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Abstract: Land related inequality is a central component of the wider inequality that is one of the
burning issues of our society today. It affects us all and directly determines the quality of life for
billions of people who depend on land and related resources for their livelihoods. This paper explores
land inequality based on a wide scoping of available information and identifies the main trends
and their drivers. A wider conceptualization of what constitutes land inequality is suggested in
response to shifts in how power is concentrated within the agri-food system. Land inequality is the
difference in the quantity and value of land people have access to, the relative strengths of their land
tenure rights, and about the appropriation of value derived from the land and its use. More data
gathering and research needs to be done to better understand and monitor land inequality. Despite
data limitations, what can be seen globally is a growing concentration of land in larger holdings
leaving the majority of farmers, along with indigenous people and other communities, with less
land. As importantly, elites and large corporations are appropriating more of the value within the
agri-food sector, leaving farmers and workers with a shrinking proportion of the value produced.
A framework is offered to explain the self-perpetuating nature of land inequalities that involve the
mutually reinforcing concentration of both wealth and power. This is an unsustainable situation that
can only be effectively addressed through challenging the fundamental drivers of accumulation by
the few.
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1. Introduction

This paper gives a concise overview of land inequality introducing new ways that we need to be
thinking about this age old conundrum. It is based on a review of a wide range of existing reports and
data, combining some of that data in new ways. This relook at land inequality is needed in the context
of increasing global wealth and income inequality over the last decades, of which land inequality is
one part, and the changing nature of control and wealth appropriation related to land and production
on land. We explore what the main trends in land inequality are and what the implications are for land
and agrarian reforms and development. We also identifying gaps and challenges to be addressed for
more effective tracking and addressing of land inequality in the future.

2. Why Land Inequality Matters

Land has historically been essential to people having food, a home, an income, and influence.
Despite a smaller proportion of people being directly dependent on land today, the actual number of
people in rural areas and who rely on land for their livelihoods is still growing [1,2]. Those depending
on land include many of the poorest, with three in every four people living in poverty depending on
agriculture related activities for their livelihoods [3]. In areas where the majority of people depend
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on agriculture for food and livelihoods, equitable access to land, especially for women, has a major
role to play in the eradication of hunger and other development benefits. This is not just due to food
production, but also the job creation in agriculture and the non-farm jobs, especially in agri-food
processing, that a thriving agricultural sector, as well as more diversified land uses, can contribute
to [4–12].

More equally distributed land has been found to have contributed to the creation of more equal
societies that foster sustained growth and development on more solid foundations [13,14]. Deininger
(2003) and Easterly (2007) show, based on a cross-country analysis, that only two of the 15 developing
countries with very unequal land distribution managed to grow their economies at more than 2.5% over
the period 1960–1992 [15]. Sokoloff and Engerman [16] compared the evolution of North America and
South America, finding that large inequalities in land holdings were the basis for political inequalities
that were used to block investment in improved education for the majority. Galor, et al. [17] confirm
the same dynamics from a study of the development of spending on education, compared to levels
of land inequality across states in the USA. The lack of investment in education in places with high
land inequality thwarted the human capital and institutional formation that were needed for economic
growth in new industries and the entrenchment of democracy, resulting in a long term divergence in
growth and progress between countries that invested in education and those that didn’t. These lessons
continue to be important for understanding how land inequality can shape priorities and progress and
are of particular importance for countries transitioning from an agrarian economy today.

Secure and more equally distributed land rights have been identified as beneficial for social
and economic progress, contributing among other things to democracy, peace, productivity, and
gender equality. The positive effects are better achieved when combined with other interventions,
such as good local market links, agricultural support services that work for family farmers, and
improvements in health and education services [6,11,18,19]. This has been agreed in international
policy frameworks [20–24], for example, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), adopted in 2015,
include a number of land inequality specific targets and indicators (i.e., SDG indicators 1.4.2. 5.a.1.
and 5.a.2).

Changes in the global and national economies are bringing new pressures that people respond to
in different ways changing their land uses, livelihood strategies and life styles in rural areas in what
some describe as “new rurality” [25,26]. The nature of the ‘peasant’ and what is ‘agrarian’ is shifting as
are relationships with the land, requiring us to reconsider the rural, but not necessarily meaning land
inequalities are less important [27].

For many people land is bound up with their spiritual and cultural lives and sense of identity.
Some argue that, far from seeing land as a commodity for us to own, we should rather see ourselves
as belonging to the land and responsible for its wellbeing [28]. Whether directly linked to land or
not, land is vital for all of us, and future generations, as a common good that we depend on for such
essentials as clean air and water, and biodiversity.

3. Understanding Land Inequality

Land inequality is, at a basic level, about the differences in the size of land area that people can
access and have rights to and the strength of the tenure rights they have to that land. We argue, however,
that it is also about the ability to control the use of land and the benefits from that land and what is
produced on it. This wider conceptualization of land inequality is increasingly important in a world
where (1) “accumulation by dispossession” has again become more important than accumulation
through “expanded reproduction” [29,30], and; (2) the forms of appropriation and distribution of
value have become more complex, moving from a simple land/ground rent to what Andreucci,
García-Lamarca, Wedekind and Swyngedouw [29] refer to as “value grabbing”.

