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Summary: 

This thesis examines the question: How has the Sime Darby land grab impacted on 

livelihoods, power, identity politics and access to land from the perspective of 

residents of Senjeh District in Liberia, and how are they responding to those impacts? 

Strategies to mitigate major global crises around food, energy/fuel, climate change 

and financial crisis have led to an increase in the demand for and acquisition of large 

swathes of land in the Global South and Africa in particular. Supporters and critics of 

the phenomenon each present oversimplified dichotomous narratives about the 

impacts of the phenomenon. They also present rural people affected by the 

phenomenon as collectively experiencing and responding to the phenomenon. 

Supporters say large-scale land deals are good for rural development and critics say 

that they have entirely negative impacts on livelihoods, power, land rights and identity 

politics. Building on the growing body of literature challenging the oversimplification of 

the impacts of the phenomenon, this project brings fresh perspectives to the debate 

from Liberia in West Africa. The project utilised a case study framework and employed 

qualitative interviews with affected residents of the Sime Darby land grab in Senjeh 

District in Liberia to develop the key argument that the nature of the impacts of the 

Sime Darby land grab on livelihoods, power, identity politics and access to land for 

Senjeh residents is complex and multifaceted. It led to mostly negative experiences for 

residents with some experiences more severe than others; yet residents were not 

merely passive actors but demonstrated resilience including political reactions from 

below to the hardships and negative outcomes of the transfer of control over the land 

to Sime Darby.  
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1.1. Research topic 
 

Strategies to mitigate major global crises around food, energy/fuel, climate 

change, financial and the growing demand for resources from new and emerging 

economies such as India, Brazil and China have led to an increase in the demand 

for and acquisition of large swathes of land in the Global South and Africa in 

particular (Boamah 2014; Borras et al 2012; Cotula 2013; Edelman et al 2013; 

GRAIN 2008; Hall 2011; McMichael 2012; Tadasse et al 2016; Woertz 2013). As 

control of large swathes of land used for subsistence livelihood activities is 

transferred, the livelihoods of rural individuals is threatened as they lose control of 

the land due to displacements and dispossession (Borras et al 2012; Cotula 2013; 

Hall et al 2015; Larder 2015; Moreda 2015; Verma 2014; Vermuelen and Cotula 

2010). Evidence shows that losing land can lead to conflicts between rural people 

and land grabbers, rural people and national elites, as well as between rural 

people themselves, which could have far reaching global impacts (Borras et al 

2013; Borras and Franco 2013; Cotula 2013; Mabikke 2011; Peemans 2014). It 

could particularly have negative impacts on the supply of food and fuels or disrupt 

climate change initiatives. There are also wider environmental challenges such as 

deforestation which contributes to biodiversity loss and climate change, which 

could have global implications if not addressed (Borras et al 2011; Hall et al 2015; 

Milgroom 2015; Rachmawan et al 2016). 

 

The term land grabbing – amplified by the Barcelona based charity GRAIN since 

2008 – does not have a single accepted definition (Borras et al 2012; Borras et al 

2011; Borras and Franco 2012; Chu 2011; Edelman 2013; Hall 2011; Nyantakyi-

Frimpong and Bezner Kerr 2017; Suhardiman et al 2015). However, it is mostly 

used to refer to the new wave of large-scale land acquisitions, which some argue 

sped up after the global food and financial crises in 2008 (Borras et al 2012; 

Edelman 2013; GRAIN 2008; Piesse and Thirtle  2009; Tadasse et al 2016). Since 

its conception in 2008, it has been widely used to refer to the transfer of land from 

the control of rural subsistence users to transnational investors (Borras et al 2012; 

Cotula 2013; Edelman 2013). It has, however, been defined mostly from a macro 

level, making it difficult to operationalise the term (Baglioni and Gibbon 2013; 



1. Introduction 

Page | 3  
 

Borras and Franco 2013; Borras et al 2012; Edelman 2013; Lyons and Westoby 

2014). 

 

The initial surge of reports and studies in 2008, ushered in a dichotomous 

oversimplification of the impacts of the phenomenon on rural people (Borras et al 

2012; Cotula 2013; Edelman et al 2013; Oya 2013). They showed that, on the one 

hand, there are supporters of land grabbing who argue that it will bring jobs, 

infrastructure and technological development and transform poor rural 

communities in Africa, presenting large-scale land deals as a win-win (Boamah 

2014; Borras and Franco 2013; Cotula 2013; Larder 2015; Lisk 2013; McMichael 

2013; Moreda 2015). On the other hand, some of those early reports and studies 

offered a classic neo-colonial analysis of land grabbing, which depicts rural people 

as losers and lacking agency, advocating that simply recognising customary land 

rights could empower them to negotiate on equal footing with international 

investors (Cotula 2013; Cotula et al 2009; Davis et al 2014; Edelman 2013; Hall et 

al 2015; Richardson 2010; Scoones et al 2013; Tafon and Saunders 2019). The 

oversimplification of the impacts of the phenomenon by both supporters and critics 

privilege the voices of exogenous actors (Corson et al 2015; Cotula 2013; 

Gingembre 2015; Daley and Pallas 2013; Hall et al 2015; Knight et al 2012; Larder 

2015; Siakor 2012; WRW 2010).  

 

Furthermore, argues Oya (2013), ‘much of this research is unavoidably based on 

what is usually termed finding out fast or quick and dirty research’ (p. 505). Such 

research is where a researcher goes into the field but spends little time there, 

thereby not fully engaging with the phenomenon (Edelman et al 2016; Edelman et 

al 2013; Gilfoy 2014; Scoones et al 2013). Further, when combined with ‘research 

from afar’ – where researchers conduct desk based research by collecting 

secondary data on a topic and publishing accounts that present superficial 

narratives – it becomes clearer why research beyond these early studies and 

reports is required (Edelman et al 2016; Oya 2013; Tafon and Saunders 2019). 

 

Increasingly, such over-simplistic accounts of the impacts of the land grabbing 

phenomenon are being challenged. For instance, Li (2011) questions the distorted 

notions created by over-simplifying the developmental and economic impacts of 
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land deals situated labour in the debate, and asks key questions about when the 

land is needed but the labour is not. In Li’s view, the most likely outcome is the 

expulsion of people from the land, creating a surplus population (2011). Further, 

Woodhouse (2012) discusses the number of jobs created in comparison to the 

number of people needing jobs as a result of losing their land to the transfer of 

control to land grabbers. He argues that many rural residents lose out on both their 

land and the limited jobs that are offered by large-scale land deals. Indeed, earlier 

simplistic notions of large-scale land deals contributing to the transfer of 

technology and knowledge, have been undermined by evidence that technology is 

rarely shared with those expelled from the land, and has shown that in most cases 

land grabbers do not honour the promises made during the negotiation phase of 

taking over control of the land (Borras and Franco 2013; Evers et al 2011; Verma 

2014; Von Braun and Suseela 2017). In other cases, critics such as Amanor 

(2012) and De Shutter (2011), have explored how the view that large-scale land 

deals will empower rural people expelled from the land by creating jobs distorts 

our understanding of those cases where land grabs are for speculation, 

conservation or to offset the carbon footprints of industrial nations. Where 

advocates for large-scale land deals proffer the rent fees that low income countries 

in Africa could realise from leasing the land, they distort the reality that for most 

large-scale deals the rent fees are set very low in order to attract investors and are 

usually tied to the land grabbers making profits (Cotula 2013; Hahn 2012; 

Richardson 2010). 

 

Similarly, critics who see land grabbing as entirely negative, as well as view 

affected peoples as collectively experiencing the phenomenon, are also being 

challenged. Negash and Swinnen (2013) raise the issue of smallholder contract 

farming schemes that improve local food security, using case studies in Ethiopia. 

Richardson (2010), Cotula (2013), Vicol (2017) and Suhardiman et al (2015) 

analyse the off-farm employment opportunities which accompany large-scale 

plantation concessions. Others, such as Moreda (2015), Edelman and Borras 

(2016) and Gingembre (2015) present evidence of political reactions to land 

grabbing to undermine the over-simplistic neo-colonial assumptions that rural 

people displaced and dispossessed by the loss of land are passive and victims 

who lack agency. Further, Hall et al (2015) amplify the importance of adopting 



1. Introduction 

Page | 5  
 

analytical tools from identity politics, arguing these would ‘be relevant in 

understanding politics from below around global land grabbing’ (p. 468). Edelman 

et al (2013) and Oya (2013) raise concerns about how the current accounts under-

privilege endogenous knowledge in trying to solve endogenous problems within 

the land-grabbing debate. Borras et al (2012) argue that broadly speaking, ‘the 

current trajectory of scholarly thinking is to broaden the parameter of empirical and 

theoretical inquiry into land grabs’ (p. 846). 

 

The research in this thesis builds on the emerging body of literature above and 

contributes to the debate by bringing fresh perspectives from Liberia in West 

Africa. The project challenges the oversimplification of the impacts of land 

grabbing on rural African communities. This research will undermine scholarly 

engagements with the impact of land grabbing to go beyond a macro level, classic 

neo-colonial engagement with the phenomenon, by privileging endogenous 

knowledge that is best suited to the development solutions desired. It is premised 

on the requirement that research into the impacts of land grabbing must move 

beyond ‘finding out fast’ or ‘quick and dirty’ research. We must conduct sustained, 

case-study driven, grounded research that privileges endogenous voices over 

exogenous ones (Oya, 2013, p. 505). As such this the research presented in this 

thesis focused on the challenges and opportunities of a particular land grabbing 

case and how it impacted on livelihoods, power, land access and identity politics of 

those affected. The thesis unpacks some of the complexities and multifaceted 

experiences that were at play in the case study and, moves beyond mere 

simplistic discussions about collective winners or losers to cater to deeper 

appreciations of the complexities of experiences of the phenomenon and politics of 

reactions from below. This research will examine how reactions from below are 

differentiated in terms of typology – resistance, boycott or out-migration – and the 

identity of those reacting. Consequently the research will also cater to analyses of 

alliances formed between local residents and, local residents and exogenous 

actors to challenge the unwanted outcomes of the loss of land to land grabbing.  

 

This research will go beyond the simplistic centring of land in the construction of 

rural African identity. This will involve focusing on political reactions from below 

against land grabbing to get a deeper understanding of what is happening on the 
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ground, whilst undermining the simplistic narratives inherent in the current 

accounts. The research will apply analytical tools from identity politics to analysis 

of political reactions from below to land grabbing to reflect on how the impacts of 

the loss of land contributes to mobilisations and alliances for or against the land 

grab based on regional, gender or generational identity concerns and 

characteristics (Hall et al 2015). This centres those that have been presented as a 

collective of reactors from below into different identity groups to examine how they 

experience and negotiate their lives beyond their inclusion in a homogenous group 

of political reactors from below. In doing so, understanding how different 

individuals with different identity concerns might react for or against large-scale 

land acquisition would shape policy-making and contribute to a deeper, nuanced, 

understanding of the impacts of the phenomenon on identity and identity politics. 

 

1.2. The research case study 
 

The issues discussed in the previous section will be explored through a case study 

of the Sime Darby oil palm company in Senjeh District in Liberia. 

 
Figure 1: Map of Senjeh District in Bomi County, Liberia. (Source: Temu et al 2012) 
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Senjeh District is located in Bomi County in western Liberia (see figure 1 above). 

Liberia is located on the west coast of Africa (see figure 2 below). In 2009 the 

government of Liberia awarded over 300,000 hectares of land to the Malaysian oil 

palm company Sime Darby for 63-years (Gilfoy 2014; Siakor 2012). This included 

121,500 hectares of land in Bomi County, covering parts of Senjeh District (Siakor, 

2012; WRM, 2010). A significant part of the land transferred to Sime Darby in 

Senjeh District was part of a previous land deal involving the United States (U.S.) 

tyre producer, B.F. Goodrich in the 1950s (Browne, 1955). In the 1980s B.F. 

Goodrich transferred control of the land to Kumpulan Guthrie, a Malaysian based 

oil palm and Rubber Company who managed the land between 1981 and 2003 

(Chapelle 2014). Sime Darby merged with Guthrie in 2007 (Chapelle 2014). Upon 

arrival in Liberia and amid accusation of land grabbing and deforestation, Sime 

Darby claimed to have consulted and compensated those who were using the land 

under the free prior informed consent (FPIC) mechanism.  

 
Figure 2: Map of Liberia. (Source: nationsonline.org) 
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However, reports from civil society groups accused the company of being 

responsible for negative impacts of the loss on land on residents of the district. 

That was the state of play when I first arrived in the district in December 2016. 

 

1.3. Significance of this research 
 

This research addresses intellectual gaps in the current research, as discussed 

earlier. This will directly counter the oversimplification of the current accounts in 

the literature about the impacts of the phenomenon on rural communities in Africa. 

Furthermore, capturing the perspectives of those in Senjeh District, who are 

directly impacted by land grabbing contributes endogenous knowledge, which 

would be suited to the endogenous development needs of the district. The 

intellectual significance of this research extends to the engagement with political 

reactions from below to the Sime Darby land grab through the identity politics lens. 

This fills a gap in the literature by highlighting that the negative impacts of land 

grabbing on identity-specific concerns can cause individuals with certain identity 

characteristics to mobilise for or against land grabbing.  

 

Current papers show that academics who have conducted research on the land 

grabbing phenomenon would be interested in gaining new understanding about 

the phenomenon from a different context, such as that explored in this thesis, 

especially those who have made specific calls for future researchers to conduct 

more grounded research in new contexts to expand the parameters of empirical 

and theoretical inquiries (Borras et al 2012; Cotula 2013; Edelman 2013; Oya 

2013). Scholars who have made attempts to counter the notion that rural residents 

affected by the phenomenon are passive and mere victims would also benefit from 

this research and fresh perspectives that it contributes to the growing body of 

literature on political reactions from below; particularly the engagement with 

gender and generational reactions (Hall et al 2015; Ryan 2017; Verma 2014).  

 

Secondly, the findings from this research will be significant politically. The political 

impact of this research will be felt at various levels from the international through 

to the local district level. Politically, the empirical and theoretical contributions of 

this research would be useful for international development organisations like the 
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United Nations (UN), the World Bank, the International Financial Corporation 

(IFC), United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), United States Agency for 

International Development (USAID). In 2008, these international political bodies 

encouraged the Liberian government to award large portions of land to foreign 

investors as a way of restarting the country’s economy following 14 years of civil 

war (Sayeh 2008; Siakor 2012; WRM 2010). They, like supporters of large-scale 

land deals, believed that large-scale oil palm concessions had developmental and 

poverty reduction capabilities that could transform places like Senjeh District. The 

contributions of this research can help reshape their positions on large-scale land 

concessions. Changes in policy-making at the international level could inform 

policy-making on the national level in Liberia.  A new direction on the national level 

would translate to a new political direction on the local level in Senjeh District.  

 

This research will also have social impacts. Socially, new policies that favour 

endogenous knowledge would see a shift in the impact that the loss of land to 

Sime Darby had on the social fabric of Senjeh District. Indeed, reversing some of 

the negative impacts of the loss of land would mean that residents of Senjeh 

District and Sime Darby would be able to co-exist amiably (Negash and Swinnen 

2013). Moreover, better social conditions in Senjeh District could also have global 

implications. There are multiple stakeholders with interest in the production of 

palm oil. This is both in terms of its uses (Imoisi et al 2015; Lai et al 2015; Mba et 

al 2015; Prokurat 2013), as well as concerns over its impact on the environment 

(Alden Wily 2018; Chu 2011; Moreda 2015; Ryan 2017). The recommendations of 

this research on how to manage large-scale land deals in an equitable way that 

respects the environment and traditional practices could also have far-reaching 

social implications beyond Senjeh District. 

 

1.4. Personal motivation 
 

As a student of rural geography I am interested in gaining more understanding 

about the impacts of the Sime Darby land grab on livelihoods, power, access to 

land and identity politics. I am particularly interested in finding answers to 

questions including, the extent to which the theory that the impacts of land 

grabbing are context specific, complex and multifaceted, and can only be 



1. Introduction 

Page | 10  
 

understood by conducting grounded research is applicable to the Senjeh context. I 

am also interested in finding answers to questions like: are affected residents 

entirely passive victims who lack agency as they have been portrayed in some of 

the current accounts, or are they reacting to the transfer of control of the land to 

Sime Darby in other ways that were not being reported? My interest includes 

finding answers to questions about the gender and generational responses to the 

loss of land on which residents depended on to meet their livelihood needs and to 

which their identities are tied.  

 

Another personal motivation for me was the fact that as a Liberian, I wanted to 

understand how the transfer of control over large portions of land in Senjeh District 

to Sime Darby impacted on traditional leadership structures that I grew up knowing 

and admiring to some extent (D’Azevedo 1962). One of the questions that I asked 

myself before deciding to do this research was: what happens to the ability of 

elders and traditional leaders to make decisions about who comes and goes into 

or out of Senjeh District now that Sime Darby had taken control over the land? As 

well as, how did that affect patriarchal structures within those communities? Was 

the concession positively impacting on youth unemployed and if so could that 

strategy be implemented in other parts of the country with high youth 

unemployment? I argue that finding answers to these questions would be 

beneficial not just for me but for potential investors, developmental partners of the 

Liberian people, the Liberian government, local politicians as well as residents of 

Senjeh District and other parts of Liberia where interests in having large-scale land 

concessions in their districts might exist. 

 

Finally, as a student of rural geography, I have always had a fascination with 

narratives about rural contexts told by someone native, where changes were either 

threatening traditional customs or bringing new ways of doing things (Chiener 

2002). This is not merely situated in the insider versus outsider debate. I have 

always believed that a native, telling the story of a context that they are familiar 

with adds more to our understanding than someone from the outside who could 

not fully grasp the richness of nuances within that context (Giwa 2015). When 

conducting the preliminary research to inform my desire to interrogate the Sime 

Darby land grab in Senjeh District, I noticed that most of the reports on the impact 
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that the loss of land was having on residents of the district came from non-natives, 

who missed some of the nuances of the place thereby doing a slight disservice to 

the stories being told. As such, as a Liberian, I wanted to be the one telling the 

story given my appreciation of some of the nuances that had been missed in some 

of the studies that I had read. 

 

1.5. Research aim 
 

The aim of this research is to fill the gaps identified above in section 1.1 by making 

both theoretical and empirical contributions to our current appreciation of the 

impacts of land grabbing by bringing fresh perspectives to the debate from Liberia 

in West Africa. This will be accomplished by interrogating the impacts of the 

transfer of control over large swathes of land in Senjeh District, Bomi County, 

Liberia to Sime Darby on the livelihoods, power, identity politics and land access 

rights of affected individuals in the district. 

 

1.6. Research objectives 
 

In order to achieve the aim of this research, I will first seek to address the multiple 

definitions of land grabbing mentioned earlier. I will investigate the current 

literature on the definitions of land grabbing to identify the characteristics of the 

new wave of acquisition of large swathes of land globally for monocrop agriculture 

projects, mining or tourism. After identifying the characteristics of land grabbing, I 

will then set the theoretical framework of the definition of land grabbing in this 

research. Step two will be an in-depth, critical engagement with the relevant 

literature on the impacts of land grabbing in rural places on livelihoods, rural 

residents power over land and access rights to land. The review of the literature 

will also focus on the responses of residents to those impacts of land grabbing. 

Step two will also identify gaps in our current understanding of the impacts of the 

phenomenon including any methodological gaps. 

 

Step three will focus on the development of a research methodology, taking into 

consideration the research design best-suited to answering my research question, 

which is detailed in the next section. The methodology will also take into 
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consideration the best methods to be deployed in terms of sampling and data 

collection, as well as critical ethical considerations that would ensure that the 

researched, researcher and research university are protected at all times. Step 

four will involve the preparation and analysis of the data collected to identify key 

themes which would be discussed in the other parts of this thesis. As such, step 

five will be the presentation of the relevant findings related to the impact of the 

Sime Darby land grab on livelihoods, power, identity politics and land access rights 

of affected residents in Senjeh District. Step five will also include detailed 

discussions regarding the significance of the findings in relations to what we 

already know from the existing literature. 

 

Step six will be the conclusion to the research. It will bring together all of the 

outputs from the various steps and provide a summary of the steps taken, why and 

with what effect. Step six in the process of achieving the research aim will also 

reflect on the discussions throughout the thesis and suggest how they have 

answered the main research question and achieved the research aim set out 

earlier.  

 

1.7. Research questions 
 

The central research question that will guide this research is:  

 

How has the Sime Darby land grab impacted on livelihoods, power, identity 

politics and access to land from the perspective of residents of Senjeh 

District in Liberia, and how are they responding to those impacts?  

 

In order to answer this question, the project will focus on different lines of enquiry 

in four more focused subsidiary questions listed below. Each question focuses on 

one of the socioeconomic consequences of land grabbing chosen for this project 

and how residents of Senjeh District are responding to the impact of land grabbing 

on each of those socioeconomic concepts. The subsidiary questions are: 

 

1. What is the impact of the Sime Darby land grab on livelihoods of Senjeh 

residents and how have they responded to it? 
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2. What is the impact of the Sime Darby land grab on residents’ power over 

land and other resources in Senjeh, and how have they responded to it? 

3. What is the impact of the Sime Darby land grab on Senjeh residents’ 

access to land? 

4. What is the impact of the Sime Darby land grab on the identity politics of 

Senjeh residents? 

 

1.8. Main argument  
 

This project builds on the vast body of literature about the consequences of land 

grabbing on rural communities in Africa by bringing fresh perspectives to the 

debate in its focus on Liberia in West Africa. The project has employed qualitative 

interviews with residents affected by the Sime Darby land concession in Senjeh 

District, Liberia. The project utilised a case-study framework to develop the key 

argument that the nature of the impact of the Sime Darby land grab on livelihoods, 

power, identity politics and access to land for Senjeh residents is complex and 

multifaceted. It led to mostly negative experiences for residents, with some 

experiences more severe than others; yet residents were not merely passive 

actors but demonstrated resilience, including political reactions from below to the 

hardships and negative outcomes of the transfer of control over the land to Sime 

Darby. This argument was arrived at by looking at four socioeconomic impacts of 

the Sime Darby land deal on Senjeh residents and how they have responded to 

them. This argument will be explained throughout the following eight chapters of 

this thesis. 

 

1.9. Structure of the rest of the thesis 
 

Chapter Two of this thesis is a crucial part of the foundation of the research 

project. Chapter Two sets out to answer a key question: what is land grabbing? 

The purpose of the answering the question is to achieve the first objective of this 

research, which is to provide a theoretical framing of the term for the purpose of 

providing a firm foundation for the discussions in the rest of the thesis. In 

answering the key question that the chapter sets out to answer, the chapter makes 

four key arguments about the characteristics of land grabbing in the context of this 
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research. Relying on the widely accepted 'Seized' report by GRAIN in 2008 and 

studies that came after from authors including Liz Alden Wily, Lorenzo Cotula, 

Sonja Vermeulen, Ian Scoones, Ruth Hall, Saturnino Borras Jr., Marc Edelman, 

Jennifer Franco amongst others, the chapter argues that land grabbing is about 

control grabbing. The chapter also argues that the displacement of people from 

the land over which control has been transferred to land grabbers is another 

characteristic of the phenomenon in the context of this research. The other two 

arguments made in chapter two are that land grabbing is about scale, both in 

terms of size of land grabbed and size of capital invested into the deals; and, land 

grabbing happens in response to global crises around food, energy/fuel, financial 

and growing demand from new and emerging economies. The chapter concludes 

that these four characteristics must be present for a land deal to be defined as 

land grabbing in the context of this research.   

 

Building on the theoretical framing of land grabbing in Chapter Two, the purpose of 

Chapter Three is to define other key terms such as livelihood, power, identity 

politics and access to land in the context of this research. Chapter Three critically 

engages with contemporary literature to identify current narratives about how land 

grabbing has impacted on livelihoods, power, identity politics and access to land 

for rural communities where control over large portions of land had been 

transferred to land grabbers. The chapter argues that the phenomenon had a 

mostly negative impact on livelihoods of rural people. For example, whilst some 

employment is created, they do not compensate for the loss of income from the 

land. In terms of power, Chapter Three presents evidence from previous studies 

and argues that the transfer of control over the land to investors eroded the power 

of traditional leaders in those rural places. Chapter Three also presents a 

discussion about how losing the land impacted on identity and increased 

mobilisations around identity politics. The other argument made in Chapter Three 

is that the loss of land leads to displacement of people, scarcity of farmland as well 

as landlessness for some. Chapter Three also looks at the various methodological 

approaches employed in previous research as well as the methods used and 

concludes that more grounded qualitative research is needed to enhance our 

understanding of the impacts of land grabbing on rural residents.  
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Chapter Four is the methodology chapter of this thesis and like others before its 

main purpose is to give anyone interested in replicating this research in another 

context a clear roadmap on how to achieve that. It also serves the purpose of 

achieving objectives four and five of this thesis, mentioned earlier in section 1.6. 

The chapter itself is divided into four parts. The first part of the chapter discusses 

the research approach adopted for this research. It includes a discussion about my 

ontological and epistemological positions and how the case study approach fitted 

with both of these and the research question. A section on my positionality as a 

researcher is also discussed in the first part of Chapter Four. Part two of Chapter 

Four is all about the research implementation. It presents a discussion about the 

selection of the research site, planning for the field trip to Senjeh District, data 

collection - including sampling - and data analysis. Ethics and data protection as 

well as how I planned and implemented ‘giving back’ to residents in the district is 

considered in the third part of Chapter Four. The final part of Chapter Four is the 

reflexive section where I provide a discussion about the limitations of the 

methodological approach adopted for this research. 

 

Chapter Five is the first of four empirical chapters. It contributes to the fifth 

objective set out earlier, by presenting and discussing the findings from the 

research activities discussed in Chapter Four. Chapter Five answers the first 

subsidiary research question related to the impact of the Sime Darby land grab on 

livelihoods of Senjeh residents and how they responded. The chapter argues that 

the transfer of control over the land in the district to Sime Darby created some 

employment and these were both on and off-farm jobs. However, the number of 

jobs created was not sufficient to mitigate the loss of the land. Furthermore, the 

chapter argues that the loss of land restricted the livelihood activities that residents 

could be involved in and that women had experienced the negative impacts of the 

loss of the land worse than men. In answering the second part of the first 

subsidiary research question the chapter argues that residents exhibited resilience 

to the negative impacts of the loss of land on their livelihood activities by 

diversifying their livelihoods, shifting cultivation to more drought resistant crops, 

finding alternative livelihood activities including charcoal production and selling 

their labour to neighbours.  
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Similar to Chapter Five, Chapter Six focuses on answering one of the subsidiary 

questions. Chapter Six answers subsidiary question number 2, about the impact of 

the loss of control over the land on power of residents of the district and how they 

have responded to the impact. The first argument made in Chapter Six is that 

losing the land dismantled traditional power structures over land and other aspects 

of decision making in the district including who could come in and out of the 

district. Chapter Six also argues that the loss of land to Sime Darby impacted on 

residents’ ability to hold the company accountable. The power to negotiate the 

value of their crops was also eroded by the company. The loss of control over the 

land to Sime Darby and the negative outcomes it had for powers of residents in 

Senjeh contributed to some intergenerational conflicts. In terms of how residents 

responded to those negative impacts on their power, Chapter Six argues that 

residents affected by the Sime Darby land grab were not entirely passive and 

victims, as some have suggested, but that they reacted from below against the 

land grab led by the younger generation. It also argues that in response to the 

erosion of their power over the land and to hold the company accountable, 

residents’ reactions were not confined to the district, and went as far as filing a 

complaint with the roundtable on sustainable palm oil (RSPO) secretariat in Kuala 

Lumpur. Finally, in filing their complaint with the RSPO, the Sustainable 

Partnership Initiative (SPI) was set up as an accountability mechanism to deal with 

grievances against Sime Darby by Senjeh residents. 

 

What is the impact of the Sime Darby land grab on Senjeh residents’ access to 

land? That is the third subsidiary research question and the question that Chapter 

Seven seeks to answer. Firstly, Chapter Seven argues that the loss of their land to 

the control of Sime Darby dispossessed and displaced residents from land that 

they had used for years to meet their livelihood needs. Sacred sites, homes and 

villages were also lost as a result of losing the land to Sime Darby. The next 

argument made in the chapter is that the transfer of control over the land to Sime 

Darby put a squeeze on available land on which to meet their livelihood needs. 

The third argument is that the loss of the land to Sime Darby for some meant 

becoming landless and having to sell their labour to neighbours to survive. 

However, the final argument of the chapter is that there might be a silver lining in 

the attention that the negative impacts of the loss of land have attracted; the 
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attention on the Sime Darby land grab has led to increased calls for legal 

recognition of customary land culminating in the passage of a new land rights law, 

which if implemented could contribute to a paradigm shift. Yet, the fact that the 

words of the law did not fully capture those whose rights to the land it might be 

trying to protect could have negative outcomes. 

 

The final subsidiary research question is answered in Chapter Eight. The chapter’s 

first argument is that Sime Darby introduced the use of identity characteristics in 

their engagement with residents and this could have led to their awareness of 

identity politics. The chapter then goes on to argue, separately, that the negative 

impacts of the loss of their land to Sime Darby led to increasing mobilisations by 

residents around specific concerns related to their regional, gender and age 

identities. These mobilisations, especially in the cases of gender and age were 

also supported by exogenous actors.  

 

The final chapter of this thesis, Chapter Nine, fulfils the sixth objective of this 

thesis, and synthesises the main arguments made and answers the main research 

question. The chapter begins by restating the main argument of this thesis 

mentioned earlier in section 1.8. It goes on to provide a synthesis of the key 

arguments made in the four empirical chapters. Following on from the synthesis is 

a discussion of the theoretical and empirical contributions of the thesis in fulfilment 

of the research aim. After a brief discussion about the limitations of this research, 

the chapter ends with a call to action based on the evidence presented in this 

thesis. 



Chapter Two: What is land grabbing? 
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‘Land grabbing has been going on for centuries. One has only to think of 

Columbus “discovering” America and the brutal expulsion of indigenous 

communities that this unleashed, or white colonists taking over territories 

occupied by the Maori in New Zealand and by the Zulu in South Africa. It is 

a violent process very much alive today, from China to Peru. Hardly a day 

goes by without reports in the press about struggles over land, as mining 

companies such as Barrick Gold invade the highlands of South America or 

food corporations such as Dole or San Miguel swindle farmers out of their 

land entitlements in the Philippines. In many countries, private investors are 

buying up huge areas to be run as natural parks or conservation areas. And 

wherever you look, the new biofuels industry, promoted as an answer to 

climate change, seems to rely on throwing people off their land.’ (GRAIN 

2008, p.2). 

 

2.1. Introduction 
 

As the quote above suggests, the current wave of land grabbing which sped up 

significantly after 2008, partly because of efforts to mitigate multiple global 

challenges including the food price crises of 2007/08 but also for profit making for 

the businesses involved, has been widely accepted as not a new phenomenon but 

one that is different (Alden Wily 2012; Borras and Franco 2012; Chu 2011; Cotula 

2013; Geenen and Honke 2014). Yet, due to the growing interests in how the 

phenomenon operates, its characteristics and, impacts it has on those living in the 

rural places where it predominantly takes place has led to multiple versions of its 

definition (Borras et al 2012; Cotula 2013; Edelman 2013; Kunnemann and 

Monsalve Suárez 2013). This makes trying to chart through these messy waters of 

defining land grabbing a herculean task. However, as most of the major 

commentators on the phenomenon have demonstrated, the tradition is to first state 

a clear definition of what one understands the phenomenon to be before engaging 

in discussions about how it impacts on those in the places it occurs.  

 

There are two main reasons why this chapter was written. The first has to do with 

the discussion above. Due to the fact that there are so many different definitions of 

the term land grabbing, it is prudent to identify one and operationalise it in the 
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context of this research (Borras et al 2012; Edelman 2013). In doing so, the 

characteristics of land grabbing in the context of this research can be established 

so that there are no doubts as to what is being discussed when the term land 

grabbing is mentioned throughout this thesis. The second reason for writing this 

chapter is to present the theoretical framing of land grabbing in order to guide the 

research. By the end of this chapter, armed with a clear and focused definition of 

what land grabbing means in this research, decisions about the research 

approach, research site, data collection and analysis techniques as well as 

discussions about the findings will all be guided by the framework provided by the 

definition of the key term of this research: land grabbing.  

 

As such, drawing on different relevant aspects of existing definitions of the 

phenomenon, this chapter defines land grabbing as the acquisition of control over 

large swathes of land in rural communities which leads to the dispossession and 

displacement of residents, their livelihood activities as well as their sacred and 

symbolic sites. It is also identified by the scale of the investment to acquire control 

or the scale of the land over which control is acquired. Finally, the chapter argues 

that land grabbing in the context of this research is in direct response to one of 

several major global crises around food, energy/fuel, climate change and the 

growing demand for resources from emerging economies. These arguments are 

drawn from a survey of the current approaches to describing the land grabbing 

phenomenon. Whilst most of these descriptions are based on macro level 

research considerations with limited contextual focus, the chapter will attempt to 

ground some of those discussions in more contextual considerations. 

 

In terms of a structure for this chapter, there are five parts which follows this 

introduction. The next section focuses on the controlling feature of land grabbing. 

That will be followed by a discussion about land grabbing as a displacing force 

within the rural communities that it operates in. After considering the displacement 

features of land grabbing, the next section will discuss current approaches to land 

grabbing in terms of it being about scale. Before concluding, this chapter will talk 

about the fourth and final feature of land grabbing in Africa; land grabbing is in 

response to global crises including food and climate change. The final section of 

this chapter will have the function of pulling together the discussions in the 
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previous sections and presenting a clear definition of land grabbing, based on the 

current approaches in the literature, which will guide the discussions in the rest of 

this thesis and which unpacks for the reader some of the complexities of the 

current debates about the land grabbing phenomenon in Africa.  

 

2.2. Land grabbing is control grabbing 
 

This new wave of land grabbing in Africa is about control (Carmody 2016; 

Fairhead et al 2012 Lahiff 2014). In fact, it is about using free moving capital, in 

this new framework of globalisation and freedom of movement to acquire control 

over land in Africa (Borras et al 2013; Cotula 2013). It is about taking control over 

the land and its associated resources for the benefit of the actor investing the 

capital. The control over the land and its associated resources like water, minerals, 

forests and to some extent its people, is facilitated by large capital investments 

which is usually argued for by the receiving African country as good for the 

development of the rural place where the land is being acquired (Boamah 2014; 

Larder 2015; Moreda 2015). 

 

When talking about land grabbing being about taking control, it means being given 

the power over the land through purchases or long term leases to use it for the 

purpose for which it had been acquired or for whatever purpose the controller sees 

fit (Cotula 2013; Edelman 2013; Gilfoy 2014; Siakor 2012). Describing land 

grabbing this way is something that the vast, complex and multifaceted literature 

on the phenomenon have some agreement over. Whilst some commentators have 

been critical about the motivations behind some of the many early reports and 

media stories depicting the phenomenon as entirely negative, they too have 

accepted that land grabbing is about control over land and its associated 

resources (Borras et al 2012; Cotula 2013; Margulis et al 2013; Murphy et al 2017; 

Peluso and Lund 2011; Vicol 2017). 

 

For example, Toulmin (2009) argues, that large-scale land acquisitions in Africa by 

hedge funds and venture capitals have given them total control over the land in 

terms of whether they use it to cultivate one crop over the other. Suggesting that 

the control over the land, facilitated by large capital investments from those funds, 



2. What is land grabbing? 

Page | 22  
 

meant that the crops introduced into the environment by the investors did not 

necessarily have to be crops that are native to the place but those that could be 

sold to maximise their return on their investments (Toulmin 2009). In other 

examples presented by both Gilfoy (2014) and Siakor (2012), the Sime Darby oil 

palm company having taken control over large swathes of land in Grand Cape 

Mount County in western Liberia, shifted the use of the land from growing rice and 

other household crops to the cultivation of oil palm. Likewise, Hall (2011) argues 

that some investors have acquired control over the land through capital 

investments and held on to the land for speculation. What this means is that 

because of the control that they had been given by the receiving country over the 

land, they could choose not to invest in the cultivation of crops but to hold onto the 

land until a time when it was in higher demand and they could sell it or sub-let it to 

another investor for higher returns (Anseew 2013; Fairbairn 2015; Hall 2011).  

 

Liz Alden Wily’s work in 2007, 2011 and 2012, has helped us to advance our 

understanding of the complexities involved with obtaining control over land through 

the land grabbing framework. In early reports from 2008 to maybe around 2011, 

mostly from quick and dirty research as Carlos Oya referred to them, our 

understanding of land grabbing in rural places in Africa was that the grabs were 

illegal (see examples in GRAIN 2008; Knight et al 2012; Mittal 2009; Oxfam 2011; 

Siakor 2012). However, more research into the phenomenon, especially about the 

legality or illegality of the control acquired by land grabbers, has moved away from 

the notion that the land deals are illegal. In fact in works by Alden Wily (2011; 

2012), Cotula et al (2009) and Verma (2014), it is clear that the handing over of 

control over land to investors by receiving countries is mostly legal.  

 

If we take the example of Liberia, what we see is what we also see in many other 

parts of Africa where land grabbing is reported to be taking place (Alden Wily 

2007, 2012; Cotula 2013; Davis et al 2014; Gilfoy 2014). The history of control 

over land in Liberia is one where successive governments have accepted the legal 

rights of indigenous rural peoples over the land that they live on as long as the 

land is unwanted by local elites or capital investors (Alden Wily 2012). What this 

means is that if none of the political elites or their wealthy domestic patrons have 

interest in the land, and there are no serious capital investors from outside the 
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country who has expressed interest in a plot of land that rural communities were 

living on and using for livelihoods and social purposes, the land was accepted as 

customarily controlled by the group of people using it (Archambault and Zoomers 

2015; Botazzi et al 2016; Cotula et al 2011; Hall 2011; Mabikke 2011). However, 

as soon as there was an interest in that plot of land, the government would assert 

its rights over all land in the country and hand over control to whoever was 

capable of paying the asking price (Alden Wily 2012; Fairbairn 2013; Paczynska 

2016; Tanner 2010). To put this more simplistically, the government in Liberia from 

time to time would change the law governing control of land to suit their need to 

accommodate capital investments for control over land and its associated 

resources (Alden Wily 2012; Hahn 2012; Siakor 2012). 

 

To adequately describe what is land grabbing, one has to also discuss within the 

discussion on control over the land, the power to exclude people from the land that 

has been grabbed (Anseeuw et al 2012; Ansoms 2013; Chinsinga et al 2013; Hall 

2011). In multiple reports from the early stages of the new wave of land grabs and 

in later academic contributions, the control over the land had been used by those 

who had acquired control to exclude some people from the land that they had 

gained control over (Borras et al 2012; Cotula 2013; Edelman 2013; Lisk 2013). 

This is not a discussion about displacements of people off the land. That is a 

discussion that will come later in this chapter. However, when the literature talked 

about the power to exclude, this meant that the actor who had obtained control 

over the land also had the power to exclude people from the land that they did not 

want accessing the land and/or resources on the land. For example, Lyons and 

Westoby (2014) argue that when Green Resources acquired land in Bukaleba and 

Kachung, in Uganda for conservation purposes, they restricted locals who had 

access to the land prior to the control of the land being transferred, from using the 

forest for wood, hunting and sacred activities.  

 

For some in the current literature, the power of the actor with control over the land 

to exclude people from the land is something that has been introduced into land 

governance in Africa from the late 1800s and early 1900s during the period of 

colonisation on the continent (Alden Wily 2012; Amanor 2008; Guannu 1983; 

Hahn 2012). Looking at the contrasting arguments being proffered in the vast 
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literature on the land grabbing phenomenon in Africa in terms of what it is and 

what it is not, it is clear to see why those suggestions are being offered. The 

concept of private ownership of land was never an African concept (Alden Wily 

2012; Amanor 2008; Guannu 1983; Ollennu 1962). It was introduced into Africa’s 

land governance structures, or imposed in some cases, by colonisers who wanted 

control over African land and for that control to have all of the trappings of private 

land ownership as defined in English laws (Fullerton Joireman 2006; Slater 1975). 

Again, irrespective of the nature of the methods deployed or the outcomes 

reached, there seem to be an agreement in the literature that land grabbing 

involves the capacity of the actor with control over the land through capital 

investment and legal provisions to exclude those that they want to exclude from 

the land under their control (Alden Wily 2012; Borras et al 2012; Cotula 2013; 

Huggins 2014; Lyons and Westoby 2014). 

 

Inevitably, all of the efforts to take control over large portions of land in rural Africa 

through capital investments and legal tools has led to a situation where there are 

confusions over land ownership in rural Africa but also an active redefining of what 

it means to own land in rural Africa (Alden Wily 2012). As was suggested earlier in 

this section – when discussing how governments in Africa use legal instruments to 

alter land laws to allow them to hand over large swathes of land to land grabbers – 

for most people indigenous to the land in Africa, prior to the arrival of freed slaves 

from the United States to establish a colony in Liberia (Alden Wily 2007; Burrowes 

2016; Guannu 1983) or the Europeans to take over control of large swathes of 

land on the continent, land in Africa was a communal resource (Cotula 2013; 

Gilfoy 2014; Ryan 2017; Siakor 2012; Verma 2014). The word resource is used 

instead of property or commodity, because it was just that; resource, a thing that 

belonged to no one but everyone could use it (Gyasi 1994; Lane 2014). Values 

attached to the land were not economic in the sense that we now know it but 

social and, to some extent, political (Molony and Smith 2010; Shackleton et al 

2001).  

 

However, following years of shaping and reshaping the meaning of ownership over 

land in rural Africa, there are confusions in the minds of many rural indigenous 

communities as to their claims to the land (Alden Wily 2011, 2012; Brown 2005; 
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Delville 2000; Healy 2013; Kepe 2008; Siakor 2012). In most cases of land 

grabbing reports from civil society and the media, their approach have been to 

further the notion that customary land rights were being eroded as a result of land 

grabbing (Kaba and Madan 2014; Knight et al 2012; Unruh 2009). But in reading 

the academic contributions on the debate about ownership of land that were being 

handed over, their approach have highlighted that as things stood, whilst there 

were genuine confusions in the minds of rural residents as to their rights over the 

land, it was clear in the minds of national governments that they owned the land 

and could give control over it to whomever they chose (Alden Wily 2012; Cotula 

2013; Huggins 2014; Lyons and Westoby 2014; Martiniello 2015).  

 

Finally, in terms of land grabbing being about control, it brings into consideration 

the key actors seeking control of land and its associated resources in Africa. Here 

lies in one of those converging points in the multiple approaches to understanding 

the land grabbing phenomenon. By this I mean that when it comes to the character 

of the key actors involved in land grabbing in Africa, early reports from media as 

well as civil society identified that the actors, with the financial capacity to pay for 

the size of land that were being grabbed were foreign to Africa (GRAIN 2008; 

Mittal 2009; Siakor 2012). These were actors from the traditional Global North 

players, the U.S. and European countries, but, also from new and emerging 

superpowers from the Global South to include China and India (GRAIN 2008; ILC 

2011; Mittal 2009).  

 

Later scholars contributing to the literature on land grabbing have also accepted 

that the main actors involved in land grabbing are from countries outside the 

African continent (Borras et al 2012; Cotula 2013; Gingembre 2015). However, 

they have gone a lot deeper in trying to enhance our understanding of the players 

behind the rush for African land. Whilst one of my major criticism of the current 

approaches is the focus on foreign land grabbers with limited or no consideration 

for those being carried out by domestic elites, I have come to understand some of 

the reasons behind the focus. In most cases local actors do not grab the headlines 

because it does not further the narrative of NGOs, civil society and media groups 

who want to paint a clear picture of ‘them versus us’ in the debate about the 

negative outcomes of the phenomenon for rural people in Africa (GRAIN 2008; ILC 



2. What is land grabbing? 

Page | 26  
 

2011; Knight et al 2012; Mittal 2009; Siakor 2012; Unruh 2009). But, taking into 

consideration the capital needed to grab land, as I discussed earlier, these are 

usually, if not always, originating from one of the bigger economic countries in the 

Global North and South (Borras et al 2012; Chinsinga et al 2013; Cotula and 

Vermeulen 2009; Edelman 2013; Gilfoy 2014). Having said that, the focus on 

domestic land grabbers is not the focus of this project. 

 

Just to make it very clear, the control characteristics of land grabbing is when 

foreign actors, exogenous to the rural communities where they want to invest their 

large capital, supported by legal instruments already in place or sometimes 

developed for the expressed purpose of selling or leasing land, are given control 

over the land and its associated resources and, the power to include or exclude 

communities from accessing their land, thereby reshaping the definition of what 

land rights, access or ownership means in those rural places.  

 

2.3. The displacement feature of land grabbing 
 

One of the criticisms of the earlier literature on land grabbing which was 

dominated by reports and media stories about the controlling nature of land 

grabbing and the fact that it displaced centuries old communities whose livelihoods 

were tied to the land as well as their identity and sense of belonging, was that they 

lacked an objective consideration of the phenomenon (Cotula et al 2009; Edelman 

et al 2013; Oya 2013). The criticism, whilst just, had not been about the 

truthfulness of the characterisation of the land grabbing phenomenon as a force 

that displaces centuries old communities from the land that they believed that they 

were entitled to use, but it was a criticism of the manner in which the portrayal of 

the phenomenon by those early approaches to land grabbing was entirely negative 

for the rural communities that were affected by the need for control over land and 

its associated resources in many parts of rural Africa (Borras et al 2011; Edelman 

et al 2013; Scoones et al 2013).  

 

As more and more academics responded to the gaps in the literature for objectivity 

with regards to the characteristics of land grabbing in the Global South and Africa 

in particular, it became clearer and accepted that one of the natures of land 
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grabbing on the continent is that it displaces people from the lands that are 

acquired by capital investments for control over land and associated resources 

(Ansoms 2013; Baglioni and Gibson 2013; Borras and Franco 2013; Davis et al 

2014; Hall 2011; Lisk 2013). Three main types of displacements features of land 

grabbing will be considered here. The first relates to its displacement of people 

from land on which they depended to meet their livelihood needs (Alden Wily 

2007; Atuoye et al 2019; Bracco 2016; Cotula 2013; Siakor 2012). Secondly, it 

displaces religious or sacred sites (Bracco 2016; Kandel 2015; Krijtenburg 2013). 

Finally, it erodes the sense of belonging for those displaced from the land (Alden 

Wily 2007; Evers et al 2011; Lund 2011; Moreda 2015). 

 

Focusing on the first of the displacement features of land grabbing, it has been 

well documented that land grabbing pushes affected rural people off the land 

through the power to exclude, as I mentioned earlier in section 2.2, and those 

people then have to find alternative means to survive (Davis et al 2014; El-Hadary 

and Obeng-Odoom 2012; Hall et al 2015). This is a key consideration in the vast 

available literature on what is and what is not land grabbing. Most scholarly 

literature on the phenomenon have agreed, in a way, with some of the earlier 

reports and media stories that when control over the land had been passed on 

from rural people to investors, those rural communities that had depended on the 

land for their livelihood needs have to find alternative means to sustain themselves 

(Chu 2011; Daley and Pallas 2013; Hall 2011; Lisk 2013; Vermeulen and Cotula 

2010). Land grabbers are mostly about making a profit and therefore likely to go 

after lands that are fertile for the cultivation of crops or that have other resources 

like water (Woodhouse 2012), forest (Lyons and Westoby 2014) or minerals 

(Borras et al 2011). As a result, those lands which would have been essential to 

the sustainability of the displaced communities would become off limits and they 

would have to shift their livelihood practices to other means (Dell'Angelo et al 

2017; Murphy et al 2017; Ryan 2017). 

