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Ethiopian government uses agricultural investment as one of the most important and effective strategies for 

economic growth, food security, and poverty reduction in the country. Since the mid-2000s, government has 

awarded millions of hectares of fertile land to foreign companies. This study explores the impact of large-scale 

agriculture investment and its consequences to local livelihoods in Gambella Region, Ethiopia. Gambella people’s 

survival and their identity are strongly tied to the land and the rivers that run through it. However, currently, foreign 

and local investors grab the farm area on an industrial scale and that deprives their livelihoods and increases food 

insecurity. Moreover, large land acquisition has been tremendous environmental devastation in region such as 

deforestation, biodiversity depletion, and wetlands drained. Meanwhile, socially, people are largely dependent on 

international food aid and financial assistance. On the other hand, Large Scale Land Acquisitions (LSLA) lead to 

forced displacement and “villagization” as a result that smallholder farmers are displaced, pastoralists lose the 

grazing land, and local people lose incomes and livelihoods. Lastly, in the region, due to land corruption, lack of 

good governance and transparency, the natural resources are depleted and societies become food insecure. 

Therefore, Ethiopian government’s strategies are on the verge of falling unless integrated approach is not 

implemented. 
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The most common definition of the global land grab refers to large scale land acquisitions (LSLA) by 

foreign investors either through purchase or lease for agricultural production (Cotula, Vermeulen, & Keeley, 

2009). In Africa, LSLA for the commercial agriculture are the biggest issues. Over the last few years, local and 

foreign investors have acquired large areas of land in sub-Saharan countries. In the most case, these LSLA are 

involving countries with serious hunger (food insecurity) problems and the majority of crops grown by foreign 

investors in developing countries are mainly for export rather than feeding local people (Geary, 2012). Around 

70% of people in Africa and roughly three-fourths of poor people of the continents live in rural areas. These 

poor rural people depend mainly on agriculture, and increasingly are unable to meet their basic food needs as 

population pressure on land grows. Recently, resources such as land and water become degraded and 

agricultural productivity also stagnates (FAO, IFAD and WFP, 2015). 
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In the last few years, international investment in agricultural land has increased globally. In recent times, 

Ethiopian government uses agricultural investment as one of the most important and effective strategies for 

economic growth, food security, and poverty reduction in country. Since 1990s, government formulated a 

long-term economic development strategy called Agriculture Development Led Industrialization (ADLI) which 

is the government’s overarching policy response to Ethiopia’s food security and agricultural productivity 

challenge. The strategy focuses primarily on expansion of large-scale commercial farms and improved 

productivity in smallholdings (Ethiopian Investment Commission). The Ethiopian government also promotes 

large-scale agricultural investment as a strategy to improve food security at the national level, through foreign 

exchange earnings generated by farm outputs; by increased production of crops in the country; and by 

improved incomes through jobs created on farms (Keeley, Seide, Eid, & Kidewa, 2014). A few years ago, 

Ethiopian government identified Gambella Region as one of the regions in Ethiopia which is suitable for 

agricultural investments and classified most parts of the area as under-utilized. Currently, region has been 

known for its huge potential for agricultural productions and it possesses enormous arable land suitable to both 

small-scale and large-scale commercial farming in Ethiopia. 

As shown in Figure 1, since the mid-2000s, government has awarded thousands of hectares of most fertile 

lands of Gambella Region to foreign companies and some of the world’s most wealthy individuals to export 

rice, cotton, seasame, etc., often in long-term leases and at bargain prices. In 2015, Ethiopian Investment 

Agency (EIA) announced that more than 11.50 million hectares of land have the potential for farming in 

Ethiopia and made available for agriculture companies that meet Ethiopian government’s requirements 

(Teklemariam, Azadi, Nyssen, Haile, & Witlox, 2016) and in Gambella alone, 1.2 million hectares of land are 

available for large-scale farm companies (Rahmato, 2011). According to a World Bank report, in Ethiopia 

between 2004 and 2009, around 406 large-scale commercial farms investment projects covering 1.19 million 

hectares were approved (Vhughen & Gebru, 2013). 
 

