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Is Asia for Sale? Trends, Issues, and Strategies
against Land Grabbing
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ABSTRACT. Foreign acquisitions of agricultural lands in Asia and elsewhere have been
a focus of concern for many actors and interest groups. This has put land-rights issues
and investments in agriculture back onto the global development agenda. This article
reviews the recent wave of global land grabbing in Asia, involving commercial transactions
and deals around large-scale agricultural land acquisitions for the production, sale, and
export of food and agrofuels. At the core of this process, the paper argues, is the
transformation and changing role of the state from being an independent governing
body into a capitalist body. As a result, national laws have been modified to protect
capital, and the interests of the government and private companies are merged as their
collusion becomes closer.
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INTRODUCTION

Land grabbing is not a new phenomenon. Historically, it has been the
starting point for many of Asia’s struggles, revolutions, and revolts in
the past centuries. During the last century, national land and water
governance policies have led to the enclosure and privatization of land
and water sources through various mechanisms. These include the
promotion of individual land titles, alienable land and water rights,
and incentives for financial and corporate investors in exchange for
tourism and infrastructure projects, urban expansion, industrial
agriculture, and plantations. These have fueled conflicts among state
actors, domestic private companies, transnational corporations, and
local populations, and increased the vulnerability of peasants,
pastoralists, fishers, and indigenous communities to investors and
speculators—public and private alike.

The current trend of global land grabbing has gathered much
attention as it is triggered by the complex and interrelated crises of
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food, finance, energy, and climate. Each crisis has its own set of
dynamics and causes—for example, mainstream economists have
interpreted the global financial crisis as a consequence of Wall Street’s
bad governance or greed; the global food crisis as a consequence of
climate change, decreasing productivity, rising middle-class affluence,
rising production costs, population growth, agrofuels boom, speculation
and trade; and the ecological crisis and climate change as brought about
by the voracity of the Northern countries that promote a culture of
excessive consumption without thinking of the next generation. At the
core of the issue are the fundamental questions of social equity,
equality, justice, and the implications of foreign acquisitions of land
upon social systems, particularly on smallholders and producers who
have remained the main investors in land and agriculture in Asia and
the rest of the developing world. This paper argues that the role of the
state is changing because of the new trends of land grabbing. The state’s
role as an independent governing body has transformed into a capitalist
body; in the process, national laws have been changed to protect
capital. The consequence is that the interests of the government and
private companies are merged, and their collusion becomes closer.

A WEB OF CRISES

The current model of growth only benefits the top 10 percent of the
world’s population (UNDP 2005), while the poor majority remain the
most vulnerable to adverse economic and ecological impacts. These
multiple crises have exposed the development thrust and objectives
that promote profits over people, and markets over society. Simon
Johnson, MIT Sloan School of Management economics professor and
former chief economist at the International Monetary Fund, captures
the essence of the problem: “You are seeing an undoing of a lot of the
drivers of growth that we relied on for the last 20 years” (Faiola 2009).

Today, one out of every six people worldwide goes hungry every
day. As explained in the International NGO/CSO Planning Committee
for Food Sovereignty Asia’s (2008) working document on policies and
actions to eradicate hunger and malnutrition,

a billion people go hungry because they do not have the means to produce
for themselves or to purchase [food]. The majority of these hungry people
are rural, small-scale food providers and workers, who are unable to earn
enough income from their production and labour to meet their food and
health needs. At the same time, locally produced foods sold in local
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markets feed the large majority of people all over the world.... Women
represent a disproportionately high percentage of disadvantaged, poor,
undernourished and hungry members of society. Of the 1.02 billion
hungry people worldwide, about 60% are women.

In Asia, the figure is just as high—with six out of every ten people, or
615 million people, going hungry.

The global food price and financial crises have exacerbated poverty.
The president of the Asian Development Bank, Haruhiko Kuroda,
stated that as a result of the global recession, sixty million people in
developing Asia will remain living below the USD 1.25 a day absolute
poverty line in 2009 instead of breaking out from poverty. In the
Philippines in 2008, soaring international rice prices triggered a
national crisis, leading poor Filipinos to line up for subsidized rice
dispensed by the government. Local rice prices increased by up to 32
percent in April 2008 from the wholesale and retail levels in 2007. In
addition, the unprecedented rise in global oil prices has also sent
millions of people reeling from the staggering cost of daily living, loss
of jobs and dwindling incomes, and rising poverty and hunger.

