
    

 
 

 

 

   
 

    
 

   

  

  

    5 Large-scale agricultural 
investments in drylands 
Facing some blind spots in the 
grabbing debate 
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Manuel Abebe, Kaspar Hurni, and Marina Bertoncin1 

Introduction 

Large-scale agricultural investments (LSAIs) surged following the 2008 food and 
fnancial crises and increased climate change concerns. Driven by alarming news 
of price spikes of food and biofuel crops, a plethora of actors began investing 
in farmland in an attempt to spread fnancial risks and safeguard access to ag-
ricultural commodities. The acceleration of land investments soon caught the 
attention of scholars and civil society organizations (Cotula et al. 2009; Borras 
and Franco 2012; Woodhouse 2012; Schoneveld 2017), and the term ‘land grab-
bing’ was introduced to conceptualize this phenomenon, even though a number 
of investors acquiring land complied with host countries’ legal frameworks. Con-
sequently, some studies on ‘land grabs’ used the term without accurate empirical 
insights, assuming that land was acquired illegally. Another series of studies used 
the term to denote perceptions of injustice (even if formal laws were not violated), 
as land was often allocated to external investors at the expense of local popu-
lations. This especially happened in areas of the global South and global East, 
where historical land users often lack state-recognized titles yet consider the land 
and its resources to be theirs (Alden Wily 2013). 

At the (initial) height of academic and media attention to large-scale land 
acquisitions, ‘land grabs’ were primarily understood and associated with foreign 
investors’ hunger for farmland and natural resources, and the thus observed and 
documented ‘land rush’ triggered a ‘literature rush’ (Oya 2013). As researchers 
felt the need to call for direct attention and action, some of the early and quickly 
commissioned reports and publications were unavoidably marred by untested as-
sumptions and inherent biases (Oya 2013). The urgency to draw attention to ‘land 
grabbing’ may also have motivated civil society organizations and activist scholars 
to somewhat exaggerate ‘land grabs’. After all, ‘big’ numbers help to raise atten-
tion. More rigorous and sometimes nuanced analyses and discussions followed 
shortly after the earliest series of reports. Various characteristics of later work 
exemplify this evolution. 
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74 Andrea Pase et al. 

First, the geographic scope broadened. Whereas scholars and international 
media initially focused on Africa, Southeast Asia, and Latin America, scholars 
working elsewhere in the world soon joined the debate and raised attention to the 
fact that similar phenomena also took place in their research locales, such as in 
Eurasia (Visser and Spoor 2011; Petrick et al. 2013). 

Second, studies started to highlight the diversity of ‘grabbers’. Thus, a more 
nuanced approach to understanding the characteristics of actors acquiring land 
appeared. While the Chinese and Gulf states were initially foregrounded as pri-
mary actors driving the land rush—China was particularly put under a global 
magnifying glass (Hofman and Ho 2012; Bräutigam and Zhang 2013; Bräutigam 
2015)—over time other investors were recognized, including European pension 
funds and domestic elites (Fairbairn 2013; Keene et al. 2015). The varying roles of 
host states in land acquisitions also gained more attention (Bertoncin et al. 2019). 
These studies highlighted that, on the one hand, the state can be the fnancer (or 
one of the fnancers), thus an investor in large-scale agricultural projects and on 
the other hand, the state can act as an initiator by attracting investors, or it can 
act as a facilitator by, for instance, amending state law, allocating land, improv-
ing infrastructure, and/or mediating between land users and investors. Of course, 
these respective roles are context-specifc, and the state can wear diverse hats 
over the course of time. States, elites, and investors are, in turn, internally het-
erogeneous, with diverse sub-groups pursuing different interests and investment 
logics (for investor heterogeneity, see Abeygunawardane et  al. 2022). In recent 
years, scholarly literature on LSAIs has also pointed to variations in states, elites, 
and investors’ relationships. They may form alliances and team up or compete, as 
occurs when investors want land for purposes that confict with state interests. 
Importantly, regardless of status, background, or role played, these actors typi-
cally perceive the targeted land as empty and underutilized. This understanding 
or framing goes back to colonial and earlier postcolonial times, when portray-
ing land as ‘wasteland’ or ‘abandoned’ justifed state appropriation of customarily 
owned and used land (Haller 2019; Haller et al. 2019). Today, it justifes the trans-
fer of state land to investors (see also Baka 2013; Keene et al. 2015). 

Third, following questions about the ‘newness’ of the global land rush (Edelman 
et al. 2013), concerted efforts were made to historicize the ‘land grab’ phenome-
non by reference to colonial times and earlier waves of land acquisitions (Alden 
Wily 2013; Edelman and León 2013). And fourth, the ‘land grab’ literature came 
to encompass studies of a wider array of struggles over land going beyond only 
land acquisitions, which could be interpreted as ‘control grabs’ in various ways 
(Oliveira et al. 2021). 

