
 

UNITED 
NATIONS 

 A
 

 

General Assembly Distr. 
GENERAL 
 
A/HRC/10/NGO/45 
25 February 2009 
 

 
ENGLISH ONLY 

HUMAN RIGHTS COUNCIL 
Tenth session 
Agenda item 3 

 

 

PROMOTION AND PROTECTION OF ALL HUMAN RIGHTS, CIVIL, POLITICAL, 
ECONOMIC, SOCIAL AND CULTURAL RIGHTS,  

INCLUDING THE RIGHT TO DEVELOPMENT 
 
 

Written statement* submitted by Human Rights Advocates, Inc. (HRA),  
a non-governmental organization in special consultative status  

 
 

 The Secretary-General has received the following written statement which is circulated in 
accordance with Economic and Social Council resolution 1996/31. 
 

[13 February 2009] 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

GE.09-11599 

                                                 
* This written statement is issued, unedited, in the language(s) received from the submitting non-
governmental organization(s). 
 
 



A/HRC/10/NGO/45 
page 2 
 

                                                

 
    
 

Land Grabbing for Food Outsourcing: A Rising Threat to the Right to Food 
 
1. Human Rights Advocates (HRA) seeks to bring to the honorable Council’s attention an 
alarming and burgeoning trend in global food outsourcing and land grabbing, the deleterious 
byproducts of which are in direct contradiction to many of the Special Rapporteur’s (SR) 
recommendations regarding building resilience for world food and nutrition security. 
 
2. The acquisition of farmlands by foreign actors is not a new phenomenon, nor is it a 
universally condemnable practice. However, since the latter part of 2007, “land grabbing,” the 
acquisition (through long-term lease agreements or outright ownership) of fertile land for 
outsourced food production, has been occurring at a dizzying pace around the globe.1 This trend 
has been triggered by the dual forces of skyrocketing food prices and the global financial 
meltdown.2 These inter-related factors have turned farmlands into a “new strategic asset” for 
financial firms looking for safe havens for investment funds.3

 
3. According to a recent FAO report that addresses the issue, “[w]hile some of these 
arrangements include heavy investments leading to increased production and employment 
generation, they also carry the risk, unless they are properly regulated and negotiated, of having 
dramatic consequences on access to land by farmers and communities in developing countries 
and for the countries themselves in terms of lost income.”4 Earlier in 2008 the FAO warned that 
the rush to acquire foreign farmlands runs the risk of creating a “neo-colonial” system.5  
 
4. Nevertheless, the land grab trend continues through the concerted actions of public and 
private actors implementing policies and investment strategies aimed at snatching up foreign 
farmlands for export-oriented agriculture. Trade ministries and other public officials of food 
insecure nations are travelling the globe looking to secure agreements with foreign governments 
for control of millions of acres of fertile lands. Once the deals are in place, private financial and 
food corporations are expected to carry them out through funding and crop production.6

 
5. These land grab deals often employ “win-win” language because “target nations” secure 
benefits in the form of infrastructure improvements and funds for “rural development.” 7 The 
perception that this trend represents a winning strategy may be enticing given the current 

 
1 Seized!, The 2008 Land Grab for Food and Financial Security, Grain Briefing, October, 2008, available at  
http://www.grain.org/briefings_files/landgrab-2008-en.pdf    (last visited February 11, 2009) [hereinafter Seized]. 
For instance, China has secured leases to over 2 million hectares (ha) of foreign land since 2007. 
http://www.newscientist.com/article/mg20026854.200-rich-countries-carry-out-21st-century-land-
grab.html?full=true   
2 Seized.  
3 Seized.  
4 Country responses to the food security crisis: Nature and preliminary implications of the policies pursued, Mulat 
Demeke, Guendalina Pangrazio and Materne Maetz, at p. 26, FAO, December, 2008.  
5 Land Leased to Secure Crops for South Korea, Javier Blas, Financial Times, Nov, 18, 2008, available at 
http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/98a81b9c-b59f-11dd-ab71-0000779fd18c.html 
6 Seized at 3. 
7 For instance, in an effort to secure leases to Burmese farmlands to produce lentils for export, India has agreed to 
provide special funds to upgrade the Burmese port infrastructure. Id. at 6.  

http://www.grain.org/briefings_files/landgrab-2008-en.pdf
http://www.newscientist.com/article/mg20026854.200-rich-countries-carry-out-21st-century-land-grab.html?full=true
http://www.newscientist.com/article/mg20026854.200-rich-countries-carry-out-21st-century-land-grab.html?full=true
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emphasis on “investing in agriculture” and the apparent desirability of “South-South” capital 
flows in the name of “food security.”   
 
