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About these Guidelines

These guidelines were developed to help educate other institutional investors and compa-
nies about the potential social impacts of large-scale land investments on local communi-
ties.  ICCR provides these guidelines, which are based on the U.N. Guiding Principles on 
Business and Human Rights, to ensure that land investments remain responsible.

Interfaith Center on Corporate Responsibility
 
May, 2012

AB OU T I CCR
Currently celebrating its 41st year, ICCR is the pioneer coalition of active shareholders who view the management 
of their investments as a catalyst for change.  Its 300 member organizations with over $100 billion in assets have 
an enduring record of corporate engagement that has demonstrated influence on policies promoting justice and 
sustainability in the world. 
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Harmful investments to the detriment of local populations – so-called land grabbing – can only 
be warded off if we first secure the underlying rights of farmers, herders and fisherfolk. 

                            Olivier De Schutter, UN special rapporteur on the right to food 

 
In developing countries, as many as 227 million hectares of land—an area the size of western Europe—
has been sold or leased since 2001, mostly to international investors, often seeking not just the land but 
the access to vital water resources it comes with.  
                                            Oxfam Grow Campaign
 
When they first came they told us an investor was coming and we would develop the land alongside one 
another. They didn’t say the land would be taken away from us entirely.
                Gemechu Garbaba, African Farmer

Food Security can only be attained by empowering small farmers. Selling or leasing farmlands to large 
corporations for investment purposes will only encourage more lands to be taken away from small farmers. 
It is the beginning of the end of the small scale farming that will only lead to food “aid” not food 
“security.”
          Tedla Asfaw of Solidarity Movement for New Ethiopia, a US-based campaign group
 

Background

When one considers the projected food requirements for the population of 9 billion that 
is expected by the year 2050, it isn’t difficult to understand why land rights are becoming 
an increasingly contested issue. In this unfolding scenario, richer industrialized nations 
that need to feed the people in their burgeoning cities are pitted against developing 
countries with rural farming communities that rely on these same lands for their very 
survival. 

To further exacerbate matters, institutional investors lured by rising food and land prices 
are buying up huge tracts of land for purely speculative purposes, placing communities 
in Africa, Central America and Indonesia already living with food and water insecurity 
at serious risk for famine. Concerned with the social impacts of their investments, ICCR 
members ask other institutional investors to consider how the surge in large-scale land 
acquisition for commercial and/or speculative purposes could potentially erode local 
development goals and undermine the economic, social and environmental justice of 
at-risk communities.
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There are several factors driving land grabs: 

1.  Cash rich/land poor countries trying to secure domestic food supplies. The rise in worldwide    
food prices combined with the population trends mentioned earlier have left several countries   
such as China, India and Egypt, aware of  their vulnerability to volatile food commodities mar-
kets and in search of  land to meet the increased food requirements of  their growing populations. 

2.  Climate change has rendered some land un-cultivatable which has forced some countries, 
such as Saudi Arabia, to look for expatriate land to grow food. 

3.  Environmental Conservation projects such as Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and 
Forest Degradation  (REDD) which generate carbon credits for companies, induce companies to 
appropriate lands for “environmental ends”. This is also referred to as “green grabbing.”

4.  The growing market for biofuels has agribusiness seeking to expand operations by growing 
more, more cheaply, in order to increase profits.

5.  The financial crisis has narrowed the suite of  “safe” investment products which has forced in-
vestors to look for other speculative instruments to round out their portfolios. Given the afore-
mentioned rise in food prices and an increased global demand for water due to climate change, 
land investments are guaranteed to produce sustained returns.

To help educate other institutional investors as well as companies that may be investing in land, 
ICCR members have provided a series of  guidelines based on the U.N. Guiding Principles on 
Business and Human Rights to ensure that land investments remain responsible.
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      We acknowledge that there are several organizations that have published guidelines and principles to help investors avoid participat-
ing in land grabs including the Oakland Institute, Oxfam and the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO). ICCR’s 
guidelines draw from these principles, focus them against an audience of institutional investors and frame them within the United 
Nation’s Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights.

Furthermore, we recommend investors: 

1 Assess Impacts and Risks

•  Investors should be open and transparent about their motives and intentions when surveying land for acquisition as land deals are notori-
ously opaque and secretive, and should abstain from large-scale land leases and purchases in countries with a poor track record in rule of law, 
transparency and systems to combat corruption.

•  Respect all existing land-use rights, and ensure free, prior, and informed consent of local rights-holders and communities before engaging in 
any land-related activities.  

•  Consult all stakeholders beforehand, and for the duration of the investment, to ensure that communities have decision-making power around 
the allocation of land and natural resources.

•  Conduct comprehensive social and environmental impact assessments prior to making land investments in order to thoroughly understand 
the potential impacts on the local right to food and make these assessments accessible to the public.

•  Investors must avoid and discourage land investment deals that involve displacement and resettlement of local communities especially deals 
in which large areas of land are involved. For some communities, land retains more than a monetary value; it has a deep spiritual, cultural and 
social relevance.  

2   Implement Human Rights and Environmental Policies

•  Implement policies to safeguard the rights of the disadvantaged, particularly women, and ensure the social sustainability of land investments 
through formal, regular consultation with local government and community leaders. 

•  Avoid the transfer of land rights (including land under customary tenure) away from small-scale food producers, and engage smallholders by 
structuring mutually beneficial contracts.

•  Ensure that land investments support an environmentally sustainable agro-
ecological approach by reducing soil erosion, protecting native biodiversity 
and effectively managing water and other existing natural resources.

3   Establish Grievance Mechanisms

•  Community grievances should be heard by third-party independent sources  
      comprised of local and international experts on human rights and redressed in  
      accordance with national law and international standards.    

4 Monitor and Disclose

•  Hold ongoing monitoring and independent verification of measureable        
       improvements in human rights and the environment as described in section

       •  Commit to regular, public reporting in local languages.

 

“A general lack of transparency is perhaps the most 
significant obstacle to responsible investment in 
land.    Such investments make it difficult for the 

people living on the land to participate in negotia-
tions about land leases, greatly reducing the likeli-

hood that investments will deliver on their promises 
of employment creation and improved livelihoods. 
Investors must act in a transparent manner, while 

this may introduce some costs in the early stages of 
negotiation, it ultimately makes for more sustain-

able and mutually beneficial investments.” 

David K. Deng
Research Director, South Sudan Law Society
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