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 Die Debatte über Entwicklungsperspektiven steht überall auf der Tages-
ordnung. Einseitig an wirtschaftlichem Wachstum orientierte Vorstellungen 
haben verheerende materielle, soziale und psychische Auswirkungen in 
Lateinamerika, Afrika und Asien, aber auch in Europa und den USA. Obwohl 
das am Wirtschaftswachstum orientierte Konzept längst kritisiert wurde, ist es 
nach wie vor für die Richtung unserer wirtschaftlichen und gesellschaftlichen 
Veränderungen nach innen und außen maßgeblich. 
 

 Die Kritik muss mit konkreten Entwicklungsperspektiven für eine 
humanitäre Entwicklung verbunden werden. Technokratische Politik zur 
Entwicklung reicht ebenso wenig aus wie politische Utopien. Die Erarbeitung 
der Perspektiven ist in Wirklichkeit ein umfassender Lernprozess, der ein neues 
Verständnis von Politik und nicht zuletzt auch ein neues Rollenverständnis von 
Technikern und Sozialwissenschaftlern erfordert. 
 
 So geht es in dieser Reihe Entwicklungsperspektiven darum, emanzipa-

torische Prozesse im Produktions- und Reproduktionsbereich (bzw. Ursachen für 
ihre Verhinderung) aufzuzeigen. In ihnen wird an die eigene Geschichte 
angeknüpft und die eigene Identität erneut gefunden. Die Analyse 
emanzipatorischer Erfahrungen in verschiedenen Bereichen (Gesundheit, 
Wohnungsbau, Bildung, Produktionsorganisation) können hier wie dort Schritte 
auf dem Weg der Lösung von Abhängigkeiten hin zur Selbstbestimmung klären 
helfen. 
 
Entwicklungsperspektiven sind heute schwer zu erkennen, daher suchen wir 
 

 Berichte aus der Erfahrung demokratischer Organisationen, Analysen 
anderer Gesellschaften und Kulturen sowie ihrer Wirtschafts- und 
Lebensweisen. 

 Auswertungen von Erfahrungen in Entwicklungsprojekten. 

 Dokumente mit Hilfe derer die Lernprozesse aus diesen Erfahrungen von 
Europa nach Lateinamerika und vice versa vermittelt werden können. 

 
 
LATEINAMERIKA-DOKUMENTATIONSSTELLE  
Universität Kassel 
FB 5 
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„When the bottom drops out of the coffee market (…) what 
happens to the peasants who depend upon it and the forests 
in which it is harvested? When the World Bank helps to fund 
massive afforestation programs around the world, aimed at 
preserving tree cover and animal biodiversity, what actually 
happens to the hill forests designated for enclosure and the 
tribal people who live there?” 

        Paul Robbins (2012, p. 13)



 

Abstract 
 

English 
This thesis argues, that the dominant focus on large-scale appropriations obscures 
slower processes of Land Grabbing that might take place gradually on a smaller 
scale. Members of local communities come into particular focus as their land, 
which serves as a basis for self-sufficiency and collective identity, is highly 
affected by land acquisitions. To make such a process visible, we collected and 
analysed qualitative data from twenty local communities around the world. Our 
results show a characterization of, what we call, ‘Micro Land Grabbing’ by 
analysing the actors involved, conflicts and effects as well as possible reactions 
to such land appropriations. This thesis identifies dynamics that intend to 
facilitate working with a less regarded, but equally important form of Land 
Grabbing and shows how the concept sheds new light on a hidden process. 
Therefore, it contributes to the alternative debate on Land Grabbing. 
 
Deutsch 
Im Diskurs um Land Grabbing besteht ein dominanter Fokus auf großflächigen 
Aneignungen von Land, welcher bisher nur von einzelnen AutorInnen in Frage 
gestellt wurde. Diese Arbeit beschäftigt sich deshalb mit langsameren Prozessen 
des Land Grabbings, die schrittweise in kleinerem Maßstab stattfinden können. 
Mitglieder lokaler Gemeinschaften geraten dabei besonders in den Fokus, da ihr 
Land, welches als Grundlage für die Selbstversorgung und der kollektiven 
Identität dient, in hohem Maße von solchen Landnahmen betroffen ist. Um diesen 
Prozess sichtbar zu machen, wurden Daten von zwanzig lokalen Gemeinschaften 
auf der ganzen Welt erhoben und ausgewertet. Anhand dieser Ergebnisse und 
unter Einbeziehung von theoretischen Konzepten wie der politischen Ökologie, 
werden die beteiligten Akteure, Konflikte und Auswirkungen sowie mögliche 
Reaktionen auf solche Landaneignungen aufgezeigt. Diese Arbeit identifiziert 
Dynamiken, die den Umgang mit einer weniger beachteten, aber ebenso 
wichtigen Form des Land Grabbing erleichtern sollen. Damit leistet sie einen 
Beitrag zur alternativen Debatte über Land Grabbing. 



 

Introduction 
 

Land Grabbing has been going on for centuries. One may think of the “discovery” 
of the American continent and the brutal expulsion of the indigenous population 
or the dispossession of first nations in Oceania through British colonists. This 
violent process is still alive today. Barely one day goes by without people being 
threatened or expropriated from their lands. However, since the food price crisis 
of 2007-2008, there is something new in the global rush for land. The number of 
media reports and scientific papers observing international large-scale appro-
priations increased significantly (GRAIN 2008; Görgen et al. 2009; Zoomers 
2010; Gardner 2012; Holmes 2014). 

At the same time, the main discourse about large scale appropriations dis-
regards many cases in which less influential, regional actors also play an 
important role in the commodification of smaller areas. Only a few studies 
concern the “fetishization of the hectare” (Edelman 2013) or “small-scale land 
acquisition” (Friis and Nielsen 2016). Besides the dimension of a single acquisi-
tion, a significant difference is to focus on the "control grabbing", i.e. the loss of 
control over the affected piece of land (Hall et al. 2011; Borras et al. 2012). In 
this sense, it is important to understand how control over land is achieved and to 
ascertain the consequences of this loss of control for those affected. From a 
political ecology perspective, the land is essentially a source of political power, 
a basis for complex relations of alliance and reciprocity, and a central component 
of social identity (Cotula et al. 2008; Bauriedl 2016; Engels and Dietz 2011). As 
a result, members of local communities come into particular focus. Their land, 
which serves as a basis for self-sufficiency and collective identity, sparked the 
interest of various regional actors seeking to profit from the global rush of land 
(Agrawal and Gibson 1999; Nyéléni Europe and Central Asia 2020; Gawora 
2011). This conflation between the accumulation efforts of the capitalist world 
and the places that are managed with totally different tenure systems, which are 
not based on private property and thus are not included in a commodified market, 
leads inevitably to conflicting situations. 

Adding a small part to the alternative discourse about the current rush for 
land, this thesis introduces the term “Micro Land Grabbing” in the context of 
local communities. This can be understood on the basis of three questions. (1) 
What are the characteristics of Micro Land Grabbing? (2) How can Micro Land 
Grabbing be distinguished from common Land Grabbing and an agrarian struc-
tural change? (3) What are dynamics that make an invisible process apparent? To 
answer these questions, it is helpful to deconstruct the entire process of small-
scale land acquisitions from the very beginning to its end, by posing the following 
working questions: What are the motivations for acquiring land? Who are the 
actors involved? What conflicts arise? How are communities affected and how 
do they react? 
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To describe such a complex process, a research team from the University of 
Innsbruck in cooperation with the University of Kassel, the “Dreikönigsaktion 
Innsbruck” and the “Bürgergenossenschaft” in Mals (Italy) worked together in 
an interdisciplinary project titled “Micro.Land.Grabbing: a challenge for local 
communities worldwide”. Within the working group of the sociologist Markus 
Schermer from the University of Innsbruck we elicited twenty qualitative data 
sets from different communities around the world and organized a participatory 
workshop with even more actors involved. This empirical data as well as the 
theoretical approaches in the literature are helpful for understanding the complex 
relations underlying the process of Micro Land Grabbing. Thus, the next two 
chapters give an overview of the current discourse on Land Grabbing and local 
communities, which is then followed by a chapter on its theoretical placement in 
political ecology with a critical view on capitalist accumulation. Chapter five 
introduces the applied methodology, while chapters six and seven bring together 
empirical results and theory in order to give answers to the main research 
questions. Finally, chapter eight draws an overall conclusion.



 

On (Micro) Land Grabbing 
 

The first chapters gives an overview of the current discourse in the academic 
literature on the global Land Grab and the difficulties in defining it. Deriving 
from these findings the following chapter takes a critical view on the bias of size-
based definitions that delimit Land Grabs per hectare and provides alternative, 
more inclusive ways to capture the phenomenon.  
 
The global Land Grab: setting the scene 
In the 1980s, demographic growth, low import tariffs, the lack of investment in 
agriculture as well as the structural adjustment programmes of the World Bank 
and the International Monetary Fund forced several poor but food-self-sufficient 
countries into becoming net-food-importers (DeSchutter 2011, p. 251). In the 
course of the global food price crisis of 2007–2008 these countries experienced 
how that position was unsustainable. Many governments or private commodity 
buyers reinvested in agriculture in order to improve their food security by 
becoming more self-sufficient in food production or to achieve stability of 
supply. This includes for example infrastructure projects such as the development 
of communication routes and storage facilities or irrigation systems, as well as 
the expansion of large-scale mechanized plantations (DeSchutter 2011, p. 252). 

At the same time, some rich or relatively better-off countries (e.g. China, 
Saudi Arabia) realized that they were lacking the farmland and water required to 
produce enough to cover their own needs. Outsourcing food production into 
countries with enough land was their response to the food price crises: to make 
themselves more independent from international markets, they acquired land 
abroad and produced for themselves. Consequently, they gained control over 
large tracts of land overseas in the name of food security (Borras et al. 2012, 
p. 845). While China and Saudi Arabia were the most popular investor countries 
seeking food security by acquiring land abroad, GRAIN (2008, p. 3) identified 
many more: India, Japan, Malaysia, and South Korea in Asia; Egypt and Libya 
in Africa; and Bahrain, Jordan, Kuwait, Qatar and the United Arab Emirates in 
the Middle East. What all of these countries have in common is that they were 
affected by a shortage of fertile land due to unfavourable climate conditions or 
population growth, and simultaneously had sufficient financial means for 
outsourcing their agricultural production (Görgen et al. 2009, p. 12). 

Yet it was not only the better-off nations that were doing so. Many private 
commodity buyers in search of stable investments became interested in buying 
farmland to hedge assets against inflation. However, this interest in purchasing 
does not refer to typical transnational agribusiness operations, in which, for 
instance, Cargill invests in a huge soy bean plant in the vast area of Mato Grosso 
in Brazil (Hafner and Coy 2017). Rather, it concerns a new interest in acquiring 
control over farmland itself. As a consequence, farmland prices jumped by 16 per 
cent in Brazil, by 31 per cent in Poland, and by 15 per cent in the Midwestern 
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United States in 2007 alone (IFPRI 2009, p. 1). De Schutter (2011, p. 254) 
describes this as an important shift from the former focus on crops to the actual 
resources behind it: “It is no longer just the crops that are commodities: rather it 
is the land and water for agriculture themselves that are increasingly becoming 
commodified, with a global market in land and water rights being created”. With 
the help from agencies like the World Bank or the European Bank for Recon-
struction and Development, the finance industry persuaded governments to 
change land ownership laws so that farmland is available for profit-making. 
Hence, financial groups acquire actual rights to land in a very short time resulting 
in increasing land prices and thus in a loss of access to land for local food 
production (GRAIN 2008, p. 8).  

The first principal targets of controlling land were countries in Africa (e.g. 
Malawi, Senegal, Nigeria) and South America (e.g. Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay) 
(GRAIN 2008, p. 7). Vast, seemingly empty areas offering fertile land, relative 
good water availability, and some level of potential farm productivity growth 
were thought to be available at affordable prices (Borras et al. 2012, p. 845; 
Edelman 2013, p. 487). Over the course of time, other regions also attracted Land 
Grabbing. Borras et al. (2011) identify Southeast Asia, Visser and Spoor (2011) 
as well as Mamonova (2013) draw attention to former Soviet Eurasia, and Franco 
and Borras (2013), as well as van der Ploeg (2015), describe many cases of Land 
Grabbing in Europe. Due to the rapid pace of global land deals, its lack of trans-
parency, contradictory reports, and the absence of a standard criterion to classify 
these acquisitions it is almost impossible to provide full quantitative data sets 
(Edelman 2013, p. 489). Nevertheless, Table 1 gives some insights into land 
deals in selected target countries. It shows that the biggest deals are negotiated 
with investors from China, the UK but also from South Korea and Malaysia and 
demonstrates the enormous dimensions of single acquisitions (e.g. Malaysia: 
600.000 ha). This growing interest in foreign land acquisition in target countries 
is due to states striving to participate in a rapid industrialisation process, gaining 
economic growth and diversity. They promise the rural population food security 
and a better life in marginal areas. But ensuring that the ‘periphery’ would join 
the ‘centre’, often failed, and the opposite becomes reality: more inequality 
between farmers, and more rural poverty (DeSchutter 2011, p. 250). 

Indeed, the phenomenon of Land Grabbing existed before the food crisis of 
2007-2008 (see chapter 0). New are the scale, intensity, and complexity of it. 
Zoomers (2010, p. 441) claims that specifically the context changed: “(…) the 
redistribution of land is no longer a local question of social justice (land for those 
who work it) or efficiency (land for the most efficient producer), land purchases 
are also intended for nature conservation (in the case of ‘empty’ areas) or urban 
extensions (on the rural-urban periphery)”. The combination of globalisation, 
liberalisation of land markets, and the worldwide boom in foreign  
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Target country Investor Dimension Type of land use 
Afrika       

Kenya Qatar 40.000 ha  
Fruit and 
vegetable 
cultivation 

  Bioenergy International 
(Switzerland) 93.000 ha Jatropha 

Malawi Djibouti 55.000 ha unknown 

Tanzania Sun Biofuels (UK) with Tanzania 
Investment Center 5.500 ha Jatropha 

  China (Int. Water and Electric Corp.) 101.000 ha Corn 
  UK (D1 Oils) 60.000 ha Jatropha 
  UK (CAMS Group)  45.000 ha Sweet Sorghum 
Zambia UK (D1 Oils) 45.000 ha Agrofuels 
Latin America       
Argentina India (Olam International) 12.000 ha Soybeans, Corn 
  Malaysia (Arumugam) 600.000 ha Agrufuels 
  South Korea 21.000 ha unknown 
Brazil Japan (Mitsui) 100.000 ha Soybeans 
Eastern Europe       
Ukraine USA (Morgan Stanley) 40.000 ha unknown 
  UK (Landkom) 100.000 ha unknown 
  Russia (Renaissance Capital) 331.000 ha unknown 
  Libya 100.000 ha unknown 
Asia       

Cambodia Chinese Farm Cooperation - 
Pheapimex Group  

right of use for 
70 years; 

300.000 ha 

"develop spare 
forest" 

  

Rethy Investment Cambodia Oil 
Palm Co., Ltd. (MRICOP); joint 
venture owned by Mong Rethy of 
Cambodia (60%), Borim Universal of 
Korea (30%) and Lavanaland of 
Malaysia (10%) 

11.000 ha Palm Oil 

  

Joint venture between Mittapheap-
Men Sarun and Rama Khmer 
International of 
Cambodia, and Globaltech Sdn. Bhd. 
Of Malaysia 

20.000 ha Palm Oil 

  China 130.000 ha Rice 
  South Korea 200.000 ha “win-win to 

restore forestry 
and produce 
Agrofuels” 

Table 1: Target countries of Land Grabbing, own visualisation based on Görgen et al. 
(2009). 
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direct investment (FDI) contributed to this new, complex type of global Land 
(Zoomers 2010, p. 430). Globalisation has allowed for people to be more disperse 
and for long distance communication technology, which has rapidly made it 
possible to own land in distant places. The liberalisation of land markets since 
the 1990s has contributed to the commodification of land and other natural 
resources and has led to the conversion of communal ownership and customary 
land rights to a statutory, individually based market, where people hold land 
titles. Finally, the worldwide boom in FDI gave rise to new types of actors in the 
control and use of land (Zoomers 2010, p. 430). 