The approach of this paper, therefore, involves four axes along which to analyze land inequality:
(1) The size and/or value of land that people access or hold with some people holding large tracts of
high value land and others having no land, or small amounts of low value land; (2) the level of security
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of tenure that people have including the ability to defend their land when encroached upon and to get
justice if land rights are taken away. This is harder to measure than land sizes and value, but just as
important. Some people have extremely strong rights to land that are very unlikely to be violated,
while others may be registered as land owners, but due to social or political factors could have the
land taken at any time and would not be able to get justice in the courts or elsewhere; (3) the actual
control that people have, which includes their decision-making power over land. This goes beyond
the tenure rights contained in the land administration system. It can be affected by factors like social
norms constraining women from planting certain crops, state imposed decisions about what crops
should be grown where, or corporate control of inputs and markets that severely limit the viability
of certain crops while aggressively promoting others, and; (4) their control of the benefits from the
land, i.e., the ability to appropriate value from the land. Again, factors from social dictates at the micro
level (e.g., men appropriating certain cash crops), to political interference (e.g., imposed marketing
boards), access to infrastructure (e.g., roads and irrigation), or a corporate concentration of control
over required finance as well as control of processing facilities and markets, can severely limit people’s
options, even if they have strong tenure rights to land (see Figure 1).Land 2019, 8, x FOR PEER REVIEW 4 of 23 
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It is important to also look at land relations within the context that they contribute to shaping
and that also shapes them. These are summarized as social, political, economic, and environmental
factors—all of which impact all aspects of land inequality—and are represented in green on the outside
edge of Figure 1. Social factors—most obviously in dynamics such as gender power relations, but also
manifesting in discrimination against particular ethnic groups and castes or classes—can shape the
extent to which certain people gain rights to land and the strength of those rights. These social norms
can be just as influential in markets for outputs and for farming inputs, thus constraining the ability of
some to benefit from land use. Political power often shapes outcomes for communities attempting to
defend their land rights, and in turn, ownership of land can be a source of political power. Political
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power is used to influence land administration regimes, justice systems, and marketing and financial
services policies and practices, all of which shape the levels of equality along the four axes of land
inequality we identify. The nature of the wider economy, including the agri-food sector, will clearly
enable more or less beneficial land use. Those with economic power, if not adequately constrained
by policies and regulations, can have enormous power to dictate farm production and terms of trade
that make certain land uses more or less viable. We are becoming more aware, with the increasing
impacts of climate change as well as loss of biodiversity and soil fertility, of how the environment is
shaping land use opportunities, while land use choices are also having impacts on the environment.
In water scarce areas, for example, the inequality between those with irrigation land and those without
is becoming far greater as rainfall becomes more unreliable.

Land Inequality, Further Considerations

Most measures of inequality focus on the individual and on the changes in the aggregate income
of individuals grouped according to income or wealth percentiles, in what is referred to as vertical
inequality. Such an approach in relation to land tends to look at the value and/or hectares of land
individuals own. Examining horizontal inequalities involves looking at inequalities that arise between
particular groups of people defined by some form of common identity based on embedded values of
particular societies [31–33]. This is of particular importance in relation to land, as gender, ethnic, caste,
racial, and other forms of group identity are often used to discriminate against people in relation to
land rights and access.

Bartlett [31], p.282 has pointed out: “Whether and to what extent economic inequality is a problem
also depends upon what goods are freely available, without purchase.” This is a pertinent point in
relation to land and benefits from the land. In some countries public land is available to all for activities,
such as grazing and recreation, and in some cases public land can be allocated to people without charge,
or at low administrative rather than market costs [34]. At the same time, the presence of public land
and state custodianship of land does not necessarily mean greater equality of access or security, as state
control has often been used to exclude the poorest people and to favor elites, even in supporting the
grabbing of community and public land [35–37]. For many people, having access to land themselves is
not necessary for them to secure food to eat, as they have other sources of income and food is available
to be purchased. If all countries were able to transition to economies that could provide sufficient
urban industrial or service sector jobs, we could worry less about direct land inequality, but these jobs
are not materializing in most lower and middle income countries. This requires us to maximize the
potential of land and agriculture to produce food, to create economic opportunities including on and
of off-farm jobs in food and agriculture processing and trading. These benefits have been found to be
greater within equitable territorial and symbiotic food and agricultural systems that are also effective
in providing accessible food for urban residents even in the largest cities [6,7,38–40].

Up to 2.5 billion people around the world depend on land held under forms of collective tenure
for their homes, incomes, food, medicine, and cultural identity. These communities hold around
65% of the world’s land, but have formally recognized rights over just 10% [41]. Many of these are
Indigenous communities, and almost all Indigenous communities use collective tenure arrangements
based on some form of customary land rights and administration [42,43]. The level of security of
families and individuals within such communities depends on the strength of rights of the community
as a whole and the rules, social norms, and practices within the community [36,42,44–46]. Ensuring
strong rights requires that they are legally and socially recognized and that people and communities
have recourse to get justice if their land rights are violated. This is too often not the case for indigenous
and other rural communities who rarely have the same access to courts and to political decision makers
that elite individuals and large corporations have. The diversity of practices, the collective nature of
rights, the weakness in practice of some of these rights, and the lack of documentation pose particular
challenges for measuring land inequality in communal land holding.
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In addition to direct gender inequalities in rights and access to land, women carry far more
responsibility than men for family reproduction and unpaid care work, particularly in areas such
as child care, ensuring that food is available for the family, and taking care of the sick at home and
in the community. This has an impact on women’s time, finances, and well-being, thus affecting
their ability to assert land rights and benefit from land use. Interventions, such as those to increase
agricultural production, that do not take this into consideration, can add to women’s burden with
negative outcomes for their quality of life [9,47–49].

4. The Data: What We Know and We Don’t Know

There are currently limitations to the amount and reliability of data relating to land inequality.
The ways that land inequalities are measured and the challenges involved are elaborated in a 2019
International Land Coalition (ILC) publication on land inequality [50]. Different countries capture
different data in their land administration systems and in agricultural surveys (most of which are very
dated), making them hard to compare. There are also large gaps such as very few countries capturing
information on the extent of land holding on communal land and many countries not gathering sex
disaggregated data [50]. For example, when the government of South Africa carried out a land audit
they were only able to identify the land owners and rights holders on private land, not on communal
land where most of the rural population live. Further, on 61% of that private land they could not
identify the sex, race, or nationality of the owners because the land was registered in the names of
companies and trusts for which they didn’t have those details available [51].