In this chapter, we build on and engage with this debate and provide a ‘drylands’ 
perspective. We identify a number of tenacious analytical blind spots in the lit-
erature that appear when thoroughly exploring some anomalies related to the 
maps, the labels, and the numbers that circulate in debates on LSAIs in the dry-
lands. We argue that to illuminate these blind spots, more rigorous, longitudinal, 
and ‘on-the-ground’ studies are imperative (as also argued by, among others, Lu 
2021). A drylands perspective is important, as LSAIs are increasingly targeting 
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dryland areas, especially the localities where water for irrigation is  available—  the 
 so-  called ‘ wetlands in drylands’ ( see  Chapter 4, this volume), such as river banks, 
areas that are flooded annually or seasonally, and/ or places where investors can 
draw on aquifers. After all, aridity means that water, rather than land, is the key 
resource. Yet wetlands in particular are also essential for dryland populations, 
whose often mobile livelihoods and complex tenure configurations are frequently 
overlooked in analyses of the impacts of LSAIs. Our focus is on historical and 
contemporary  large-  scale investments in agriculture in the drylands of Africa 
and Central Asia. In the Land Matrix dataset,2 a  large-  scale land acquisition is 
defined in terms of surface area as an investment of 200 ha or more; the maps 
contained in  Figures 5.1 and 5.2 follow this definition.3

The first blind spot concerns the variability of numbers reported on single land 
acquisitions, raising questions of reliability and accuracy. This appears a stubborn 
blind spot. It was already noted by other scholars (Edelman 2013; Oya 2013), but is 
still observable in the literature today, and relates to large-scale land investments 
in general (not only those oriented towards agriculture), including in the drylands.

The second blind spot emerges when comparing the maps in  Figures 5.1 and 
5.2. While the map of Africa shows many land acquisitions in dryland areas, the 
second map, that of Central Asia, appears almost blank, suggesting that only a 
few land acquisitions have taken place in the region. Yet, as we discuss below, 
similar struggles over land may exist in both  regions—  but when not labelled as 
‘ land grabs’ or raised publicly and observed so by outsiders, acquisitions may not 
receive international scholarly attention.

The third blind spot derives from the perception of land as an undivided space, 
which obscures the subtleties of what an LSAI may mean to ( former) land and 
 land-  related resource users. First, the focus on land alone conceals the fact that 
LSAIs may involve the expropriation of a wide range of rights over  land-  related 
natural resources that are not easily captured under the ‘ land’ category, particu-
larly  common-  pool resources such as water, pastures, forests, fisheries, and wildlife/ 
hunting grounds ( Haller 2019). The term ‘ commons grabbing’ has emerged in the 
literature to address this limitation ( Haller et al. 2013; Dell’Angelo et al. 2017; 
Gerber and Haller 2021). In addition, the scholarly focus on the local impacts of 
‘ land grabbing’ misses out on the relevance of  common-  pool resources to distant 
and mobile groups that may use these resources seasonally and intermittently, 
such as pastoralists. The importance of  common-  pool resources and the rationale 
underlying mobility and intermittent use of natural resources are not always suffi-
ciently understood or acknowledged.

The fourth blind spot emerges from the fact that quite a few LSAIs do not fully 
materialize or are not realized at all. However, instances of failure have rarely 
been studied, thus concealing the fact that some projects may be less mammoth 
than the initial figures suggested or even did not take place at all. By neglecting 
struggles and failures one may miss out on important dynamics and questions: 
What happens if previously acquired land is  de-  annexed when an investment fails 
or scales down? Does the land revert back to the local communities, or does the 
state take over? And what does this mean for local use and access to resources?
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 Figure 5.1  Land deals with agricultural intent in Africa ( Land Matrix 2020;  UNEP- 
 WCMC 2007. Map composition and design by M. Abebe).
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In the remainder of this chapter, we discuss these blind spots in more depth and 
illustrate them with concrete examples.

Lost in numbers

Single investments are often quantified in diverse ways, with regard to the ex-
tent of land ( area) subject to investment. This confuses, and it raises questions: 
What do the figures actually represent and tell us? Do reported numbers refer 
to the land that has been acquired, or do they refer to the intended surface to be 
acquired but not yet realized? And, if realized: How much of the acquired land 
is actually brought under production, if any at all? Beyond those questions and, 
perhaps even more important: conflicting, varying numbers raise questions about 
reliability. Oya ( 2013) and Edelman ( 2013) problematized the reliability of data in 
reports that resulted from the rush to publish. Some of the early studies on LSAIs 
were published without ‘ fact checking’ on the ground. A part of the studies or 
reports were cited with numbers being recycled, risking the further dissemination 
of numbers, which were then subsequently taken for granted ( for a critique, see 
also Bräutigam 2015).