Key drivers for the new rush for land are the debates and actions on sustain-
ability and climate change grounded for example in the Sustainable Development 
Goals (goal 7 “affordable and clean energy”) or in the context of the Rio Summit 
of the United Nations in 2012 (Backhouse et al. 2019, p. 7). The rise of bio-
economy and the promotion of green growth to mitigate the present socio-
ecological crises, as well as global shifts towards neoliberal forms of governance 
such as carbon markets enabled new forms of Land Grabbing. Other crops (e.g. 
jatropha or sugar cane for biofuels) and new resources like forests for carbon 
storage became relevant (Holmes 2014, pp. 550–551). The impact on the rural 
population is similar to other cash crop booms. The key difference is that biofuels 
lie at the interface between the agriculture and energy sectors. Due to the ongoing 
transformation from a fossil-based economy to the usage of renewable materials, 
states regulation on biofuel creates an artificial demand that is unprecedented 
among cash crops, which is likely to last longer than the usual length of a 
“commodity boom” cycle (Cotula et al. 2008, p. 7). To give examples: The EU 
directive 2003/30/EC passed in 2003 obligated member states to replace almost 
6% of all transport fossil fuels with biofuels by 2010 and is continued in a more 
general directive (2009/28/EC) which mandates levels of renewable energy use 
within the European Union from 2009 to 2021 (European Parliament 5/17/2003, 
6/5/2009). Shifting the view on the largest resource-producing countries, Brazil 
occupies second place behind the USA in the biofuel bioeconomy. Since the 
1970s, Brazil has been investing in research and the development of seeds, agri-
cultural practices, and the processing of sugar cane for the production of bio-
ethanol, resulting in an increased land consumption (2.7 million hectares in 1980 
to 10.2 million hectares in 2016) (Backhouse 2021, p. 102). As farmers are 
traditionally squeezed by low agricultural prices, the cultivation of plants for the 
production of biofuels may offer an opportunity to get better terms of trade. On 
the other hand, biofuel production may compete with food crops as they take 
place on lands that would be suitable for food production. As food prices rise, 
people are most in need of land for subsistence, but poor people’s access to that 
land is liable to be weakened due to their lack of ability to purchase, which often 
results in negative impacts on food sovereignty (Cotula et al. 2008, pp. 13–14). 
Thus, the increased consumption of bioenergy and with it an increased demand 
for land lead to a shortage of land resources and hence are an additional trigger 
of Land Grabbing. 
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Therefore, the roots of the new global Land Grab are found to be in the 
world food crisis and the broader financial crisis that the food crisis has been part 
of, but also in the rush for a bioeconomic transition caused by the current socio-
ecological crises. (Zoomers 2010, p. 429; Borras et al. 2012, p. 845; DeSchutter 
2011; Visser and Spoor 2011; GRAIN 2008). 

Despite this economic pursuit, countries in Asia and Latin America started 
to focus on the protection of indigenous peoples’ rights, such as UNESCO herit-
age sites, nature reserves, or private land titling. Although these initiatives have 
the intention of protection, they often do little in favour of the receiving, rather 
they often further reduce the access to resources (Zoomers 2010, p. 431). For 
example, land titling of peasants in marginal areas brought several limitations to 
light. They simply often do not know about their rights. Even if they do, the costs 
of registering are not affordable in comparison to their incomes and banks do not 
offer them credits. This led to social inequality, such that those people with access 
to knowledge and good connections gain land at the expense of others (Zoomers 
2010, p. 432). Thus, the global Land Grab includes not only foreign governments 
and international private investors, but also national and local governments, who 
play an equally important role. 

Hall (2011, p.841) compares land grabbing processes with the course of 
crop booms and identifies four main types of actors who take part in such 
processes. First, there are state actors, like government ministries or agencies, 
who constitute policy and regulation and manage the allocation of land for 
foreign and domestic companies through leases and concessions. Second, private 
companies are most important for creating plantations, but also engage in various 
forms of contract-growing arrangements with smallholders. Third, there are so-
called in situ smallholders, who owned the land before investors became 
interested in controlling local resources. And fourth, there are migrant would-be 
smallholders, who do not own land but hope to set themselves up with land and 
start a crop production any time soon. 

State actors cooperate with investors within a statutory tenure system that is 
based on privatisation and exact boundaries in stipulated regulations. They face 
in situ smallholders, who often live in communities and have their own customary 
rules to distribute land, which are usually based on common share or inheritance, 
adapted to the natural and social conditions. These two systems meet and are 
difficult to reconcile, and thus conflicts are inevitable. To give an example, 
Edelmann (2013, p. 492) points out that: “In north-western Costa Rica, bound-
aries between properties increased in importance (…) when markets sprung up 
for agricultural commodities and valuable hardwoods, which, unlike transhumant 
livestock, were fixed in place. But property boundaries were often specified in 
vague terms in title documents or were natural features, such as rivers, that could 
and did shift over time, or large trees that died, fell down and rotted. (…) Not 
surprisingly, bringing missing property markers back to life provided landlords 
with ample opportunities for expanding their holdings”. 
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In short, the global Land Grab is a complex process, which includes numerous 
actors with different interests and thus is rich in conflicts. The current trajectory 
of scholarly thinking is therefore to broaden the parameter of empirical and 
theoretical investigations into Land Grabs to find better ways that reveal the 
complexity of the processes and dynamics involved in contemporary land acqui-
sitions (Borras et al. 2012, p. 846).  
 
The challenge of defining Land Grabs 
There is no shortage of suggestions for possible definitions of Land Grabbing in 
academic and grey literature. On contrary, various interpretations exist, which 
make it difficult to identify a unified explanation of the term. Using one definition 
rather than another allows certain actors or types and sizes of acquisitions to be 
included or excluded. Exemplary, the following paragraph presents three defini-
tions with different approaches to show the dissension of the term in literature. 

Zoomers (2010, p. 429) uses a definition that has been very dominant in 
political and popular discussions. It describes Land Grabbing as the foreigniza-
tion of space: “[which] refers to large-scale, cross-border land deals or trans-
actions that are carried out by transnational corporations or initiated by foreign 
governments. They concern the lease (often for 30–99 years), concession or 
outright purchase of large areas of land in other countries for various purposes.” 
She highlights the international character and the huge dimension rather than the 
key drivers or the impact of Land Grabbing and includes different forms of 
control (lease, purchase, concession). Gardner (2012, p. 378) focusses on the 
driving forces that induce the process: “’The global land grab’ is shorthand for a 
growing assessment and critique of current economic and political policies that 
advocate for the privatization of land and resources in the name of economic 
growth, job creation, and food security.”. Furthermore, Gardner (2012, p. 379) 
points out that in addition to privatisation for economic growth and food security, 
tourism and conservation are also driving forces behind resource concentration 
and dispossession. 

Focusing more specifically on the impact and injustice, the International 
Land Coalition (ILC) defines Land Grabbing as acquisitions or concessions that 
are: “(i) in violation of human rights, particularly the equal rights of women; (ii) 
not based on free, prior and informed consent of the affected land-users; (iii) not 
based on a thorough assessment, or are in disregard of social, economic and 
environmental impacts, including the way they are gendered; (iv) not based on 
transparent contracts that specify clear and binding commitments about activities, 
employment and benefits sharing, and; (v) not based on effective democratic 
planning, independent oversight, and meaningful participation.” 

In sum, the scientific and public discourse focuses so far on the rapid 
purchase or lease of large areas of land in the Global South by foreign actors like 
corporations, investors, and state agencies. Often, these actors are identified to 
be from the Global North and take (permanent)  control over community land for 
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purposes of intensifying agricultural land use to grow food, fuel, or fibre crops 
for export (Hall 2011, p. 837). In defining what constitutes a Land Grab, there 
are two basic approaches. One is a broader definition concentrating on the origin 
of the process with the act of transferring rights to resources from one user, or set 
of users, to another. The other one focuses more on the harmful manner in which 
the transfer of rights occurs, the harm that it does to the affected people, and 
finally, the injustice that it produces. However, despite such differences, there is 
a shared sense that the current global Land Grab increases in extent and that this 
will continue to go on further in future (Holmes 2014, p. 549). 
 
Alternatives to the “fetishisation of the hectare”  
It is interesting to note that in most of the academic literature the investigated 
acquisitions only focus on the number of land deals completed and cases above 
a certain size (200 hectares and more) (Hafner and Rainer 2017, p. 122). The fact 
that average farm sizes greatly vary around the world is often disregarded. 
Emphasising that, Table 2 shows the biggest farms with mean sizes of more than 
100 hectares are in the United States and South America. Only four per cent of 
all farms in the United States are smaller than two hectares. In contrast, East Asia 
has the smallest farms with only one hectare on average and with 79 per cent of 
farms that do not exceeding two hectares. To address these differences eco ruralis 
(2016, p. 2) defines land as being grabbed if acquisitions are “[…] larger than 
locally-typical amounts of land.” Borras et al. (2012, pp. 849–850) add that the 
dimension of a Land Grab should not just be measured in hectares, but rather the 
capital involved should also be considered equally (e.g. 300 hectares old vine-
yards have the same value as 10.000 hectares industrial area). This brings capital 
back into analyses and thus conforms with Harvey (2003), who points out the 
need to embed Land Grabs in the analysis of global capitalist development. These 
approaches soften the hard boundaries set in hectares and help to make cases 
around the world more comparable with each other.  
 

Region Mean size in ha % > 2 ha 
Central America 10,7 63 
East Asia 1,0 79 
Europe 32,3 30 
South America 111,7 36 
South Asia 1,4 78 
Southeast Asia 1,8 57 
Sub-Saharan Africa 2,4 69 
United States 178,4 4 
West Asia and North Africa 4,9 65 

 
Table 2: Mean farm size in different regions of the world, own visualisation based on the 

World Bank (2011). 

Scale-based approaches focussing on land size and capital are occasionally put 
into question within the academic discourse. According to Friis and Nielson 
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(2016, p. 119), the amount of land involved does not necessarily correspond to 
dispossession or social and environmental conflicts. Instead, they suggest that the 
focus should shift to the distribution of power and agency between local and 
foreign investors, smallholders, middlemen and state authorities, foreign inves-
tors, and domestic elites. Those relations depend on the social, political, and 
historical contexts in which any specific deal takes place. Edelman (2013, p. 488) 
further criticizes that “[…] the fetishization of the hectare (large quantities of 
hectares) leads researchers and activists to ignore other, arguably more signifi-
cant, issues of scale, such as the capital applied to the land, the control of supply 
chains, and the labour relations grounded or brought into being on those 
hectares.” Stating that, he appeals to consider the circumstances after the actual 
land transfer. Hall (2011, p. 838) adds that the focus on large-scale acquisitions 
by international investors neglects smallholders participation in land deals. While 
those acquisitions occur on a micro-level, the procedure itself is surprisingly 
similar to processes at the level of thousands of hectares. Land Grabbing, he 
concludes, only requires a certain political framework, e.g. to enable viable 
smallholder production. Thus, support for Land Grabs is, rather, a political 
choice.  

In this sense, Borras et al. (2012, p. 850) suggest understanding Land Grab-
bing essentially as control grabbing, which is defined as “grabbing the power to 
control land […] to derive benefit from such control of resources.” Control grab-
bing is often linked to a shift of usage, as the process is determined by the driving 
forces of accumulating capital. Access to land is thus access to a key factor of 
production and therefore inherently involves political power relations. How is 
control over land exercised? Purchase, lease, seizure, (re)allocation by govern-
ment and participation in contract-type schemes are all strategies of gaining 
control over land (Hall 2011, p. 853). 

Central in understanding this process is to consider the changing ways in 
how people are excluded from access to land. Hall et al. (2011, pp. 4–5) therefore 
describe four powers of exclusion: “[…] Regulation (the use of rules and policies 
employed by states and other powerful groups defining for what and by whom 
land can be used), force (the use of violence or threats of violence to establish 
and maintain control over land), legitimation (the use of normative or principled 
arguments concerning how by who and for what land is allocated or used) and 
market powers (the way that price of land and/or inputs for farming provides 
opportunities or barriers for people to access and use the land).” Hall et al. (2011) 
further describe the “Exclusion’s Double Edge”, which is seen as both necessary 
and potentially harmful. Even village farmers need to be able to exclude others 
from taking their crops, but one group’s gain can result in another’s loss. Thus, 
the process of exclusion is divided into three types: “[…] the ways in which 
already existing access to land is maintained by the exclusion of other potential 
users; the ways in which people who have access lose it; and the ways in which 
people who lack access are prevented from getting it.” (Hall et al. 2011, pp. 7–8). 
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In this sense, understanding how land is acquired in a particular case depends on 
an actor’s ability to use a combination of the four powers of exclusion to grab 
control. 

Looking at the implementation of the just discussed diversifying proposals, 
Hafner and Rainer (2017) implement an ethnographic, local-regional perspective 
of the contrasting examples of soy bean farming as global mass production and 
viticulture as a global niche market in Argentina. Even though in both cases land 
is seen as a financial asset, they show that the reasons why capital is stored in the 
resource land and how surplus value is generated strongly differ. Wine is recog-
nized as an economic and a cultural asset (tourism, leisure), and it generates 
surplus value due to the place-related particularity of the product. Soy farming, 
however, tends to have mono-functional land use and a high fluidity of capital 
due to short term contract leases. Capital is thus much less stored in the land itself 
but redirected between globalized soy regions in order to capitalize on other 
comparative advantages and diversify risks (Hafner and Rainer 2017, p. 129).  

The proposition of Friis and Nielson (2016, p. 119) that the amount of land 
involved does not necessarily correspond to dispossession, the approach of 
control grabbing (Borras et al. 2012), the four powers of exclusion (Hall et al. 
2011), as well as a stronger local-regional perspective (Hafner and Rainer 2017), 
all shift the focus of Land Grabbing from spatial and temporal dimensions and 
the dominance of foreign actors to the actual “[…] social, political, ecological 
and historical setting enabling particular land alienations” (Friis and Nielsen 
2016, p. 119). The combination of these ideas is a helpful approach in broadening 
the discourse and including smaller acquisitions without focussing too much on 
the scale. 



 

On local communities 
 

This chapter introduces the research subject of this thesis. It provides an overview 
of the current discourse on local communities and shows the rising significance 
by the example of the emerging self-identification of communities in Brazil. In 
the context of Land Grabbing, the chapter also discusses customary land tenure, 
conflicts and possible reactions. It concludes with a definition for the present 
work. 
 
What makes communities? 
The history of research about communities shows that they have constantly 
moved in and out of fashion. In the 19th and early 20th centuries, there was a 
change from relationships based on status, kin networks, and joint property to 
one based on contract, territory, and individual rights. Many scholars, such as 
Marx and Engels or Weber and Durkheim but also various modernization theo-
rists, suggested that society moves along an evolutionary path. Status, tradition, 
charisma, and religion would be replaced by equality, modernity, rationality, and 
a scientific temper (Agrawal and Gibson 1999, p. 630). They interpreted these 
social changes as liberation for humanity from the limiting world of the past that 
communities, in part, embodied. Tönnies (1991) even supposed the disappear-
ance of communities and their replacement by other forms of social organization. 
He saw this progress as the resolution of ties that anchor humans to their milieu 
and provide a sense of selfhood and belonging. This automatically opposed 
communities against the free market and modernity (Agrawal and Gibson 1999, 
p. 630). 

Unsurprisingly, there is no single way to identify communities. Rather, 
literature shows three main characteristics that are essential in defining the term: 
a shared spatial unit, a mutual social structure, and a set of collective norms 
(Agrawal and Gibson 1999, p. 633). Communities have a strong affiliation with 
their shared spatial unit (Costa-Filho 2015). Their economic, as well as their 
cultural, social, religious and ancestral reproduction, relates to the specific land 
that the founding fathers and mothers of the respective communities once settled. 
Their territory is thus a key factor of identification and the preservation of bio-
diversity seems to be rather natural in this context (Gawora 2015, p. 6).  Tönnies 
further highlights the ”intimate, private, and exclusive living together” in a small 
community (of both area and number of individuals) in which it is likely that 
people interact more often, and thus lower the costs of collective decisions. Such 
relation is found to be impossible in large cities. Hence, urbanization and indus-
trialization weaken communal bonds naturally found in small villages. 