 
Figure 1. Foreign companies (investors) land acquisition/ha. in Gambella Region [Data sources: Ethiopian Investment 
Agency (EIA), 2016]. 
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Large-scale land acquisition deals take many different forms and it may vary from 1,000 to 500,000 

hectares (Onoja & Achike, 2015). According to recent statistics, Ethiopian government has allocated millions 

of hectares of land to foreign companies (Rahmato, 2011) although Ethiopia is one of the world’s largest 

recipients of foreign aid. In the year 2015, 10.2 million people in Ethiopia needed emergency food and nutrition 

assistance; yet in 2010, the Ethiopian government had sold more than 600,000 hectares of agricultural land to 

transnational companies that export the majority of their production (Cochrane, 2011) to India, Saudi Arabia, 

and the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) states. Currently, over 30% of the population is below the food 

poverty line (WFP & CSA, 2014). 

On the other hand, Ethiopian government’s strategies and policy of “villagization” program have forcibly 

displacing hundreds of thousands of indigenous people in order to free up their land so the transnational 

agro-industry can move in and grow foodstuffs for export. These rushes to land, water, and other essential 

natural resources in the region particularly have negative effects on indigenous and local people’s livelihoods 

and increasing food insecurity. Currently, indigenous and local people are losing their fertile land and their 

ability to produce their own food, and thus, they become food insecure and largely dependent on international 

food aid and financial assistance. From past till present, Gambella people’s survival and their identity are 

strongly tied to the land and the rivers that run through it. For instance, recession of riverside agriculture is 

common and widely practiced by indigenous people along the Baro, Gilo, and Akobo rivers, particularly cereal 

crops such as maize, millet, and sorghum crops are cultivated. Yet, the region is generally not cereal 

self-sufficient; alternative income sources such as fishing are important sources of food. Meanwhile, LSLA also 

have huge and adverse environmental impacts on the region, particularly forest, wetland, and biodiversity are 

declining, and both land and water resources are degraded. 

Overall, LSLA are a main concern for Ethiopians for recent days. Hence, a range of actions are therefore 

required to address the threats and challenges of LSLA. Good land governance needs to protect the rights of 

rural communities, especially vulnerable people, against all “land grabbing” and promoting sustainable 

agriculture and reducing poverty (Liversage, 2010). However, Ethiopia government is neither strengthening 

small-scale farmers nor ensuring responsible investment in agriculture. Thus currently, it is difficult for the 

government to achieve food security and to assure sustainable growth in the country. 

Objectives and Research Questions 

This study examines the socio-economic and environmental impacts of large-scale agriculture investment 

(LSLA) and its consequences on local livelihoods in the region. More specifically, the study will answer the 

following questions: 

(1) What are the social-economic and environmental impacts of the LSLA on local people? 

(2) What are the consequences of LSLA to local communities? 

Conceptual Framework 

Most of the African labors are engaged in agriculture and depend on land, water, and other natural 

resources for their livelihoods (Lowder, Skoet, & Raney, 2016). Around 80%-85% Ethiopians are engaged in 

agriculture, mainly in subsistence and rain-fed farming. The average household land holding in Ethiopia is less 

than a threshold size of 1.5 hectares and that has adverse impact on food security of farmers (CSA & World 

Bank, 2013). For African smallholder farmers, their agricultural production is directly linked to food security. 
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Sometimes, farmers are exposed to adverse weather conditions and natural disasters in the period between 

harvests which result in them being vulnerable to food insecurity and drought (The World Bank, 2007). 

The key issue is now whether the prospects for food security and poverty reduction in developing 

countries, and globally in general, are better with or without agriculture investments, and what are the best 

ways to maximize benefits and avoid negative effects on agriculture investments in sub-Sahara countries. For a 

continent that is quite used to being exploited, small-scale farmers have to be a priority, as well as protecting 

Africa and making sure the continent benefits equally from global investors. Otherwise, farmers of developing 

country will be the first victims of the present rush for land. According to various reports, it indicates that in 

less than a year, foreign investors and companies acquired around 56 million hectares of land globally 

(Deininger & Byerlee, 2011). Of these, above half of them (29 million ha.) were in sub-Saharan Africa 

countries (Lehavi, 2015). 

World Development Movement (WDM) published a report also in April 2014 titled “Carving up a 

Continent”. It underlines that the multinational corporations take over African food systems and farming lands. 

According to the report, multinational companies have signed agreements with a number of African countries 

to establish agriculture investment under the aspect of fighting poverty and food insecurity (Mwesigire, 2014). 