Globally, estimates of the number of farms range from around 570 million [52] to just under
610 million [53], using a total agricultural land area of around 5 billion hectares [54]. An indicator of
the level of inequality in agricultural land holding is that 84% of farms are smaller than 2 hectares,
and account for 12% of the world’s farmland, which leaves just 16% of farms controlling 88% of all
farmland [52]. Based on the varied definitions of “small” farms in different countries across the world,
it has been calculated that 92.3% of farms are “small” and use just 24.7% of the world’s farmland [53].
It is difficult to make a direct comparison of global farm size figures overtime, due to less countries
having gathered this data in the past, countries gathering the data at different times, and inter-country
differences and changes in data gathered [52,55].

There is a clear trend towards larger average farm sizes in wealthier and land abundant countries,
with declining average farm sizes in developing countries [52,56,57]. For example, average farm sizes
in Europe grew from 14.4 hectares in 2010 to 16.1 in 2013 [58] and half of all agricultural land in
2013 was controlled by only 3.1% of all farms, while small farms (less than 10 hectares), representing
three-quarters of all farms, controlled only 11% of the agricultural area [59]. Two-thirds of farms in
Europe have disappeared in the last 30 years [60], cheap food imports have destroyed the livelihoods
of farmers in parts of Europe and large corporate land deals have targeted land used by smallholder
farmers, especially in Eastern Europe [61]. For now, however, the situation remains relatively egalitarian
in Europe compared with North America and Latin America with average farm sizes of 170 hectares
in the USA and 590 hectares in Argentina. In the extreme case of Colombia just 1% of landowners
hold over 80% of the agricultural land, with the largest landowners controlling over 50,000 hectares
each [62]. Despite the concentration of ownership at the top end, the average farm sizes across Latin
America and the Caribbean decreased from 80 hectares around 1960 to 54 hectares in 2000 [52] due to
declining small farm sizes. It is now the continent with the most extreme land inequality, with a Gini
coefficient for land of 0.85 (Asia is 0.55) [63]. Despite the high level of urbanization in Latin America,
this land inequality is continuing to have negative impacts, especially in distorting pollical power,
leaving too many people landless, and contributing to conflict [62,64].

Meanwhile, average farm sizes are in decline across Asia and Africa and are now below 2 hectares
per farm in many countries [52]. In South Asia farm sizes halved from an average of 2.6 hectares
around 1960, to just 1.3 hectares in 2000 [52]. However, these average figures miss the creation of an
increasingly unequal “bimodal” world agricultural sector. While the mass of poorer people struggle to



Land 2020, 9, 101 6 of 23

survive on increasingly small pieces of land, there is a fast growth of medium-scale farms [57] and
large land deals and corporate investments are establishing mega-farms [35,53,61,65], trends that are
elaborated in Section 4 below.

The figures show an overall increasing concentration of land in a few, often powerful and well
connected hands, while the vast majority of farmers who depend on land are finding it harder to
survive on smaller land parcels. Those holding onto and gaining large tracts of land often use their
political influence to do so and to ensure economic policies favorable to their business model and to
capture state resources for agriculture and development. In a brazen example of this, politicians in
Hungary (and other countries) have utilized tens, if not hundreds of millions, of Euros of European
Union agriculture funding to create enormous land holdings and farm operations for themselves and
their friends and business associates [66].

There is much, of course, that is not revealed about land holdings by these global figures, such
as important differences between regions and countries and land fragmentation in the sense of one
farmer’s land holding being in multiple parts (see below). Even harder to get a clear picture of are
other factors of land inequality, such as the differing levels of rights and control that farmers have,
with many smaller-scale farmers facing serious obstacles in defending their land rights, and unequal
access to markets.

Land fragmentation is commonly used to refer to the process of land holdings getting smaller as
well as to the phenomena of one farmer’s land holding being made up of several smaller parcels of
land that are not necessarily contiguous, nor evenly shaped [67,68]. Fragmentation is rather hard to
measure and is not well covered in existing data [68]. The land size data referred to above considers
fragmentation in the sense that the figures are based on surveys that count the total land held by
a household, so cover all land held by that household even it is in separate parcels. The figures also
hide land fragmentation in the sense that they do not reveal if household land holdings are made up of
one piece of land, or split across multiple holdings.

Land fragmentation has mixed implications for production. In some contexts, it is seen as
a disadvantage as it can thwart or reduce the effectiveness of greater mechanization. In other contexts,
land fragmentation is an advantage as it allows the farmer to spread risk and have a diversity of crops
on different pieces of land that may have different qualities. Land consolidation efforts, as a response
to fragmentation, have been common in Europe and it would appear that such efforts can be more
beneficial if well managed and within an economy that has more off-farm job opportunities and capital
for investment in mechanization [67,69]. Land consolidation is likely to be less beneficial where there
are labor surpluses and few opportunities off-farm. The nature of land, crops, and land administration
also determine the impacts of fragmentation, as they do farm-size efficiency, and the desirability of
land consolidation that should therefore be considered on a case by case basis in each context.

The exact scale of gender inequality in land rights is contested, with inadequate and often
incompatible ways of measuring it, but its existence is clear; patriarchy and discrimination against
women leaves them with weaker rights to less and poorer-quality land [9,70–72]. Standing between
formal equality of rights, now recognized in most laws, there are entrenched cultural norms and
institutional barriers that reproduce historical exclusion of women [72,73]. Given that on average
women earn less than men they are also disadvantaged in land markets [74]. Almost universally, when
land tenure is formally registered, more land is registered to men than to women. Across all tenure
systems, within communities and households, women have less decision-making power and control
over land than men. Often, women access land through male family members (their husbands, fathers,
or sons). This leaves them with less control over land, less right to inherit, and more vulnerable to
eviction and dispossession, especially if relationships sour [9,10,75].