 

The displacement of rural livelihood activities is not just about preventing 

communities from using the land to meet their livelihood needs(Cotula 2013). It is 

also about the introduction of a wage economy into communities which might not 

have been exposed to that way of meeting their livelihood needs in the past (Gilfoy 
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2014; Lisk 2013; McMichael 2013). One of the key arguments made by 

proponents of large-scale land deals as a solution to rural development concerns 

is that it creates jobs within those rural places where they operate (Cotula 2013; 

Gilfoy 2014). That is a fact, all land deals, once they become operational would 

create some wage paying jobs in rural places (Boamah 2014; Borras and Franco 

2013; Larder 2015; Moreda 2015). Those jobs are sometimes taken up by rural 

people affected by the land acquisition, but at other times those jobs are taken by 

migrant workers so desperately in need of a source of income that they would take 

whatever is on offer (Murphy et al 2017; Richardson 2010).  

 

However, in terms of displacing livelihood activities, it is also about shifting the 

capacity of people to provide for their families from having enough for subsistence 

to being in a new state of not having enough to survive (Ansoms 2013). In terms of 

seeking alternative sources for their livelihood needs, land grabbing displaces the 

ways in which people in rural communities where the deals exist would meet their 

needs. For example, once the land deal is signed and the grabbers have control 

over the land, they begin to prepare the land to be used for the purpose for which 

it was bought or leased (Cotula 2013). In that case people who would have been 

using the land for their cattle to graze or for the cultivation of cash crops to sell and 

support their families would then have to look for new land to carry out those 

livelihood activities in order to survive (Anseeuw et al 2012; Cotula 2013; Hall 

2011; Lisk 2013; Siakor 2012). Furthermore, as it relates to describing what land 

grabbing is in terms of its displacing features, it is not always about the 

displacement of their livelihoods from multiple uses of the land to limited uses, but 

also about the shifting of their livelihood activities from farming to being employees 

of the new controllers of the land that they once had access to (Cotula 2013; Hall 

2011).  

 

The second displacing feature of land grabbing has to do with displacing sacred or 

religious sites (Bracco 2016; Evers et al 2011; Kandel 2015; Lund 2011; Peemans 

2014). Anthropological research has documented that rural communities in most of 

the Global South and Africa in particular have some form of religious or sacred 

statuses attached to some lands and landscapes within those places (Gilfoy 2014; 

Murphy et al 2017; Peemans 2014; Sparks 2012). The displacement of sacred or 
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religious sites is another characteristic of land grabbing in Africa (Evers et al 

2011). It is important to pause for a minute to stress the significance of this to the 

arguments above about why I understood the focus of the literature on foreign land 

grabbers than domestic. This is because in most cases of domestic land grabbing, 

displacement of sacred or religious sites is not discussed (Franco et al 2013; 

Gingembre 2015; Peemans 2014). This could be because as national or local 

elites they understand the culture and avoid taking lands preserved as sacred or 

religious. However, that is a conversation for another research project.  

 

Again, similar to the earlier narratives around the threats to livelihoods as a result 

of land grabbing, the displacement of sacred or religious sites by land grabbers 

was top of the consequences of the phenomenon as well as a distinguishing 

characteristics (Gilfoy 2014; Gingembre 2015; Rowden 2011; Siakor 2012). Land 

grabbing is a phenomenon which targets rural land in Africa, perceived by 

investors and international development practitioners as idle and available 

(Mathews 2007; Molony and Smith 2010; Richardson 2010; Shackleton et al 

2001). The notion that those lands are idle and therefore available for the shifting 

of control to large capital investors relates to the fact that for most rural 

communities in Africa, they derive resources from the land that are not usually 

sent outside of the places where they are derived, like for example to larger 

market towns and cities in other parts of the country where they are (Richardson 

2010; Shackleton et al 2001). But the livelihood needs derived from the land is 

significant for the survival of those communities. When those lands are taken away 

by national government and handed over to exogenous actors through large-scale 

capital investments, sacred or religious sites, which are important to rural people 

for social cohesion and engagement with their deity, as well as, in some case, 

keeping connected to ancestors, it disrupts their connection to the land (Lund 

2011; Murphy et al 2017; Ndi 2019; Siakor 2012). 

 

Foreign investors taking control over rural lands in Africa come with the notion that 

those lands are free and available and lack the understanding of the various uses 

of rural lands on the continent (Molony and Smith 2010; Shackleton et al 2001; 

Siakor 2012). Sacred and religious sites are cleared by these exogenous actors 

unbeknownst to the people who had used the land before but also out of 
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ignorance of the existence of such uses of the land (Bracco 2017; Kandel 2015; 

Siakor 2012). Land grabbing is therefore a force that displaces sacred and 

religious sites in the process of exercising control over rural African land. 

 

The final aspect of the discussion on displacement is the loss of the sense of 

belonging. When exogenous land grabbers take control over rural land and 

displace those who had been attached to the land for a long time, their sense of 

belonging to that place is fractured if not totally eroded (Gilfoy 2014; Lund 2011). 

The literature is rife with evidence, theoretical as well as empirical, of the erosion 

of the sense of belonging to a place of rural Africans affected by land grabbing 

(Evers et al 2011; Lund 2011; Moreda 2015; Nyantakyi-Frimpong and Bezner Kerr 

2017; Siakor 2012). As well as the characteristics discussed earlier in terms of 

control, land grabbing is also a displacing force which erodes the sense of 

belonging of rural affected people. When the land is lost to land grabbers, some 

people become landless and have to leave their ancestral land in search for a new 

place to live and land on which to meet their livelihood needs (Archambault and 

Zoomers 2015; Nyantakyi-Frimpong and Bezner Kerr 2017; Verma 2014). 

Furthermore, for some, the fact that the land that they once used for their 

subsistence farms, religious or sacred sites as well as other social, economic and 

cultural uses is under the control of others, leaves them in a limbo in terms of their 

claims to belong to a place that they have been displaced from, even if only 

abstractly (Lund 2011; Moreda 2015; Peemans 2014).  

 

2.4. Land grabbing is about scale  
 

One of the problematic descriptions of land grabbing in the current literature is one 

that relies on the size of the land deals to discuss the issue of scale as it relates to 

what is and is not land grabbing in Africa (Borras et al 2012; Cotula et al 2009; 

Edelman 2013; Oya 2013). Most of the early, and some later contributions to the 

land grabbing debate, considered the size of the land acquired to determine 

whether or not it could be classed as land grabbing. For example, Lorenzo Cotula 

et al (2009) reporting on the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of land grabbing in Africa, focused 

only on those deals that were foreign and involved land acquisitions reported to be 

1000 hectares or above in size (Cotula et al 2009). For them and others before 
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them (GRAIN 2008; ILC 2011; Oxfam 2011), any land acquisition which fell under 

the 1000 hectares threshold was not land grabbing, even if it was about taking 

control over the land and its associated resources or had displaced people of the 

land in the process. This is a problematic position to take because of a lot of 

reasons, some of which will be discussed in this section. 

 

Focusing on just the size of the land is too narrow and misses out a lot of the 

complexities around land grabbing in Africa (Borras et al 2012; Edelman 2013). 

For example, as I discussed earlier in section 2.3, land grabbing displaces sacred 

and religious sites (Lund 2011). However, if the focus is only on the size of the 

deals, some of the ones that would be missed could have more of the 

characteristics discussed earlier than those over the 1000 hectares threshold 

(Borras et al 2012). Furthermore, a focus on just the size of the land deals to form 

the descriptions of land grabbing could lead to distortions in depictions of hotspots 

of the phenomenon. As Edelman (2013) criticised, the focus on size could bring a 

place into focus as being the setting for the worse impacts of the phenomenon 

when in fact that area, whilst having a lot of land acquired by land grabbers might 

not be the site where the worse impacts of the phenomenon is being felt. So, when 

organisations like the International Land Coalition (ILC), Oxfam or GRAIN reported 

that millions of hectares of Africa land had been sold or leased to land grabbers, 

whilst not entirely untrue, it missed out those hectares that did not meet the 1000 

hectares threshold (Faye et al 2011; Kaag et al 2011). 

 

My concern with the reliance on just the size of the deals to define what is and is 

not land grabbing is also rooted in the well documented fact that most of the land 

deals signed across the continent are shrouded in secrecy and sometimes with 

multiple government agencies involved, each with their own interpretation of the 

size, scope, actors and values of the land deals (Anseeuw et al 2012; Cotula 

2013; Cotula et al 2009; Edelman 2013; Von Braun and Suseela 2017). Without a 

clear and official, accountable and transparent accounting of the land deals, it is 

difficult for any to say, when summing up multiple deals to make a point, what the 

actual hectares of the deals are, and the scale discerned from it. My argument 

here, which is supported by scholarly literatures is that the focus on scale should 

be more than just the size of the land, especially the 1000 hectares threshold 
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which is prevalent in the current literature (Borras et al 2012; Cotula et al 2009; 

Edelman 2013; Edelman et al 2013; Oya 2013). 

 

Scale is a descriptive characteristic of land grabbing in Africa and one that must be 

considered in the critique of the current approaches to defining what is and is not 

land grabbing as well as form an integral part of the description of land grabbing in 

this report. However, the focus cannot be just be on the size of the land deals but 

on scale in terms of the value of the land acquired (Borras et al 2012; Faye et al 

2011; Kaag et al 2011). For example, previous studies have provided empirical 

data to highlight how a 500 hectares land deal in Ross Bethio, Senegal might be of 

a larger scale than a 1000 hectares land deal in another part of the country or 

continent (Faye et al 2011; Kaag et al 2011). The reason for this is that actors with 

large capital seeking control of land in Africa, want to make the most in terms of 

return on investment (Cotula 2013; Li 2011; Lyons and Westoby 2014). As such 

the value of the land, and not just the size, would be the scale that they adopt.  

 

Ross Bethio is a fertile delta on the River Senegal in the north of the country with 

abundance of water resources which made a perfect location in terms of the scale 

of the value of the land for a joint private investment of French, Moroccan and 

British investors to acquire control of 500 hectares of land (Faye et al 2011; Kaag 

et al 2011). It was also for that reason that an Italian group also acquired 110 

hectares (Kaag et al 2011). It is not only in Senegal that were see this happening. 

There was another example of a Chinese farm in Mozambique established on 750 

acres (304 hectares) of land along the Limpopo River (Wise 2019). Clearly, the 

sizes of these deals were less than the 1000 hectares threshold of the dominant 

narratives in the current approaches to the scale of land deals description (Kaag et 

al 2011; Wise 2019). The same could be said for land grabbing for mineral 

extractions, those would need less land in terms of size, but in terms of the value 

being extracted from the land and the potential pollution to the local biodiversity or 

ecosystem, it could be enormous (Hall 2011; Lisk 2013; Rulli and D’Odorico 2013; 

Rowden 2011). That is why the scale descriptor has to incorporate more than just 

the size of the land acquired. 
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Land grabbing has to also be defined in terms of the scale of the impact of the 

deals and not just the scale in terms of the size of the land in hectares (Borras et 

al 2012). By shifting some of the focus from the scale of the size of the deals, 

which have been proven to be problematic to say the least and, including the 

impacts of the land grabs, it provides a better appreciation of the complexities of 

land grabbing as a contemporary phenomenon (Borras et al 2012; Edelman 2013; 

Oya 2013). Impacts of land grabbing which should be considered has to be the 

impact on socioeconomic activities of those affected by the deals (Cotula 2013; 

Cotula et al 2009; Carmody and Taylor 2016; Murphy et al 2017; Ryan 2017; 

Verma 2014). It could also consider the scale of the impact of the deals in terms of 

the transformation of the areas affected (Gilfoy 2014; Negash and Swinnen 2013; 

Richardson 2010; Siakor 2012). This could be in terms of rural development and 

other developmental opportunities, usually argued for by those who are 

proponents of large-scale land deals (Cotula 2013; Mathews 2007; Woodhouse 

2012). However, consideration must also be given to the scale of the impact on 

those living on or close to the land, biodiversity and the environment in the areas 

close to where the land grabs are operational (Arduino et al 2012; Rulli and 

D'Odorico 2013; Von Braun and Suseela 2017). For example, a land deal like the 

one mentioned above in Ross Bethio, Senegal which was operating on the basin 

of River Senegal could have significant impacts on the communities that depended 

on the river for other livelihood needs like fishing and drinking water sources (Faye 

et al 2011; Kaag et al 2011). If the farms for biofuels used the river for irrigation 

purposes, it could reduce the water or even pollute the water with the fertilisers 

that they would use to improve output or pesticide to protect their crops (Mueller et 

al 2011; Richardson 2010; Rowden 2011).  

 

Before moving on to talk about the fourth and final descriptive characteristics of 

what is and what is not land grabbing in Africa, I will talk about the descriptive 

characteristics of scale of land grabbing in terms of the actors behind the 

investors. Firstly, the literature has covered the existence of actors behind a lot of 

capital investments in land across Africa (Borras et al 2012; Cotula 2013; GRAIN 

2008; Lyons and Westoby 2014; Toulmin 2009; Verma 2014). Therefore I will not 

be focusing on a discussion about whether or not there are people, organisations 

or countries facilitating the large-scale capital investments in Africa through others 
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fronting the deals; that is well documents. I will focus however, on the scale of the 

actors involved, directly or indirectly in the deals.  

 

In the literature on what is land grabbing in Africa, there are many accounts of the 

owners of the capital being used to buy or lease land in Africa for speculation, 

extraction, conservation or the cultivation of crops for the global market, being 

ordinary people who have invested money in a hedge fund or retired individuals 

whose pension fund had been used to invest in land on the continent (Amanor 

2012; Baglioni and Gibbon 2013; De Shutter 2011). When this is considered 

through the scale lens, it is clear to see that a descriptive characteristic of land 

grabbing in terms of scale highlights how far reaching the various actors involved 

in the capital investment in land for control goes. Clearly, the scale of land 

grabbing is not confined to the rural place in Africa where the physical 

manifestation of the land grabbing is taking place but extends to the living rooms, 

offices, ranges, summer homes or hospital bedside of individuals in the sending 

countries of the capital to invest for control over land (De Schutter 2011; Toulmin 

2009). This is why I, and many scholarships, are critical of the land centred 

approach to defining land grabbing in terms of scale (Borras et al 2012; Kaag et al 

2011; Wise 2019). Land grabbing is about scale but not only in terms of the size of 

the land but also the scale of the different components and actors involved in the 

use of capital to acquire control over land in rural African communities.  

 

In terms of the scale of land grabbing in Africa, there is also an indirect dimension 

that needs to be considered. When countries in the global north and some global 

south countries, like for example Brazil, initiate policy decisions like the setting of 

quotas for fuel consumption to include cleaner alternatives like biofuels and 

biodiesel, the scale of their decision in terms of its relationship with the rush for 

African land has to be considered in this conversation about the scale of land 

grabbing. For example as Franco et al (2010) argue that, changes to land use in 

Europe where in Germany rapeseeds were being converted to biodiesel, could 

have the effect of triggering land use changes in Africa as the demand of 

rapeseeds for other uses would need to be met from somewhere else. 
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In other cases the influence on land use changes in Africa can be direct. For 

example, in Liberia, in 2008 a report from the World Bank’s International Financial 

Corporation (IFC) made a direct policy suggestion to the Liberian government, 

supported by the United States Department for Agriculture (USDA), United States 

Agency for International Development (USAID) and the International Monetary 

Fund (IMF) (WRM 2010). Basically, once the country had received a number of 

requests from oil palm producing companies that they would like to gain control 

over land in the country for the cultivation of oil palm with the perceived benefits of 

employment for affected communities and much needed revenue for the 

government, the advice of those international partners were directly considered in 

making the decision to award large swathes of land to foreign capital investments 

for control over the country’s land (Gilfoy 2014; Kaba and Madan 2014; Siakor 

2012). 

 

Land grabbing is about scale, but not purely scale in terms of the size of the land 

being acquired. Whilst the size of the acquired land must be considered in the 

conversation about what constitutes land grabbing, other dimensions of the scale 

argument must be considered, including the scale of the impact, the scale of 

actors involved in the deals, directly or indirectly, the amount being invested as 

well as the scale of the outcomes of the land deals in the affected communities. All 

of these considered together could facilitate our better understanding of the 

phenomenon in terms of its complexities and the limitations in the current 

scholarship in terms of what is and what is not land grabbing. 

 

2.5. Land grabs are conceived in response to multiple global crises 
 

The three previously discussed features of land grabbing in Africa are all not as 

new as what I am going to discuss now. Historically, land grabbing, even in 

colonial periods, were about taking control over land by displacing those already 

on the land on scales that were as far reaching in terms of the sizes of the land, 

the actors involved and the impacts that it had on cultures and environments 

(Alden Wily 2012; Amanor 2008). However, one of the key distinguishing features 

of this contemporary land grabbing which has been receiving so much attention in 

the literature is that it is in response to converging global crises around food, 
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climate change, energy/fuel, financial crisis as well as the needs of new hubs of 

global capital (for example, Brazil, China, South Africa and India).  

 

As I mentioned earlier in this chapter, the food price crisis of 2007 and 2008 had a 

significant impact on many countries, especially those in the Global South with 

significant sections of their population living below the poverty line or unemployed 

(Cotula 2013; GRAIN 2008). One of the results of those stresses and shocks on 

the world market were political instabilities in many countries in North Africa, the 

Middle East and South America (Amanor and Chichava 2016). Conscious of the 

potential of further political unrests governments with the financial capacity to do 

so, like those from the oil rich Middle East, began to acquire large tracts of land in 

Africa to secure future food supply to mitigate any potential future food crisis 

(Cotula et al 2009; Hall 2011; Lisk 2013). One example of land grabbing in Africa 

in response to the food crisis was reported in Ghana by Amanor and Chichava 

(2016). In their report, a Brazilian Agribusiness group obtained control over several 

hectares of land in the Volta region of the country for the cultivation of rice. It is not 

just in Amanor and Chichava (2016) that we see land grabbing being reported as 

being in response to the food price crisis. Throughout the literature there are many 

examples of land grabbing in Africa being in response to the food crisis of 2007/08 

and 2011 (Allouche 2011; Cotula 2013; McMichael 2013; Swinnen 2011). Clearly, 

this new wave of land grabbing has a distinctive feature in terms of being in 

response to global crises and the food crisis is one (Borras et al 2012).  

 

Another crisis that forms part of the responding to converging crises feature of 

land grabbing in Africa is the response to the climate change crisis (Boamah 2014; 

Hall 2011; Paterson et al 2017). Linked to the feature of scale, policies with 

ambitious targets on reducing the emission of greenhouse gases into the 

atmosphere made by the biggest emitters of greenhouse gases initiated land use 

changes in Africa to mitigate the climate change crisis (Boamah 2014; Davis et al 

2014). Initiatives such as conserving large-scale lands in Africa through the 

exclusion of rural communities who relied on the land for their livelihood needs is 

one example of climate change mitigation (Carmody and Taylor 2016; Corson and 

MacDonald 2012; Edelman et al 2013; Fairhead et al 2012; Lyons and Westoby 

2014). This is done through the investments of big capital by paying national 
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governments in Africa for the rights to convert the forests so that those large 

emitters paying for control could continue to emit greenhouse gases within the 

framework of internationally decided climate change mitigation policies (Carmody 

and Taylor 2016; Corson and MacDonald 2012; Edelman et al 2013; Fairhead et 

al 2012; Lyons and Westoby 2014). 

 

Clearly, strategies to mitigate the climate change phenomenon, developed in 

international meetings like the one held in Kyoto (the Kyoto Protocol), where there 

were categorisation of countries as industrial or developing, with each group being 

set emissions targets, creates a market for conservation lands (Carmody and 

Taylor 2016; Nussbaumer 2009). Under these arrangements, developing 

countries, who were usually low emitters of greenhouse gases, operated a Clean 

Development Mechanism (CDM) that issued carbon credits or Certified Emissions 

Reductions (CER). Developing countries could trade their CERs to countries in the 

industrialised category (Akella et al 2009; Fischer 2005; Nussbaumer 2009). This 

meant that large swathes of land in developing countries would be set aside as 

reserves or conservations (Carmody and Taylor 2016; Corson and MacDonald 

2012). This allows industrialised countries to continue to emit at the levels they 

were doing and offset that through payments to developing countries for their CER 

or CDM. This means that for rural communities in Africa, large swathes of their 

land became unavailable due to climate change mitigation initiatives (Akella et al 

2009; Carmody and Taylor 2016; Fischer 2005; Nussbaumer 2009).  

 

A good example of the extent of the response to crises feature of land grabbing 

particularly in terms of the response to climate change is that of Green Resources 

– a Norwegian company that is engaged in the cultivation of forest plantations to 

offset carbon as well as for renewable energy (Nel and Hill 2013). The company 

operates in multiple African countries including Mozambique, Uganda, Tanzania 

and South Sudan (Lyons and Westoby 2014). The company’s operations are CDM 

projects with the aim of selling carbon credits to high greenhouse gas emitting 

countries.  

 

The feature of land grabbing in terms of it being in response to crises also includes 

response to the energy and fuel crisis (Borras et al 2012; Lyons and Westoby 
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2014). It is becoming costlier to produce fossil fuels not just in terms of the impact 

that it is having on the environment but also where companies are having to go to 

look for fuels (Afionis and Stringer 2012; Rathmann et al 2010). Conventional 

sources of fossil fuels are depleting and as a result new methods are being 

developed to source the fuel needs of the world which is growing continuously at a 

pace that is alarming (Matondi et al 2011). Countries like China and India are new 

and emerging superpowers with growing economies that have a large thirst for fuel 

and energy which land grabbing is now responding to through the cultivation of 

bio-feeds like corn, wheat and oil palm (Anseeuw 2013; Borras et al 2012; Cotula 

2013; Hall 2011). Land is also being grabbed for the extraction of minerals that 

can be used for energy and fuel (Cotula 2013). 

 

The final aspect of the response to crises feature of land grabbing is the response 

to the financial crisis and new hubs of capital (Borras et al 2012). The financial 

crisis occurred around the same time as the food price crisis in 2007/08. And, as I 

discussed earlier in section 2.2, capital in this new globalisation framework, is free 

to move to places and into sectors where it can accrue more returns (Carmody 

2013; Cotula et al 2009; Woodhouse 2012). As a result of the financial crisis and 

the rise of new capital hubs in China, Brazil, South Africa and India, free moving 

capital interested in new investment opportunities have turned to the acquisition of 

control over large portions of African land as a safe way to secure maximum return 

on their capital investments (Carmody 2013; Hall 2011; Peemans 2014). For most 

major investors, African land for agribusinesses or speculations offered a good 

alternative to those investment opportunities in those financial hubs. In essence 

investments into African land made good sense for investors (Amanor 2012; 

Baglioni and Gibbon 2013; De Shutter 2011; Toulmin 2009). 

 

2.6. Conclusion 
 

This chapter has defined land grabbing as the acquisition of control over large 

swathes of land in rural communities which dispossesses and displace residents, 

their livelihood activities as well as their sacred and symbolic sites and, is also 

about the scale of the investment into land. This is in terms of its impacts, size of 

land acquired, the amount of money involved and those involved in financing the 
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deals. Land grabbing is also about acquiring land in response to one of several 

major global crises around food, energy/fuel, climate change and, financial and 

growing demand for resources from emerging economies. This operational 

definition of land grabbing was developed because most of the current approaches 

to describing what is and what is not land grabbing, are either too focused on the 

macro level consequences or features of the phenomenon that their approaches 

become difficult to apply to local contexts in Africa. In other instances the focus 

have been mostly capitalocentric that it excludes conversations about the social 

and cultural values attached to land in Africa. Yet for others, especially those early 

responders to the new wave of large-scale land acquisition in Africa, all large-scale 

land deals were illegal, displaced centuries old communities and threaten rural 

livelihoods and identity.  

 

What this chapter has done is pull together all of these various perspectives on 

what is and what is not land grabbing in Africa, to present a working definition for 

the purpose of this research project, in order to navigate through the complexities 

of the current approaches to the land grabbing phenomenon. This chapter 

discussed four key features of the land grabbing phenomenon that is accepted as 

being essential to any deal being labelled as land grabbing. With this clear 

understanding of what is land grabbing. Chapter Three will take the reader through 

current approaches to the land grabbing phenomenon in terms of its 

socioeconomic consequences for affected communities. 



Chapter Three: Socioeconomic impacts of land 
grabbing in rural Africa 
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‘In the bourgeoning literature, however, two important discussions remain 

relatively underexplored. Firstly, less attention has been paid to examining 

the socioeconomic impacts of land deals in sub-Saharan Africa. Secondly, 

in examining land acquisition, many studies treat the household as an 

undifferentiated unit that presumably pools resources together, with 

members uniformly affected by land loss.’ (Nyantakyi-Frimpong and Bezner 

Kerr 2017, pp.422) 

 

3.1. Introduction 
 

In the growing, and vast, literature on land grabbing there are competing 

narratives. This is especially evident in debates about the impact of the 

phenomenon on rural communities in Africa. Some reports present the impact of 

the phenomenon as entirely negative and pushing the rural poor into extreme 

poverty (GRAIN 2008; ILC 2011; Kaba and Madan 2014; Knight et al 2012; Mittal 

2009; Siakor 2012). Others paint a more objective appreciation of the impacts of 

the phenomenon, taking into consideration the complexities of how different 

people experience the impacts of the phenomenon differently and, how the 

phenomenon has different impacts in different contexts (Cotula 2013; Gilfoy 2014; 

Hall et al 2015; Larder 2015; Negash and Swinnen 2013; Verma 2014). Whichever 

side of the debate one sits there are four, related, socioeconomic factors that are 

reported to be mostly impacted by the land grabbing phenomenon. These are 

livelihoods, power (agency), identity (and identity politics) and access or ownership 

rights to land (Cotula 2013; Franco et al 2013; Gingembre 2015; Larder 2015; 

Lund 2011; Martiniello 2015; Moreda 2015; Wolford et al 2013). This chapter will 

critically engage with the current body of relevant literature on the impact of land 

grabbing in rural communities in Africa, paying particular attention to arguments 

focusing on the four socioeconomic factors mentioned above.  

 

In order to do this, the overall structure of the presentation of the findings from the 

survey of relevant scholarships on the topics being investigated takes a thematic 

approach. In each section of this chapter studies are presented and discussed 

under themes that emerged from the review of available studies. In terms of the 

roadmap of the rest of the chapter, there are seven sections. The next four 
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sections look at themes linked to each of the four socioeconomic factors 

mentioned above: Livelihoods, power, land rights and identity politics. Section six 

considers the methodological approaches deployed in the studies analysed 

throughout this chapter. The final section is a conclusion to the chapter.  

 

Before moving on to section two, it is important to state a disclaimer. Throughout 

this chapter there are key authors whose work have been relied on more than 

others. These include for example, Liz Alden Wily, Lorenzo Cotula, Saturnino 

Borras, Jennifer Franco, Ruth Hall, Mathilde Gingembre, Nicolette Larder and Ritu 

Verma. The main reason for relying so heavily on some studies than others in this 

chapter is purely because of their relevance to the themes discussed throughout 

the chapter. For example, on the issue of land rights of rural people in Africa, Liz 

Alden Wily has been the main contributor to our understanding of the legal 

frameworks in place and the levels of protection, or not, that they offer to rural 

people. Throughout the chapter, the reliance on some of the authors mentioned 

above will become clearer as the relevance of their contributions to our 

understanding of the socioeconomic impacts of land grabbing is analysed. 

 

3.2. The impacts of land grabbing on rural livelihoods in Africa 
 

One of the key narratives in the early and activist led, discussions about the 

impact of land grabbing on rural communities in Africa was the impact that it had 

on livelihoods (GRAIN 2008; ILC 2011; Kaba and Madan 2014; Knight et al 2012; 

Mittal 2009). Livelihood is described as the capacity of people to secure the 

necessities of life, including food, water, shelter, healthcare or education (Alden 

Wily 2011; Borras and Franco 2013; Cotula et al 2009; Chu 2011; Li 2011). In fact, 

one of the criticisms of earlier reports on the impact that land grabbing was having 

on rural people in Africa, being pushed by NGOs, civil society groups, 

environmentalists and the media was the oversimplification of the impacts as 

entirely negative for rural livelihoods (Borras et al 2013; Cotula 2013; Oya 2013; 

Vermeulen and Cotula 2010).  

 

That is not a criticism that is unmerited. Reading most of the headlines in 

newspapers and reports from activist groups, one would have been led to believe 
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that in terms of the impact of land grabbing on the livelihoods of rural people in 

Africa, it was all negative. For example, in a report by the Sustainable 

Development Institute (SDI) a subsidiary of Friends of the Earth in Liberia, it was 

reported that the arrival of the Sime Darby land concession in western Liberia was 

on the premise that the land was empty of occupiers and available to be used for 

the cultivation of oil palm (Siakor 2012). However, as the bulldozers moved in, it 

began to clear the land of crops planted by rural residents to meet their livelihood 

needs (Siakor 2012). Yet, reading other contributions about the same land 

grabbing episode the narrative is different (Alden Wily 2012; Gilfoy 2014). For 

instance, Gilfoy (2014) presents a more complex view in which the clearing of land 

was conducted after compensating residents for their crops. SDI’s 

oversimplification of the impacts of the loss of the land to Sime Darby as entirely 

negative illustrates the merit of the criticisms of a lot of their activists led reporting 

on land grabbing. 

 

Another example of an oversimplified negative portrayal of the impact of land 

grabbing on rural people’s capacity to meet their livelihood needs was presented 

in the report by the Barcelona based charity GRAIN in 2008. Widely accepted as a 

starting point for most of the early contributors to the debates around the impact of 

land grabbing on livelihoods in rural Africa, the report suggested that the increase 

in the transfer of control of farmland in rural Africa to foreigners was in response to 

global food insecurity (GRAIN 2008). One of the main conclusions of the report 

was that for rural people whose capacity to provide the basic necessities for their 

survival was tied to the land, losing the land meant that they had limited or no 

sustainable livelihood options (GRAIN 2008). The report also concluded that the 

fact that their livelihoods were already precarious to say the least, losing control 

over land on which they depended to meet their livelihood needs would push them 

further into poverty (GRAIN 2008).  

 

There were, and still are, a number of criticisms of the narratives that were offered 

in the early stages of the debate on land grabbing impacts on rural people, 

particularly their livelihoods. Firstly, it was argued that the narratives seemed to 

further the objectives of activists and civil society groups (Hall et al 2015). This is 

because most of the early narratives of the negative impacts of land grabbing in 
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Africa were offered by activists who had an interest in seeing the land deals 

stopped (Borras and Franco 2013; Kaba and Madan 2014; Larder 2015; Moreda 

2015). By portraying the deals, simplistically, as entirely negative in terms of the 

impact on the livelihoods of rural people, those commentators had at their core the 

desire to stop the land deals for the multiple reasons they had, including protecting 

the environment (Gilfoy 2014; Kandel 2017; Larder 2015).  

 

Secondly, the methods adopted for the gathering of evidence were referred to as 

rushed or quick and dirty, which failed to capture endogenous voices of those 

affected by the land deals (Edelman et al 2013; Oya 2013; Scoones et al 2013). 

The suggestion was that activists already had predefined objectives and potential 

outcomes of their researches and only travelled to hot spots of reported land 

grabbing in an effort to validate the narratives that they wanted to further (Edelman 

2013; Oya 2013). Basically, due to the aims and objectives of those making 

contributions, they presented the impact of land grabbing on the livelihoods of rural 

people in Africa in an oversimplified manner that suited their objectives (Corson et 

al 2015; Edelman and Borras 2016; Gingembre 2015). 

 

Notwithstanding, the early reports of land grabbing, whilst controversial in a lot of 

ways and having been heavily criticised by others, provided for those coming after 

a starting point in developing a clearer understanding of what was going on, who 

was being affected, how they were impacted and what could be done to remedy 

the situations (Borras et al 2012; Cotula 2013; Larder 2015; Oya 2013). Clearly, 

there were many gaps in terms of the methods used in those early researches and 

the resulting reports. There were also gaps in terms of the capturing of 

endogenous voices of those who had been affected by the deals. Gaps also 

existed in terms of the rigour, ethical considerations, positionality and analytical 

approaches needed to capture valid and robust datasets which could be relied on 

to enhance our understanding of the impact that land grabbing had on the 

livelihoods of rural Africans (Edelman 2013; Oya 2013).  
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3.2.1. Large-scale land deals creates jobs in rural Africa 

 

Proponents of large-scale land grabs have long suggested that the development of 

large swathes of rural African land for plantations could have rural development 

and economic benefits for those communities (Boamah 2014; Borras and Franco 

2013; Cotula 2013; Larder 2015; Moreda 2015). One of the ways they argue that 

this could be achieved is through the provision of wage employment opportunities 

on the plantations for those who were once totally reliant on subsistence farming 

livelihoods (Cotual et al 2009; Davis et al 2014; Mathews 2007; Negash and 

Swinnen 2013). Furthermore, because those using the land for subsistence 

purposes would not be able to do so due to the converted use of the land, the 

employment opportunities available could compensate for the loss of subsistence 

livelihoods tied to the land (Gilfoy 2014; Lisk 2013; McMichael 2013). 

 

It was further argued that the investments into land, could contribute to the 

improvement of livelihood options for rural Africans (Lisk 2013; Mathews 2007). 

For instance, Lisk (2013) suggests that investors would bring expert knowledge 

and modern technology which could transform agricultural activities in rural 

communities and contribute to multiple livelihood opportunities. Borras and Franco 

(2013) also discussed how the jobs being created as a result of new technology 

and foreign land grabs was seen by proponents of large-scale land deals as a way 

of augmenting subsistence farming livelihoods for some rural residents who kept 

some of their land in the midst of a foreign land grab.  

 

It is not just jobs created on the plantations that have been mentioned as being a 

positive impact of land grabbing on livelihoods. For example, Ben Richardson 

argued that having the Illovo concession in Zambia created some job opportunities 

off-farm as well (Richardson 2010). According to Richardson, having the Illovo 

concession in the area contributed to the creation of other industries established 

with the aim of catering to the needs of the concession (2010). Examples of these 

could include financial institutions like banks opening in the area to pay employees 

of the concession (Gilfoy 2014). It could also include convenient shops, schools 

and health centres, all catering to the needs of those employed by the land 

concession (Gilfoy 2014; Richardson 2010). The argument that large-scale 
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concessions indirectly contributed to off-farm jobs was echoed in other studies too 

(Cotula 2013; Mathews 2007; Mutopo and Chiweshe 2014; Nyantakyi-Frimpong 

and Bezner Kerr 2017; Suhardiman et al 2015; Vicol 2017; Von Braun and 

Suseela 2017).  

 

In addition to the jobs created on concession land and those created off-farm to 

cater to the needs of the concession, Martha Negash and Johan Swinnen also 

found that large-scale land deals created self-employment opportunities for rural 

people in two districts in Ethiopia (Negash and Swinnen 2013). Using the case 

study of a company who offered contract farming in Wolayta and Gomo Gofa 

districts in southern Ethiopia by distributing castor seeds to over 10,000 farm 

households in 2008, they found that the impact of land grabbing on the livelihoods 

of rural people in Wolayta and Gomo Gofa districts was experienced differently 

across groups (Negash and Swinnen 2013). In the conclusion of their research, 

they argue that food security significantly improved, by 25%, for those rural 

residents who were participants in the contract farming scheme ran by the 

company. This, they argue offset the losses experienced by diverting some of their 

land to cultivating castor seeds. Their findings furthered the argument that large-

scale land grabs could create jobs for those in rural places where the phenomenon 

operated. In the case of Negash and Swinnen (2013) it was self-employment 

through contract farming. Farmers also received all the necessary imports and 

then allocated a portion of their land to castor production and pay the company 

back in castor seeds at agreed prices. Whilst studies like this and the others above 

presented evidence of the employment potential of large-scale land deals, there 

are those on the other side of the debate. 

 

3.2.2. Employment opportunities are inadequate 

 

The notion that large-scale land deals by foreign investors creates jobs within the 

rural places where they operate is accepted by many in the literature (Carmody 

and Taylor 2016; Cotula 2013; Hall 2011; Li 2011; Moreda 2015). In fact, in a lot of 

the studies available on the impact that land grabbing had on the livelihoods of 

rural communities in Africa, it is accepted that concessionaires do create jobs 

(Gilfoy 2014; Larder 2015; McMichael 2013; Richardson 2010; Ryan 2017). 
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Furthermore, some of those whose livelihoods had been impacted by the grabs do 

become employees of the companies (Gilfoy 2014; Oberlack et al 2016). However, 

in most cases, there is a surge in the number of jobs, both short-term and long-

term, that are available when the operations are initiated but these soon faze out 

over time (Hall et al 2017; Oberlack et al 2016). As Cotula (2013) argues, in most 

cases, the initial arrival of a land grabber is accompanied by a number of 

temporary jobs like those clearing the plantations or planting the new crops on the 

land. Once the initial need for their labour had passed, a lot of those on temporary 

contracts then have to find new livelihood activities (Boamah 2014; Cotula 2013; 

Woodhouse 2012). This becomes difficult without access to land that was awarded 

to concessionaires (Borras and Franco 2013; Cotula 2013; Hall et al 2017). 

 

There are a lot of reasons for this. Some argue that it is the modernisation of 

agriculture on the plantation which means the land is needed and not the labour 

(Hall et al 2015; Li 2011). For Ben Richardson, using the case of Illovo in Zambia, 

it was the fact that the company was bringing in a lot of skilled expats workers and 

only using those rural people it had displaced from the land as causal unskilled 

workers or smallholder farmers (Richardson 2010).  Either way, the literature is 

clear that the number of jobs that are promised by large-scale land grabbers prior 

to taking over full control of the land and displacing many, are not delivered once 

the projects are fully operational (Borras and Franco 2013; Cotula 2013; Oberlack 

et al 2016; Richardson 2010; Woodhouse 2012). As a result of this, most of those 

rural residents who lost access to the land would have to find new livelihood 

activities to mitigate the loss of subsistence farmland and, lack of access to the 

new wage economy (Cotula 2013; Gingembre 2015; Larder 2015; Murphy et al 

2017). Evidence exists that suggests that charcoal production is one of those 

options that they turn to (Boamah 2014; Kebebe and Shibru 2017; Kouami et al 

2009). 

 

Another theme related to the impact of land grabbing on livelihoods of rural 

communities is the fact that for those who are fortunate to have employment with 

the company, their wages were not commensurate to the income they earned from 

their subsistence livelihood activities (Ansoms 2011; Boamah and Overa 2016; 

Carmody and Taylor 2016; Mutopo and Chiweshe 2014). Throughout the literature 
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there are examples of cases in Africa where those employed by concessionaires 

were paid sums that did not meet their livelihood needs. For example, as Olivier 

De Schutter demonstrated in his study based on evidence from Eastern and 

Southern Africa, rural people employed as wage labourers within large-scale land 

deals are paid lower than subsistence wages, and without legal protection (De 

Schutter 2011).  

 

3.2.3. Land grabbing restricts rural livelihood options 

 

Another key theme in the literature regarding the impact that land grabbing had on 

rural livelihoods was the restrictions that losing the land put on livelihood options of 

those affected (Cotula and Vermeulen 2009; Gilfoy 2014; Hall et al 2017; Lyons 

and Westoby 2014; Oberlack et al 2016; Owadi et al 2010). For example, Murphy 

et al (2017) reported in their study that respondents who participated in their 

research claimed that their livelihoods had been adversely impacted, pushing 

them further into poverty. Many of the people mentioned that due to restrictions on 

what livelihood activities they could be involved in, they resulted to temporary 

solutions like cultivating neighbours' land or small-scale market activities including 

selling labour and becoming domestic helpers (Murphy et al 2017). Some 

residents also told stories of resorting to ‘multiple modes of livelihood’ strategies 

as a result of the scarcity in land (p.692). Similar outcomes were reported in a 

previous study by Burns et al (2010) where the loss of land led to some residents 

adopting shifting between crops cultivated as a strategy to maintain the 

productivity of the available land.  

 

The research by Dell'Angelo et al (2017) also suggests that land grabbing 

restricted the sustainable livelihood options that rural communities affected by the 

phenomenon had. Focusing on both land and water grabbing, they highlighted the 

relationship between large-scale land acquisition and sustainable development 

agendas. Dell'Angelo et al (2017) argue that the restrictions that land grabbing put 

on the livelihood options of rural communities meant that they had to resort to less 

sustainable means to meet their livelihood needs. Those less sustainable ways 

affected both the socioeconomic capacity of people and the environment. A key 
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strength of their work was embedding land grabbing within sustainable 

development debates was a novel contribution by the study.  

 

Arguing that land grabs are a result of ecological scarcity, Carmody and Taylor 

(2016) suggested that land grabs disrupted the livelihoods of rural people in two 

regions in Uganda. In their work, they used an oil palm plantation in Bugala Island, 

Karamoja and Teso Rregions in the north of Uganda to argue that the impact of 

land grabbing on livelihoods were the destruction of crops and the erosion of 

livelihood options available to affected communities prior to the arrival of the 

grabbers. This, they argue led residents on Bugala Island in Uganda to adopt 

other livelihood activities like fishing (Carmody and Taylor 2016). Their study is 

significant to understanding the impacts of land grabbing on livelihoods because it 

analysed the impacts of the exclusion of people from the land for the production of 

oil palm to meet global demand. Interestingly their analysis drew comparisons 

between the new wave of land grabbing and land grabbing during colonisation in 

Africa in the 1900s. Their work is also significant because it was contextualised 

and captured endogenous voices of affected people.  

 

Another study with evidence of the restrictions that land grabbing put on livelihood 

choices is by Lorenzo Cotula and Sonja Vermeulen in 2009. Using Ethiopia, 

Ghana, Madagascar and Mali as case studies, they argued that in countries such 

as Mali, where there is scarcity in suitable land, even small allocations of land to 

land grabbers could have repercussions for rural livelihoods (Cotula and 

Vermeulen 2009). These include restricting access to arable land and by 

extension to the livelihood activities that communities were accustomed to. 

Significantly, Cotula and Vermeulen (2009) called for smallholder farms over large-

scale land deals, because they believe that it could help mitigate the threats of 

losing the land and subsistence livelihoods tied to the use of the land.  

 

For his part, Franklyn Lisk provided further examples of the negative restrictive 

impact that land grabbing had on the production of food and livelihoods in rural 

African communities (Lisk 2013). According to Lisk (2013), the evidence that he 

had seen suggested that so far smallholder farmers were vulnerable to 

dispossession and displacement, whist subsistence farmers were increasingly 
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being threatened with increased scarcity of land and food insecurity. Lisk called for 

a balancing act in mitigating the potential fallouts from the increasing transfer of 

control over rural African land from smallholder and subsistence farmers to foreign 

investments (Lisk 2013). The fact that land grabbing had similar impacts on the 

livelihoods of subsistence as well as smallholder farmers was also suggested in 

other studies (Ansoms 2013; Chinsinga et al 2013; Davis et al 2014; Edelman 

2013).  

 

In their contribution to the evidence on restriction on livelihood options, Davis et al 

(2014) provided a quantification of the number of people whose livelihoods and 

livelihood options were impacted negatively by large-scale land acquisition. 

According to their findings, the impact included lost livelihoods and it varied 

contextually from one country or rural place to another. In their findings they argue 

that Gabon, Liberia, Mozambique, Sierra Leone and South Sudan/Sudan, were 

those in Africa whose citizens lost most income due to land grabbing (Davis et al 

2014). Like Cotula and Vermeulen (2009), their work suggested that countries in 

West Africa were particularly more vulnerable to negative impacts of land grabbing 

on livelihoods including restrictions on the kinds of livelihood activities that they 

could engage in. For example, they argued that Liberia with 11% of its citizens 

losing their income as a result of land grabbing was the country with the highest 

percentage of its population losing income. Whilst their study is quantitative and 

seemed to cater to all citizens and not just those in rural places, they provided a 

stark appreciation of the negative impacts of land grabbing on livelihoods. 

 

It was also suggested in the literature that one of the ways that land grabbing 

restricted the livelihood options of rural people was by its impact on the 

environment through soil degrading from chemicals (Cotula et al 2014; Davies et 

al 2014). Large-scale agricultural plantation projects usually use a lot of fertilizers 

for the purpose of improving the output of their crops (Davies et al 2014; Rulli and 

D'Odorico 2013; Von Braun and Suseela 2017). Over time, this can have 

detrimental environmental impacts on the soil (Davis et al 2014). It can also have 

negative outcomes for water supplies for rural people. This could mean that they 

are unable to use rivers and streams for fishing because of the loss of biodiversity 

from the chemicals from the fertilizers (Rulli and D'Odorico 2013; Von Braun and 
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Suseela 2017). That could put a restriction on their ability to continue to engage in 

traditional livelihood activities like fishing or drinking water from rivers and streams. 

If the chemicals affected the soil, as Davis et al (2014) argue, it could affect the 

kinds of crops that rural people could grow on their land and therefore affect their 

livelihood options. It could also affect different groups in those communities 

differently (Cotula 2013; Davis et al 2014). 

 

3.2.4. Land grabbing and gender livelihood disparities  

 

Scattered across the literature are mentions of the gendered dimension of the 

impact of land grabbing on rural peoples’ livelihoods in Africa (Behrman et al 2012; 

Chu 2011; Daley and Pallas 2013; Ryan 2017; Verma 2014). These take into 

consideration long standing cultural practices which favoured male leadership over 

women (Ryan 2017; Verma 2014). However, in most of those studies where there 

have been mentions of the negative impacts of land grabbing on women more 

than men, they have only done that, mention it without giving a full analysis of the 

complexities of the gendered dynamics of land access for women in rural African 

communities and, by extension, their livelihood options (Borras and Franco 2010; 

Chu 2011; Cotula et al 2009; Cotula 2013; De Schutter 2009). One study that 

made an attempt to rectify that was by Ritu Verma (2014). She provided some 

evidence to enhance our understanding of the fact that women experienced loss of 

livelihood options as a result of land grabbing differently to men. Utilising a feminist 

political ecological research method, Verma (2014) argued that instead of 

voluntary codes, legislations must be brought in to address the gender imbalance. 

For example, she argues that under current rural traditions, women do not acquire 

much of the compensations received as a result of loss of access to land (Verma 

2014). She suggests that as a result some women faced landlessness and stark 

livelihood options like sex work. The scepticisms about the effectiveness of 

voluntary codes were also argued by Champagne (2013), Colchester (2016) and 

Engle (2011). 

 

Another study that provided some detailed analysis of how women experiences of 

land grabbing were more difficult than their male counterparts was by Caitlin Ryan.  

She argues that whilst there were gender impacts of land deals, it must be 
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contextualised (Ryan 2017). One of the key findings of her work was the impact of 

land grabbing on livelihoods in terms of division of labour in households and on 

subsistence farms. Citing arguments made by Daley and Pallas (2013), she 

argues that land grabbing impacted and shaped women's economic and livelihood 

options within rural communities. For example, Ryan documented the voices of 

women who said that as a result of the loss of the land, they could not access 

firewood as they used to and had to travel long distances from their homes to buy 

firewood and charcoal (Ryan 2017). In the context of my research, Ryan’s study is 

significant for a few reasons. First, it provides evidence of the gender disparities of 

the impact of land grabbing. Secondly, it was conducted in Sierra Leone – a 

neighbouring country to Liberia, with similar rural traditions. Finally, her research 

sought to privilege endogenous voices, something that I will be doing in my 

research.  

 

The contribution of customary and traditional power structures in rural places in 

Africa, in the midst of land grabbing, adversely impacts on the livelihood options 

and economic participation for women in rural communities (Daley and Pallas 

2013; Chu 2011; Ryan 2017; Verma 2014). This is particularly analysed in terms 

of the patriarchy, which favours male linage over women in terms of land 

ownership. The suggestion is that due to the restrictions that customary land 

tenures put on women's rights to land in rural communities, when land becomes 

scarce as a result of land grabbing, available land is first distributed to the men 

and whatever is left is then shared with women (Haywood et al 2008; Ryan 2017; 

Verma 2014). This makes women's livelihood activities more difficult as some 

women without land having to travel far away from home to find available land, 

exposing them to sexual and other physical violence (Daley and Palls 2013; Izumi 

2007; Knight et al 2012; Ryan 2017).  