The ecological crisis, specifically the climate crisis, is perhaps the
most insidious crisis that the world faces today. Changes in weather
patterns, global warming, the melting of ice caps, and rising sea levels
expose the limits to growth on a finite planet (Serrano 2009), the limits
of unfettered globalization and its consequent impacts on the
environment. According to the United Nations Development Program
Human Development Report (HDR) 2007/2008, three ASEAN
countries are among the top-thirty greenhouse gas emitters of the world
(Indonesia, 14th, Thailand, 22nd, and Malaysia, 26th), mainly due to
emissions from land-use changes and deforestation. Two of them have
the fastest rates of increase in emissions in fourteen years between 1990
and 2004: Thailand with 180 percent and Malaysia with 221 percent.
Per capita emissions of these two countries are among the highest in the
developing world, higher than China. Malaysia’s in particular (at 7.5
tons) is about the same level as some European Union countries. The
facts show, however, that the richer countries are still significant
contributors to the current climate-change problems (Bullard 2009).
The HDR report also highlights that the poorest of the poor, who have
the least access to fossil fuel and consume only a small amount of energy
per person, will be the most disproportionately affected by the impacts
of climate change. With the urgency of the situation, global public
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opinion has been mobilized to address the issue, particularly to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions.

The multiple crises arise from crises in governance. The Civil
Society Groups (2009) working document on eradicating hunger and
malnutrition points out that “the responses of governments and
international institutions such as United Nations (UN) agencies,
international financial institutions (IFIs), transnational corporations
(TNCs) and national corporations, are likely to exacerbate the impacts
of these crises and entrench conditions for their future recurrence.” In
fact, a recent review of ASEAN’s responses to the global food crisis
(Arnst 2009), for example, showed that the member governments have
reverted to “business as usual” solutions—increasing food aid,
accelerating the spirit of Doha, and repackaging Green Revolution
technologies. To a large extent, the various responses within the
ASEAN region have only dealt with increasing productivity—gaining
access to more inputs—but does not deal with the real causes; for
instance, addressing access and control over natural, productive, and
genetic resources by the small and landless farmers, fisherfolk, rural
women, indigenous peoples, and other rural poor.

Overall, the convergence of these complex and intermeshing crises
has contributed to the revaluation and rush to control land, especially
in the global South, as a necessity to secure a country’s own food and
energy demands in the future (Borras and Franco 2010). Many of these
global land-grabbing deals are therefore done in the name of
development, food and water security, agricultural investment, and
energy security. In the region, several trends or patterns characterize the
current land-grabbing phenomenon, which have ejected many rural
poor—including smallholders, indigenous peoples, landless agricultural
workers, rural women, and pastoralists—from their lands, the
“commons,”1 and shared territories.

MAKING BUSINESS OUT OF THE GLOBAL FOOD AND FINANCIAL
CRISES

Since the food and financial crises erupted two years ago, developing
economic powers, such as China, India, South Korea, and oil-wealthy
Middle Eastern countries, have joined the international treasure hunt
for rich and fertile agricultural lands in a bid to secure their food
supply. What drives this outsourcing of food are the lack of good
agricultural land and water in home countries for food production, the
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increasing distrust of global markets, and the race to compete with
others to control land in the context of alternative land uses, such as
the agrofuels boom. The so-called solutions to address the current
global financial and food crises have provided opportunities for
governments, business and capital alike, to make profits. The
International Food Research Institute (IFRI) estimates the land-
grabbing deals from 2008 to 2009 at USD 20-30 billion. Whereas
before, companies may have engaged in deals to purchase agricultural
products from other countries, now there has been a wave of interest
in owning or leasing in the long term the means of production in
foreign countries.