Across the European Union, women’s agricultural land holdings average 7.6 hectares compared
with an average of 19.5 hectares owned by men; also, women control only 28% of all agricultural land
holdings and 13% of the land [56]. In Latin America, women make up fewer than 12% of land reform
beneficiaries [76] and on average only 18% of farms in the region are in women’s hands, ranging
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from 8% in Guatemala to 30% in Peru [77]. In Africa there are a few countries that report having
gender equality in land holdings. For example, in both Cape Verde and Rwanda over 50% of land
titles are in women’s names. The extent of land controlled by women is, however, likely to be less
than that controlled by men, due to women having smaller farms and legally registered rights not
always being enjoyed due to discriminatory social norms and practices [73,77]. Other African countries
show much higher gender inequalities, with just 9.1% of land holdings in women’s names in Senegal,
for example [77]. The situation in Asia appears to be worse, with women having a very small share of
land holdings: from 4.6% in Bangladesh and 8.8% in Indonesia to a high of 27.4% in Thailand [77].

The figures mentioned above, do not give us the full picture of the nature of land rights and
women’s and men’s differentiated enjoyment of these rights. Most data gathering on land rights fails
to adequately address the complexity, the household dynamics, and gender roles, and many lack
sufficient sample sizes and credible counterfactuals [4]. They do not tell us about the power relations
that so often exist within families. They tell us even less about the challenges women face in accessing
finance, technology and markets. There is also a dearth of available information on the extent to which
women face systematic discrimination when seeking justice for land rights violations.

Landlessness and land poverty constitute a growing crisis. Many of those affected still depend
on land for their livelihoods and often work as temporary, vulnerable, and underpaid laborers in
agri-business where they are in a weak negotiating position as they have no options left for independent
production [78–80]. A study in five African countries revealed that roughly a quarter of agricultural
households were virtually landless, controlling less than 0.1 hectares per person [81]. In Bangladesh,
29% of rural households own no farmland at all, with a total of 8.7 million landless rural households as
a result of land pressures and environmental changes [82].

5. Trends and Drivers of Land Inequality

Inequality is self-perpetuating, since it is at the same time a cause and a consequence in a vicious
cycle where public policies are shaped in ways that advantage those at the top, at the expense of the
rest of society [83]. Economic elites use their wealth and political power to influence public policy
or directly take up powerful political positions in order to maintain their privileges. In this way,
landed elites are in a position to promote policies—in local, national, and international spaces—that
will not only protect them and their land and wealth, but also enable further accumulation of wealth
and power [64,84–86]. This involves a range of inter-related, mutually reinforcing factors that can be
summarized as: (1) A dominant (hegemonic) view of “modernization” and “progress” that is used
to justify actions that drive inequality; (2) historic, normally unjustly created, conditions of wealth
and power inequality that are built on, using approaches sanctioned by the dominant paradigm;
(3) a stronger position of the wealthier elite to influence policies in their favor, enabling further
accumulation; (4) the exercise of wealth and power to influence a wide range of other actors who then
support and reinforce the dominant paradigm and its implementation. This often includes academic
institutions, non-governmental organizations, and philanthropists all of whom tend to align their work
to the interests of those with money and power, and; (5) the concentration of power results in critical or
alternative views being marginalized, while frustration at levels of poverty and inequality result in
counter-movements that can be either destructive or constructive (or a combination of these) in finding
ways to overcome inequality (Figure 2).

5.1. Historic Roots and the Extractivist Paradigm of Modernisation

Countries with colonial histories tend to have higher levels of inequality today, as a result of
accumulation by dispossession and imposed systems of production and distribution that were never
intended to serve the majority. This was combined with gender-, ethnic-, or caste-based discrimination,
which was used as part of a narrative to justify inequalities and as part of colonial means of control
and exploitation [23,87]. Based on land appropriation, enslaved labor, and the exploitation of nature,
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a dominant extractive model was established to supply minerals and raw materials to growing
economies in Europe [88]. This approach disregarded ecology and the needs of local people.
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A dual agricultural system emerged with, on one side, large-scale plantations administered
through state institutions; on the other, subsistence-oriented small farms on land predominately
governed by customary authorities and with a lower provision of public services [89]. This dual system
based on a deep-seated and narrow modernization paradigm that includes productivism (the belief
that productivity and growth are the purpose of human organization), combined with discrimination
against the agricultural practices of the majority, has informed most agrarian policies [90]. This has
been used to justify the concentration—by force when needed—of land and non-regenerative uses of
land, water, and forests.

The processes of liberation from colonialism did not end the inequalities created, but rather saw
efforts by those in power during colonial times to hold onto their wealth. Colonial elites established
new alliances and indigenous elites emerged that maintained the structures of privilege and inequality
to their advantage [86,91]. More recently many states have supported new drives to spread the
extractivist model to what they argue are underutilized lands, leading to extensive territories being
allocated to investors without consideration of prior rights, triggering further dispossession, and in
some cases serious land conflicts with Indigenous communities [92].

With heightened competition for natural resources, violence against people defending land and
environmental rights is increasing. 2018 set the unfortunate new record of 321 human rights defenders
murdered in 27 different countries. Almost 80% of them were defenders of land, Indigenous peoples,
and the environment, an increase from 67% in 2017. Agri-business has become the sector linked to
most deaths, with 46 defenders killed in 2017, overtaking mining for the first time [93].

5.2. A New Cycle of Accumulation by a Few

Today, there is a new cycle of accumulation by dispossession [29,30] and voices calling for more
of the world’s land to be put under technology- and capital-intensive production in order to meet
an increasing global demand for food [94]. The global land area under soybean cultivation is set to
increase by one-third to 125 million hectares by 2050, and the sugarcane area by 28% to 27 million
hectares [95]. As for edible palm oil, the 15 million hectares under production now is expected to
double by 2050 [96]. Much of this expansion will happen in Africa, Asia, and Latin America, despite
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the argument that land is available on these continents being widely challenged with warnings about
potential violations of community land rights and increasing inequality [97,98].