 

3.3. Land grabbing erodes power of affected rural communities 
 

Land grabbing in Africa has a profound impact on the power relationships between 

rural people, between rural people and political elites who facilitate the land grabs 

for their own benefits and, between rural people and land grabbers (Franco et al 

2013; Gingembre 2015; Larder 2015; Wolford et al 2013). The ‘control’ 
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characteristic of land grabbing was discussed at length in Chapter Two of this 

thesis. Foreign investments into land in Africa seek to take control over the land 

(Borras et al 2012; Cotula 2013; Vicol 2017). It is essentially about the transfer of 

control over the use of the land from rural people who may have used the land for 

centuries, to capital investors (Borras et al 2012; Verma 2014). In the context of 

this research power is the ability of rural people to influence decisions related to 

the land (Alden Wily 2012; Borras et al 2012; Cotula 2013; Gilfoy 2014). It will be 

used interchangeably with control and agency throughout this chapter and the 

thesis. 

 

3.3.1. Loss of control over land and associated resources 

 

When the land deals are signed, the power to decide what the land will be used for 

is transferred from rural communities who had been using the land to the land 

grabbers (Baglioni and Gibbon 2013; Cotula 2013; Vicol 2017). In Africa, with a 

long history of customary administration of land, this can restructure the power 

relationships between some residents and local elites (Peemans 2014). In most of 

the cases, as Liz Alden Wily has documented in multiple studies on the legal 

instruments that African governments use to facilitate their transfer of control over 

land in rural communities to foreign investors, chiefs and elders in rural 

communities would have tribal titles which are basically users’ rights and not 

actual ownership of the land as it might be in western cultures (Alden Wily 2001, 

2011, 2012). As a result, once there are scarcities of land due to transfer of control 

of large swathes of rural land, chiefs and elders; with limited power become 

embroiled in conflicts with residents who see them as powerless due to their 

inability to act against the land grabbing.  

 

Furthermore, when the new owners of the land take over their land, they usually 

implement new control and governance structures over the land, which often 

precipitates the loss of power over the land by those residents who once had 

control (Anseeuw 2013; Baglioni and Gibbon 2013; Peters 2013). In these cases, 

argues Anseeuw (2013), exclusions from the land or restrictions on what could be 

done on the land, limits the capacity of residents in those rural communities 

affected by land grabbing to influence the way the land is used. That creates 
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unequal power relationships. Another example of a study that provides evidence of 

the implementation of new control and governance structures is found in the paper 

by Kristens Lyons and Peter Westoby in 2014. They argue that the Norwegian 

conservation company Green Resources grabbed forest land in Bukaleba and 

Kachung in Uganda and excluded residents from the land, limiting their control 

over how they would use the forest resources on the land. This, they argue, 

restructured the power over the land from those who had lived on the land for 

centuries to the foreign investors (Lyons and Westoby 2014). Their findings 

highlight the impact of land grabbing on the restructuring of rural African power 

structures over land (Lyons and Westoby 2014). 

 

For his part, Huggins (2014) argues that land grabbing was essentially about 

'control grabbing'. Huggins co-opted Borras et al (2012) definition of control 

grabbing to present his argument that in Rwanda, the government was facilitating 

the disempowerment of rural people and restructuring of rural power relationships 

by limiting their control over land through multiple land deals to foreign investors. 

Huggins went even further to argue that it was not only their loss of control over 

decisions over land that they once had access to, but over their own labour; as the 

government was offering their labour as incentives to would-be land grabbers 

interested in investing in land in Rwanda (Huggins 2014). 

 

The restructuring of power relations as a result of land grabbing in rural Africa is 

direct and indirect (Rulli and D'Odorico 2013). This is because the restructuring of 

control is not just over the land but other associated resources (Dell'Angelo et al 

2017; Rulli and D'Odorico 2013; Von Braun and Suseela 2017). These other 

resources could include water or forest resources (Murphy et al 2017). These 

could be tied to the particular land deal or sometimes to land that are not even a 

part of the actual land area covered by the land grab. In terms of direct impacts, 

according to Skinner and Cotula (2011), land deals offered to foreign investors 

usually include water resources whose control would automatically transfer from 

rural residents affected by the grab to the grabbers as part of negotiations. Other 

times the grab is actually not for the land but for the water resources (Larder 

2015). In those cases, it is explicit, or close to being explicit, that the grab is for the 

purposes of gaining the power to use the water resources as they please, 
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excluding those who once had control of the decision-making in term of what the 

water sources could be used for (Fisher 2011; Larder 2015; Vidal 2010).  

 

Relatedly, Woodhouse and Ganho (2011) argued that control over water 

resources, including underground water was a significant component of land deals 

but these were not widely reported in scholarly literature on land grabbing in 

Africa. Using data from 11 Sub-Saharan African countries, they argue in a 

conference paper in 2011, that giving the water thirsty crops that are proposed to 

be cultivated on the land that is grabbed in rural African places, there is an 

inherent expectation that water were being grabbed with the land, taking control 

away from rural communities (Woodhouse and Ganho 2011). Their argument was 

that when the land was taken, the water was taken for the purposes of being used 

to feed the crops being grown on the land. However, they argue that not many 

academic studies were addressing the loss of control over water resources as a 

result of land grabbing (Woodhouse and Ganho 2011). For Woodhouse and 

Ganho (2011) they were making a call to action for researchers to engage more 

with the underlining water grabs taking place within the framework of land 

grabbing in Africa, particularly how powers over water were also being 

restructured in rural African communities as a result of the phenomenon.  

 

In other examples from Senegal presented by Faye et al (2011) and Kaag et al 

(2011), there were reports of land grabs that led to the restructuring of control over 

water resources. They also touched on the fact that control over water resources 

could be lost through pollution. Losing their power to decide how the land would be 

used meant that their power over the quality of their water supply was also lost. 

According to the studies, in Ross Bethio, the land grabbers were explicitly 

interested because of the water resources available for irrigation for their crops. 

The land grabbed, was on the River Senegal (Kaag et al 2011). In taking over the 

land, the land grabbers, in their view, restructured the power relations between the 

original controllers and the land and water resources. 

 

A study on the indirect impact on residents’ capacity to control associated 

resources was conducted by Arduino et al (2012). Serena Arduino and colleagues 

from the Milan based organisation, Cooperazione Rurale in Africa e America 
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Latina (ACRA) found out, whilst conducting field surveys in Iringa District in 

Tanzania, that the water from the Mnyolo and Tove springs in the district were 

being contaminated by activities of a land grab in another district – Makete – 

where the springs originated (Arduino et al 2012). Their work presented another 

example of the impact of land grabbing on the loss of control over water 

resources. For the over 45,000 residents who relied on the water from the springs, 

they lost their control over the quality of their water supply due to a land grab that 

was not even operating in their district.  

 

3.3.2. Loss of control over in-migration 

 

Power structures in rural communities in Africa were for years controlled by chiefs 

and elders (Alden Wily 2012; Boamah 2014; Cotula 2013; Gilfoy 2014). Their 

powers have been gradually eroded or restructured as a result of land grabbing (El 

Hadary and Obeng-Odoom 2012; Gilfoy 2014). One of the ways that land grabbing 

impacts on power of rural people is through the erosion of control over the 

movement of people. The movement of people from one region to another in 

search of work within rural spaces have been documented (Baglioni and Gibbon 

2013; Daemane 2012; Hall 2011; Peters 2013; Richardson 2010). Those moving 

would have been welcomed into their new homeland by rural chiefs and elders 

within those spaces (Boas 2012; Corriveau-Bourque 2010). For example, as 

McGovern (2012) argues, in rural Liberia, the stranger father role was a very 

sacred role in the context of strangers settling into their communities. The stranger 

father would serve as the guarantor for the character and actions of the new arrival 

until such a time that they are fully integrated into their new surroundings. 

However, as a result of land grabbing and the transfer of control over the land to 

land grabbers, traditional controls over in-migration such as the stranger father 

practice were eroded as the decisions on who comes and goes were made by 

land grabbers. 

 

Similarly, in a survey article, Oya (2012) argues that land grabs had direct impact 

on the control on the movement of people in rural places by increasing the 

recruitment of seasonal migrant workers to work on plantations under land 

concessions as a means of reducing costs. Although the focus of the paper was 
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on the state of contract farming in Africa, his research found that land grabs were 

contributing to the in-migration of workers from other parts of a country into spaces 

where large-scale land had been acquired by foreign capital (Oya 2012). This 

meant that traditional leaderships within those rural places did not have the power 

any longer to control who moved into their towns and villages. This is also true for 

in-migration from other countries. Evidence shows that the loss of control by 

former rural administrators over who moves into rural places affected by land 

grabbing in Africa, extends beyond the in-migration of workers from other regions 

within their countries (Lemu 2019; Richardson 2010). Evidence exists to suggest 

that some large-scale land deals bring expatriate workers with them from 

nationalities outside of the country where they are operating (Cotula 2013; Lemu 

2019; Richardson 2010).  

 

The loss of control over the movement of people is not restricted to in-migration 

but extends to out-migration. In a study by Nyantakyi-Frimpong and Bezner Kerr 

(2017) conducted with landless farmers, they found that they migrated out of 

Jongorro in Ghana’s Upper-West region to places in the south of the country in 

search of livelihood opportunities. Accepting that migration from the north to the 

south in search of livelihood opportunities had been occurring in Northern Ghana 

prior to the recent increase in land grabbing, they argue that the current 

movements were exacerbated as a result of landlessness linked to land grabbing 

(Nyantakyi-Frimpong and Bezner Kerr 2017). Whereas in the past traditional 

leadership would have a say in some of those decisions to move, due to land 

grabbing and the need for alternative livelihoods, affected people were making 

those decisions for themselves (Nyantakyi-Frimpong and Bezner Kerr 2017). 

Moving away like is mentioned above or the loss of control by traditional leaders 

have contributed to notions of those affected being victims and passive; narratives 

that will be discussed next. 

 

3.3.3. Passive rural Africans 

 

Another of the major themes in the literature on the impact of land grabbing on 

power relations in rural Africa is the oversimplified and perceived lack of agency of 

those affected by land grabbing (GRAIN 2008; Hall et al 2015; Siakor 2012). 
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However, to understand the discussion in the literature about the lack of agency 

within rural communities as it relates to the land that they had lost control over, 

one had to understand the history of relations between rural Africans and the land 

starting prior to colonisation and the division of Africa by European powers. Land 

in most parts of Africa prior to the late 1800s and early 1900s, when the European 

powers began to divide up Africa, was administered under straight customary 

practices (Alden Wily 2011, 2012; Amanor 2008; Guannu 1983; Ollennu 1962). 

Amanor (2008) even went as far as documenting agreements between sovereign 

powers on the Gold Coast and the British Crown in guaranteeing access to large 

swathes of land for oil palm production.  

 

One of the ways that Africans were dispossessed of their customary ownership of 

the land during colonial periods was through the adoption of the Marshall ruling in 

the U.S. Supreme Court in 1823 (Alden Wily 2012). Chief Justice Marshall ruled 

that Indian natives whilst using the land could not sell it to developers (Alden Wily 

2012). His main argument was that by virtue of conquest the conquerors became 

owners of the land. The use of the Marshall ruling was followed by the introduction 

of European laws and property norms to land acquisition (Alden Wily 2012). In a 

previous study, Alden Wily suggests that Africans aided the process of 

dispossession by beliefs and practices that land was not owned by a person but 

the community. Referring to it as the communalism of land, it made it easy for 

colonisers to justify their grab by saying that the land was unowned (Alden Wily 

2007). Even in places where there were no European colonisers, such as Liberia, 

freed slaves, referred to by some as black colonisers were eroding customary land 

rights through initially protectorate arrangements and later taking land by use of 

force (Akpan 1973). As reported by Neil Hahn (2012) through interviews with key 

informants in Liberia and consulting secondary data, the Firestone land deal was a 

grab of over 1 million acres of land for a U.S. company to grow rubber in Liberia. 

The land was taken from local people without their consent (Akpan 1973; Alden 

Wily 2007; Chalk 1967; Ghoshal 1974; Hahn 2012; Mitman 2016; Siakor 2012). 

These and other examples help to portray those affected by the old wave of land 

grabbing as passive and victims, categorisations that extended to the 

decolonisation periods. 
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From the 1950s and onward, many colonial controls over African land were 

ending. And, the ease with which the colonial control over rural African land was 

replaced by political elites suggested that rural people lacked agency (Alden Wily 

2012). Political elites were either those installed by the departing colonisers to 

maintain the status quo or radicals whom, once they had achieved power began to 

facilitate land grabbing for their own benefits at the detriment of rural residents 

(Alden Wily 2012; Chu 2011). Later, as Liz Alden Wily argues, laws were rewritten 

by political elites in African capital cities to dispossess rural land by claiming that 

the lands were those of the government and that only they could manage the land 

for the good of all (Alden Wily 2007, 2011, 2012). In her 2012 essay, she argues 

that in 1956, in Liberia, then President, William V.S. Tubman reworded the land 

laws to reduce rural titles agreed in 1926 to lawful occupancy and use, not 

ownership (Alden Wily 2012).   

 

Liz Alden Wily's works are relevant to the argument that rural people lack agency 

and have been made passive by the disempowering force of land grabbing. Her 

work illustrates that it is not the lack of agency to react on the part of rural Africans 

but a lack of understanding of what is going on (Alden Wily 2011, 2012). Years of 

violent colonial rule had contributed to rural Africans perceived lack of reactions to 

land grabbing, even as it extended to political elites. Furthermore, Alden Wily's 

works highlight that within the new legal frameworks, land grabbing was not 

necessarily illegal as it had been argued in the early studies (Alden Wily 2012). It 

was legal, which could explain why rural people were reluctant to react to 

dispossession. If the transfer of control over the land was legal, then not reacting 

was not necessarily being passive but obeying the legal instruments that gave the 

government the rights to allocate the land as they saw fit (Alden Wily 2011, 2012). 

 

The above is crucial to understand why most of the earlier engagements with land 

grabbing in Africa portrayed rural communities as homogenous and passive actors 

whose agency had been eroded and needed restoration (Vermeulen and Cotula 

2010; GRAIN 2008; ILC 2011; Mittal 2009; Siakor 2012). It is also crucial to 

understand why some of the latest contributions to the discussions about how rural 

Africans are experiencing the land grabbing phenomenon portray those affected 

by the land deals as needing help from exogenous actors including international 
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development organisations, academics and international political institutions 

(Behrman et al 2012; Cotula et al 2014; Daley and Pallas 2013; Unruh 2009; 

Verma 2014; Vermeulen and Cotula 2010).  

 

3.3.4. Political reactions from below to land grabbing in Africa 

 

The portrayal of affected rural African communities as passive and victims who 

lack agency to react to land grabbing, as discussed in the precious section, is 

being challenged by a growing number of studies (Borras et al 2008; Bush and 

Martiniello 2017; Gingembre 2015; Hall et al 2015; Iff and Joras 2015; Larder 

2015; Moreda 2015). Engagements with literature on agrarian change, 

development studies and rural geography have documented evidence of peasants 

and rural peoples’ resistance to external influences on changes taking place within 

their communities, which undermines the simplistic notion in some of the literature 

that rural people affected by land grabbing are passive victims who lack agency 

(Edelman and Borras 2016; Goodwin et al 2001; Hall et al 2015; Hobsbawm 1971; 

Moreda 2015; Tilly 1986).  

 

Lately, studies have documented the varied and complex nature of reactions to 

land grabbing from below (Edelman et al 2013; White et al 2013; Wolford et al 

2013).  Within the African context specifically, one of those is Mathilde Gingembre, 

who, in 2015 analysed local resistance to a land deal in Madagascar. She 

illustrated how local people formed an alliance with local and national elites as well 

as international actors with interests in halting the deal to reshape the issues and 

decision making around whether or not the deal would go ahead (Gingembre 

2015). Gingembre argued that because some elites within in the alliance had 

expert knowledge, they were able to interpret both national laws and international 

regulations to the benefit of the alliance and succeeded in halting the land deal 

(Gingembre 2015). She also demonstrated in her study some of the contentions 

that existed within the alliance as people competed over which agenda should 

have priority. 

 

Her findings and analysis explore the process by which one rural municipality 

managed to influence the State into temporarily halting the land extension of a 
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large-scale biofuel project in an agro-pastoral area of the country (Gingembre 

2015). Gingembre’s work is relevant to the discussions around power and control 

in the mist of land grabbing because it captured endogenous voices of those within 

the rural areas researched to tell their stories of resistance and reactions from 

below.  Furthermore, her work showcased the exercise of agency by rural 

residents affected by land grabbing in Madagascar. Her work undermined some of 

the notions that rural residents affected by land grabbing were passive and lacked 

agency. Gingembre's work also illustrated that rural residents exhibited agency in 

collaborating with actors with mutual agendas to further their cause (Gingimbre 

2015). 

 

One of the criticisms that could be levelled at those reporting that affected 

communities are passive and victims without agency is the fact that in cases 

where violent protests or conflicts do not ensue as a result of resistance to land 

grabbing, they are not seen as reactions (Hall et al 2015). This echoes the work of 

Nicolette Larder. She argues that in terms of the way and the reasons for reacting 

to land deals, not all reactions are against land deals. In her findings, sometimes 

affected people in rural communities mobilise, seek allies and demand to be 

incorporated into the land deals, which are overlooked by the oversimplification of 

rural people as lacking agency (Larder 2015). Based on research conducted in 

Malibya in Mali, West Africa, Larder demonstrates how local rice farmers sought to 

be integrated into the project instead of against it (Larder 2015). She also 

undermines the notion that rural people are always passive and victims. Those 

interviewed for her research suggested that the language and narrative used by 

civil society, NGOs and activists to frame the land deals as ‘land grabbing’ was not 

aligned to their appreciation of the situation. As a result, she was able to highlight 

the voices of the farmers, who would never consider the project as a ‘land grab’, 

while on the other hand, international and national  social movement groups 

claimed it was a land grabbing case and sought to stop it (Larder 2015).  

 

Another example of evidence of reactions to land grabbing from below and which 

further undermines the oversimplification of the experiences of affected 

communities of land grabbing, was presented by FIAN (2012) which highlighted 

the Chikweti forestry project in the northern province of Niassa in Mozambique. 
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Their findings presented an interesting case which illustrated a complex response 

by rural people to large-scale land investments. Their response was neither for nor 

against land deals, but rather squarely in the category of struggles within land 

deals. FIAN (2012) presented a case of social groups in a rural community 

demanding that they get more jobs within the land grab as well as some continued 

access to their plots for subsistence livelihoods (FIAN 2012).  

  

For Catherine Corson and colleagues, they suggested that at other times, 

reactions originated among international groups and diffuse to local–national 

levels (Corson et al 2015). However, they argued that the origin of the reaction 

was crucial because it tells us about whose framing would dominate the issues 

and demands including the trajectory of the strategies and objectives of reaction 

campaign. In ethnographic research with civil society organisation representatives 

participating in five of the meetings at the Rio+ 20 UN conference 2012, Corson et 

al (2015) suggested that in most cases the origins of the reactions in rural African 

communities were from exogenous actors seeking to stop land grabs. Whilst not 

suggesting that rural people lacked agency, their conclusions suggested that for 

rural residents to influence the trajectory of reactions, they needed to be the 

initiators of the reactions from below (Corson et al 2015).    

 

Enhancing our understanding of reactions to land deals in geographically remote 

locations in Africa was also highlighted by Martiniello (2015). He presented rural 

reactions to a land deal in northern Uganda where there was a history of 

resistance to the authority of the central state, stretching as far back as colonial 

times. This was a region that was economically and geographically peripheral to 

the Ugandan state (Martiniello 2015). The evidence presented showed how in 

April 2012, between 80 and 100 women from Amuru District in northern Uganda 

stripped naked and block planned evictions from land they claim was rightfully 

theirs. Martiniello suggests that the Ugandan government's attempt to transfer 

control over the land to the Madhvani Group triggered multiple struggles linked to 

the region’s history of resistance to state authority and violence. The diverse forms 

of reactions represent opposition to an imminent dispossession and claims to land 

sovereignty and autonomy (Martiniello 2015).  
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Clearly, rural residents do react to land grabbing from below. This undermines the 

notion in a lot of the earlier reports that rural Africans affected by land grabbing are 

entirely passive or victims. The suggestions above demonstrate that rural 

residents have been reacting to land grabbing for a long time. This has been 

happening even though the legal frameworks in most African countries say that 

land is the property of the state. Having said that, there were limited or a lack of 

appreciation of the generational or gender dynamics of those reacting from below, 

the use of voluntary codes such as the RSPO to facilitate reactions or the role that 

land grabbers might play in mitigating some of the challenges of losing control 

over the land.  

 

3.4. Land grabbing and access to land in rural Africa 
 

Discussions over land rights, ownership and tenure in most African countries 

within the land grabbing literature predominantly refers to access rights or users’ 

rights to land (Alden Wily 2012). In most cases in Africa, as it is well documented 

in numerous studies, rural people do not own the land or have titles to the land in 

terms of the notion of private titles like exists in western countries (Alden Wily 

2011, 2012; Archambault and Zoomers 2015; Botazzi et al 2016). In fact, as was 

mentioned earlier in section 3.3.3, prior to the arrival of colonisers in the late 1800s 

and early 1900s, land resources on the continent were administered not as a 

product or property that one could own (Delville 2000; Gyasi 1994; Lane 2014). It 

was administered as a communally accessible asset and necessity that all 

members of an ethnic group, rural community or other identity alliances could use 

for the sole purpose of meeting their livelihood needs (Bossenbroek and 

Zwarteveen 2014; Delville 2000; Gyasi 1994; Lane 2014). This is referred to as 

customary land tenure (Chu 2011; GRAIN 2008; ILC 2011; Peters 2013; Siakor 

2012). Customary land tenure is the term given to land administration systems that 

most rural African communities operate to express and order ownership, 

possession, and access, and to regulate use and transfer of land within their 

societies (Alden Wily 2011, 2012; El Hadary and Obeng-Odoom 2012; Fairbairn 

2013). On the other hand, as Alden Wily (2012) argues, legally, land in most 

African countries belonged to the government. The lack of understanding on the 

part of rural people that they were mere users of the land, meant that they could 
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not comprehend the concept of exclusion by foreign land grabbers (Delville 2000; 

Gyasi 1994; Lane 2014).  

 

3.4.1. Customary land rights or misunderstood ownership? 

 

There are suggestions in the literature that customary land rights are impacted by 

land grabbing in Africa in different ways (Cotula 2013; Fairbairn 2013). Ghana is 

one country on the continent with strong customary land rights (Boamah 2014; 

Cotula 2013; Cotual et al 2009). In Ghana land is held under stools with ethnic and 

traditional chiefs as custodians (Fairbairn 2013; Alden Wily 2018). At a stretch, 

Mozambique could be mentioned because of the passage of a new land law in 

1997 which had clear stipulations that customary land rights existed and must be 

protected by law (Fairbairn 2013; Norfolk and Tanner 2007). However, even in that 

law, the words used could be interpreted as meaning customary land occupation 

and administration, not direct ownership (Tanner 2010).  

 

According to Cotula et al (2011), there were African countries where customary 

land rights had some form of legal protection. These were not entirely similar and 

implementation when it came to large-scale land deals, varied from rural place to 

rural place. However, according to Cotula et al (2011), Mali (Land Code 2000), 

Mozambique (Land Act 1997), Tanzania (Land Act and Village Land Act 1999) and 

Uganda (Land Act 1998) were all examples of countries with land laws stipulating 

some form of protection of customary land rights. However, as they argue, quoting 

Nhantumbo and Salomao (2010) and Sulle and Nelson (2009), when it involved 

the arrival of large capital investments requiring control of large swathes of land, 

local customary land rights, which should be protected by laws were eroded as 

consultations in most cases only involved village elders and elites, excluding all 

others, who had customary land rights protected by laws (Cotula et al 2011).  

 

Using example from Mozambique, Madeleine Fairbairn, framed the narrative as 

not merely global capital acting upon the landscape of a developing country 

(2013). Relying on previous relevant studies such as Ribot and Peluso (2003), 

Deininger and Byerlee (2010) and Hanlon and Smart (2008), Fairbairn seemed to 

agree with the notion argued by Cotula et al (2011). She argues that by 
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negotiating land deals with village elders and local elites, excluding the entire 

community, land grabbers were eroding customary land rights protected by the 

country’s laws (Fairbairn 2013). In arguing the key role that local elites played in 

facilitating the land grabbers’ erosion of customary land rights in Mozambique, 

Fairbairn argues for the centring of the crucial roles that some local elites play in 

eroding customary land rights. The main point made was that customary land 

rights were eroded by land grabbing in Mozambique.  

 

Relatedly, the interpretation of land laws to suit the purpose of elites contributes to 

the misunderstanding of what rights to the land are protected (Alden Wily 2011, 

2012; Anseeuw 2013; Cotula 2013; El Hadary and Obeng-Odoom 2012; Fairbairn 

2013; Holmen 2015; Paczynska 2016; Verma 2014). This makes it even more 

crucial for an understanding of local governance systems within rural communities 

to adequately assess the impact of the phenomenon on access to and claims over 

land. The attempts that have been made so far to enhance our understanding 

must be commended. As mentioned earlier, one of the main contributors to our 

understanding of the state of customary land rights or ownership in Africa has 

been Liz Alden Wily. In her 2007 report on forest ownership in Liberia, Alden Wily 

asked and answered key questions around forest resources ownership and by 

extension land ownership in Liberia (Alden Wily 2007). Her work highlighted the 

significant gap between understanding of land rights and ownership between rural 

people and political elites (Alden Wily 2007). With the former viewing land as a 

communal asset whilst the latter believed that rural people were only afforded 

squatters' rights to the land. 

 

Alden Wily followed up her work in Liberia with publications in 2011 and 2012 

documenting the non-existence of customary land rights in most Africa countries 

(Alden Wily 2011, 2012). She gave accounts of land administration in rural Africa 

pre-colonisation, during colonisation and post-colonisation to paint a clear picture 

of the shaping and re-shaping of the meaning of customary land rights in Africa. 

Whist these works were based mostly on reviewing land laws from countries in 

Africa, Alden Wily’s contributions helped in positioning the narrative around 

customary land rights on the right path in the context of the new wave of land 

grabbing in Africa. Her work clarified that there were at least two views on land 



3. Socioeconomic impacts of land grabbing in rural Africa 

Page | 66  
 

rights and ownership in most African context, which she suggested contributed to 

different interpretations of who owned the land and how it could be used.  

 

The legality of land deals did not matter to activists and civil society groups (Borras 

et al 2012). This was clear in the numerous reports that early contributors to the 

land grabbing impact on land rights had proffered (GRAIN 2008; ILC 2011; Mittal 

2009). For them, it suited their narrative that land grabbing was a disempowering 

force that eroded rural peoples’ rights to the land beneath their feet through 

violently removing them from the land that they owned (Borras et al 2012; 

Edelman et al 2013; GRAIN 2008; Hall et al 2015). Controlling the narrative 

around the land grabbing debate benefited NGOs in terms of power and being 

able to use their reports to fundraise for their activities (Gilfoy 2014). Most early 

contributors did not try to enhance the understanding of rural people by informing 

them that they did not own the land anymore and that their national governments 

owned the land (Edelman 2013; Oya 2013). They pushed, for their own gains as 

some argued, narratives that rural people's land was being grabbed illegally (Alden 

Wily 2007, 2008, 2011, 2012; Brown 2005; Siakor 2012). 

 

As a result of the polarisation of discussions surrounding what was and what was 

not customary land rights in Africa and how it was or was not being protected, a lot 

of studies on land grabbing accepted that by and large, customary land 

administration which existed in many rural African cultures were being eroded by 

the new wave of land grabbing (Cotula 2013; Gingembre 2015; Knight et al 2012; 

Martiniello 2015; Siakor 2012). Pushing that narrative was the fact that 

governments were not concerned with who used the land or how they used it, until 

they had received interests from capital investors (Borras et al 2013; Hall 2011; 

Mabikke 2011). This meant that once there was interest in the land from investors, 

governments were then happy to apply the rightful land laws to exclude users from 

the land and hand over control to land grabbers (Alden Wily 2011; Cotula 2013; 

Fairbairn 2013; Tanner 2010). That also contributed to the confusion among rural 

people regarding their rights to the land. As a result, when they were informed by 

activists that their rights were being eroded, they accepted that as the truth and 

reacted accordingly (Alden Wily 2012).  
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Irrespective of the legality or protection that rural dwellers in parts of Africa have in 

terms of their rights to use, access, own, transfer or negotiate land deals, when 

large-scale capital investments are initiated for control over a swathe of land, 

affected people, in practice, lose whatever limited rights that they may have to the 

land that they were using (Borras et al 2011; Cotula et al 2009; De Schutter 2009). 

For example, Annelies Zoomers argued that in practical terms, when large-scale 

land deals took place, those with access or use rights to the land that had been 

transferred into the control of the capital investors were the first to lose whatever 

limited rights that they had to the land being transferred (Zoomers 2010). Zoomer’s 

work, coming earlier on in the ‘making sense’ phase of the land grabbing debate 

helped to shed new light on the impact that land grabbing had on land rights, 

ownership or use rights in rural communities in Africa (Zoomers 2010).  

 

Lately, there seems to be growing efforts to clarify the confusions over the 

definition and legality of customary land rights in Africa. In a recent study by Alden 

Wily (2018), she seemed to suggest that the spotlight on the impact of the land 

grabbing phenomenon on land rights across the world was contributing to new 

legal instruments to account for some protection of customary rights for rural 

people to rural land. She reported that thirty-one in fifty-four African states had 

enacted new land laws by 2018, with only three failing to improve communal 

ownership (two of them abolishing customary tenures: Eritrea and Mauritania). 

Notably, since 2008, countries like Kenya (Land Act 2012), South Sudan (Land Act 

2009), Malawi (Land Act 2016) and Liberia (Land Rights Act 2018) have passed 

laws stipulating protection for customary land rights, even if implementation is still 

found to be wanting. Alden Wily is renowned for her review of legal instruments 

related to the administration of land. Although her latest work is very broad, it 

highlights the move towards recognising customary land rights across the globe 

including in Africa (Alden Wily 2018).  

 

3.4.2. Consultation, consent without accountability 

 

An interesting argument linked to the discussion about the belief by rural 

communities that they had customary rights to the land, which was fuelled by the 

actions of some governments of leaving communities to manage the land under 
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unhindered until it is needed by capital investments, was presented by Sonja 

Vermeulen and Lorenzo Cotula in a publication in 2010. They argued that in 

Ethiopia and Madagascar, investors were required to consult with affected 

communities and, that the process was merely providing information to those 

affected that they had lost control over the land but it did not give the right to veto 

the process because customary land rights were not recognised in those countries 

in the way it was in others like Ghana, Tanzania and Mozambique (Vermeulen and 

Cotula 2010). They argued that this gave the false sense of control over the land 

and contributed to rural people feeling that they had protected customary 

ownership over land.  

 

The suggestion that affected communities are consulted by land grabbers purely 

as a box ticking exercise is discussed in other contributions in the literature (Cotula 

et al 2011; Daley and Pallas 2013; Fonjong and Fokum 2015; Hall and Paradza 

2012; Paczynka 2016). For example Fonjong and Fokum argued that whilst land 

grabbers would consult with rural people prior to commencing their operations, it 

was only consultation for the sake of avoiding conflicts prior to commencing their 

use of the land. As Fonjong and Fokum (2015) illustrated, this did not include any 

provisions for communities to hold land grabbers accountable in the long term. 

Whilst acknowledging that some consultation do take place between rural people 

and land grabbers, they did not believe that it was genuine (Fonjong and Fokum 

2015). There were other who argued that in most cases it was gendered and 

favoured male members of the community over women (Daley and Pallas 2013). 

The main argument in the literature was that whilst the partial consultation of 

affected people contributed to a false sense of their entitlement to the land, in 

reality there were no provisions for rural people to hold land grabbers accountable 

to any promises made (Cotula et al 2011; Daley and Pallas 2013; Fonjong and 

Fokum 2015; Hall and Paradza 2012; Paczynka 2016). 

 

3.4.3. Land grabbing and landlessness 

 

Another theme in the literature on the impacts of land grabbing on access to land 

is landlessness. With his attention on the plight of smallholder farmers, Olivier De 

Schutter argued that smallholder farmers were turning into landless or quasi-
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landless workers due to the direct and increasing pressure on limited agricultural 

land as a result of land grabbing by foreign capital investors (De Schutter 2011). 

For De Schutter, the taking away of land that communities, especially smallholder 

farmers, had access to, to meet their families’ livelihood needs was negatively 

impacting on their ability to access farm land (De Schutter 2011).  

 

Taking a broader look at the impacts of the land grabbing phenomenon on rural 

affected communities within the southern parts of Africa was Ruth Hall. She based 

her contribution on a review of relevant literature to argue that rural African land 

was portrayed as being vacant and available (Hall 2011). As a result, Hall argues, 

large-scale transfer of control over land being used by rural communities for their 

livelihoods, displaced them from the land, made some landless and in some 

cases, like in the Democratic Republic of Congo, they were not even consulted as 

part of the negotiations for the transfer of their land (Hall 2011). Hall (2011) 

suggests that landlessness was a direct impact of land grabbing on rural 

communities who depended on the land for their livelihoods. The issue of 

landlessness as an outcome of land grabbing was also echoed by Anseeuw et al 

(2012), who argued that land grabbing exacerbates poverty in rural African 

countries by taking away land from rural people who depended on the land for 

their livelihood, eroding any rights or access that they had to the land and making 

them landless.  

 

3.4.4. Gendered considerations of land access rights in Africa 

 

The pressures on land access as a result of the transfer of large swathes of rural 

lands to capital investors, also has detrimental outcomes for women in rural 

communities in Africa (Chu 2011; Cotula 2013; Daley and Pallas 2014; Doss et al 

2014; Knight et al 2012; Verma 2014). For her part, Jessica Chu argued that 

women were excluded from discussions over land transfers and their access to 

land was more restricted than those of their male counterparts when land became 

scarce as a result of land grabbing (Chu 2011). Knight et al (2012) echoed similar 

suggestions in their work. They argued that although the patriarchal structures in 

rural land governance could be credited in part, the erosion of kinships due to 

scarcity of land contributed to women being worse off than men in terms of losing 
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access and use rights to limited land as a result of land grabbing (Knight et al 

2012). The theme that women were worse off than men with regards to 

landlessness was echoed in other studies viewing the impact of land grabbing on 

land rights through a gender identity lens (Daley and Pallas 2014; Doss et al 2014; 

Fonjong and Fokum 2015). 
 

3.5. Analysing land grabbing through the identity politics lens 
 

For social scientists, identity is about the qualities, beliefs, appearance, personality 

or expression of a person that helps them self-identify themselves, conforming to 

others or distinguishing themselves from another (Bidwell et al 2011; Erikson 

1968; Hogg and Abrams 2006; Tajfel and Turner 1986; Worchel et al 1998). The 

same applies to a group of individuals who share the characteristics mentioned 

earlier (Erikson 1968; Leary and Tangney 2003). The manner in which individuals 

or groups are described or represented in terms of their identity is a central focus 

for social scientists including psychologists, sociologists and anthropologists and 

those of other disciplines concerned with the definition of identity. These try to find 

answers to questions like how should an individual or group identity be described 

in relations to others, in ways which incorporate individuals’ peculiar qualities and 

their group memberships or identifications, all of which could shift based on 

circumstance (Hall et al 2015; Peemans 2014).  

 

Whilst identity is about characteristics and descriptors used to distinguish 

individuals and groups from others based on race, gender, religion, beliefs, cultural 

orientation, sexuality, region amongst others; identity politics within the social 

sciences is two-fold. It is an approach that can be adopted by individuals or groups 

to mobilise for, against, or within a phenomenon or belief (Hall et al 2015; Kandel 

2017; McAuslan 2013; Scoones et al 2018). An example of this would be where a 

group of women within a workforce come together to campaign against the fact 

that they are being paid less than men for doing the same job.  

 

On the other hand, identity politics is also an analytical tool used by some social 

scientists to understand the impact of land grabbing, and other phenomena, on the 
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identity of those affected but also the identities that they prioritised as being most 

relevant, thereby forming exclusive political alliances with other individuals or 

groups with similar identity concerns to fight for, against or inclusion (Corson et al 

2015; Gingembre 2015; Larder 2015). Identity politics analysis gives land grabbing 

scholars the ability to dive deeper into a specific context, going beyond the 

simplification of rural Africans’ identity ties to the land, to understand why, how and 

for what purposes individuals affected by land grabbing would mobilise around a 

certain identity, be it gender, regional, ethnicity, beliefs, culture, profession, social 

class, language, age or race (Borras and Franco 2013; Den Hertog 2013; El 

Hadary and Obeng-Odoom 2012; Gilfoy 2014; Ngubane and Brooks 2013).  

 

3.5.1. Land grabbing causes identity-based political mobilisations 

 

In direct relations to the land grabbing phenomenon, Nicolette Larder, based on 

research conducted in the Office du Niger around the Malibya project in Mali, 

presented evidence of affected residents of the land grab identifying themselves 

as the Office du Niger Rice Farmers Union and agitating for inclusion into the 

irrigation project (Larder 2015). As Larder argues, those farmers who were part of 

the union were only a small group of all of the farmers affected by the land grab. 

According to Larder (2015), there were others who were identifying with 

international campaigners to stop the land deal altogether. 

 

In terms of the state of the current literature on the impact that land grabbing has 

had on identity or identity politics of rural communities affected by the 

phenomenon, there are mentions of identity and identity politics in the some 

studies, but with minimum efforts to go beyond just stating that the identity of 

affected people are impacted by land grabbing.  

 

One of the earlier contributors to the discussion around land grabbing and its 

impact on identity was Christian Lund in 2011. In his book he argued that social 

identity in Africa was tied to the land for most rural people and that land grabbing, 

which excluded some of those people from lands that they had been tied to for 

centuries through ancestries, occupation, religious and other beliefs contributed to 

the forming of new identities and mobility (Lund 2011). Lund went further by 
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engaging into identity political analysis in terms of gender identity. He suggested 

that women were discriminated against as a result of land grabbing in terms of 

their access to land and the conditions under which women could claim control 

over land was not the same way that men did. In essence, he argued, women 

were the biggest losers when land became scares as the men controlled access to 

whatever land was left (Lund 2011). The broad focus of Lund’s work was on the 

significance of land to the sense of belonging and citizenship in Africa. His work 

was mainly an overview of how identity politics was embedded in rural 

communities in Africa, especially around the issue of land and, how land grabbing 

contributed to reshaping identities, causing some to mobilise around specific 

identity concerns. Leading to new alliances being formed to define and sometimes, 

redefine who belonged to a community and what access, if any, they were entitled 

to (Lund 2011).  

 

Another study on the impact of the new wave of land grabbing on identity and 

identity politics was found in Evers et al (2011). Sandra Evers and colleagues 

argued that land for the Malagasy people of Madagascar anchored their identity as 

a ‘portal to the ancestors, repository of culture and authentication of social status.’ 

(Evers et al 2011, p.111). Evers et al (2011) argued that for the Malagasy people, 

their identity was tied to the land because their ancestors were buried on the land. 

They were authenticated by being on the land and would mobilise based on their 

ethnic and regional identities against anyone attempting to displace them from the 

land which defined who they were in the first place. The impact of land grabbing 

on identity politics was clear to see as far as Evers et al (2011) were concerned. 

The Malagasy people in the region of Madagascar where the Daewoo land deal 

was proposed to be located in 2009 mobilised the locals around their ethnic and 

regional identity concerns to fight against the land grab. For them, allowing 

foreigners to take over their land and settle on it would bring back memories of the 

colonial period (Evers et al 2011).   

 

Furthermore, confirming to some extent what Lund (2011) argued earlier, the 

Malagasy people feared that losing the land and their link to their ancestors could 

mean that they became ‘Andevo’ which meant lost people or slaves, a new form of 

identity for them (Evers et al 2011). In relations to other works, Evers et al (2011) 
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is both relevant and significant to the discussion on the impact of land grabbing on 

identity politics because of the contribution made but also because of the fact that 

their contribution was based in part on grounded research which captured the 

voices of local affected people. The implication of displacements of rural people 

from their sacred and symbolic sites as well as their sense of belonging to the 

place is also catered to in other studies (Bracco 2016; Kandel 2015; Krijtenburg 

2013; Moreda 2015). 

 

Redie Bereketeab’s position on the impact of land grabbing on identity and identity 

politics came through the lens of state building in the horn of Africa. He argued 

that there existed a duality in governance over land of traditional and modern 

forms of governance which was detrimental to rural areas where traditional 

governance structures were usually violated in favour of state facilitated land 

grabbing for foreign investors (Bereketeab 2011). He argued that the pre-colonial 

traditional governance structures like customary land administration contrasted 

with the form of governance planted by colonisation and until they were 

harmonised, identity conflicts and political reactions around identity tied to land 

rights and access would continue to persist (Bereketeab 2011).  For Bereketeab it 

was clear that concerns over land grabbing went beyond the economic benefits 

that communities could have. He argued that it had broader meanings to 

institution, identity, territoriality, security, governance and conflict management. 

His conclusion that land was central and extremely valued in the region, thereby 

making property access and rights central to institutional clashes between 

indigenous identities and elite identities, highlighted a key concern. The fact that 

the former would mobilise around the identity politics of indigenous identity being 

threatened by state facilitated land grabbing is relevant to understanding how land 

grabbing impacts on identity politics (Bereketeab 2011) 

 

Annelies Zoomers made a contribution to the discussion on the impact of land 

grabbing on identity in rural communities. In her introduction to a special issue in 

2011, Zoomers argued that land was important for people’s identity in Africa, Asia 

and Latin America (Zoomers 2011). She further suggested that exclusions from 

the land tied to their links to their ancestors and identity had disrupted social 

cohesion and cultural identity of those people in rural places affected by the land 
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grabbing phenomenon. Zoomers’ work although a commentary has been cited by 

many scholars because of her extensive knowledge of the impact of the 

phenomenon, her standing in the field and her years of experience investigating 

and contributing significant and relevant empirical and theoretical data to our 

understanding of the land grabbing phenomenon on identity politics.  

 

Joining the debate of how identity politics could be impacted by land grabbing, 

Samuel B. Mabikke (2011) presented a paper at the international conference on 

global land grabbing between 6-8 April 2011 which was organised by the Land 

Deals Politics Initiatives (LDPI) in collaboration with the Journal of Peasant Studies 

and hosted by the Future Agricultures Consortium at the Institute of Development 

Studies at University of Sussex. In his paper he argued that land was a social, 

cultural and ontological resource for northern regions of Uganda and was an 

important factor in the construction of social identity, the organisation of religious 

life and the production and reproduction of culture (Mabikke 2011). Arguably, he 

suggested that conflicts which had plagued the region for years were all 

surrounding group identity politics of some rural people feeling left out. Mabikke 

concluded by suggesting practical measures to stop land grabbing in northern 

Uganda to prevent political conflicts linked to mobilisations around social and 

cultural identities tied to the land (Mabikke 2011).  

 

There is an anti-peasant bias which illustrates that land grabbing cannot be 

separated from the ideological and political debates that continues to reinforce a 

negative identification of peasants. That was how Jean-Philippe Peemans put it in 

2014. He continued by arguing that it was important to analyse the impact of land 

grabbing on rural communities in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) 

because peasants and agrarian resilience was tied to land, which formed the basis 

for the reconstruction of a positive identity linked to heritage and other embodied 

values (Peemans 2014). Peemans was very critical of identity politics linked to 

land grabbing which he suggested was used to portray rural agrarian communities 

homogenously but also as victims and passive actors who needed to be helped. 

His argument was that as a result, rural communities affected by land grabbing in 

DRC post the colonial period were cast in a top-down external donor narrative 

(Peemans 2014). Peemans suggested that by portraying affected people in the 
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manner mentioned above, it was a kind of identity grab. The lens through which 

affected people were viewed as victims and passive, robbed them of their 

autonomous qualities and agency, politically identifying them as people who 

needed help from exogenous actors because they could not do it for themselves. 

Peemans’ criticism was of how some studies by exogenous actors contributing to 

the land grabbing debate were taking away peasants and agrarian communities 

rights to form their own identity politics (Peemans 2014). 

 

Peemans (2014) work is significant also because of the identity politics analysis of 

elite grabbing land in DRC. According to Peemans (2014) for someone to be 

identified as a ‘big man’ he had to grab a lot of land. The more land that an 

individual could accumulate the more recognised they would become within the 

regional context as a big man. However, on the other hand, as those elites were 

accumulating land, they were contributing to the scarcity already threatening 

peasants through large-scale land deals with the real potential of fuelling ethnic 

tensions which could lead to violent identity conflicts over land. Peemans’ work 

refocused the attention of discussion on the historical perspective of the land 

grabbing phenomenon, arguing that it was not new. He argued that in order to 

understand the current wave of land grabbing, it was crucial to view it in the 

historical examples of land grabbing in the past. He traced experiences of land 

grabbing in the DRC from pre-colonial, through colonial and then post-colonial 

periods. His work is relevant to providing the historical grounding of our 

understanding of the land grabbing phenomenon and how it enforces certain 

identity politics and developmental programmes designed as a result of those 

narratives. 

 

Using a case study approach and focusing on the Benishangul-Gumuz region of 

Ethiopia, Tsegaye Moreda (2015) argued that in the context of contemporary land 

grabbing, local people in the region who faced land alienation or were threatened 

by displacement and exclusion as a result of land acquisitions engaged in different 

forms of resistance founded on identity politics to maintain their socio-cultural 

identities and moral economies. For Moreda (2015), the Gumuz people of Ethiopia 

reacted to the land grabbing of their ancestral land by forming political alliances 

based on their ethnic and regional affiliations. For example, according to Moreda 
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(2015), the Gumuz people would align themselves with others who had lost 

access to the land due to the land grabbing phenomenon and move from their 

towns and villages that they were living in and form new communities deeper in 

the forest to maintain their identity and social structures. Whilst the study’s focus 

was on how people reacted to land grabbing from below, the conclusion that the 

Gumuz reacted and formed alliances based on their identity made a significant 

contribution to the discussion around the impact of land grabbing on identity 

politics. Clearly, Moreda (2015) found that when land was taken away from the 

Gumuz, their reaction to the grabs were to react in the interest of protecting their 

identity.  

 

3.5.2. Gender identity politics 

 

For a few studies in the literature, land grabbing's impact on identity politics had to 

also be viewed through a gendered lens similar to livelihoods and access to land 

(Chu 2011; Cotula 2013; Daley and Pallas 2013; Moreda 2015; Ryan 2017; Verma 

2014). In those studies, the mobilisation of women supported in some cases by 

exogenous civil society groups in reactions for, against or within land grabbing was 

because of the gendered impact of the phenomenon. There are multiple accounts 

in the literature of the notion that women's experiences, including their responses 

to land grabbing were different to other identity groups (Chu 2011; Cotula 2013; 

Knight et al 2012). 

 

Ritu Verma framing the identity politics debate within land grabbing literature 

through a feminist political ecology lens based her analysis on gender identity 

research from three African counties: Kenya, Mozambique and Madagascar 

(Verma 2014). One of the publications cited in her work was Evers et al (2011) 

which was discussed earlier. Verma (2014) illustrated how women politically 

mobilised around gendered land concerns and to protect their land in the Manica 

district of Mozambique. She suggested that women in the district were targeted by 

men because of their identity politics. In one instance, argued Verma, the leader of 

the women group was threatened after she tried to complain to the local authority 

about eminent eviction from their land (Verma 2014). Verma also highlighted how 

the women reacted to threats to their land by also getting the local newspaper to 
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publish stories about their plight. Verma also touched on a very important point in 

her paper. She argued that whilst customary and traditional governance over land 

were being eroded by state facilitated land grabbing, patriarchal practices and 

norms meant that women were disadvantages due to the scarcity of land (Verma 

2014).   

 

Interestingly, Verma (2014) provided a commentary about women in Kenya and 

how their mobilisation around their gender identity led to changes in the land laws 

after 1963 to give them ownership rights that women in other parts of Africa did not 

have. According to Verma (2014) the women collaborated and fought for their land 

including taking family members to court. However, in some cases where they won 

their legal battles, women were mobilised against and stigmatised as bad because 

of their involvement in gender identity politics to challenge societal norms within 

Kenya (Verma 2014). These cases also included times when land had been 

grabbed for foreign investments and there were struggles by women for inclusion 

in reallocation of scarce land (Verma 2014). For Verma (2014), land grabbing was 

occurring in spite of laws to protect land rights and as such she called for stronger 

international legal actions and not voluntary codes, which she argued were 

ineffective.  