As land is essential to food production, Asian transnational
corporations, in particular, are rushing to speculate or prospect lands
in their neighboring countries and other regions. South Korea’s
Daewoo Group attempted to acquire more than half of the arable land
of Madagascar (about 1.3 million hectares), including biodiversity-rich
rainforests and lands already in use by smallholder farmers (Ashton
2009).2 This move is part of South Korea’s plan to restructure its
agriculture sector—that is, withdraw investment in its domestic
agriculture sector and grow rice abroad because it is much more cost-
effective than providing subsidies to its own farmers. The scale of
transformation has been massive. While South Korea has only one
million hectares of agricultural land within its own territory, Korean
corporations have secured at least two hundred thousand hectares of
lands in other countries.

Similarly, China, with its “Going Out” strategy, has been leasing
lands in the Philippines and other countries in Asia and Africa through
free trade and investment agreements. The stalled Philippine-China
Investment Agreement comprised nineteen different investment
contracts worth almost USD 5 billion, which would have allowed the
Chinese government and its corporations to lease at least 1.2 million
hectares of land, mostly for rice, corn, sorghum, and agrofuel production
in public lands or lands redistributed under the agrarian reform
program.

Under the guise of food security and acting as a “big brother,”
Thailand is leasing lands in the Mekong Region through the Ayeyawady-
Chao Phraya-Mekong Economic Cooperation Strategy (ACMECS).
This was a grand project initiated by former Thai Prime Minister
Thaksin Shinawatra in 2003, for subregional economic cooperation,
in which country members can exploit their comparative advantages to
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complement one another. According to Shalmali Guttal, senior
associate of Focus on the Global South, the scheme allows Thai
corporations to control and exploit the top soil, groundwater, and
other water resources of its “little brothers” such as Laos and Cambodia.
The main beneficiary of this deal is, arguably, the Thai conglomerate
Charoen Pokphand Group, already the region’s leading agribusiness,
thanks to its domination of the production and supply chains of corn,
chicken, shrimp, and other foods. The company has become a giant
transnational corporation and is expanding exports to western markets,
under a policy aimed at making Thailand the “Kitchen of the World.”

Most of these contracts and deals are done in secrecy and behind
closed doors. In the Philippines, people are kept in the dark about
agricultural investments as the government refuses to provide timely,
adequate, legitimate, accessible, and useful information. The
government-owned corporation, Philippine Agricultural Development
and Commercial Corporation, also admits that there is a clear lack of
systematic monitoring of land leases and concessions. According to
GRAIN, a certain “Bin Laden Company” from Saudi Arabia has
reportedly offered agricultural investments in Papua New Guinea, but
it has not been possible to ascertain who owns the company or who
the shareholders are. The recent report of the International Food
Policy Research Institute, “‘Land Grabbing’ by Foreign Investors in
Developing Countries,” states that the “details about the status of the
deals, the size of land purchased or leased, and the amount invested are
often still murky” (see also Thill 2009). Many deals have been
advertised, but very few have been put into operation. Equally, Harold
Liversage, the land tenure adviser of the International Fund for
Agricultural Development (IFAD), also recognizes that there is
insufficient information on the extent of global land grabbing.

Finance companies, investment funds, and other investors are also
in a rush to invest in agriculture—in particular, in the commodities
market. With the idea that “everybody has to eat and the safest
investment, therefore, is in agriculture,” companies like the global
investment banking group Goldman Sachs have nestled some of their
“eggs” in the commodities speculation basket. As of July 2008, USD
317 billion was invested in commodities index funds; the major
traders of these funds, especially Goldman Sachs and the American
Insurance Group, are headquartered in the United States but their
investment products are traded globally (IATP 2008). However,
according to critics, Goldman Sachs’s trading on the commodities
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Table 1. Critique of the principles for responsible agricultural investment (RAI) 
Principles for 
Responsible 
Agricultural Investment 
that Respects Rights, 
Livelihoods, and 
Resources  
 

Critique of Rural Social Movements such as La Via 
Campesina, FIAN, and the Land Research Action 
Network (LRAN) 

1. Land and Resource 
Rights: Existing rights 
to land and natural 
resources are 
recognized and 
respected. 
 

– Necessary conditions but not sufficient to effectively 
guarantee respect for land and protection and 
advancement of the right to land of local communities.  
– Concerned about ensuring a smooth transferability of 
existing land rights to investors, than it is about keeping 
the lands of rural people and communities in their 
hands now and in the future. 
– Does not cover the rights of landless people to regain 
effective access to land. The rights of future generations 
are not covered under this principle. 
– Deciding who has rights over land resources is a 
political process/matter that involves conflicting 
interests and power relations and not merely a 
technical/administrative issue. 

