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Land Grabbing – Brazil 

I. Introduction 

Land Grabbing in its definition is the current explosion of (trans)national commercial 

land transactions mainly revolving around the production and export of food, animal 

feed, biofuels, timber and minerals.1 The past decade has brought never before seen 

events of international trade threatening the future growth and stability of developing 

economies through detrimental alterations to global food supply chains. It can be seen as 

the neo-colonial and imperial movement that echoes historical infringements of human 

rights and environmental degradation at alarming rates.2 Land Grabbing at its most 

rudimentary conceptualization is the formal or informal exchange of property rights. 

Through the analysis of neoclassical thought of private property rights and a case study of 

the Brazil’s most sought after agricultural frontier the cerrado, this paper aims to bring 

more exposure to a global crisis of food security and provide a more profound study of 

Land Grabbing as a force of the State. 

II. Land Grabbing 

Land acquisition has been one of the major forces in trade as more than 40 million 

hectacres of land changed hands in one year from 2008 to 2009. The World Bank 

indicated that this amount is 20% higher than the annual average of land exchange of the 

last 40 years.3 Figure 1 shows Global Foreign Direct Investment, net inflows and details 

                                                      
1 Bastiaan P. Reydon and Vitor B. Fernandes, “Land Grab or Land Acquisitions: Lessons 

from Latin America and Brazil,” World Bank Resources, 

http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTLGA/Resources/Land_Grab_or_Land_Acquisitions.pdf, 1.  
2 Wendy Wolford et al., Governing Global Land Deals: The Role of the State in the Rush for Land 

(Hoboken: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013), 3. 
3 Wendy Wolford et al., Governing Global Land Deals: The Role of the State in the Rush for Land, 1.  
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the sum of equity capital, reinvestment of earrings, and other capital in the reporting 

economy. Post the 2008 crisis there has been a dramatic drop but the past decade has 

shown a steady rise to $2.165 trillion worldwide. An important indicator to analyze in 

conjunction with FDI growth is geographically mapping the investor countries and target 

countries for investment. From Figure 2 there is a large concentration of investors from 

Argentina, USA, Europe, and Eastern Asia. Then from Figure 3 we see these investments 

are targeted for Argentina, Brazil, Southern Africa, and Southeast Asia. These trends are 

occurring rapidly and it is large in part due to the development and popularity of the 

agribusiness industry. 

Food security is always an international concern but also now a highly profitable 

investment. Developed countries and wealthy corporations have been scouring the world 

for plots of land yet to be cultivated in order to reap the rewards of agribusiness. In cases 

of institutional real asset portfolios there is great interest to add land as it provides a 

hedge against inflation and higher returns than fixed income investments.4 Since it is a 

long-term asset investors must be more patient but it is worth the wait. Land of course is 

illiquid but the income streams that it generates possess liquidity.5 This mix is optimal for 

investors seeking higher yet safer yields. Figure 4 shows Farmland returns for the past 

decade has produced positive returns, which is rare for any asset class.6  

This resurgence of agricultural interest is also by virtue of the post-war development 

history that centralizes its focus on industrialization and urbanization but not agriculture.7 

                                                      
4 Reydon & Fernandes, “Land Grab or Land Acquisitions: Lessons from Latin America and Brazil,” 6.  
5 Reydon & Fernandez, “Land Grab or Land Acquisitions: Lessons from Latin America and Brazil,” 

7. 
6 “Investing in Farmland,” last modified September 17, 2012, 

https://www.callan.com/research/files/625.pdf.  
7 Wendy Wolford et al., Governing Global Land Deals: The Role of the State in the Rush for Land, 10. 
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Neoliberal fiscal austerity programs have influenced governments to take a step back 

from investments on their own arable land and welcome external investors instead due to 

budget constraints. There are also strong motivations for foreign investors to move to 

international waters versus domestic investments due to the ease at which major players 

can negotiate and navigate certain laws systems. Reverting back to the very beginning of 

this paper Land Grabbing at is most rudimentary conceptualization is the formal or 

informal exchange of property rights.  

III. Property Rights 

Property rights have been the crux of every economic referendum for prosperity and 

development; it is implied that clear and formalized property rights are the gateway to 

national success. The mainstream neoclassical schools of thought worldwide adopt this 

theory without discontent.  But what happens when these rights are not well established 

and additionally are exchanged anyway? The preliminary and concluding processes that 

define clear property rights are often overlooked or extremely underdeveloped. In the 

case of Land Grabbing, the first process is the geographical and physical demarcation of 

land but this is completely political and subjective in nature. Further, the ‘bundle of 

rights’ that correspond to those private property rights must be delineated. This ‘bundle’ 

entails and guarantees the owner the exclusive right to use, develop, consume, sell, 

mortgage, transfer and exchange possessions with other entities.8 The process of 

enforcement and legal redistribution to domestic or foreign entities are highly susceptible 

to political corruption and marginalization of local citizens. Land Grabbing exists and 

flourishes in failed systems of property rights in terms of privatization and enforcement. 