 

In the introduction to their edited book with contributions from other land grabbing 

and identity politics scholars, Caroline Achambault and Annelies Zoomers 

considered the impact of land grabbing on rural communities in Africa through the 

identity politics analytical lens. They argued that there were multiple relationships 

between rural dwellers and the land, and that the relationships included many 

aspects of identity including socio-economic status, class, ethnicity as well as age 

and gender (Archambault and Zoomers 2014). Focusing on women within rural 

places, they suggested that as men migrated to urban centres in part due to 

scarcity of economic opportunities as a direct or indirect result of land grabbing, 

women were thrust into the role of taking on extra responsibilities to keep the 

families together in those rural places as the men migrated. For Archambault and 

Zoomers (2014) the impact of land grabbing must be considered through a gender 

identity politics lens as well as all of the other analytical lenses that were being 

deployed in the current literature. The reason given in their analysis was that men 
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and women were linked to land in rural places but each gender identity group was 

linked in different ways including different rights, roles, endowments and 

opportunities (Archambault and Zoomers 2014).  To further illustrate their point, 

they suggested that membership of communities or groups that regulated land 

access were often driven by ethnic identity, clan or family ties (Archambault and 

Zoomers 2014; Lawry 2013). However, in all of those cases, the women were 

always disadvantaged in the mist of land grabbing. Whilst Archambault and 

Zoomers (2014) did not provide clear examples of cases where women were 

mobilised around their gender identity concerns, in calling for analysis of the 

impact of land grabbing to engage with gender identity political analysis, they drew 

attention to the gender dynamics of the impact of land grabbing.  

 

3.5.3. Generational struggles within land grabbing 

 

Focusing on the conclusion that affected communities were not homogenous and 

that even within some communities there were struggles between different identity 

groups, Gilfoy (2014) conducted research on the Sime Darby land grab across the 

border from Senjeh District in Grand Cape Mount County, Liberia. Gilfoy (2014) 

presented cases of contestations between youth and elders of the area. The 

elders were agitating in alliance with NGOs for the land grab to end, whilst young 

people were pushing for the expansion of the plantation so that more of them 

could get jobs (Gilfoy 2014). Like Oya (2013) and others before him, Gilfoy also 

criticised the limited number of grounded research available and called for more 

grounded research that interrogated local realities of contemporary land grabbing. 

The study by Gilfoy (2014) was the one of few such studies in the literature with a 

sustained engagement with the generational dynamics of the impact of land 

grabbing on identity politics. Whilst there have been mentions of young people 

being negatively impacted by the land grabbing phenomenon in Larder (2015) or 

McMichael (2013), these have only made mentioned of young people being 

impacted as part of a wider discussion and not as a particular identity group 

(Boamah 2014).  

 

The limited engagements with the generational aspect of the impact of land 

grabbing led Hall et al (2015) to argue, that there is limited engagement with the 
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(inter)generational dynamics of the impacts of land grabbing in Africa. Most of the 

literature failed to provide a deeper engagement with the plight of young people in 

rural places where the phenomenon had impacts on the livelihood activities and 

control over land (De Schutter 2011; Hall et al 2015; White 2012). This is a clear 

gap in the literature that this research will attempt to fill.  

 

3.6. Critique of methodological approaches deployed in studies reviewed 
 

A lot of the studies on land grabbing in Africa evaluated in this chapter relied 

heavily on reviewing previous studies and secondary data to make their 

contributions to the land grabbing debate (Alden Wily 2011, 2012; Anseeuw et al 

2012; Bereketeab 2011; Chu 2011; Cotula et al 2011; Cotula et al 2009; Cotula 

and Vermeulen 2009; Dell'Angelo et al 2017; Faye et al 2011; FIAN 2012; Hall 

2011; Lund 2011; Mabikke 2011; Oberlack et al 2016; Peemans 2014; Verma 

2014; Vermeulen and Cotula 2010; Zoomers 2010). The main criticism of those 

studies based purely on reviewing other studies and secondary data is that without 

speaking with those who had experienced the land grabbing phenomenon first 

hand, they did not account for the nuances of the impacts of the phenomenon.  

 

This is not to suggest that these studies do not serve a purpose. In fact, contrary 

to that, these studies are good starting points for anyone new to the land grabbing 

debate. With each providing summaries of multiple previous contributions, 

available legal and policy documents and land contracts, they afford researchers 

the luxury of having summaries of previous studies and other secondary data 

without having to systematically review each of them (Oya 2013). Furthermore, to 

their credit, most of these studies caution readers to use their work as a starting 

point or a general overview of the state of the debate at the time of publication 

(Alden Wily 2012; Cotula et al 2009; Cotula and Vermeulen 2009; Verma 2014; 

Zoomers 2010). They also used their studies to call for more nuanced and 

grounded research that captured the everyday lived experiences of endogenous 

actors on the frontier of the impact of the phenomenon. That must be viewed as 

key in scholarly efforts to fully engage with the land grabbing phenomenon.  
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Not all of the studies reviewed in this chapter relied on literature and other 

secondary sources. Some of the studies relied on quantitative data (Carmody and 

Taylor 2016; Negash and Swinnen 2013). The scope and techniques used varied. 

However, those were mainly variations of survey methods. For example, Negash 

and Swinnen (2013) deployed an endogenous switching regression method on 

survey data collected in Ethiopia. The research conducted 476 questionnaires with 

household spread across 24 villages in two districts in Ethiopia. On the other hand, 

the study by Carmody and Taylor (2016) added some interviews with key 

informants to their quantitative data. Interestingly, they also deployed a purposive 

sampling technique. Purposive sampling technique is where the study select 

participants who meet a predefine list of characteristics (Carmody and Taylor 

2016). This is interesting because the same sampling technique will be used in 

this research. Nyantakyi-Frimpong and Bezner Kerr (2017), in a slight divergence 

to Carmody and Taylor (2016), added 26 in-depth interviews with 15 households 

and 6 with key informants to argue that landless farmers migrated out of Jongorro 

in Ghana’s Upper-West region to places in the south of the country in search of 

livelihood opportunities. However, like Carmody and Taylor (2016) they randomly 

surveyed 155 households. 

 

The main criticism of relying on quantitative data is that it does not usually go 

beneath the surface. Survey data are usually for generalisation of findings, but in 

order to go beyond the oversimplifications inherent in the earlier accounts about 

the impacts of land grabbing in Africa we need to analysis those nuances that 

current scholarships have missed (Edelman et al 2013; Gilfoy 2014; Oya 2013). 

Furthermore, surveys are structured, which means that the questions asked and 

the answers gathered are influenced by the researchers in such a way that semi-

structured qualitative interviews would not have done. 

 

In terms of qualitative grounded research, there were a few studies that deployed 

those methods (Corson et al 2015; Evers et al 2011; Fairbairn 2013; Gilfoy 2014; 

Gingembre 2015; Huggins 2014; Larder 2015; Lyons and Westoby 2014; 

Martiniello 2015; Moreda 2015; Richardson 2010; Ryan 2017). However, a lot of 

those studies deploying qualitative methods focused on the voices of experts over 

those in rural places who had been directly affected by the phenomenon (Corson 
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et al 2015; Fairbairn 2013; Martiniello 2015; Richardson 2010). Others although 

capturing the voices of rural people directly affected by the land grabbing 

phenomenon, deployed structured techniques like structured interviews or focus 

group discussions, which would have limited the lines of inquiry beyond those 

predefined by the studies (Gingembre 2015; Lyons and Westoby 2014; Martiniello 

2015; Moreda 2015). This meant that they missed nuance data that could have 

shed more unique insights into the complexities of the everyday lived experiences 

of land grabbing.  

 

Notwithstanding, there were a few studies that deployed flexible inquiry techniques 

which privileged the voices of endogenous rural residents who had been affected 

by the land grabbing phenomenon (Evers et al 2011; Gilfoy 2014; Gingembre 

2015; Huggins 2014; Larder 2015; Ryan 2017). These included ethnographic 

interrogations deploying combinations of interviews and observations (Gilfoy 2014; 

Gingembre 2015; Ryan 2017). Furthermore, privileging the voices of rural people 

affected by land grabbing did not mean that expert voices were not considered 

(Evers et al 2011; Gilfoy 2014; Gingembre 2015; Huggins 2014; Larder 2015; 

Ryan 2017). 

 

Clearly, a lot of the available studies on the impact of land grabbing on rural 

people, reviewed in this chapter, are not supported by grounded research 

(Edelman et al 2013; Gilfoy 2014; Oya 2013). For those that were based on 

grounded research, the methods adopted were rigid, limiting the control that 

research participants had over the lines of inquiries of the studies. Clearly there 

are gaps in the current literature, requiring more grounded research to fill them 

(Oya 2013). 

 

3.7. Conclusion 
 

The detailed survey, synthesis and critical analysis of the studies on the impact of 

land grabbing on livelihoods, power, land rights and identity politics in rural 

communities in Africa highlighted the state of the literature in terms of our 

understanding of the experiences of those affected by the phenomenon. The 

attempts by the many authors whose work were reviewed as part of this survey of 
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the literature must be commended. They have contributed to our understanding of 

the socioeconomic impacts of land grabbing on rural African communities. 

However, there are still areas in the current literature where there is need for more 

contribution to expand the empirical and theoretical parameters of the debate. 

 

Throughout this exercise there were gaps identified in the studies reviewed. 

Standing on the shoulders of Carlos Oya (2013), Edelman et al (2013), Scoones et 

al (2013) and Hall et al (2015), it was clear that most of the research conducted 

and the studies published from them did not engage in sustained long-term 

grounded research in the contexts they reported on. Most of the studies relied on 

already published works to draw conclusions on the impact of the land grabbing 

phenomenon on affected rural people. In a lot of those cases, inventories of 

approved land deals were utilised to draw pictures of the scope, scale and 

potential impact of land grabbing from afar. One of the problems with relying on 

works already published is that each study has its own biases which might have 

affected the way it was conducted and the conclusions drawn. Furthermore, gaps 

in those researches could become gaps in the studies published from them. That 

would present a situation where there were a lot of studies on the phenomenon 

without fully addressing the gaps (Oya 2013). 

 

Not all of the studies reviewed during the survey of the literature for this research 

were based on literature reviews, inventories of contracts and other secondary 

data conducted from afar. There were a few studies in which grounded research 

were conducted to compliment the secondary data used. However, in those cases, 

a lot of the primary data was collected from key informants from government 

agencies, NGOs, civil society groups, rural elites and representatives of 

companies accused of land grabbing. Those cases made an effort to address the 

oversimplification of the impacts of the phenomenon inherent in earlier studies and 

fill gaps of not having sufficient grounded research but whilst doing so, they 

missed key players in the entire debate; residents in rural African communities 

affected by the land grabbing phenomenon. It was identified in the survey of the 

literature that it is difficult to accept studies suggesting that affected communities 

experience one thing or another, when their voices were not captured by the 

research. 
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There were other methodological gaps identified in the critical review of the 

literature. Whilst few and hard to find, some research focused on a context, 

instead of multiple contexts in a broad study. In such research they also conducted 

grounded research over a sustained period, accounting for the voices of those 

within affected communities. However, in terms of the methods deployed, they 

included surveys and other quantitative methods which are not the most suited for 

identifying nuances as is required to expand the parameters of our empirical and 

theoretical knowledge. Where qualitative methods were employed, the use of 

focus groups to elicit personal experiences undermined the efforts. This is 

because as Gibbs (2012) argued, when researching sensitive topics such as land 

grabbing in some contexts people might try to gain favour by reporting others to 

the relevant authorities. Those being asked to participate in focus group 

discussions would therefore provide less self-incriminating information as possible 

to avoid someone from the group taking what they had said and informing on them 

to the relevant authorities, possibly causing harm. 

 

Finally, whilst it is commendable that there is a growing body of literature within 

the land grabbing literature focusing on the voices of those affected by the 

phenomenon and arguing that those affected are reacting to the impacts of the 

phenomenon from below, there were specific gaps identified in the literature on 

political reactions from below (Hall et al 2015). The gender and generational 

dynamics of those reacting from below have received limited attention and that 

needs to be addressed. 

 

With all of the gaps identified above, it is clear that there is a need for more 

grounded and context specific research which captures the voices of those whose 

everyday lived experiences had been significantly impacted by large-scale land 

grabbing in Africa (Edelman et al 2013; Gilfoy 2014; Oya 2013). By doing this, our 

understanding of the phenomenon could be enhanced. This is exactly what this 

research seeks to do, fill the gaps in the literature by conducting sustained 

grounded research in a new context, which captures the voices of those on the 

frontier of the land grabbing phenomenon. In terms of how this research will 

accomplish its aim, Chapter Four will provide a detailed methodological approach 
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adopted to answer the research question detailed in Chapter One in order to fill 

the gaps identified in this chapter. 



Chapter Four: Research Methodology 
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‘The text is never created by one person – that is the intersubjective part – it 

is always created in the context of other people. I mean, this little world we 

are in right now has to do with me, but also with you and the production that 

we exchange and so on, and that is how I construct the notion of what I am 

all about… Interpretive anthropology is very practice oriented, so texts are 

performed. That is why I say what I say about text analogues.’ (Panourgia 

and Kavouras 2008, pp. 24). 

 

4.1. Introduction  
 

The purpose of this chapter is to complete the third objective of this research, 

which is listed in section 1.6 of Chapter One. As such, the chapter documents the 

processes undertaken to answer the research question and how well each of 

those processes worked together. To do this the chapter is divided into seven 

sections. Following this introductory section is section 4.2, which restates the key 

research question that this thesis sought to answer as a reminder. Section 4.3 is 

the research approach. It provides a justification for adopting the case study 

approach in this research. This includes its suitability to answering the research 

question as well as the fact that most of the studies reviewed in Chapter Three 

adopted the approach in their interrogations of the impacts of land grabbing in 

rural Africa. Section 4.3 also deals with how the case study approach employed in 

this research aligns with my ontological and epistemological perspectives as a 

researcher. An expanded discussion on the characteristics of a case study 

research, its traditions in researches interrogating the land grabbing phenomenon 

in Africa, advantages and disadvantages as well as typologies is included in 

section 4.3. Finally, section 4.3 deals with my positionality and its influences on the 

research.  

 

Section 4.4 focuses on the research implementation. It discusses the decisions 

made when selecting the research site in which to explore the impacts of the land 

grabbing phenomenon in Africa. It also discusses all of the activities and 

considerations made whilst preparing for my field trip to Liberia. These discussions 

include discussions about the practical as well as theoretical aspects of planning 

and executing a research field trip. The section also deals with data collection 
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including sampling and, analysis. Section 4.5 of this chapter caters to the issues of 

ethics and data protection. Included in the section is a discussion about giving 

back to the communities from the research site.  

 

Section 4.6 is a reflexive section. It specifically documents my reflections on what 

could have been done differently and the potential outcomes that those could have 

led to. In this section, honest truths are discussed with the intention of 

transparency but also for future researchers to appreciate some of the other 

options available to them if they choose to conduct similar research. The final 

section is 4.7 which is the conclusion to this chapter. It summarises the key points 

in this chapter. 

 

4.2. Research question 
 

Before moving forward to discuss the choice of methodology and methods 

employed in this research to gather data which have informed the empirical and 

theoretical contributions of this project, I will restate the key research question that 

this project sought to answer as a reminder. The key research question for this 

project is: How has the Sime Darby land grab impacted on livelihoods, power, 

identity politics and access to land from the perspective of residents of Senjeh 

District in Liberia, and how are they responding to those impacts? 

 
4.3. Research approach 
 

The case study approach employed in this research was informed by the research 

aim, question, as well as my ontological position as a researcher. The aim of this 

research was to make contributions to knowledge by providing fresh perspectives 

to the land grabbing debate from Senjeh District in Liberia. The research focused 

on interrogating the impacts of the phenomenon within a particular case. 

Furthermore, the research question which guided the research required a case 

study approach. As stated above in section 4.2, the research question focused on 

a particular phenomenon – the Sime Darby land grab – within a particular case 

site – Senjeh District. This meant that in order to adequately answer the research 

question a case study approach had to be adopted. Relatedly, most of the studies 
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reviewed in Chapter Three of this thesis that conducted some grounded research 

on the impact of land grabbing within a rural Africa setting adopted the case study 

approach. This was also key for informing the decision to adopt a case study 

approach in this research. Also, the data needed to achieve the research aim and 

answer the research questions adequately required capturing the voices of those 

directly impacted by the phenomenon. Therefore, a grounded case study 

approach was the most appropriate method for this research.  

 

4.3.1. Researcher’s ontology and epistemology 

 

The word ontology is defined as the beliefs about reality which drives the way a 

researcher goes about doing research or how a research project is designed 

based on the research aim that it is trying to achieve or the question it was 

designed to answer (Marsh and Furlong 2002; Stanley and Wise 2002). Questions 

around ‘truth’, what it is, what it is not and how it can be identified are all linked to 

the ontological makeup of the researcher and, by extension, the research project 

(Goertz and Mahoney 2012; McMichael 2014).  

 

There are two main extremes of researchers’ ontology. The first is realism and the 

second is relativism (Fletcher 2017). Realists believe that there is one truth and 

that this can be found in any place a research is conducted (Bilgrami 2002; Burr 

1998; Rennie 2000). This can be achieved by using objective measurements to 

identify what is true (Burr 1998). For realists, the truth cannot change and can be 

generalised to other situations (Cilliers 2005; Fletcher 2017; Roberts 2014). As 

Fletcher (2017) argues, on the other extreme is relativism. Palecek and Risjord 

(2013) argue that relativists believe that there are multiple realities and what is real 

will depend on the meaning that the researched attaches to what is true. 

Relativists believe that the truth or reality will evolve depending on the experiences 

of a person or a group (Burr 1998; Wals 2010). One key position of relativism is 

that if reality is context bound it cannot be generalised (Barnes 2011). In a 

relativist research study, the truth can only be accepted in other contexts if there 

are similarities between the contexts (Baghramian and Coliva 2019; Rennie 2000).  
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The purpose of this conversation is to establish the framework on which this 

research methodology was based. The research question asked for a 

methodological framework in which a relativist ontological framing could be 

adopted to understand a phenomenon – land grabbing – with the premise that the 

consequences of the phenomenon in terms of impacts on rural livelihoods, power, 

identity politics and claims to ownership of rural land, is context bound and, that 

how it is experienced in one context would be different to how it was experienced 

in another, except one with similar characteristics (Barnes 2011; Wals 2010). The 

design of this research was framed on relativist ontology because of the research 

question demanding a phenomenological approach but also because my own view 

of the world is that of a relativist. A researcher’s ontological position has an 

influence on how the researcher thinks in terms of the relationship between the 

researcher and the researched (Burr 1998; Wals 2010). Raddon (2010) refers to 

the researcher’s view of the relationship between them and the researched as the 

epistemological position of the researcher and, by extension, the research study. 

 

If the position of Raddon is applied to the two extremes of researchers’ ontological 

positions, a realists would usually adopt an etic approach to research because 

they believe that there is one truth and that to find that truth the researcher has to 

be an outsider, without any interferences with the researched (Raddon 2010; 

Rennie 2000). On the other extreme will be the relativist who believes that in order 

to find out what truth means to the researched, the researcher must interact with 

the researched (Cilliers 2005; Fletcher 2017). This is categorised as an emic 

approach to research (Cilliers 2005). Researchers, who adopt an emic approach 

to research, hold the belief that subjectivity is a part of research and it would allow 

the researcher to go in-depth with the researched, establishing their truths about 

the phenomenon that they are experiencing (Panourgia and Kavouras 2008; 

Roberts 2014). This thesis has employed an emic epistemology, reflecting the 

researcher’s relativist ontological position as well as being the most suitable 

approach for achieving the research aim by answering the research question, 

which is about understanding contextual experiences of the land grabbing 

phenomenon. 
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4.3.2. Case study approach 

 

Employing a case study approach to research has long been the norm for 

researchers trying to provide clearer understandings of the importance of land to 

Africans, especially those in rural spaces (see examples in: Alden Wily 2007,2012;  

Knight et al 2012; Li 2014; Little 1948, 1949; Nyerges 1996; Siakor 2012). Case 

study research has been used across a number of disciplines for many years 

(Crowe et al 2011; Harrison et al 2017; Miles and Huberman 1994; Stake 1995). 

The approach has undergone a substantial methodological development in the last 

forty years (Harrison et al 2017). As a result, the approach has been defined 

differently by different researchers. It is broadly defined as an approach used to 

generate in-depth and multifaceted understandings of complex phenomena in their 

natural contexts (Green and Thorogood 2018; Stake 1995; Yin 2017). As a result, 

Crowe et al (2011) argue, it is sometimes referred to as a "naturalistic design". 

 

According to Stake (1995) there are three main types of case study approaches: 

intrinsic, instrumental and collective. In this study, as in some previous studies 

investigating the land grabbing phenomenon in Africa, the instrumental case study 

approach was preferred (Ansoms 2013; Gilfoy 2014; Gingembre 2015; Larder 

2015; Moreda 2015; Siakor 2012). Instrumental case studies, according to Crowe 

et al (2011), use a particular case site to gain a deeper understanding of a 

phenomenon. In contrast, intrinsic case studies focus on the uniqueness of the 

phenomenon itself whilst the collective approach involved multiple cases to gain a 

broader appreciation of the phenomenon across different contexts (Daley and 

Pallas 2013; Davis et al 2014; Knight et al 2012; Vermeulen and Cotula 2010). 

 

The case study approach adopted in this research is linked to the epistemological 

and ontological standpoint of the researcher. Whilst case study approaches have 

used quantitative methods it is qualitative in nature (Yin 2017). It is extensively 

preferred by researchers following a relativist ontology and emic epistemology 

(Gilfoy 2014; Gingembre 2015; Larder 2015; Yin 2017).  As such, the case study 

approach lends itself to answering more explanatory questions. For example, 

questions asking 'how', 'why' or 'what'.  
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Theoretically, the first stage of a case study research involves defining the case, 

informed by existing literature (Yin 2017). This stage also defines the boundary, 

nature and time period covered by the case study, the relevant social group and 

geographical area of interest (Crowe et al 2011; Miles and Huberman 1994). The 

importance of the case is dependent on the type of case study research being 

conducted. Whilst for an intrinsic case study the case is very important in terms of 

defining the uniqueness of a phenomenon, it is less so for an instrumental case 

study where the phenomenon is the focus of the study and the case could be any 

typical case (Crowe et al 2011). Data collection and analysis are the other stages 

in a case study research (Yin 2017). 

 

In terms of the case study research tradition, particularly when investigating land 

grabbing in Africa, it is the preferred approach for most researchers as mentioned 

earlier in this chapter. However, these are usually instrumental or collective in 

typology. For example, research by Boamah (2014), Davis et al (2014) and Cotula 

et al (2014) all employed a collective case study approach, where multiple sites 

were simultaneously or sequentially used to investigate the socioeconomic 

impacts of the land grabbing phenomenon in rural communities in sub-Saharan 

Africa. On the other hand, other research has investigated the land grabbing 

phenomenon utilising instrumental case study (Gilfoy 2014; Moreda 2015; 

Nyantakyi-Frimpong and Bezner Kerr 2017; Richardson 2010; Ryan 2017). Within 

these studies, qualitative methods, whilst preferred were not exclusively used. In a 

lot of studies, quantitative methods like surveys and questionnaires were deployed 

alongside qualitative methods (Carmody and Taylor 2016; Cotula et al 2009; 

Negash and Swinnen 2013; Nyantakyi-Frimpong and Bezner Kerr 2017). Clearly, 

case study approaches are not new in the land grabbing research in Africa and 

they adopt various methods in data collection. 

 

One of the major limitations of case study research is the inability of generalising 

the outcome (Crowe et al 2011). This is particularly true for intrinsic and 

instrumental case studies and not always the case for collective case studies. 

However, research adopting a case study approach would not be interested in 

generalisation in the first place (Stake 1995). Also, the sample size could be a 

potential pitfall. This would be the case if those selected to participate in the 
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research hold similar views which could skew the data collected. Case study 

research also requires significant efforts from the researcher which could become 

burdensome (Yin 2017). All of these disadvantages can be mitigated with the 

exception of the first. The rest of the limitations above could be mitigated through 

transparency, allowing the research to be informed by previous literature, using 

the research question as the framework for the research and allowing the data to 

drive the interpretations (Green and Thorogood 2018; Stake 1995; Yin 2017). 

 

This research is the embodiment of the case study research approach, more 

specifically an instrumental case study type. Firstly, this research's aim was to 

provide explanation of a phenomenon in a selected case site. Furthermore, the 

site was not necessarily chosen because of its characteristics but because the 

phenomenon being investigated had existed in that context. The research also 

defined the time period, social groups, geographical area and the phenomenon to 

be studied informed by previous literature. The outcome sought by interrogating 

the land grabbing phenomenon in its real life context was an in-depth and 

multifaceted appreciation of how the phenomenon impacted on the selected 

geographical area and social groups selected. Finally, the findings of this research 

are context specific and cannot be necessarily generalised to other contexts, 

except those with similarities. 

 

4.3.3. Researcher’s positionality 

 

I was born in Liberia in 1981, a year after a master sergeant, Samuel Kayon Doe 

had overthrown 133 years of Americo-Liberian rule in Liberia (Ballah 2017; Kieh 

2012). The term Americo-Liberian refers to decedents of freed slaves who 

migrated to the colony of Liberia from the U.S. and Caribbean from 1822 onwards 

(Ballah 2017; Guannu 1982; Kieh 2012). They declared Liberia an independent 

country in 1847 and became the political elite class until their overthrow in April 

1980 (Boley 1983). Beforehand, according to multiple Liberian history scholars 

(Akpan 1973; Boley 1983; Gershoni 1985; Guannu 1982; Hahn 2012; Kieh 1992), 

Americo-Liberian elites in Monrovia, controlled most of the resources of the 

country, including land, through direct rule, excluding indigenous residents from 

direct control and access to resources. By the time I was 8, the Americo-Liberian 
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elites were hitting back, funding a civil war to try and oust Doe, which devastated 

every fabric of social, political and economic life in Liberia (Ballah 2017). The war 

started on Christmas Eve 1989. After many years of fighting, there was a period of 

stability between 1997 and 1999, before the conflict reignited and ended finally in 

2003 (Chapelle 2014).  

 

For most of the war years, I was living in Liberia. I left Liberia on 26 September 

2001, arriving in the UK on 16 December 2001 via multiple countries including 

Italy, Switzerland, Cuba and Belgium. On arrival into the UK I completed my O-

levels and A-levels at Doncaster College and, first degree in Business 

Management from the University of Hull. In 2011, I made multiple trips to Liberia, 

to work with, initially the state broadcaster and later with a commercial bank. 

During those few months in Liberia, for the first time in my life, I had the 

opportunity of travelling extensively throughout the country. In fact, I visited 12 of 

the 15 counties in Liberia during that time. On those many trips, I became aware of 

how complex the issue of land was in Liberia. Most of the land was being taken 

over by foreign investors whilst the rest were already concentrated in the hands of 

Americo-Liberian elites and, whatever was left was being taken by the new group 

of indigenous elites who had come to share power as a result of the civil war 

(Alden Wily 2007, 2012; Davis et al 2014; Edelman 2013; Kaba and Madan 2014).  

 

I grew up prior to the war in a position of relative privilege in the Liberian context. 

My father was amongst those indigenous Liberians who were starting to enjoy the 

fruits of the country prior to the end of Americo-Liberian domination by the 1980 

coup. Our relative privilege extended beyond the coup. Even as economic 

conditions worsened under Doe, we were shielded by the fact that my father 

worked for a foreign mining concession. However, all of that ended when the 

fighting started in 1989. My first experience of being treated differently in my own 

country was in 1997, when, even though I was connected to some of those 

Americo-Liberian elites, there were restrictions on my access and social mobility. 

My last name was native and therefore was a restriction on what I could become. 

Returning to Liberia in 2011 it became clearer how divided the country was along 

lines of wealth, ethnicity, political allegiances and name. During that period I 

struggled to understand how a society could exist with such dichotomous 
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extremes. On returning to the UK, I decided that I was going to do an international 

development masters, return home and help level the playing field. Mid way 

through my master’s programme I decided I was going to pursue a PhD. As a 

result of my experiences of Americo-Liberian domination of Liberia, I entered my 

PhD research with clear biases, believing that there existed a story in Liberia of 

‘them against us’ and that what was happening with land was a return to the pre-

1980 years when a few enjoyed the wealth of the country to the detriment of the 

rest. That was not going to happen whilst I had the chance to do something about 

it. 

 

However, once I had started my PhD studies, I became aware that I had to 

manage my biases in order for my subjectivity not to overshadow the voices of 

those I was trying to give a voice to in my research. In order to mitigate my 

inherent biases, I spent significant time reading on positionality to learn mitigation 

strategies to avoid influencing the data from the research too much. I say too 

much because I am aware that my positionality would always have some influence 

on the data and how it is interpreted. I am, as the quote at the beginning of this 

chapter suggests, of the opinion that research is subjective. However, the extent of 

the subjectivity is one that I designed specific strategies to mitigate. For example, 

choosing to use semi-structured interviews instead of structured interviews was 

one of the ways to mitigate my biases. As I will discuss later in this chapter, semi-

structured interviews were preferred because it gave the interviewee the freedom 

to take the line of questioning down a path towards information that was relevant 

to them instead of what I wanted to hear. Using verbatim transcription was another 

mitigation strategy. That allowed me to transcribe the interviews as the interviewee 

spoke it instead of my understanding of what they were saying or what I expected 

from the situation. 

 

The insider/outsider debate was also considered in this research in relations to my 

position as a UK based researcher (Dwyer and Buckle 2009; Giwa 2015). I am 

very proud of my Liberian-ness and felt, going into the field that I was an insider. 

However, on arrival into the field and interacting with people, it became clear from 

the ways that I was received and treated that they viewed me as an outsider, even 

if initially. In fact, I was an outsider to Senjeh District in Bomi County. Whilst I am a 
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Liberian, I am from another part of Liberia, where the culture is different, and the 

people are different. Furthermore, I had lived a long part of my life outside of 

Liberia and my Liberian English was not as good as I thought it was. I also had to 

introduce myself to people and tell them where I was from, why I was there and 

what the research was about. The look on their faces every time I mentioned 

where I had come from told me exactly how much of an outsider they saw me as. 

 

Being aware of my outsider-ness, I relied heavily on my personality to embed 

myself into the context I was researching, something that was crucial to my world 

view and the epistemology of my research design (Moser 2008). To achieve a 

level of insider-ness, to allow me to fully embed in the district, I made myself 

available to the daily rituals of the young men in the town. I met daily with the 

young men after their shifts on the Sime Darby plantation for their regular social 

discussions about everything under the Palava hut – an outdoor meeting place 

used in older traditions for solving disputes also referred to as Palava. I drank local 

drinks with them, took baths in the same stream where they bathe and gathered to 

watch football games at the local video house like the rest of them. I also 

participated in communal tasks like fetching water for the home we lived in, 

contributing to the money for food, eating with the guys from a large dish and 

digging wells and toilets for public use. I also attended the local church once and a 

birthday party for a child of one of the locals. Participating in all of those activities 

made me feel like I was becoming an insider and from the feedbacks that I 

received, locals also saw me as one by the time that I left the field.  

 

The final and most important factor in my acceptance in the field was my respect 

for the local culture, informed by my positionality. In Liberia, if you are a stranger in 

a town, you need to have a stranger father, a male resident who can introduce you 

to the town’s chief as a guest of his family and inform the chief about the nature of 

your stay in their town (Boas 2012; Corriveau-Bourque 2010; McGovern 2012). I 

identified my stranger father during my scoping trip in December 2016, a youth 

leader in Gaya Hill where we made our base. He introduced me to the chief of the 

town and every other town where we conducted interviews (Boas 2012). His being 

my stranger father was very important to my acceptance by the people as well as 

my outgoing personality. This was crucial in my view to ensuring that the power 
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imbalance of my outsider-ness did not have a significant influence over the 

information that people gave me. By this I mean, that getting residents to see me, 

not as a foreigner with some magic power to change their situation but a Liberian 

boy who just wanted to learn about their experiences and tell their stories, meant 

that when they shared, it was honest and clear (Labaree 2002). 

 

Throughout the research project, I was aware of how my identity which had been 

shaped and reshaped by my personal experiences could interfere with the 

outcome of this research. By putting in place the relevant mitigation strategies 

discussed in this sub-section I was able to navigate the difficulties of being 

objective with all of my inherent biases competing to interfere with the research, 

ensuring that the theoretical and empirical contributions of this research were 

directly informed by the perspectives of the participants in this research. 

 

4.4. Research implementation 
 

This section builds on the discussions in the previous section on the philosophical 

and life experiences which influenced my approach to investigating the land 

grabbing phenomenon in Senjeh District, Liberia. I will now discuss the 

implementation plan employed during this research. 

 

4.4.1. Choosing the case study and research site 

 

The site for the research was Senjeh District in Bomi County, Liberia. The choice 

of Senjeh was not straight forward in any way. This section details the 

contestations when deciding on a suitable site for this case study research. The 

choice of site was influenced by the research aim and the initial research topic. 

The key themes from the literature regarding the consequences of land grabbing 

for rural communities in Africa were key considerations in the final decision of 

where the research would be conducted. The site had to be one that had not been 

researched with similar project designs to mine and it had to have experienced the 

land grabbing phenomenon in recent years – since 2008. My ontological and 

epistemological world view were also influential on the choice of research site.  
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Ghana, Ethiopia and Liberia were the three countries under consideration at the 

start of the research. There were multiple cases of land grabbing in these three 

countries that met the definition of a land grab provided in Chapter Two of this 

thesis. The reason for having Ghana and Ethiopia as possible sites for my 

research project was because both countries are mentioned in the literature as 

sites of land grabbing but our understanding of the impacts on those rural 

communities affected by the phenomenon were limited (Boamah 2014; Cotula et 

al 2009; Moreda 2015; Negash and Swinnen 2013). During deliberations about the 

most suitable site for this research, considerations were given to what Corbin and 

Strauss (2015) referred to as the research question being answerable. This means 

that whatever site that I chose had to be one that I was able to access within the 

time frame that I had for my research project but also that I could afford to go to 

(Corbin and Strauss 2015). As a result of that consideration, there were few 

factors that I listed as qualifying or disqualifying elements about the place where I 

was going to conduct my research. 

 

The first was access. In order to develop a key research question and answer it 

adequately, and within a reasonable time, I needed to be able to access the data 

needed. I had to be able to travel to the site and speak with those affected by the 

phenomenon within the time frame available for the conduct of the research (Gilfoy 

2014; Ryan 2017). As a result, Liberia became the most appealing site due to my 

familiarity with the country, which is the country of my birth. Travelling to Ghana 

would have been similar in costs or cheaper in terms of getting to the country but 

in terms of finding my way around the country, one that I had never visited 

previously, would have added to the cost of in-country travels. Ethiopia, on the 

other hand, was further away from Ghana or Liberia and getting there would have 

been more expensive and required more time. In terms of access, I would have 

been a complete outsider in both Ghana and Ethiopia and not so in Liberia (Giwa 

2015; Kerstetter 2012; Moser 2008). 

 

As well as the access factor, including costs; was the typology of the reported land 

grabbing going on in each of the three countries under consideration. In Ghana, 

between 80-90 percent of land is held under strong customary ownership, which 

meant that the chiefs who were custodians of the land influenced the 
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consequences of land grabbing experienced by other rural residents (Boamah 

2014; Schoneveld et al 2011). In a way, one could argue that rural residents, 

whom the chiefs were considered a part of, retained significant agency in the 

negotiations around land deals (Cotula et al 2014; Schoneveld et at 2011). For 

Ethiopia, there were academic publications, like for example Negash and Swinnen 

(2013) in which evidence were presented that land grabbers were diversifying their 

operations to include contract farming with some rural farmers and, that was 

contributing to positive consequences for those who had lost access to large 

swathes of land. In Liberia, the land was owned by the government and residents 

only had basic users’ rights but there were limited or no reports on the 

consequences of land grabbing in Liberia included evidence of any out-growers or 

contract farming initiatives to empower affected communities.  

 

Another factor that contributed to the decision-making process was academic 

coverage. By this I mean, identifying where I could make a useful contribution to 

the literature by addressing research gaps in the current state of the art. The 

answer was clearly pointing to Liberia being the site of the research because in 

reviewing the available reports on the phenomenon in Africa, there were numerous 

academic literatures on both Ghana and Ethiopia in terms of the consequences of 

land grabbing for affected rural communities (Boamah 2014; Cotula et al 2009; 

Cotula 2013; Moreda 2015; Negash and Swinnen 2013). Liberia did not have the 

same coverage. Whilst the were some reports from civil society groups and NGOs, 

the bias of their reporting to align with their dominantly held narrative that all large-

scale land deals were bad for the environment and rural livelihoods, meant that 

Liberia had been neglected in the academic literature and, would therefore provide 

nuanced and novel contributions to expanding the empirical and theoretical 

parameters of our understanding of the socioeconomic impacts of the land 

grabbing phenomenon. 

 

Furthermore, in a case study research published in 2014, which focused on the 

impact of land grabbing on the livelihoods of 28 countries affected by land 

grabbing, Davis et al (2014) argue that of the 12 African countries considered in 

their research, Liberia represented the country where a higher percentage of its 

citizens lost income as a result of land grabbing. According to Davis et al (2014), 
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11.98% of Liberians lost their income as a result of land grabbing. The next 

highest was Mozambique with 11.59%. Whilst this study was not a grounded 

study, its findings were well received and provided evidence that Liberia might be 

the country with some of the worst experiences of the land grabbing phenomenon 

and needed deeper engagements. 

 

In terms of other factors that I considered when deciding on the research site, 

these were practical considerations like for example, language, cost of 

accommodation, and familiarity with local cultural norms and laws, and 

establishing links to gatekeepers from my base in Aberystwyth (Gibbs 2012; Katz 

1994). I also considered visa arrangements as well as my personal safety (Gibbs 

2012). Considering all of these practical issues I made the decision to choose 

Liberia as the best site for my research. It made sense because I could mitigate all 

of these practical challenges from Aberystwyth using favours with friends and 

family members in Liberia. I was also aware of most local cultural norms and laws. 

In terms of costs, conducting my research in Liberia meant that I could save on 

accommodation and some in-country travel costs. However, the most crucial of the 

factors was the fact that Liberia had been under-research, academically, and my 

contribution to knowledge would be clear because I would be conducting my 

research in a site that had been under-researched in the literature, thereby adding 

a new context to the debate on the consequences of land grabbing on rural 

communities in Africa (Oya 2013). 

 

Once a decision was made to conduct research in Liberia, I had to decide on a site 

within the country where land grabbing was happening. There were three 

concessionaires and sites considered in the process of deciding on a local case 

study. Those considered were Golden Veroleum in Butaw, Sinoe County; 

Equatorial Palm Oil also in Butaw, Sinoe County and Palm Bay Grand Bassa 

County and; Sime Darby spread across four counties in the west of Liberia.  

 

One of the things that I considered was the security situation in Liberia at the time 

that I was scheduled to conduct my research fieldwork. Liberia had come out of 14 

years of sporadic civil war in 2003 and the peace of the country was being 

maintained by United Nations (UN) peacekeepers (Unruh 2009). However, in June 
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2016, the peacekeepers were being drawn down with the security of the country 

handed over to the national security forces (Davies and Rushton 2016).  

 

My paternal grandfather and maternal grandmother both originated from Butaw in 

Sinoe County and I would have loved to go there for this research. However, the 

distance away from Liberia’s capital city, Monrovia, where most advanced services 

are available would have been a serious security risk. Being able to get to 

Monrovia in the event of an incident would have taken at least 20 hours’ 

continuous drive. Furthermore, as I was planning to start data collection at the 

start of the rainy season (April 2017), the roads would have been more difficult to 

navigate thereby increasing the travel time from the site to Monrovia. Relatedly, 

the cost of traveling to Butaw regularly would have been very high. Potentially ten 

times as that of travelling to Senjeh District. In contrast, the road to Senjeh is 

paved and it only took a drive of around 1 hour to get there, making it easier for 

me to go back often to speak with people to verify or clarify something that they 

had said previously (Gibbs 2012). 

 

The other reasons why Senjeh District offered the best choice as my research site 

in Liberia, included the fact that Sime Darby had been regularly in the news when 

compared with the other concessions. There were many NGO reports on the 

consequences experienced by affected communities within the Sime Darby 

concession (Lomax et al 2012; Siakor 2012). Furthermore, whilst Sime Darby was 

awarded over 300,000 hectares of land across four counties in Liberia, the land in 

Senjeh was amongst the first to be cultivated with oil palm. The main offices of the 

concession were also in Senjeh District and, most of the reports on the perceived 

‘bad’ nature of the Sime Darby concession focused on those areas in Grand Cape 

Mount County, which is next to Bomi County (Gilfoy 2014; Siakor 2012). 

Consequently, existing coverage tended to report not from the communities most 

directly affected by the Sime Darby land grab. Senjeh District allowed the case 

study to have a longitudinal dimension because the land had previously been 

awarded as a concession to the B.F. Goodrich rubber company in 1954. B.F. 

Goodrich operated a rubber plantation in Senjeh until 1980, when control over the 

land was transferred to another agribusiness, Guthrie (Chapelle 2014). With that 
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long history of experiencing land grabbing, the site in Senjeh was an attractive 

case study.  

 

For all of the reasons above, Senjeh offered the best case for the research. Gaya 

Hill, Damah, Beh Sao and Johnson Farm were the four towns selected for the 

research. I made the decision because those were the four main towns closest to 

the concession area in Senjeh District and were more likely to be most significantly 

transformed by the Sime Darby concession. With an appreciation of how and why I 

chose to do my research in Liberia provided, I will now turn my attention to those 

conversations about travel arrangements to Liberia. 

 

4.4.2. Travelling to Liberia  

 

I travelled to Liberia twice for my fieldwork. I travelled initially for one month in 

December 2016 and then travelled back in April 2017 for three months. Invoking 

the fieldwork experience of Resfa Fitri’s work with smallholder farmers in 

Indonesia, I planned and successfully completed a scoping visit to Senjeh District 

in December 2016 (2006). The visit covered a period of 4 weeks. The visit was 

two-fold; 1) it was an opportunity for me to visit the towns around the Sime Darby 

concession most affected by the land grabs to identify which towns I would 

conduct interviews in and gatekeepers through whom I could gain access to the 

communities (Fitri 2006). It also allowed me to make arrangements for 

accommodation within the district, because staying in Monrovia and travelling daily 

to the sites would have made me more of an outsider than I already was as well as 

being more expensive. 2) I needed to gain ethics approval from the Liberian 

government through the University of Liberia before I could be allowed to conduct 

research in Liberia. The scoping visit was from 3 December 2016 to 1 January 

2017. For the first trip, I spent most of my time in Monrovia, only travelling to the 

district twice to meet with potential participants, gatekeepers and stranger father. I 

arranged to stay with a chief in a place called Married Camp, within the Sime 

Darby concession area before returning to the UK. 

 

In terms of the trip in April to actually conduct data collection, I was aware of 

practical issues that I needed to consider before leaving Aberystwyth for Liberia. 
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Safety was the first concern. This included my personal safety as well as the 

safety of participants and the data that I would collect from them. In terms of my 

personal safety, I decided not to stay in Senjeh District without having someone 

there with me who could serve as a buddy so that I was not alone (Ryan 2017). 

This concern was more important as a result of the drawdown of UN 

peacekeepers from providing security in the country. I discussed this with my 

supervisors, and we agreed that hiring a local research assistant would be a good 

idea to serve the purpose of aiding me in the data collection but also for personal 

security reasons. 

 

I also bought malaria prevention medication, a backpack, flashlight, a portable 

solar-powered charger, a battery powered lantern and a fieldwork notebook. 

These were all practical items that I needed to take with me to Liberia to make the 

stay in Senjeh manageable. For example, without electricity, I used the lantern and 

flashlight to light up the room that I shared with my research assistant at night. The 

same could be said about the solar-powered charger which ensured that I had a 

charged mobile phone to keep in touch with the outside world.  

 

The United States (U.S.) dollar is widely used in Liberia. I took sufficient U.S. 

dollars with me to allow me to pay for the goods and services that I needed once I 

was in the field. On arrival in Liberia, I deposited the money in an account with the 

Liberian Bank for Development and Investments (LBDI), which had a branch in 

Gbah, Senjeh District, allowing me to withdraw money whilst in the district. I also 

collected some souvenir pens and keyring holders from the Global-Rural project to 

give away to research participants, as a small token for participating in my 

research (Katz 1994). The final consideration was the legal formalities for 

travelling to a country outside of the UK as a UK university student. I was advised 

by the university to check travel information on the Foreign Office website as well 

as complete the necessary safety forms to ensure that I was safe whilst in Senjeh. 

I obtained travel insurance through the university. My flight was booked in 

February 2017. I departed Aberystwyth on the Saturday of 1 April 2017 and 

returned in late June 2017.  
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4.4.3. Data collection and analysis 

 

Ritchie and Lewis (2003) referred to sampling deployed to achieve an explicit 

purpose as a purposive sampling technique. For example, in my research I 

selected research participants who had lost access to land that they had 

depended on for their livelihood and other social needs prior to the arrival of Sime 

Darby. I also sought key informants from specific organisations to get access to 

specific information which I believed to be relevant to answering the research 

question. These included elite individuals from the district. I decided prior to 

travelling to Senjeh District from Aberystwyth that I wanted to interview a key 

informant from an organisation working with women in the affect communities. I 

also wanted to speak to someone from the Sustainable Development Institute 

(SDI), the major civil society group, at the time, working on land grabbing in Liberia 

(Siakor 2012). I also decided that speaking to someone from the Land Authority 

would be purposeful in understanding the legalities of claims of land ownership 

from residents in affected communities. I obviously needed to give the company a 

voice by speaking to them as well as a local district official and an elder with 

knowledge of the history of the place. All of these considerations were purposeful 

and made to gather a certain kind of data which I believed to be appropriate for 

answering the research questions, hence my sampling technique for choosing 

participants was a purposive sampling approach (Ritchie and Lewis 2003; Teddlie 

and Yu 2007).  

 

Bryman (2016) argues that most purposive samples also use elements of 

snowballing. Snowballing in sampling is the method of using a participant in your 

research to introduce you to other participants, usually people in their social 

network, who meet the criteria that the first participant met to have participated in 

the research in the first place (Atkinson and Flint 2001; Bryman 2016). There is a 

clear disadvantage of this as Lupton and Tulloch (2002) argue in their research in 

Australia. They ended up with a sample dominated by well-educated people of 

British ancestry. In my research the decision was made prior to going to Senjeh 

that elements of snowballing would be incorporated into my purposive sampling to 

enable me reach as many participants as possible who met my purposive criteria; 

people who had lost access to land as a result of the Sime Darby concession. I 
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mitigated the challenge faced by Lupton and Tulloch (2002) by excluding people 

who lived in the same household as the participant making the introduction. I also 

minimised the negative effect of snowballing on my sample by mixing the 

technique. Once we had been to a town and interviewed a couple of people, word 

would get out that we were there conducting research. That led to some people 

approaching us and also made it easier to recruit other participants once they 

knew why we were there. In essence, once I had interviewed a participant, they 

could only refer me to one other person, who could be a relative or friend, as long 

as they were not a member of their household. 

 

Furthermore, I maintained an awareness of the potential disadvantages of having 

most participants from the same social group (Yin 2017). So, I also moved 

between the four towns where I interviewed participants to ensure the 

heterogeneity of the participants. Whenever I moved from one town to another, I 

would recruit the first participant myself, ensuring that they were not too similar 

with someone from that town whom I had interviewed already. The method that I 

deployed was to ask participants questions, those we recruited directly or those 

who we were introduced to as a result of snowballing. Before sitting down to 

interview them, I would ask whether they met my purposive criteria; for example, 

did they lose access to land as a result of the concession and were they a head of 

a household? The answers to those questions as well as questions about their 

relationship with the person who had introduced me to them, determined whether 

they were included or excluded from being interviewed. The final technique 

deployed was to ask my research assistant to identify my next interviewee from 

time to time to break the linage of the snowballing effect. This was intended to 

mitigate the potential bias of having participants with identical experiences and 

stories to tell, a disadvantage of the snowballing sampling approach (Lupton and 

Tulloch 2002; Yin 2017). 