2. Food Security: 
Investments do not 
jeopardize food security 
but rather strengthen it.  
 
 

– Food security is a limited concept that does not take 
into consideration how the food was produced by whom 
and where. It can be a case where net food production 
increases due to large-scale investments as normally 
reported in official figures but at the cost of 
dispossession of local communities of their land.  
– Human right to adequate food and food sovereignty 
are not considered. 

3. Transparency, Good 
Governance, and 
Enabling Environment: 
Processes for accessing 
land and making [sure] 
associated investments 
are transparent, 
monitored, and ensure 
accountability. 
 

These are desirable policies but alone do not guarantee 
outcomes in favor of the rural poor. History and 
experience have shown that even transparent and legal 
processes have led to dispossession of farming, fishing, 
pastoral, and forest communities. 

.   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 
 

 

market contributed to the 80 percent rise in food prices that occurred
between 2005 and 2008. The Institute for Agriculture and Trade
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Policy’s report also concluded that the deregulation of controls against
speculation induced artificial volatility in agricultural markets. It is not
yet clear how much of these speculations drive the rush for global land
grabbing.

Table 1 (continued) 
4. Consultation and 
Participation: Those 
materially affected are 
consulted, and 
agreements from 
consultations are 
recorded and enforced. 
 

As envisioned by this initiative, the principle assumes 
that the outcome of consultations will always be 
acceptance of the investment project. This turns 
consultation into mere “window dressing,” tokenism, 
and legitimization of the project.  
 

5. Economic Viability 
and Responsible Agro-
enterprise Investing: 
Projects are viable in 
every sense, respect the 
rule of law, reflect 
industry best practice, 
and result in durable 
shared value. 
 

Economic viability does usually lead to processes and 
outcomes that advance the interests of project-affected 
peoples and communities. 
 

6. Social Sustainability: 
Investments generate 
desirable social and 
distributional impacts 
and do not increase 
vulnerability. 

From the World Bank’s perspective, “social 
sustainability” is addressed usually in terms of creating 
jobs and raising incomes, but it fails to discuss the kind 
of investments that will realize the rural poor’s rights, 
and the different options to improve peoples’ 
livelihoods and respect their control over their resources 
and lives. 

7. Environmental 
Sustainability: 
Environmental impacts 
are quantified and 
measures are taken to 
encourage sustainable 
use of resources while 
minimizing and 
mitigating their negative 
impact. 
 
 

In many instances, quantification and measures mean 
economic and monetary calculations. While it will be 
easy to quantify or measure environmental costs, say, of 
burning or clearing forests, it is unclear how this will be 
applied to the food-energy model within which 
agricultural investments are embedded. This include 
environmental costs of monocrop and industrial 
agriculture, biodiversity loss, transport/storage of food 
crops over long distances, waste disposal, etc. In other 
words, RAI land deals are inherently environmentally 
unsustainable. 

Source: www.grain.org. 
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Table 2. Selected Reported Cases of Government Investments in Land Abroad 
Recipient Countries Foreign Investors 
Burma  In September 2008, Kuwaiti government representatives 

were in Burma to finalize the terms and conditions of a 
contract-growing arrangement of rice and oil palm. Kuwait 
would provide fertilizers and financial support while 
Burmese companies will provide land, labor, and other 
inputs. Kuwait would buy the produce at international 
market prices and the Burmese companies, on the other 
hand, would pay back the fertilizer costs at 4-5 percent 
interest per month. 