The food price shocks of 2007 and 2008, coupled with the global financial crisis and the demand
for agro-based energy, stimulated a wave of large-scale land acquisitions. The Land Matrix Initiative,
launched by the ILC in 2012 to monitor large land deals, had by March 2020 registered 1,978 concluded
or pending land deals affecting over 68 million hectares of land (equivalent to the land area of Kenya
and Malawi combined). Almost half of the affected area was formerly owned by communities [61].
This accelerated accumulation of land raises serious concerns about the land rights and food security of
marginalized groups such as rural women, the elderly, oppressed castes or ethnic groups, small-scale
farmers, and pastoralists [97,99,100].

According to Land Matrix figures accessed in March 2020, a total of 25,249,885 hectares of land in
Africa was acquired in large land deals (‘land grabs’) that are either concluded or intended (those which
have failed are excluded from this) [101]. This is a significant 9.3% of the estimated 271 million hectares
of crop land in Africa [1]. This is of particular concern in a continent where the rural population is
still rising in total numbers and more than 50% of people derive their livelihoods from work on farms.
Crop land is not the only land affected, but it is the largest proportion of land acquired in these large
deals and the comparison indicates how significant these large land deals can be for farming and food
production. In Asia there are 11,866,061 hectares of land acquired in large land deals, making up
1.9% of the 640.5 million hectares of crop land. In Latin America the 9,491,893 hectares acquired in
these land deals is approximately 5.7% of the crop land, while in Eastern Europe the land acquired in
large land deals is 18,429,638 making up approximately 15.2% of all cropland [1,101]. This is a very
significant percentage of crop land, perhaps in part due to the sort of practices mentioned above in
relation to the abuse of European Union funds for agriculture. With a proportionally smaller rural
and farm worker population in Eastern Europe, than for example Africa, this may be relatively less
important economically, but it may be problematic in terms of the concentration of political influence it
is linked to.

Globally the land acquired in large land deals is primarily existing cropland and high potential
forest land; 58% was cropland and 31% was operated by small holder farmers prior to the deals [102].
In Africa 36% of the land acquired by large land deals was formerly smallholder agricultural land and
a further 23% was previously used by larger scale farms. More than half the land acquired is also easily
accessible—closer to towns and cities and with them markets—and in more densely populated areas.
Only a small proportion, around 10%, of the land affected is arid and marginal land [102]. These land
deals are clearly part of a substantially restructuring of farm control and production.

5.3. The Example of Tanzania

More details from Tanzania are presented as one example to illustrate some of the trends and
dynamics involved. Tanzania was selected due to the availability of data and the lead authors
knowledge of the country. Lowder, et al. [103] compared Tanzanian farmland distribution in 1993
(Table 1) and 2013 (Table 2). This is the most recent Living Standards Measurement Study (LSMS)
survey, but the indications are that the trends in farm size changes seen here have continued. Notable
features of the trends are that there was a large increase in farming households and the area operated
and a significant increase in medium and larger size farms that had essentially not existed in Tanzania
in 1993. Note that some large state farms would not have been picked up in the LSMS data. Land
holding in Tanzania is becoming more unequal, but is relatively equitable compared to the global
figures. The proportion of farms smaller than 2 hectares went up from 60.9% in 1993 to 63.4% in
2013 and the proportion of land they use dropped from 27.8% to 22% (the global figures being 84%
of farms on 12% of land). Importantly the total number and the proportion of households with the
smallest farm sizes, below 1 hectare, increased significantly and their average farm size decreased.
This indicates greater pressure on the poorest farmers. The inequality and pressure on land created by
the emergence of farms in the 50 to 200 hectare range is of concern, but less significant than the impact
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of large land deals since around 2008, that has seen the creation of mega farms that substantially alter
the distribution.

Table 1. Farm land distribution in Tanzania 1993. (Lowder, Bertini, Karfakis and Croppenstedt [103]
calculated using LSMS household survey data from the World Bank, plus authors calculation of average
farm sizes.).

Land Sizes in
Hectares (Ha)

Number of Households
(HHs)/Owners

Area Operated
(AO) Ha Share of HHs Share AO Average Size Ha

<1 996,519 585,002 28.3% 7.5% 0.59
1–2 1,148,476 1,596,699 32.6% 20.4% 1.39
2–5 1,092,166 3,257,027 31.0% 41.5% 2.98
5–10 225,369 1,476,402 6.4% 18.8% 6.55
10–20 53,685 714,745 1.5% 9.1% 13.31
20–50 8,431 211,144 0.2% 2.7% 25.04
50–100 0 0
100–200 0 0
>200 0 0
Totals 3,524,646 7,841,019 100.0% 2.22

Table 2. Farm land distribution in Tanzania 2013. (Lowder, Bertini, Karfakis and Croppenstedt [103]
calculated using LSMS household survey data from the World Bank, plus authors calculation of average
farm sizes and addition of figures from the Land Matrix 2020).

Land Sizes in
Hectares (Ha)

Number of Households
(HHs)/Owners

Area Operated
(AO) Ha Share of HHs Share AO Average Size Ha

<1 2,451,115 1,270,104 37.2% 7.7% 0.52
1–2 1,730,862 2,380,369 26.3% 14.4% 1.38
2–5 1,880,628 5,848,818 28.5% 35.3% 3.11
5–10 368,973 2,503,873 5.6% 15.1% 6.79
10–20 105,913 1,442,112 1.6% 8.7% 13.62
20–50 46,584 1,260,933 0.7% 7.6% 27.07
50–100 3,995 293,497 0.1% 1.8% 73.47
100–200 3,781 491,928 0.1% 3.0% 130.11