The case of a  large-  scale investment by a foreign actor in Mozambique illus-
trates the problem of varying figures. This investment has been subject to various 
reports on ‘ land grabbing’ ( Justiça Ambiental and UNAC 2011; The Oakland In-
stitute 2011; FIAN 2012; Koordinierungsreis Mosambik 2016). It was initiated in 
2005 and initially carried the name of Chikweti. In 2014, Chikweti merged with 
a company called Green Resources, acquiring the latter’s name. An overview of 
the various studies that evaluated this investment sheds light on the fact that 

 Figure 5.2  Land deals with agricultural intent in Central Asia ( Land Matrix 2020;   
UNEP-  WCMC 2007. Map composition and design by K. Hurni).
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the investment’s land area has been reported in various ways, as demonstrated in 
Table 5.1. Not all reports included data on the categories we identifed, and where 
they included similar categories the fgures varied greatly. 

The signifcant variety of numbers and the somehow vague descriptions at-
tached to these numbers paint a confusing picture. Obviously, large fgures tend to 
be foregrounded, and we also observe the recycling of fgures, likely without fact-
checking. However, reports may also include inconsistencies because research-
ers faced obstacles in obtaining accurate data. In this regard, we identify several 
reasons that might explain the discrepancies and contradictions in quantitative 
reporting of LSAIs. First, data on land investments tend to be controversial, and 
investors, state, and elite actors may conceal facts in order to prevent protests and 
international attention. For this reason, investment details may remain opaque, 
or fgures are downplayed. Investors may also wish to hide corrupt agreements or 
seek to defate fgures to avoid paying high taxes and limit demands for compen-
sation. In summary, data provided, if given at all, can be inaccurate. As stated 
in one of the studies included in Table 5.1: ‘It is diffcult to obtain precise infor-
mation about the exact number and size of DUATs [land-use right titles], since 
authorities are reluctant to provide access to DUAT titles and the related docu-
ments’ (FIAN 2012: 17). When the LSAI is a state project, we may observe other 
dynamics. Diverse state agencies, departments, or ministries may have and/or pro-
vide conficting data. Moreover, agencies responsible for coordination and man-
agement may be reluctant to share land-related investment details—for instance, 
to hide operational ineffciencies and unmet project objectives from higher-level 
authorities. For all these diverse reasons, numbers may deliberately be manipu-
lated (infated or defated) by the various actors involved. One remedy to better 
assess details about an investment’s land area is to undertake research on the 
ground, perhaps supported by GPS tools or drone technologies, as well as by sat-
ellite images. 

A deeper look at Table 5.1 highlights another important issue. A chronolog-
ical order of the numbers, according to the studies’ publishing date, shows that 
the studies were carried out at different times. The studies’ timing may partly 
explain the diversity in numbers, refecting the investment’s trajectory over the 
course of the years. Indeed, the Chikweti/Green Resources investment changed 
its project plans several times: it extended its plantations at various times, faced 
damages due to fres, and underwent a merger that resulted in an increase in the 
surface area of the project (Kronenburg García et al. 2022). This trajectory exem-
plifes the fact that investments have lifetimes and evolve or develop over time in 
sometimes unintended directions. This complicates quantitative assessments, as 
each phase may involve a distinct category of land. In addition, land investments 
may involve specifc categories of land, some of which emerge as investments 
mature. For example, when LSAIs are announced, given fgures typically refer 
to the ‘intended project area’ or the ‘potentially irrigated land’. Later on, num-
bers may come to refer to the land that is actually brought under cultivation, 
which is often smaller in size than the initially projected surface area. Thus, the 
variability of fgures may also be due to the classifcation and types of land. For 
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this reason, utmost care is required in the quantifcation of specifc investments, 
and details on categories of land must be meticulously provided. In-depth re-
search and fact checking that take the temporal dimension of projects into ac-
count are imperative to quantitatively report on LSAIs. 

Lost in labels 

The comparison between the two maps (Figures 5.1 and 5.2) points to another 
quandary that requires attention. While we observe many LSAIs in Africa, Figure 
5.2 suggests that there are only a few in Central Asia. Is this correct, or are we 
overlooking something here? Has Africa really been ‘the primary target of land 
deals’ (Keene et al. 2015: 133)? What do maps reveal and what do they conceal? 

Signifcantly, the term ‘land grabbing’ has not often been pitched in the ac-
ademic literature on Central Asia, and the region has remained relatively un-
derexplored in critical agrarian studies, one of the main felds of study that has 
looked into LSAIs. This is not to say that processes of land concentration and 
illegal seizing of landed wealth—that is, processes which could be categorized 
as ‘land grabs’—have not taken place in the region. This brings us to the im-
portance of attending to context-specifc discursive frameworks. Grounded ap-
proaches are essential to identifying common processes that occur across the 
globe, and such processes are sometimes captured in distinct vernacular, or in 
non-English (and thus less read) publications. As Keene et al. (2015: 132) also 
noted, ‘the language and defnitions of drivers is overly structural unless accom-
panied by an in-depth understanding of the interests motivating different actors 
in specifc land deals’. 