Furthermore, communities have a social structure based on mutual relations. 
They are similarly endowed (in terms of assets and incomes) and contain rela-
tively homogeneous households that possess common characteristics with 
ethnicity, religion, caste, or language (Agrawal and Gibson 1999, p. 634). This 
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meshes well with beliefs about shared spatial boundaries, because people living 
within the same location may indeed hold similar grounds, depend on the same 
resources, speak the same language, and belong to similar ethnic or religious 
groups. The influence of the social structure remains significant for the indi-
vidual, and each person carries this influence into other communities (Tönnies 
1991, p. 12). This assumes such homogeneity promotes cooperative solutions, 
reduces hierarchical and conflictual interactions, and raises the image of inside 
harmony and outside conflicts (Agrawal and Gibson 1999, p. 634). 

However, even if members of a group are similar in certain aspects (e.g., 
same religious affiliation, shared territory), there are multiple axes of differen-
tiation at the same time (e.g., gender, power position within the group). To give 
an example: from a feminist perspective, women are often disadvantaged in the 
context of land distribution. Local communities are characterised by structural 
differences and hierarchies within them, which means that changes in land use 
never affect all members equally (Engels and Dietz 2011, p. 407). Thus, Agrawal 
and Gibson (1999, p. 635) suggest analysing the degree of homogeneity within a 
community. 

A set of shared norms grows out of a negotiation process connected to a 
common location, small size, homogeneous composition, and/or shared charac-
teristics (Agrawal and Gibson 1999, p. 635). In contrast to the latter two, this 
characteristic is not based on a territorial, but on the mental connectedness of 
individuals. In a community, “individuals give up some of their individuality to 
behave as a single entity to accomplish goals” (Kiss, 1990, p. 9). These norms 
turn into traditions when they are connected to rituals and symbols linked to a 
specifically selected past. It is interesting to note that traditions are often asso-
ciated with negative features such as a backward attitude or old habits. A closer 
look at the term shows, that it derives from the Latin word ‘‘tradere’’, which 
essentially means ‘‘to hand over’’ (Langenscheidt 2021). Hence, seen from its 
word origin traditions are not static but an information flow, which is more or 
less continual and does not exclude change. This also means that tradition and 
modernity are not necessarily conflicting terms, they collide when one becomes 
an absolute value. Progress and modernity are opposed to tradition when 
modernization tends to interrupt the links with the past (Cannarella and Piccioni 
2011, p. 691). Following this, Wilson (2012, pp. 35–38) conceptualizes commu-
nities as both, open and closed systems. The openness of a community is 
generally important for its survival. Global information and national policy such 
as skills and resources from outside must enter the community in order for it to 
change it. The openness of the community also has to be understood in a socio-
cultural way. Goods and services are imported or borrowed from other commu-
nities, and above all migration especially forms communities. Complementary, 
communities can also be understood as closed systems, when one focuses on the 
geographical identification or socio-cultural characteristics of geographical iden-
tifiable communities. What matters is the “right ‘balance’ between communities 
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and their scalar interactions [which] is key for maximizing community 
resilience” (Wilson 2012, p. 38). Too much isolation results in an overde-
pendency on local resources and too much openness leads to a loss of autonomy 
and identity. 

Finally, it is important to note that all three criteria that characterize 
communities are permeable. They can emerge from each other or develop in 
relative isolation and can be combined differently (Tönnies 1991, p. 12). 

 
Old but new: the example of the reinforcement of Brazilian communities 
Local communities exist in almost all countries around the world. However, they 
remain largely invisible in most cases. Brazil is an outstanding example with the 
rising number of minorities identifying themselves and acting politically as local 
communities. Unsurprisingly there is a majority of Brazilian communities 
participating in this research project, which is the reason why the following 
excursus focuses specifically on this South American country. 

A starting point dates back to the 1970s when the state of Brazil began to 
deforest the tropical rainforest in the Amazon region. Local rubber tappers saw 
their economic basis disappearing, as rubber trees were cleared in order to make 
space for cattle ranching (Gawora 2015, p. 4). With initial support from the 
Catholic Church and the Confederation of Rural Worker’s Unions (CONTAG), 
the rubber tappers developed a resistance strategy  that combined non-violent 
confrontations with the promotion of standing forests as viable development 
alternatives and of themselves as keepers of valuable forest knowledge (Salisbury 
and Schmink 2007, p. 1235). Contrary to the usual demands for individual land 
ownership the rubber tappers claimed collective territories to sustainably live on 
their own. Before then, the land was only claimed by indigenous peoples and not 
by rural workers. As a result of such efforts, the first reserva extractivista was 
declared in 1990. The extractive reserves are characterized by combining social 
benefit (such as preservation of subsistence livelihoods, local participation in 
national policy decisions, support of cultural values and local knowledge) with 
ecological preservation (such as preservation and provision of standing forest, 
the diversity and genetic stock of biological resources, environmental services 
for ecosystem regulation) (Salisbury and Schmink 2007, p. 1236). The state of 
Brazil still owns the land but allocates access and use rights, including natural 
resource extraction, to local communities. Reservas extractivistas provide local 
communities with an economic base and, unlike indigenous groups, integrate 
them into the national economy and the political system. Nevertheless, they do 
not follow any logic of the free market. Instead, they have their perception of a 
more diversified economy with sustainable utilization of their territory, which 
serves not only as the base of their economy but also of their collective identity, 
social relations, and tradition (Gawora 2015, p. 6).  A very similar achievement is 
the designation of so-called Reservas de Desenvolvimento Sustentável (RDS) 
through the enactment of decree 6040 in the 1990s. Again, this type of reserve 
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provides a protected area that is inhabited by a local community that seeks to 
preserve nature while living on resources extracted from it (Costa-Filho 2015, p. 7; 
Gawora 2011, p. 22). 

Another important social movement was caused by the mechanisation of 
agriculture during the Green Revolution, which brought an end to the old tenancy 
system, resulting in a large number of landless families who worked as day 
labourers in the most precarious conditions. To achieve a better life, they formed 
a landless movement called the MST (Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais sem 
Terra). The Brazilian state partially responded to the demands, introduced an 
agrarian reform law as early as 1964, and established the PRONAF programme 
(1996), which was supposed to support smallholder agriculture. However, since 
the programmes aimed at integrating smallholder agriculture into the capitalist 
market by granting credit and promoting market-oriented production, they 
weakened smallholder logics that are based on subsistence, independence, risk 
diversification and social networks (Neuburger and Rau 2019, p. 490). 

At the heart of such mobilizations lies the identification as a local commu-
nity, the exploration of a shared history or roots, and the unity within the struggle 
against something (Gawora 2015, p. 4). Striking, in this case, is for example the 
proclamation of many Quilombolas. These communities were founded by former 
slaves that worked under inhuman conditions on large sugar cane plantations in 
north-eastern Brazil. Those who were able to escape settled in remote and 
inaccessible areas. However, even after the abolition of slavery in Brazil in 1888, 
racism, discrimination and dependency relationships remained, so that the Afro-
Brazilian population still continues to experience disadvantages in almost all 
areas of society. Consequently, there is an ongoing struggle of black social move-
ments (Leite 2015, p. 1226). People who have gone through such a collective 
identity formation no longer see themselves as poor rural workers but gain dignity 
and appear more self-confident. As a result, Quilombolas achieved the right of 
their territories enacted in Article 68 of the constitution of 1988 (Gawora 2015, 
p. 5). In the respective recognition and land allocation procedures, communities 
must present their relationship to the land and show that their way of life is 
different from that of the majority society. However, only 248 from 3000 
Quilombolas actually hold land titles (Neuburger and Rau 2019, p. 490). 

In contrast to the past, in which the way to effective conservation was 
through the heavy hand of the state or the invisible hand of the market and private 
property rights, communities are now the locus of conservationist thinking. 
International development cooperation free enormous sums of money and effort 
towards community-based conservation and resource management programs and 
policies (Agrawal and Gibson 1999, p. 631). Since most places inhabited by 
indigenous peoples and local communities are still largely untouched by inten-
sive forms of cultivation, the German Advisory Council on Global Change 
(WBGU) (Fischer et al. 2020) report on land transition suggests to formally 
recognize traditional rights and traditional knowledge not only at the UN level 
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but also in national contexts. In this way, local communities gain importance as 
social subjects of sustainability and therefore contribute a crucial part to conser-
vation. However, despite all this encouragement communities still struggle in 
dealing with conflicting ventures, such as powerful development interests, 
monocultures, agribusiness, mining, or large infrastructure projects, which are 
largely supported by the government who is trying to expand its territories. As a 
result, boundaries overlap each other, and people are displaced violently and are 
deprived of their livelihoods (Costa-Filho 2015, p. 8). 

Deriving from the above-discussed findings, we developed a working 
definition of local communities specifically designed for the research project 
“Micro.Land.Grabbing: a challenge for local communities worldwide”. This was 
necessary in order to differentiate the term from the wide range of definitions exi- 
stent in literature and to provide a clear basis for our further empirical research: 

With the term local community, we refer to groups of people who share a 
set of values, norms and traditional knowledge, which is deeply connected to a 
common territory. The territory provides for the livelihoods and collective iden-
tity of the community members. Accordingly, communities often manage the 
resources in their territory collectively and sustainably. Thus, they play a major 
role in conserving ecologic and cultural diversity worldwide. The social structure 
of local communities is tightened by reciprocal relationships of trust between its 
members, but it is not necessarily closed towards the outside. We acknowledge, 
that local communities are not homogeneous entities; instead, they may involve 
numerous groups with diverse interests, hierarchies, and conflicts of power. Also, 
we assume that local communities may be strategic agents in power conflicts with 
outsiders. 
 
Customary land tenure  
In a world in which landholding and regulatory systems that are non-customary 
dominate, customary systems are marginalized and must fight for their survival. 
Nevertheless, with six billion hectares held by two billion people, customary 
tenure systems are a major world tenure regime. Most of the land is used for 
agriculture and builds the basis for the survival of its cultivators (Alden Wily 
2017, p. 458). Customary tenure is immensely rich and diverse depending on the 
way of life of a community (e.g. nomadic pastoralism, settled agro-pastoralism, 
and fishing communities) and the surrounding environment. From a structural 
perspective, Alden Wily (2017, p. 461) suggests that: “customary (…) systems 
are no more and no less than community-based regimes for the ordering and 
sustaining of access to and use of lands and resources, and thence delivering 
rights for which the community itself is the surety. These systems cannot exist 
without social community, or without correspondent geographical space over 
which the community’s norms apply (…)”. What constitutes these rights can 
change over time and depends on various factors such as scarcity, threat, polar-
izing social relations, or market-led commodification. As these factors globally 
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expand, the risk for customary rights are more immediately (Hall et al. 2015, p. 
483). Poorer majorities are especially vulnerable to lose rights to better-off 
members within the community, as market forces expand into hinterlands. This 
is only possible with the help of the national law, which ranks customary lands 
as permissive occupancy on state land and thus may be suspended virtually at 
will (Alden Wily 2017, p. 458). States even generate more power with the help 
of foreign donors who rather give directly to governments, as opposed to the more 
complex process of nurturing many disparate communities (Cronje 2011, p. 97). 

Thus, in a rapidly changing agrarian world, communities cannot afford any 
longer to hold lands without state recognition and protection of their rights other 
than through lawful ownership (Alden Wily 2017, p. 462). Here, the distinction 
between two kinds of statutory legal holdings appears to be important. Possession 
describes the concrete right to use a thing, which is, for example, the case if 
someone leases land or illegally appropriates it. Possession, in this case, refers to 
a person's actual executive power over land and is directly linked to the way land 
is used (Gallusser 1979, p. 153). Suppose a company leases fertile land with 
diversified crops from peasants for ten years, it might be that they turn it into 
monoculture and squeeze the land so that once they have to give it back to the 
peasants, nothing of the land’s fertility is left. Thus, the tenant receives actual 
control of the property, but cannot use the rented object as an asset. Ownership, 
by contrast, is superior to possession in so far as the owner of the land legally has 
the full right in rem to rule over it (Gallusser 1979, p. 156). From a legal perspec-
tive, ownership is thus a property right. Not the land itself has economic value, 
but only the title of ownership, which is an abstract legal title existing in addition 
to the land. Gallusser (1979) concludes from this that landscape is not only a 
socially constructed space but also legally ascertainable from the aggregate of the 
properties registered. This becomes a problem once this tenure regime meets 
customary systems that are mostly based on seasonally shared use of land and 
collective tenure. Fitzpatrick (2005, p. 451) explains this lack of precise property 
rights by noticing that: “(…) where land is plentiful (…) A cultivator can simply 
use a piece of land until its fertility is exhausted and then move to another plot 
for further cultivation. Hence, an individual has no need to ‘own’ a piece of land, 
at least in the Western sense of that term. All he or she requires is a sense of group 
‘ownership’, to exclude outsiders and indicate the boundaries in which shifting 
cultivation can take place (…)” This is put into question once factors like land 
scarcity, or a clash with statutory tenure, which includes the interest of invest-
ment options or the underlying value of the land, arise (Fitzpatrick 2005, p. 452). 

However, the usual individualistic approach to property rights is not 
sufficient for local communities, as they do not integrate their specific cultural 
attachment into their traditional territories. In this regard, Gilbert (2013) suggests 
a human-rights based approach on land, as this brings into perspective the value 
of land not as capital but as a social and cultural asset and a fundamental right. 
This is challenging as land rights are not politically neutral, involve a range of 
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stakeholders that include powerful foreign and domestic investors, and remain 
within the remit of the national legislation of a country. Nevertheless, an interna-
tional instrument on human rights to land would still influence national law 
(Gilbert 2013, p. 129). Such an instrument is even more important as customary 
rights sit in the modern world not only as antiquated traditions but are desperately 
needed for a social transformation and a safe and workable agrarian system 
(Alden Wily 2017, p. 461). 
 
Reactions 
In order to analyse the reactions of local communities to correspondent land 
deals, Mamonova (2013) identifies five adaptive strategies using the example of 
an Ukrainian case study. Local communities can compete with agro holdings, in 
which commercial farmers are less flexible and adaptive to changing environ-
ments as they often only lease the land, use hired labour, and have obligations to 
suppliers. However, small farmers have lower yields per hectare, and the state 
does not support programmes for private farming development, which has led to 
a degradation of individual commercial farming in Ukraine (Mamonova 2013, p. 
12). Many peasants also look for employment opportunities hoping for incorpo-
ration into the emerging large-scale agriculture. Often this is combined with 
subsistence farming. The combination increases the family monetary income 
while allowing land ownership and a peasant mode of production and this 
strategy has the lowest poverty risk (Mamonova 2013, p. 14). Others, who want 
to sustain only on agriculture tend to look for a free-market niche which was left 
outside the focus of large agribusiness (in Ukraine for example production of 
potatoes, vegetables, fruits, and milk). They, therefore, out-compete commercial 
farmers due to their capacity for ‘self-exploitation’ (increasing labour inputs at 
the expense of leisure) that allows them to produce at lower costs and adjust to 
market changes. In doing so, they become relatively independent but produce just 
enough to meet the pressures of their simple reproduction (Mamonova 2013, p. 
12). Another common strategy is to completely leave the land and migrate to 
urban areas in search of work. Migration is often the case when people are 
violently displaced without any compensation, but also peasants who sold or 
leased their land might also consider this strategy. In some cases, people are not 
able or willing to adapt to social and economic changes, which often leads to their 
marginalization (Mamonova 2013, p. 15). 

Following this, Borras and Franco (2013, p. 1731) describe four arenas of 
struggle fronts: struggle against expulsion; struggles for and within, incorpora-
tion; struggle against land concentration and/or redistribution and/or recognition; 
and struggles across interlinked geographic and institutional spaces. 

