. The holder of a right can be a natural person, but also a group of people or a 

municipality. The right can be ownership, possession, occupation. When there are conflicts about rights (in the 

case of overlap or uncontrolled privatization) the STDM can administrate these conflicts. The STDM can also 

facilitate the assignment of credit, based on land rights. Spatial units can be described as a parcel or a building, 

but sometimes a point or a line is more appropriate. With the help of maps or satellite pictures and the 

participation of local communities, the model can be filled with the necessary data.  

The model is now prepared for implementation. A prototype for the software is being designed and tested. UN-

HABITAT and ICT will test the model in august 2009 in rural Ethiopia. Next step will be the institutional en 

contextual embedding of the model.  

Questions and discussion 

Q. for Jimmy Tanaya: Recently a company went to constitutional court in Indonesia asking to reject the article 

concerning corporate social responsibility in the Indonesian investment policy. While using CSR to promote the 

image of a company in the outside world, this step clearly indicates some companies are in the end unwilling to 

take CSR serious. 
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Q. for Jimmy Tanaya: Apart from CSR, the alignment to the policies of a country is an important factor. 

Companies are liable to abuse regulations when a proper system of checks and balances is lacking. What 

measures could be taken to improve this situation and make CSR work? 

A. Jimmy Tanaya concludes that companies had the opportunity to self regulate, yet that they didn’t live up to 

expectations. A serious drawback of the existing standard guidelines for CSR is that when a company does 

apply to the global norms for CSR, it will lose the competition with other companies. The guidelines for CSR and 

the process for assessing companies need to be reviewed.  

Q, for Marja Spierenburg: Marja Spierenburg showed the possibilities of a post-productive countryside, which 

could be good for some farmers, biodiversity and tourism. On the other hand, there’s a problem with food 

security, in South Africa, as well as others African countries. What’s Marja Spierenburg’s opinion on game 

ranching and the effects on South Africa as a whole, in respect to the issue of food security? 

A.: Marja Spierenburg points to the debates in South Africa about the consequences of game ranching for food 

security. In the debate about land reform emphasis is placed on the fact that South Africa in 2008 for the first 

time had to import food. In that perspective, some debaters argue that game farming is not defendable.  

Q. for Marja Spierenburg: On what scale is game ranching practiced in South Africa? And what makes it 

profitable? 

A. In South Africa there are three provinces where the conversion of conventional farms to game farms is quite 

high. In Eastern Cape 99% of the farmers do something with game farming. 10% of the farmers in Eastern Cape 

focus exclusively on game ranching. Also in Limpopo, at the edge of Kruger National Park and in Kwazulu-Natal 

many farmers converted to game farming. Game farming is therefore a substantial development. There’s a 

market for game farming. Through contact with accountants it recently became clear that most game farmers, 

who presented themselves as the owners, are not the owners. Game farming demands a lot of investments 

and a good cash flow. The work is very labor intensive and because of this, game farming isn’t very profitable. 

More important is the fact that game farming raises the value of land. That’s the reason investors are attracted.  

Q. for Marja Spierenburg: With game ranching, there seem to be good perspectives for joint ventures between 

local communities and private investors.  

A. We look at the possibilities for joint ventures in the context of land reform in the province of Limpopo. Most 

of the joint ventures there focus on citrus (and macadamia).  Yet one of the main partners in these joint 

ventures with communities that received land through land reform went bankrupt. There have been a few 

attempts in Limpopo to create joint ventures between communities and game farmers, also in the context of 

land reform. None of these projects was actually realized.  

Q. for Marja Spierenburg: Knowing the volatility in tourism, it is dangerous to start a farm exclusively based on 

tourism.  

A. Tourism is indeed a volatile sector, yet the market for hunting safaris seems to be more stable, though the 

effects of the economic crisis might have some influence.  In South Africa there have been large debates 

between the Department of Agriculture and the Department of Environmental Affairs about who should 

control game ranching. Farmers themselves are divided on the issue.  