Cambodia  A technical assistance for oil exploration was proposed in 
exchange for an undisclosed large plot of land to grow 
food for export, mainly rice, to Kuwait. The adviser of 
Kuwait’s prime minister announced that the country 
would provide Cambodia with more than USD 546 
million soft loans for a variety of infrastructure projects 
largely in the agriculture sector, USD 486 million of 
which will be used to build irrigation systems and a 
hydropower project on the Steung Ser River in Kompong 
Thom. The remaining USD 60 million will be used for 
road building in west Battambang, which is Cambodia’s 
north western rice-growing province. 

 In March 2008, the prime minister of Qatar reportedly 
sealed a USD 200 million deal on access to Khmer 
farmlands for production and export of rice for Doha in 
exchange for agricultural technology.  

.   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 
 

 

International financial institutions, such as the World Bank, are
also drivers of the “resources restructuring” in the region. For example,
the International Financial Corporation (IFC) and the Foreign
Investment Advisory Services (FIAS), both part of the World Bank
Group, provide advisory services and technical assistance on investments
in land. FIAS helps shape the generation of investment in land through
one of its products, the “Investment and Policy Promotion.” In the
Philippines, for instance, from 2008 to 2009, FIAS with the Philippine
Bureau of Investment (BOI) identified a pipeline of potential investments
in land that amounted to USD 1 billion, with two hundred new
expansion opportunities for investors. In 2002, FIAS conducted a
review of Philippine investment-incentive legislation with the objective
of removing constraints on foreign direct investments. In 2006, with
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inputs from the Multilateral Investment and Guarantee Agency (MIGA),3

FIAS assisted the BOI in developing a program of foreign investment
retention, expansion, and diversification. There are also similar
initiatives in Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Pakistan, Papua New Guinea,
and Vietnam (see Daniel and Mittal 2010, Annex 1). As these
investments in land have potential negative effects on communities,
various IFIs called for a set of guidelines, “codes of conduct,” or
principles to govern and regulate such investments.

“CODES OF CONDUCT” FOR RESPONSIBLE LAND GRABBING

Most recently, the World Bank has been leading the efforts in
promoting principles of “responsible” agro-enterprise investments for
supposedly win-win solutions for all actors involved, including
smallholders. The principles are written on the World Bank’s premise

Table 2 (continued) 
Indonesia  Qatar Investment Authority, the state investment fund, 

had signed a memorandum of understanding with 
Indonesia to attract more Qatari investments in 
agriculture. In August 2008, the two countries set up a 
USD 1 billion joint investment venture for the agriculture 
sector, with Qatar providing USD 850 million, and 
Indonesia USD 150 million.   

Pakistan  In June 2008, the United Arab Emirates government was 
in bilateral talks with Pakistan to purchase USD 400-500 
million worth of farmland to produce food for export. 
This would involve 100,000–200,000 acres or 40,470–
80,940 hectares in large holdings in Pakistan’s Punjab and 
Sindh province.  

Philippines  In July 2008, a memorandum of understanding between 
the United Arab Emirates and the Philippine government 
was signed. The deal involved a USD 50 million project to 
develop three thousand hectares of banana plantation in 
Mindanao, fish and cereal farms in Luzon, and a 
pineapple cannery in Camarines Norte. Land acquisition 
details are not yet disclosed.  

 The Saudi Arabia government has an investment 
agreement with the Philippine government involving food 
for export production of bananas, pineapples, mango, and 
papaya to Riyadh.   

Source: www.grain.org. 
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that transfer of land rights is desirable for stimulating agro-enterprise
development, and that it can be done in a responsible way—that is, if
local people are consulted properly; projects are economically viable;
and where investments respect the rule of law, reflect industry best
practice, among others. The Food and Agriculture Organization
(FAO), which is also involved in this effort, emphasizes that “investments
could be good news if the objectives of land purchasers are reconciled
with the investment needs of developing countries” (FAO 2009).