No matter which scenario people undergo, if there is a perceived threat to 
their economic base, their identity, culture, or tradition, as well as to public goods 
such as water, landscape or community forest, they may engage in contention. 
The emergence of collective perceptions of a threat can either bring together 
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people within a community or different groups of people which strengthens them 
in opposing land deals (Borras and Franco 2013, p. 1733). In contrast, Mamonova 
(2013, p. 5) criticizes this broad romanticizing of peasants’ motives in land grab 
resistance. She argues that it might lead to wrong conclusions and, consequently, 
to the development of insufficient policies and programmes for the protection of 
peasants’ rights. In her research on Ukraine case study, she debunked the predic-
tion of many analysts and class-based theorists of the proletarianization of rural 
labour due to Land Grabbing. Rather, she shows the development of self-suffi-
cient middle peasants and peasantries, who remain dependent on subsistence 
farming. Communities’ responses to land sales are only partly based on the 
concerns with land sovereignty, the ‘peasant way’ of life, and climate justice. 
Indeed, people also calculate possible material benefits derived from lease, sale, 
or cultivation of their lands. In this way, it is not surprising, that despite the 
communities’ collectivist features, the self-interests of single members in land 
deals can outmatch the community importance and lead to conflicts within the 
community (Mamonova 2013, p. 18)



 

Theoretical embedding of (Micro) Land Grabbing 
 
This chapter attempts to embed (Micro) Land Grabbing into a broader theoretical 
context. Doing so is helpful in order to understand the procedure and drivers of 
the process systematically. Why does (Micro) Land Grabbing take place like 
this? Why is it there at all? And for what reason does it affect some places more 
than others? With the introduction of Political Ecology as a frame and the concept 
of Land Grabbing as continued original accumulation, this chapter strives to give 
also a theoretical base for the discussion. 
 
Political Ecology: a framework to understand Land Grabbing 
“For many of us who are unable to travel to the plains of East Africa, our images 
of the region are given life on late-night cable wildlife television (…) The 
absence of people from these imaginary landscapes seems in no way strange for 
most of us; these are natural landscapes, apparently far from farms, factories, and 
the depredations of humankind. It is perhaps inevitable, therefore, that an intui-
tive reaction to the news that wildlife populations are in crisis (…) is to imagine 
that the intrusion of humankind into the system is the cause of the problem. (…) 
however, (…) habitat loss and wildlife decline appear more complex and more 
connected to the daily lives and routines of urban people in the developed world.” 
(Robbins 2012, pp. 11–12). 

Robbin's vivid description explains the very base of political ecology. Issues 
between society and nature are not considered singularly, rather they are embed-
ded into a broader system of economics, politics, and nature. Political ecology is 
therefore fundamentally about a dialectical view of the society-nature relation-
ship, which is based on Marx's assumption that humans must appropriate nature 
in order to satisfy their existential needs. In this process, not only nature but also 
society is changing (Engels and Dietz 2011, p. 404). Wissen (2008, p. 74) speaks 
in this context of socially produced materiality, which means that social relations 
of power are embedded in nature through the (unequal) distribution of land use 
rights along with social categories such as gender, race, and class. At the same 
time, the transformation, appropriation, and control of nature are, in turn, consti-
tutive for social control. However, nature can only be socially produced to a 
limited extent, because it follows a law of its own. What is perceived as "land" is 
the result of political-economic societal organisation which is in a continual 
process. Thus, resource conflicts are not only the effect of biophysical processes 
or technical mistakes but the consequence of social practice, e.g. capitalism, over-
production or socialisation of environmental costs (Bauriedl 2016, p. 342). To 
illustrate that, Robbins (2012, p. 12) compares the decline in habitat and wildlife 
in Kenya and Tanzania. While “rainfall, human population, and livestock 
numbers do not differ significantly (…) private holdings and investment in export 
cereal grains on the Kenyan side of the border have led to intensive cropping and 
the decline of habitat”. From the perspective of political ecology, these products 
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are consumed around the world and makes Kenya more linked to the global 
market than Tanzania, which has less developed agricultural markets, less fully 
privatized land tenure systems, and as a result less pressure on wildlife. “The 
wildlife crisis in East Africa is more political and economic than demographic.” 
(Robbins 2012, p. 12). In this way, political ecology criticises the mainstream 
research, which presents solutions that conform to the system. The universalisa-
tion of concepts such as "planetary boundaries" or natural deterministic explana-
tions for resource scarcity are put into question. Social determinist explanations, 
like for example a neo-Malthusian interpretation of overpopulation, support 
modernisation models that emphasise the problem-solving capacity of the market 
economy and the productive potential of industrial agriculture (Bauriedl 2016, 
p. 344).  

Representatives of political ecology assume that nature is socially 
constructed. This means that access to, distribution of, and control over natural 
resources are contested. Thus, initial conditions are subject to constant change 
and actors are continually restructured (Engels and Dietz 2011, p. 405). To make 
such connections visible political ecology asks about multiple power relations 
that are inherent in dialectical nature-society relations. Environmental issues are 
treated as distributional issues between different social groups. The aim of 
political-ecological research is to explain the conditions and changes in the social 
use of nature from a power and actor-oriented perspective using empirically 
based research. Thus, on the methodological front, qualitative approaches domi-
nate (ethnography, observation, interviews, questionnaires, participatory 
research, discourse analysis, oral histories or focus groups) over quantitative ones 
(remote sensing and GIS, surveys) (Bryant 2015, p. 21). To define the logic, 
scope, and limitations of actions, the actors involved are usually classified in 
multi-level dimensions such as place-based (e.g., peasants, local communities, 
indigenous peoples) and non-place based actors (e.g., international companies, 
finance service providers or political decision-makers on a national level) 
(Bauriedl 2016, p. 345). Social power relations are reflected in the unequally 
distributed opportunities for asserting interests among the actors (Coy and Huber 
2020, p. 131). 

Political ecology makes use of broad epistemological approaches that have 
emerged in various national debates and across a wide range of disciplines. 
Rising after the Second World War, the approach gained momentum in the 1970s 
and on through the 1980s, with a structuralist, neo-Marxist perspective explain-
ing environmental problems in the Global South as a result of the integration of 
peripheral world regions into the capitalist world market. These perspectives 
include, for example, dependency theory or world-systems theory. In the 1990s, 
these approaches were complemented by an actor-centredness, post-
structuralism, post-colonialism perspective and the inclusion of the non-human 
(e.g. actor-network theory), recognising struggles over the distribution of 
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material goods and additionally emphasising a cultural dimension (Engels and 
Dietz 2011, p. 406; Bauriedl 2016, p. 342).  

The contemporary geographical spread of political ecology is uneven and 
diverse. Pioneers from Latin America, Anglo America, continental Europe and 
South Asia with academic as well as non-academic backgrounds (e.g. investi-
gative journalists, radical think-tanks, NGOs and social movements) create a 
diverse, global interconnectedness leading to “criss-crossing disciplinary, 
cultural and North–South lines” (Bryant 2015, p. 17). Within the discipline of 
geography, political ecology offers new analytical potential for environmental, 
development and urban research as well as for complex society-nature dynamics 
through the explicit power-oriented approach. In this way, an important contri-
bution made by Bryant and Baily (1977) claims using numerous example studies 
of third world political ecology that shows the economic interconnections of local 
resource struggles in developing countries in the context of a global division of 
labour and resource appropriation. With the rise of non-state actors and the intro-
duction of market-based instruments in international environmental policy at the 
end of the 1990s, a new form of environmental governmentality emerged. David 
Harvey describes an expropriation of public goods in the Global South for private 
profit interests in the Global North, which involved the transfer of property or the 
right to use and control publicly accessible resources. He calls that accumulation 
by dispossession, which has led to new imperialism (Harvey 2003). Following 
this, Lindner (2012) describes the profound reorganization of the local political 
economy through the intervention of investors in Russia and the effects on the 
local population. Additionally, Fairhead et al. (2012) see Harvey's thesis 
confirmed with regards to numerous studies on Land Grabbing issues for agro-
fuels and carbon sinks. The appropriation of land with the intention of global 
environmental and climate protection is what they call green grabbing. In order 
to achieve the objectives of the green economy, many countries of the Global 
North are shifting their mitigation actions to countries in the Global South and 
continue to follow colonial power relations. Heidi Bachram (2004) describes this 
as Carbon colonialism. Following Harvey, in order to gain a deeper understand-
ing of processes and patterns of rural dispossession, Vorbrugg (2019) coins the 
concept of dispersed dispossession, which results from gradual disintegration and 
devaluation rather than from eventful “grabs”, in order to gain a deeper under-
standing of processes and patterns of rural dispossession.  

Unlike many studies of third world political ecology, Ulrich Brand and 
Markus Wissen focus on the welfare and consumer societies of the Global North 
by coining the term imperial mode of living. Its imperial character is reflected in 
the fact that the Global North is dependent on a periphery whose resources, labour 
and sinks it appropriates (Brand and Wissen 2017).  

This change of perspective towards the Global North is an attempt to raise 
critical awareness of the centrality of knowledge and a European ideal of 
development. Even political ecology with a critical view on power is still far from 
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decolonising knowledge traditions and getting away from the dualistic thinking 
of modernity. Additionally, the dominant exchange in English is normally seen 
as unifying, but it has the potential to exclude non-English speakers and to shape 
patterns of logic, intellectual traditions and writing styles that are prevalent in 
Anglo-America (Bryant 2015, p. 18). For this reason, new approaches should link 
experts from different local and cultural contexts through collaborative studies, 
and these experts should pursue a decolonial research ethic by engaging actively 
in justice issues and thus consciously position these approaches normatively 
(Bauriedl 2016, p. 347; Coy and Huber 2020, p. 131). 
 
Land Grabbing as continued original accumulation  
Scholars of political ecology trace the discourse on Land Grabbing back to Marx 
and Luxemburg, who have already recognised the process of Land Grabbing in 
terms of accumulation. Following Luxemburg (1975, pp. 652-657), an 
Urkommunismus (primitive communism) has prevailed in diverse societies like 
Germanic Marks, Peru Indians, African peoples and many more since time 
immemorial. They jointly organized work through market cooperative conditions 
and common ownership of land. This primitive communism also existed under 
despotism and social inequalities, as societies themselves led by their internal 
development to the formation of such conditions. "The European conquerors are 
the first not to aim at subjugation and economic exploitation of the natives alone, 
but to snatch from their hands the very means of production, the land. But in so 
doing, European capitalism deprives the primitive social order of its basis." (own 
translation, Luxemburg 1975, p. 697). Consequently, the subjugated population, 
separated from its means of production, is regarded by European capitalism only 
as labour power or means of production.  

Similarly, Marx and Engels argue (see Marx und Engels Werke Vol. 23) that 
capitalism is based on the fact that almost all people have ownership of only one 
means of production: their labour power. Material goods of production do not 
belong to them, but to the owners of the means of production. Marx, therefore, 
describes the labourer as "twofold free": free on the one hand from the bonds of 
the corporative social order and free on the other hand from the means of produc-
tion necessary for their reproduction (Artus et al. 2014, p. 52). For Marx, the 
process of taking land and expelling the resident population to release the land 
and the surplus labour of those who, lacking other means, must work for them 
into the privatised mainstream of capital accumulation describes the original 
accumulation of capital. Luxemburg globalizes this view and argues: "Capital 
(...) needs the unrestricted possibility of disposing of all the labour forces of the 
earth in order to mobilise with them all the productive forces of the earth (...). 
However, it usually finds these labour forces in firm bonds of outdated pre-
capitalist relations of production, from which they must first be "freed" to be 
enrolled in the active army of capital." (Luxemburg 1975, pp. 311-312). Thus, 
the global accumulation process of capital is bound to non-capitalist forms of 
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production through all its value and material relations (constant capital, variable 
capital, and surplus value).  

Luxemburg (1975, pp. 317-318) furthermore identifies four steps how 
capitalism eliminates what she calls “natural economies” (non-capitalistic socie-
ties): First, it acquires important sources of productive forces, such as land, virgin 
forests, minerals, products of exotic plant life, such as rubber and so on. Second, 
it makes labour “free” and forces it to work for capital. Third, it introduces the 
commodity economy, and fourth, it separates agriculture from commerce. Capi-
talism depends on non-capitalized societies not only for their means of produc-
tion and labour-power but equally for their demand and surplus product. 
Luxemburg complements Marx's concept of extended reproduction by consider-
ing how the surplus value generated in the previous production period can be 
realized in the next period. She concludes that the barrier of limited solvent 
demand in internal capitalist markets can only be overcome if the surplus value 
is realized in external, non-capitalist markets (theory of external surplus-value 
realisation) (Luxemburg 1975, p. 408). Deriving from these considerations, 
Luxemburg concludes that the periodically repeated compulsion of original 
accumulation belongs inherently to the capitalist dynamic. Thus, Land Grabbing 
can be understood as part of continued original accumulation. 
 
Contemporary contributions to the capitalist Land Grab 
Harvey (2010, p. 32) takes up the issue of the surplus-value generation raised by 
Luxemburg (1975) and describes it as the capital surplus absorption problem. 
An economy that grows during a production period must create absorbent 
markets for the additional surplus product produced in the following period in 
order to realize an additional profit, which can then be reinvested. The greater the 
wealth or economic growth of a society, the more difficult it becomes to create 
new markets. This explains capitalism's drive to accumulate productive forces of 
all kinds worldwide and thus also describes the central power behind capitalist 
Land Grabs. Harvey (2003) expands the concept of continued original accumu-
lation by what he calls accumulation by dispossession claiming that: “Access to 
cheaper inputs is (…) just as important as access to widening markets in keeping 
profitable opportunities open. The implication is that non-capitalist territories 
should be forced open not only to trade (which could be helpful) but also to 
permit capital to invest in profitable ventures using cheaper labour-power, raw 
materials, low-cost land, and the like.” (Harvey 2003, p. 139). 

Dörre (2019, p. 249) picks up the interaction of the capitalist internal-
external dynamic coining the term Expansionsparadoxon. Like Luxemburg 
(1975), he claims that capitalistic societies cannot reproduce without continually 
occupying a non-capitalist other and adds that when this other or external is 
exploited and nothing new can be occupied, societies with an urge to expand 
reach the limits of their capacity to develop. They stagnate and collapse. This is 
the reason why capitalism needs to expand to exist and at the same time, 
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gradually destroys what it needs for its reproduction. Based on Luxemburg 
(1975), Dörre (2019, p. 256) describes this as the double shape of the capitalist 
dynamic: internally, capitalism reproduces itself largely on its foundations. 
Exploitation is based on the principle of exchange of equivalents, i.e. wage 
earners are paid at least approximate to the value of their labour-power. Exter-
nally (in non-capitalistic markets), this principle of exchange of equivalents is 
replaced by arbitrariness and violence. Groups, territories, or whole states are 
intentionally kept at pre-capitalist levels. Thus, Land Grabbing shifts the bound-
aries between internal capitalist and external non-capitalist markets. However, it 
is not a linear valorisation of "new land", but rather, Land Grabs always carry the 
possibility of regression and violent disciplining. The interaction between inter-
nal and external capitalist markets is gnawing and assimilating over a long time. 
This leads to the existence of hybrid forms between modern wage systems, and 
primitive relations of authority, to, what Luxemburg calls a crumbling of natural 
economies, or forced labour. 

Hannah Arendt (2017) takes a different perspective in her book “Die 
Ursprünge totaler Herrschaft” with what she calls the accumulation of political 
power. She argues that like capitalism, power needs constantly new material to 
secure its dominance and, if it is not successfully counteracted, can inevitably 
lead to conflict, terror, and war. From this view, capital accumulation gets under-
way because it is triggered by political action and corresponding ideological 
legitimisation. Thus, Land Grabbing takes place even when it is uneconomical. 
In this way, also McCarthy (2015, pp. 276–316) describes Land Grabbing as an 
instrument for the legitimization of ideologies that interpret imperial expansion 
as civilizational progress and the establishment of the dominance of "developed" 
over supposedly "less developed" civilizations. Likewise political, but interpret-
ing this condition positively, the WBGU points out the present significance of 
land with regards to sustainability in their report on land transition in the Anthro-
pocene (Fischer et al. 2020). The report claims that only if there is a fundamental 
change in the way land is used, it is possible to overcome the current trilemma of 
climate protection, biodiversity conservation, and food security, otherwise one of 
these challenges is met at the expense of the other two. In this way, the land is 
the base and political action is a powerful tool to solve the trilemma. “The 
urgently needed global land transition towards sustainability requires political 
will, creativity, and courage. It needs pioneers who test and follow new paths, 
states that set framework conditions, enforce necessary measures, and cooperate 
with each other, as well as mechanisms for a fair balance between actors. (…) 
The report makes a strong case for making the global land transition a political 
priority.” (Fischer et al. 2020, p. 11).  