This report also provides evidence that multinational corporations come at the expense of small-scale African 

food producers and instead of providing a solution to hunger, multinational corporations exacerbate hunger and 

poverty through increased land-grabbing, insecure and poorly paid jobs, the privatization of seed, and a focus 

on producing for export markets rather than feeding local populations (National Institute for African Studies 

[NIAS], 2016). According to Global Development (2010), research findings have indicated that a million 

Chinese farmers have joined the large-scale farm investment in Africa to satisfy food security of their people, 

and moreover, world’s richest countries also involve in buying or leasing land in Africa to produce bio-fuel 

(Onoja & Achike, 2015). 

Agriculture investments can be “win-win” rather than “neo-colonialism” in sub-Sahara Africa countries 

only when agricultural investments are generating a wide range of benefits such as increasing productivity and 

food security, employment creation, poverty reduction, technology transfer, and access to capital and markets 

(Liu, 2014). In general, macro-level benefits may be increased by agriculture investment (GDP growth, greater 

government revenues), and create opportunities for raising local living standards and therefore agriculture 

investments play an important role in catalyzing economic development in rural areas in Africa (Cotula, 2011). 

However, the socio-environmental impacts of agricultural investment are not well understood or not well 

recorded. Agricultural investments need to integrate socio-environmental and economic aspects and that can 

support sustainable development in a country. Hence, land, water, biodiversity, and other environmental 

resources should be considered whenever large-scale agricultural land is allocated and that can help ensure the 

long-term sustainability of ecosystem services and livelihoods of rural people. Figure 2 shows the conceptual 

framework which shows the positive and the negative impacts of LSLA. 
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Figure 2. Conceptual framework. 

Methods of Data Collection 

This paper relies on the data set from the Gambella Region of Ethiopia which is located in the 

south-western part of Ethiopia between the geographical coordinates 6° 28’ 38” to 8° 34’ north latitude and 33° 

to 35° 11’ 11” east longitude as indicated in Figure 3. The region is bounded to West and Northwest by the 

Republic of South Sudan (Behailu et al., 2011). Gambella Region is one of the nine ethnic divisions or regions 

of Ethiopia. It is composed of two administrative zones and eight small administrative units. The area of the 

region is 29,783 square kilometers with estimated population of over 307,096 inhabitants [CSA (Central 

Statistical Agency), 2007). Within the region, Gambella National Park covers approximately 5,061 square 

kilometers or 19.6% of the region’s territory. The topography of the region is divided into two broad classes, 

which are the lower piedmonts between 500 to 1,900 masl (meters above sea level) and the flood plains of 

below 500 m contours. Baro, Gilo, Akobo, and Alwero are the main rivers crossing the Gambella Region. 
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Figure 3. Study area (top: relative location within Ethiopia, bottom: digital elevation model of Gambella Region 
OCHA, 2015). 
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The main motivation of the research is to understand in depth social-economic and environmental impacts 

of LSLA in Gambella Region, moreover, to understand the intense interaction and conflict of various 

stakeholders (governments, foreign and local investors, small-scale farm holder, and local and indigenous 

people) that are directly related or affected by LSLA. Therefore, from the fieldwork, the primary data are 

generated through interview, direct observation, documentary analysis, and a focus group discussion. In 

addition to the primary data, the secondary data are acquired through the European environmental satellite 

Sentinel-2, government reports, and published documents. 

Various reports underline that Ethiopian government allotted large scale of land to local and foreign 

investors within the old boundary of Gambella National Park. Figure 4 shows a GPS recording which is 

undertaken at various location of the study area in order to confirm if any agricultural activities are undertaken 

within the park. At each sample, the following information was collected or recorded: 

(1) Type of land use: e.g. cotton, sesame, and rice; 

(2) Intensification level: e.g. fertilizer input, technological input (tractor); 

(3) Farm structure: e.g. commercial farm, smallholder farm, and subsistence farm; 

(4) Farming practices: e.g. irrigation, rainfed, etc. 
 

 
Figure 4. GPS recorded sites in study area (Source: Fieldwork). 

 

LSLA are changing landscapes of Gambella National Park. Huge areas of virgin land of Gambella 

National Park have been transformed into foreign-owned agribusiness ventures and local investors. These 
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(2) After 1991, Ethiopian government has been developing a new strategy to achieve economic growth in 

the country. The strategy called ADLI that sees agriculture as the engine of growth. ADLI’s main objectives are 

to: improve agricultural extension services, promote better use of land and water resources, enhance access to 

financial services, improve access to domestic and export markets, and provide rural infrastructure (MOFEC & 

MOA, 2010). The Ethiopian government’s economic development strategy ADLI also has distinctive features 

that include: commercialization of smallholder agriculture through product diversification, a shift to 

higher-valued crops, and promotion of niche of high-value export crops. As prior strategic investment, 