                                                      
8 Gregory K. Ingram and Yu-Hung Hong, Property Rights and Land Policies Volume 3 of Land Policy 

Series (Cambridge: Lincoln Institute of Land Policy, 2009), 4. 



  Lombardi 

 4 

Before a further study of failed property right systems entails, it is critical to unravel a 

misconception of the role of the State subject to Land Grabbing. It is common to assume 

that uncontrolled and overwhelming entry of predatory companies are primarily 

consequences of the absence of government and a passive roles of the State. However, 

the State can actually create and legislate environments that facilitate Land Grabbing 

instead of taking an inactive or proactive approach. Gustavo Oliveira, a Brazilian 

agricultural scholar from Berkeley states: 

 

But the priorities set by the state and the corresponding political struggles determine how 

these processes unfold and whether they will lead towards food sovereignty or further hunger 

and malnutrition, as food is exported; towards equality or further inequality in wealth and 

land ownership; towards sustainability or further ecological vulnerability and possible 

collapse; towards peace or towards an aggravation of conflicts over land and violations of 

human rights. 

 

Large-scale dispossession, appropriation, and extraction can be not only possible but 

can also be seen as necessary for some regions when biasedly interpreted by the State. 

This introduces the complexity of Brazil, the problematical Brazilian state, and its 

controversial history of the Amazon rainforest and the cerrado. 

IV. Brazil 

The cerrado is one of the most biologically rich savannah grassland in the world and 

became an international pursuit when the National Company of Agricultural Research 
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EMBRAPA in 1975 dramatically altered the nutrient value of the soils.9 Scientists found 

that dumping tons of lime neutralized the once acidic soil for healthy crop production. 

The cerrado is also a recent area for acquisition due to the pressure felt by the 

government from activists worldwide to slow down the deforestation of the Amazon. 

Even before land grabs began in the cerrado the government was using all its efforts to 

define legal property rights due to the fact 60% of the entire rainforest resides in Brazil’s 

country borders and more than 53% of the Amazon was either occupied without formal 

recognition of tenure or ambiguously classified.10 11  

The Terra Legal Property Regularization Programme was enacted as an ‘imposition 

of legibility’ upon a landscape in which land-use claims and practices have remained 

largely ‘illegible’ to the Brazilian state.12 These are the 4 main agendas of the TL: 

Registration, Geo-referencing, Field Inspection, and Titling. Each agenda set forth major 

problems as traditionally most land owners were not accustomed to following land laws. 

Original landowners without legal documentation did not independently register and did 

not see the introspective need to. Geo-referencing was vastly stalled due to technology 

not being sophisticated enough for satellite accuracy and third party contractors unable to 

befriend the locals to safely navigate the terrain by foot.  

Another significant piece of legislation passed by the Brazilian government was the 

Forestry Code in 1965 aimed to control deforestation rates for each region of high 

                                                      
9 Gustavo de L.T. Oliveira, “Land Regularization in Brazil and the Global Land Grab” (PhD diss., 

University of California at Berkeley, 2013), 74. 
10 “Amazon,” last modified 2016, http://www.worldwildlife.org/places/amazon. 
11 Oliveira, “Land Regularization in Brazil and the Global Land Grab,” 77. 
12 Oliveira, “Land Regularization in Brazil and the Global Land Grab,” 72. 
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concern.13 Divided in 3 groups with separate percentages of reservation land required 

goes as follows: Amazon (35%), Amazon-Cerrado transition zone (35%), and the 

cerrado (20%). These laws are rarely enforced and are now recently being challenged for 

a reform. WWF, a major NGO for global environmental protection, released an article 

stating that these legal parameters will be entirely altered and the new proposal even 

provides amnesty to previous areas of deforestation conducted prior to 2008. 14 If the 

legislation passes an additional 79 million hecactres of land could be deforested. 