In Central Asia, post-socialist agrarian change since the early 1990s generated 
opportunities for private wealth creation and concentration of land. International 
donors played an important role in this process, as various organizations pushed 
for privatization and demarcation of land plots (Petric 2015; Hofman and Visser 
2021). While diversity exists in state ownership and land tenure, in most countries 
the state or ruling elites have sought to control the fragmentation of former state 
and collective farms’ land in the last decades, in which the state, in some in-
stances, granted  rural wealth (fertile lands and pastureland) to capitalized, polit-
ically well-connected elites, while limiting access to land for the (less capitalized 
segments of the) rural population. Some of these elites held powerful positions in 
the Soviet state’s administration in the late Soviet period; others emerged in the 
years afterwards. In Tajikistan, for instance, these include former bureaucrats and 
bankers, and former chairmen of collective and state farms, who had privileged 
access to ‘grabbable’ resources in the early 1990s. They were able to instrumental-
ize political and social capital to seize control over land and thereupon gradually 
accumulated wealth. The less privileged Soviet farm workers often had few oppor-
tunities to obtain (access to) land and farm assets. As a result, in many localities, 
post-socialist agrarian transformation triggered processes of land accumulation, 
and this has often been an incremental and concealed process (what we could 
call ‘slow grabbing’). 
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Two other more pronounced and related yet less recorded dynamics have taken 
place in Central Asia. First, besides the concentration of arable land ownership, 
urban elites have gradually accumulated control over pastureland over the past 
decades, in tandem with, and driven by, their investment in livestock. This trend 
has been observed by various scholars from and working in Central Asia but 
has not been recorded in academic literature (Hofman personal communication). 
Livestock is of high importance for rural livelihoods in most of Central Asia, 
as ‘living capital’ sold in times of crises or lifecycle events. Thus, the loss of or 
shrinking access to pastureland has signifcant implications. Second, instead of 
seizing land, elites in Central Asia have captured control over agricultural reve-
nue streams. In Tajikistan, for instance, the Soviet-planned agricultural economy 
was replaced by a privately controlled planned economy. What thus happened was 
that—without dispossessing the rural population, but withholding autonomy over 
farm labour—elites who had co-opted the state could capture revenue streams, 
such as the revenues derived from cotton, while simultaneously showcasing a re-
structured countryside, with which they met international donors’ demands to 
liberalize the rural economy (Hofman 2021; Hofman and Visser 2021). These pro-
cesses of incremental seizure of pastures and control grabbing have been noted 
by scholars working in and on the Central Asian region, but some did so before 
the height of the attention paid to ‘land grabbing’ and perhaps more important, 
often did not use the ‘land grab’ vocabulary. Another important aspect is that 
most of the Central Asian societies have had few links to global social movements 
(until recently), as authoritarian rulers have been stifing connectivity to external 
actors, and the political climate discouraged people from openly expressing griev-
ances. As a result, major changes in control over and use of land that have taken 
place in Central Asia in the wake of the breakdown of the Soviet Union and 
more recently, concerning pastureland as well as arable (rain-fed and irrigated) 
land, have often not been picked up in the literature on ‘land grabbing’. 

Another, yet related factor that explains why Central Asia has not received 
much attention from scholars focused on ‘land grabbing’ is the fact that in Cen-
tral Asia, compared with Africa, only a few cases of ‘foreignization’ (Zoomers 
2010) of land have been observed—that is, land acquisitions by foreign investors. 
Until recently, only a couple of foreign investors have been engaged in large-scale 
farming in the region. Chinese land investments were reported in Tajikistan since 
2012 (Hofman 2016), and there a number of foreign investors (indirectly) engaged 
in Kazakhstan’s agricultural sector (World Bank 2017). Notably, after lengthy and 
repeated protests in Kazakhstan in earlier years—mainly driven by fears over the 
growing presence of Chinese actors—the government of Kazakhstan banned for-
eign ownership of land (Reuters 2021). Uzbekistan, another Central Asian coun-
try opening up its economy since the passing of president Karimov in 2016, has 
recently been receiving growing attention from foreign investors, but references 
to ‘land’ or ‘control grabbing’ remain few (see Schweisfurth 2021 as an exception). 

At any rate, compared with African countries, the relative absence of foreign 
direct involvement in the rural economies of Central Asia is evident and may be 
related to several factors. First, Central Asia does not have strong historical links 
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to Europe or the United States, which reverberates in the region until today in 
terms of private trade and private investment from Europe and the United States, 
as well as of scholarly relationships and the presence of international NGOs. 
There is a broad array of NGOs present in Central Asia (mainly focused on the 
poorest economies—i.e. Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan), but these organizations are 
oriented towards socioeconomic changes and development, and they do not seek 
to appropriate landed resources for private (proft-oriented) goals. Most of these 
organizations deliberately approach problems in an apolitical, technical way, in-
cluding land concentration by elites, and, for instance, the elite-controlled cotton 
sector of Tajikistan. In other words, these NGOs abstain from engagement in 
political affairs, assumed to be an implicit requirement to secure a presence on 
the ground (Hofman and Visser 2021). Second, private companies (as potential 
investors) from Europe and the United States may consider the political risks of 
investment in agriculture too high. 