To conclude a contemporary diagnosis: Land Grabbing generates an often 
violent internal-external dialectic, which is linked to a non-capitalized outside. In 
this way, Land Grabbing means commodification, monetarization, and commer-
cialisation of the external with which assimilation and destruction go hand in 
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hand. This creates consequences in affected countries that rebound on the causa-
tive centres leading to a crisis and social reproduction, from which different paths 
of social development can branch off. The global crisis of 2007 marks such a 
turning point. Therefore, Land Grabbing is inherently finite (Dörre 2019, p. 255). 
The driving forces behind the process are not only market interests but also 
complex power relations. Understanding these mechanisms not only helps to 
avoid the phenomenon but also shows the critical levers for an urgent land tran-
sition. However, these general conclusions are not intended to obscure the fact 
that each Land Grab is unique in its space-time structure and must be observed 
individually. 



 

Methodology 
 

Local communities all over the world are strongly affected by (Micro) Land 
Grabbing. At the same time, members are part of the structure and culture of their 
community but also subject to the state's laws and operating principles. In many 
cases, they are on the losing side in the process of Land Grabbing. They are 
caught between two systems and endowed with few powers and rights. In refer-
ence to political ecology, which calls for scientific positioning, local communi-
ties are therefore the focus subject of this research. Within this concept, there is 
no fixed methodological program, rather it draws on diverse epistemologies. 
Engels and Dietz (2011) suggest using empirical case studies to explain the 
conditions and changes in the social use of nature from a power and actor-
oriented perspective. Using this suggestion, the following gives an overview of 
the research concept and the mixed-methods approach.  
 
Research design 
The research was conducted within an interdisciplinary project titled 
“Micro.Land.Grabbing: a challenge for local communities worldwide” organized 
by a collaboration of the University of Innsbruck, the “Dreikönigsaktion Inns-
bruck”, the University of Kassel in Germany, the “Bürgergenossenschaft Mals” 
in Italy, the Centro de Argicultura Alternativa (CAA) from Brazil and the 
Tanzania Natural Resource Forum (TNRF) from Tanzania. The main scientific 
work was accomplished by Prof. Dr. Markus Schermer and Carolin Holtkamp 
from the institute of sociology as well as Tina Marie Jahn from the institute of 
geography at the University of Innsbruck. 

The preliminary considerations for this research work raised three central 
questions: 

1. What are the characteristics of Micro Land Grabbing? 
2. How can Micro Land Grabbing be distinguished from common Land 

Grabbing and an agrarian structural change? 
3. What are dynamics that make an invisible process apparent?  
To answer these questions, we 1) administered a survey in two rounds and 

2) organised a workshop with inputs from the surveys, while leaving enough 
space to let participants talk within interactive parts. 
 
Survey 
Participants were selected via a snowball procedure within the networks of the 
working group “rural changes” led by Markus Schermer (University of Inns-
bruck) and Dieter Gawora from the University of Kassel, who works on the 
sociology of countries of the Global South. People and organisations who work 
with local communities or are part of them and at the same time are affected by 
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Figure 1: Spatial distribution of the participating local communities around the globe (own 

visualisation). 
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small incidents of Land Grabbing were invited to participate in the survey. In the
end, the surveys contain data from 20 local communities affected by different 
forms of Micro Land Grabbing. They are located in South America, East Africa, 
Asia, and Europe. However, most examples come from Brazil because there is a 
strong alliance supporting local communities (see Figure 1). All of these commu-
nities vary from each other. There are some that only consist of one family or one 
village, and others that contain a few villages in a whole region. Some commu-
nities use their land merely for self-sufficiency, others also engage in selling farm 
products for local consumption and use the land for economic activities like 
tourism. These communities also have different land tenure systems, some with 
private property others with common land. However, a basic commonality of all 
communities is a deep connection to a shared territory because they shape the 
land by traditional peasant farming activities and engage in social and cultural 
activities connected to the land.  

Participants are mostly scientists and NGO members, but there are also a 
few who describe themselves as activists or members of the local community 
they write about (see Figure 2). Sometimes, people even describe themselves as 
holding two or three positions (e.g. activist and academic). Often, the survey 
participants have a strong personal or professional relationship with the commu-
nity they chose to describe. They have known them for many years, have visited 
the communities frequently, or have even chosen to live within a community for 
a while. 

 
Figure 2: Composition of the participants of the survey (n=20), (own visualisation). 

Two qualitative questionnaires were designed. In the first round, the main 
focus was the descriptions of the local communities, tenure systems and the 
process of Micro Land Grabbing. The second round asked for the effects to which 
local communities are exposed and their strategies of resistance. All questions 
are attached in the Appendix (see page 69). With the help of the online applica-
tion “SoSci Survey” questionnaires could be accessed and answered easily online 
via a link.  After each round, the answers were summarised and sent back to the 
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participants for revision. Communicative validation (Klüver 1979) was used as a 
way to identify possible deficiencies between what is said by the participants and 
what is interpreted by the researchers. However, it would be too partial to only 
use this method to identify flaws, rather it is an additional opportunity for 
knowledge and thus supports reflection. In this way, all results of the survey were 
sent to the participants in order to prepare for the workshop. 
 
Workshop 
Originally, the workshop was supposed to take place in Innsbruck (Austria), 
including a field trip with all participants to the community of Mals in Italy. But 
unfortunately, the current Covid-19 pandemic made such an in person event 
impossible and turned it into an online workshop.  

The workshop took place at the end of January 2021 and was split into two 
days. On both days, the workshop lasted four hours, starting at 1 p.m. and finish-
ing around 5 p.m. (UTC +1). On one hand, this is because of the huge time 
difference between the residency of the participants (Cambodia UTC +7 hours to 
Brazil UTC -3 hours). On the other hand, sitting concentrated in front of a laptop 
for more than four hours is almost impossible. Thanks to the online format more 
than 60 people from Brazil, Tanzania, Zambia, Kenya, Austria, Germany, Italy, 
Slovenia, Switzerland, Netherlands, Poland, Norway, Ukraine, Romania, India, 
and Cambodia joined the workshop. Some of them had already participated in 
the survey, others were just interested in the topic of Micro Land Grabbing. To 
make it easier for the numerous Brazilian participants, the workshop was 
conducted bilingually in English and Portuguese. The coming together of differ-
ent people (scientists, activists, NGO-workers, and peasants) from all regions of 
the world required a simple and clear language. This was not a scientific work-
shop, but rather involved actors affected by Micro Land Grabbing and their 
supporters. The main purpose of the event was to make visible current 
phenomena and challenges for local communities, that have not been included in 
previous understandings of Land Grabbing, to exchange experiences, to network, 
and to find common strategies of resistance for the future. 

Therefore, short presentations alternated with plenty of time for discussions 
and alliance building between the participants (see Table 3). To get into conver-
sation and to loosen up the atmosphere (which would allow for casual discussions 
at the world cafés later), we conducted an online speed dating. Two people were 
randomly sent into a break-out room and after a few minutes, they changed part-
ners. This helped us get to know each other even if it never replaces random 
conversations at the cake buffet of a conference. On the first day, the results from 
the study were presented. With the purpose of communicative validation, 
participants discussed the content of the lecture. We designed the first world café 
on conflicts so that participants could learn about the situation of other commu-
nities, understand that they have similar conflicts, consider where they have 
unresolved conflicts, and get suggestions on how other communities deal with 
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similar conflicts. A summary of each “table” brought everyone to the same level
of knowledge. At the end of the day, there was the possibility to leave comments 
or wishes for the next day. 

 
Table 1: Structure and content of the workshop “Micro.Land.Grabbing: A challenge for 

local communities worldwide” in January 2021 (own visualisation). 

On the second day, a speed dating and a short reflection of the last day 
opened up the workshop. Afterwards, participants from Italy, Tanzania, and 
Brazil gave inputs on their strategies of resistance. Janeth Solomon from the 
Tanzania Natural Resource Forum highlighted the importance of awareness and 
capacity building, Carlos Alberto Dayrell from the Centre for Alternative Agri-
culture in the North of Minas Gerais (Brazil) referred to legal activities and 
Armin Bernhard from the Upper Vinschgau Citizens cooperative in Italy talked 
about alternative economies. The subsequent world café deepened the topic. 
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Participants got to know the innovative strategies of the others, considered how 
to apply the strategies to their context and collected the first ideas for cooperative 
strategies. Again, a summary from each “table” brought everyone to the same 
level of knowledge. On a digital flipchart, participants could write down sugges-
tions and wishes about how to work and resist together in the future. We closed 
the workshop with an interactive virtual handshake, to create a final sense of 
togetherness. 
 
Data analysis 
Data were evaluated with the help of qualitative content analysis based on the 
method of Mayring (2015, p. 50). The approach consists of three basic procedures 
(summarising, explicating, and structuring), but it is not a fixed technique. 
Rather, it is characterized by many decisions during the fundamental procedure, 
which are guided by theory. This means, that present research is systematically 
taken into account in all procedural decisions. Nevertheless, Mayring quotes: 
“Content arguments should always take precedence over procedural arguments 
in qualitative content analysis; validity takes precedence over reliability.” (own 
translation; Mayring 2015, p. 53). Thus, a certain openness is helpful to further 
develop knowledge. 

The survey structure already represents the first deductively formed, high-
level categories (“local community”; ”Micro Land Grabbing”; “tenure system”; 
“effects”; “conflicts”, “strategies of resistance”). Based on the participants' 
responses, further categories could then be formed inductively. Following the 
theory, an analysis of the actors was carried out across all high-level categories. 
All actors mentioned in the text were listed and categorized according to their 
function in the Land Grabbing process until finally, three categories remain that 
described all actors.  

For evaluation, the workshop was completely recorded. Additionally, in all 
discussions, assistants made notes to provide a summary of the main issues 
raised.



 

Empirical analysis: Deconstructing a process 
 
The following chapter attempts to give insights into the collected data. The aim 
is not only to give an overview of the detailed answers and indications of the 
participants but, in the sense of political ecology, to systematically dismantle the 
process of Micro Land Grabbing and highlight the consequences for local 
communities in order to elaborate specific characteristics of Micro Land Grab-
bing. In doing so, this chapter provides the empirical results to the main research 
questions of this thesis. 
 
Local communities’ view 
When asking participants if they observe Micro Land Grabbing 16 out of 20 
communities described such cases. The most conspicuous commonalities were: 

First, actors involved were often socially close to communities and do not 
exceed the national level. They were specifically mentioned as locals, village 
leaders, national elites, chiefs, national/regional companies or traditional 
authorities. 

Second, participants emphasized the importance of a good financial back-
ground of those who have accumulated land or the support of political institu-
tions. For example, the TNRF from Tanzania described that: “(…) those with 
power (wealth) humiliate and grab land of the poor”, and the Quilombo Familia 
Oliveira e Ventura (Brazil) adds that Micro Land Grabbing is the: “(…) illegal 
sale of a fraction of the land, with the support of the local registry office”. 

Third, the process of Micro Land Grabbing took place in small steps. The 
initiative Ludesch from Austria claimed that: “individual farms are purchased, 
[and] their size corresponds to the regional average. Capital intensity, in turn, is 
macro compared to the regional average“. In Zambia, “land disappears slowly, 
one plot of land after the other.”, and the Sami in Norway perceive “gradual, 
piecemeal developments (…)”. 

Differences exist between the way of appropriating land. Whereas the 
Siyasiya community from Malawi perceives “willing buyer, willing seller 
arrangements”, the TRNF from Tanzania describes that village land is sold with-
out considering community members. Deception was also a problem, for exam-
ple, in Cambodia “(…) land grabbers use the illegal land ownership documents 
to force community people to move out”, and also in the Ukraine, Land Grabbers 
“(…) helped [people who currently lived on the land] to draw up documents to 
get those land plots through the legal privatization process”. In South America, 
violence seems to be way more problematic than in other cases. For example, the 
Quilombo Gurutuba (Brazil) experienced that Land Grabbers “(…) violently 
expel families, tear down their houses, set fire to plantations, cut down their 
fences, intimidate with shootings, threaten and kill community members”. In 
contrast, communities from Europe rather suffer from the pressure of capitalist 
growth as well as the limits of land availability and thus rising land prices. For 
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example, the community of Mals (Italy) describes that “(…) agricultural land 
(…) can no longer be kept by them due to rising land prices and financially 
strong, non-local investors come into play.”. 
 
Actors involved 
In the context of political ecology, an actor-oriented approach is helpful to 
understand the process of Micro Land Grabbing. The survey data shows very 
different actors for each case which however, all fit into one of the following 
categories, and each describe an important function or position that enables the 
process of Micro Land Grabbing.  
 
Land Grabbers 
Land Grabbers are market actors who are either already influential due to their 
wealth or status in society (e.g. elites) or have gained power by influencing poli-
ticians and communities to acquire land. They often corrupt politicians to gain 
governmental support and dissolve community rights. Additionally, they 
convince community members to sell their land by promising infrastructural 
improvements like jobs, schools and hospitals, food security and knowledge 
transfer, often without fulfilling their promises (see Figure 3). To give examples, 
in Austria, a huge beverage company offered the municipality 100 new jobs, 
compensation payments for the construction of a new kindergarten, and addi-
tional payments to compensate for the loss of designated valuable agricultural 
land (process is still ongoing). In Tanzania, managers of a protected wildlife area 
promised villagers to equally benefit from the rededication of their lands, which 
did not happen. In Italy and Brazil, Land Grabbers try to divide community 
members and spread distrust. Furthermore, in Brazil, Land Grabbers have acted 
violently, discriminated and intimidated communities and their supporters. They 
have fraudulently spread false information in the media and have engaged in 
armed militias. In Argentina, they forge legal charges against community 
members if they stay on their land. In India, they seemingly support NGOs but 
only to influence their work. In sum, Land Grabbers influence community 
members by (1) violence, (2) fraud, (3) promises. 
 
Institutional facilitators 
Institutional facilitators like governments, public administrations, and state agen-
cies play an important role in creating and applying legal frameworks that enable 
Land Grabbing (see Figure 3). For example, in Brazil, they slow down the process 
of land titling and do not formally recognize communities and their rights. State 
authorities worldwide do so by increasing bureaucratization (Brazil), hiding 
behind complex land tenure system changes (Ukraine), or initiating long legal 
struggles with activists (Italy). Also, institutional facilitators may financially 
weaken or manipulate government agencies that were formed to protect local 
communities, or they just do not fulfil their duties towards communities. A 
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common line of argumentation is, that the presence of people on state land that 
has been allocated for commodification is not legitimate or, in some cases, the 
presence of people is simply not acknowledged and the land is declared to be 
‘unused’. The data shows, that governments on all continents support land grab-
bing by: 

(1) providing law 
(2) allocating financial resources  
(3) supporting infrastructure projects that are supposedly beneficial for 

modernization. 
Nonetheless, some governmental parties also support local communities by 

protecting their land rights and listening to NGOs, like in Tanzania, or by passing 
policy frameworks for protecting community land, like in Cambodia. 
 
Intermediaries 
Intermediaries play an important role as 'door openers' for the Land Grabbers. 
They act between local communities and the government or investors (see Figure 
3). This type of actor could not be identified in every case of Land Grabbing. 
Within the 20 investigated communities, only half of them report such an actor. 
For example, in Zambia and Tanzania, chiefs and elders are in charge of land 
allocation and often provide access to communal land without consulting their 
community members. In cases reported from Kenya, Ukraine, or Cambodia, 
these intermediaries are local elites that have more power or are financially 
stronger than the rest of the community. Interestingly, in the cases like in South 
East Asia or Latin America macro land acquisition activities open up the oppor-
tunity for Micro Land Grabbing. For instance, powerful national steel companies 
have established huge infrastructure projects close to the Adivasi territory in 
India. This caused an influx of people from outside the area, who want to get their 
share of big business on a smaller scale. Similarly in Argentina farmers from 
within the country are attracted by the profit opportunities of the soybean expan-
sion. Thus, one can say that the process of Macro Land Grabbing acts as an 
intermediary to cause Micro Land Grabbing. This means that intermediaries are 
not necessarily human actors, but can be, in a way, prerequisites or entities, like 
in these cases the process of Macro Land Grabbing. 
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Figure 3: Constellation of actors involved in the process of Micro Land Grabbing (own 
visualisation). 