 

Prior to travelling to Liberia, decisions were made regarding the methods to be 

used to collect data based on the data being sought to adequately answer the 

research questions. Linked to the research aim and question, my ontology and 

epistemology and, therefore the research project, a phenomenological 

methodological approach was adopted which dictated that I focussed upon the 
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voices of those affected by the Sime Darby concession (Burr 1998; Wals 2010). 

Keeping with the case study approach which can involve interviewing participants 

within their context, interview was chosen as the most suited method for capturing 

the voices of those who had been affected by land grabbing in order for the 

research to adequately answer the research question and achieve the research 

aim of examining the consequences of land grabbing for rural communities in a 

new context.  

 

Based on the advice of Kvale and Brinkmann (2009), I decided to employ semi-

structured interviews as the best form of interviewing to capture the best data for 

the project. This was because, according to Kvale and Brinkmann (2009), semi-

structured interviews allow flexibility for the investigation to follow new lines of 

inquiry and capture the most important issues for those being researched. These 

suggestions were confirmed by a department facilitated research methodology 

training course. The course gave me the opportunity to verify some of the 

suggestions from the literature above in a practical sense. During the course, I 

participated in designing semi-structured interviews and practice interviews with 

colleagues. After practicing the technique alongside others, it was chosen as the 

most suited for this research because I wanted to privilege endogenous 

knowledge and expand on existing knowledge. Furthermore, semi-structured 

interviews allow the research participants to tell me those stories that they found to 

be most important to their everyday lived experiences (Kvale and Brinkmann 

2009). With some pre-determined themes, adopted from the literature review in 

Chapter Three, semi-structured interviews allowed me the flexibility to ask different 

questions around key themes identified from the literature and press participants 

to give more on more important issues that I did not know about prior to arriving in 

the field.  

 

Learning from the experiences of Edwin Ngowi in rural Tanzania, and in keeping 

with traditions of how to conduct semi-structured interviews in rural African 

settings, two sets of interview guides were used to provide some guidance to the 

key themes to inquire about from research participants (Majoko 2016; Ngowi 

2015). Both guides included introductory scripts. The guide used for the interviews 

with residents of the district included eleven opened questions (see appendix 1). 
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The guide for Key Informants included twelve questions (see appendix 2). Whilst 

the conversations during the interview did not follow the order of the questions on 

each of the interview guides, having them meant that I was able to refer back to 

them to ensure that the themes – livelihood, power, access to land and identity 

politics – were covered in each of the interviews (Schatz 2012). 

 

Some other decisions about collecting the data were made before going to Liberia. 

I bought a voice recorder to record the conversations with participants. That 

decision was partly based on suggestions from Bryman (2016) that using a voice 

recorder when in the field is advised because trying to write notes from 

conversations with participants can be difficult because the researcher could miss 

some comments from the participants when they are concentrating on writing 

notes of what they had heard and thought was important. Another reason for 

deciding to record the conversations was because it allowed me to verify and re-

appraise the transcripts. I also chose to record the conversations to allow me to 

refer back to the actual voices to check that something that I thought was said was 

actually said. For example, once I started writing this thesis in early 2018, I had to 

go back to the voice recordings, on occasions, to confirm that somethings that I 

had written in the transcripts, which were unclear, were actually what the 

participants said. Those episodes validated my decision to record the 

conversations during my fieldwork. 

 

Where would the interviews take place? That was a question that I answered 

before going to Liberia. Anna Secor (2010) suggests that social science 

researchers should think about the practicalities of the venues of interviews 

especially in rural places in Africa because of the complex nature of livelihood 

activities and the complex web of family networks. That was an important question 

for data collection in terms of ethics, which will be discussed later in this chapter. 

Furthermore, reminiscent of Glense suggestion about ensuring that the time and 

place of the interview suited both the participant and researcher, I found that whilst 

in Senjeh, I had to conduct most of my interviews before 10 AM for those who 

were farmers, between 12 noon and late afternoon for those who were taking care 

of the home and on Sundays for those who worked during the week (Glesne 

2006). I decided to be flexible with the venue of interviews, as Secor (2010) 
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suggests, as long as it was in a place that was comfortable for the participant and 

away from family and friends for ethical reasons and, to avoid distractions and 

third party influences on the interviews. In the field, I spoke with some participants 

in their homes, others under trees, some on their farms (see figure 3 below), one 

under a hut and another in his office. One of the reasons for adopting that flexibility 

to the choice of venues of the interviews was to ensure that participating in the 

research was as convenient as possible for participants whilst respecting the rules 

of confidentiality (Secor 2010).  

 
Figure 3: Interviewing participant on his farm (Source: author’s library) 

 
 

In terms of the language of the interviews, I spoke to everyone in English (Liberian 

English). However, one of the participants chose to speak in Gola, the local 

language of most of Senjeh District residents and, asked her son to interpret into 

English for her. I decided that in order to gain the trust of participants and get them 

to be comfortable enough to speak freely, thereby ensuring a rich data set, I was 

going to be conducting the interviews in Liberian English. I relied on the 

suggestion from Boyce and Neale (2006), who argue that conducting interviews in 

the local language is important to gain the trust of research participants and to 

ensure that they are comfortable and able to speak freely and provide relevant 
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responses to questions asked. Speaking in the local language, also undermined 

some actual or perceived power imbalances between the participants and me, as 

discussed in the earlier section on positionality. 

 

In terms of the decision regarding how many participants would be enough to give 

a rich data set for an in-depth analysis of the consequences of land grabbing in the 

Senjeh context, it was made in consultation with Baker et al (2012) suggestion that 

30 interviews would be recommended for a PhD research. However, as Morse et 

al (2014) argue, something that was confirmed in conversations with my 

supervisors, putting a cap on the number of participants to recruit and interview 

once in the field was not advisable. Instead they argued that the decision to stop 

interviewing, and, by extension, when to leave the field, should be made once the 

data reaches saturation (Morse et al 2014). By this they meant that when it is clear 

that the information that is being provided is not enhancing the data but restating 

data that had already been collected. There might be no new information about the 

subject to give. It is at that time, argue Morse et al (2014), that the researcher 

should decide to stop collecting data and leave the field (see also Saunders et al 

2018).  

 

I conducted a total of 30 interviews with residents of four towns in Senjeh District 

who were affected by the Sime Darby oil palm concession. Hinging on suggestions 

by Fitri (2006) regarding triangulation of data to neutralise some inherent biases of 

the interviewees and the researcher, I also conducted 7 interviews with individuals 

from the government of Liberia, particularly from the Land Authority, Ministry of 

Agriculture and district government and two civil society organisations working 

within the affected communities were targeted for interviews. I also interviewed a 

representative of Sime Darby as well as a local elder from the district with vast 

knowledge of the history of concessions in Senjeh having experienced them since 

the 1950s. 

 

In addition to the interviews, I also used my fieldwork notebook to document my 

observations and thoughts after each interview or after a session of evening 

discussions with members of the town where we were staying (Gaya Hill). Those 

notes were crucial in helping me develop ideas of some of the themes or potential 
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themes that would come out of the data analysis. However direct quotes used in 

the thesis have been taken only from interview transcripts, where informed 

consent had been given. My notes also included thoughts about my positionality 

whilst in the field. Once transcribed and coded, the data was analysed 

thematically. 

 

4.4.4 Data transcription  

 

Norwegian academic Stenier Kvale argues that transcription of interviews, or 

turning spoken words into written words, was a good starting point for qualitative 

research analysis because it allowed the researcher to highlight words and group 

them in a theme to try and present the findings of the research in a logical fashion 

(Kvale 2008). However, he warned researchers to be cautious of the dangers of 

transcription. For example, he argues that if researchers are not careful they could 

end up with superficial coding or they could transcribe in a way that 

decontextualized the interviews from the context of the interview, something that 

would be detrimental to this study, giving the fact that my aim going into the 

research was to undermine the oversimplification of the impact of land grabbing 

and privilege endogenous voices in the Senjeh context. 

 

Another danger of transcription that Kvale warned about was the danger of 

missing something that the interviewee said before or after an account. He also 

cautioned about the potential of researchers missing what the larger conversation 

was about (Kvale 2008; Kvale and Brinkmann 2009). With these potential dangers 

in mind, I decided, in July 2017, prior to starting the transcription of my data, that I 

would listen and transcribe at first. I decided to do this by listening to a few 

seconds of the interview, stopping the recording and writing down what I had just 

listened to and then starting the recording again. I repeated this for each interview. 

After the first draft, I would listen to the entire interview for a second time, only 

pausing to correct errors in the transcript. This was done to ensure that the written 

transcripts of the interviews were contextualised, not superficial, and captured 

everything that the interviewees had said, even things that I believed were not 

important to the research question. Most importantly, at the end of the second 

listening I took a moment to reflect on the larger conversation, ensuring that the 
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main points of each interviewee were clear throughout the transcript. I also read 

through each transcript a third time, without the interview in the background just to 

ensure that it made sense. 

 

Julia Bailey (2008) argues that transcribing the data yourself offered the research 

many benefits in the long run. According to Bailey and others, whilst self-

transcription is tedious, it is a good practise because it initiates the first steps in the 

data analysis process (Bailey 2008; Kvale 2008; Padgett 2008). She suggests that 

once the transcript is complete, when the researcher reads through the transcript, 

like I did with mine during the third reading, they would begin to generate new 

ideas for the analysis. Also, as Bailey (2008) and Bryman (2016) argue, the 

researcher might have no choice but to transcribe the data themselves if the 

interviews were in a language that others might not be able to understand. All of 

the reasons given by the authors were considered when I was deciding on the 

process of transcribing the data from the interviews conducted in Liberia. I decided 

to do the transcription myself for the reasons suggested above: begin the analysis 

during transcription, generate new ideas as a result of reading through the 

transcripts as well as because the interviews were conducted in Liberian English. 

In the case of the last reason, asking someone else to transcribe the data could 

have resulted in the misinterpretation of some of the responses 

 

The transcripts were anonymised, as they would be available to other researchers 

in the future, however I decided not to give respondents the opportunity to review 

transcripts before starting the analysis. Each of the thirty respondents were 

referred to as respondent followed by a number based on the chronology of their 

interview and the key informants were anonymised as key informant followed by 

the number aligned with the chronology of their interview. To put another way, the 

participant that I interviewed first was called Respondent 1 and the second 

Respondent 2 and so on. The same was done for the key informants.  

 

In terms of the level of transcription, Graham Gibbs has suggested that there are 

four main levels of transcription: Just a gist, verbatim, verbatim with dialect and 

discourse level (Gibbs 2002). I decided to use the verbatim approach with dialect. 

The reason for choosing a verbatim approach was simply because it offered the 
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best level which would serve the purpose of answering the research question 

more accurately (Loubere 2017). What I mean here is that for me to gain an in-

depth understanding of the consequences of land grabbing on rural residents in 

Senjeh District from their perspective, I had to allow them to speak through the 

data. Therefore, I decided to include the dialectic components of their speeches 

where I believed that they were important. This was taking into consideration that 

for some the structure of the grammar was skewed. It took me two months to 

complete the transcription of all 37 interviews. All of the transcripts were ready for 

analysis at the end of August 2017. 

 

4.4.5. Coding the research data 

 

The next step in the analysis was coding. Bryman (2016) describes coding as the 

linking of chunks of the transcript together as representative of the same 

phenomenon. This was suggested to be crucial to group together statements 

made by different participants about a particular concept. Instead of printing large 

quantities of paper with the transcripts and marking them with different colour pens 

as some researchers have done in the past, Gibbs (2018) suggested the use of 

the Nvivo software to facilitate the coding and analysis process. The transcripts 

were coded and analysed using the Nvivo software (Gibbs 2012, 2014). 

 

In my research I used thematic coding to code the transcripts. As Corbin and 

Strauss (2015) suggested, thematic coding is basically reading through the 

transcript, identifying passages that talk about the same issue and grouping them 

together under a theme and, using that theme to select other passages going 

forward. Stretching that notion further, Vaughan and Turner (2016) argue that 

thematic codes can be pre-defined by the researcher prior to reading the 

transcripts. These are done during the literature review, where key themes about 

the topic being researched are listed as potential themes for coding and then used 

during the coding process to identify those passages of the transcripts that said 

something similar to those from the literature. However, for my research, whilst 

thematic codes were used, they were not entirely pre-defined. I had some pre-

defined codes developed from the literature review in Chapters Two and Three. 

For example, livelihoods, power, gender and reactions from below. But new 
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themes were identified during the coding exercise which were useful to answer the 

research question and achieve the aim of the research.  

 

Ryan and Bernard (2003) suggested some ways that themes could be identified in 

a text. When coding the transcripts thematically, I employed four of their 

suggested ways of identifying themes through: repetition, indigenous typologies 

(in-vivo), similarities and differences and, linguistic connectors (Ryan and Bernard 

2003). Basically, when coding, I looked for repetition of certain words or concepts. 

I also looked for terms that were used that seemed unique to the group that I was 

investigating. Similarities and differences are self-explanatory. In terms of linguistic 

connectors, these were words like ‘because’ or ‘for example’. These language 

connecting words usually suggests that the succeeding words were being offered 

as a meaning for something that they had said immediately before.  

 

At the end of the coding exercise I ended up with 52 codes (see table 1 below). 

After discussions with my supervisors and relying on suggestions from key 

literatures above, the codes were re-grouped into 8 themes because a lot of the 

themes were connected. From these, four (identity politics, land, livelihoods and 

power) were found to be most important to presenting a coherent and adequate 

answer to the research question and are discussed in the empirical chapters of 

this thesis. I will now focus on the ethical considerations of the research before 

moving on to reflect on the data collection and analysis.  

 
Table 1: Table of major and sub-themes 

Eight major themes Sub-themes (codes) 

Approaches to deal with challenges International best practises; international frameworks; 

land rights act; out-migration; partnering with 

international actors. 

Benefits from the concession Gbah (a market town in Senjeh); health care; increase 

in income; jobs; rental fees; roads; schools; water and 

sanitation; working for Sime Darby. 

Challenges Conflicts; corruption; delayed pay; displacement; 

hardship; impact on income; in-migration; lack of 

information; landlessness; legal conundrum; local 
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expectations; Unfair treatment;. 

Historical context B.F. Goodrich days; black colonialism; land ownership 

claims; traditional land acquisition. 

Identity politics Belonging; faith; access to health care; access to 

schools; failed promises; gendered concerns; 

underpaid; unemployment; gunder. 

Land Access to concession land; land grab; land use now; 

land use prior to Sime Darby. 

Livelihoods Alternative livelihood sources; buffer; livelihoods after 

Sime Darby; livelihoods before Sime Darby; 

supplementing main livelihood. 

Structure and agency (power) Compensation; government action; power 

relationships; prior consultation. 

 

4.5. Research ethics and data management 
 

As Fox (2004) argues, ethics could be viewed as a ritualistic attempt by some 

researchers in academia at a pre-empted self-confession; not necessarily just an 

attempt to divert future criticism from other researchers and readers but a part of 

research that has to be included in the interest of transparency. However, as 

Heley argues, as part of his research in the small English village of Eamesworth, 

although the process of ethical considerations within a research framework can be 

a laborious and ‘mind-numbingly boring’ activity, it does not mean that we can 

sacrifice the detailed engagement with ethics as part of research (2008). I tended 

to agree with the argument that Heley (2008) put forward that the tediousness of 

the ethical engagement was not a good enough reason to neglect giving the 

process the full attention that it deserved.  

 

This is not to say that some researchers would not still engage with ethics just as a 

tick box exercise than a deep-rooted objective viewing of the rightness and 

wrongness of acts undertaken as part of the research. However, as with Heley in 

Eamesworth, my prolonged engagement with Senjeh District, in terms of the pre-

fieldwork, fieldwork and post-fieldwork periods forced me to consider the ethical 
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and moral concerns with the collection of information that was occasionally 

personal and emotional, all whilst ensuring that the participants were safe.  

 

My ethics journey started when I attended a mandatory ethics workshop for all 

postgraduate students at Aberystwyth University on 29 February 2016. In order for 

my project to go ahead I had to complete a Data Management Plan (DMP) which 

detailed the procedures that I would adopt to ensure that the data collected from 

my participants for my research was stored in a secure place and in line with UK 

laws and policies of the university. According to my research DMP all recordings 

would be stored in a secure password protected folder on the university’s network. 

The recordings once transferred to the university’s network were deleted from the 

voice recorder. I also included in my DMP, plans to delete all recordings from the 

university’s server once all of the interviews had been transcribed and within 12 

months of the end of the research project. All signed consent forms were scanned 

and stored in a secure password protected folder on the university’s server. The 

scanned consent forms will be destroyed after a successful PhD viva. In terms of 

the transcripts from the research interviews, those will be stored with the university 

and made available for future researchers to be able to use them in secondary 

research. All of the above which could be completed by this stage has been 

completed. The rest will be completed at the end of the research. 

 

The DMP informed my application for ethical approval from the Department of 

Geography and Earth Sciences at Aberystwyth University which was made on 1 

March 2016 and approved. In my ethics application I stated that in the interest of 

participants’ safety all data collected will be anonymised and confidential except in 

cases of key informants’ interviews where some direct quotes may be used but 

also because the role of some key informants might render anonymity impossible. 

In these instances the participants would be made aware prior to the interview and 

asked to give consent by signing an informed consent form stating that they 

understood that quotes from their interview might be used in publications from the 

research. The consent form also stated that in those cases where interview quotes 

attributed to key informants will be used in publications, the interviewee will be 

given a draft of the publication for them to approve before it was published (see 

appendix 3). It is worth pointing out that this was not the case in the research 
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writing. In writing this thesis, I decided, having realised that this thesis would be 

theoretically available to the public, to anonymise all of the participants in my 

research including key informants. Therefore key informants are represented 

throughout this thesis as key informants and are distinguished by a number based 

on the chronology of their interview (i.e. key informant 1, key informant 2…). 

 

There were two informed consent forms for the purpose of the interviews in 

Liberia. Only residents were offered full anonymity during the fieldwork and key 

informants consented to revealing who they were when direct quotes from their 

interviews were used. However, as I stated above, a decision to give full 

anonymity to all participants was made during the writing process of the project 

because it was possible to anonymise the persons being quoted without 

undermining the data. Participants were represented with a pseudonym as I 

described earlier. A pseudonym is a fictional name or code, in this case the word 

respondent followed by a number, given to research participants to conceal their 

identity and protect their anonymity (Pfitzmann and Kohntopp, 2001). The use of a 

separate informed consent form for residents was also a requirement for approval 

from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the University of Liberia, a body 

responsible for reviewing and approving all research in Liberia involving human 

participants.  

 

The IRB suggested that the language in the form for residents should be in simple 

English to ensure that participants understood what they were agreeing to (see 

appendix 4). They also requested that the same be done for the information sheet 

(see appendix 5). Each participant in the research received an information sheet 

which detailed the relevance of the project and provided contact details for the 

Global-Rural Project team as well as the IRB at the University of Liberia. I had 

planned, prior to travelling to Liberia, to have a facility for some research 

participants to give verbal consent, however, once in the field, a decision was 

taken to use thumb prints to sign the forms for those who could not read or write. 

For those who were illiterate, I explained the contents of the form, making sure 

that they understood before asking them to sign. 
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During the early parts of the planning process of the research, I had decided that I 

was going to use focus group discussions alongside the individual interviews to 

triangulate the data for validity and reliability. However, following on from the IRB 

meeting in Liberia, the decision to use focus groups was withdrawn due to 

concerns about the sensitive nature of the subject being investigated and the need 

to protect anonymity. On reflection, I decided that it was risky to put a group of 

people in the same space to talk about their experiences of land grabbing by Sime 

Darby and supported by the Government of Liberia. I felt that I would lose control 

over the ability to stop any of the focus group participants from informing on others 

in an attempt to gain favours from Sime Darby or Government of Liberia officials 

(Gibbs, 2012). I also realised that using a focus group would undermine my 

concern of distractions and third party influencing responses, which I discuss 

earlier in section 4.4.3 (Secor 2010). 

 

Based on suggestions by McCosker et al (2001), a local counselling service was 

identified to refer any of my participants who became emotionally distressed whilst 

recounting their experiences of losing control over the land to Sime Darby. The 

Centre for Counselling and Restorative Dialogue located on King Sao Bosso 

Street in Monrovia was chosen. I had their contact details with me at all times 

when speaking with research participants. Thankfully, the need for the service did 

not arise during my time in the field. The consent forms had clear information for 

participants of their right to withdraw from participating in the research at any time 

during the interviews or after the data had been collected but they had to make 

that decision prior to the commencement of transcription and analysis which was 

proposed to have started on 1 July 2017. 

 

The reason for setting a date by which any participant wishing to withdraw their 

participation could do so was to avoid a situation where I had spent hours 

transcribing an interview only for the person who had been interviewed to ask to 

withdraw their participation (Gibbs 2002; Kvale 1996). Furthermore, once I had 

transcribed the data, even though it was still the voice of the respondent, it was 

difficult to then trace who was speaking because the data would have been 

anonymised by then. At the time of the deadline for participants to ask for their 
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data to be removed there were no requests for withdrawal of any interview data. 

That remained the case up to the date of the submission of this thesis. 

 

A significant part of the ethics process both at Aberystwyth University and the IRB 

in Liberia was the steps that I had to take to ensure that I was safe at all times 

whilst in the field. Given the security concerns raised earlier, I hired the services of 

a research assistant whilst in the field sites in Senjeh District to support me in the 

recruitment of participants but also so serve as a buddy. The importance of having 

a research assistant in the field to ensure my safety was highlighted at a 

conference I attended at the University of Leeds, in January 2017, which was 

hosted by the Researchers in Development PhD Network (RiDNet). According to 

one of the speakers, having a research assistant could also give the project some 

legitimacy especially if it is a person with connections to the field site. She also 

said that her research assistant served in the capacity of a buddy for her during 

her research fieldwork. I also had contact information given to my project 

supervisors so that they could contact me during my time in the field to ensure that 

the project was being undertaken successfully but more importantly to check that I 

was safe whilst in the field. We also had prior arrangements for me to contact 

them periodically via email whilst in the field.  

 

4.5.1. Giving back 

 

One of the key questions repeated by residents who participated in the research 

was: how would we benefit from this research that you are doing? Wary that 

others had come before, left and nothing was heard of them, participants were 

eager to know what was different about my research. I could not, and so I did not 

make promises that I knew I could not keep. However, as Cindi Katz (1994) 

suggests, even the act of going back once the data had been analysed and initial 

findings were emerging, to feedback to the research participants, would be 

appreciated. So, with guidance from my supervisors I organised dissemination 

events in Liberia in December 2018. I had four feedback sessions, one in each of 

the four towns where I had interviewed people. The format was informal, held 

under a Palava hut or under a large mango tree. In those feedback sessions I 
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gave an overview of the initial findings from the research. I entertained questions 

before refreshments were served. 

 

I also had a more formal dissemination event at a local hotel in Monrovia and 

invited key stakeholders including Sime Darby and the other key informants who 

participated in the research (see figure 4 below). These included NGOs, 

government departments and civil society groups working on land related issues. I 

gave a presentation and then two stakeholder representatives responded to what I 

presented. The feedbacks from the feedback sessions in Senjeh District and the 

dissemination event in Monrovia feed into the final edits of the project. 

 
Figure 4: Picture of formal feedback event in Monrovia (Source: author’s library) 

 
 

I will now turn my attention to a discussion on my reflexivity on the methodological 

approach adopted in this research. 

 

4.6. Researcher's reflexivity 
 

Every research project has some drawbacks and this project was no different. 

There are other approaches which could have been adopted for this research. 
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However there were three linked shortcomings that I identified during my reflection 

on my experiences employing the methodological approach of the research that I 

would like to discuss briefly here. Firstly, I believe that time was a major issue for 

me. If I had more time to spend in the field, I could have gathered more in-depth 

nuanced data from key informants. For example, due to the fact that I had to 

chase the representative from Sime Darby throughout the time in the field, I ran 

out of time to sit down and do an interview with him. Instead I had to settle for him 

providing written answers to questions that I sent. I believe that if I had sat down 

with him to do the interview like I did with other key informants, I could have asked 

many follow up questions and follow other lines of inquires that would have given 

more richness to the data. 

 

It was not only the issue of time that I believe could have resulted in a slightly 

different outcome for the findings or the way the research was conducted. I believe 

that adopting strong ethnographic traditions in this research could have 

contributed to understanding cultural aspects of the way residents experienced or 

responded to the Sime Darby land grab. For example, being able to immerse 

myself in more daily activities involving working for the company or travelling to 

farms hours away from the towns could have given me an experiential 

understanding of both the mental and physical difficulties that some residents had 

to endure as a result of the loss of their farmlands to Sime Darby.  

 

Finally, linked to the belief that the findings presented in the rest of this thesis 

could have been different if I had more time to approach the research differently is 

the belief that employing mixed methods could have improved the validity of the 

data. This is not to say that the triangulation approach employed was not robust or 

had not been employed with similar outcomes in the past. If I could have found a 

way to use participant observations alongside the qualitative interviews, I believe 

that it would have added richness to the data. Just to be clear, I trust that the data 

is reliable and valid and believe that any researcher employing techniques similar 

to those that I employed and in the manner I did would get similar results. 

However, a mixed methods approach could have further erased perceptions of 

researcher's biases that are usually attributed to qualitative interviews.  
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4.7. Conclusion 
 

This chapter of my thesis provides a road map for future researchers to relive the 

tough decisions made during the planning, the fieldwork and the writing-up stages 

of my research. The chapter gives the reader a clear insight into my thoughts 

during the research in terms of what was done and why they were done the way 

that they were done. Issues around safety, of both the researched and the 

researcher were discussed, giving the reader an understanding of the tough 

choices made and why. One key point to highlight here is the level of awareness 

documented in this chapter, crucial in adding value to the research. It 

demonstrated that every decision taken involved a level of deep consideration of 

the pros and cons and how it fitted with the overall aim of the research project. 



Chapter Five: Impacts of Sime Darby land grab 
on livelihoods in Senjeh 



5. Impacts of Sime Darby land grab on livelihoods in Senjeh 

Page | 122  
 

‘In international debates about the land rush, positions have tended to be 

polarised between those who argue that the deals will provide new 

livelihood opportunities, and those who fear that land acquisitions are a 

source of exclusion. But on the ground, the land rush is not the story of 

undifferentiated communities that together stand to lose – or to gain – from 

the deals. Because groups tend to be internally diverse, local impacts are 

often differentiated. The land deals can create both winners and losers.’ 

(Cotula 2013, p.133-134).  

 

5.1. Introduction 
 

Most rural communities in Africa rely on the land for subsistence uses to meet their 

livelihood needs (Borras and Franco 2013; Cotula 2013; Davis et al 2014; De 

Schutter 2011; Hall et al 2015; Murphy et al 2017). As such, when control over 

large portions of rural African land is transferred to foreign capital investors, those 

who depend on the land for their main livelihood activities inevitably lose a crucial 

source from which to meet their livelihood needs (Boamah 2014; Cotula 2013; 

Gingembre 2015; Moreda 2015; Ryan 2017). These facts have been represented 

in many previous studies arguing that land grabbing threatens the livelihoods of 

rural African communities and the impacts are mostly negative (Carmody and 

Taylor 2016; Edelman and Borras 2016; Larder 2015; Knight et al 2012; 

Richardson 2010; Siakor 2012). 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to consider the impacts of the Sime Darby land grab 

on the ability of Senjeh residents to secure their livelihood needs as a result of 

losing access to the land that they once used to meet their livelihood needs. The 

question that the chapter will answer is the first subsidiary research question listed 

in Chapter One: What is the impact of the Sime Darby land grab on livelihoods of 

Senjeh residents and how have they responded to it? The main argument that will 

be developed in this chapter to answer the research question above, is that the 

loss of the land to Sime Darby has negatively affected Senjeh residents’ capacity 

to meet their livelihood needs; yet they have exhibited resilience in the face of 

adversity including diversifying their livelihood activities or meeting their livelihood 

needs through alternative livelihood activities. 
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To present the premises to support the main argument of this chapter, the chapter 

is divided into seven sections. The first is this introductory section. Sections 5.2 to 

5.5 provides the answers to the first part of the question above: the impact of the 

Sime Darby land grab on livelihoods. Section 5.5 deals particularly with the 

gendered impacts of the Sime Darby land grab. Section 5.6, details the ways in 

which residents demonstrated resilience to the negative impacts of the Sime 

Darby land grab. The section is divided into four subsections, each dealing with a 

different way that residents responded to the negative impacts of the loss of land 

on their capacity to meet their livelihood needs. The final section of this chapter is 

section 5.7 which is the conclusion. In section 5.7, a summary of the key premises 

presented throughout the chapter is provided including the main argument derived 

from those premises. 

 

5.2. Sime Darby created jobs for affected residents 
 

‘…it is often argued that agricultural investments may create jobs in 

agriculture and/or processing, both directly and through supply chain 

relations, and may improve livelihoods…’ (Anseeuw et al. 2013, p.425). 

 

Usually, argued Lorenzo Cotula, large-scale land concessions such as Sime 

Darby are welcomed by underdeveloped countries in the Global South and Africa 

in particular because of the expectation that they would create jobs for their mostly 

unemployed population (2013). The promise of jobs in rural places where most 

people rely on subsistence livelihood activities and evidence of jobs created in 

similar circumstances in other places serves as the main inducement for national 

and local political leaders and in some cases rural residents agreeing to hand over 

large swathes of land to foreign investors (Boamah 2014; Borras and Franco 

2013; Cotula 2013; Larder 2015; Moreda 2015). For a lot of the jobs created on 

large-scale plantation concessions, these are occupied by local people who had 

depended on the very land for their livelihood needs (Moreda 2015). The jobs are 

offered to local residents as a means of compensating for the loss of their 

livelihoods tied to the land (Lisk 2013; McMichael 2013). 
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The jobs created in rural places where large swathes of land once used for 

subsistence livelihood activities had been awarded to foreign concession investors 

are not restricted to the plantations (De Schutter 2011; Mutopo and Chiweshe 

2014; Nyantakyi-Frimpong and Bezner Kerr 2017; Richardson 2010; Suhardiman 

et al 2015; Von Braun and Suseela 2017). The establishment of institutions within 

the rural area to cater to the specific needs of the concession and its employees 

could lead to the creation of jobs for local people to work within those institutions 

(Nyantakyi-Frimpong and Bezner Kerr 2017). Essentially, the opening up of a 

concession in a rural district indirectly leads to the creation of other off-farm jobs. 

 

Gaya Hill is one of the largest of the towns in Senjeh District, Bomi County, Liberia 

which were mostly affected by the arrival of Sime Darby and, the taking of land 

used by rural residents for multiple livelihood activities. It is one of many inhabited 

towns in close proximity to the Sime Darby oil palm plantation. The town is the 

largest of the four towns where I conducted my research. This is both in terms of 

its geographical size, population of roughly 500 people, as well as amenities. For 

example, it is the only town of the four towns that I visited with a government run 

health centre (see figure 5 below). 

 
Figure 5: Government run health centre in Gaya Hill (Source:  author's library) 

 
 

It was early morning on Tuesday 2 May 2017 and I had just woken up from my first 

night sleep in a place I would call home for several weeks. The buzz of people in 
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the town from the Monday evening when we arrived was gone. There were very 

few people in the town and no one under the Palava hut where we had been 

greeted the night before and taken to meet the local leaders, each at their own 

home, to introduce us and to inform them of our research in their town. 

 

Based on my experience of living in other rural towns in Liberia, the absence of 

people from towns on that scale, at those early hours of the morning would be 

because of their daily routine of leaving their villages and towns early in the 

morning, heading out to their farms to tend to their crops (Beale et al 2017; Buseh 

2008). Whilst the people had left the town for livelihood purposes, it was not to 

head to their subsistence farms but off to the plantation to work on the Sime Darby 

oil palm trees. This became clear during the first two interviews that I had with 

those residents of the town who had stayed behind mostly to undertake domestic 

tasks. Both interviewees were women, house wives and carers of their families’ 

plots of land. Respondent 1, a 39-year-old mother and wife, confirmed that a lot of 

the men of the town were busily involved in livelihood activities but not in the place 

or manner that I had envisaged (Cotula 2013; Verma 2014). According to her, 

when talking about where most of the people of the town had gone: ‘My husband 

works for the company.’ Respondent 2 went even further when talking to me about 

the same topic of employment opportunities for locals from Sime Darby. 

 

‘Now people are working on oil palm planting and harvesting…. Oh, a lot of 

people in Gaya Hill work for Sime Darby… My husband and my son work 

for Sime Darby.’ (Respondent 2: a 39-year-old woman from Gaya Hill). 

 

Both Respondents 1 and 2 described how Gaya Hill had benefited from the Sime 

Darby oil palm plantation through the job opportunity created for those living in the 

town (Gilfoy 2014). In fact, evidence of the number of people from Gaya Hill 

benefiting from jobs with Sime Darby was estimated by a local government official 

from the district, to be as high as 63 at one point in time. The literature did suggest 

that locals from the towns and villages close to the Sime Darby concession 

benefited from some of the jobs created (Gilfoy 2014). 
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As such, Gaya Hill appears to support claims - mainly from supporters of large-

scale land deals - that international land investments in Africa help to relieve rural 

poverty by creating paid jobs (Borras and Franco 2013; Cotula 2013; Fisseha 

2011; Richardson 2010). Cotula (2013) and Moreda (2015), for example, both 

draw attention to the growing evidence that large-scale agricultural plantations do 

create employment opportunities for local communities affected by land grabbing. 

In addition to permanent roles created for local residents who live in close 

proximity to the plantation, Fisseha (2011) suggests that temporary contractual 

employment is made available to other residents during periods of initial planting 

of crops and during the harvest and clearing seasons. The consequences of this, 

Fisseha argues, is that companies and supporters of the job creating benefits of 

large-scale land deals, usually local and national elites who benefited from those 

large-scale land deals, could continue to argue that those deals were in the 

interest of local communities and that it improved their access to wages that 

inevitably contributed to improved livelihoods (Fisseha 2011). This was true in 

terms of my experience in the field. My conversation with one key informant, a 

senior officer at Sime Darby, seemed to confirm that they believed that the 

plantation created numerous jobs for local people, noting that,  

 

‘Besides this, some employment and contracts have also been provided to 

citizens of Senjeh District in the current area of operation (in Zepeh Clan) 

and this has helped to improve livelihood and infrastructural development.’ 

(Key Informant 7). 

 

The suggestion of the jobs created for local people by the plantation was 

emphasised by a local government official, in a separate conversation. 

 

‘I do not know the average but about 3 years back about 63 residents of 

Gaya Hill were employed by Sime Darby. I am not sure if that is still the 

same. The numbers for Damah is maybe 1 or 2 and, that would be the 

same for Beh Sao.’ (Key Informant 3). 

 

Even at the national level, there are perceptions that residents in the affected 

areas criticise Sime Darby for no concrete reasons. A junior minister, who had 



5. Impacts of Sime Darby land grab on livelihoods in Senjeh 

Page | 127  
 

represented the government in discussions to resolve the ongoing disputes 

between the company and local Senjeh residents remarked that, 

 

‘Right now a lot of the people are saying bad things about Sime Darby but 

all of them work for the same company. I worked with those communities 

and Sime Darby has done it in a way that they have employed people from 

some households not because they are qualified but because they want to 

provide employment opportunities for the people.’ (Key Informant 6). 

 

Most of my research participants, admitted to knowing people in their towns who 

worked for Sime Darby. Some also mentioned that they had been contracted by 

the company at one point or another to work on planting new palm trees or 

harvesting the palm crops. 

 

Furthermore, proponents of large land concessions argue that they not only create 

jobs on the farm, but also in-directly in off-farm employment (Cotula 2013; Cotula 

et al 2009; Richardson 2010; Vicol 2017). For example, whilst not arguing for 

large-scale plantation agricultural projects as the mainstay for job creation, Cotula 

et al. (2009) suggest that the impact of having land concessions could extend to 

job opportunities created outside of the concession but within the affected 

communities and those communities immediately adjacent to the concession. As 

new mini-industries like entertainment and hospitality sprung up as a direct 

response to the external needs of the concession, local people would benefit from 

jobs in those sectors operating off-farm (Cotula et al 2009; Richardson 2010; Vicol 

2017).   

 

Although the evidence of this occurring around the Sime Darby concession in 

Senjeh District was limited from the conversations that I had with local residents – 

who were mostly concerned to express their feelings of being treated unfairly – 

there were some mentions of the boom created by the concession in the market 

town of Gbah, located at the entrance to the Sime Darby concession plantation 

(Gilfoy 2014). Furthermore, I observed myself evidence suggesting that the 

presence of Sime Darby had created off-farm opportunities during visits to other 

parts of the district, including the market and main street in Gbah. 
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For example, the opening of a new branch of a commercial bank to cater to the 

banking needs of Sime Darby had created employment opportunities for locals. As 

I stated in Chapter Four, I used the local bank to access money whilst in the 

district.  Furthermore, having a local bank branch in the district might have also 

made access to banking activities like loans and savings accessible, contributing 

to some locals setting up businesses (Vicol 2017). The multiple new brick 

structures which were being constructed in Gbah, suggested that the income of 

some of those working for the company and other mini-industries was being put to 

use in the employment of builders. There was also the new motorbike taxis 

industry which was visibly evident, including one that I contracted daily to transport 

me and my research assistant around to the various towns to conduct interviews 

and participate in social events. I also saw evidence of new entertainment centres 

like mini-cinemas, bars, restaurants and computer gaming shops along the main 

street in Gbah. All of these pointed to the fact that there were other livelihood 

options available to residents as indirect impacts of the Sime Darby land grab 

(Cotula 2013; Mutopo and Chiweshe 2014; Nyantakyi-Frimpong and Bezner Kerr 

2017; Suhardiman et al 2015; Vicol 2017).  

 

Indeed, a local government official that I interviewed was unequivocal in his view 

that the major impact of Sime Darby was the creation of multiple livelihood options 

for the people of the district. 

 

‘The local economy is booming. I will give you an example, if you compare 

Gbah years ago to what it is now, you will see that there has been 

improvements since the company has been here….. There are a lot more 

business activities going on in the town and it is expanding as well….. We 

want them here because they bring increased local economic visibility in the 

county. If you look at Gbah now, there is a new bank there and all of that is 

because of the company coming here.’ (Key Informant 3) 

 

The clear evidence from my observation was that the presence of Sime Darby in 

Senjeh had created the environment for new industries to open up in the district, 

some to service the needs of the concession and others benefiting the residents of 
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the district who could afford to access the new services that those industries were 

offering (Nyantakyi-Frimpong and Bezner Kerr 2017; Richardson 2010; Vicol 

2017). This was confirmed in another interview with a 34-year-old man from Beh 

Sao. 

 

‘Some people do unskilled jobs like making bricks for people in Gbah who 

are building their houses.’ (Respondent 30). 

 

However, the findings do not tell us about the impact on other non-employment 

activities linked to rural livelihoods, for example, gathering wood from the forest for 

cooking and heating or hunting of animals for meat. Furthermore, the creation of 

new jobs in itself does not mean that the wages earned are adequate to 

compensate for the livelihoods lost as a result of the loss of control over the land 

to Sime Darby (Ansoms 2011; Boamah and Overa 2016; Carmody and Taylor 

2016). As such, the next section digs deeper to examine whether or not the new 

wages were enough to cover income lost from growing crops on the land and 

selling them to meet livelihood needs. 

 

5.3. Insufficient jobs and inadequate wages 
 

Some reports on large-scale land investments in Africa have talked about the 

potential of the concessions to transform the lives of rural Africans by providing on 

farm and off-farm wage generating jobs (Gilfoy 2014; Lisk 2013; MacDougall 2016; 

McMichael 2013). However, for every job created by large-scale land concessions, 

hundreds of rural people were displaced from the land that they needed and used 

as their main source of livelihood (Carmody 2013; Davies et al 2014; De Schutter 

2011). In addition, Lorenzo Cotula has argued that the temporary nature of some 

of the job opportunities that come along with concessions – such as contract jobs 

for planting of crops or seasonal contracts to harvest crops – means that most 

rural residents who have lost land to concessions have had to find new ways of 

sourcing livelihood needs for their families (Cotula 2013). This observation has 

been supported by other commentators including Woertz (2013), Richardson 

(2010), Knight et al (2012) and Oberlack et al (2016). 
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Whilst it was clear that both farm and off-farm jobs were created as an impact of 

having the Sime Darby concession in Senjeh District, from the point of view of the 

residents most directly affected by the land grab, the jobs created by the 

concession did not mitigate for the livelihoods lost through the loss of land. For 

most of the residents that I spoke with, the promises of jobs made by Sime Darby 

during the periods of consultation prior to commencing their operations did not 

match up with the actual number of job opportunities created or offered to 

residents of the district. 

 

‘They promised to employ all those whose crops were paid for across the 

river because you allowed them to take the land but that has not happened’ 

(Key Informant 1) 

 

‘From the start, Sime Darby promised 25 employment for Damah, 25 for 

Beh Sao and 30 for Gaya Hill. They have not made good on that promise.’ 

(Respondent 10: a 54-year-old man from Damah) 

 

‘They took the land and promised us jobs and they have not done so. We 

are all unemployed… because they promised to give us jobs, so we came 

together as one family and agreed to give them the land. But, they have 

come and taken the land and, lied to us and have not given us jobs.’ 

(Respondent 17: a 40-year-old woman from Johnson Farm) 

 

One of the reasons given for this over promise of job opportunities by foreign 

investors interested in securing large swathes of land in Africa is because they are 

aware that national governments are desperate to create jobs for their 

unemployed populations (Borras and Franco 2012; Cotula 2013; Davies et al 

2014; De Schutter 2011). By over promising, as Verma argues, concessionaires 

believe that they would be in the best position to win the concession. And, given 

that most countries in Africa have weak systems of governance, the evidence 

suggests that once the contracts are signed there are limited mechanisms in place 

to hold concessionaires accountable (Cotula 2013; Cotula et al 2009; Evers et al 

2011; Hall 2011; Hall et al 2015; Verma 2014; Von Braun and Suseela 2017). In 

my observation whilst in Senjeh District, this was exactly what was going on. Sime 
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Darby promised jobs and other benefits for all residents if they were accepted by 

the locals. However, once they had the land, they did not live up to those promises 

entirely as a few of the quotes from residents above suggests.  

 

Most of the residents that I spoke to stated that there were just not enough jobs for 

the number of people that had lost livelihoods tied to the land (Cotula 2013; 

Oberlack et al 2016). The voices of the residents were loud and clear in my 

conversations during my fieldwork in Senjeh District. They did not see the 

opportunities that my key informants had suggested were created as a result of 

the Sime Darby land grab. Here is how two of those I interviewed put it to me. 

 

‘In Damah alone there are only 2 people working with Sime Darby.’ 

(Respondent 6: a 51-year-old man from Damah). 

 

‘In this town the number of people working for the company cannot reach 

10.’ (Respondent 22: a 47-year-old woman from Beh Sao). 

 

For Respondent 6 the impact of the Sime Darby land grab on livelihoods was 

stark. He gave an example taking into consideration the youth population of his 

town. 

 

‘My brother, if we talk just about the youth we are talking about two to three 

hundred. We are not even including the girls.’ 

 

Respondent 6 did not see any positive outcome of the Sime Darby land grab. He 

felt that the arrival of the company had a negative impact on their livelihoods. It 

took away their main form of livelihood, which was subsistence farming and 

replaced it with wage employment, on and off the plantation, but the number of 

jobs offered did not come close to providing enough to cover all of those who had 

loss access to land that the company had taken control of (Ansoms 2011; Boamah 

and Overa 2016). 

 

In the view of another respondent, a 34-year-old man from Beh Sao, a lot of 

people who were affected by the Sime Darby land grab lost their main livelihoods, 
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which was tied to subsistence farming, and did not have alternatives as suggested 

in the previous section. 

 

‘I can show you up to one hundred and ninety-three farmers and none of 

them have had employment. We once wrote one of the managers there 

asking for vacation work and they said that they could not afford to give us 

jobs…..There are seventy-five youth in Beh Sao and we need employment 

but we can’t get employment.’ (Respondent 30). 

 

In the views of the respondent quoted here, the impact of the Sime Darby land 

grab on their livelihoods was clear. The arrival of the company meant that they lost 

control over and access to the land that they had used for their livelihood.  Asked 

about how they had secured basic necessities for life before the arrival of Sime 

Darby, local residents had talked about their use of the land: 

  

'We used to grow things on the land to use to get our daily bread. We had 

been  using the land from day one.' (Respondent 11: a 52-year-old man 

from Damah) 

  

For this respondent, prior to the arrival of the company he used the land for his 

and his family's livelihoods. This was not land that is legally owned individually 

since all land in Liberia not privately bought and registered with the government is 

the property of the state (Alden Wily 2012; Siakor 2012). This was land that 

residents’ believed that they owned and was available to them to use for 

subsistence farming (ownership and access claims will be discussed in Chapter 

Seven). They used the land for subsistence farming. They used some of the 

harvest for their personal consumption and sold some to earn money to buy those 

other livelihood needs that they could not grow on the land. However, when asked 

about how they were managing now that Sime Darby had taken the land, this is 

what he told me: 

 

'We are burning coal to survive… The only thing that we are doing now is to 

go in the bush and struggle to cut wild oil palm and burn coal and dig 
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cassava. We sell them and use the income to sustain our family. I have a 

cassava farm. Not just me but the whole town.' (Respondent 11) 

 

The reference to burning coal in the quote from Respondent 11 above was a 

reference to displaced residents producing charcoal from wood gathered from the 

forest as an alternative form of livelihood (Boamah 2014; Kebebe and Shibru 

2017). Respondent 11 did not get one of the wage paying jobs that were 

discussed in section 5.2 or in the literature (Cotula 2013; Mutopo and Chiweshe 

2014; Nyantakyi-Frimpong and Bezner Kerr 2017). There was no doubt that he 

would have taken the job if he had been offered one. However, because there 

were no jobs for him and taking into consideration that he had lost the land that he 

once used for his livelihood, he had to find an alternative livelihood to survive 

(There is a more detailed discussion on how affected people responded to the loss 

of livelihoods in section 5.6 below).  

 

It was not only Respondent 11 that shared their experience of losing their 

livelihoods as consequence of the arrival of Sime Darby in the district. Another 

resident observed that it was a common story in the district, noting that 'most 

people relied on farming to sustain themselves before Sime Darby arrived' 

(Respondent 23). When probed about how the Sime Darby land grab impacted his 

livelihood. He said that 'we do not have much now' and went further by saying 'we 

used to get more money when we had access to the land'. Clearly, the Sime Darby 

land grab had a negative impact on the livelihoods of most of the residents of 

Senjeh District by taking away their main livelihood source and by not providing 

sufficient job opportunities to mitigate the challenges of finding alternative 

livelihoods.  

 

The negative impact of the Sime Darby land grab on the livelihoods of Senjeh 

residents is not a novel concept, but reflects experiences elsewhere reported in 

the literature (Carmody and Taylor 2016; Cotula 2013; Hall 2011; Moreda 2015). 

The fact that the experiences of residents affected by land grabbing would differ 

with political elites and company representatives has also been extensively 

covered (Cotula 2013; McLinden Nuijen et al 2014; Woodhouse 2012). However, 

the findings from Senjeh District verify the robustness of the theory in a new 
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context.  

 

The findings also highlight the complexity of the impacts of the land grabbing 

phenomenon on rural livelihoods. There are clearly winners and losers. Different 

individuals experience the impact differently to others who might have similar 

characteristics.  