Hence, various factors explain why Central Asia has remained more or less 
outside of scholarly as well as international media attention on ‘land grabbing’, 
even though one can observe pronounced inequality in access to land and in 
elites’ control over land in several parts of Central Asia. In Central Asia, instead 
of transnational corporations or pension funds, it is mostly domestic elites who, 
sometimes gradually and sometimes instantly, have accumulated land and seized 
valuable former state assets. The ‘land grab’ discourse may be geographically con-
fned and shaped, but this is not to say that these developments do not take place 
in localities where the specifc terminology is not used. 

The invisibility of common-pool resources 

Social impact assessments of LSAIs in drylands tend to overlook the fact that 
users of land or other natural resources may lack formal titles while holding com-
mon access rights and may use the resources together with other (groups of) peo-
ple. Some users, such as pastoralists, may access and need these resources only 
intermittently. For pastoralists and shifting cultivators, access to those parts of 
land is essential, but they may remain invisible in studies conducted only once— 
that is, in snapshot studies. 

A recent study based on Land Matrix data concludes that LSAIs may gravely 
affect common-pool resources (Giger et  al. 2019). The impact of LSAIs on 
common-pool resources (e.g. pastures, water, fsheries) has long been overlooked 
in the literature (for a critique, see Mehta et al. 2012; Haller 2019; Gerber and 
Haller 2021). However, attention is warranted: common-pool resources are key, 
especially in the drylands, where local communities and social groups depend on 
these resources for food security, sources of income, and thus livelihood resilience. 

Common-pool resources in much of Africa and Central Asia have been subject 
to major transformations over the past decades, if not centuries. In Central Asia, 
the most signifcant overhauls in access rights to land and other natural resources 
started with the intrusion of Tsarist Russia, and more signifcantly when the re-
gion became part of the Soviet Union. However, this is not to say that there was 
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no inequality in landed wealth before, but major changes took place in the early 
20th century. The Soviet leadership tried to eradicate pastoralism and industri-
alize arable as well as livestock farming, resulting in larger herds. Over the years, 
the Soviet state sought to introduce strict pasture use rights based on the units of 
large-scale farms, which allowed, for instance, (newly built) farms in Tajikistan’s 
lowlands to practise transhumance and bring focks to the highlands in the sum-
mer period, and vice versa. As Cameron (2018) described, groups in Kazakhstan 
experienced radical changes in the early Soviet years, resulting in a famine in the 
1930s that has long been silenced and continues to receive little international 
attention. All land was nationalized, and the population was forced into Soviet 
state institutions. 

In many countries in Africa, the colonial state started a process of state appro-
priation and centralized governance as well, that ignored the complex institutions 
that people in drylands had developed to govern common-pool resources— 
including different ontological views on what was meant by ‘land’—and thereby 
maintained complex cultural landscape ecosystems (Haller et  al. 2013; Haller 
2019, 2020). These institutions coordinated users and user groups’ access to 
common-pool resources with relatively few problems, as they incorporated and 
appreciated the dispersed, variable, and seasonal availability of natural resources 
characteristic of the drylands (as was the case in parts of pre-Soviet Central Asia 
as well). In doing so, they guaranteed fexible and mobile resource use and were 
underpinned by a conception of space as constituted by a constellation of ‘places’. 
These places were continuously reconfgured by the movements of pastoralists, 
shifting cultivators, and fshermen, according to the availability of resources 
(Retaillé 1998, 2000; Retaillé and Walther 2011; Haller 2020). Land was not seen 
as a separate resource but as interrelated with all other resources (Haller 2019). 

Colonizers in Africa introduced a different notion of space based on their own 
understanding, one that was strongly sedentary, based on a two-dimensional ge-
ometry and the idea that territory is divisible into political-administrative parti-
tions and land parcels (Pase 2011). This notion was the basis for a key institutional 
change that would see the transformation of common property into state property. 
First, colonial authorities divided territories into categories (e.g. land for colonial 
settlers, protected areas), resulting in a disconnect between ‘land’ and land-related 
common-pool resources (e.g. wildlife, pastures, water). This process of resource 
management fragmentation furthermore separated common-pool resources into 
units that were governed by separate statutory laws and regulations, units whose 
management thereupon fell under different state departments and administrative 
organizations (e.g. department of fsheries, of forestry, etc.; Haller 2019). In this pro-
cess, ‘land’ (particularly farmland) became a privileged category subject to property 
rights, while rights to common-pool resources were denied (becoming invisible to 
outsiders) as they were nationalized (Haller 2019). Such understandings of land are 
also evident in much of the literature on ‘land grabbing’, with its emphasis on ‘land’ 
and concomitant invisibility of impacts on common-pool resources and their users. 