 
Conflicts and Effects 
Micro Land Grabbing strongly affects local communities and triggers diverse 
conflicts. Data shows that conflicts occur within the local community, between 
local communities and the Land Grabber and finally between local communities 
and (government) authorities, which supports the “valorisation of the territory by 
direct investments”. The described effects on local communities can be divided 
into socio-economic, socio-cultural, and ecologic ones.  
 
Conflicts within the communities 
Micro Land Grabbing can lead to several conflicts, and similar patterns of 
conflicts occurred in different cases spread over all continents.   

Micro Land Grabbing increases the economic inequality within local 
communities. There are usually “winners” and “losers” of Land Grabbing 
processes. Some people benefit from land sales (e.g. cases in Kenya, Austria, 
Cambodia), from bribery (e.g. in India), or employment opportunities (e.g. in 
Argentina). If there is collective ownership over land, land sales create even 
bigger tensions within the community or families (e.g. in "La costa" and "El 
Bajo", Argentina). In some cases (e.g. Mals in Italy, as well as "La costa" and "El 
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Bajo", Argentina), Micro Land Grabbing results in intensified agricultural prac-
tices by some community members, whereas others want to maintain traditional 
farming methods. While community members perceive this “modernization” as 
an adaptation strategy, it sometimes led to internal conflicts. For instance, if 
farmers practice intensified horticulture with high use of agrochemicals alongside 
organic farming in fragmented landholdings like in the case of Mals in Italy, then 
it was observed, that sometimes community leaders are against “development” 
proposed by individual community members (e.g., in the Sustainable Develop-
ment Reserve (RDS) “Ponta de Tubarão”, Brazil). In other cases, especially in 
the African ones (Zambia, Malawi, Kenya), leaders and powerful elites act as 
intermediaries for external Land Grabbers without the approval of the commu-
nity. 

These problems and conflicts are a result of internal hierarchies, power 
asymmetries, and income inequalities. Here the help of local mediators is neces-
sary to overcome internal rivalries. Inner unity must be strengthened and 
solidarity between different communities must be intensified to raise visibility. 
Building community councils with representatives of different communities to 
solve conflicts between the groups (e.g., pastoralists and farmers) and raising 
awareness for different needs of land use would support building unity and soli-
darity. It is helpful to use external mediation in cases of intense conflicts. 
Community internal committees help to mediate the diverse needs and interests 
of community members and to represent community interests to externals. 

 
Conflicts between communities and Land Grabbers 
The main conflicts between local communities and land grabbers arise over 
resource use, like for instance in Tanzania, Brazil, and Argentina. The use of 
water and pasture or access to roads and forest resources were potential for 
conflicts. Deforestation increases erosion and intensive farming activities pollute 
water, resulting in increased diseases. The control of land is a big issue too. For 
example, in Italy, land for lease has become scarce, which has led to rising land 
prices. Local farmers were then forced into the process of intensification. This 
process was then followed by landscape changes, mono-crops, and intensive use 
of pesticides, which affects the local population, rather than the land predator. 
Sometimes, Land Grabbers cut off cultural sites like cemeteries, restricting rituals 
and cults to the ancestors, like in the case of Quilombo Gurutuba (Brazil). Due to 
these conflicts, land grabbers weaken the local social structure and social 
networks of the communities. 

Strategies dealing with conflicts between Land Grabbers and communities 
have included mainly the documentation of cases of Land Grabbing either by the 
communities themselves or with the help of supporting organizations. Therefore, 
it is important to build international alliances against companies because they 
take the power over resources from the state. Also, some communities have 
started fencing private land, outlined community rights and have begun protest-
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ing against land grabs. In this way, the rights of communities have become more 
visible, thus putting Land Grabbers under pressure. 
 
Conflicts with authorities 
There are several conflicts between local communities and authorities on various 
levels from local to national. Conflicts may arise if the government itself acts as 
a Land Grabber for national infrastructure, like airports on communal land (e.g. 
Zambia, Cambodia) or a rocket launch centre (e.g. Brazil, Alcantara). These 
infrastructure projects have displaced local people. Government institutions 
foster the “modernization” of the agrarian sector either by supporting agro-
industrial actors (e.g. Malawi, Argentina) or by providing infrastructure 
(Gurutuba in Brazil). Government institutions provide the legal basis for imple-
menting non-agrarian projects (e.g. in Kenya, Austria, RDS “Ponta de Tubarão” 
in Brazil) and allow companies to explore mining resources (e.g. in Argentina). 
Often the administration does not consider itself responsible and leaves the 
community alone in conflicts with Land Grabbers, as in cases of Brazil. Some-
times, authorities do not officially recognize communal territory or neglect their 
legal duties (like the institution INCRA in Brazil). 

Strategies dealing with these conflicts are the demarcation of land and 
achieving legal status for a local community. Again, the importance of national 
and international alliances arises to overcome lock-ins resulting from the national 
policy that suppresses local communities. Reports on land conflicts and land 
legislation can show the inactiveness of official bodies. To put pressure on 
governments, local communities need to be supported by NGOs. Additionally, 
organizing discussions about environmental struggles helps to activate local 
governments stopping the conversion of ongoing land grabs. 
 
Socio-economic effects 
It is striking that the effects of Micro Land Grabbing are not limited to one region, 
even though the type of land tenure, actors, and intermediaries involved in the 
process as well as the role of institutions varies greatly from case to case. 
Communities on all continents recorded negative socio-economic effects. One 
common feature was that land, which has been the base for local food production, 
has changed into spaces for global production and the commercial activity of 
public infrastructure.  Micro Land Grabbing dissolves local economic structures 
and increases economic dependencies to outsiders. Prices for agricultural land 
increase, which results in the loss of access to land, especially for young people 
who want to start their livelihood based on local food production and subsistence. 

While such effects are observed almost everywhere, the consequences of 
decreased access to land in the Global South become primarily visible as food 
insecurity and poverty increased because there are fewer alternatives to subsist-
ence farming. Migration to cities is often the only way out. In Tanzania, respond-
ents mentioned underpaid and inhumane work on plantations as a consequence. 
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In India, the vulnerable situation of women often resulted in sexual discrimina-
tion, promiscuity, early motherhood, and even prostitution. Also, physical and 
mental health problems due to physical violence were mentioned. The Latin 
American and Italian cases reported in particular about harmful health effects of 
intensive farming. In many cases of the Global North (e.g. Norway or Ukraine) 
livelihood was endangered due to structural change without an increase in food 
insecurity.  
 
Socio-cultural effects 
Almost all cases (in the Global North as well as in the Global South) experience 
the loss of practices connected to the territory and traditional land use. The 
resulting simplification of cropping patterns signified a loss of locally adapted 
diversity, not only of agricultural practices but also of related cultural expres-
sions. This led to conflicts within the community, such as the struggle of the 
Quilombo Gurutuba (Brazil) who are no longer able to provide land for new 
families that want to settle within their community, or the cut off from cultural 
sites like cemeteries due to infrastructure projects. The loss of land for future 
agricultural production and food sovereignty was claimed by the community of 
Ludesch (Austria).  In some cases (Enseada da Mata and Vazanteira in Brazil, 
"La costa" and "El Bajo" in Argentina, Shevchenkove in Ukraine, Pou Rang in 
Cambodia), community members felt discriminated because governmental 
authorities did not enforce the law. In Italy, people complained about harm to 
human health due to intensive farming and the excessive use of pesticides that 
obstructs organic agriculture. This is even worse in India, where respondents 
suffered from physical and mental health problems due to physical violence. 
 
Ecological effects 
Besides negative economic, social and cultural effects, ecological consequences 
were apparent. Consistently, respondents mentioned that local communities lose 
control over the management of natural resources resulting in a human-nature 
relationship of exploitation. This is underpinned by a loss of biodiversity (prac-
tically everywhere), soil degradation (African, Brazilian, Indian cases) and 
excessive use of agrochemicals (Africa, Argentina, Italy, Ukraine). Respondents 
in Tanzania, some Brazilian cases, Cambodia and India highlighted the increas-
ing danger of natural hazards. Negative effects on groundwater availability 
through environmental degradation were reported in Brazil (Sobrado) and 
Austria. The latter also mentioned reduced recreational uses due to land-use 
conversion, while Brazil, Argentina, Italy, and Ukraine complained about the 
aesthetic degradation of the landscape. 
 
Strategies of Resistance 
Local communities do not just give up. Often, they fight for their land, because 
they have a strong, historically grown relationship with it. The following chapter 
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describes strategies that self-empower communities by awareness and capacity 
building of community members, strategies that tackle legal frameworks and 
affect policy, and strategies that improve livelihood within the communities by 
economic and cultural activities.  
 
Awareness-raising and capacity building for community members 
As Brazilian communities showed, resistance often started with a process of self-
identification. In the face of losing their land, community members started to re-
identify strongly with their community, their collective territory, and the tradi-
tions involved. This process may be supported by universities and NGOs, who 
do anthropological reports, which can lead to official recognition of the commu-
nity. Also, NGOs and universities have helped community members to secure 
land titles by documenting the borders of the community land with GPS or by 
visualizing them via social mapping as in the case of Brazil (Quilombo Teodoro 
de Oliveira e Ventura, the Vazanteira community and Quilombo Enseada da 
Mata). They have also helped to issue individual land certificates as in the case 
of Zambia. Furthermore, NGOs in Africa, as well as universities in South 
America, have given trainings about land rights and related topics, such as gender 
equity and resource management.  

Communities engage in acquiring financial resources from NGOs, and 
public as well as private supporters, so that they can pay for legal advice or 
campaigns. They enter in conflict dialogue meetings with the Land Grabber, 
which are often mediated by the state or NGOs. Finally, communities exchange 
their knowledge through regular meetings with other communities and create 
new development perspectives by organizing discussions with community 
members. 

It turned out to be effective to build strong awareness for an issue and acti-
vate a sense of community, to then put those issues into a broader picture and 
politicize them. For example, issuing land certificates and designing social maps 
in collaboration with NGOs and universities creates confidence about traditional 
land use rights. This enables communities to claim their land. To reach commu-
nities without resistance, others that do resist need to include them actively to 
enhance social learning processes. 
 
Legal action, political pressure and alliances 
Altering the legal framework and policy in terms of land tenureship is very 
important to improve the situation of communities. In many cases, communities 
try to increase their possibility to participate in the governance of land. An inter-
esting approach is to organize public referenda as in the case of the European 
communities Mals and Ludesch. In Mals, citizens first altered the municipal law 
to make local referenda legally binding, then they organized a referendum about 
the prohibition of pesticides in their municipality to make land grabbing unattrac-
tive. Similarly, in Ludesch, people organized a municipal referendum on the 
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reclassification of protected land, causing a basic debate about the validity of 
such referenda within the representative constitution of Austria. In the case of the 
Brazilian community Geraizera, the community even created a municipal land 
law to secure their land titles. To make politicians alter laws or make authorities 
enforce laws, public awareness and political pressure is necessary. Especially in 
Brazil, but also in all other countries, communities build local resistance groups 
and ally with a broad range of stakeholders, e.g. NGOs, workers unions, environ-
mental protection groups, universities. Also, they join regional, national or inter-
national associations that represent community interests politically. These social 
movements organize actions to raise public awareness, like roadblocks, online 
petitions, media attention, documentary movies, etc. 

With the help of supporters, communities additionally try to go the official 
way by filing complaints or lawsuits. In some cases of the study, the law needs 
to change because micro land grabbing is legal, in other places legal frameworks 
have to be clarified and implemented in favour of communities. For example, in 
Zambia, the traditional governance system of old leaders can become a barrier to 
collective resistance. More alliances created visibility for cases, helped to build 
awareness about community rights, increased the power of communities, and 
increased pressure on the government to recognize community land.   
 
Economic and cultural activities 
To increase the wellbeing of the community and make it unattractive for commu-
nity members to sell land or intensify the land use, it was important for commu-
nities to strengthen alternative economic and cultural activities on the local level. 
Communities in Brazil (RDS Ponta de Tubarão), Tanzania, Italy, and Norway 
engage in creating alternative food initiatives producing and selling local food 
specialities on the local and national market. Also, communities build up local 
tourism linked to the cultural heritage, e.g. reindeer herding in Norway or selling 
artisanal products in Argentina (Santuario de Tres Pozos). To make life in the 
community more attractive, especially for young people, the Italian community 
of Mals has organized cultural events and created new visions for an alternative 
territorial development through public discourse. Brazilian communities have 
collaborated with universities that provide knowledge for strengthening liveli-
hood and resource management and have tried to safeguard their cultural heritage 
by opening museums and exhibitions in cooperation with local authorities. 
Building citizen cooperatives has pushed alternative economic and cultural 
activities in the region. It has helped to value the work of community members. 
Nevertheless, alternative economic activities are usually the last step after 
increasing awareness and initiating legal actions



 

Discussion and Synthesis 
 

This chapter aims to link empiricism and theory in order to answer the research 
questions posed in the introduction (see chapter 1). First, the term Micro Land 
Grabbing is characterized to understand what constitutes the process. Second, an 
analysis of the commonalities, differences and interrelations with Macro Land 
Grabbing clearly distinguishes both processes. A short discussion on the distinc-
tion to an agrarian structural change follows. Third, the chapter demonstrates the 
scope of action for local communities. Forth, resulting from the discussed find-
ings in literature and the collected data the chapter resources dynamics of Micro 
Land Grabbing to make the rather hidden process apparent and to provide a 
research framework for further implementation. The chapter concludes by build-
ing bridges to the practical application of the term and limits of this thesis.  
 
Characterizing Micro Land Grabbing 
Deriving from the collected data and the challenging discourse about Land Grab-
bing, it is possible to identify three specificities characterizing the phenomenon 
of Micro Land Grabbing: 

1. The process of Micro Land Grabbing is gradual and involves numerous 
acquisition acts that usually do not exceed the local typical scale. 

2. Micro Land Grabbing can therefore stay unconsidered over a long period. 
3. Land Grabbers are predominantly regional and national actors with either 

a good financial background or helpful relations to political institutions. 
They have diverse backgrounds (farmers, elites, companies, state 
agencies etc.).  

Starting with the first characteristic, Micro Land Grabbing is a slow and 
gradual process of taking control over land. In most cases, Land Grabbing events 
did not take place as single events. Rather, numerous land appropriations 
occurred one after the other over a long time. In some cases, like with the 
Comunidade Tradicional Geraizeira or the Comunidade Quilombo do Gurutuba 
in Brazil, numerous small appropriations of land resulted in larger areas being 
used for intensive agriculture by a number of Land Grabbers. Community 
members only live on small “leftovers” between huge intensive farms. In other 
cases, like with the Samí in Norway, the areas grabbed are converted for different 
types of intensive land use (e.g. wind power, tourism, agricultural expansion), 
thus resulting in fragmented patterns of intensification. Only in cases where 
regional and national actors took control over land for infrastructure or commer-
cial projects, Micro Land Grabbing is usually a single acquisition of land, but it 
can happen repeatedly in many locations. This is true for the case of Ludesch in 
Austria, which is an example of many areas where national enterprises buy rich 
agricultural lands to build commercial infrastructure. 
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Second, the slowness and the complexity caused by so many different actors 
leads to easily overlooking the process. Although Micro Land Grabbing greatly 
affects community members, it often remains unquestioned by the public and 
authorities for a long time. On the one hand, this is true because, single acquisi-
tions do not exceed the typical local scale of land transfers and, therefore, the 
public regards it as regular structural change or a process of modernization. This 
makes it difficult to organize resistance. On the other hand, it can be observed 
that governments support the valorisation of land use and the construction of new 
infrastructure in, so-called, less developed areas. Official institutions deliberately 
ignore communities' problems and often force local leaders into corruption, thus 
giving Land Grabbers a free hand to pursue their market interests. Data show 
these trends in communities around the globe, in Argentina and Brazil, as well as 
Italy and Malawi. 