Currently a set of seven principles are globally pushed by these
institutions. The seven principles, such as recognizing existing rights to
land and natural resources and strengthening food security, are
formulated to appear reasonable, rational, and persuasive. However,
they are problematic at best. For example, in states where the various
arms of government are not accountable to its people, where judicial
review is ineffective or nonexistent, where land-governance policies and
institutions are weak, where deals are not transparent, there is little
likelihood that the principles will secure anything more than a public
relations badge for private enterprises. The underlying premise that
expropriation of smallholdings by large landholders is desirable is
deeply flawed and has been strongly refuted by civil society groups (see
Daniel and Mittal 2010, Annex 1; La Via Campesina et al. 2010).
Furthermore, as demonstrated above, the World Bank itself is actually
driving global land deals and “resources restructuring,” which highly
jeopardizes its credibility in asserting responsible guidelines.

GOVERNMENTS AS INVESTORS

While Asian TNCs have opened up opportunities to acquire land in
the region, governments such as Kuwait reportedly offered Cambodia
loans amounting to USD 546 million for dams and roads in return for
lands to grow crops (Stephenson 2009). Oil-wealthy Gulf States are
making deals in the name of “Islamic Brotherhood” and using Islamic
cultural ties to acquire and lease lands. According to Shafi Muhammad
Mandhrio of the Fisherfolks Forum in Pakistan, a country where there
is already food shortage and a high degree of landlessness, the Kingdom
of Saudi Arabia leased five hundred thousand acres of lands for export
production and for the kingdom’s food security. Irene Fernandez of
Tenaganita, an NGO working on land issues in Malaysia, stated that in
her country, the government has become one of the biggest shareholders
in state companies that are engaged in land deals abroad. Malaysian
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pensions and public funds are reportedly being used for land grabbing.
Similar observations can be made concerning China’s and Singapore’s
state-owned companies. More and more, the trend is that the state
becomes an active negotiator or broker of land grabbing (see table 2).

TURNING UP THE HEAT: CLIMATE AND ENERGY CRISES

The proposed solutions to address the climate and energy crises put
forward by international bodies such as the UN and the World Bank
also risk accelerating land grabbing. For one, the Reducing Emissions
from Deforestation and Forest Degradation in Developing Countries
(REDD), a highly controversial measure, has been opposed by many
indigenous peoples and other rural communities. This initiative can
further advance land grabbing, and it is criticized for providing
incentives to large landholders to apply a “you-pay-or-I-cut” approach
to every hectare of forest land that they succeed in wresting from
indigenous peoples and landless farmers (IPC 2008). Already, in
Indonesia there are reports that indigenous and forest peoples are being
driven off their lands because of REDD programs.4

In another example, agrofuels are being promoted as a clean,
alternative source of energy, and, as such, many countries have made
rapid moves to change legislation, mandatory targets, and policies, and
provide financial support. In Southeast Asia, for example, the
Philippines, Malaysia, Indonesia, and Thailand have leapt on the
bandwagon. Both public and private investors however, are targeting
lands that are labelled “marginal lands” and “wastelands,” although
they have been under communal or traditional customary use for
generations, and are crucial for the livelihoods of smallholders, rural
women, pastoralists, and indigenous peoples. Some lands targeted had
previously been earmarked for agrarian reform. The new commercial
interests asserted over these lands have undermined the redistribution
process in the case of the Philippines.5

Large-scale agrofuels plantations, being largely monoculture, are
also water-intensive and can further exacerbate the problems in water-
scarce and -stressed areas. Production of food crops may be threatened
if water is diverted for the irrigation of “improved varieties” for more
efficient agrofuel production. Large amounts of water are also needed
at the agrofuel processing stage. This can put pressure on the abilities
of governments to supply drinking water to a growing population.
Already, Asia shows the highest number of people unserved by either
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water supply or sanitation: 715 million people have no access to safe
drinking and potable water, while 1.9 billion of the population in Asia
have no access to sanitation (United Nations World Water Assessment
Programme 2006). Increased conflicts over water use and allocation of
water rights will likely be part of this scenario.

THREATENED RESISTANCE

Many struggles for resource rights and the collective rights of people to
land, water, forests, and shared territories, remain under threat as
various local, national and international, modern-traditional,
socioeconomic, political, and cultural pressures continue to enclose
these natural commons. Social movements emphasize that the
expropriation of land and other natural wealth—such as water, forests,
shared territories, and the commons—under the capitalist system is
now accelerating.