This classifcation of and bias in understanding land fed into the ways in which 
the postcolonial state understood and dealt with ‘land’ after independence, and 
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this came to play an important role in the neoliberal privatization policies of the 
1990s, as it solidifed a preference for private property and individual ownership 
of land and relegated common property and common-pool resources even further 
into the shadow (Haller 2019). International donors entering Central Asia after 
the breakdown of the Soviet Union pushed for legal fragmentation in similar ways 
through agrarian reforms geared towards land individualization and demarcation. 
Thus, historical institutional changes and fragmentation processes, in combi-
nation with a biased representation of mobile pastoralism as ‘traditional’ and 
‘backward’ (Pouillon 1990; Ancey and Monas 2005; Haller 2020), have formed 
the legal basis for past and present appropriations of land and common-pool re-
sources in these different parts of the world (Alden Wily 2013). 

In the drylands, LSAIs have particularly affected transhumant pastoralists, 
whose mobility often refects a rational, calculated response to seasonal climatic 
fuctuations (see also Gillin 2021). The impact of enclosures on groups that do 
not have a permanent presence in the area is often not recognized. Transhumant 
pastoralists regularly reserve particular pastures and watering places for periods 
of drought, and they may not frequent these places for years. Losing access to 
these resources may mean the collapse of their pastoral livelihoods during dry 
spells (Haller 2020). As a result, investors may not only ‘grab’ land, but also 
affect local actors’ resilience (Haller et  al. 2020). This can happen gradually, 
when resources are cumulatively taken away under successive waves of commons 
grabbing, such as experienced by the pastoral Peul in the Senegal River Delta 
(Benegiamo and Cirillo 2014, 2016, 2018; Cirillo 2017). This river delta was his-
torically inhabited by several Peul lineages of transhumant pastoralists (Audru 
1966). The availability of water in this dryland region made the delta attractive 
for colonial rulers who were interested in developing a large-scale plantation 
economy using local labour (Boone 2003). Indeed, since the colonial period, 
several projects to build irrigation systems have been pursued. These projects 
restricted pastoralists’ access to water and pastures, reducing the local grazing 
capacity (Corniaux et al. 1998). The Peul lost access to collectively used water 
and land and were forced to adapt by changing their mobility patterns and live-
lihoods. Some started to engage in sedentary agriculture and reduced their herds 
to preserve access to the river. Others moved to ‘residual zones’ not yet affected 
by agricultural expansion, but this meant that they had to intensify their tran-
shumant movements over shorter distances to navigate circumscribed access to 
resources (Cirillo 2017). One of these frontier areas was a protected zone, called 
Ndiael, demarcated around a wetland, where agriculture was forbidden but graz-
ing was allowed. Eventually, this area became the last refuge in the delta for 
pastoralists pushed away by land enclosures for agriculture. However, in 2012, at 
the height of the renewed global interest in farmland, the national government 
allocated 20,000 ha of the protected area to a Senegalese–Italian agricultural 
company without consulting the resident pastoralists, justifying their allocation 
by referring to the ‘emptiness’ of the area (Cirillo 2017) (Figure 5.3). The LSAI 
threatened pastoralists’ already limited access to common-pool resources—hence 
threatening their pastoral livelihoods (Benegiamo and Cirillo 2018). Following 
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Figure 5.3 Expansion of the agricultural frontier in Ndiael, Senegal (2014). Photo taken by 
Giada Connestari and Davide Cirillo. 

resistance and activist mobilization by a local grassroots movement, supported 
by national and international NGOs and think tanks, the Italian investor with-
drew in 2017. The government of Senegal reduced the area of land allocated for 
investment to 10,000 ha, which stayed in the hands of the Senegalese investor. 
In recent years, pastoralists have continued their efforts to reclaim their rights to 
the land and have protested the lack of support from the government to develop 
their activities (Cirillo personal communication). 

The invisibility of common-pool resources implies that the loss of access to these 
resources are often not fully or not at all included in compensation schemes. Inves-
tors involved in LSAIs regularly compensate local communities for the loss of ag-
ricultural land, but they do not always consider the loss of access to common-pool 
resources. Some investors also implement socio-economic development projects 
as part of their corporate social responsibility (CSR). When these are provided 
to people collectively, one could argue that they introduce new or alternative 
commons—in the form of, for example, schools, health services, community funds, 
and (irrigation) infrastructure (Haller et al. 2019; Gerber and Haller 2021). Case 
studies on such interventions in some countries in Africa, however, have shown 
that these provisions tend to fall short, as they cannot compensate for the resil-
ience that the former (old) commons provided (Haller et  al. 2019, 2020; Haller 
2020; Gerber and Haller 2021). Compensation payments are often one-off and in-
suffcient, and development projects are of a limited durability. Sometimes prom-
ises do not materialize. What is more, gains are often not well distributed (i.e. elite 
capture), such that those who most depended on the old commons lose most. 