 

Another implication of the discussion here is that the Sime Darby land grab 

exacerbated poverty in Senjeh District by taking away subsistence livelihoods of 

the people without providing adequate replacements (Carmody and Taylor 2016; 

Evers et al 2011; Verma 2014). That could have wider implications for the 

environment, as residents continue to cut down trees to burn for charcoal to 

mitigate their livelihood needs (Boamah 2014; Kebebe and Shibru 2017; Kouami 

et al 2009). Furthermore, the evidence presented in here indicates that the 

argument that land grabbing can serve as a catalyst for rural development in Africa 

is over-stated, suggesting that the current strategy of the Liberian government to 

award more of such concessions might need reconsideration. 

 

5.4 Significant restrictions on livelihood options 
 

Large-scale land deals, according to Carmody and Taylor, dispossessed rural 

people of assets, disrupts their livelihoods as well as marginalises them both 

politically and economically (2016). In fact, as Cotula and Vermeulen (2009) 

suggest, using the example of the award of 30,000 hectares of land in the 

Massingir District of Mozambique to foreign investors, it exacerbated the land 

scarcity by giving away land that had been promised to a rural community to 

resettle on, to a tourism investor. The result of that loss of land for the rural 

communities were stark, with many having to consider alternatives to using the 

land for their livelihood needs. This restricted the capacity of those within the 

affected communities to secure their livelihood needs. In fact, the dispossession 

led to significant restrictions on their livelihood options (Cotula and Vermeulen 

2009). 
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In Senjeh District, as everywhere, land grabbing transfers control over who has 

access to the land. The people in the district had access to the land prior to the 

arrival of Sime Darby and used it for the cultivation of crops to feed themselves 

and their families (Owadi et al 2010). They used some of the crops that they grew 

domestically and sold some at the market ground in Gbah for prices that – in most 

cases – they decided their produces were worth – this sometimes involved 

compromises on prices set, accounting for what buyers were also prepare to pay. 

However, the point is that they had a say in any negotiations in setting the prices 

at which their produce were sold (Gilfoy 2014). They used the money generated 

from the multiple crops grown on the land to pay for things like salt, cloths and 

other livelihood needs. This is how one resident put it to me. 

 

'We sold some. Like kola, we could not eat it all so our women used to bring 

them to the market and sell them and buy things like salt and then go back.' 

(Respondent 11). 

 

Respondent 11 was clear in our conversation that he used the land that Sime 

Darby had taken to grow crops, some of which he sold and used the proceeds for 

the purchase of other livelihood needs. In the words of another respondent, they 

diversified the crops grown on the land. This meant that they could generate more 

in income from the excess that they sold and use it to provide for their families. 

 

‘We were settled before the company arrived. We worked there. We made 

farm there… I planted rice on my farm and had villages there. I also planted 

kola and cocoa…. I harvested the kola and sold them. People came there 

and bought the rubber, cocoa and coffee. We sold our rubber to B.F. 

Goodrich. That is how we supported our families. We even had sugarcane 

on the land. My brother, I used to get more money back there. I had a rice 

farm. I sold my rice and used part of it to build my house and saved some to 

support the family. I used some for food. I could have bought a car by now if 

I was still across there.’ (Respondent 12: a 43-year-old man from Damah). 

 

The high level of dependence on the land by the people of Senjeh District is not in 

isolation, in fact in previous studies on the impact of land grabbing on the 
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livelihoods of rural communities, there are sufficient evidence confirming the 

reliance of rural communities on the land (Cotula 2013; Carmody and Taylor 2016; 

Dell’Angelo et al 2017; Larder 2015; Lisk 2013; Moreda 2015). The level of 

dependence on the land by Senjeh residents was evident in the conversations that 

I had with many of them during my research fieldwork. However, once they lost 

control of the land to Sime Darby, the crops that they could grow, the livelihood 

activities that they were involved in, and the level of income that they could receive 

from selling their produce were all restricted as a result of becoming landless or 

having limited access to arable land. 

 

Rice is the staple food for most Liberians. Most communities in rural Liberia, 

including in Senjeh District have traditionally grown rice instead of buying imported 

rice at higher costs (Owadi et al 2010; Ryan 2017).  According to Burrowes (2016), 

rice is grown on land with access to sufficient water supply due to the crop's high 

water consumption. Most of the people that I spoke with who said that they lost 

land to Sime Darby talked about land that they had been using near the Mahe 

River. The Mahe River runs through the district, mostly through the land that Sime 

Darby has taken control over. As a result, a lot of the people could not grow rice 

anymore because of the loss of access to suitable land by the Mahe River. Losing 

access to the river and the restriction that it put on their ability to grow rice, meant 

that a lot of people had to resort to buying rice and other basic foodstuffs at higher 

costs: 

 

'What I have notice is that the prices for basic commodities have gone up 

including things that they used to produce. These include rice, pepper and 

cassava.' (Key Informant 4). 

 

'We are suffering now because the prices of the things that we could grow 

are now higher.' (Key Informant 1: a local elder in Senjeh District). 

 

'We are suffering here. We are appealing to the government to come and sit 

and talk with us before giving our land away. The price for a cup of rice has 

gone up and we are not sure how we will continue to sustain ourselves.' 

(Respondent 8: a woman in her 50s from Damah). 
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'We had rice planted on the land. The proceeds from the harvest were used 

to support our family. You know in Liberia rice is our main food. We also 

planted bitter balls [white garden eggs] and pepper among the rice and we 

would take the harvest to the market to sell. That is what we used the land 

for. The rice we did not sell but ate.' (Respondent 29: a 37-year-old man 

from Beh Sao) 

 

It was not only the ability to grow rice or other crops like pepper that the Sime 

Darby land grab impacted. Those who lived close to the Mahe River also used it 

as a water supply and for catching fish. By taking away the land around the river, 

residents were deprived access to the livelihood options linked to the river 

(Dell’Angelo et al 2017; Fisher 2011; Larder 2015; Rulli and D'Odorico 2013; Vidal 

2010).  In response to a question about their use of the land prior to the arrival of 

Sime Darby, Respondent 25, a 57-year-old man from Beh Sao, remembered that: 

 

'We had our houses there and farms as well and used the river to fish for 

crawfish.' (Respondent 25) 

 

Fishing in the Mahe River for fish and crawfish was one of the many livelihood 

activities that residents in Senjeh District were engaged in before losing the land to 

Sime Darby. Once the control over the land was transferred to Sime Darby, they 

no longer had access to the Mahe River to catch fish or crawfish. They had to buy 

fish if they wanted to eat it and to go without where they could not afford it as 

Davies et al (2014) suggest. 

 

The final impact of the Sime Darby land grab on the livelihoods of Senjeh 

residents that I will consider is the strenuousness of livelihood activities (Cotula 

and Vermeulen 2009; Ryan 2017; Verma 2014). Becoming landless or having 

limited arable land on which to grow subsistence crops meant that the cultivation 

of crops became harder. For most, this meant travelling further away from their 

towns and villages to find arable land to grow crops on: 
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'Look at this woman she is capable of working but now she is going as far 

as Jabaje to farm. She has a 4 hours walk to the place she will have small 

land to make her farm because all of the land around the town is already 

taken. She has to do it because she does not want to beg or steal.' 

(Respondent 25). 

 

For others, they have to travel deeper into the forest to collect sticks and then burn 

it to make charcoal, bag them and hoard them to the road to sell them to provide 

for their families. 

 

'To get food here is hard; we have to resort to burning coal to survive.' 

(Respondent 30). 

 

The restrictions on livelihood activities that residents could be involved in as a 

result of the Sime Darby land grab means that residents were experiencing severe 

hardship in terms of securing their livelihood needs. It also meant that the Sime 

Darby land grab had a negative impact on livelihoods contrary to the notion offered 

earlier in this chapter by the company and some government officials. It 

undermines the notion in the literature that land grabbing could be a catalyst for 

rural development in Africa. 

 

5.5 Impacts on women’s livelihoods 
 

Given the patriarchal structures of land access and ownership claims in many rural 

African communities, there is in the view of some scholars, no surprise that the 

impacts of land grabbing on livelihoods are gendered and that women are worse 

off than men (Chu 2011; Dallas and Paley 2013; Ryan 2017; Verma 2014). As 

Verma suggests, focusing on experiences of women and men in Kenya, 

Mozambique and Madagascar, compensation, access to employment from 

concessions as well as access to scarcely available land are limited or non-

existent in most rural places where land grabbing was reported (2014). 

Furthermore, as Ryan argues, from work carried out in Sierra Leone, women are 

responsible for most domestic tasks including gathering firewood for cooking and 

heating water and, as a result of loss of land, they have to travel far away from 



5. Impacts of Sime Darby land grab on livelihoods in Senjeh 

Page | 139  
 

their towns to find firewood (2017). Others talk about the fact that women were 

more vulnerable to physical harm because they had to travel further from home to 

access land on which to grow domestic crops that they could not afford to buy 

(Behrman et al 2012; Dallas and Paley 2013). 

 

In terms of the gendered impacts of the Sime Darby concession in Senjeh District, 

women particularly experienced harsher outcomes when compared with men. 

Unmarried women and women who led their own households were especially 

affected because men had access to prime land and they were pushed further to 

the margins as the land became scarce due to the loss of land to Sime Darby. 

Some evidence of this was provided in my conversation with Key Informant 2, a 

civil society executive working with women in the affected areas: 

 

‘As a result, when the land is given away [unattached] women tend to go 

deeper into the forest or they might not have access to the land in the 

communities.’ (Key Informant 2). 

 

According to Key informant 2, unattached women’s livelihood activities became 

more difficult as a result of the loss of land to Sime Darby. Prime land close to the 

towns was taken by men, so women who did not have a husband or family through 

whom they could get prime land had to travel further away from their homes to 

access land for the cultivation of subsistence crops to survive. This means 

sometimes travelling up to 4 hours away from home as mentioned by Respondent 

25, in the previous section. Women without the relevant kinship ties saw the 

difficulty of their livelihood activities increased significantly (Ryan 2017). The 

difficulties that women faced, included threats to their physical wellbeing (Behrman 

et al 2012; Dallas and Paley 2013). Because women had to go further away from 

home to find land for their livelihood activities, they were more vulnerable to 

physical abuse:  

 

'Another issue that a lot of people overlook because they box it as a 

women’s rights issue is sexual and gender based violence. For example, 

the charcoal association women have been discussing that they are being 

raped in the forest. Imagine that in the cities, towns and villages women are 
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being raped. What more about when they are alone deep in the forest? This 

is something that is not picked up because it is almost normalised in a very 

weird way. When sexual and gendered based violence happen to women in 

terms of land rights it is not highlighted.' (Key Informant 2). 

 

The increased vulnerabilities that women faced as a result of being pushed to the 

margins in terms of access to land as a result of land grabs is not a novel concept 

and has received coverage in the literature (Cotula 2013; Dallas and Paley 2013; 

De Schutter 2011; Verma 2014). As Ryan (2017) documents in her research in 

Sierra Leone, women felt vulnerable to physical violence from men when they had 

to go further away from their homes to secure livelihood needs such as firewood.  

 

In other cases, women felt that they were not given opportunities to work for the 

company because the jobs available were not being offered to women. One 

woman suggested that she felt that the company was deliberately employing men 

over women. According to Respondent 9, a widow from Damah, the company did 

not offer jobs to women. 

 

‘They did not even offer us [women] any jobs. I am willing to go and work 

now if they offer me a job.' (Respondent 9) 

 

The notion that Sime Darby was biased towards men in terms of employment was 

also confirmed by Respondent 15, another woman from Damah when she 

answered a question about the number of people from her town who were 

employed by Sime Darby. 

 

‘There are only 5 people. They are all men; they do not offer jobs to 

women.’ (Respondent 15: an elderly woman from Damah) 

 

Even in cases where some women did get offered jobs with the company, their 

livelihood was threatened by the actions of the company. 

 

‘Other things like appropriate compensation for the work that they do or 

employees’ welfare are not being implemented.’ (Key Informant 2). 
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‘I worked as a contractor for Sime Darby before, helping to plant some of 

the oil palm you see today. I was expecting to get paid US$200 or more but 

ended up with US$20… When it came up to the fourth month I stopped 

working because they had told us that when we worked we would get paid 

at the end of every month.’ (Respondent 19: a 33-year-old woman from 

Johnson Farm). 

 

‘We went there and worked for 20 days each and we were paid US$20. 

They promised that they were going to pay US$1,020 for the period of the 

contract but we were only paid US$20.’ (Respondent 22) 

 

‘We were called to go and work on a contractual basis but I refused. 

Because if we are suffering like this then why go and take a contract. The 

money that you get is nothing; US$30 or US$20. It is like a waste of time to 

me.’ (Respondent 3: a 45-year-old woman from Gaya Hill) 

 

All of the different ways that Sime Darby impacted the livelihood options of women 

within Senjeh District had negative outcomes for women. Some were clearly 

different to the ways in which men were impacted (Dallas and Paley 2013; Ryan 

2017; Verma 2014). It is worth noting that the exacerbation of the impacts of Sime 

Darby on women’s livelihood options in Senjeh District provided further insights 

into the plight of women in African contexts where patriarchal structures means 

that women are usually pushed to the margins whenever there are scarcity of land 

(Chu 2011; Cotula 2013; De Schutter 2011; Ryan 2017). Yet, the fact that women 

tended to fair worse in the midst of land grabbing is something that would require 

our continuing attention to unearth further nuanced insights into the negative 

impacts of land grabbing on women in rural areas. 

 

5.6. Responses to impacts of Sime Darby land grab on livelihoods 
 

The second part of the first subsidiary question which this chapter answers asked 

for a consideration of the ways that residents affected by the Sime Darby land 

grab responded to the impact of the phenomenon on their ability to secure the 
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daily necessities for their families. Above, I have already discussed what people 

did for their livelihoods prior to the arrival of Sime Darby. I also discussed how the 

arrival of the company changed or restricted the livelihood options that people had. 

Now I will focus on my experiences whilst in the district of what residents did to 

overcome the challenges discussed earlier.  

 

5.6.1 Diversification of livelihoods 

 

Martha Negash and Johan Swinnen reported in their study of a biofuel concession 

in Ethiopia that the rural communities that they investigated to understand the 

impacts of the concession on their livelihoods reacted to food insecurity by 

employing a ‘mixed crops-livestock system’ (2013, p. 965). This included, they 

argue, cultivating diverse types of cereals and root crops, a mixture of cash crops 

such as ginger coffee or cotton on their farmland (Negash and Swinnen 2013). 

The use of diverse crops farming to mitigate threats to livelihood in rural places 

such as in Senjeh District was also suggested by Burrowes (2016). He argues that 

in pre-1800 Liberia, farmers would cultivate multiple crops on their subsistence 

farms in order for them to have enough of different food sources but also that they 

could sell some to those in need, in exchange for other items that they needed 

(Burrowes 2016). This notion was also argued by others in the literature (Cotula 

2013; Murphy et al 2017; Owadi et al 2010; Suhardiman et al 2015).  

 

One of the ways that residents in Senjeh District dealt with the restrictions on how 

they could use the land for their main livelihood activities as it was prior to the 

arrival of Sime Darby, was to diversify their livelihoods, as Murphy et al (2017) 

suggested happened in the Karamoja and Teso regions of Uganda. What this 

meant was that whilst most residents said that their main, and only, source of 

livelihood needs were through livelihoods ties to the use of the land for the 

cultivation of a variety of crops, due to the drop in the amount of crops they could 

produce with the limited land that they had, some residents resulted to having 

multiple livelihoods (Carmody and Taylor 2016).  

 

Respondents 1 and 2 both 39-year-old women from Gaya Hill, told me that their 

husbands, and in the case of Respondent 2, son, worked for the company. That 



5. Impacts of Sime Darby land grab on livelihoods in Senjeh 

Page | 143  
 

was their families' main livelihood. However, unlike prior to the loss of the land, 

when all their livelihood needs were met by the cultivation of crops on the land, 

both women told me that they were cultivating gardens and farms as 

supplementary livelihoods to complement the main livelihood of their husbands. 

Here is what they said in response to questions about their livelihoods after losing 

the land: 

 

'The company does not pay our men on time so we used the money from 

the garden as hustle to support the family before our men get paid… 

Farming crops like cassava, potatoes leaves, peppers, egg plants 

(aubergine), eddos and sugarcane and taking them to Gbah to sell to buy 

things for the house because Sime Darby does not pay on time. I did not 

want to sit and wait for my husband so I manage the income from the sale 

of the crops to support my family until my husband takes his pay.' 

(Respondent 1) 

 

‘Some of the people who work for the company also have farms to 

supplement their income to provide enough for their family. Food business 

is hard.’ (Respondent 2) 

 

The findings here suggested that some residents who had lost land and with it the 

capacity to adequately provide for their families, found new ways of dealing with 

the impact of the phenomenon (Carmody and Taylor 2016; Cotula 2013). Whilst 

the men were able to secure jobs with the company, the income from the wage 

employment offered by Sime Darby was either not adequate or was not received 

regularly. This meant the families had to find other ways of supplementing their 

livelihood from their jobs with the company. The husband of Respondent 1 took 

me to his cassava farm and told me as we chatted that when he returned from his 

shifts as a security guard for Sime Darby, he would go on the farm to help his wife. 

At other times when he had a day off from the plantation he would do the same. 

The farm and the crops grown on it were important to the survival of his family.  

 

I also encountered others engaging in multiple livelihoods through my 

observations. My stranger father – this is the male person who receives a stranger 
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into their town, introduces them to the people and is responsible for that stranger 

throughout their stay in their town – worked for the company too. He also had a 

convenience shop which his wife ran for him for the same reasons as the others 

above. I remember a lot of fond memories of siting at their shop and buying locally 

made drinks whilst chatting with other men who worked for the company. In Beh 

Sao, I talked to a man whose shop we bought water from on occasions. He 

worked for the company and would work in the shop, helping his wife on return 

from his shifts on the plantation. 

 

A woman that I interviewed in the community of Johnson Farm told me about how 

she was dealing with the loss of land. She had a smaller plot of land than she had 

before Sime Darby took away the land. So she told me that she continues planting 

crops on the land but she was also involved in the buying and selling of potato 

leaves to supplement her income:  

 

‘We are all unemployed. We now survive by burning coal to sell. Some of 

my brothers have to burn coal as well. We are only living here by the grace 

of God. As for me I am now a petty trader. We depended on the potato 

leaves from the gardens to sell and raise money to send our children to 

school and buy other essentials. Now that they have destroyed them we 

have to go to other towns to buy potato leaves and take it to the market to 

sell and the profit we make on that goes towards taking care of the family. 

(Respondent 17: a 40-year-old woman from Johnson Farm) 

 

Her story added another dimension to our understanding of the ways that people 

were responding to the land grab through multiple livelihood activities. This is a 

notion that has been covered extensively in the literature (Carmody and Taylor 

2016; Murphy et al 2017; Suhardiman et al 2015). Her story illustrated that it was 

not only people with jobs with the company that had to find additional means of 

livelihoods to mitigate the loss of their land to Sime Darby. It was widespread and 

included people who were not involved in the wage economy created by Sime 

Darby. 
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The findings discussed here are very interesting because they show that rural 

people whose livelihood is negatively impacted by losing their land due to land 

grabbing are adaptable in their response to the impact of the phenomenon on their 

main livelihood. And, whilst the literature does suggest that this is happening in 

other places where the phenomenon operates, the case study presented in this 

thesis adds a new perspective to our understanding of the adaptability of rural 

people to the negative impacts of land grabbing on their livelihood.  

 

5.6.2 Alternative livelihoods 

 

For some individuals who relied on subsistence farming practices for their main 

source of livelihood needs prior to losing their land to large-scale land 

concessions, their only option – due to them losing all of their access to land – was 

to change their livelihood practice altogether (Suhardiman et al 2015). Suhardiman 

et al (2015) argue, that the reason that former subsistence farmers would move to 

an alternative livelihood was either because they lost their land and had no 

available land to use or because the alternative livelihood activity guaranteed more 

lucrative remuneration.  

 

For some of the residents of Senjeh District who did not fall into the same situation 

as those discussed in the previous section, having multiple incomes or livelihoods 

was not an option available to them. The displacement from the Sime Darby 

investment forced some of these individuals into new livelihoods using wild 

resources as well as those from the farms of other residents to produce charcoal 

as their main, and only, livelihood activity. This is how one respondent put it to me: 

 

‘We have to go and arrange with someone who has a farm and ask them to 

allow us to collect the sticks from clearing the land. We use the sticks to 

burn coal and sell it. The proceeds are shared with the owner of the 

farmland. Now it is only the coal that we are depending on…… Right now 

when you are done with me I am going into the bush to look for sticks to 

burn coal. That is all we do. Sometimes we look for contracts and burn coal 

to survive.’ (Respondent 25). 
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In the words of Respondent 25, he had no other livelihood options available to him 

since losing his access to land that had become part of the Sime Darby plantation. 

He did not have a job with the company or land to cultivate with crops to sustain 

him. So his only alternative was for him to resort to making charcoal to sell and 

use the income from the sale of the charcoal to acquire his daily livelihood needs 

(Boamah 2014; Suhardiman et al 2015). The charcoal livelihood option was 

prevalent amongst those that I spoke with who did not have a job with the 

company or land for subsistence farming. Respondent 27 was also involved in 

charcoal production. 

 

'I burn coal and sell it to support my family. That is the only means of 

income now for me. I was actually on my way to look for sticks to burn coal 

when I was told about you coming so I decided to wait and speak with you.' 

(Respondent 27: a 28-year-old man from Beh Sao). 

 

For those who did not have a job with the company or land to cultivate crops on, 

the charcoal business offered them an alternative livelihood to subsistence 

farming. This was especially important as they did not have the land needed to be 

involved in subsistence farming as they did prior to the arrival of Sime Darby. The 

main implication of this finding is the vulnerability of their alternative livelihood. 

Their livelihood is dependent on accessing farmland that had been cleared by 

those with land to cultivate crops. Without an agreement, they cannot just go on to 

someone's land. If new clearing of farmland ceases, it could have detrimental 

outcomes for their ability to earn incomes to meet their livelihood needs. This 

could mean that they could resort to cutting down forest trees. If that was to 

happen, it could have an impact on biodiversity, climate change and the rural 

landscape (Boamah 2014; Kouami et al 2009). There is also the potential for 

conflict between those looking for sticks to produce charcoal and land owners (Hall 

et al 2015). If individuals encroached on farmland that belonged to others it could 

lead to conflicts, which could spill over onto the Sime Darby plantation (Pemans 

2014). Finally, there is the risk of some of those looking for sticks encroaching 

onto Sime Darby's land, which could create a completely different outcome. These 

are all implications that the government and the company need to consider but 

also for future researchers to engage with.   
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5.6.3 Shift in crop cultivation 

 

The practice of shifting crop cultivation – a practice in rural agrarian societies in 

which farmers switch from producing one crop to another for reasons including 

demand/need or because another crop is more drought tolerant – is not new in 

most rural contexts in Africa (Burns et al 2010; Burrowes 2016; Moreda 2015; 

Negash and Swinnen 2013; Suhardiman et al 2015; White et al 2013). In fact, 

Burns et al (2010), argue, that the production of cassava as an alternative to less 

drought tolerant crops like rice will continue to grow in the midst of increasing 

temperature – due to climate change – and limited access to land in rural 

communities. Owadi et al (2010), documenting the prevalence of cassava 

production in Liberia, suggest that cassava production was second only to rice 

production in most of the country and, that in places such as Senjeh District in 

Bomi County, it had taken over from rice as the main crop being produced by 

subsistence farmers. Interestingly, in the midst of a biofuel land grab in the 

Wolayeta and Gamo Gofa regions of Ethiopia, Martha Negash and Johan Swinnen 

documented how subsistence farmers shifted some of their land from producing 

food crops to castor oil and rotated – or shifted – castor beans with other food 

crops to improve their food security (2013). Residents then sold the castor 

produce to the biofuels company, but the rotation of crops grown on the land was 

also to maintain the quality of their land (Negash and Swinnen 2013). 

 

The wet condition in most of Liberia makes the cultivation of rice more attractive 

when compared to other grains (Burrowes 2016). Rice needs a lot of oxygen to 

produce optimum yields. The oxygen needed is usually supplied by moving water 

like a stream or river or in swamps. Burrowes argues that rice has several 

advantages for rural Liberians compared with other grain crops (2016). For poverty 

stricken rural communities like those in Senjeh District in Bomi County, Liberia, the 

higher yields of 26 quintals per hectare for rice compared to 16.6 for wheat made 

cultivating rice more attractive (Burrowes 2016). There were other reasons for the 

focus on rice over other grain crops as well: 
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‘Rice lasted longer too, if kept in the husk. Moreover, it was possible to 

grow two harvests in one year.’ (Burrowes 2016, p.296). 

 

The heavy rains in Liberia, the proximity to the Mahe River and, the potential of 

rice harvest to be stored for long periods meant that for residents in Senjeh 

District, like many other parts of rural Liberia, rice cultivation was their main 

subsistence crop. The grain is also the staple food of most Liberians. 

 

As the many descriptions by interviewees about the use of the land prior to the 

arrival of Sime Darby confirmed, rice was cultivated by most of the residents who 

used the land for their livelihood. According to a report produced in 2010, based 

on research conducted in 2008, up to 63% of rice consumption in 2008 by rural 

Liberians was from their own production (Owadi et al 2010). However, in the case 

of Senjeh District, as discussed earlier in this chapter, the arrival of Sime Darby 

and the loss of access to the Mahe River meant that the people's capacity to 

cultivate rice crops for their sustenance was negatively impacted. As respondents 

suggested earlier they had to resort to buying rice at very high costs because they 

could no longer grow the crop as they once used to. The heavy reliance on the 

land for the cultivation of rice was confirmed by other respondents: 

 

‘We grew rice on the land. I used to feed my family; we gave some to 

neighbours as seeds. Those we gave seeds had to plant the rice and when 

they harvested they had to give back the same amount given to them as 

seeds. We used to plant bitter balls, beans, pepper and sesame seeds 

within the rice and sell them and use the money to buy soap, cubes and 

clothes.’ (Respondent 14: a 44-year-old woman from Damah) 

 

With residents not allowed to use land taken by Sime Darby near the Mahe River, 

they had to find other ways of meeting their livelihood needs. As I have already 

discussed, that some residents diversified their livelihoods by keeping a farm to 

supplement their livelihood from their employment with the company. There were 

also those who demonstrated resilience by becoming charcoal producers. 

Becoming a charcoal producer was the least preferred option because it meant 

that the person had lost all of their land and depended on wild resources or sticks 
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on farmland that had been cleared; both presenting difficulties and potential for 

conflicts. However, for those not as worse off as those completely reliant on 

charcoal production, but whose land was not suitable for the cultivation of rice 

crop, they shifted to cultivating other crops (Negash and Swinnen 2013; 

Suhardiman et al 2015). 

 

For many of the other residents who did not fall into the two categories of 

responses discussed earlier, they told me stories of having to adapt to growing 

other crops best suited to the land that they were left with in other for them to 

survive. For many, it was cassava, a tuberous drought resistant root crop which is 

fast becoming the go-to crop to fill the gap of subsistence crop due to the inability 

of many to continue to locally grow rice (Burns et al 2010; Owadi et al 2010; 

Suhardiman et al 2015). The cassava plant offered a fix for communities in Senjeh 

District due to its multiple uses. The leaf is used in the preparation of a favourite 

sauce in Senjeh District, but also throughout Liberia. The root (cassava) can be 

sold as a whole or turn into powder form called Gari which is sold and the 

proceeds used to buy rice and other household items as some of the residents 

indicated. 

 

‘I am still farming to support my family. My farm is close to the road. I have 

my cassava farm. I sell some of the harvest and eat the rest, which is how I 

support my family.’ (Respondent 13: a 42-year-old man from Damah). 

 

‘After talking with you, I am going on my old farm. … I also grow cassava on 

the farm. We sell them to support the family… For now, a lot of people are 

making coal and cassava farms.’ (Respondent 22) 

 

‘It is cassava that I do…. When I harvest the cassava I make Fufu and Gari 

and sell them to get money.’ (Respondent 26: a 50-year-old woman from 

Beh Sao) 

 

Those residents that had access to the land near the Mahe River and could grow 

the rice that they needed to eat as well as supply seeds to their neighbours for 

them to grow rice as well and lost the land suited to the cultivation of rice did not 
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sit idle and wait for exogenous actors to come in and save them. Whilst the stories 

told carried connotations of hardships and unacceptability, they also demonstrated 

resilience and adaptability (Cotula 2013; Larder 2015; Rayn 2017). Residents, who 

had lost the land, recognised that they had to respond to the loss of the land in 

order to be able to meet their daily livelihood needs. Instead of waiting around for 

handouts, they adapted to the new constrains on their capacity to grow rice by 

shifting to a crop suited to the scarce land that they had to use for their livelihoods. 

The actions of residents in shifting from the cultivation of rice to that of cassava tell 

us a few things.  

 

First, that those affected by land grabbing in Senjeh District were not merely 

victims and passive but retained agency to determine that they could survive in the 

midst of the Sime Darby land grab by being resilient and adaptable to the 

demands of their new context. Secondly, it showed the innovation of the people of 

Senjeh District. The choice of cassava was strategic. It was drought resistant, 

which meant that it needed less maintenance, but it also had multiple uses. For 

example, it could be fermented to make a puree meal call Fufu. It could also be 

dried and made into a powder call Gari which mitigated the challenge of storage. 

Gari can be kept in most conditions for months. This meant that there was always 

supply to sell to meet livelihood needs at various times of the year. This meant that 

residents were able to generate income from the sale of their cassava produce 

most of the year, mitigating seasonal poverty (Negash and Swinnen 2013). 

Furthermore, the cassava plant could be harvested twice a year in most cases, 

also supporting the point about mitigating seasonal poverty (Burrowes 2016; 

Negash and Swinnen 2013). 

 

Thirdly, with the knowledge that affected people can be strategic and adaptive, 

policies developed to mitigate the threats to livelihoods of land grabbing should be 

developed with affected residents as key stakeholders in the development of 

policies. Whilst policies developed without their involvement could achieve some 

success, having them as part of the development of those policies will ensure that 

the successes of the implementation of the policies are more profound.  

 

 



5. Impacts of Sime Darby land grab on livelihoods in Senjeh 

Page | 151  
 

 

5.6.4 Women’s responses to impacts on livelihoods in Senjeh 

 

There are a growing number of contributions to the literature on the impact of land 

grabbing on rural livelihoods that have catered to the gender dynamics of the 

impact of the phenomenon (Behrman et al 2012; Chu 2011; Cotula 2013; Cotula et 

al 2009; Daley and Pallas 2013; Ryan 2017; Verma 2014). As discussed above in 

section 5.5, women were impacted differently to men (Evers et al 2011; Ryan 

2017; Verma 2014). As such it is prudent to consider how women in Senjeh 

responded to the Sime Darby land grab's impact on their livelihoods. 

 

As Respondent 25 and Key Informant 2 said earlier, one of the ways that the 

women in Senjeh District responded to the transfer of control of the land to Sime 

Darby was to travel as far as was needed to secure access to available land for 

their livelihoods (Ryan 2017). Some of the women cultivated cassava and other 

domestic crops like pepper, okra and bitter balls. For some, it was the production 

of charcoal, which they sold and used the money to purchase their livelihood 

needs. The difficulties faced by most of the women in this situation meant that their 

experiences of the impact of the Sime Darby land grab on their livelihoods were 

negative. As Key Informant 2 suggested in our conversation, the long travels to 

their new farms or gardens meant that women had other livelihood needs like 

health needs that they did not have when they did not have to do more work for 

less returns. In my observation and from the conversations with residents, most of 

the women who had to go further away from their home to access land were single 

women, either in that category because of their husbands leaving them or because 

their husbands had died. 

 

As already mentioned earlier, some women experienced the impact on their 

livelihood differently. For some women, they took up added responsibilities by 

undertaking new livelihood activities to supplement their family's main livelihood. 

These were mostly women who had husbands and in most cases their husbands 

worked for Sime Darby. As mentioned earlier in section 5.6.1, the women took on 

the role of managing the family farms or gardens. They were in charge of running 

the farms or gardens, including selling the crops and managing the money for the 
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provision of some of the families' livelihood needs because the company paid late 

and also because the wages received was not adequate to compensate for those 

received from their subsistence use of the land prior to the arrival of Sime Darby. 

 

Earlier, when discussing the household having multiple livelihood activities, 

Respondent 17 was quoted as stating that she had become a petty trader as a 

result of losing access to land that she once used for the cultivation of potato 

leaves to sell.  Respondent 17 was not the only female respondent who told me 

that she had responded to the loss of her ability to produce subsistence crops 

because of the transfer of control of the land to Sime Darby. Respondent 3 also 

told me that she was involved with other women who did exactly the same thing. 

 

'I have joined a Susu with some of my friends. I put money in regularly from 

selling potato leaves from the garden. When I get the money from the Susu 

I invest that in buying provisions to sell in the town.' (Respondent 3) 

 

A Susu is an informal savings scheme in Liberia where members agree to pay an 

amount of money to a head periodically. One member of the group receives the 

collected amount also periodically until all of the members had their turn. 

Respondent 3 had experienced more than one of the negative impacts of the Sime 

Darby land grab on her livelihood. First, she lost land that she used for livelihood 

activities. Secondly, she was contracted by the company to work on their 

plantation but had a bad experience of being underpaid by the company. The 

stories above clearly illustrated that one of the ways that the women of Senjeh 

District responded to the Sime Darby land grab was to seek alternative livelihoods, 

in this case petty trading. 

 

5.7. Conclusion 
 

The Sime Darby land grab had multifaceted impacts on the ability of residents of 

Senjeh District to secure their livelihood needs. The evidence agreed in part with 

suggestions of proponents of large-scale land deals as beneficial for rural 

development in Africa. The Sime Darby concession did create jobs and a wage 

economy which some residents of the district participated in. At the same time, the 
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number of jobs created did not compensate for the number of people who had lost 

subsistence livelihoods as a result of losing the land to Sime Darby. In fact, and 

this is covered in the literature, more people were without jobs when compared 

with those that had employment with the company. 

 

Transferring the control over the land in Senjeh District to Sime Darby also 

restricted the livelihood activities that residents could be involved in. In many 

stories, people told me about how most of them had been subsistence farmers 

prior to the arrival of Sime Darby and how they were able to cultivate short-term 

and long-term crops on the land. This meant that they could sell some and use 

some for their livelihood needs. However, without access to the land, especially 

the area around the Mahe River, most people found it difficult to engage in 

productive livelihood activities.  

 

Women experienced the negative impacts of the Sime Darby land grab worse than 

their male counterparts. Securing their livelihood needs became harder without the 

land. Women were not offered jobs on the plantation at the same rate as man, 

whilst others were contracted and underpaid for their labour.  

 

Notwithstanding the above challenges, residents in the district were not passive in 

the midst of the mostly negative impacts of the land grab. Most residents 

responded to the land grab's impacts on their livelihood. Their responses were 

heterogeneous – varied. For some, mostly those working for the company and in 

two adult households, they responded by diversifying their livelihood activities. 

Whilst the men worked for the company and earn wages, the women ran the 

family farms or gardens, using the produce to raise extra income and for domestic 

use. Others sought alternative livelihood activities to subsistence farming. One 

way that some residents responded was by producing charcoal to sell in order to 

make ends meet. Yet, for some, with limited land and no access to the Mahe River 

to grow rice, they shifted their crops cultivation to more drought resilient crops 

such as cassava.  

 

As for the women, they too responded to the loss of the land. Women took up 

more responsibilities in households where the men worked for Sime Darby by 
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running the family’s farm or garden. Other women got involved with petty trading 

as a means to mitigate the loss of land for subsistence farming. And yet for some 

they had to travel miles away from home to secure land to cultivate crops to 

survive on. 

 

To sum this all up, the Sime Darby land grab had mostly negative impacts on the 

livelihoods of affected residents of Senjeh District. However, the impacts, whilst 

mostly negative, were not homogenous. The outcomes were complex and 

multifaceted for those affected by them. Those affected also responded to the 

negative impacts of the land grab in multiple ways, furthering the conclusion that 

the impacts of the Sime Darby land grab on livelihoods in Senjeh District were 

complex. There were winners and losers, however, there were more losers than 

there were winners. Yet, affected people were not passive or victims, but adapted 

to survive. 



Chapter Six: Sime Darby erodes Senjeh 
residents’ power over land 
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‘The extension of domestic and global capital in controlling land and its 

uses might, drawing on Peluso and Lund (2011), be more accurately 

termed ‘land control grabbing’ rather than ‘land grabbing’ per se.’ (Hall et al 

2015, p.474) 

 

6.1. Introduction 
 

One of the main impacts of the new wave of land grabbing in Africa is the 

concentration of large swathes of rural land into the hands of foreign investors 

(Borras et al 2012; Cotula 2013; Cotula et al 2009; GRAIN 2008; Larder 2015; 

McMichael 2013; Murphy et al 2017; Siakor 2012). The transfer of control over the 

land to investors dismantles the power that residents have over the land, including 

the ability to decide on who can come on to the land or not or what the land can be 

used for (Akpan 1973; Anseeuw 2013; Baglioni and Gibbon 2013; Peters 2013). 

As a result of the loss of control over the land, some in the literature have depicted 

affected residents as passive and victims who lack the agency to react to the loss 

of land (Goodwin et al 2001; GRAIN 2008; ILC 2011; Mittal 2009; Vermeulen and 

Cotula 2010).  

 

However, there is a growing body of literature that has challenged that notion of 

passive and victims (Edelman et al 2013; Hall et al 2015; Larder 2015; Moreda 

2015; White et al 2012; Wolford et al 2013). Building on these studies this chapter 

answers the second subsidiary research question of this research listed in Chapter 

One: What is the impact of the Sime Darby land grab on residents’ power over 

land resources in Senjeh, and how have they responded to it? The focus of the 

discussion in this chapter therefore, is about power to control land resources in 

Senjeh District. This chapter is divided into eight sections. The next five sections, 

following this introduction, deal with the impacts of the Sime Darby land grab on 

residents’ power over the land in Senjeh District. Sime Darby is a Malaysian 

owned company and a leading producer of oil palm globally. The company 

acquired the land in Senjeh District in 2009 in a 63-year lease agreement 

negotiated with the Liberian government.  
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There are a number of ways that Senjeh residents were able to control the land 

resources in their district prior to the arrival of Sime Darby in 2009. These would 

have included distribution of land, decisions on crops to grow on the land, 

inclusion or exclusion of outsiders wanting to come into the district, amongst 

others. This chapter will focus on five of these means of control over the land that 

were impacted by the transfer of control over the land to Sime Darby. The main 

argument in this chapter is that the transfer of control over the land to Sime Darby 

impacted on the agency of Senjeh residents to influence decisions related to the 

land. However, residents were not passive in the midst of the impact on their 

agency. In fact they reacted against Sime Darby led by the younger generation to 

file a complaint with the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO). That 

complaint led to the setting up of the Sustainable Partnership Initiative (SPI) - an 

accountability scheme - to investigate the company and hold them accountable to 

residents in the district (Gilfoy 2014; Lomax et al 2012).  

 

As such, section 6.2 focuses on the impact of the Sime Darby land grab on 

traditional powers over the land. Section 6.3 discusses the loss of power by 

residents to include or exclude people on their land. Section 6.4 focuses on the 

issue of being able to hold the company accountable for promises made during the 

consultation periods. Section 6.5 describes the ways in which the capacity of 

residents to decide the value of their crops was taken away as a result of the Sime 

Darby land grab. Section 6.6, the last section dealing with the impact of the land 

grab on power, discusses intergenerational power struggles as a result of losing 

the land to Sime Darby. 

 

The new wave of land grabbing in Africa has been outlined in Chapters Two and 

Three, illustrating the extensive literature that has engaged with this phenomenon 

(Anseeuw 2013; Baglioni and Gibbon 2013; Borras and Franco 2013; Cotula 2013; 

Oberlack et al 2016; Richardson 2010). In this discussion it was highlighted that 

land grabbing is about control grabbing and that people in rural communities 

affected by land grabbing have often been depicted as passive victims who lack 

the agency to respond (Behrman et al 2012; Cotula et al 2014; Daley and Pallas 

2013; Unruh 2009; Verma 2014; Vermeulen and Cotula 2010). Drawing on 

evidence from Senjeh District, Section 6.7 challenges this depiction, examining the 
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ways in which local residents have reacted to Sime Darby. Section 6.7 of this 

chapter deals with that. It answers the second part of the question above with 

regards to how residents responded to the loss of control over the land to Sime 

Darby. Section 6.7 is broken up into three sub-sections, each detailing a way that 

residents of Senjeh District reacted to the Sime Darby land grab from below. 

Section 6.8 is the final section of this chapter. It summarises the main themes 

discussed though out the chapter.  

 

6.2. Sime Darby dismantled traditional power structures in Senjeh 
 

The management of land in Senjeh District, as in most other districts in Liberia 

was within the power structure of traditional leadership prior to the arrival of Sime 

Darby (Alden Wily 2007, 2012; Kaba and Madan 2014; Siakor 2012). Even after 

the Americo-Liberians arrived and instituted statutory legal instruments to manage 

land within the colony and later the Republic of Liberia, in rural communities, 

chiefs and elders held the power to make decisions over the distribution and use 

of land (Alden Wily 2007, 2012; Akpan 1973; Burrowes 2016; Guannu 1983; Hahn 

2012). For example, the distribution of land to the people so that they would be 

able to farm, build homes for their families or gather forest resources for other 

livelihood needs were all sanctioned by the traditional leadership within the district 

(Alden Wily 2007; Akpan 1973; Siakor 2012). As Key Informant 3 – a local district 

official – told me during an interview during my research fieldwork in Senjeh: 

 

'If you wanted land in Barma ward the general town chief will check to see if 

the land is available and free from ownership by another people. The 

community people will have to agree to give the land to you. You will then 

need to meet the traditional formalities like giving a tribal token which 

includes liquor, kola nuts, clothes or tobacco [or a combination]. The 

general town chief will then call the clan chief and finally the district 

commissioner. The land commissioner will come and meet the people in the 

community and conduct what is called an investigative survey. If the land is 

free, they will ask you to pay for the survey but normally indigenous people 

do not sell land. This is the case for both individuals and groups.' (Key 

Informant 3) 
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Clearly, the power over the decisions about the transfer of land was believed to be 

in the hands of traditional leaders and elders. As this key informant mentioned, the 

process, whilst led by traditional leaders and elders also involved the entire 

community. Everyone who came into the district and wanted land to settle within 

Senjeh had to be made known to the rest of the people so that they were no 

longer strangers.  

 

There was also a process of how power over the land worked if it had been given 

to an individual and they wanted to pass it on. Within the traditional governance 

structure over land in Senjeh District, individuals who had been given land by the 

leadership could also transfer control over the land to another person through 

processes similar to that described above for vacant land. 

 

'If you came to me and said that you wanted land, I will not just give you the 

land. I will call my educated son and tell him that you want land from me. 

Back then we did not have deeds so once my son said that it was ok, I will 

give you a plot of land for you to build your house on it… Once you have 

lived on the land for a while and you want to buy the land, I will pass you on 

to my children for you people to negotiate. We did not even know what an 

acre was back then. You will go through the negotiation with my children 

and then you will give a token to me for the land. That is how we used to 

give land.' (Key Informant 1) 

 

Key Informant 1 was an elder of the district whom I interviewed on his farm under 

a hut. He was very knowledgeable about land administration in the district as well 

as struggles over land with political elites and land grabbers for decades. In his 

interview he was forthcoming on the power that individuals had over the land once 

it had been given to them as part of their acceptance into the community or when 

young men came of age. He also told me that one of the impacts of the Sime 

Darby land grab on power in the district was the dismantling of those traditional 

land administration structures.  
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The power over the distribution and management of rural land was transferred 

from traditional and individual control to Sime Darby. No longer could traditional 

leaders and elders offer the land that was given to Sime Darby to their sons 

coming of age or strangers that had come in to join their communities. All of the 

power that the traditional leadership in Senjeh had over the land was transferred to 

Sime Darby. Basically, all traditional power structures over the land were 

dismantled.  

 

In this way, the impact of the Sime Darby investment in Senjeh District reflected a 

trend observed elsewhere in Africa (Alden Wily 2012; Anseeuw 2013; Baglioni and 

Gibbon 2013; Peters 2013). It corresponds with the argument of Borras et al 

(2012) that one of the main characteristics of the new wave of land grabbing is the 

concentration of power over rural land in the hands of international investors and 

away from traditional land administrations.  

 

In terms of the implications for Senjeh residents and rural communities in general, 

the loss of control over the land could be viewed in different ways. One could be 

the sense of belonging. As discussed in Chapter Three, the land is a foundation to 

the identity of rural people (Bereketeab 2011; Evers et al 2011; Lund 2011; 

Moreda 2015; Peemans 2014). Having the control over how the land is used gave 

them the sense that they were custodians of the land and belonged to the district, 

county or country (Alden Wil7 2007, 2012; Evers et al 2011; Gilfoy 2014; Guannu 

1983; Kaba and Madan 2014; Moreda 2015). Taking away their ability to influence 

how the land would be managed was for most undermining their ties to the land. 

Losing the sense of belonging could also have complex and multifaceted 

outcomes. For example, if those affected by the loss of control reacted violently, 

that could lead to instability within the district which could undermine the fragile 

peace in Liberia. An example of this outcome was presented in Chapter Three 

from the Amuru District in Uganda (Martiniello 2015). 

 

There is also the anthropological value of customary land administrations and 

traditional leadership which would be at risk here (Alden Wily 2011, 2012; Akpan 

1973; Ollennu 1962). The world is already changing within the framework of 

globalisation, where foreign cultures are infiltrating rural cultures across the globe 
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and traditional ways of doing things are eroding. What has happened in Senjeh 

dismantled traditional leadership structures over the land and could lead to those 

structures becoming lost if something is not done to reverse the impact of land 

grabbing on power structures in the district (Akpan 1973; Evers et al 2011; Hahn 

2012; Lund 2011; Peemans 2014). The value of those forms of traditional 

administration to our understanding of how they maintained rural societies could 

be lost. 

 

6.3. Erosion of power to include or exclude 
 

I first arrived in Married Camp for a scoping visit on a hot December afternoon in 

2016. The town has been built by B. F. Goodrich for its workers and now appeared 

dilapidated from years of neglect. My first call was to the home of the chief of the 

town and, after my companions had left, our conversation focused on three things. 

The first was that he would be my stranger father; the second was that he would 

introduce me to people within the town, which had been in the news as one of 

those affected by the Sime Darby land grab, to participate in my research; and the 

third issue discussed was accommodation. We then visited Gaya Hill, the town 

that became my home for several weeks whilst in the field. There, I met with a 

youth leader in the town and had similar discussions with him, just in case the first 

set of arrangements fell through. 

 

The purpose of narrating my initial engagements with Senjeh District is crucial to 

understanding another impact that the Sime Darby land grab had on the ability of 

the people of the district to influence activities on the land in their district. For 

years, traditional power structures over the administration of rural land meant that 

the leadership in the district had the power to accept or reject a person who had 

migrated to the district in search of a better life. The way that it worked was that 

the migrant would arrive in the town and meet with a resident of the town. He will 

inform that resident, usually a male, of his intentions to settle in their town (Boas 

2012; Corriveau-Bourque 2010). In most cases he would be welcomed by the 

male resident, given a place to stay and observed for a few days. Once the male 

resident was satisfied that he was of acceptable character, the male resident 

would then become his stranger father, with the responsibility of introducing the 
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new arrival to the leadership of the town and informing them that he was the 

person's stranger father (Boas 2012; Corriveau-Bourque 2010).  

 

The stranger father role is very sacred (McGovern 2012). He is responsible for the 

actions, or inactions, of the new member of the group. Basically, he is a guarantor 

for the new arrival, accepting that any wrong doing on his part will be 

recompensed by the stranger father until such a time that he was admitted into full 

citizenship of the district (Boas 2012; Corriveau-Bourque 2010; McGovern 2012). 