Q. for Jaap Zevenbergen: How will the tool be implemented? Especially the institutional aspect of land 

administration poses a difficult question. Every country has some kind of land administration, which has to be 

replaced with the new model. How can this transition be made? 
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A. Most important about the STDM is that it is capable of handling any type of land and rights to land, including 

formal rights. One of the ways to get it implemented is to make it possible to integrate the existing system 

without changes. The STDM needs to be adapted to the local circumstances, but the basis framework offers 

this possibility. The STDM is first of all about information and doesn’t guarantee that the system of land 

administration as a whole will function properly.  

Q. for Jaap Zevenbergen: It’s a pity Joseph Ole Simel wasn’t able to present today. He could have provided 

hundreds of names of people whose land was grabbed in an area south of Nairobi. How could the STDM help 

to prevent the negative effects of land administration? In what sense is it a pro-poor tool? 

A. Jaap Zevenbergen agrees that land grabbing is happening. The main issue is to make this model work better. 

The STDM has to prove its worth in daily practice. It can increase transparency and it has some build-in 

safeguards, but it doesn’t guarantee land grabbing will no longer occur. Not acting at all will not bring solutions.  

Q. for Jaap Zevenbergen: How do the involved governments respond to this initiative for land administration? 

And to what extent are they willing to share the costs for keeping up a system of land administration? How can 

microcredit be integrated in this model?  

A. Many governments have various activities on land administration. In most cases there’s no all inclusive 

system. This system will be cheaper, but Zevenbergen doubts it will be affordable for every country without 

subsidizing. This depends on available staff. Countries could implement a simplified model, but this should not 

lead to new ways of land grabbing.  

Q. for Jimmy Tanaya: Can the ambitions of Indonesia for the use of renewable energy be realized? If not, what 

are the forces preventing this? 

A. Jimmy Tanaya points to the ongoing process of giving out concessions. There are two big forces around 

these plantations. First of all, there are the companies and the investors, especially foreign. Then there is the 

Indonesian government. In 2006 the parliament voted for new energy directives. One of the directives is that in 

2050 60% of the energy should come from renewable energy. On the other hand, there’s a law that passed in 

2007, regulating the use of forests. A number of organizations have strongly criticized this law, because it 

opens up the possibility for companies to grab even national parks for mining. This law shows the government 

is only concerned about economic interests.  
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Governing land in rural settings 2 

Residential tourism in coastal areas of Costa Rica and Nicaragua: some consequences for local development 

Femke van Noorloos (IDS Utrecht) 

 

Van Noorloos presents her PhD research on residential tourism, changing land pressures and their 

consequences for local development in Latin America. The presentation specifically focuses on the land related 

consequences of residential tourism in Central America, with aspects like access to land, land conflicts, 

displacement and consequences for land policy.  

Residential tourism is now surging in Central America and other parts of the world. In Spain residential tourism 

has a long history, but the effects in developing countries can expected to be different and for this reason the 

topic is urgent. Residential tourism is about mainly external actors buying second residences, homes, land in 

other countries to use these as tourism base, temporarily or permanently. It is closely related to normal 

tourism, but because of its focus on urbanization and real estate the effects on land can be expected to be 

quite different.  

In coastal areas this change to residential tourism has great impact, coming on top of an already complicated 

land situation, as is the case in Nicaragua. Van Noorloos has done six months of field research at the 

northwestern coast of Costa Rica and the southwestern coast of Nicaragua (Rivas department). Research 

methods were semi-structured and open interviews with local people, policy makers, key informants and 

tourism business owners, secondary sources like public documents and media sources and finally participant 

observation.  