In short, the focus on ‘land grabbing’ and local impacts in the literature on 
LSAIs and in compensation schemes seems to build on a tradition that neglects 
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the signifcance of common-pool resources for rural populations—particularly for 
non-sedentary periodical users and user groups—and the common-property insti-
tutions that regulate their use and access. In the drylands, commons grabbing is 
at least as important as, if not more important than, the grabbing of ‘land’ alone. 

Forgotten failures 

LSAIs do not always materialize or develop according to plan, yet ‘failures’, of 
any kind, have often remained invisible or hardly touched upon in the literature 
(for recent exceptions see Bräutigam 2015; Nolte 2020; Kronenburg García et al. 
2022). This may be a result of snapshot studies, as organizations or researchers 
are unable to conduct longitudinal studies to evaluate how projects evolve over 
time. The emphasis tends to be on the early stages of development and expansion, 
often highlighting the impact investments have on local populations. However, 
attention to failures and operational struggles are of great relevance as they may 
reveal new and unexpected dynamics. As mentioned earlier, LSAI processes are 
far from linear: plans can be amended, interrupted, or sometimes completely fail. 
A range of (external and internal) factors, in isolation or combination, can cause 
such failures. External factors may include a change in commodity prices, diffcul-
ties in accessing international and domestic markets, fnancial issues, problems in 
electricity or fuel supply, and so on. Investors often do not report on their diffcul-
ties, but some recent studies have highlighted investors’ experiences and struggles 
(Kronenburg García et al. 2022), including conficts with farmers or pastoralists 
(see for instance Bertoncin and Pase 2012). 

Many failures can be attributed to the ‘one-commodity machine’ logic (Scott 
1998) that underlies LSAIs. In this regard, we identify three causes of failure. The 
frst concerns the ‘short-sightedness’ of modern agriculture planning: investors are 
unable or unwilling to see what happens beyond a limited spatial and temporal 
horizon. They do not evaluate ‘long-term outcomes (soil structure, water quality, 
land tenure relations) and third-party effects’ (Scott 1998: 263–264). The second 
cause of failure concerns the underestimation of the complexity of large-scale 
agricultural production systems where everything has to work in unison to suc-
ceed and at the right time (e.g. arrival of fertilizers and seeds, diesel for tractors, 
electricity for pumps). The high dependencies among its constituent elements 
(e.g. hydraulic networks, machinery, pumping systems, maintenance) mean that 
the production machine is intrinsically fragile and susceptible to ruptures. The 
‘various components are diffcult to ft into place at the same moment: besides the 
construction of the irrigation works, land has to be distributed and settled, new 
crops have to be grown and new markets found’ (Hirschman 1967: 43). The third 
causal factor concerns the rigid nature of LSAIs, which hinders the ability to cope 
with climatic variations and social complexities (Bertoncin and Pase 2017; see 
Chapter 4, this volume). 

When LSAIs enter into crisis or fail, this sometimes provides opportunities 
for local populations to re-appropriate and regain access to land and other re-
sources. The Chikweti/Green Resources investment discussed earlier eventually 
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faced diffculties and ran into problems (Kronenburg García et al. 2022), and in 
2020 the investor even transferred 54,000 ha of land back to local communities.4 

In other places, re-appropriation may take place in a situation of open access 
and confict as a plethora of historical and new users rush to seize assets and 
beneft from resources. Gradually, however, new understandings and practices for 
resource use may emerge. This happened in the site of a former large-scale, state-
run project near Lake Chad. The South Chad Irrigation Project on the Nigerian 
shores of Lake Chad was initiated in the 1970s, but it ran into problems during 
the 1980s’ droughts and struggled to recover afterwards owing to reduced gov-
ernment funding. In the late 1980s, the South Chad Irrigation Project was effec-
tively abandoned (Bertoncin and Pase 2017). However, along the intake channel, 
farmers and pastoralists slowly rebuilt their livelihoods by using abandoned LSAI 
infrastructures and combining new and old forms of knowledge and techniques in 
unexpected ways (Bertoncin and Pase 2017; see Chapter 4, this volume). In these 
interstices, common-use institutions for resources came into being, offering peo-
ple the opportunity to take advantage of LSAI remnants, but in a way that was 
sensitive to the climatic and environmental vagaries of the drylands. 

Discussion and conclusion 

In this chapter, we shed light on the intricacies of studying and analysing LSAIs 
in dryland areas. We illuminated the blind spots we observed in the literature. 
These blind spots particularly relate to important aspects, not considered or not 
fully understood, yet of great relevance or specifc to the drylands and essential to 
understanding the impact of LSAIs on dryland users. 