The third characteristic regards the Micro Land Grabber themselves. They 
are those who gain control over land at the end of the process. They can be 
numerous and diverse due to the multiple small appropriations. The appropriators 
are mostly external to the communities but rarely international. These actors are 
described in more detail in chapter 6.2 already. 

Based on these findings, the working definition of the term Micro Land 
Grabbing (given in the first questionnaire, see Appendix) could be adapted as 
follows: 

Micro Land Grabbing, as we understand, is when external actors gradually 
appropriate the control of land, that was formally owned or controlled and used 
by local communities. Compared to larger forms of Land Grabbing, numerous 
acquisition acts usually do not exceed the local typical scale. The appropriating 
actors have diverse backgrounds and are predominantly in regional and/or 
national ownership. Because of the comparably small pieces of land grabbed per 
actor, and the longer time horizon of the appropriation process, Micro Land Grab-
bing often stays unquestioned over a long period. The process of Micro Land 
Grabbing is often marked by the commodification of land, i.e. a transformation 
from land use for subsistence farming (including local food markets) to land use 
oriented at investments for profit-making. Therefore, local communities lose 
control over the land being grabbed and, in the long run, over the management of 
entire territories. 
 
What makes the difference? 
In order to differentiate Micro Land Grabbing from “Macro” Land Grabbing and 
a structural change in agriculture, it is helpful to identify commonalities, differ-
ences, and interrelations. 
 
Commonalities and differences  between macro and Micro Land Grabbing 
The basis and driving forces behind the two processes are very similar (see Figure 4). 
Driven by capitalist expansion and power accumulation both phenomena are part 
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of continued original accumulation (Luxemburg 1975; Harvey 2003; Dörre 
2019). No matter how small or marginal a piece of land may be, the main objec-
tive is the commodification, monetarization, and commercialisation of the 
regarded area and its potential inhabitants. In most cases, this is followed by feed-
back in harm to the accumulating centres, a crisis, and finally a collapse of the 
whole process. (Micro) Land Grabbing is therefore not a static process but rather 
always carries the possibility of regression.  

Furthermore, the targets of both types of Land Grabbing are similar. 
Luxemburg (1975) writes about natural economies (in this thesis local commu-
nities who mostly live from subsistence farming). It is these economies, or 
communities, that are the external subjects not only regarding the expropriation 
of physical resources, like their land, but at the same time they are in charge of 
the realization of surplus value generated from the capitalistic centres. Taking a 
closer look at the impacts on communities both processes seem to trigger similar 
conflicts and effects. Land, which has been the base for local food supply, is 
changed into spaces for global production, and the locally adapted cultural and 
biological diversity is challenged. New conflicts arise with authorities or the 
Land Grabbers themselves, and already existing internal conflicts can be further 
triggered by external actors. As local communities are not homogenous groups, 
they often have different views or attitudes about the profound changes that the 
process of Land Grabbing entails. Some see economic development and hope to 
profit from it, others identify with their land and mobilize against it (Mamonova 
2013). At this point, Micro Land Grabbing offers a new perspective by providing 
a view of the self-interests of individual members in land deals that can outmatch 
collective action and that are not present in the usual large hectare-based 
approach. This can better explain, for example, the division within a community 
and different reactions although they have the same historical and socio-political 
background. It is also a possibility to explain different courses of action between 
communities in different regions or nations that experience similar Land Grab 
situations. 

Although the investigated cases have shown that it is necessary to consider 
even the smallest pieces of land, as they can amount to large areas of intensified 
land use, “Micro” rather refers to the small, slow, and often hidden steps that 
characterise this type of Land Grabbing then to a range of hectare sizes. Appro-
priated areas do not exceed the local typical amount. In this way, focus shifts 
from a material approach of the number of hectares to one which brings forward 
the procedure of the process of appropriation and the socio-cultural and economic 
value of the regarding land for those who currently live on it. Especially in the 
context of local communities, places of spirituality and identity or land used for 
pastoral purposes play an important role. Thus, Micro Land Grabbing especially 
differs from macro land issues with a decreased focus on scale (see Figure 4). 
However, these values are often ignored by actors from outside of the commu-
nity, who rather have capitalistic or power-related interests only. These actors are 
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often regional or national actors, who profit from state declared “unused” land 
and who build up a justification of valorisation and development interests for a 
region without consulting people who already live there. In many of the cases 
studied, they convinced people from inside the community to take over transfer 
capacity, such as sharing insider information or taking advantage of the confi-
dence community members have to such an “insider” (e.g., the case of 
Shevchenkove, Ukraine). In this way, micro land appropriations are often less 
brutal but more disingenuous and devious, which contributes to the gradual char-
acter of the process.  

 
Figure 4: Commonalities and Differences of Macro and Micro Land Grabbing (own 

visualisation). 

 Contrary to a scenario in which Land Grabbing comes with immediate 
clarity and the concerned see clearly what happens to them, for the actors affected 
by Micro Land Grabbing, drivers, targets, and impacts often seem hard to grasp 
and to pin down. Micro Land appropriations are very slow and drawn-out. Thus, 
there is no single event that tears apart a formerly functioning local community. 
Rather than taking a “grab” as something immediate, the gradual process 
suggests shifting the focus to the connected historical context and the expected 
future in which the event is embedded. Given the hidden character, it seems 
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obvious that Micro Land Grabs have a rather low purview, as they do not occur 
as big events and consequently are not subjects of media reports. It is, therefore, 
even more difficult to identify such phenomena or to build alliances with others 
who share similar complaints. 

It is also noteworthy to add that the studied cases show no limitation to the 
Global South but make visible affected communities in the Global North alike. 
The traditional South Sami community in Norway, village members in the post-
socialist area of Shevchenkove, Ukraine, people living in the narrow valleys of 
the Austrian and Italian Alps: all struggle with the way that prices of land create 
barriers for people to access and use land. They fight against the market power, 
but at the same time, they are much less affected by violence and poverty. 
Shedding light into those cases not only does justice to them, but also opens up 
the opportunity for a fruitful exchange between the North and the South in order 
to find better solutions by learning from each other. 
 
Delimitation to an agrarian structural change 

To delimit Micro Land Grabbing from an agrarian structural change, this 
thesis focusses on an agrarian structural change which comprises the intensifi-
cation of land use as a central component (e.g. a transition from subsistence 
agriculture with high biodiversity to, on efficiency aligned, monoculture) and 
which is accompanied by the financialization of the land and a movement from 
the former locally added value to international markets and supraregional actors. 
A general socio-economic change which is marked by a change of land use (e.g. 
a rededication from farmland to industrial use driven by speculation) is less 
regarded (van der Ploeg et al. 2015, p. 157). 

Within an agrarian structural change, the land usually remains in the hands 
of the same owner. Modernization and commercialization take place on the same 
grounds without changing hands. Contrarily, Micro Land Grabbing necessarily 
includes a change of possession or ownership. The collected data shows, that 
actors involved are embedded in complex power relations and often make use of 
different forces such as market pressure (rising land prices), fraud or even violent 
actions to reach their goals. Often this is followed by organized resistance from 
the affected. Thus, identifying these sometimes rather hidden procedures is 
central in the distinction between Micro Land Grabbing and an agrarian structural 
change. 

 
Interrelations  
Interestingly, there is a connection between large scale Land Grabbing activities 
and Micro Land Grabbing. In India, as well as in Argentina international infra-
structure or cash crop activities attracted regional actors, who tried to participate 
in the boom on a more conspicuous level. In the sense of accumulating capital, 
this shows the squeezing effect of the exploitation of the external in a gnawing 
and assimilating process executed over a long time until there is nothing left. This 
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is only challenged if those affected do mobilize. Resistance critically depends on 
how the local population is structured and included in land deals. If there is a 
perceived threat to their economic base, their identity, culture, or tradition as well 
as to public goods, they may engage in contention. The studied cases show three 
main activities that varied between different regions of the world. On the African 
and Asian continent, people engaged a lot in awareness-raising and capacity 
building, whereas in South America communities focused on legal actions, 
political pressure and alliances. In Europe those affected developed their own 
economic and cultural strategies to counteract their situations. Once again, these 
examples show, that resistance depends very much on historical experiences, 
tenure systems, the structure of a community and how land deals are imple-
mented. 
 
Scope of actions for local communities 
It seems natural that the response to treated territories is resistance. But as reports 
about land deals are numerous, reported protests against land acquisitions in the 
media and academic literature are much fewer. One reason for this is that a lot of 
reported land deals ultimately do not push through as initially planned or 
intended. Media reports write about the business agreements, rather than the 
actual transfers of control, which causes an unbalance. Looking from another 
angle, protests are often overlooked, simply dismissed as insignificant. Some-
times this can be also due to geographical remoteness, such that people who want 
to report about it are not able to access the region. Of course, a combination of 
both sorts of scenarios is also possible (Borras and Franco 2013, p. 1725). 
 
Reconstructing conditions 
As the studied cases show, communities vary greatly from each other, and 
resistance does in the same way. Rarely do they react or mobilize in a unified 
fashion. To acknowledge those differences, it is necessary to outline the history 
of communities and the regions they live in. Concerning potential Land Grab 
scenarios, analysis of relations to and experiences with capitalist companies and 
the state are helpful (Dorn 2021, p. 5). Using this approach, different reactions of 
communities are seen as the consequence of diverging territorialities. In the 
conducted study, the presence of Brazilian communities is prominent. This is 
because they have experienced a long historical struggle with autonomies, which 
has shaped their identification process and connected different communities with 
each other. Thus, they fight for gaining autonomy regarding their territory. In 
contrast, the Argentinian community Santuario de Tres Pozos was frequently 
forced to arrange themselves with changing jurisdictions. Their relationship with 
public authorities was mostly dominated by restraint. Thus, they conceive the 
arrival of lithium mining companies as a labour opportunity, which causes a 
competitive situation and rivalry between community members. 
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To further understand reactions from below, one must consider the different 
ways of how entire communities and single members are threatened. Some have 
been completely expelled from their lands and seek better compensation (e.g. in 
India). Others react to demand improvements within their existent incorporation, 
such as higher wages. And again, others mobilize not to resist land deals but to 
demand incorporation into the emerging enterprise, like for instance in the 
lithium mines in Argentina. Unsurprisingly, some communities mobilize and 
succeed while others fail. Resistance can be localised and isolated, but also linked 
up with national or international groups. In order to identify those differences, it 
is necessary to look at how people who engage in controversial politics, “[…] 
understand their issue, identify their adversary, frame their demands, and choose 
the forms of their collective action.” (Borras and Franco 2013, p. 1730). 

In this sense, the intersections of conflicts between the involved actors are 
key. Conflicts between communities and Land Grabbers tend to be the case where 
enterprises occupy land and incorporate people. For instance, the management of 
resource use or demands for the improvement of labour standards are the issues 
here. Increasingly, communities also address environmental problems such as 
chemical contamination or pollution. Conflicts with authorities are common in 
cases where people are actually or potentially expelled from their land. States 
engage in facilitating the global Land Grab by providing a systematic policy 
aiming at capturing “marginal areas” and turning them into investable 
commodities. This happens based on statutory rules only. If there is no formal 
land title and if no significant formal settlements or farming activities are evident 
then the land is automatically unused. Beyond this, land deals are often seen as 
the extension of state territory to previously no-state spaces. The appropriation 
process is often carried out violently with the help of the police, the military, or 
courts. Other important but less regarded conflicts are within the communities, 
which often cause economic inequality because some members profit from Land 
Grabbing activities and others do not. Thus, mobilization against a land deal can 
be carried out parallel to reactions in favour of it within one group (e.g. in the 
case of Santuario de Tres Pozos, Argentina). Moreover, Kandel (2015, p. 636) 
already notes the prevalence of village-level actors (like local elites) who seek to 
expand or gain advantage through selling their landholdings in extra-legal means. 
The studied cases for this thesis show similar patterns. As in the African cases, 
this often occurs on a small-scale level and involves an opportunistic individual, 
which is commonly a fellow clan member or in-law (e.g. a chief). This action is 
an attempt to hedge against a rising tide of land fragmentation and general 
productivity challenges to peasant farming and often mistreats the weak (widows, 
elderly). Resistance rises if those affected see that others share a similar plight. 
What makes this type of conflict different is that it has a very internal character 
because the antagonists are close to the affected. Those conflicts unfold on a 
community level and involve two parties that already maintain social ties with 
one another. However, organized opposition against one family is much more 
difficult than against an external project (Kandel 2015, pp. 642–643).  
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All of these conflicts are simultaneously at work and are far more complex and 
diverse than media and popular literature suggest.   
 
(Re)actions  
Following Tarrow (1998) there are four requirements that increase the opportu-
nities of social movements to resist: access to power, shifting alignments, avail-
ability of influential elites, and cleavages within and among elites. A combination 
of these opportunities allows even weak and disorganized actors to take 
advantage of. The key is the ability to perceive such opportunity structures and 
to make use of them. Thus, communities’ reactions to land grabbing critically 
depend on how they are structured and included in land deals. McCarthy (2010, 
p. 824) argues that the workings of land tenure systems and informal land markets 
work, the type of land investments, and the implementation of smallholder 
development schemes in villages are critical factors that influence the exclusion 
or inclusion of local people in land deals. In this way, it is not surprising that the 
studied cases show a variety of actions that can be summarised in three main 
strategies of resistance:  

(1) Awareness-raising and capacity building,  
(2) Legal action, political pressure, and alliances,  
(3) Economic and cultural activities. 

Indeed, these strategies have different distinctions. On the African continent, the 
first strategy prevails. Many regions are very rural and remote. Many community 
members are not familiar with statutory rules, and thus active intermediaries who 
raise awareness help to apply for land titles and support to identify what the 
community desperately needs. In South America, however, the second strategy 
dominates. A lot of local communities already underwent the process of unifica-
tion and now use their networks to set clear demands.  In contrast, for European 
communities, the third strategy is more suitable. As driving forces are raising 
land prices and ever-increasing contiguous land areas, while at the same time 
fever people working in agriculture. Using a market niche with promoting the 
regional culture, high-quality food and an alternative lifestyle make the commu-
nities unique and thus able to survive. However, all strategies find hybrid imple-
mentations in all regions of the world. 

Linking back to the beginning of this chapter, reactions from below depend 
on several country and community-specific requirements. Historical experiences, 
tenure systems, the structure of a community, the way in which land deals are 
implemented, and diverse motivations of people to mobilize have a huge impact 
on the response to a land deal. Furthermore, the studied cases show, that reactions 
are not always against a land deal, but can also be in favour of it.  
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Making an invisible process apparent 
In order to better grasp the phenomenon of Micro Land Grabbing the following 
suggests a research approach of nine indicators. These derive from both; a combi-
nation of advises from literature and the findings of this thesis (see Figure 5). 

Following theory underlying motivations for land grabbing are mainly 
driven by capital and or power structures (Luxemburg 1975; Arendt 2017; 
McCarthy 2015; Dörre 2019). Understanding these incentives helps to better 
follow the patterns of actions of the Land Grabbers, which could include regard-
ing how people are excluded from access to land (following Hall et al. 2011 
through regulation, force, legitimation, or market powers). Based on the assump-
tion of a dialectical society-nature relationship (political ecology), analysing 
Micro Land Grabbing focuses on the structures, institutions, and practices that 
mediate the relationship between society and nature (Engels and Dietz 2011). 
Decisions on the use and distribution of land as well as on access and entitlement 
rights cannot be separated from the political-social process from which they 
emerge and on which they likewise have an impact back again. Thus, power 
relations and an analysis of the historical and political context in which they are 
embedded are crucial in order to understand the often-hidden micro land issues 
(Friis and Nielsen 2016). Part of this is to find out about the value of the affected 
land (Hafner and Rainer 2017). Value refers to both, the socio-cultural as well as 
the economic worth. The findings of this thesis show, that a main character of 
Micro Land Grabbing issues are diverse actors with very different backgrounds. 
In order to recognise rather hidden processes, it is crucial to identify all actors 
involved. Furthermore, to understand the action perspective of all actors involved 
the collected data shows that it is helpful to know about the structure of 
customary and statutory land tenure. This discloses first insights into the power 
structure within the local community, which should be further analysed to even-
tually identify intermediaries and to understand possible conflicts and effects. 
Types of appropriation are divided into lease, purchase, expropriation, and the 
following change of control, which manifests in restricted use rights or the full 
transfer of all rights (Borras et al. 2012). To understand the future development 
of the land and for the local community, the findings of this thesis emphasise the 
importance of analysing the impact on the local community and on the land itself. 
Finally, in accordance with (Dorn 2021) and the discussed strategies of resistance 
that have been mentioned in the investigated cases it is essential to underline that 
different forms of reactions depend and influence strongly the specific course of 
Micro Land Grabbing processes. 