The practice established strong power structures, which meant that no one, in 

theory, could just ride into the town and be accepted by the leadership or the 

people. I was fortunate to live the experience myself. On my arrival to start my 

fieldwork in May 2017, my stranger father took me to the town chief of Gaya Hill 

and the clan chief of Senjeh District, who also happened to live in Gaya Hill. He 

introduced me to both of them and informed them that ‘our brother’ had come from 

abroad to do some studies on Sime Darby. I am still unsure how the word went 

around, but every town that I visited during my time in the field, I only had to say 

who my stranger father was, and the willingness of the people altered favourably, 

instantly. 

 

The stranger father practice was confirmed to me in an interview with Key 

Informant 3. This is what he told me: 

 

'But if you are a stranger say from Grand Gedeh, when you arrive the 

community will ask you who your stranger father is. The people in the 

community will then give you a place to make your farm.' (Key Informant 3) 

 

Clearly, these power structures were in place prior to the arrival of Sime Darby and 

still operated in areas that the district leadership still had under their control. As the 

district official confirmed, the system had been a way of influencing and 

maintaining control over those who were admitted into the Senjeh District family. 

The exercise of power in that way ensured that the towns and villages in the 

district were safe with only those arriving to enhance their everyday lived 

experiences being allowed into the district. 
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However, much of the system was dismantled with the transfer of land from the 

control of traditional leaders to Sime Darby in 2009 (Gilfoy 2014; Siakor 2012).  

Control over who came into the district to live and work on the land, that process 

was no longer exercised by traditional leadership but by managers of Sime Darby. 

In fact, one of the main contentions that residents had with the company was in 

relation to the loss of control over who came into their district to work for Sime 

Darby. They felt that the power was now with the company and that Sime Darby 

was using it to undermine their power structures. A lot of the respondents in my 

research stated that the company was eroding traditional power structures by 

bringing in people from all over the country into the district without the consent of 

traditional leaders.  

 

'There are employees in this town who are employed with the company but 

they are not born citizens of the town. They came to the town and settled 

here because of the employment they secured with the company.' 

(Respondent 17: a 40-year-old woman from Johnson Farm) 

 

Respondent 17 was talking about her town, Johnson Farm. It was one of the 

towns where I had interviewed people and was right on the border of the Sime 

Darby plantation. She was one of those who told me that people from the district 

did not benefit from the company in terms of employment. Her suggestion that the 

power to allow strangers onto their land being administered by Sime Darby was 

also mentioned by other respondents: 

 

'Now they came and they are looking for people from other parts of the 

country to come and work for the company.' (Respondent 19: a 33-year-old 

woman from Johnson Farm) 

 

'The company then brought in people from other places. If you go on the 

plantation you would see Kpelleh and Kissi people from other parts of the 

country to come and work.' (Respondent 20: a 35-year-old woman from 

Johnson Farm) 
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'My brother the people go out and bring their workers. We in Senjeh District 

we never benefit, from here to Damah, Jabaje and Gaya Hill and all the 

surrounding towns. They have the way of going in Monrovia and other 

counties and bringing people to work.' (Respondent 25: a 57-year-old man 

from Beh Sao) 

 

These and many others told stories of the impacts of Sime Darby on power in 

Senjeh District. Not only did the company take control over the land that they were 

awarded by the Liberian government, but they also took away the power of 

traditional leaders to determine who was allowed on to the land in the district. The 

stranger father practice which had been a mainstay of the social structure in the 

district for centuries was at risk of being discontinued.  

 

The relationship between land grabbing and migration has been widely discussed 

in the literature (Baglioni and Gibbon 2013; Daemane 2012; Hall 2011; Peters 

2013; Richardson 2010). However, the literature has tended to primarily focus on 

out-migration by young men seeking jobs in other places as a result of losing land 

or migrant workers coming into an area where a new plantation had been 

established seeking jobs. Consideration of the effects of shifting control over 

migration on traditional forms of government is limited. As a result, the findings 

and discussion here will enhance our understanding of the nuances surrounding 

the impacts that land grabbing had on power within rural communities affected by 

the phenomenon. 

 

There are also a number of wider implications for Senjeh District, and to some 

extent Liberia. Firstly, the level of resentment towards the company would 

continue to rise and lead to potential conflicts between natives of the district and 

those that are being brought in to take up jobs and use their land without their 

consent (Peemans 2014). This could spill over to the operations of the plantation if 

not managed properly and have detrimental effects. Secondly, the potential loss of 

income for Sime Darby due to local conflicts affecting their operations could affect 

both the profits of the company and tax revenues paid to the Liberian government 

(Gingembre 2015; Iff and Joras 2015). Whilst it was not clear from the research if 

the Liberian government would have to cover losses made by Sime Darby or 
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provide subsidies if the company made losses, those could also come into play if 

they existed. In this case, a country like Liberia, still struggling from the effects of 

the civil war and the crippling effects of the Ebola crisis on its economy, could see 

the government struggle to provide basic services to its people due to the potential 

loss of tax revenue. That could contribute to a rise in instability across the country 

and undermine the fragile peace being enjoyed (Gilfoy 2014).  

 

Eroding traditional systems of governance that have kept order within rural places 

for centuries could contribute to lawlessness and instability that could affect the 

business environment in Senjeh particularly or Liberia in general (Akpan 1973; 

Gilfoy 2014; Knight et al 2012; Paczynska 2016; Siakor 2012). That would mean 

that governance would have to be administered from Monrovia, which could prove 

difficult in a country with limited resources.  

 

In terms of the implications for our appreciation of the impacts of land grabbing on 

power structures in rural communities, the findings provide empirical evidence of 

how contextual the impacts of the phenomenon can be and why researches that 

go beneath the surface are best suited to unearthing nuances like the erosion of 

the stranger father practice in Senjeh District.  

 

6.4. Consultation and consent without accountability 
 

The capacity to influence actions of others is an essential characteristic of power. 

The process of transferring control of the land in Senjeh District to Sime Darby 

was negotiated with the government of Liberia (Gilfoy 2014; Siakor 2012). As is 

often the case, whilst there was some consultation with local people, it did not 

guarantee them the power to hold the company accountable for any promises 

made during the negotiations (Daley and Pallas 2013; Fokum 2015; Vermeulen 

and Cotula 2010; Verma 2014). Holding foreign investors accountable for 

promises made or contractual obligations is not something that residents of 

Senjeh, especially those participating in my research, had experiences of. In fact, 

not only was that the case, it was confirmed by multiple respondents and key 

informants that rural communities did not have any mechanism in place to hold 

land grabbers accountable. For respondents, the lack of accountability of 
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corporations to rural communities reflected embedded power structures in which 

rural communities had little influence. 

 

'You also have to look at our history of governance structure in Liberia. Up 

until 1964 we only had 5 counties all along the coast of Liberia. The rest of 

the country was referred to as the hinterlands. It was Tubman that created 

the other 4 counties in 1964. This means that rural communities in general 

and women in particular have always seen government as abstract. They 

have never been participants of an inclusive system. They have always 

lived in a system of ‘whatever the government says goes’.' (Key Informant 

2) 

 

In the view of Key Informant 2, residents in Senjeh District did not understand the 

concept of social contracts between citizens and government and therefore they 

did not have a system of checks or being able to hold the government or land 

grabbers accountable. This speaks to a historic experience of not having the 

power to hold government or land grabbers accountable. That historically 

embedded power structure between the people on the one hand and corporations 

on the other might have had an influence over the way that respondents viewed 

their lack of influence over Sime Darby. At least in the view of those I spoke with 

during my research in the district. 

 

'And when the government say something you cannot deny the 

government. They came with a paper saying it was from the government 

and the paper had weight because the government is behind it and whether 

you agree or not agree the government is above you.' (Respondent 12: a 

43-year-old man from Damah) 

 

The view of this respondent was similar to those offered by many of the residents 

that I interviewed during my fieldwork. They felt unable to hold Sime Darby 

accountable for promises made to them during the consultation period because 

they believed that the company had the backing of the government. As the people 

were fully aware of their experiences living in Senjeh District they did not have any 

mechanism in place to hold Sime Darby accountable.  
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Whilst respondents did not have mechanisms in place to hold the government 

accountable and, by extension Sime Darby, their traditional practices of 

governance would have allowed them to do so. Prior to the arrival of Sime Darby, 

whilst people were still unable to hold the national government accountable for its 

social contract with them, they were able, through the stranger father mechanism, 

to hold those who joined their district and used their land accountable based on 

agreements made during the introduction and acceptance process. However, 

Sime Darby was not just any kind of stranger. And as I discussed earlier in the 

previous section, their policies on employment meant that they were undermining 

the power structures in the district by bringing in people from other parts of the 

country without them going through the stranger father process. 

 

Before detailing the failed promises and how powerless respondents felt about the 

lack of power to hold the company accountable, it is important to set the scene in 

terms of how things developed when Sime Darby arrived. According to multiple 

respondents, prior to the commencement of operations in Senjeh, Sime Darby 

called all of the people together to get their consent for the cultivation of oil palm 

on the land that they had acquired from the government of Liberia. It was 

confirmed to me in written responses to questions about the process of taking over 

control of the land from a representative of Sime Darby. This is how he put it: 

 

'Residents were consulted through the Free, Prior, and Informed Consent 

(FPIC) process. The Company communicated FPIC through community 

representatives, the Senjeh Land Committee (SLC) and a committee 

organised by the communities to represent their interests with the 

Company. The consultation took into consideration all key stakeholders: 

Women, youth, men, elders & chiefs (including religious leaders), local and 

country authorities, NGOs and international organisations.' (Key Informant 

7) 

 

The response above clearly suggested that the company carried out some form of 

consultation with the people of Senjeh. Whether this was done with the sincerity of 

entering into an actual contract where residents could hold them accountable for 
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the terms of the contract and promises made, was unclear. But the actions of the 

company, as residents portrayed it, did not align with the principles of prior 

consultation. The point is, that the company's actions, in consulting with the people 

prior to commencing their operations were basically what Vermuelen and Cotula 

(2010) and others suggested was giving communities a sense of power over the 

transfer of land when it was in actuality consultation without veto rights (Cotula et 

al 2011; Daley and Pallas 2013; Fonjong Fokum 2015; Hall and Paradza 2012; 

Verma 2014). 

 

For residents of Senjeh, who had not experienced being consulted prior to large 

swathes of their land being given away, it could be understood why they would 

have seen the consultation process on the use of that land as meaning that they 

now had the power to hold Sime Darby accountable for the promises that they had 

made. That notion was exacerbated by the fact that Sime Darby signed a 

memorandum of understanding (MOU) with the people of the district during the 

consultation process. 

 

'They claimed to have applied FPIC. For example, they said that they spoke 

with the chiefs and enter MOUs. However, the evidence that we have seen 

shows that the MOUs were entered into with the elites in the communities 

and not all of the citizens.' (Key Informant 4). 

 

The suggestion by Key Informant 4 makes clearer the point being made here. The 

signing of MOUs and consultations with Senjeh residents were all intended to give 

them a false sense of ownership and to tick the relevant boxes so that to the 

international organisations and civil society groups interested in the land grabbing 

phenomenon, it could look like the company had acted properly. However, when it 

came time to hold Sime Darby accountable for the promises made during 

consultation and in the MOU, residents soon realised that they were powerless to 

hold the company accountable similarly to how they would have with a new comer 

who had gone through the stranger father process.  

 

With countless stories about the failed promises made by Sime Darby including 

repairing the roads in the district, building pumps and toilets in the towns close to 
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the plantation, respondents depicted stories of not having the power to hold the 

company accountable. As a result of the entire process of prior consultation and 

signing of MOUs being a false sense of control for residents, they were unable to 

enforce the MOUs or hold Sime Darby accountable themselves.  

 

The issue of consultation with communities who lose land to land grabbers being 

about the image of the land grabber than about power to the people is covered 

extensively in the literature (Cotula 2013; Fonjong Fokum 2015; Hall and Paradza 

2012; Verma 2014). There are multiple examples of when companies have 

consulted with residents prior to starting their operations, making multiple 

promises to develop their communities and create jobs for them. However, as it is 

evident in the literature, the story told by residents in Senjeh is sadly a similar tale 

told by many who had been researched in the past (Cotula et al 2011; Daley and 

Pallas 2013; Fonjong Fokum 2015; Hall and Paradza 2012; Vermeulen and Cotula 

2010). 

 

The implications of this are also widespread in the literature. For example, the 

stories of communities being consulted but yet unable to hold companies 

accountable for the promises that they made when they first arrived contributed to 

the multitude of reports of rural residents affected by land grabbing as being 

passive and merely victims (Hall et al 2015). It also contributed to the notion that 

without help from exogenous actors, those in rural African communities affected by 

the land grabbing phenomenon would not be able to help themselves (Corson et al 

2015; Edelman and Borras 2016).  

 

Another implication of the findings here has also been covered in the literature. 

The lack of control that rural communities have over land in Africa is a result of 

laws that have concentrated the control of land in the hands of national 

governments (Alden Wily 2012; Cotula 2013; Fairbairn 2013; Vermeulen and 

Cotula 2010).  This leads to another very important implication, the lack of 

mechanisms to hold large-scale land grabbers accountable. There is evidence of 

governments in national capitals having no ideas of what goes on in rural places 

once the land has been transferred to the control of land grabbers. Basically, rural 

people are left to the mercy of land grabbers (Cotula 2013). Whatever the 
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companies choose to do is what they would do as the governments are 

uninterested in the day-to-day affairs of the companies as long as they are in 

receipt of their land rental payments (Richardson 2010; Verma 2014). It creates a 

complex situation in which those who are local to the area where the land is being 

managed do not have the legal instruments to hold the company accountable, 

whilst the government who should hold them to account is unaware of what is 

actually going on at the local levels and therefore cannot adequately manage the 

process. 

 

The complexities of the situations above creates yet another situation in which 

local contentions between those who lose land and land grabbers could escalate 

into to local conflicts (Martiniello 2015; Peemens 2014). This is because affected 

communities do not have the legal frameworks to hold companies accountable but 

the government that does, does not fully understand the complexities of the 

dynamics on the ground to act appropriately, or because they do not want to 

jeopardise the income from the companies. Either way, the situation remains that 

the company seems to have all of the power and residents affected by the land 

grab seem powerless to hold them accountable (Verma 2014; Vermeulen and 

Cotula 2010).  

 

6.5. Senjeh residents’ agency to set value of crops and trees 
 

For a lot of the residents that I spoke with during my months of fieldwork in Senjeh 

District, the power to choose where to sell the crops grown on their land, who to 

sell to and how much to sell them for were all powers that they had prior to the 

arrival of Sime Darby. I enjoyed listening to the stories about what crops were 

being grown on the land that they were using and what they did with the crops 

once they were ready to be harvested. I start with the story of Respondent 12, a 

43-year-old man from Damah. He told me about his ability to decide what was 

grown on the land that he had and what he did with the crops. He decided to grow 

cash crops on his land whilst others grew mainly subsistence crops. This is what 

he said to me during our conversation under a big mango tree on the edge of the 

town. 
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'I harvested the kola and sold them. People came there and bought the 

rubber, cocoa and coffee. We sold our rubber to B.F. Goodrich. That is how 

we supported our families… I depended on the farm to feed my family.' 

(Respondent 12) 

 

According to Respondent 12, he planted rubber, which was also being grown by 

B.F. Goodrich, the company that operated the land from the 1950s to the 1980s 

(Chapelle 2014). He decided to plant the rubber trees on his farm because he 

could sell the latex produced by the trees to the company and use the money 

raised from the sale of his crops to support his family. He also planted other cash 

crops like cocoa and coffee, which he also sold to merchants that came into the 

district to buy those crops. From the way that he talked about his experience, it 

was clear to me that those were good memories of a time when he had the power 

to decide what to grow and what to do with what he grew on his farm. 

 

Then there was Respondent 13, a 42-year-old man also from Damah. His story 

was slightly different to that of Respondent 12. He grew rubber on his farm but he 

also grew rice, the staple food of Liberia. The rice was for his family and he would 

sometimes give away some of the rice seeds to neighbours so that they could use 

it to grow rice. Once they harvested their rice, they would return the amount of 

seeds he gave them, sometimes with extra as a ‘thank you’ for his assistance. But 

that was not all, as Respondent 13 said in his own words: 

 

'I was growing rice and rubber. I had a man tapping the rubber. He used to 

bring it across the river to sell and we used to share the money.' 

 

He was an employer. He had someone working on the rubber trees that he 

planted and for his labour, they would split the proceeds from the sale of the 

rubber. His was another story of how much power, residents in Senjeh had over 

the land prior to the arrival of Sime Darby in 2009. 

 

This is the story of Respondent 14 a 44-year-old woman also from Damah:  
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'We grew rice on the land… I used it to feed my family, we gave some to 

neighbours as seeds. Those we gave seeds had to plant the rice and when 

they harvested they had to give back the same amount given to them as 

seeds. We used to plant bitter balls, beans, pepper and sesame seeds 

within the rice and sell them and use the money to buy soap, cubes and 

clothes… My grandfather and my mother were supporting their families 

through farming the land. In fact all of the villages across the river where we 

used to live were surviving on farming.' (Respondent 14) 

 

These are just a few stories of the many from across the four towns that I 

conducted interviews in. This was not just the experiences of residents in Damah, 

but in Gaya Hill, Johnson Farm and Beh Sao. Respondent 14 talked, similarly to 

the others, about the choices that they had to decide what to grow, when to grow, 

what to do with it and whom to share it with. The people had the power to decide 

what crops they were going to grow and what to do with the crops. They also had 

the ability to decide what price to sell the portion of their harvests that they had 

decided to sell to buy other livelihood needs. However, all of that changed with the 

arrival of Sime Darby in 2009. 

 

The first impact that the Sime Darby land grab had over the agency that residents 

had was to take away their ability to decide the value of the crops that they had 

grown on the land that was handed over to Sime Darby. First of all, the setting of 

prices for the crops was done by the company. That change in setting prices for 

crops was new to residents. In the past and now, as I observed, farmers were able 

to set the prices of their crops or trees – if someone needed trees to make 

charcoal. And, whilst there was always room for negotiating the final price that a 

customer would pay, that did not happen in the case of the compensation prices 

that residents received. The company told them the final price and there was no 

room to negotiate it with them. In some cases as residents recounted, they 

counted the trees and crops twice, reducing the number of eligible trees and crops 

in the second count to reduce the compensation that residents received – see 

discussion on ‘gunder’ later in this section. Furthermore, the company’s actions 

not only impacted on the agency of residents but they deviated from the prices and 

procedures set by the government of Liberia. According to Key Informant 6: 
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'We gave them a price list but when they started the counting of the crops, 

they did not have an expert present to identify the trees in terms of which 

was planted or not.' (Key Informant 6) 

 

The notion that Sime Darby’s payment of compensation to residents of the district 

was unfair or inadequate is not a new fact (Cotula 2013; Lisk 2013; McMichael 

2013; Verma 2014; Vermeulen and Cotula 2010). However, as the quotes below 

from Respondents 10, 12 and 23 illustrate, it adds a new insight into the way that 

the compensation processes during the transfer of control of land to investors 

might work in rural places and how they impact on the agency of rural residents to 

determine the value of their crops or trees.  

 

'They did not show us the price for each tree. We did not sit to talk about 

the price.' (Respondent 10: a 54-year-old man from Damah) 

 

'No there was no agreement. They came and said that the government set 

the price at I think US$5 per tree. That is all they told us.' (Respondent 12) 

 

'They show us the price that they would pay for each of the trees. There 

was no consultation on the value of the trees.' (Respondent 23: a widow 

unsure about her age from Beh Sao) 

 

Using the list provided by the government, the company did a count, referred to by 

residents as the 'first count'. For most, the first count was acceptable because they 

felt that it adequately compensated them for their crops on the land that was being 

handed over to Sime Darby. This response by Respondent 15, a woman from 

Damah who was unsure about her age, captured the sentiments of all of the other 

respondents who had similar experiences of the first and second counting of crops 

for compensation. 

 

'They came and counted the trees the first time, all was good and we were 

all satisfied. They left and returned after a short time and said that they 

needed to do a recount because the initial count was too high… The first 
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count was 10 times better. But the second count reduced everything. 

During the second count they will say that some of the trees are dead, but 

those same trees were counted the first time.' (Respondent 15) 

 

Sime Darby did not only take away the power of residents affected by their land 

grab to decide on the value of their crops by using a government approved list 

instead of the value that residents attached to their crops. They also chose which 

crops would have value or not. The company gave me a justification for their 

action. 

 

‘The first count of crops conducted was not inclusive. Stakeholders such as 

the CSO [Civil Society Organisations], MIA [Ministry of Internal Affairs], 

Traditional Council, and EPA [Environmental Protection Agency] were not 

part of due processes. Verification and crop checking was also not properly 

guided by an MOA [Ministry of Agriculture] technician to ensure adherence 

to the MOA approved listing.’ (Key Informant 7) 

 

However, in the view of Key informant 6, who worked with the Ministry of 

Agriculture, that was not how they saw it. He felt that the company took advantage 

of a group of people that they felt were uneducated to the crop valuation process 

and desperate for money. He did not speak vaguely in the interview that I had with 

him at the back of a local shop on the major highway between Monrovia and rural 

Liberia. 

 

'This is what I am frowning on irrespective of the amount of money that has 

been spent. If they had done it properly then once they check the crops and 

say a person was entitled to be compensated for 5 rubber trees then there 

should be 2 copies of the document saying that they counted 5 rubber 

trees. They could take one copy to be used for payment and for their 

records and, one stay with the farmer for their record. But if you ask any of 

the farmers they do not have a sheet of paper showing the number of trees 

counted; so who’s telling the truth, the foreign multinational or the farmer?' 
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He went on to speak in more details about exactly what he was accusing the 

company of doing: 

 

'If you look at this legally then the company is right to say that they have 

compensated the people because they [Senjeh residents] have taken the 

money. But looking at the level of thinking of the residents in the affected 

communities and that of the multinational company you are inclined to think 

that they might have been taken advantage of. You could conclude that 

because of their desperate situation that is why they accepted the little that 

was offered instead of refusing it and going through a long process of trying 

to get the right level of compensation.' 

 

Clearly, in the view of Key Informant 6, the company used its expert power to 

coerce residents to sign for the reduced compensation because they did not want 

to spend the full amount required to fully compensate the people. As some 

residents put it to me, most of the same crops that were counted during the first 

count were discounted during the second count and referred to as 'gunder'. 

Gunder, residents explained to me was the term used to refer to crops grown not 

as a result of deliberate human actions. For example, rubber trees grow seeds at 

the top of the tree and periodically the seeds' shells would burst open and the 

seeds would fall on the ground, leading to new rubber trees growing in the midst of 

the plantation. Those trees that grow out of formation are suspected to be as a 

result of non-human actions and are therefore referred to as gunder. 

 

The impact that Sime Darby had on the power of affected residents to decide the 

value of their crops and which crops could be sold was significant and direct. It 

was a major contention for most of the residents that I interviewed, as I will return 

to later in discussions of the way that residents reacted to the impacts of the land 

grab on their agency.  

 

These findings from Senjeh District are similar to examples from elsewhere, 

discussed in the literature (Verma 2014; Vermuelen and Cotula 2010; Von Braun 

and Suseela 2017). In particular, the inadequacy of compensation has been 

emphasized, but mainly in relation to the impacts on livelihoods rather than on 
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local power dynamics and the agency of local communities  (Hall et al 2015; 

Verma 2014; Vermuelen and Cotula 2010; Von Braun and Suseela 2017). Whilst 

mentions are made about the lack of adequate compensation, most previous 

studies do not examine nuances like the discussion about gunder, or the use of 

expert power to coerce residents to accept inadequate compensation for their 

crops or land. 

 

In terms of the implications of the findings above, one could be that it highlights the 

need for a systematic process for the valuation and compensation of individuals 

affected by land grabbing. Another potential implication is the lack of transparency 

that surrounded the implementation of large-scale land deals. As I discussed 

above, the government did not seem to know what the company was doing until 

the residents complained. Whilst at the same time, residents were not given 

information about the decision making processes surrounding the valuation and 

compensation amount that each individual received. That meant that residents did 

not trust the process. This suggests, as in the other cases of erosion of power 

discussed earlier in this chapter, accountability becomes difficult to achieve. 

Furthermore, it means that the power to decide what to do with the crops grown 

from your labour was being controlled by the land grabber. 

 

6.6. Intergenerational power struggles in Senjeh District 
 

For centuries, in most rural African communities, including in Liberia, elders were 

always the custodians of the land and the leadership of rural communities, as I 

discussed earlier in this chapter. However, as a result of the Sime Darby land 

grab, there was evidence of a growing rift between young and old over the best 

way to deal with Sime Darby. Respondent 24, a 21-year-old man from Beh Sao, 

told me a story about a rift between some of the young people and some elders. 

Talking about a meeting that the chief had called he said that: 

 

'We went there and she told us that Sime Darby wanted the extra land close 

to the town. We told the town chief that Sime Darby has their boundary and 

that they must stay within their boundary but we will not give them the extra 

land. Some of the elders in the town got up and started demanding that we 
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give Sime Darby the land and we said no… Most of the elders are old and 

will die soon and we will have nothing to survive on. That discussion did not 

go down will with the elders. That is where we are at the moment.' 

(Respondent 24) 

 

In response to demand for more land by Sime Darby, the young people wanted to 

say no to the company, whilst their elders  were in favour of giving away more of 

the land that they depended on to the company. Respondent 24’s argument was 

that they needed the land for the future, whilst the elders were concerned about 

the short term benefits of the land. This is a significant development in rural power 

structures, built on knowledge and wisdom of the elders and, their position as 

custodians of the district. The fact that the presence of Sime Darby was causing 

so much contention to the point that some young people were willing to challenge 

the status quo is very interesting. It suggests that the arrival of Sime Darby not 

only dismantled the power of traditional leaders over the land that was taken or 

over who could come into the district to live on the land, but also the authority that 

they had over local residents. That could mean a total breakdown in the power 

structure of traditional leadership as it had been known in Senjeh District, Liberia 

as well as other parts of rural Africa. 

 

Interestingly, there has been little engagement with the generational dynamics of 

the impact of land grabbing in the literature (Hall et al 2015). Any shift in the 

generational control of leadership in Senjeh could have wider implications. The 

patience and acceptance of governmental supremacy could be challenged by 

youth leaders, which could spell complexities for operations of large-scale land 

deals. A willingness to regularly challenge the status quo could either lead to Sime 

Darby and others who follow to be held accountable or it could scare potential 

investments from coming into the district.  

 

6.7. Political reactions from below to Sime Darby land grab 
 

The preceding sections of this chapter have documented how the Sime Darby land 

grab impacted on the power (or agency) of residents of Senjeh District with 

regards to administration over land and other governance activities. This section 
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answers the second part of the second subsidiary research question, focusing on 

how residents of the district reacted to the land grab, or whether they did at all. 

 

6.7.1. Generational shift in power structure in Senjeh District 

 

In section 6.6 I talked about the story told by Respondent 24 and how he and other 

young people from the district reacted to traditional leaders of the district who were 

interested in giving away more of their land to Sime Darby.  However, it was not 

only the traditional leaders that the youth of the district challenged. According to 

Key Informant 1, reactions from below against the Sime Darby land grab were led 

by the young people of the district. 

  

'Back in the days whatever the officials of government said is what we did… 

But when Sime Darby arrived the children in the area were now educated 

so they said no to the land being used like that. They said that B.F. 

Goodrich came and used the land and did not give it back to us when they 

were leaving instead they passed it on to Guthrie. Guthrie came and used 

the land and we did not benefit, so before Sime Darby can start using the 

land we need to sit down and sign an agreement… So we said that violence 

will not solve our problem so we complained to civil society.' 

 

The wisdom exhibited by Key Informant 1 was astonishing. His quote above 

provided a lot to unpack. First, he made it clear in his interview that it was the 

young people, whom he referred to as children, who led the reactions from below 

to the Sime Darby land grab. Having been told about B.F. Goodrich’s control over 

the land and, that they had transferred control over to another company when they 

were leaving, the young people felt that that was not the right way to manage the 

land. Their contention was that the previous two companies had operated there 

without many benefits for the people and for Sime Darby to simply come in and 

continue the status quo was unacceptable to them. 

 

Secondly, according to Key Informant 1, one of the reasons that led the young 

people to react from below to the Sime Darby land grab was their level of 

education. The young people of the district were now able to see that previous 
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land deals did not benefit their elders and families and felt that they could not sit 

idle and watch yet another land grabber come in and take away the land without 

adequate benefits for the people of the district. 

 

The third point to unpack from Key Informant 1 interview is the medium chosen by 

those reacting from below to express their contention. What I took away from the 

rest of the conversation with him and others that I had with those who participated 

in my research was that it was the people in the district that reached out to a civil 

society group to enlist their expert knowledge to react against the Sime Darby land 

grab. This is crucial because it demonstrates that communities affected by land 

grabbing are not passive or merely victims as most in the literature would want us 

to believe. They do retain agency and can react from below (Gingembre 2015; Hall 

et al 2015; Larder 2015; Moreda 2015).  

 

It is not just reactions from below but as we can see it is also the kind of reaction 

from below. Those young people who led the reactions had spoken with the 

company to try and get their grievances addressed. They did not get the response 

that they expected so they decided to take things further. However, whilst in cases 

reported in the literature, reactions have come in the form of resistance; those 

reacting from Senjeh chose to react politically (Hall et al 2015).  

 

There are two main implications of the discussion above. The first is that it could 

have long term ramifications for the power structure in Senjeh District. The fact 

that the reactions were led by young people, especially in light of the discussion in 

the previous section about them challenging elders over decisions made, could 

see the traditional power structures, where elders were the decision-makers, shift. 

How that might restructure decision-making in the district, and beyond, would be 

an interesting phenomenon to watch out for.  

 

The second implication of the evidence above has to do with our current 

understanding of reactions from below to land grabbing. The existing literature has 

largely neglected the question of generational differences in responses to land 

grabbing (Hall et al 2015). In fact most of the contributions on political reactions 

from below presented reactors as homogenous groups and did not engage with 
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the generational dynamics of those reacting (Larder 2015; McMichael 2013; 

Moreda 2015; Peemans 2014; see Chapter Three for further discussions). Where 

there were efforts at doing so, it was gender identity that was considered (see 

example of women leading resistance in Amuru District in Uganda in Martiniello 

2015). The findings and discussion about the youth leading the political reactions 

from below to the Sime Darby land grab shed new insights into the identity of 

those leading reactions from below and adds new knowledge to our understanding 

of how affected people are responding to land grabbing.   

 

6.7.2. Agency extended beyond the borders of Senjeh District 

 

The reactions by locals from below to the Sime Darby land grab were not confined 

to the towns affected by the phenomenon within Senjeh District. Once the youth of 

the district reacted to the land deal because they felt that they were not 

compensated adequately and that the company was not keeping its promises of 

incorporating them into the land deal or developing infrastructures, they 

complained to the company initially. However, their reaction did not end there. 

Unlike cases presented in the literature where reactions from below to land grabs 

were confined to the areas affected by the land grab (Gilfoy 2014; Gingembre 

2015; Larder 2015; Martiniello 2015; Moreda 2015), the youth of Senjeh district 

sought alliances with the Green Advocates, an environmental activist civil society 

group based in Liberia but affiliated with the Forest People Programme (FPP; 

Gilfoy 2014).  

 

The Green Advocates had already lodged a complaint about Sime Darby's 

operations in Grand Cape Mount County to the EPA in Liberia that the company’s 

clearing of the land for cultivation of oil palm trees was having detrimental effects 

on the environment (Gilfoy 2014). Young people in Senjeh District were aware of 

the Green Advocates and sought them out to take their contentions beyond the 

district. They took it first to the Liberian government and, when they felt that they 

were also not getting adequate attention from the government, they took it even 

further. On 30 September 2011, with assistance from the FPP and in collaboration 

with other affected communities from Grand Cape Mount County, Bong County 

and Gbarpolu County a complaint was submitted to the RSPO – an international 
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voluntary scheme that certifies oil palm products allowing members to sell them as 

having been produced in an environmentally friendly manner – under case number 

GR000938. The RSPO secretariat is based in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. The filing 

of the complaint got the attention of Sime Darby and they negotiated a withdrawal 

of the complaint in favour of setting up an alliance within Liberia with other 

interested stakeholders to resolve the contentions from below of the people 

affected by their land grab (Gilfoy 2014). 

 

The reaction of young people in Senjeh District to Sime Darby has three wider 

implications for understanding the politics of land grabbing in Africa. Firstly, the 

case enhances the growing body of literature on political reactions from below to 

land grabbing by demonstrating that rural communities affected by land grabbing 

are not merely passive and victims but they do retain agency and can react from 

below (Gingembre 2015; Larder 2015; Martiniello 2015). By interrogating the 

concept of reactions from below in a new context like Senjeh District, the findings 

in here solidify the concept as valid and credible. 

 

Secondly, whilst the literature describes how people affected by land grabbing can 

retain agency and react from below, most of the current cases are limited to 

reactions within the areas where the land grabbing has taken place (Edelman et al 

2013; Gingembre 2015; Larder 2015; Martiniello 2015; Moreda 2015). The findings 

in here adds new knowledge by demonstrating that reactions from below can go 

beyond the geographical borders of the areas where the land grabbing episode 

took place. In the case of Senjeh residents, it went as far as Kuala Lumpur where 

the headquarters of the RSPO is based.  

 

The third point is that voluntary frameworks intended to enhance the agency of 

rural people who depend on the land for their livelihoods against large-scale land 

grabbers could work to the benefit of those affected by the land grabbing 

phenomenon. As the example of Senjeh demonstrates, those reacting from below 

to the Sime Darby land grab first took their contentions to the company. But they 

did not get the outcome that they felt was just so they took it to the Liberian 

government with the hope that they would be helpful. When that too did not yield 

the expected outcome, residents, even if with assistance from civil society groups, 
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made use of the RSPO, a voluntary certification framework for companies wanting 

to sell their oil palm as sustainably produced. This contrasted with suggestions by 

some in the literature that voluntarily frameworks lack potency to influence the 

actions of land grabbers (Evers et al 2011; Verma 2014). 

 

6.7.3. The Sustainable Partnership Initiative (SPI) 

 

The use of the RSPO as a medium to get their grievances addressed was useful 

in getting the attention of Sime Darby. As a result of the complaint to the RSPO, 

Sime Darby entered into negotiations with affected communities which led to the 

formation of the Sustainable Partnership Initiative (SPI). This was how the 

company representative, Key Informant 7, described the SPI: 

 

'Communities are also able to raise their concerns through the Sustainable 

Partnership Initiative (SPI), a multi-stakeholder platform in order to reach 

agreeable solutions.' (Key Informant 7) 

 

The complaint to the RSPO was withdrawn with the agreement that the SPI would 

be set up. The SPI would be a framework for multiple stakeholders with interest in 

the plantation operation going ahead without contentions from affected 

communities would meet and discuss how this would work. Either way, there were 

multiple competing agendas. This could have made for a situation where the 

contentions of Senjeh residents would be overshadowed, in what Edelman and 

Borras (2016) referred to as a one-way internationalization of contentions.  

 

However, in the case of the SPI that did not happen. In fact, the report by the SPI 

highlighted that whilst there were multiple actors in the alliance, including civil 

society groups, the United Nations in Liberia, government of Liberia agencies as 

well as the SLC, the focus of the frame which influenced the issues and demands 

discussed in the SPI remained the contentions of the people of Senjeh District. 

This was confirmed in a newspaper article published after I had left the field but 

also by Key Informant 6 before I left the field. 
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'The investigation that we are carrying out right now is clearly showing that 

they [Sime Darby] did the crop counting but it was done without the 

expertise of the Ministry of Agriculture… That is why we are telling Sime 

Darby that although they have paid some money, they may have to pay the 

people a little bit more to try and resolve the problem. That will be the report 

of the SPI.' (Key Informant 6) 

 

The complaint to the voluntary framework of the RSPO, initiated by the young 

people of the district led to the company paying attention to their plight. As a result 

of multi-stakeholder negotiations the complaint was withdrawn to be settled in the 

SPI which included multiple interested stakeholders. Additionally, whilst it included 

multiple actors, each with their own agenda, the agenda of local opponents to the 

Sime Darby land grab framed the issues and demands and influenced the 

outcome of the SPI. This is in slight contrast to suggestions in the literature that 

aligning with exogenous actors usually lead to their agendas overshadowing those 

of affected people (Corson et al 2015; Edelman and Borras 2016).  

 

Another novel finding was the fact that the alliance formed to mitigate the 

contentions of those who had reacted from below to the Sime Darby land grab 

included the land grabber. Sime Darby was a member of the SPI and participated 

fully in the negotiations and investigations into the contentions raised by the 

people of Senjeh District. Their involvement has to be viewed through a lens of 

scepticism. For one, the people reported their contentions to the company but they 

did nothing. Secondly, they also reported to the government and nothing came out 

of it. It was only after involving the RSPO, the certification body that Sime Darby 

was a member of and through whom they could sell their palm oil as being 

sustainable, that they decided to listen to the residents of Senjeh. As a result their 

involvement in the SPI, whilst novel, had to be for the purpose of protecting their 

reputation. Having said that, this is not something that the current studies on 

reactions from below have given much attention to. 
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6.8. Conclusion 
 

The aim of the discussions in this chapter was to answer the second subsidiary 

research question listed in Chapter One. It was argued in this chapter that in terms 

of the impact of the Sime Darby land garb on power, it eroded the traditional power 

structures that had been in place within the district by taking over the decision 

making over how to use the land and who was allowed on or excluded from the 

land. It also took away the power of residents to hold them accountable whilst at 

the same time taking away their power over the valuation of the crops that they 

had grown on the land. Overall, the impact of the Sime Darby land grab on the 

power of Senjeh residents over the land was negative and eroded all of the power 

that they once had over the land.  

 

In terms of how residents reacted to the loss of their power over the land, some of 

the findings had been presented elsewhere in the literature whilst some shed new 

insights. There were four key arguments made in terms of political reactions from 

below to the Sime Darby land grab. Before talking about the four arguments, it is 

worth stating here that these were not the only ways that residents have 

responded to the impacts of the land grab on power and power relationships, but 

for the sake of this thesis, these were the four that were identified as the most 

important. 

 

The first novel argument was that there seems to be a suggestion of a 

generational shift in the power structure in the district. If not overall, it was certainly 

the case in terms of reactions to the Sime Darby land grab. Secondly, voluntary 

international frameworks created to facilitate mitigation of contentions on land 

issued can be useful in bringing land grabbers to the negotiations table. Thirdly, 

land grabbers can be party to alliances formed to mitigate contentions from below 

to the land grabbing phenomenon. Finally, the evidence demonstrated that in 

terms of the trajectory of the agenda of the SPI, it was influenced by those who 

initiated the reactions from below, confirming suggestions in the literature that the 

origins of political reactions to land grabs are important in telling us about the 

dominant framing of the issues and demands (Hall et al 2015). However, in the 
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case of this research, the origin of the reactions was rural residents of Senjeh 

District and not exogenous civil society groups.  

 

The take away message from this chapter is that in terms of our understanding of 

the impacts of land grabbing on residents’ power to control land resources, it is 

complex, contextual and nuanced. Therefore, the most suitable means of 

unearthing those complexities and nuances is by conducting grounded 

interrogations within specific contexts. 



Chapter Seven: Displacements, land scarcity 
and landlessness in Senjeh 
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‘For instance, our estimate for Ethiopia agrees well with a report placing the 

number of affected people at 1 million. Our approximation for Uganda 

corresponds well to an estimate for select affected districts of 20,000 people. 

Also, a major land deal in Tanzania will reportedly displace more than 

160,000 people.’ (Davis et al 2014, p.186) 

 

7.1. Introduction  
 

The transfer of large swathes of land to foreign investors as concessions in rural 

communities impacts negatively on those residents who have relied on access to 

land for their livelihood needs, whether under traditional forms of land administration 

or loosely understood customs and practices (Borras et al 2012; Cotula 2013; 

Cotula et al 2009; Gingembre 2015; Knight et al 2012; Martiniello 2015; Siakor 

2012). These negative impacts include dispossession and displacement (Cotula 

2013; Gilfoy 2014; Larder 2015; Moreda 2015; Ryan 2017), putting a squeeze on 

available land resources in rural communities (Cotula and Vermeulen 2009; Knight 

et al 2012; Lisk 2013) or rendering some completely landless (Anseeuw 2012; De 

Schutter 2011; Hall 2011; Nyantakyi-Frimpong and Bezner Kerr 2017; Verma 2014). 

Clearly, for rural communities already threatened by poverty and food insecurity and 

whose very existence is tied to the land beneath their feet, these negative impacts, 

if not managed properly could lead to instabilities within these communities 

(Bereketeab 2011; Mabikke 2011; Peemans 2014). 

 

Using empirical evidence from my research fieldwork in Senjeh District, this chapter 

answers the question of how the Sime Darby land grab impacted on residents' 

access to and use of the land in the district to meet their livelihood needs. Cross 

referencing key studies in the available literature, the chapter makes two key 

arguments. First, the chapter argues that the impact of the Sime Darby concession 

on residents' access to land was entirely negative. This is described in terms of the 

displacement of residents from the land that the company took control over and how 

that led to some residents struggling to find land in the towns that they had 

relocated to, or becoming landless. In terms of the negative impacts of the 

concession on residents' access to land on which to meet their livelihood needs, the 

chapter also argues that the attention drawn to the plight of residents in the district 
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due to these impacts contributed to further detrimental outcomes, such as decisions 

being taken that would affect residents without their participation. Secondly, the 

chapter argues that these multiple negative impacts of the loss of land to Sime 

Darby were complex and multifaceted.  

 

The structure of the chapter is divided into six sections. The first is this introductory 

section. The next section focuses on the negative experiences of residents of 

Senjeh District of being displaced from the land that Sime Darby had taken control 

over. The section caters to discussions about those who had been displaced, the 

hardships they experienced as well as how different individuals experienced the 

displacement differently. Section 7.3 focuses on another negative impact of the 

Sime Darby concession on residents' access to land in Senjeh District. It discusses 

how the taking of the land by Sime Darby had led to scarcity in available land on 

which to build new homes or farm. Section 7.3 also talks about struggles between 

residents of the district over access to the scarcely available land and the potential 

for conflicts that could spill over onto the concession land. Each of sections 7.2, 7.3 

and 7.4 discuss the relationships between the various negative impacts of the 

concession on residents' access to land in Senjeh District. Section 7.4 focuses on 

another of the negative impacts of the loss of land on residents’ access to land; the 

experience of landlessness that some residents not fortunate enough to access 

some of the scarce available land in the district had to endure.  

 

Section 7.5 breaks away from the direct negative impacts of the concession on 

residents' access to available land to discuss how the effects discussed in sections 

7.2, 7.3 and 7.4 had drawn global attention to the plight of residents in Senjeh 

District and the actions of Sime Darby. It describes how this led to development 

partners of the Liberian government, and national and international advocacy 

groups to call for legal protection for rural residents' rights to the land that they 

depended on for their livelihood needs.  Section 7.5 discusses the campaign for, 

proposal of and the passage of the Liberian Land Rights Act (2018). The section 

contends that whilst this could be seen, and was seen by some, as a silver lining, 

the process by which it was crafted – neglecting the voices of rural residents – 

meant that it could have similar outcomes as other land protection laws in Africa 

that existed but were not practically implemented.  All of the discussions in the next 
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four sections is summaries in section 7.6. Section 7.6, the conclusion, presents the 

two key arguments that this chapter puts forward by summarising the key facts 

presented throughout this chapter. Section 7.6 also includes a methodological 

reflection. 

 

7.2. Displacement of Senjeh residents 
 

A key notion in the literature on the impacts of land grabbing on rural individuals is 

that it displaces their livelihoods activities, homes and sacred sites from land that 

they had used for years prior to the transfer of control (Borras et al 2012; Cotula 

2013; Davis et al 2014; Hall 2011). Bracco (2016) and Kandel (2015) drew attention 

to the fact that when large-scale land deals are signed, they have the potential to 

displace thousands of rural residents, alter their traditional forms of social 

production and destroy symbolic values that tie rural residents, particularly in Africa, 

to their ancestral land. One consequence of this, Ansoms (2013) argues, is that 

those displaced from the land face difficulties in securing new and adequate arable 

land on which to meet their livelihood needs, with some being relegated to the 

status of rural ‘proletariat’ who have to sell their labour to their neighbours with land. 

It also contributes to a loss of a sense of belonging as a result of the destruction of 

their sacred and symbolic sites (Bracco 2016; Kandel 2015). These considerations 

were evident in Senjeh District during my fieldwork. In conversations with residents 

of the district, it was clear that the transfer of control of the land to Sime Darby led to 

the displacement of farms, villages and towns as well as sacred and symbolic sites. 

 

It is important to provide some background here on how the land was transferred 

over to Sime Darby before continuing the discussion of the findings from Senjeh 

District. In my conversations with residents, a lot of the land that the government 

leased to Sime Darby was land that people both lived on and used for farming. 

Sime Darby was able to lease the land because, as Alden Wily (2012) argues, all 

land without private titles are owned by the government of Liberia. In 2009 when 

Sime Darby signed their lease agreement with the Liberian government for the land, 

customary land rights were not recognised in Liberia (Alden Wily 2007, 2012; Gilfoy 

2014; Knight et al 2012; Siakor 2012). Therefore once control over the land was 

given to Sime Darby, they enclosed the land as private property excluding other 
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traditional uses of the land (see figure 6 below). In terms of how the removal of 

those living on the land was implemented, the information provided from residents 

was mixed. For some residents, they claimed that they were forcibly removed, 

whilst others mentioned being allowed to leave amiably. However, before residents 

were removed from the land, the company informed them about their proposed use 

of the land and compensated some of them for some of their crops. It was after the 

compensation process had ended that the company enclosed their property. Similar 

to responses about how they were removed from the land, information about the 

timeframe between gaining control over the land and removing residents from the 

land was vague. In terms of where they relocated to, some residents mentioned that 

during discussions with the company prior to their removal from the land, they were 

promised that they would be provided with land to relocate to. However, that did not 

materialise. Residents were simply evicted and left to find land and new homes 

themselves.  

 
Figure 6: Enclosure sign and Sime Darby’s demarcation cornerstone (Source: author’s library) 

 
 

Some of the residents that I spoke with during my time in the district mentioned that 

they were living on the land in 2009 when the company arrived, having leased the 

land for 63-years from the Liberian government (Gilfoy 2014). Upon the arrival of 
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Sime Darby and completion of their crop compensation scheme, residents who had 

lived on the land for so long, no longer had access to their homes and farms and 

had to relocate to one of the towns where I had been interviewing people. As 

suggested by Bracco (2016) and Cotula (2013), Respondent 3, a 45-year-old 

woman from Gaya Hill, recounted how they had been displaced from the land that 

they were living and farming on: 

 

'They took the land and we relocated to Gaya Hill as a result… That is when 

they took over and said to us we had to move because they bought the land 

a long time ago… I had to leave our village and relocate to Gaya Hill by 

building a house here to live in… They told us that they had bought the place 

and from the day we received payments for our trees we were not allowed to 

make gardens or farms there. We had to leave. They said the land was for 

Sime Darby so we had to move.' (Respondent 3) 

 

The conversation with Respondent 3 seemed to confirm the narrative in the 

literature that large-scale land investments negatively impacted on those living in 

the rural areas where they operate by dispossessing them of their land and 

displacing them (Gilfoy 2014; Gingembre 2015; Hall 2011; Murphy et al 2017; 

Sparks 2012). As Respondent 3 mentioned above, the transfer of control of the land 

to Sime Darby led to the displacement of their farms and homes. It also led to 

difficulties of starting all over after many years of living and farming on the land. As 

such the impact of Sime Darby on Respondent 3's access to the land that she had 

used for her livelihood and home was negative.  

 

Some of the displaced residents relocated on to new land that was already in use 

by others, creating a number of difficulties, as many scholars have noted (Murphy et 

al 2017; Suhardiman et al 2015; Vermeulen and Cotula 2010). For example, 

securing land in a town where most of the land had been claimed by those already 

living there proved to be difficult for most residents who had been displaced by the 

Sime Darby concession. Furthermore, as Cotula and Vermeulen (2009) argue, the 

costs of starting anew was made even more difficult because the compensation that 

residents who had been displaced from their land received was not proportionate to 
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the costs of building a new home and securing a new plot of land for their livelihood 

needs.  