First, we addressed the need to analyse the multidimensional impact of LSAIs 
by using a longitudinal and historically grounded research design, one that in-
tegrates past (colonial and even precolonial) uses and ontologies of land and 
common-pool resources and the past institutional fabric that regulated access 
to and management of those resources. Such an approach allows for capturing 
the ways in which projects or investments change or are amended over time and 
for how past changes feed into or even facilitate recent dynamics. We need to 
be attentive to institutional transformations from common to state and private 
property, because the latter is the basis for LSAIs. Longitudinal studies can also 
reveal that some projects are less gargantuan than initial fgures may have sug-
gested, or that projects have not materialized at all. Thus, it is imperative to 
regard LSAIs as processes whose outcomes are not predefned. Often LSAIs un-
fold or evolve in different steps, stage-wise. A longitudinal approach also allows 
researchers to identify diverse kinds of commons. These include what we could 
call ‘old’ commons—that is, the common-pool resources used prior to LSAI 
implementation, and the locally developed common-property institutions that 
regulated access and use. ‘New’ commons may appear in the course of LSAI de-
velopment, such as the collective compensation payments and CSR projects set 
up by investors. Lastly, specifc kinds of commons may come into being when 
LSAIs are abandoned or fail. We could call these ‘interstitial’ commons, which 
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emerge after local actors re-enter areas and rebuild their livelihoods in alternative 
ways, among abandoned infrastructures, adapting to the changed access to local 
resources and in line with the climatic variability and variable resource avail-
ability of the drylands. As such, local actors demonstrate agency and adaptive 
capacity to deal with a changing environment. 

Second, in-depth, longitudinal research is also essential to covering the sea-
sonal and inter-annual variability that characterizes drylands. This is particularly 
imperative to appreciate resources that are not always clearly visible throughout 
the year. For instance, water resources, or grasslands, may be more or less observa-
ble by a layman’s eye, as their discernability is affected by seasonal characteristics, 
particularly erratic rainfall. 

Third, and related to the above, drylands imply that analysis should appreciate 
mobility. Pastoralists are often represented as backward and sometimes even ir-
rational. Some actors may therefore consider drylands as wastelands, useful only 
for livestock grazing. The value of such areas for mobile livelihoods is not always 
fully understood. However, it is precisely pastoralists’ mobility that shows their 
adaptive capacity and their resilience. Mobility is what allows them to resiliently 
make use of common-pool resources, to adapt to the seasonal and spatial availa-
bility of land-related resources. The enclosures of land and the pressures to settle 
undermine pastoralists’ livelihoods and may cause their disappearance. 

Fourth, we highlighted the need for a different way to understand who or what 
is defned as ‘local’. Local actors may include elite individuals, privileged and 
under-privileged individuals and groups, who all have their own interests and 
distinct ties to land and other resources. LSAI impacts are thus differentiated. 
Relatedly, the continuous and geometric space of the Western and ‘sedentary’ 
conception of the world provides for clearly delineated rights to (agricultural) 
land, but this does not match the characteristics of drylands, where one place is 
lived and experienced in multiple ways, at different times and by different users. 
More than a ‘topography’, there is a need for a ‘topology’ of space in drylands that 
ensures a plural, open, and ever-changing view of what is ‘local’. 

Fifth, we highlighted the importance of attending to framing, discourse, and 
language—that is, the specifc vernacular used by internal and external actors to 
discuss, talk, and report about trajectories of land-use change in general and LSAIs 
in particular. This allows for understanding and observing parallel tendencies across 
localities and continents, similarities that remain concealed if one attends alone 
to English, French, or Spanish publications that refer to ‘land grabbing’. This also 
means that analyses of impact should look beyond the appropriation of land alone, to 
also look at the appropriation of water fows and other kinds of commons (commons 
grabbing). Control grabbing can be equally pronounced, including the control over 
specifc uses of land (labour). The latter may mean that not only do investors or 
other actors enclose land and therewith block outsiders’ ability to enter, but they 
may also appropriate the power to determine specifc use of dryland areas and nat-
ural resources. In that way, they take away people’s and ecosystems’ resilience. This 
sometimes happens gradually, cumulatively, when LSAIs develop over time. 
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By placing a spotlight on these blind spots and suggesting ways to examine the 
impact of LSAIs in drylands, we hope to contribute to the work on and the lives 
of those who depend on drylands. This should serve to protect the strength of mo-
bile livelihoods and the resources on which they depend. As also noted in various 
other chapters of this volume, a holistic approach to studying dryland livelihoods, 
and the lived social and environmental changes and continuities in the drylands, 
is essential to gain a nuanced understanding of areas undergoing socio-political 
and environmental change. 

Notes 
1 We thank Jeroen Warner for feedback on an earlier version of this chapter. 
2 https://landmatrix.org/ [Accessed August 2020]. 
3 ‘Large’, however, can also refer to the size of fnancial fows or to the impact on liveli-

hoods and/or the environment. 
4 https://clubofmozambique.com/news/mozambique-green-resources-relinquishes-54000-

hectares-of-land-in-niassa-report-176557/ [Accessed 25 March 2022]. 
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