6. Nevertheless, a deeper analysis reveals massive-scale food outsourcing results in the 
perpetuation of industrialized agriculture, environmental degradation, and the displacement of 
small-hold farmers and indigenous people. 8 If left unchecked, the consequences will be severe, 
not only for the realization of the right to food, but also of a litany of other fundamental rights.   
 
7. In paragraph 8 of the SR’s recent Report to the UN General Assembly,9 the SR 
encouraged the international community to ask “for whose benefit?” in the analysis of  
agricultural investments and food aid paradigms. In the spirit of this inquiry, this report seeks to 
expose the consequences of this global land grab trend. 
 
8. Principal among recent “food security seekers” that are acquiring vast tracts of foreign 
farmlands are China and Saudi Arabia.10 It is reported that India, Japan, Malaysia, South Korea, 
Egypt, Libya, Bahrain, Jordan, Kuwait, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates are also carrying 
out land grab strategies.11 Policies that emphasize food outsourcing are being put into place as a 
principal food security strategy.12 A worrisome feature of the trend is the collusion occurring 
between governmental institutions, global investment firms, transnational agribusiness giants, 
and international financial institutions. Changing land ownership laws has been identified by 
World Bank officials as an integral component of its 1.2 billion dollar package to deal with the 
food crisis in Africa.13

9. Private western actors are also implicated in the trend. Jarch Capital, an American 
investment firm, recently secured the largest private land deal in Africa, involving nearly a 
million acres of fertile land in Northern Sudan.14 Alpcot Agro, a Swedish corporation, claims 
control over 135,000 hectares of arable land in Russia, and is expanding operations in Ukraine.15   
 
10. The costs of this land grab trend will undoubtedly be borne by impoverished people of 
“target nations,” the list of which is long and varied: Brazil, Uganda, Cambodia, Burma, the 
Philippines, Ukraine, Sudan, Russia, Thailand, Tanzania, Cameroon, Madagascar, Pakistan, 
Kazakhstan, Laos, Malawi, Senegal, Nigeria, and Paraguay have all ceded control of substantial 
amounts of fertile lands to foreign investors, yet many are themselves food insecure.16

 
8 For example, 25,000 villagers are in peril of displacement if a proposed Qatari food outsourcing deal is solidified. 
Sezied at p.10. 
9 A/HRC/9/23.  
10 Sezied at p. 3. 
11 Id.  
12 Seized at p. 4. 
13 Seized at p. 8 (citing an interview with Herbert Boh, Communications Coordinator, World Bank, interviewed by 
Howard Lesser, Voice of America, on October 14, 2008). http://tinyurl.com/6knzgq .  
14 http://www.foodfirst.org/en/node/2340 
15 http://www.alpcotagro.com/land%20in%20control.aspx
16 Seized at 9; See also Seized Annex http://www.grain.org/front_files/landgrab-2008-en-annex.pdf; 
http://www.busiweek.com/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=1022&Itemid=1; (last visited February 
11, 2009) 

http://tinyurl.com/6knzgq
http://www.alpcotagro.com/land%20in%20control.aspx
http://www.grain.org/front_files/landgrab-2008-en-annex.pdf
http://www.busiweek.com/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=1022&Itemid=1
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11. Reforming property ownership laws to facilitate foreign acquisitions is on the rise among 
target nations.17 Lifting export bans on certain agriculture products is another avenue of 
facilitation. Even if well-intentioned, in a rush to welcome foreign investment, target nations are 
undermining their ability to meet domestic consumption needs, enabling the consolidation of 
farmlands into massive corporate holdings, and potentially setting the stage for wide-spread 
violations of the human right to food. A particularly alarming example is the reported 99-year 
lease of 1.3 million hectares of land in Madagascar (nearly 50% of the arable lands in a 
chronically food insecure country) to Daewoo Logistics of South Korea to grow mainly corn to 
be shipped back to Seoul.18 The resulting civil unrest is a matter of great concern.19

 
12. Once the agreements are in place, both public and private financial institutions and 
corporate agribusiness entities provide the means and methods of production. Some of the 
world’s largest private equity firms are turning to control over agricultural lands as a profit-
driven investment strategy, with minimal regard for the realization of the right to food in target 
nations.20

 
13. It is of concern that the consequences of this burgeoning land grab trend are at odds with 
many of the SR’s recommendations for achieving sustainable solutions to the food crisis. 
According to the SR “investment should be guided by the need to promote sustainable forms of 
agricultural production, benefitting small-holders who are most in need of support, and where the 
impact of poverty alleviation will be greatest.”21 The SR also recommends that the rights of land 
users be secured and that “excessive concentration of land should be avoided”22 and reminds us 
of the Economic and Social Council’s 2008 recognition of “the crucial importance of enhanced 
access of the rural poor, women and men, to productive assets, in particular land and water.”23  
 