In the 1960s, before foreign tourism arrived in Costa Rica, there was national tourism, with already much 

private landownership. The northwestern coast was sparsely populated. There was some agricultural reform 

land and some communal land. In the 1977 a coastal law was adopted, regulating the use of the first 200 

meters of the coast. In the 1980s international tourism slowly started, mainly to specific beaches. The transfer 

of land from local owners to foreigners took a start. In the 1990s larger-scale tourism developed and the 

transferring of land continued, also on less well known beaches, in many cases for speculative reasons. In 2002 

the real estate and construction boom really started. Residential tourism surged, but also large-scale normal 

tourism for international hotel chains. The transferring of land continued, but now mainly among investors and 

developers and between investors and tourists.  

Nicaragua has a turbulent history and during the Somoza dictatorship in the 1960s and 1970s landownership 

was skewed. Tourism was mainly national. The Sandinista era and the civil war initiated large scale land 

reforms. In 1990s, after the peace agreements, the counter-agrarian reform was started and many properties 

were returned to their former owners. Land was liberalized. In the Rivas department much of the land was 

privatized again, agricultural reform land was sold.  Only few communal lands were left. International tourism 

started in the 1990s. Much state land and former agricultural reform land was sold to local and international 

tourism investors. In 2000 residential tourism came on top of this very small tourism base and a real estate 

market emerged.  

In both countries there has been land transfer from local owners to national and international elite, starting in 

the 1980s and 1990s, preceding the actual development of tourism. As a result quality tourism land has 
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become increasingly scarce and heavily contested. This had led to many land conflicts, especially in Nicaragua 

where subsequent policy reforms resulted in a very complicated land situation.  

In Costa Rica the first 50 meters of the beach are public. The next 150 meters are owned by the state but these 

can be leased. Foreign ownership is restricted by law, yet the law is not strictly applied. Sometimes the first 50 

meters are actually privatized, in other cases foreign ownership is admitted and in many cases the lease period 

of 1 year is not applied. Still, public access to beaches is much more guaranteed than in Nicaragua.  

In Nicaragua the coastal land policy is contradictory and most of the beaches are in fact privatized. A new 

coastal law is prepared. The law is a politically sensitive topic: land owners are afraid their properties will be 

taken away from them, so political agreement will probably take a long time.  

The policy of land title regularization has become popular in many Latin American countries. In Costa Rica the 

EU and Inter-American Development Bank run a program for land regularization. This has effects on the coast, 

but the results are not clear yet. Nicaragua has the same kind of programs, but not in the Rivas department.  

The conservation policy has a lot of effects on the land. In Costa Rica many national parks have been bought by 

the government. The policy has now changed to a more community based type of conservation. Still, local 

communities, and sometimes investors, are sometimes affected by land alienation and regulations, leading to 

land conflicts.  

Other policies that are of great importance for tourism and land changes are the policy on tourism and 

attraction of FDI, especially in Costa Rica. Both countries have tourism incentives, which mostly benefit the 

large scale tourism enterprises. Investments in infrastructure and international airports are mostly carried out 

in Costa Rica. Both governments actively try to attract investments by international hotel chains. All these 

developments take place in a context of weak regulation, planning and control. 

Regarding the reasons for selling land, literature makes a distinction between voluntary, distress and forced 

sales. Land sale is often interrelated with general societal change of agrarian or fishery economy to a service 

economy based on tourism. Although not many forced evictions are seen, land conflicts and violence are 

important factors, especially in Nicaragua. Often powerful actors take advantage of precarious situations and 

the lack of knowledge by the local people. Coastal land is not considered useful for agriculture and in many 

cases land is initially sold at low rates, meaning a loss of opportunities for local people to start in the tourism 

economy themselves. Yet, there are examples of local people who sold part of their land and invested the 

money in tourism business.  

The question arises to what extent people actually have been displaced from their lands due to land 

speculation and tourism development. Large scale displacement has not taken place, because traditionally the 

coastal areas are sparsely populated. Still, access to land and resources have been much restricted in some 

cases. Especially in Nicaragua the exclusionist space use of residential tourism projects has limited the access of 

local people to beaches, roads and traditional resources.  