Dealing with these issues sheds light on the often obscured, more gradual 
and very complex dynamics of Micro Land Grabbing. Of course, this is a general 
framework that must be adapted from case to case. 
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Figure 5: Dynamics of Micro Land Grabbing (own visualisation, based on literature and 

collected data). 

 
Applicability and Limitations 
Applicability is the extent to which the research results are likely to find usage in 
practice. This is highly important especially when claiming the demand for 
scientific knowledge transfer. Needless to say, this has its limitations.  
 
Applicability of the term 
Micro Land Grabbing frames the everydayness of an invisible process with 
serious consequences. During the workshop participants where asked whether the 
term could be relevant for them. They mentioned that having a designation that 
names the process helps to make it more tangible. The term sheds light on 
complex and vague circumstances and helps to legitimate awareness-raising 
inside and outside communities as well as to form resistance. Furthermore, the 
distinction from classical Land Grabbing supports the recognition of the 
existence of different kinds of Land Grabbing phenomena and at the same time 
shows parallels between affected communities. Moreover, the procedure-based 
approach allows the inclusion of land deals that have been neglected so far, only 
due to their size. Concerning the complexity of the process, Micro Land Grabbing 
intends to focus on in-depth studies to show various components of a land deal. 
The number and distribution of the investigated cases indicate that Micro Land 
Grabbing is a global trend, which elicits a new way of looking at global Land 
Grabs. However, the term also highlights the national context of the process and 

Underlying mo va ons for land grabbing

Historical and poli cal context of the case

Value of the land affected

Iden fica on of all actors involved

Structure of customary and statutory land tenure

Power structure within the local community

Type of appropria on and the following change of control

Impact on the local community and on the land itself

Forms of reac ons

DYNAMICS OF MICRO LAND GRABBING



60  Tina Marie Jahn 

thus moves away from the classical narrative which simplifies national actors to 
agents of the commanding forces in the Global North. 

Despite all these advantages, participants of the workshop mentioned that 
the overall meaning of Micro Land Grabbing must be put into range. It represents 
a side effect of classical Land Grabbing and international agreements and thus 
only touches the surface of the wide issue of Land Grabbing. Also, it is very 
challenging to make an invisible process apparent, and in-depth studies are 
effortful to perform. Furthermore, from an activist point of view, this approach 
might be too complex to convey. A starting point that deals with these challenges 
could be a more precise definition of the term. The more refined the definition, 
the easier it is to make the phenomenon visible however, at the same time, it is 
more exclusive. Depending on the purpose (activist or scientific), the term may 
be adapted specifically to the context and is thus not directly applicable.  
 
Limitations of this thesis 
Doing research on the topic of Micro Land Grabbing can be challenging. First, 
collecting data about a term which is not familiar to those who are possibly affected 
is complicated. A lot has to be explained, which can discourage people to partici-
pate or can lead to confusion. Thanks to the broad network of the initiating and the 
highly motivated participants it was possible to get a very good data set that covers 
a lot of regions of the world. However, striking is that there is a surplus of Brazilian 
communities within the collected cases. This unbalance is due to the advanced self-
identification of local communities, but also because of the vital discourse on land 
appropriations and the widespread activism throughout the country. Taking this 
into account, it was important to particularly pay attention to a balanced data 
analysis that does not undermine the relevance of other cases. 

Furthermore, the data only includes the perspective of local communities, 
scientists, activists or NGO members. It does not consider executing actors such 
as Land Grabbers or state actors and thus leads to a biased perspective with focus 
on those who are affected. The underlying reasons for this are that communities 
are often disregarded actors and subject of injustice as compared to more power-
ful market actors or institutional facilitators. To address this unbalance, this 
research chose the micro-level perspective to enable the visibility of hidden Land 
Grabs, agency as well as collective action. It intends to provide a basis to which 
even non-scientific actors such as activists are able to follow up. 

From an analytical perspective, difficulties arise with framing Micro Land 
Grabbing. For one thing, it is necessary to define as exactly as possible as this is 
easier to understand and implement. Secondly this precise approach is limited to 
some extend as it excludes too many cases. Thus, characterizing Micro Land 
Grabbing can never be precise and universal at the same time. Rather, the chal-
lenge should be to provide a solid framework that is easy to adapt on a local level 
for each case. This thesis tackled this challenge by providing such an initial 
framework. 



 

Conclusion 
 

This thesis took up the analytical challenge to address the less obvious and 
dramatic, gradual and drawn-out ways in which Land Grabbing unfolds. Such 
forms are equally relevant to their more attention-grabbing counterparts, such as 
spectacular large scale Land Grabs, that the media and policymakers tend to focus 
on. For this purpose, the work provided a general comparison of Land Grabbing 
processes of twenty communities around the world. Based on political ecology, 
it was important to identify the actors involved, to make visible various conflicts, 
and to examine the effects to and reactions of local communities. Indeed, the 
dynamics of Micro Land Grabbing may be disclosed. The phenomenon is essen-
tially characterised by a gradual appropriation of the control of land through 
numerous acquisition acts that usually do not exceed the typical local scale. 
Consequently, it stays unconsidered over a long period. Compared to large-scale 
Land Grabbing the main differences arise from a decreased focus on scale, more 
diverse actors, a gradual process, and a lower purview. Therefore, “Micro” does 
not represent small-scale acquisitions but alternatively describes the appropri-
ation of control over land in comparably small, slow, or hidden steps. Following 
this approach, not only are communities affected by small scale appropriations 
successfully included, but also cases from Europe come to the fore, questioning 
the narrative of commanding forces in the Global North. It thus corresponds to 
the current trajectory of scholarly thinking, which aims at broadening the 
parameter of empirical and theoretical investigations into Land Grabbing to find 
better ways that reveal the complexity and dynamics involved in contemporary 
land acquisitions. 

Studies of critical land research often provide a precise analysis of power 
relations, but then end up with an appeal to develop progressive alternatives with-
out specifying them. To that this thesis provides a frame of nine indicators to 
better sharpen the term by pointing out characteristics that shed light on the 
invisible parts of the process in order to better recognize them and to possibly 
give affected people the opportunity to prevent such phenomena. Moreover, the 
intention of this research project was not only to increase awareness of hidden 
processes of Land Grabbing, but to share experiences, to develop common 
strategies in dealing with challenges, and to strengthen alliances between science, 
local communities, and civil society organizations. This was mainly achieved 
through communicative validation within the survey and discussions throughout 
the workshop. The outcome was documented and discussed in this thesis and will 
be provided for all who participated.  

In order to generalize the relevance of hidden Land Grabs and to sharpen 
the concept of Micro Land Grabbing, it is essential to do systematic comparisons 
of cases in other world regions with the help of the research approach developed 
in chapter 7.4. Furthermore, scholars should analyse, develop and evaluate 
resistance strategies that specifically address cases of Micro Land Grabbing in 
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contrast to those targeting large scale forms of Land appropriation. Doing so in 
transdisciplinary projects with local communities may contribute to the collective 
action of them. 

However, at the same time, these suggestions should not predetermine the 
understanding of what Land Grabbing looks like because this would further 
marginalize its rarely addressed and recognized forms. The concept of Micro 
Land Grabbing thus calls to stay aware of the often gradual and hidden pace in 
which certain forms of land appropriations unfold, and the methodological chal-
lenges that go along with that. 
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Appendix 
 
First questionnaire  
 
1) Working-definitions 
 
Local community: 
With the term local community, we refer to groups of people sharing a set of 
values, norms and traditional knowledge, which is deeply connected to a common 
territory. The territory provides for the livelihood and collective identity of the 
community members. Therefore, communities often manage the resources in 
their territory sustainably and play a major role in conserving ecologic and 
cultural diversity worldwide. The social structure of local communities is 
tightened by reciprocal relationships of trust between its members but it is not 
necessarily closed towards the outside. We acknowledge, that local communities 
are not homogeneous entities, instead they may involve numerous groups with 
diverse interests, hierarchies and conflicts of power. Also, we assume that local 
communities may be strategic agents in power conflicts with outsiders.  
 
Micro Land Grabbing: 
By micro land grabbing, we understand, when external actors gradually 
appropriate the control and/or ownership of land, that was formally owned or 
controlled and used by local communities. Compared to larger forms of land 
grabbing, the appropriating actors are often numerous and financially stronger 
than the local communities affected, but normally not directly connected to 
international capital flows. Therefore, different actors buy small amounts of land 
over a longer period of time. Also, the appropriating actors may be socially close 
to the people losing land, as they come from nearby regions or cities. Because of 
the small size of land grabbed per actor, the longer time horizon of the 
appropriation process, and the social closeness of the appropriating actors to the 
communities processes of micro land grabbing often stay unquestioned over a 
long period. The process of micro land grabbing is often marked by the 
commodification of land, i.e. a transformation from land use for subsistence 
farming (including local food market) to land use oriented at investments for 
profit making. Therefore, local communities lose control over the land being grab 
and, in the long run, over the management of entire territories. 
 
2) Personal Profile 
 
Personal profile:  
Please provide information about yourself and your relationship to the local 
community you report on. These details will help us to interpret your answers 
later.  
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Your name: 
Name of local community: (Please choose a community you feel comfortable 
to report on and which is affected by micro land grabbing, provided that this 
phenomenon exists in your country at all.) 
What is your background? 
member of a local community  
academic 
civil society organization  
activist 
other: 
 
Relations:  
...if you are a member of the local community:  
Since when do you live in the local community? Which position do you have 
within the local community?  
...if you are a not a member of the local community:  
Since when do you have contact to the local community? What is your relation 
to the local community (e.g., research, advocacy…)? Why did you choose to 
report on the local community you selected?  

 
3) Profile of the local community 
Please describe the local community with the help of the questions below. 
Remember to report only about one specific local community and to provide short 
references in the text and full references in the end of the questionnaire.  
Please describe roughly the common territory of the community 
geographically: size of territory, types of landscapes, definition of borders, 
special characteristics, …  
Please describe roughly the social structure of the community: number of 
inhabitants, size and type of social household units (nuclear family, extended 
family, clan….), settlement structure (village, farms, …), number of settlements 
or groups sharing the territory … What are the main practices of land use the 
community shares (e.g. arable farming, dairy farming, pastoralism)?  
Further comments .... 
 
4) Governance of land tenure  
a) Does the access to land in the local community rely on customary rules 
(traditional or informal) or statutory rules (formally recognized by the state) or 
both? 
b) If you have, please provide a link to overview literature on relevant legislation: 
c) If the allocation of land in the local community relies on customary land 
governance systems, please describe it in detail (who is in charge of regulating 
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access, how is access regulated [heritage, collective decision, purchase, lease, 
…], how secure and permanent is the access to land?)!  
d) If the allocation of land in the local community relies on statutory land 
governance systems, please describe it in detail (Who is in charge? How is land 
ownership transferred? Is there a transfer from customary governed land to 
statutory governance? If so, how is it regulated?) In how far do modern rights 
take into account customary rights?  
e) Please describe any inequalities resulting from the distribution of land (who is 
favoured, who is disadvantaged and why?). 
 
5) Process of (micro) land grabbing  
Working instruction: Please answer general questions about land grabbing in the 
local community first and then describe the process in detail by completing the 
table on the next page.  

a) What is considered as land grabbing in the local community?  
b) Do you observe only macro forms of land grabbing (large scale/rapid 

change/international actors)? Or also micro forms (small 
scale/gradual/regional and national actors; see working definitions)? 
What would you consider as micro form of land grabbing?  

c) Since when do you observe macro or micro forms of land grabbing within 
this local community? 

d) Please describe the process in detail:  
This is about changes in the land tenure system through the phenomenon 
process of (micro) land grabbing. There may be more than one form of land 
grabbing present. Please describe all processes affecting the local community 
referring especially to the microforms, if present.  

Systems of tenure define and regulate “how people, communities and others 
gain access to land, fisheries and forests […}. These tenure systems determine 
who can use which resources, for how long, and under what conditions. The 
systems may be based on written policies and laws, as well as on unwritten 
customs and practices.” (FAO 2012) Please describe the main changes in the 
land tenure system involved in the processes of (micro) land grabbing. 
Indicate how the forms of land ownership change (private land, communally 
owned land, land with open access for all, state owned land) and how land rights 
change (e.g. use rights, transfer rights, control rights). E.g. before land grab, 
community members were allowed to use land seasonally, afterwards they lost 
full access to it, because land was privatized (...) 

e) Please give an overview about the "land grabbers" and their patterns 
of action. This is about describing the “land grabbers” and their patterns of 
action as accurately as possible. There may be more than one form present. 
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Please describe each process referring especially to the microforms, if 
present. Starting from the left, please describe:  
- he actor (name, origin, profession...),  
- the change of land use (e.g. from extensive farming to intensive farming),  
- the loss of control through changing land rights (e.g. before land grab, 

community members were allowed to use land seasonally, afterwards they 
lost full access to it, because land was privatized) 

- the size of land the actor in question grabbed 
- the mechanism that facilitate the appropriation of land, e.g. lease, 

purchase, contracting formally independent farmers 
 

6) Effects 
Working instruction: Please provide some general information about the most 
important effects of the land grabbing processes described on the local 
community. We build on this general information to shape the next questionnaire.  
What are the main effects of land grabbing for the local community?  
References.  
Please provide here the full references you used during the survey. 
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Second questionnaire 
 
1) Effect: 
Please find bellow, a collection of the effects of land grabbing you mentioned in 
the first questionnaire. For a quantitative evaluation, please choose the effects 
that are most pressing in your case (max three per category): 

a.) Socio-economic: 
 Food insecurity and increases in poverty 
 Livelihood is in danger but without food insecurity 
 Increasing economic dependencies to outsiders 
 Local economic structures dissolve 
 increases in land prices and therefore increase in inequalities 
 Other: 

b.) Socio-cultural: 
 Loss of (agri-)cultural practices connected to the territory and traditional 
land use 

 migration to cities, because young people see no opportunities to sustain 
a family 

 conflicts within the communities 
 Physical and mental health problems due to physical violence 
 harm to human health due to intensive farming 
 discrimination because governmental authorities don’t enforce the law 
 underpaid and inhumane work on plantations because land is lost 
 sexual discrimination, promiscuity, early motherhood, prostitution 
 Other: 

c.) Ecologic: 
 loss of biodiversity and agrodiversity 
 soil degradation 
 water scarcity due to land use changes 
 human-nature relationship of exploitation 
 excessive use of agrochemicals (chemical-synthetic pesticides and 
fertilizers) 

 aesthetic degradation of landscape 
 increasing danger of natural hazards 
 Other: 

d.) Governance: 
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 Loss of control over resources for local communities. 
 Power inequalities due to concentration of power to those in charge of 
distributing the land 

 Increase in corruption (bribery) to get land 
 Elites shape the law in favor of land grabbing 
 Other: 

 
2) Conflicts:  
Please, describe the major conflict connected to land grabbing? (What are the 
conflicts? Who is involved with which interests? Are the conflicts open or 
hidden?) 

a. Conflicts within the community? 
b. Conflicts between the community and land grabbers? 
c. Conflicts between the community and institutions such as the government? 
 

3) Resistance of local communities: 
How do local communities try to resist land grabbing? (How do they self-
organize and which action do they take? How do they mobilize resources such as 
money, knowledge, external support? What was the success so far?) 
 
4) Strategies of supporters and opponents  
(Who supports resistance? Who opposes resistance? How?) 

a. Strategies of civil-society organizations 
b. Strategies of the government 
c. Strategies of market actors 
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