Sub-Totals 6,591,851 15,491,634 2.35

>200 (Land
Matrix) 108 1,068,540 0.0% 6.5% 9,893.89

Totals with Land
Matrix data 6,591,959 16,560,174 100.0% 2.51

With the addition of the large land deals, as captured in the Land Matrix data, 6.5% of the farm
land area is now in just 108 land holdings that dwarf all other farm sizes and cover more land than is
in the hands of over 2 million of the smallest-scale farmers. These few largest land owners, mostly
corporations and investors from outside Tanzania, appear to wield significant influence and attract
substantial support. They represent a model that has been vigorously promoted by the Tanzanian
government and other rich nations through their “development” agencies and multilateral institutions,
not to mention private sector actors. This can be seen most obviously in the Southern Agricultural
Growth Corridor of Tanzania (SAGCOT) initiative that was launched with great fanfare by Tanzania’s
President Jakaya Kikwete at the 2010 World Economic Forum on Africa [104]. The Investment Blueprint
published in 2011 spoke of mobilizing US$3.4 billion over 20 years, with over US$2 billion of that
from private investors [105]. The initiative had an array of powerful supporters, including the World
Bank, USAID, Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), Unilever, Monsanto,
Yara, and Syngenta, to name just a few. The SAGCOT plans envisaged using public (including donor)
money to leverage corporate investments in farm units of 10,000 hectares or more each, very close to
the average land deal size of 9,893 hectares found by the Land Matrix. While SAGCOT has struggled
to achieve its ambitious targets, the model it set out to promote seems to be taking hold.
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The contestation in Tanzania is not only over land, but also about control of other resources,
such as water, and different approaches to markets, from the belief in the value of existing territorial
markets [106,107] to the promotion of “formalization” and visions of commercial farmers linked to
larger processors with more focus on exports [105,108]. While there are a small number of winners,
many small-scale farmers and local communities have lost land and autonomy [104,109] and there
have been large-scale and in some cases violent evictions of pastoralists from fertile and water rich
land that is being targeted for investors as part of SAGCOT [110].

It is hard to get information on the extent to which market relations have shifted, but what is
being promoted could have significant impacts on the millions of small-scale farmers in the country.
For example, a FAO sponsored and published analysis of the maize sector gives little attention to the
existing food systems supplying most food, including staples like maize [40], and instead suggests that
a “small but elite group of maize industry leaders could play a key role in transforming Tanzania’s
maize value chain.” The report goes on to note that “[w]hile some [of these elites] might benefit from
guidance on working with smallholder farmers, they could champion and support reorganization
of the maize trade” [108], p.18. The report recognizes that the commercialization of the sector it is
proposing “will be accompanied by a reduction in the number of active farmers. Equally, formalization
of the milling industry will result in small and inefficient millers finding it increasingly difficult to
operate under an increasingly competitive environment” [108], p.19. The report doesn’t, however,
offer any suggestions for how all those displaced from the primary maize production, processing, and
distribution should support themselves in the envisaged future.

5.4. Less Visible Forms of Control over Land and the Value Produced

Large land deals and related land dispossessions have direct impacts on some of the most
vulnerable and they also usher in large-scale farming models and extractive activities that have indirect
impacts. Large-scale farms reduce local linkages and generally have less positive impacts on local
development when compared to small-scale farming that has greater poverty-reducing effects due
to positive impacts from spending and trading in the rural non-farm sector [8,111]. More equitable
land-holdings involve many small-scale family farmers who spend more of their income on locally
produced goods and services, thus contributing to the local economy [8,14,111]. The benefits are
generally more and better shared when small-scale farmers operate within territorial markets [6,39].
Small-scale farmers also tend to use more labor per hectare, and per unit of output, than do their
larger peers and therefore generate more employment, which is an advantage in low- and middle-
income countries with ample available labor. The advantage is often less in high income countries
with limited labor availability, but ample capital [6]. Land reforms to create more equitable land
holdings can have these beneficial effects, but can also have negative impacts on overall output in some
contexts, especially if accompanied by political turmoil and state interventions that create uncertainty
and undermine productivity and markets [6,112].

The dynamics of land concentration are not new, but at this time they are happening within an
advanced form of corporate capitalism involving investors squeezing whatever they can from the
increased production of goods (or “expanded reproduction”). Even the relentless push for greater land
and labor productivity, the most direct outcomes of which are higher unemployment and agricultural
practices destructive of soils and the environment, is no longer bringing sufficient returns, leading to
strategies of “accumulation by dispossession” and the extraction of profit through multiple forms of
“rent” (unearned income) captured from land, labor, and other “pseudo commodities” [29,30,113–115].
Greater returns can now be made from capital gains and rents than from investing in actual
production [29,114,116], with potentially disastrous implications for employment and food security as
such factors no longer align with investors’ interests.

Through a process of financialization, agricultural land is becoming an “alternative asset class”,
with decision-making moving further from farmers and any connection to land and production, as
the priority becomes returns to investors and shareholders [117–119]. Farmers have lost power and
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face reduced returns and growing competition for their farmland. The line between food and finance
has blurred, and corporate food retailers have also emerged as dominant actors. The politics of the
regulation of agricultural derivatives has shifted the global price of food away from the material aspects
of supply and demand to become more volatile and more tightly pegged to financial markets [120,121].
The number of investment funds operating in the agri-food sector has grown exponentially from 38 in
2005 to 240 in 2014 and 440 in 2018, managing US$73 billion in assets [122,123]. Pension funds are some
of the largest players: by August 2018, 76 public and corporate pension funds had jointly allocated
roughly US$15 billion to farmland investments [124]. Increasingly, development finance, such as
World Bank Group loans, is directed through “financial intermediaries” such as commercial banks
and equity funds – transactions which are overwhelmingly secret [125]. Financialization exacerbates
inequalities and impedes people’s collective action due to the highly complex and opaque nature of
financial instruments and corporate lobbying power [118].