Because of the soaring land prices it has become impossible to buy land for local people in many tourist areas. 

Local people moved from the tourist centre to other towns in the vicinity or regional towns in their province. 

There has not been a large scale migration to the large cities.  

Regarding future land policy and land rights, institutional strengthening on local and national level is needed: 

territorial spatial planning and environmental control. The policy for regularizing property rights should be 

continued and be made more transparent in the tourism sector. Titles to land rights should be formalized, in 
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order for local people to have a secure position. This should take place in a participatory way, taking into 

account existing local conflicts. Broader solutions are needed. The countries should reflect on the type of 

tourism they want to attract and the concessions they are willing to make to attract investments. Residential 

tourism and land speculation do not bring many positive effects. There should be negotiations with private 

investors to improve the condition of local people.  

 

Changing land rights in China and Ethiopia, liberalization of land markets 

Meine Pieter van Dijk (UNESCO-IHE, Delft) 

Meine Pieter van Dijk considers it possible to compare the situation of land management in China and Ethiopia. 

In both countries, the central Government owns all land, informal land markets are developing, some private 

land rights have been established, and people have been convicted for misuse of ‘informally’ obtained land. 

Of course there are differences. China has started a land reform process, where Ethiopia has not; China is larger 

and more developed; the governances have different structures, and the main focus is different. Where China’s 

concern is rural land and urban periphery, Ethiopia’s concern is urban land and urban periphery. 

The ambition of the research was to show that even within a system of government owned land, reforms are 

possible to move to a better functioning land market. People would be stimulated to invest in agriculture, 

housing and enterprises. 

Important factors concerning land management include the questions about the ownership of the land, and 

about the monitoring of the system. 

In both China and Ethiopia informal land markets exist, although the legal rights are unclear. In Ethiopia, 

especially in the Somalia region, land is sold. In China, local governments encourage farmers to transfer their 

land rights. 

The current reforms in China started through national legislation. The main problem is the ongoing expansion 

of the cities, absorbing 200,000 ha annually, causing many conflicts with farmers. Different provinces have 

different solutions, e.g. Sichuan provides a local market for the exchange of user rights. The central 

government acknowledges the problems of the fact that land is scarce, and that a farmer's land may be small 

and scattered over several plots. Without any privatization taking place, the local governments take steps in 

the direction of land use rights. The current informal land markets are perfected, with a number of restrictions. 

The rural land stays in collective ownership; there is no possibility for mortgage purposes, even though this 

conflicts with the objective of rationalizing agriculture, which would require investments and economies of 

scale. 

The biggest problem in Ethiopia is to obtain land for housing or economic activities. Van Dijk thinks that having 

no land, means no incentive to invest, which is discouraging. Although the north region of Tigray has been able 

to attract large scale companies, there is pressure on the system to liberate in order for medium and small 

companies to be able to invest. Proper functioning land market is a precondition for equitable growth, knowing 

that the rapid urbanization results in a transformation of agricultural land into urban land in the periphery. 

Sometimes the land is ‘sold’ informally, where the farmers are inadequately compensated. 

The Ethiopian government is not willing to change the system, but acknowledges that land management is a 

proper tool for urban management. PASDEP wants to achieve, through good urban governance, transparent, 
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efficient and effective systems of land development and land administration. By ensuring tenure security, and 

installing administrative capacity, they plan to provide at least 6000 hectares of developed land annually. Given 

the population of 72 million people, this will hardly be enough.  

The positive aspects of both countries include that they are working on a cadastre, they both face informal land 

allocation, and therefore have the possibility to incorporate informality. Ethiopia should use criteria to 

determine whether land policies have been successful by setting incentives to invest in the land. 

The risk for Chinese farmers is that they are vulnerable in selling their land without having an alternative way of 

living. The central government recognizes the urge to reform land rights, but leaves the implementation to the 

provinces. 