Ethiopian government has identified several higher-valued crops such as organic coffee, cotton, tobacco, sugar 

cane, tea, spices, and oil seeds (peanuts and sesame). According to Ethiopian Investment Commission (EIA), 

government strongly restricted local and foreign investors neither to cultivate nor to sale any kind of cereal 

crops to local market and this is mainly due to the fact that 85% of Ethiopian farmers are subsistence farmers 

and their incomes are highly depending on producing and selling cereal crops to local market. However, in a 

few special cases, EIA gives permission to the investors to cultivate cereal crops. For instance, Saudi Star PLC 

produces new hybrid rice called New Rice for Africa (NERICA) and currently also Saudi Star is producing 

high-quality standard rice known as Basmati rice and it exports into the Middle East countries especially to 

Saudi Arabia. In recent times, the main objective of Ministry of Agriculture and Natural Resources was to 

increase the agro-industrial sector of the country rather than empowering small-scale farmer. 

(3) National park and forests are the sources of food for the Gambella people (Nuer and Anuak people). 

Recently, however, both regional and federal governments allocated large areas of land to foreign and local 

investors within the national park. Currently, large areas of virgin land, formerly the Gambella National Park, 

have been transformed into plantations for rice, sugar cane, and palm oil by foreign-owned agri-business 

ventures and companies. Thus, a great extent of land use change is observed in the landscapes of Gambella 

Region. For instance, Saudi Star rice farm which owned 10,000 hectares has largely cleared forest and savanna 

that were commonly understood to be a part of Gambella National Park. According to the Ethiopian Wildlife 

Conservation Authority (EWCA), in 2008, around 438,000 hectares of land have been awarded to investors in 

the vicinity of the Gambella National Park and all lands have been allotted without Environmental Impact 

Assessments (Oakland Institute, 2011). As the researchers observed also from the fieldwork and also Figure 7 

shows, large-scale farm companies are located within the Gambella National Park wetlands with abundant fish 

populations and bird life presently being altered for rice production while extensive forest cover in nearby areas 

has been completely cleared without consultation of communities. According to International Union for the 

Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources (IUCN), Gambella National Park is categorized as protected 

area. However, the park is currently invaded by large-scale farm companies. Since 2016, the Ethiopian 

government is developing new Gambella National Park boundary and relocates the boundary from central part 

to western and southwestern part of the region. 
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Figure 7. Large-scale commercial farmers (such as Saudi Star and Ruchi PLC) have acquired thousands of hectares of 
lands within the old boundary of Gambella National Park. The main types of crops under cultivation are rice, millet, 
sesame, and cotton. Further, Alwero dam which was completed in 1992 and is used for large-scale farm irrigation is 
also situated within the park (Source: Sentinel 2A satellite image, acquired from March 16, 2017 and fieldwork). 
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(4) According to recent statistics from the regional investment office (as illustrated in Figure 8), less than 5% 

of the large agricultural investment projects are operational while the others are at various implementation and 

preimplementation stages. Evidence suggests that, LSLA in Ethiopia have small benefit, especially when the 

company only utilizes a small share of the land that it has acquired. Particularly in study area after acquisition 

of the land, both foreign and local investors are cutting and clearing the forest and savanna, however, they are 

not actively involved in operation or operate small portion from the total land covered by crops. As a result, 

through time, environmental degradation is observed in the region, particularly natural resources such as land, 

water, forests, and biodiversity are depleted. 
 

  
Figure 8. List of licensed investment projects (agriculture sector in Gambella Region) since March 25, 1993 to 
December 25, 2015 (Source: Ethiopian Investment Agency, 2016). 

 

(5) A few years ago, land investments were controlled by both federal and regional governments. However, 

that caused problems related to overlap in the granting of land, provision of loans, and investors’ capabilities. 