14. The Cordoba Declaration on the Right to Food and the Governance of the Global Food 
and Agricultural Systems24 identifies “the lack of protection of smallholder farming communities 
and indigenous people against agri-industrial expansion” as significant contributors to food 
insecurity and highlights the “urgent need to prioritize the effective support, in all manners, to 
local, agro-ecological model of small scale farming production as a way to overcome 
hunger….”25

 
17 Sudan is issuing 99-year leases, Kazakhstan has implemented land share policies and permanent land use rights, 
and the Ukraine is expected to ease restrictions on the sale of farmlands to foreigners. Id. at 8.  
18 The lease agreement is for $12 per acre. Javier Blas, supra note 5.  
19 On February 7, 2009 30 government protesters were killed by soldiers in Antananarivo. Analysts report that the 
government’s deal with Daewoo was a background factor in the unrest. On February 10th, 2009, Daewoo announced 
that it may delay planting due to political instability on the island nation. Daewoo Warns on Madagascar Plans, 
BBC News, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/business/7881319.stm.  
20 For example, the Blackstone Group, the Binladen Group, Deutsche Bank, Goldman Sachs. Seized! At Grain Brief 
Annex, p. 3, available at http://www.grain.org/briefings_files/landgrab-2008-en-annex.pdf (last visited February 3, 
2009); see also Seized at 8. 
21 A/HRC/9/23 at. Para. 8. 
22 Id. at para 22. 
23 Id. 
24 The Cordoba Process was pursued at the Food Forum organized by the FAO Right to Food Unit in October 2008. 
The Cordoba Declaration (December 10, 2008) is available at http://www.fian.org/resources/documents/others/the-
cordoba-declaration/pdf 
25 Cordoba Declaration.  

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/business/7881319.stm
http://www.grain.org/briefings_files/landgrab-2008-en-annex.pdf
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15. Yet, the sheer pace and scale of this land grab trend will undoubtedly mean that villagers, 
small-hold farmers, and entire communities will lose access to land for local food production. 
The expansion of export-oriented industrial agriculture has already drastically undermined food 
security in the developing world, but the land grab trend spells more of the same. 
 
16. Although couched in “food security” terms, land grabbing is in direct contradiction to the 
important concept of food sovereignty.26 The General Assembly, in its resolution of November 
17th, 2008, noted “the need to further examine . . . ‘food sovereignty’ and [its] relation with food 
security and the right to food….”27

 
17. Close analysis of the SR’s recommendations and of the Cordoba Declaration reveals the 
prevalence of the pillars of food sovereignty. A theme emerges from both: the need to support 
the capacities of small-hold farmers to sustainably produce food for local markets, thereby 
enhancing local efficacy over food production and bolstering local economies—hallmarks of 
food sovereignty.  
 
18. The right to adequate food is the most enabling of all human rights. Consequently, food 
sovereignty is critical to upholding the overarching canon of human dignity and can catalyze the 
deeper realization of a litany of other fundamental human rights. The pace and scope of the 
current land grab trend must be recognized as a threat to food sovereignty in target nations, and 
thus to the meaningful and sustainable realization of the right to food for all. 
 
19.  HRA’s Recommendations to the Council: 

• Adopt a resolution reinforcing the spirit and substance of the Cordoba Declaration  
• Recognize the inter-connected and overlapping nature of food sovereignty and the 

full realization of the right to food.  
• Urge the Special Rapporteur to include an investigation into the land grab trend in 

his next report to the Council.  

20.  HRA Calls on Member States to: 
• Respond urgently and thoroughly to the SR’s questionnaire and broader 
recommendations regarding the implementation of national strategies for the 
progressive realization of the right to food.  
• Assure adequate participation by small-hold farmers and peasant groups in 
developing national food security strategies. 
• Analyze agricultural investment policies with due regard for the 
interconnectedness of food sovereignty and the right to food. 
• Respect extraterritorial obligations regarding the right to food. 

----- 

                                                 
26 Food sovereignty is “the right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food produced through ecologically 
sound and sustainable methods, and their right to define their own food and agricultural systems.” Nyeleni 
Declaration, available at http://www.nyeleni2007.org/spip.php?article290. 
27 A/c.3/63/L.43/Rev.1 at para. 14. 

http://www.nyeleni2007.org/spip.php?article290
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