Ethiopia seems to find it difficult to move on the land rights issue, although the country needs more 

transparency in the current system. Investments, in particular from Ethiopians abroad, should be encouraged.  

Both China and Ethiopia should incorporate informality also in the case of land markets.  

What Ethiopia can learn from China's land reform: 

• A country can stick to government land ownership, but still create a market for land titles and user rights. 

• Reforms towards a functioning market for land titles requires imagination & incorporating informality. 

• Farmers should benefit from their assets. 

• It should be possible to build on the existing informal land market. 

• Leave it to the regional states to work out details. 

 

Reflections on land governance in China and a look ahead at Wednesday’s program Peter Ho (CDS, 

Groningen) 

Peter Ho thinks it is nice to have comparative research, as is the case in Meine Pieter van Dijk's paper about 

China and Ethiopia. Two questions arise: Why is China so successful and why is Ethiopia experiencing 

difficulties? In order to be able to answer these questions, something has to be stressed that was also said by 

Mr. Ramasamy in his paper, namely that it is important to take the time and place factors into account. 

Changes need to be looked at over time and in place. Explaining the situation in a country by taking a snapshot 

does not work. 

China looks successful now, but we must not forget that it started 30 years ago with an experiment to move 

from a completely socialist centrally planned economy to a free liberalized market economy. To guide this 

process is a huge undertaking of institutional reform. When you talk about institutions, you talk about land, 

because land -together with capital and labor- is an important resource in society, one of the bases of 

production. In China, there have been discussions how to liberate the situation of state-owned land. Western 

economic advisors pressed to take away all government involvement and to privatize all land. The Chinese 

government was not willing to do so. Instead, they moved step by step, without really knowing where they 

were going, to see the developments over time.  
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The land rights reforms started with giving the land use rights to farmers, while the ownership stayed with the 

state. With this compromise, farmers got back their individual rights and this resulted in an enormous boom in 

agricultural activity. This kick-start of the Chinese economic development lasted over 30 years. It is interesting 

to see that the Chinese government is fine-tuning the system every 4-5 years. They experiment and when this 

is successful, it is scaled to national level. The approach is very pragmatic; the Chinese government just looks 

whether a principle works, instead of working by an economic theory. 

For the farmers, this tenant system is very insecure. Every 4-5 years, the village authorities redistribute the 

land. There has been a discussion about the need for security by means of land titles for farmers, but China is 

not moving in that direction at all. Not imposing any ownership for farmers is the very reason why the system 

worked. Pragmatism is important. 

Many discussions have been about development, and the parties involved. Ho thinks no development can be 

made without a pushing and channeling government. There needs to be institutional change. When looking at 

different countries, it is important to go back to the local situation, how the state is operating. Although Ho is 

not familiar with the situation in Ethiopia, he thinks that the state has much less leverage over society and 

economy than in China.  

The differences between formal and informal systems, and secure and insecure tenancy, should be reviewed 

from the local point of view, not from a western formalized point of view. When dealing with the question 

whether information in developing countries like Burkina Faso should be recorded, the Chinese pragmatism 

may be a good example. Instead of trying to answer the question if we should do things formally or informally, 

or if the tenants should be secure or insecure, China chooses the pragmatic way: Does it work or does it not 

work? It works when it is supported by social actions. Social support in society is needed.  

The question as posed in Jaap Zevenbergen's paper how to deal with land ownership when the inhabitants 

have left, will be answered based on an informal rule working in many countries. Once the owner has left, the 

rights are gone. This rule will be stronger than any recording or informal claim. In China, this rule also applies, 

and instead of recording ownership information they leave it to informal mediation mechanisms. An important 

lesson is to work in a pragmatic way.  

 

Questions and discussion 

Q. for Meine Pieter van Dijk: Should we not focus on the functioning of land markets and their different 

arrangements? The so-called informal market may not be so informal, sometimes strict rules apply. 