All of these statues and authorized policies combined expose an intentional strategic 

move by the State to push land capitalists towards the cerrado, not to stop Land Grabbing 

altogether. This was a legal system that was doomed to fail as there was no organizational 

structure or an agency capable of demarcating all of the lands unregistered effectively. As 

discussed earlier the state facilitated and created an environment even more susceptible to 

Land Grabs because there was not a proper and efficient tracking system for the purchase 

and sale movements of the property that they could register.15 Their efforts to promote 

acquisition in the cerrado instead of the Amazon were entirely successful because today 

more than 60% of the cerrado disappeared, an area the size of Britain, France and 

Germany combined. Meanwhile deforestation rates in the Amazon dropped dramatically, 

down 70% from 2004 to 2010 alone.16  

                                                      
13 “Brazilian Forest Law,” last modified 2011, 

http://wwf.panda.org/wwf_news/brazil_forest_code_law.cfm. 
14 “Brazilian Forest Law.” 
15 Reydon & Fernandes, “Land Grab or Land Acquisitions: Lessons from Latin America and Brazil,” 

19. 
16 Fred Pearce, The Land Grabbers: The New Fight over Who Owns the Earth (Boston: Beacon Press, 

2013), 116. 



  Lombardi 

 7 

The cerrado alone produces over 70% of Brazil’s crops and this nation has always 

been one of the dominating powerhouses for agricultural exports.17 Looking at Figure 5 

Brazil ranks the fifth top agricultural exporter in the world, exporting around $55.4 

billion USD. Some of their main exports include coffee soybeans, wheat, rice, corn, 

sugarcane, cocao, citrus and beef, in order of importance.18 Soybeans’ prominence is 

owed to Blairo Maggi head of Amaggi Group, who with associates has farmed over 1.2 

million acres of Brazilian land.19 Maggi even became mayor of the Mato Grosso and is 

single handed responsible for its deforestation. Figure 6 shows the breakdown of exports 

by state; Amazonas and the cerrado (composed of: Goiás, Mato Grosso du Sul, Mato 

Grosso, Tacantins, and Minas Gerais) rank the highest state exporters.  

From Figure 7 agricultural land has boomed over the past 40 years to an astonishing 

33.4% of total land area. Previously this paper examined FDI in a global context but a 

closer look at Brazil reveals another boom of capital over the past decade. Figure 8 shows 

from 2001 to 2012, FDI flows increased from 18,765 to 65,272, in millions USD. 

According to HighQuest Partners Brazil receives around 1/3 of global investments in 

land.20 Then Figure 9 shows again the geographical mapping of the top investors are from 

the Gulf States, China, South Korea, Japan, Argentina, and Chile.21 Complete foreign 

ownership of Brazilian land hovers around 4 million hectacres as of 2004, which is small 

in comparison to the total amount of land in the nation but what is more difficult to 

                                                      
17 Pearce, The Land Grabbers: The New Fight over Who Owns the Earth, 118. 
18 “Brazil Agriculture,” accessed December 15, 2016, http://www.brazil.org.za/agriculture.html.  
19 Pearce, The Land Grabbers: The New Fight over Who Owns the Earth, 117. 
20 Reydon & Fernandes, “Land Grab or Land Acquisitions: Lessons from Latin America and Brazil,” 

Pg. 6. 
21 Reydon & Fernandes, “Land Grab or Land Acquisitions: Lessons from Latin America and Brazil,”, 

Pg. 10. 
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calculate is the jointly-owned land between foreigner and citizens.22 The speed, secrecy, 

and corruption with which such deals are made all contribute to an even more ambiguous 

property rights landscape. 

More generally, the World Bank reported a negative growth rate in Real GDP (-

3.847) in 2015 and the domestic food price index reveals an increase of 2.46 to 2.61 from 

2012 to 2014, Figure 10 and Figure 11. These inverse trends coupled with the staggering 

unemployment of 12%, Figure 12, indicate hard times for the Brazilian population to 

come. Land Grabber supporters boast of positive trade balances, job creation, growing 

GDPs, the introduction of much needed infrastructure and technology, but Brazil has not 

been showing positive economic growth. Not only is economic growth stalled, at a 

human rights level Brazil has been facing even more struggles with transnational 

corporations destroying their livelihoods. 

Since Brazil is operating in poorly designed and corrupt property landscape major 

public grievances and controversies are inevitable. In 2011 Banco do Brasil, a state-run 

and one of Latin America’s biggest bank, was sued by public defendants for granting 

loans to northern Brazilian farmers that significantly contributed to deforestation and 

slave labor.23 The bank reportedly lent a total of $7.9 million to farmers that all were 

under investigation for alarming rates of deforestation in their region. This headline 

echoes the historical imperialistic travesties of slavery and the power struggle of between 

a local poor rural community and the wealthy upper class in modern day society. Banco 

do Brasil has a long track record of subsidizing commercial agriculture ever since the 

foreign debt crisis in the 1970’s. When Brazil adopted an import substitution 

                                                      
22 Oliveira, “Land Regularization in Brazil and the Global Land Grab,” 75. 
23 Samantha Pearson, “Banco do Brasil Sued Over ‘Slavery’ Funding,” Financial Times, April 1, 

2011. 
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industrialization policy, agricultural output was orientated towards a domestic market. 