With such situations, many of the resource-rights movements in
Asia are engaged in numerous community-defense struggles—confronting
the real conundrum of stopping land and other resource grabbing at
the local levels, strengthening their movements in the process, and,
equally important, imagining new ways of actively joining in each
others’ struggles. Land occupation, positioning, and cultivation have
often been used as legal and legitimate strategies for community
defense. There has also been a strategy to reclaim and redistribute land,
notably in cases where the state fails to implement an agrarian reform
program. Land occupations by economically and socially marginalized
communities, while often prosecuted as illegal, are measures of the
determination of the landless people’s movements, the urgent need for
land, and the keenly felt legitimacy of land and resource redistribution.

PEOPLES’ CAMPAIGNS TO STOP LAND GRABBING

Peoples’ organizations, social movements, and activists committed to
the advancement of their fundamental rights to the natural commons
and livelihood resources must have a space and common platform
where they can come together, dialogue, share their experiences and
strategies, and, where possible, mount a sustained challenge and
resistance to land grabbing and other measures that undermine the very
foundations of rural livelihoods. This is especially crucial for a region
such as Asia which boasts diverse and numerous movements and
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organizations committed to social and economic justice. A key issue
for many movements is ensuring the right to information as local
communities are kept in the dark in the majority of land deals. The deal
between the Philippine government and Chinese state-owned and
private corporations was blocked as a result of public unrest anchored
on demands for transparency, disclosure and access to information,
and shining a light on the local consequences of such deals. Many local
struggles in India are also using their Right to Information law in their
effort to recover the commons.

At the heart of the Asian movements’ struggles to stop land
grabbing is the urgency and need to defend the commons, territories,
and their collective rights to food and water. Community-led initiatives
remain the most important means for affected peoples to gain access
and control over resources, and in the process, they themselves set the
terms of resource governance. Such terms include the recognition and
respect of the rights to self-determination of local communities on how
to govern, manage, and care for their ecosystems in a democratic,
equitable, and sustainable way. This means that any measure to
redistribute land and water, including agrarian reform programs, must
pave a way for a new governance of the natural commons, which puts
local communities in control of their own territories and livelihoods.
Land grabbing and other attempts to undermine peoples’ rights to a
life with dignity will be met with rightful resistance.6

NOTES

1. Commons are resources commonly managed and owned by the “community.” It
can be  natural (water, land, forests, marine biodiversity, including the climate and
the future of the earth); physical, such as public goods and services; intellectual
and knowledge; and spatial/ political, such as democracy, public spaces and
policies, and spaces for decision making.

2. This plan was not successful in the end. Following peasant riots in protest of this
and other large-scale deals as well as other politically inspired revolts, the
government was swiftly overturned and the new regime cancelled the deal.

3. MIGA is member of the World Bank Group with a mission to promote foreign
direct investments (FDIs) in developing countries to help support economic
growth, reduce poverty, and improve people’s lives by providing political-risk
guarantee to the private sector.

4. Interview with Indra Lubis, International Operative Secretariat of La Via
Campesina, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, March 27, 2010.

5. Insiders in the Department of Agrarian Reform (DAR) and the Department of
Agriculture admit that the lands they have identified for lease agreements are
either agrarian reform communities or areas that are up for redistribution under
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the twenty-year-old Comprehensive Agrarian Reform Program. These lease
agreements involve agrofuel-production arrangements. There are also reports from
the ground that some lease agreements are already negotiated prior to the issuance
of certificate of land ownership awards or land titles awarded by the DAR under
the government’s agrarian reform program or are even sometimes used as a
condition for the issuance of titles. This was also echoed by Ernesto Lim’s
presentation, “Global Land Grabbing in the Philippines: Mapping of Actual and
Potential Areas Affected and Documentation/Assessment of Its Impact at the
National and Community Levels for the Formulation of Corrective Policy Proposals
and a Draft Bill,” at the civil society roundtable discussion on land grabbing,
Quezon City, March 2010.

6. Rightful resistance refers to “partly institutionalized form of popular action that
employs laws, policies, and other established values to defy power holders who
have failed to live up to some ideal or who have not implemented a popular
measure”(O’Brien 1996).
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