 

A. The term 'informal' is a difficult one. In this context, ‘informal’ is meant as any social activity that is currently 

outside the regular framework. When the existing regulations on education, housing, health, and employment 

are insufficient, the government should at least facilitate efforts of poor people to gain access to these services. 

Given the opportunity, based on informality, people will solve their own problems. Every time people in slums 

have some savings, they will build another room to their shed. Informality is needed for them to be able to 

build their own houses and to occupy them. 

The focus is now on the poor farmers in Ethiopia, rather than on a bundle of them. They can improve their 

situation, with a focus on micro or small enterprises. In this regard, we can learn from the situation in Argentina 

in the 1980s.   
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Q. for Femke van Noorloos: Different land markets involve different land rights. Should she not distinguish 

between the regulations for the different scales, e.g. farming and tourism, and on different government levels? 

 

A. Residential tourism and land speculation may not have a positive effect, and must be viewed in a broader 

perspective. People involved in local tourism should take part in the discussion about the plans for the country, 

as well as decision makers. 

Q. for Peter Ho: Where does the Chinese pragmatism lead to? What is the role of the state, in what direction is 

China heading? 

 

A. Pragmatism without a vision could result in a lot of confusion or political disaster. However, China adopted 

pragmatism itself as the vision of the government. President Deng Xiaoping himself stated that it doesn't 

matter whether the cat is black or white, as long as it catches mice. What he meant was that he didn't care if 

the system was called socialist, communist, or capitalist, as long as it works. This experience explains why China 

is so successful now. On one hand, the Chinese are very pragmatic, on the other hand, they have a common 

goal in avoiding to repeat the past.  

One of the nicest examples of Chinese pragmatism is how the development started. It was actually about land, 

in a small and very poor village in a southern province in Feng Yang county. It had been a commune and 

agricultural production was low for many years. The local authorities had to find a solution to increase the 

production, and they decided to give the farmers the use rights for a couple of years. They could not give the 

ownership of the land, it could not be touched. The township authorities approved, although it all had to be 

done secretly. This was in 1978. Five years later, all communes were disbanded, they did not exist anymore. 

This was unforeseen by the central government, they did not want to get rid of the pillar of the communist 

system, the commune. The central government realized that the land leasing worked, so they continued doing 

so. Ever since 1978, the rural land leases have been the basis of the Chinese development. Again, land proved 

to be the basic resource, and it must be taken into account that still 50% of the Chinese population is farmer. 
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Conclusions and Final Reflections 

New processes of land grabbing: What is happening and how to respond? Klaus Deininger (World Bank) 

Klaus Deininger complements the organizers of the congress, for it has shown of what great importance land 

issues are. As we have seen before, there is a global increase in the demand for land. This increased interest in 

land investments and agricultural products comes from the USA, but also from Japan. The financial crisis has 

stopped some direct investments, but certainly provides opportunities and there is a lot of money going on. 

Land investments are the best way to avoid inflation. The coal carbon market is another uncertain area, which 

has to be seen in a global context.  

The World Bank has just brought out a report, together with the FAO, stating that when the investments of 

South-Africa, Brazil and Northern Thailand had been implemented in Africa, some 400 million hectares could be 

under cultivation, not necessarily in large-scale projects. Other sources say this number should be 15 million, 

but anyhow the numbers are huge. Of course, the situation differs per country, and historical aspects should be 

considered, but there is a lot of money at stake. When there is money involved, there is likely to be corruption. 

Kenya, for example, 'invested' in safe lands four years ago. Also in Cambodia and Laos, land grabbing has been 

going on. Especially in Cambodia, there are tens of thousands hectares not productively used.  

The political environment and the governments are highly relevant, because by tradition the land has been 

owned by the wealthy few, leaving little for other parties. Therefore, local knowledge is important, a fact that 

has been mentioned before. Another important aspect of this congress is the possibility of learning from 

previous projects by avoiding the same pitfalls. 