Hence, to solve this problem, the federal government has established a centralized agency called the Ethiopian 

Agriculture Investment and Land Administration Agency (EAILAA). The tasks of the agency are both to 

control and follow through all land investment activities and the offering of land for large-scale agricultural 

investments in Ethiopia. This leads to discontent among Gambella regional government officials. Thus, most 

recently, the struggle between the two entities (EAILAA officials and Gambella regional government officials) 

resulted in an information gap and a lack of adequate information about the land allocation. For instance, a key 

informant mentioned that a particular land was given to more than one investor at time and that caused disputes 

among investors. In order to solve the problem, government took responsibility and paid compensation and 

resolved the disputes. On the other hand, corruption and bribes in the large-scale land investment have also 

often occurred due to informational gaps and lack of coordination between regional and federal government 

offices. Recent studies underline that both federal and regional government officials are highly involved in land 

sector corruption. Forest and reserved areas are allotted to the investors without Environmental Impact 

Assessment and consent of the society. In 2002, Ethiopian government adopted the Environmental Impact 

Assessment Proclamation No. 299, and since then, some efforts have been made to implement the law by the 
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Environmental Protection Authority (EPA) and the relevant regional environmental offices, which were 

themselves established by Proclamation No. 295 of 2002. In spite of these efforts, EIA in Ethiopia has until 

now remained weak (Damtie & Bayou, 2008). As a result, both destruction of natural resources and 

endangerment of the local people’s livelihoods and assets were observed during the fieldwork. Land 

governance focused on poor rural people’s food security and ensuring sustainable livelihoods that are essential 

for people and countries that rely on land as one of their main economic, social, and cultural assets. In 

Gambella, people are being forcibly relocated from their land by government. According to higher officials, 

“villagization” projects are designed to improve access to basic amenities. However, evidence suggests that in 

the region, government has been involved in forced population movements and development-induced 

displacements. Small-scale farmers and pastoralist lose their lands and they are forced to migrate from rural 

areas to neighboring countries such as Sudan, Kenya, and if possible the global north (notably to Europe) to 

sustain their lives. 

In general, large-scale commercial farm investment has negative impacts on social and environmental 

aspects of the Gambella Region. Natural resources such as forest, water, and land are degraded and local and 

indigenous people are exposed to food insecurity. However, Ethiopian government underlines that large-scale 

commercial farm has economic benefits for the country, and as a result, large-scale agricultural investment is 

highly expanding in the region. 

Conclusions 

Gambella Region has immense potential for agricultural production and has enormous and precious land 

resources suitable to both small-scale and large-scale commercial farming. A few years ago, government 

identified Gambella Region as one of the regions in Ethiopia which is suitable for agricultural investments and 

classified most parts of the area in the region as under-utilized. Due to abundant water resources and fertility of 

soil, Ethiopia government’s policy (ADLI) aggravates LSLA in the region. The ADLI strategy exacerbates 

expansion of large-scale commercial farms in Ethiopia at the expense of small-scale farmers or local people. In 

the past decades, Ethiopian government has awarded millions of hectares of most fertile land to foreign 

companies to produce and export crops primarily to India, Saudi Arabia, and the GCC states, which helped 

improve Ethiopian FDI (Foreign Direct Investment). However, since 2000, both federal and regional 

government allotted large-scale commercial agricultural lands within Gambella National Park boundary; hence, 

the park is currently invaded by large-scale farm companies. Consequently, investors are clearing the forest and 

savanna which results in environmental degradation in the region. In 2016, government demarcated a new 

Gambella National Park boundary, shifting the park form central to western and southwestern part of the 

region. 

On the other hand, recently, large areas of land were transformed into foreign-owned agribusiness ventures 

and companies without the consent of the society. As a result, people are forcedly displaced from their land. 

The resettlement sites were allocated without considering the biophysical factors, such as soil fertility and the 

availability of grazing land. Hence, currently, small-scale farmers and pastoralists are migrating to neighboring 

countries. 

Corruption and bribes are key issues in the large-scale land investment in the Gambella Region. It 

frequently occurs due to informational gaps and lack of coordination between regional and federal government 

offices. Currently, both federal and regional government officials are highly involved in the land sector 
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corruption which poses great obstacles for ensuring the integrity and effectiveness of initiatives related to 

natural resource management in the region and which directly affects the people’s livelihood. Until now, the 

government has not yet formulated a “push back” policy and law of enforcement to handle corruption. 

Meanwhile, Ethiopian government is not continuously monitoring the activities on the land allotted both with 

respect to compliance to the environment and social laws. At last, large-scale farm can have economic benefits; 

however, it has negative impacts on the society’s livelihood and environment. The three pillars of sustainability 

(economic, social, and environment) need to be incorporating one another and the Ethiopian government needs 

to compel to an integrated approach that fully considers the interest of small-scale farmer and local/indigenous 

people. In this way, the Ethiopian government’s strategy, ADLI, can be successful (achieve its goals) and 

Ethiopian people can be alleviated from food insecurity and poverty. 
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