The incorporation of farmers into contract farming, joint ventures, and value chains are, like
financialization, shifting power and value appropriation away from primary producers. Value chain
interventions emerged out of the corporate approach to supply chain management [126] and have
become ubiquitous in the development sector, with a focus on linking small-scale farmers with
“regional and global formal markets” [127], p.3.While some value chain interventions may bring
benefits to the farmers involved, the uncritical application of such an approach and the neglect of
other options are not justified by the outcomes in many cases [106,128]. There is a lack of credible
assessments showing that value chains can achieve their intended development goals [129]. Even
those promoting value chains have found that they are not effective in reaching the poorest, as they
tend to involve farmers who already have more assets and education [127,129,130]. Independent
studies have found that incorporation into global markets happens on very unequal terms and can
have extremely adverse consequences for farmers and workers [80,131–133] and risk undermining the
local and territorial markets that most farmers already sell to and where most food is traded [39,106].
The core issue is the very unequal power relations involved, which lead to more dependency and
inequality, typically transforming peasants into workers on their own land by subordinating them to
“the dominant frameworks of global agribusiness and capital accumulation” [134], p.21.

There continues to be a widespread promotion of value chains as a development solution by
academics and development practitioners regardless of the lack of evidence of success, especially in
meeting the needs of the poorest. This illustrates the influence reflected in Figure 2, with many reports
that extol the virtues of value chain interventions, with insufficient evidence, funded by the same
institutions that funded the interventions, even if they appear to be by independent researchers. For
example, Minten, Randrianarison and Swinnen [130] claim to have shown that “the poorest farmers”
in Madagascar benefit from global value chains, but the value chain participants and their sample only
involved more privileged farmers in terms of measures such as their education levels, location closer
to urban centers, and a higher proportion than typical of male headed households. Their study was
funded by well-known value chain promotors including the World Bank and the European Union.
In another example the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, also keen supporters of value chains
and market driven development solutions, “generously” funded a dairy value chain intervention in
Bangladesh [135] and then funded the in-depth impact assessment of the project. The researchers
concluded with general statements about the positive impact of the project and the potential of such
interventions to bring social change, despite the detail of their report showing little evidence of benefits
and social change. Among other things they found: there was no significant impact on household
nutrition or incomes; women’s and girl’s workloads increased, while men’s and boy’s didn’t; and
men’s dominant role as primary decision makers was not affected by program participation [136].

Over the last years there have been a range of initiatives, such as supply chain and banking codes,
often pushed by civil society to demand or encourage greater social responsibility in corporate value
chains and investment practices, While these voluntary commitments and codes may bring some
improvements in specific cases, their limited success in bringing meaningful systemic change has led
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to calls for new forms of joint governance involving corporations, NGOs, and governments, but it
remains to be seen if these will be more effective in “social upgrading” [137,138]. The indications are
that this will not fundamentally shift the power relations and patterns of accumulation. Transnational
corporations continue to dominate the governance of global value chains and investments. They
spend significant sums of money to lobby and influence states and other institutions, and increasingly
exercise global influence, whereas states and civil society tend to focus on particular issues, projects, or
geographic areas [139]. The extent of state and civil society influence appears to stay within parameters
set by the corporations, or as Davis, Kaplinsky and Morris [139] p.22, put it, they are “successful when
it coincides with the interests of the big corporate sector.”

The dominant trends are intensifying the exploitation of small-scale farmers and farm workers, who
are in a weaker negotiation position, and pushing real wages down, with a steadily increasing share of
value, including that from improved productivity, going to capital and less going to labor [113,140,141].

5.5. Elite and Corporate Policy Influence

The interests of land owners and of corporations operating in other parts of the agri-food sector
are systematically over-represented in policy making processes and are often hard to separate from the
interests of government elites. A good example is the “bancada ruralista” (Parliamentary Agricultural
Front) in Brazil, which represents the agri-industrial sector in the National Congress. In South Africa,
the Agricultural Business Council, known as Agbiz, performs a similar role representing the biggest
corporations in the agriculture and food sector, including banks and international seed companies.
Agbiz are proud to state on their web site that: “Through its direct participation, Agbiz is able to
influence policy makers at the highest level” [142]. When the South African President convened
an Advisory Panel on Land Reform and Agriculture in 2018, Agbiz had their chief economist on
the panel. AgriSA—a federation that represents the largest farmers, land owners and commodity
organizations—also had their President on the panel. Farm workers and landless people were among
those not represented. Unsurprisingly, this Advisory Panel failed to agree on a vision and key actions
for the transformation of South Africa’s highly unequal land holding regime. In these and most other
countries, the landless and land-poor barely have a political voice, leaving their needs largely ignored
in policies and budgets. This is a failure of democracy and it ensures that redistributive policies are not
on the agenda unless there are political representatives or social movements able to drive them [143].

Most states are engaged in a “race to the bottom” to try and attract investors by pandering to the
demands of corporations and elites, while neglecting the rights and needs of the majority [144,145].
Policy measures include deregulating land markets, creating special economic development zones
where national rules don’t apply, relaxing environmental protection, granting tax breaks to corporations,
suppressing union organizing, and closing space for social resistance [93,144,146–149].

National security policies are commonly used to repress social movement and civil society
resistance to the extractivist agenda. Land and human rights defenders, especially indigenous people,
are increasingly attacked and killed with women suffering particular forms of sexual violence [93].
Impunity is a common feature of this violence, with arrests made in only 12% of the cases of the murder
of land and human rights defenders in 2017 [150]. The legal system and judicial harassment is also
used to criminalize activism and to intimidate and silence human rights and environmental defenders.
Activists are forced to devote time and finances to legal defense and the stigma of association with
crime alienates them from support networks [64].

International development institutions have also been actively shaping conditions to make
land investments more attractive. The World Bank, despite claiming to secure farmers’ access to
land, has been accused of undermining land rights and increasing land inequality by financing
large-scale investments, promoting contract marketing schemes, and discouraging regulation through
its ease of doing business rankings [148,151]. Agricultural “growth corridors”, such as the SAGCOT
example in Tanzania, have become one of the prominent vehicles for the World Bank, corporations,



Land 2020, 9, 101 14 of 23

and development agencies to apply a range of measures in support of corporate investments and
accumulation, often at the expense of local farmers and businesses [104,134,147–149,152].