Banco do Brasil was the main supplier of agricultural credit and proves yet another role 

of the state straightforwardly contributing to the negative externalities of Land 

Grabbing.24  

V. Environmental Impact  

 

Land Grabbing is not only a legal, political, financial, and human rights issue but at 

its core is an environmental issue. Monetary pursuits and short-term rewards clouds the 

more devastating and imminent truth – global food insecurity through ecological 

deterioration. The cerrado was once home to more than 1,600 species of mammals, birds, 

and reptiles and thousands of endemic plants, uniquely adapted to drought and fire. Once 

Land Grabbing took a hold on this region and vegetation was nearly destroyed, 

evapotranspiration has begun, or the ironic disposition of largescale commercial farming. 

Evapotranspiration is how the plants and soils give up water to the air and if these 

providers are deleting then rainfall in turn is diminished.25  

Now this could have spillover effects to the recently protected Amazon as Brazil’s 

entire rainfall pattern is disturbed through the mass exoneration of natural vegetation. The 

newly cleared lands will fail to produce any crops without rainfall and investments will 

take a sharp downwards spiral. Major droughts are a severe and fundamental 

consequence of evapotranspiration and if they are not monitored carefully the world 

could be facing a major food security crisis. This paper comes full circle, as humans are 

                                                      
24 LaShandra Sullivan, “Identity, Territory and Land Conflict in Brazil” (PhD diss., University of 

Chicago, 2010), 258.  
25 Chris Mooney, ““This huge region of Brazil is even more deforested — and less protected — than 

the Amazon,” The Washington Post, April 4, 2016. 
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continually exhausting natural resources they begin a new rampant, profitable, and 

careless pursuit destroying faster than they can create and replenish.  

VI. Conclusion 

 

 What lies ahead for the cerrado? The World Bank has been generously providing 

loans and grants in order to mitigate and try to gain control over the region in despair. A 

group formed called FIP, Forest Improvement Project and is backed by major 

international development banks such as International Bank for Reconstruction and 

Development, Inter-American Development Bank, and International Finance 

Corporation. A total of $50-70 million USD of funds are given to the Brazilian Ministry 

of Finance and one their main focuses is providing technical, legal, and financial 

assistance to 11 states and 52 priority municipalities where the risk is high to lack of 

regularized lands.26 This furthers the involvement of the state as the major player in Land 

Grabbing and empowers their binary role as a destroyer and protector of property rights. 

FIP also provides a grant of $6.6 million to fund local communities and indigenous 

people stripped from their livelihood. 

Will this be enough? Only time will tell. Even more dire is that this Brazilian 

narrative is happening all over the world and in particularly of more urgency in Africa 

and Southeast Asia. Agricultural development should not be such a devastating industry 

to the environment and to local economies involved but Land Grabbing causes this 

devastation. Regions all over the world with insufficient property laws and/or 

complicated states of power are being under attack without any form of protection. 

Increased demand for food has skewed global food supply chains that are operating at 

                                                      
26 CEA Consulting, ““Challenges and Opportunities for Conservation, Agricultural  

Production, and Social Inclusion in the Cerrado Biome,” 5. 
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maximal output and irreversibly terminating the planet of nutrients and natural resources. 

Perhaps Mathus’ population theory will not be so far off if population growth keeps 

pressing disadvantageous actions by corporations and more generally nations in statures 

of power and plentiful capital to seize land like as if grocery shopping. 
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Appendix 

 

Figure 1 – Global Foreign Direct Investment, net 

 
Source: The World Bank 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 – Agricultural Investment, Investor Countries 

 
Source: Land Matrix 
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Figure 3 – Agricultural Investment, Target Countries 

 
Source: Land Matrix 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4 – Farmland Returns 

 
Source: Callen Associates, Inc. 
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Figure 5 – Top Global Agricultural Exporters  

 
Source: Investopedia 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6 – Top Exporters by Brazilian State

 
Source: The Observatory of Economic Complexity  
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Figure 7 – Agricultural Land (% of land area) 

 
Source: The World Bank 
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Figure 8 – FDI flows in the host economy 

 
Source: UNCTAD 
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Figure 9 – Brazil’s Investors by Geographical Location 

 
Source: Land Matrix 

 

Figure 10 – Brazilian GDP Growth Rate 

 
Source: The World Bank 
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Figure 11 – Brazilian Domestic Food Price Index 

 
Source: FAO 

 

Figure 12 – Brazilian Unemployment Rate 

 
Source: Trading Economics 