The global land grabbing has drawn a lot of attention. Unfortunately, the attention was mainly focused on the 

negative sides, although there was a lot more going on regarding international investments, with opportunities 

for employment generation and knowledge transfer. It is a mixed matter, where export development and 

biofuel play a part. It does not have to be that land acquisition is done only for speculation. 

The current development in Africa resembles that in Central America at the end of the 19
th

 century. Population 

densities were similar to the situation in Africa now, and there were resources, in particular coffee. The social 

strives have been well documented and the dividing and polarizing of the society have had influence on the 

legislation of the countries.  

The World Bank tries to focus on the positive sides on investments by investigating what is really happening on 

the land, what policy is guiding the investments, whether the investments are financially sound - as opposed to 

speculations, and what social and environmental impact is generated. Some blame the foreign investors of 

causing a food crisis; some consider these investments as a foreign affair.  

In Tanzania, of all the requests for land, only 5% were approved. Pakistan claimed to have 6 million hectares 

available to grow wheat, but actually there were none. There has been a large ceremony in Ethiopia to install a 

foundation that in fact did nothing. Still, many of the investments are speculative, since the benefit of the land 

is not meeting expectations. Projects in Mozambique and Sudan show that the employment participation and 

the economic benefits are small.  

In Indonesia, the government is eager to attract investments in palm oil; it delivers a lot of incentives. There 

has been criticism regarding the forests, and the impact on the food chain. This case will be used as one of the 

500 studies to get a bigger picture on the usage of land and the environmental issues.  
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In South America, as well as in Ukraine, the situation is different because of the presence of large farms. In 

Argentina, the top 8 companies together cultivate 2.2 million hectares, in Ukraine/Russia that is 3.6 for the top 

8.  The interesting part of these big managements is that they derive their liability on vertical integration: they 

invest in other countries. In Brazil, a project in palm oil is taking place, alongside another project to obtain 

alternative fuel from a forest. The sheet 'Corporate Farming' shows that many huge companies have dealt with 

considerable losses. 

Still, the main concern is Africa. The case study about Mozambique shows the division in agricultural activities. 

There was a huge increase in 2008, the government of Mozambique has been active in attracting foreign 

investors. However, they are now careful not to create 'another Zimbabwe'. Investors used to look at a virtually 

empty map, where local interests had been omitted. Investors are likely to cause conflicts with communities. 

Also, the national parks – sometimes also inhabited by communities – are not shown at the map. The scaling is 

not straightforward. The government is now aware of the lack of information, and how explosive the situation 

has become. The information database on land usage is updated and they are talking about making it publicly 

accessible to get to know the overlaps. Another measure has been taken, to restrict the amount of land 

available for investors. The land is divided into several areas of usage and when the land is not needed for 

housing or agricultural purposes, it can be offered to investors. Since this situation is still an ideal, the 

requirements for business plans for outside investors have been sharpened in the meantime. Without proper 

financial background it is now impossible to invest in Mozambique. Also, community partnerships are 

encouraged, and a collection of rental fees like land tax have been introduced. 

Parallel to the improved information, there is the identification of the policy framework of land rights. A 

definition should be given of available land, excluding public land. Corruption is still an important threat to 

public land. Another aspect of the policy framework will be the establishment of coordination roles and of 

sensible environmental rules. When the present situation in Mexico, Ukraine, Mozambique and Indonesia is 

compared concerning the framework, it shows that there is room for improvement for all four.  

Where do we go from here? Despite the financial crisis, the interest in land acquisition will be huge. The crisis 

even offers opportunities, but governments should be aware that they need to have a policy framework, 

implemented transparently.  A minimum set of standards is needed. Also, investment companies need to 

scrutinize common practices from the past. Governments need to document land rights before anyone should 

obtain land, and they should have a proper investment program. Cooperation between different parties is 

necessarily. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