International investment treaties and free trade agreements shield the interests of investors
over other considerations, weakening national capacity to regulate food, land, and water sectors
and discouraging redistributive reforms [153–156]. For example, in 2017 a Swedish company filed
a US$500 million claim against the Government of Tanzania at the International Centre for Settlement
of Investment Disputes (ICSID) housed at the World Bank, concerning the cancellation of an investment
deal involving 20,000 hectares of land and the potential eviction of 1500 local farming families [157–159].

Some states are also handing over public land (including forests and communal land) to private
companies for tourism, mining, and large-scale commercial agriculture [29,61]. Land dispossession in
the name of conservation—but often actually for tourism or other businesses—has gone on historically
and continues today with large-scale evictions, especially of Indigenous people [110,160,161]. This is
happening despite evidence that Indigenous peoples with rights to their territories and appropriate
policies are the best defenders of the environment and biodiversity [42,162,163].

5.6. Responses from Below

The worsening terms of trade for farmers in traditional agricultural commodities is leading to
a range of responses on the ground. These include strategies by rural people to draw on a diversity of
income sources to sustain their livelihoods, such as seen in the emergence of multifunctional agriculture
and different configurations of rural livelihoods. There is a growth, for example, of new activities, such
as agri-tourism, environmental services, and care services on farms in the Netherlands [164]. Peasant
farmers in the Amazon region now rely as much on remittances and wild or semi wild non-timber
forest produce as on traditional grain crops [26]. Niche or nested markets, often based on local and
regional identity and specialization, are creating new economic opportunities [165,166].

The addition of new sources of livelihoods and new on farm activities often complements
agricultural production. In many cases it has led to increased land use [164] and other benefits, such as
a surprising (in the face of a dominant deforestation narrative) expansion of forest cover on peasant
held land in parts of the Amazon region [26].

Even in settings where rural livelihoods are increasingly dependent on outside sources of income,
such as wages, remittances and pensions, the role of land and the rural homestead is changing, but
is not necessarily diminished. Hebinck, et al. [167], for example, find in the rural Eastern Cape of
South Africa, that while crop production has declined, there is a shift into more grazing and the rural
homestead serves an important social function as a place for family gatherings, rituals, and worship of
ancestors alongside growing some food and rearing livestock. Land inequality remains important as
the emergence of these new configurations and who they serve depends on the equality of land access
and rights involved.

It is perhaps in these changes on the ground and the everyday practices as well as struggles of
the subaltern that solutions to land inequality and its negative outcomes can be found. These include
the food sovereignty movement, agro-ecology (in its radical forms), indigenous people’s economics,
territorial markets, symbiotic food systems, and solidarity economy alternatives [38,39,168–172].
Central to these solutions are ways of organizing production and distribution that build greater
autonomy from corporate systems and focus less on maximizing production, instead giving more
attention to what works for people, environment, and society.

6. Conclusions

There is currently a great lack of data available to properly show the dynamics and impacts of
these land inequality trends. While there is some information on farm sizes it is not gathered regularly
and consistently across all countries and there is even less comparable data on the nature of rights
to the land. The SDG commitments to monitor indicators 1.4.2, 5.a.1 and 5.a.2, which would at least
provide a breakdown of secure land rights by sex, are still largely unimplemented. We have even less
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data on the changing nature of control over financing of agriculture and on the appropriation of value
in the marketing of produce, as well as challenges in linking such data to information on land parcel
sizes and rights. There is a need for governments and others to regularly gather more common and
consistent primary data, at a minimum this would include what is suggested by the World Program for
the Census of Agriculture [173,174] and that agreed in relation to SDG monitoring [175–177]. Further
studies could draw on such data to investigate and analyze land inequality in all its dimensions.
More country and local case studies that go into greater depth would also be useful and achievable in
the short-term.

It seems clear, however, that there is a dominant process creating increasingly untenable levels of
land inequality with greater land concentration in fewer hands, while the majority who depend on
land for their livelihoods struggle to survive on smaller parcels of land and deal with worsening terms
of trade. Even in contexts of less dependence on land, high levels of land inequality are impacting
negatively on democracy, social cohesion, and the environment.

There are counter movements to the dominant trends, such as people in their every-day practices
reconfiguring their economic lives and land uses, social movements resisting commoditization, peasant
movements pushing for food sovereignty, and civil society groups advocating for more responsible
business practices. Reinforcing these movements seems important, as is further study of their impacts,
in particular to analyze if they are bringing systemic or only limited reforms. Interventions need to
avoid reinforcing the status quo driving inequality and instead address the structural drivers of land
inequality for meaningful and sustainable change.

Historically, land reforms were seen as time bound and put in place to deal with specific injustices,
such as colonial land dispossession, after particular national political moments, such as liberation of
a country from colonialism. We can see now that land reforms are needed as an ongoing processes
to reduce and deal with the negative outcomes of what are increasingly global economic processes.
Land redistribution policies and programs—including direct interventions to acquire land, progressive
property and inheritance tax reforms, etc.—are needed as much as ever. To be successful, these
need to be combined with interventions—such as democratizing control of markets and capital—to
create greater autonomy and equality in the wider agri-food system and in the new ways people are
configuring rural life.

Karl Polanyi’s identification of ‘labor, land, and money’ as fictitious commodities and his related
critique of the utopian myth of the self-regulating market economy is useful to analyzing and addressing
land inequality [115]. Although essential to production, labor, land, and money are not produced
for sale in the market and therefore do not respond to market forces as commodities are expected
to. People are not produced in response to market demand. Land and nature is not produced for
sale [115]. Finding new ways to manage these three factors of production, outside the paradigm of
their maximum exploitation, remains central to a systemic response.
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