 

Interestingly, as the literature suggests, the experiences of those displaced from the 

land in Senjeh District by the transfer of control of the land to Sime Darby were 

complex and multifaceted (Borras et al 2012). For some residents, including 

Respondent 3 above, the nature of their displacement was relatively amiable 

(Nyantakyi-Frimpong and Bezner Kerr 2017; Vermeulen and Cotula 2010). Yet, for 

others their displacement from the land was forcefully carried out (Borras et al 2012; 

ElHadary and Obeng-Odoom 2012; Murphy et al 2017; Siakor 2012). Whilst it is 

possible that the experiences of their displacement could be tied to their resistance 

or non-resistance to being displaced, that explanation was never provided. 

Respondent 5, a 49-year-old man also from Gaya Hill, seemed to agree with 

Respondent 3 in his interview, recounting that once compensation was given to 

them, they were allowed to amiably move off the land.  

 

'In terms of the relocation we had 3 houses there. Once we received 

payment we decided to move. We were not forced of the land. They did not 

say to us you have to move now or we will demolish the houses. It was done 

peacefully. That is how we left the land and went to live on our private land.' 

(Respondent 5) 

 

The reasons for the peaceful relocation of some residents like Respondents 3 and 5 

were not given and it might be something that future researchers could interrogate 

further. However, in terms of the evidence available, both Respondents 3 and 5 did 

not remember their displacement being violent or forceful in any way. 

  

As for Respondent 12, who had also been living and farming on the same land and 

had been displaced by Sime Darby taking control over the land like the previous two 

respondents; his recollection of his displacement was different. Respondent 12 

resisted being evicted and was forcibly removed from the land by Sime Darby, with 

support from the government of Liberia in 2009:  
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'They came with force saying that the government said nobody should go 

across there because the land was bought from the government long time 

ago. So we said no, because at the time the land was given to the people we 

were unaware of it. The commissioner, superintendent and senators were in 

support of it. I had even started clearing the land to begin my new farm and 

they put stop to it. What will you say as a poor man?' (Respondent 12: a 43-

year-old man from Damah) 

 

There are a few things that the evidence discussed above suggests. First, the 

transfer of control of the land to Sime Darby negatively impacted residents by 

displacing their homes and farms from the land (Bracco 2016; Cotula 2013; Kandel 

2015). This seems to confirm that the displacement of rural communities is a 

characteristics of the new wave of land grabbing suggested by Borras et al (2012). 

They referred to the displacement of residents from land as a result of large-scale 

land grabs as 'dispossession by displacement’ (Borras et al 2012). The difficulties 

that residents experienced as a result of the displacement by Sime Darby were also 

a negative experience for all of the residents who had loss land to the company.  

 

Secondly, the experiences of the process of dispossession and displacement differ 

from one individual to another, confirming the claims in the literature that the 

impacts of large-scale land deals were complex and multifaceted (Cotula 2013; 

Edelman 2013; Gilfoy 2014; Hall 2011; Hall et al 2015; Oya 2013). Whilst there 

were no winners in the experiences mentioned by the respondents above, their 

experiences of the nature of their removal from the land suggests that some 

willingly moved off the land whilst others were forced off the land. Furthermore, the 

costs and difficulties associated with securing new land ‘in an increasingly 

competitive market for land’ for their homes and farms was experienced differently 

for each individual (Ansoms 2013, p.16). For example, Respondent 5 mentioned 

relocating to their private land whilst other respondents had to struggle to get land.  

 

One implication of the displacement of residents from the land, including their 

homes, farms and sacred and symbolic sites is the difficulties associated with 

finding enough land to relocate to (Ansoms 2013; Vermeulen and Cotula 2010). As 

Suhardiman et al (2015) suggest, the compensation received is usually not enough 
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to cover the exacerbated costs of relocating and finding new land to use for their 

livelihood activities. And, in some cases, argue Nyantakyi-Frimpong and Bezner 

Kerr (2017) some residents, usually women, are not deemed to be eligible for 

compensation because in most rural African communities transfer of land is only 

through adult men. As such the potential for conflicts with other residents already on 

the land that they could potentially relocate to, as we saw in the Rwandan example 

that Ansoms (2013) provided, could destabilise the affected areas or even spill over 

onto the concession land. Furthermore, it could endanger biodiversity and climate 

change mitigation efforts as residents desperate for land move into forested areas 

and clear trees to access land for their livelihood and other social needs (Borras et 

al 2012; Hall 2011; Kouami et al 2009; McMichael 2012; Moreda 2015; Rulli and 

D'Odorico 2013; Von Braun and Suseela 2017). Therefore, both the government of 

Liberia and Sime Darby need to reconsider their current strategy and include 

potential relocation assistance for people displaced from the land (Borras and 

Franco 2013; White et al 2012).  

 

Another implication for displaced residents is the loss of their sense of belonging to 

the district (Evers et al 2011; Lund 2011). Losing ancestral land that had been used 

by communities for generations and the destruction of sacred and symbolic sites 

contributes to a loss of that sense of belonging to the district (Evers et al 2011; Lund 

2011; Peemans 2014; Siakor 2012). Evers et al (2011) provided an example of this 

potential outcome in their study of the Malagasy people who feared losing the land 

would make them ‘Andevo’ meaning that they were a lost people. In the case of 

Senjeh, displacement from their land had led to some residents migrating out of the 

district to new places as their sense of belonging is extinguished by their 

dispossession and displacement (Moreda 2015). Moving forward, both the 

government of Liberia and Sime Darby should consider the identification of sacred 

sites and protecting them from destruction (Krijtenburg 2013). Furthermore, 

arrangements could be considered that allow residents displaced from the land 

access to those ancestral and sacred sites, which could potentially result in the 

maintenance of ancestral ties to the land (Krijtenburg 2013).   
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7.3. Scarcity of available land in Senjeh District 
 

Whether displaced entirely or partially from land that they once had access to for 

their livelihood activities, residents within communities where large-scale land deals 

operates suffer negatively not just because of their displacement and 

dispossession, but the land that is available for them to build new homes on or use 

for subsistence farming is scarce (Alden Wily 2012; Lisk 2013; Murphy et al 2017). 

In fact, Cotula and Vermeulen (2009) argue, using case studies from Ghana, 

Madagascar, Ethiopia and Mali, that even a small allocation of land to land grabbers 

within rural spaces where people heavily depended on the land for most, if not all, of 

their livelihood activities, could have negative repercussions for their capacity to 

meeting their livelihood needs. Lisk (2013) also suggests that rural communities 

were negatively impacted by large-scale land deals, struggling to meet their 

livelihood needs because of the land scarcity caused by the transfer of control over 

land to large-scale land grabbers. 

 

A lot of the residents that I spoke with during my time in Senjeh District mentioned 

that they had been negatively impacted by the transfer of control over the land to 

Sime Darby. For most of the residents, the negative impact was due to the scarcity 

of land available for their livelihood needs (Burns et al 2010; Cotula and Vermeulen 

2009; Lisk 2013; Murphy et al 2017; Peemans 2014). Some residents said that this 

situation was difficult to comprehend because as part of the consultation process 

they had been promised that they would be relocated to new land. However, as 

things were, they had to compete for land on which to live and meet livelihood 

needs with other people who were already  using the available land close to the 

towns where they were relocated to, as Respondent 16 recounted in one 

conversation, 

 

'We were going to be employed by the company; they were going to find land 

to relocate us to. But we have not been given any jobs or land to relocate to.' 

(Respondent 16: a 36-year-old man from Johnson Farm) 

 

The failure by the company, and by extension the Liberian government, to provide 

land for those who had been displaced exacerbated the negative impacts of 
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displacement, with struggles over limited land with other residents who were already 

living in the towns that they had to relocate to (Davis et al 2014; Peemans 2014). 

This is how some of the residents who participated in my research experienced the 

struggles over scarce land: 

 

'We are only surviving by the grace of God because the land that we have 

access to is insufficient. There are many people here who would like to make 

farms but there is no land because Sime Darby has taken all of the land… 

Where we are there is not enough space to farm.' (Respondent 20: a 35-

year-old woman from Johnson Farm) 

 

'The land that we have here is not as big as the land that we had across the 

river. The land issue is one of the problems that we have now. The land is 

not enough for all of the people who want to plant on the land.' (Respondent 

23: a woman from Beh Sao unsure about her age) 

 

'We have nowhere else to make farm and if we come and start to farm 

around the town here most of the land already belong to other people and 

there could be confusion. When we came here in Beh Sao it was not easy to 

find land to farm on.' (Respondents 30: a 34-year-old man from Beh Sao) 

 

'We had a big piece of land across the river. It was bigger than here. You 

have seen the distance from here to the main road. It is not very long. We 

have to share this in the town… It is about the land. The land that we have 

now is small… Yes. We do not have any other land to go on to apart from the 

small plot that we have now. (Respondent 7: a 47-year-old man from Damah) 

 

Clearly, the evidence from Respondents 7, 20, 23 and 30 confirmed that their 

dispossession and displacement from the land that Sime Darby now controlled was 

negatively impacting on their capacity to meet their livelihood needs, confirming 

similar narratives in the literature (Boamah 2014; Davis et al 2014; Edelman 2013; 

Hall et al 2015). In fact, as Davis et al (2014) drew attention to in their work, land 

scarcity is a mainstay of areas affected by land grabbing. This negatively affects 

those who have been displaced and would need to access new land for their 
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livelihood needs (Lisk 2013). This leads to genuine concerns for a lot of people who 

become displaced as a result of the transfer of control over land to large-scale land 

deals as in the case of Sime Darby in Senjeh District. These concerns include 

struggles related to the difficulties in securing scarce land and concerns over 

coming into conflict with those who are already living on the land in the communities 

that they had been forced to relocate to (Ansoms 2013; Mabikke 2011; Peemans 

2014). Furthermore, the negative impact of not having sufficient land on which to 

meet their livelihood needs threatens their very survival in the district (Carmody and 

Taylor 2016). One reason given by some for this squeeze on available land was 

that losing control over the land to Sime Darby and having to relocate to other towns 

in the district meant that those towns experienced increases in their populations, 

with the new arrivals adding to the demand on the limited land resources. 

 

'We have nowhere for farming. The town’s population is too much. 

(Respondent 4: a 76-year-old man from Gaya Hill) 

 

Clearly, the increase in the population of the towns around the concession area 

where most of those displaced from their homes and farms on the land that Sime 

Darby now controlled was a main contributing factor for the struggles over scarce 

land. The other factor which was mentioned earlier in this chapter was that the 

promise of land for the relocation of displaced residents was never met. This meant 

that for a lot of residents who had been displaced from the land, they were 

negatively impacted further through their struggles to find adequate land on which to 

meet their livelihood needs. 

 

Unsurprisingly, as with other experiences of the Sime Darby land grab, and land 

grabbing in general, the experiences of land scarcity was not uniform for all of the 

residents that I spoke with during my fieldwork in the district (Ansoms 2013; Larder 

2015; Moreda 2015). The experiences of the people varied from person to person 

and in some cases between the towns. For example, as Respondent 3 from Gaya 

Hill mentioned earlier in the discussion on displacement, whilst she had been 

displaced from the land near the Mahe River when control over the land was 

transferred to Sime Darby, she did not find it as difficult to find land in Gaya Hill to 

build a house for her family or secure a plot of land on which to continue growing 
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crops to provide for her family. In my observation, a reason for her lack of struggles 

to secure land is because Gaya Hill was not as close to the concession area as the 

other towns where I conducted interviews, and seemed to have more available land. 

Whilst Respondent 4’s comment above contradicted the general view from most 

residents from Gaya Hill, his was a lone voice in that regard and, my own 

observations seemed to confirm that scarcity of land was not a major problem for 

most who had relocated to Gaya Hill. This is because many of them had adequate 

land on which to farm; some of which I personally visited.  

 

Residents in Gaya Hill who participated in the research were less concerned about 

land scarcity than the people from the other towns. Respondents 7, 20, 23 and 30, 

all living in the other three towns, described how they had more struggles over 

scarce land and concerns about potential conflicts with neighbours as a result of 

encroachments on to land areas that had already been claimed by other residents, 

contravening traditional processes for acquiring land (Allouche 2011; De Schutter 

2011; Hall et al 2015; Peemans 2014). According to residents, historically, if a land 

seemed vacant and was needed, a person could request to use the land from the 

traditional leaders. However, due to the demand for land by those displaced, some 

residents were not always following that tradition process of obtaining land (Ansoms 

2013). The complex and multifaceted experiences of the negative impacts of the 

Sime Darby land grab is a theme evident throughout my experience in Senjeh, and 

confirms the conclusions of similar studies in other localities. (Alden Wily 2012; 

Ansoms 2013; Cotula 2013; Davis et al 2014; Gilfoy 2014; Larder 2015; Oya 2013). 

 

In terms of the implications of the discussions on the scarcity of land above, the first 

major implication is the relationship between the negative impacts of displacement 

and scarcity of land. As discussed earlier in this chapter, the loss of land to Sime 

Darby negatively impacted on the ability of residents to access land that they had 

taken control over by displacing from the land (Davis et al 2014; Moreda 2015). As 

a direct result of the displacement of those residents from the land, they had to 

relocate to the towns where residents had already laid claims to the land 

surrounding the towns (Ansoms 2013; Cotula 2013; Davies et al 2014; Gilfoy 2014). 

This meant scarcities of land that contributed to struggles for those who had been 
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displaced and needed land to live on or use to meet other livelihood needs (Cotula 

2013; Knight et al 2012).  

 

Secondly, linked to their concerns over securing land to meet their livelihood needs, 

were concerns about the potential of conflicts with their new neighbours if they were 

seen to be encroaching onto their land (Ansoms 2013; Peemans 2014). This 

potential implication is significant for all parties involved or affected by the land deal. 

Potential conflicts between local residents would have the potential of spilling over 

on to the oil palm plantation of Sime Darby, threatening their operations (Martiniello 

2015). This suggests that the company and the government should reconsider the 

promises made to residents during the consultation period of providing them with 

land on which they can relocate. A consideration of out grower schemes on some of 

the concession land could remedy some of the challenges faced by those struggling 

to secure plots of land on which to meet their livelihood needs (Negash and 

Swinnen 2013; Richardson 2010). The suggestion in the earlier section about 

protecting sacred and symbolic sites could also be applicable here (Krijtenburg 

2013). 

 

Finally, there is the complexity and multifaceted-ness of the negative impacts of the 

Sime Darby concession on residents of Senjeh District. All of the residents taking 

part in this research experienced displacements from the land and some level of 

scarcity. However, for some, like Respondent 3, it was not as difficult as others 

(Baglioni and Gibson 2013; Cotula 2013; Hall et al 2015; Oya 2013; White et al 

2012). This means that their reactions would be complex and multifaceted; some 

with much wider implications beyond the district than others (Corson et al 2015). As 

such, any effort to develop mitigation strategies must take that into consideration to 

ensure that those mitigating strategies are suited to the complex and multifaceted 

reactions from those struggling for land in the district (Oya 2013; Verma 2014). The 

is also implications for clearing of forests, which could destroy biodiversity and 

undermine efforts to mitigate climate change, linked to the scarcity of available land 

for livelihood activities and the complex and multifaceted experiences and reactions 

of Senjeh residents (Moreda 2015; Oya 2013).  
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7.4. Landlessness 
 

The complex and multifaceted experiences of land gabbing is not restricted to 

negative impacts on livelihoods and power. In fact, the impact of land grabbing on 

access to and claims over land in rural spaces identified for awards to large land 

concessions are interrelated and have multiple outcomes for those affected 

(Anseeuw et al 2012; Daley and Pallas 2014; De Schutter 2011; Hall 2011; 

Nyantakyi-Frimpong and Bezner Kerr 2017). As discussed above in sections 7.2 

and 7.3 the negative experiences of the impact that the Sime Darby land deal had in 

displacing residents from the land that had been transferred to the company also 

contributed to a squeeze on available land. For some residents affected by the loss 

of land to Sime Darby, their negative experiences of the transfer of control over the 

land to Sime Darby extended to a state of landlessness because they could not 

access any of the scarce land available (Doss et al 2014; Fonjong and Fokum 

2015). The interconnections between the different negative outcomes of the Sime 

Darby land deal on Senjeh resident's access to and claim over land that had been 

transferred to the company is clear (Borras et al 2012; Cotula 2013; Siakor 2012). 

That interconnection between being displaced, struggling over scarce land and 

being landless was clear from the conversations that I had with residents and key 

informants who spoke to me about their experiences of being displaced from the 

land that they had been using to meet their livelihood needs, which had been 

transferred to Sime Darby.  

 

In a conversation with Key Informant 3, who was a local district official and lived in 

one of the towns where I had conducted the research, it was clear to him that for 

some of the residents of the district their access to land had been negatively 

impacted by the arrival of Sime Darby. He mentioned that the arrival of the company 

and the subsequent transfer of control over the land to Sime Darby displaced some 

of the residents from the land and at the same time made some of those residents 

who had been displaced from the land, landless.  

  

'I think the arrival of Sime Darby meant that they lost the land that they were 

using.' (Key Informant 3) 
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Becoming landless after being displaced from the land as a result of the transfer of 

control over the land to Sime Darby is just another one of the multiple and 

interconnected negative impacts that the concession had on some residents’ 

access to land in the district (De Schutter 2011; Nyantakyi-Frimpong and Bezner 

Kerr 2017; Hall 2011; Verma 2014). This confirms previous suggestions in the 

literature of landlessness being a negative impact of land grabbing (De Schutter 

2011; Hall 2011; Knight et al 2012). In the case of the Sime Darby land deal, one of 

the reasons why residents had experienced landlessness was due to the fact that 

the company had promised that they would be relocated onto new available land in 

order for them to continue to meet their livelihood needs but failed to live up to the 

promises made. This meant that for those without access to the scarce land around 

the towns where they had relocated, they were landless (Anseeuw et al 2012; Daley 

and Pallas 2013; De Schutter 2011; Knight et al 2012). Another reason was due to 

the scarcity of land discussed in the last section. As both Respondents 19 and 25 

mentioned, they were landless because of a combination of the loss of land to Sime 

Darby and that the available land near the towns that they had to relocate to after 

being displaced were occupied by other residents already living on the land.  

 

'Now we have nowhere to make our farm. As you can see Sime Darby has 

come very close to the town with their oil palm farm. So we have nothing to 

do.' (Respondent 19: a 33-year-old woman from Johnson Farm) 

 

'Today we have nowhere to make our farms… All of the land around here 

now is owned by somebody. Everyone is entitled to their land and you can’t 

just go and use it.' (Respondent 25: a 57-year-old man from Beh Sao) 

 

For these residents who had been depended on the land to meet their livelihood 

needs, losing the land in the first place and having no land on which to cultivate 

crops meant that they had negative experiences of having the Sime Darby 

concession in their district. These residents end up being involved in the production 

of charcoal, which did not necessarily require having a plot of land as long as they 

could access wild resources or strike agreements with neighbour clearing their 

farmland to collect wood (Boamah 2014). Another mitigating strategy for residents 

in those landless situations was to offer their labour to neighbours or to residents in 
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other towns in order to earn income to use for their livelihood needs (Ansoms 2013; 

Murphy et al 2017). 

 

There are multiple implications for those residents of Senjeh District who were 

landless. For example, the production of charcoal is usually unsustainable in these 

situations where they are dependent on wild resources or on neighbours being kind 

to allow them to collect wood from the clearing of their farms (Boamah 2014; 

Kouami et al 2009). Furthermore, as discussed in Chapter Five, a lot of residents 

who were fortunate to still have some land, had land that could only be used to 

cultivate drought resistant crops like cassava. And once the land is cleared, there 

might not be a need to clear the land again which would limit the availability of wood 

from farm clearing for landless residents to continue to produce charcoal. This 

would mean that those landless residents would need to rely on handouts to survive 

or where they could acquire the relevant tools, encroach on forest land causing 

‘massive tree destruction (through charcoal production and farming)’ (Boamah 

2014, p.328). Furthermore, as Kouami et al 2009 argued, the ‘negative impact of 

charcoal production’ would result in ‘reduction of the biodiversity’ (p.891).   

 

Another implication, which seems to be applicable to most of the discussions in this 

thesis, particularly surrounding the scarcity of land, is the potential of 

encroachments which could lead to conflicts (Ansoms 2013). If those who reported 

that they were landless do not remedy their landlessness, when wood from 

farmland clearing or wild resources run out, they could encroach onto the land of 

some of their neighbours which would lead to conflicts as suggested by 

respondents in the previous sections. Not only will conflicts potentially exacerbate 

food insecurity amongst residents already struggling to make ends meet, but it 

could potentially spill over onto land within the Sime Darby concession, disrupting 

the operations of the company and by extension the livelihoods of those relying on 

contracts and other employment with the company (Gilfoy 2014). As such, the 

promise that Sime Darby and the Liberian government made to residents of the 

district during the compensation period needs to be revisited. By addressing the 

landlessness concerns of residents like Respondent 19 and 25, potential conflicts 

could be avoided.  
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7.5. Spotlight on Sime Darby and the Liberian Land Rights Act (LRA 2018) 
 

Liz Alden Wily is a renowned scholar within the field of land grabbing, particularly 

legal protection of customary land rights. Her work has been used in a lot of the 

discussions around legal protection of land rights for rural people in the Global 

South and Africa in particular (Davis et al 2014; Hall et al 2015; Peters 2013). In a 

study published in 2018 she focused on enhancing our understanding of the impact 

of land grabbing on the legalities around access, claims and ownership of land by 

rural individuals globally and suggests that legal reforms of land tenure rights for 

rural communities had been expanding significantly since the 1980s (Alden Wily 

2018). In fact, she argues, over 50 countries had, by the year 2000, pledged or 

enacted new laws offering some protection for the rights of rural communities to 

land (ibid).  

 

Alden Wily had also previously argued, drawing on countries in sub-Saharan Africa, 

that whilst the new wave of land acquisition was threatening livelihoods of rural 

people through displacements, dispossession, squeeze on available land and 

sometimes landlessness, because it was happening in a time of increased 

advocacy and technological advancements in communication, there was a major 

countermovement mechanism challenging land grabbers and pushing for legal 

recognition of customary land rights (Alden Wily 2014). The notion put forward by 

Alden Wily (2014) had been echoed by other commentators including Gingembre 

(2015), Corson et al (2015) and Larder (2015). The evidence provided in 2018 by 

Alden Wily seems to support narratives in previous works that global advocacies 

were driving discussions around the recognition of land rights for rural communities 

in Africa and most of the Global South in general. 

 

The increased attention to the plight of residents in Senjeh District in the midst of 

the negative impacts of the Sime Darby land grab on their ability to access and use 

prime land to meet their livelihood needs seems to support narratives in the 

literature discussed above (Alden Wily 2018; Corson et al 2015; Larder 2015). Sime 

Darby was one of three large oil palm plantations in Liberia during the time of my 

research with a total of over six hundred thousand hectares of land over multi-year 

contracts (Gilfoy 2014; Knight et al 2012; Siakor 2012). However, of the three large 
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oil palm producers (Golden Veroleum and Equatorial Palm being the other two) 

Sime Darby seemed to be in the news more than others and attracted the most 

attention from international advocacy groups (Chapelle 2014; Gilfoy 2014; Knight et 

al 2012; Lomax et al 2012; Siakor 2012). From the depictions in the literature, the 

attention on Sime Darby seems to suggest that for international advocacy for land 

rights in Liberia, it was a test case (Chapelle 2014; Gilfoy 2014) 

 

The increased attention to the plight of residents within the Sime Darby concession 

areas and the negative impacts of the concession on their access to land that they 

had used for decades, led to exogenous actors working in the district to begin to call 

for the passage of a national land rights law that would offer security for rural 

residents like those in Senjeh District (Alden Wily 2014). In fact, in 2014, a new land 

rights law was drafted with support from environmental and land rights groups and 

submitted to the national legislature for enactment (Kaba and Madan 2014; 

Koinyeneh 2017). Whilst the law itself would not be passed and signed into law until 

September 2018, in the mind of Key Informant 5, once passed, it would be 

transformational not just for residents in Senjeh District but for the entire country. 

  

'The proposed Land Rights Act is indeed a real paradigm shift. If it is properly 

done it has a huge potential of transforming Liberia in many ways; in terms of 

social cohesion, inclusiveness and the involvement of all Liberians in the 

process… A sense of all Liberians feeling that after 140 ought years that we 

are all part of the same country and that our rights are protected. We become 

stakeholders in the development of Liberia and it will bring a whole change in 

the mind-set of Liberians… It will contribute significantly to economic 

development and empowerment just in the agriculture sector alone… If we 

can get it passed I think it will fundamentally change everything in Liberia. It 

will mean now if concessions come in, the surface rental fees instead of 

coming to government it will go directly to communities. It means that 

communities could now actually negotiate directly with investors which give 

them more clout… We are hoping to get the bill pass because I believe that it 

is revolutionary. It introduces 2 new land rights categories. These are 

customary land rights which are equivalent to private land rights and 
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government land. The communities will have the right to exclude people from 

the land and inheritance.' (Key Informant 5) 

 

That was the optimism expressed by Key Informant 5 a government official who 

worked at the Liberian Land Authority (LLA). His view as one of the orchestrators of 

the bill was that it would be transformational for residents in Senjeh District and 

elsewhere in Liberia. Whilst he did talk about what was driving the bill and the 

desire to recognise the rights of residents in Senjeh to the land beneath their feet, 

he was more upbeat about the potential impact of the law. Having said that, the 

driver, or drivers, of the push to recognise land rights of rural communities was not 

lost on both Key Informants 4 and 7: 

 

'I do not believe any of it has come from within the government that was a 

part of a national development plan… It has always been down to pressure 

from outside of the government. If you see the Liberian government talking 

about recognising customary land rights it is as a result of civil society 

organisations, donor partners and international NGOs who want to see land 

tenure security clarity…They [the Liberian government] feel comfortable with 

that [the current] arrangement. The only reason that they are trying to change 

things is because of the outside pressure… Therefore I can say that push to 

give communities customary rights to the land is not coming from the 

government.' (Key Informant 4) 

 

'Increasing legal frameworks, civil society pressures and growing awareness 

on climate change has had both positive and negative impacts on our 

operations in Liberia… The proliferation of industry standards and regulatory 

frameworks fuelled by improved access to information has naturally 

increased discourse on economic, environmental and social impacts of 

businesses, with stakeholders demanding greater balance and governance 

to be in place… These commitments often go beyond local environmental 

policy and regulations… For Sime Darby, the challenge would be to find a 

balance, where international best practices can be adhered to, whilst 

ensuring the viability of business and the well-being of the people of Liberia.' 

(Key Informant 7) 
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Both Key Informants 4 and 7 described how the processes and decision-making in 

proposing the new land rights law was as a direct result of the attention that had 

been paid to the Sime Darby land concession and its negative impacts on land 

access and claims of residents in the affected communities. As such, they 

highlighted the role of international advocacy groups, enabled by advances in 

communication technologies, in pushing for legal protections for land rights in 

Liberia, agreeing with suggestions in the literature (Alden Wily 2014; Gingembre 

2015; Larder 2015 Martinelli 2015; Moreda 2015). 

 

It is worth pausing here for a minute to provide further analysis of the situation here. 

Whilst the proposal and passage of the LRA (2018) could prove to be a potential 

silver lining in the predominantly negative experiences of the Sime Darby land 

concession taking control over the land in Senjeh District (Cotula and Vermeulen 

2009; Cotula et al 2011; Fairbairn 2013), it could also turn out to have negative 

impacts on residents of the district if the experiences of other countries where 

similar laws have been passed are repeated in Liberia. In countries, like Mali or 

Tanzania, where laws were enacted with the purpose of recognising the rights of 

rural communities to the land, these have not always translated to practical 

implementations of land recognition (Alden Wily 2012; Cotula 2013; Cotula et al 

2011; Fairbairn 2013). For example, in Mali’s 2000 Land Code, ambiguous phrases 

like ‘productive use’ were included (Cotula et al 2011). This, argue Cotula et al 

(2011), left ‘open the door to multiple interpretations and space for abuse, and 

undermine the security of local land rights’ (Cotula et al 2011, p.S103).   

 

Furthermore, as I observed whilst conducting my fieldwork, the push towards the 

passage of the LRA (2018) failed to engage with Senjeh District residents. In fact, 

none of the 30 respondents taking part in my research in the district mentioned that 

they had called for legal protection for their rights to the land or that they had 

actively participated in the drafting of the bill. Whilst the LLA had suggested that 

they carried out consultation with residents, from my experience that was not 

evident in the conversations with respondents in my research. It could be, as some 

studies suggest, because for most residents they do not understand that land rights 
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or access to the land that they had used for years needed legal protection (Akpan 

1973; Alden Wily 2007, 2012; Hahn 2012; Mitman 2016). 

 

Why is this discussion about the push for land recognition, the proposal and 

passage of the LRA (2018) important in this discussion about the impact that the 

Sime Darby concession had on Senjeh residents' access to land and claims to the 

land? The argument being made here is that indirectly, the negative impacts of 

displacement, dispossession, landlessness and scarcity of land had drawn 

increased attention to the impacts of the Sime Darby concession on residents’ 

access to land in Senjeh District (Alden Wily 2014; 2018; Gilfoy 2014). That 

attention led to calls from exogenous actors for the passage of a law to protect the 

rights of residents of the district. However, in the process of drafting the law 

intended to benefit endogenous actors, their voices were neglected. The implication 

for residents of the district would be, similar to what Cotula et al (2011) argue, a lack 

of understanding of what is or is not protected.   

 

Furthermore, in passing the bill with languages that rural residents cannot 

comprehend, as we have seen in other similar contexts, it would potentially serve to 

negatively empower elites to undermine the access and claims that residents would 

have to the land (Cotula et al 2011; Fairbairn 2013).  This notion was supported by 

a concern raised by Key Informant 4 who argued that because of the way that the 

law was drafted, elites would ‘interpret it in a way that it suits them’. The language 

used to draft the law represented the views of the actors pushing for the recognition 

of the rights of rural communities to the land and not necessarily what residents in 

Senjeh District would have wanted (Cotula et al 2011; Gingembre 2015; Larder 

2015). As such, indirectly, the Sime Darby concession would have a negative 

impact on Senjeh residents’ access rights to land. This is because its actions led to 

increased attention on their operations in the district which in turn led to the drafting 

and passage of a law to protect communities that did not fully engage in the process 

of creating the law and, could be interpreted in a way that negatively impacts 

residents (Alden Wily 2012, 2014, 2018; Vermeulen and Cotula 2010). 
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7.6. Conclusion 
 

The discussions in this chapter have been arranged in order for them to provide an 

answer to the third subsidiary research question focused on how the Sime Darby 

concession impacted on Senjeh residents ability to use the land or claim it as their 

own. The chapter used evidence from the fieldwork conducted for this research, 

cross referenced with key studies on the impact of land grabbing on land rights and 

access to land in rural places to present the arguments above. As such this chapter 

makes two key conclusions related to the impact of the Sime Darby land grab on 

Senjeh residents' access and claims to the land in their district. There is also a 

methodological reflection that this chapter makes. 

 

The first conclusion drawn from the discussions above is that the impact of the Sime 

Darby land concession on residents' access to land and claims over the land was 

entirely negative. As the evidence above demonstrates, the arrival of Sime Darby 

and their taking control of the land that residents in the district had used for their 

livelihood activities and other sacred and symbolic needs displaced not only 

residents' farms but their homes and sacred and symbolic sites. Furthermore, for 

most of the residents displaced from their homes and farmland, finding new land on 

which to meet their livelihood needs was difficult because of the scarcity of land in 

the district as a direct result of the amount of land that had been handed over to 

Sime Darby and their displacement from the land. The negative impact of the 

concession also meant that for some of the residents, they were landless because 

they did not have access to any of the scarce land in the towns that they had to 

relocate to. To add to that, the company and the government of Liberia by extension 

failed to provide land for the resettlement of those displaced from the land as was 

promised during the compensation process. Based on these negative observations, 

conversations with affected residents and previous studies, it is clear that the Sime 

Darby land grab had entirely negative outcomes for residents' access to land in 

Senjeh District.  

 

The second conclusion drawn from the discussion of the findings above follows on 

from the various negative impacts that the Sime Darby concession had on Senjeh 

residents’ access to and claims over the land. In displacing residents from the land 
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where their plantation operated, the experiences of displacements were not 

homogenous in any way. As discussed above, some residents found the experience 

to be peaceful whilst others found it to be forceful. Some of those displaced only lost 

farmland, whilst others lost their villages and towns. Yet for others they lost homes 

as well as farmlands. The displacement from the land that had been awarded to 

Sime Darby was experienced differently. Some stayed in the district and were able 

to find land to build homes, whilst others became landless and had to leave their 

ancestral land. Because of these facts, the conclusion is clear that the impact of the 

Sime Darby land grab on Senjeh residents' access to land was complex and 

multifaceted (Oya 2013). This was because, the loss of the land had more than one 

negative impact on the residents but these were interconnected. For example, 

scarcities of land or landlessness were both connected to being displaced from the 

land in the first place. Or the attention drawn to the actions of the company and its 

negative impact on residents was connected to calls for legal protection for rural 

communities over the land that they lived on. At the same time, there were many 

different features of the impacts and the ways that residents recounted their 

experiences suggested multiple perspectives. For example, relocating to another 

town after being displaced from the land that Sime Darby had taken control over 

involved building new homes, struggling to find farmland for some whilst for others it 

involved being fully dependent on wild resources and wood from neighbours' farms 

to produce charcoal to survive.  

 

Finally, as a methodological reflection, it was my observation that the arguments 

presented in the discussions in this chapter, which the conclusions drawn are based 

on, was only possible through the kind of grounded research that I was able to 

conduct in the district. The negative impacts of the Sime Darby land grab on 

residents' access to land in Senjeh District and how complex and multifaceted their 

experiences were could not have been unearthed with research from afar. By 

travelling to Senjeh District and speaking directly with residents who had been 

negatively impacted by the Sime Darby concession, this chapter was able to draw 

the conclusions drawn and unearth the significance of the evidences presented 

above, adding fresh perspectives to key debates. Therefore, methodologically, this 

chapter has enhanced our appreciation of the impacts of the Sime Darby land grab 
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on residents' access to land in Senjeh District through the grounded case study 

research approach adopted in this research. 



Chapter Eight: Impacts of Sime Darby land 
grab on identity politics 
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‘[T]hey show the importance of identity politics in the development of social 

movements responding to land grabbing.’ (Verkoren and Ngin 2017, 

p.1338) 

 

8.1. Introduction 
 

Scholars from Development Studies, Geography and Peasant Studies have 

documented the significance of the land to the construction of identity in rural 

places in Africa (Alden Wily 2007, 2012; Borras and Franco 2013; Cotula 2013; 

Hall et al 2015; Larder 2015; Oya 2013; Vermeulen and Cotula 2010). These 

commentators, especially those contributing to the debates on the impact of land 

grabbing on identity in rural communities have used identity politics to analyse the 

mostly negative impacts of land grabbing (De Schutter 2011; Gilfoy 2014; Hall et al 

2015; McMichael 2013; White 2012). They have highlighted the plight of various 

identity groups including specific ethnic groups, women and to some limited extent 

young people (Chu 2011; Gilfoy 2014; Knight et al 2012; Peemans 2014; Verma 

2014). There are also accounts of how some of the various groups have mobilised 

around their specific identity concerns to react against land grabs or negotiate their 

incorporation into those deals (Gingembre 2015; Larder 2015; Martiniello 2015; 

Moreda 2015).  

 

This chapter answers the fourth question of my research: what is the impact of the 

Sime Darby land grab on the identity politics of Senjeh residents? In answering the 

question the chapter argues that the transfer of control of the land in Senjeh 

District to Sime Darby led to mobilisations by residents from different identity 

groups around their specific concerns to either react or look to (re)negotiate the 

terms of their incorporation into the land deal. The contributing factors for the use 

of identity politics by residents in their reactions against the company or their 

kinsmen were the company’s use of the concept of identity politics in their initial 

engagements with residents as well as the negative impacts of the loss of land to 

Sime Darby described in the three previous chapters. The chapter argues that the 

negative impacts on residents of the district in general, women and young people 

in particular led those three identity groups to mobilise around their specific 

identity-based concerns against the company. The chapter also argue that the 
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mobilisation around the age identity group in particular also led to intergenerational 

disagreements.  

 

The chapter makes specific contributions to filling the gap in the literature 

regarding the limited engagement with the generational dynamics of the 

experiences of land grabbing (Hall et al 2015; Oya 2013). In arguing that young 

people in Senjeh District mobilised against both the company because of the 

negative impacts of the loss of land and some elders of the district for favouring 

giving more land over to the company, the chapter adds new insights to the 

generational dynamics of the impacts of land grabbing in rural places.  

 

In terms of the structure of the chapter and the arguments in support of the 

conclusions drawn, section 8.2 draws on Evers et al (2011), Hall et al (2015), 

Larder (2015) and Lund (2011), who have argued that mobilisations against land 

grabbing have been based on regional identity. These insights from the literature 

are used to frame arguments that residents of the district mobilised around their 

regional identity in demanding for better outcomes from the Sime Darby 

concession in terms of access to employment with the company and 

developmental activities, such as health centres and schools, as promised by the 

company during the consultation period. Utilising empirical evidence from my 

research fieldwork, aided by relevant literature, the section lays out the evidence in 

support of the argument that the negative impacts of the concession led to 

mobilisation by residents of the district around specific regional identity demands.  

 

Section 8.3 challenges the notion in some reports that reactions to land grabbing 

are homogenous (GRAIN 2008; Kaba and Madan 2014; Mittal 2009; Siakor 2012). 

Even if it seems that in reacting as a regional unit supports the homogeneity of 

identity political reactions to land grabbing, section 8.3 presents discussions about 

the impact of the loss of land to Sime Darby leading to women from the district as 

well as some exogenous actors mobilising around causes which seemingly 

impacts on women to react or demand (re)negotiation of their incorporation into 

the land deal. Drawing on scholars like Chu (2011), Daley and Pallas (2013), 

Cotula (2013) and Verma (2014) who have made significant contributions to the 

gender identity politics of reactions to land grabbing, section 8.3 makes the case 
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for why the negative impacts of the Sime Darby land grab led to mobilisations 

based on gender identity politics, specifically around the concerns of women.   

 

The main contribution of section 8.4 is adding new insights to the generational 

dynamics of our understanding of the impacts of land grabbing on identity politics 

(Gilfoy 2014; Hall et al 2015; Oya 2013). Drawing on the research data and aided 

extensively by the work of Gilfoy (2014) on Sime Darby’s activities in Grand Cape 

Mount County – the neighbouring county to Senjeh District – section 8.4 presents 

the evidence in support of the arguments that the Sime Darby land grab led to 

young people increasingly mobilising around their age identity concerns to react 

against the company and, intergenerational strife with elders of the district who 

were seen as favouring the company. Section 8.5 is the conclusion to this chapter. 

It summarises the key arguments made throughout this chapter and presents 

three concluding statements. 

 

8.2. Sime Darby and regional identity politics in Senjeh District  
 

The negative impacts of land grabbing in rural communities contribute to 

mobilisations against land grabbers based on regional identities (Evers et al 2011; 

Hall et al 2015; Larder 2015; Lund 2011). Usually, as Hall et al (2015) draws 

attention to, resistance by rural residents affected by land grabbing from below 

tended to be better understood when analysed through an identity political lens. 

This they argue is because in most cases involving rural land being grabbed by 

exogenous actors, the land had been tied to the identity of those living on the land 

through ancestral ties, livelihood ties as well as a sense of belonging through the 

lens of identity politics (Hall et al 2015). The notion that rural people affected by 

the loss of land to land grabbers form identity political alliances based on their 

regional identity is confirmed in multiple studies (Bereketeab 2011; Mabikke 2011; 

Peemans 2014; Zoomers 2011) 

 

Responding to a question about their ties to Senjeh District, 29 of the 30 

respondents who participated in my research and who had been impacted 

negatively by the transfer of the land to Sime Darby said that they had strong 

sense of belonging to the district. Seven people had been born somewhere else 



8. Impacts of Sime Darby land grab on identity politics 

Page | 215  
 

but moved to Senjeh at a very young age and had lived there all their lives. For the 

other 22 respondents with strong sense of belonging to the district, all of them told 

me that they were born there. For them, especially those born in the district, the 

Sime Darby land grab had a direct negative impact on their sense of belonging but 

also their sense of entitlement.  

 

What was noticeable during the interviews and my observations was that residents 

were aligned in their demand for access to facilities within the concession based 

on their regional identity (Moreda 2015). Based on conversations with residents of 

the district, one way of claiming regional identity was through the length of 

residency in the district. Another was if they had blood ties to the ancestors of the 

district. Legitimate claims to regional identities in Senjeh are also linked to 

marriage. As Key Informant 1, an elder who settled in Senjeh District in the 1950s 

after marrying a woman of the land, told me, once you marry a woman from the 

place you become a member of the community. As such, those with claims to 

regional identity ties to the district, they expected that the company would ensure 

that they were benefiting from the economic opportunities available on the 

plantation. This is how one Respondent mentioned it to me: 

 

‘We are just asking them to give us some of the benefits of the land 

because our parents suffer for this land and for them to come here. They 

should help the towns with development. They should employ some of the 

boys in the town. If my son is working, I will eat but if he is not, we are 

suffering.’ (Respondent 23: a woman from Beh Sao unsure about her age) 

 

The alliances formed by residents of Senjeh District to react against the Sime 

Darby land grab was evident in their collective action in collaborating with a 

national advocacy group – the Green Advocates – to file a complaint with the 

RSPO in September 2011 which led to the halting of the company’s operations in 

the district, even if temporarily (Gilfoy 2014). In my observation in the district the 

residents exhibited a strong alliance with their kinsmen in their dissatisfaction with 

the negative impacts of the Sime Darby land deal on their livelihood, power and 

access to land. It was not just my observations or suggestions from the literature 

that led me to interpret the actions of residents in forming alliances based on their 
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regional identity as being as a result of the Sime Darby concession. There were 

reasons provided by respondents and confirmed in the literature that led me to the 

conclusion. This was besides the fact that the loss of land had negative impacts on 

their livelihood, power and access to land.  

 

One example of an action, or actions, by Sime Darby that impacted on residents 

and contributed to them forming alliances based on their regional identity against 

the company was the issues they had relating to access to the health centre 

operated by the company. The residents of the district who participated in my 

research clearly felt that if a person had regional identity ties to the district then 

they should be allowed access to the health centre that the company had 

renovated for their employees to use. The issue of accessing the health centre 

provoked strong sentiments of regional identity politics. As Respondents 12 and 

30 mentioned, the denial of access to the health centre for residents of the district 

angered many of them. 

 

‘First thing if you are sick here and go to their hospital, they will refuse to 

treat you, you will die. That is a major thing that is making us angry.’ 

(Respondent 12: a 43-year-old man from Damah) 

 

‘I am a witness of it. On September 16, 2014 I was walking with my dad 

coming from another town and he was bitten by a dog. I came here and 

took him to Sime Darby hospital for help. The first thing they told me was 

that they could not treat him because he or I did not work for the 

company… My dad died as a result.’ (Respondent 30: a 34-year-old man 

from Beh Sao) 

 

As residents of the district who had lost land to Sime Darby for the cultivation of oil 

palm on their land, Respondents 12 and 30 felt that they were entitled to benefit 

from the health centre that the company was operating. The negative impact on 

their access to the health centre to meet their livelihood needs was a contributing 

factor for why residents formed regional identity alliances to react against the Sime 

Darby land deal (Hall et al 2015; Moreda 2015).  
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Another action by the company which had negative outcomes for residents and 

caused them to mobilise based on their regional identity was the issue about 

access to the schools operated by Sime Darby. Similar to the health centre, 

residents spoke about their collective agitations about the way that Sime Darby 

had managed access to their schools. The company would only allow dependents 

of residents who were employed by the company to attend their schools. This did 

not go down well with residents and led to residents mobilising against the 

company restricting access to the schools, calling for those from the district to be 

prioritised in relations to accessing the schools for their dependents and not just 

employees. Especially as some employees did not have regional identity claims.  

 

‘You cannot send your children to the schools ran by the company. The 

only way that your kid can go to one of their schools is for them to go under 

the name of someone working for the company. If I am Joe Brown and you 

are Tom Zizi my child will have to carry the name John Zizi to be allowed to 

attend the school. This is one of the main problems we are facing with the 

company.’ (Respondent 5: a 49-year-old man from Gaya Hill) 

 

Respondent 5 was very clear in his views that one of the main concerns for those 

claiming regional identity to Senjeh District was their lack of access to the schools 

for their children. The alignment of residents in my research, in calling for 

preferential treatment because of their identity was as a direct result of the 

negative outcomes of the actions of Sime Darby on their capacity to meet their 

livelihood needs like health and education (Archambault and Zoomers 2014; 

Larder 2015; Moreda 2015). For residents of Senjeh District, access to the health 

centre and schools were promised to them by Sime Darby because of their 

regional identity. So for those promises to be broken led to residents united based 

on their regional identity claims for the prioritisation of their health and educational 

needs above those who may not be from the district. The residents felt that 

because of their birth, blood or marriage ties to Senjeh District, they should have 

been given preferential access to all of the amenities and opportunities that the 

company brought into their district. 
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The findings from my research fieldwork in Senjeh District seems to support 

suggestions in the literature that individuals in rural communities affected by land 

grabbing mobilise based on specific identity characteristics to negotiate the terms 

of their incorporation into land deals (Archambault and Zoomers 2014; Hall et al 

2015; Larder 2015; Moreda 2015). Whilst the specific reasons for forming political 

alliances in the case of Sime Darby might differ with those in the literature – 

access to health and educational amenities in Senjeh whilst loss of ancestral ties 

for the Gumuz in Ethiopia or Malagasy in Madagascar (Evers et al 2011; Moreda 

2015) –, it does add new insight to our appreciation of the fact that rural individuals 

negatively affected by land grabbing form alliances based on regional identities to 

react against or for inclusion into the land deals. Furthermore, it provides specific 

livelihood examples of why residents might form identity political alliances and the 

reasons for forming alliances in rural communities based on particular identities.  

 

In terms of the implications of the negative impacts of the Sime Darby land deal on 

regional identity politics, if nothing is done by the concession company or the 

Liberian government to address the reasons for the mobilisations based on 

regional identity in the district, it could lead to a fragmentation of the district with 

different identity groups increasingly forming political alliances to further their own 

interests (Bereketeab 2011; Gilfoy 2014; Mabikke 2011; Peemans 2014). Failure 

to find a remedy to the issues causing the residents to mobilise against the 

company could exacerbate the current friction between residents of the district and 

Sime Darby, which could lead to conflicts (Gilfoy 2014; Peemans 2014).  

 

8.3. Sime Darby land grab and gender identity politics in Senjeh 
 

Many scholars believe that women suffer the negative impacts of land grabbing on 

rural livelihoods, power and access to land worse than men within rural places 

where the phenomenon occurs (Behrman et al 2012; Chu 2011; Cotula et al 2009; 

Cotula 2013; Daley and Pallas 2013; De Schutter 2009; Ryan 2017; Verma 2014). 

In fact, as Verma argues, the impact of land grabbing exacerbates the inequalities 

between men and women in rural communities contributing to landlessness and 

stark livelihood options like sex work (2014). The greater attention given in the 

literature to the plight of women in rural places as a result of the negative impacts 
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of land grabbing on their livelihood options, ability to influence decision-making or 

access to land highlights the growing mobilisation by exogenous as well as local 

actors in areas affected by land grabbing around gendered identity politics (Chu 

2011; Hall et al 2015; Ryan 2017). 

 

The evidence from my research in Senjeh District seemed to align with the notion 

that the negative impacts of land grabbing led to growing mobilisation amongst 

multiple stakeholders around gendered identity politics (Doss et al 2014; Fonjong 

and Fokum 2015; Martiniello 2015). In Senjeh District, I observed that many 

residents of the district were mobilised around the notion that women were not 

fairly treated by Sime Darby in terms of the access that their male counterparts 

had to employment and other benefits of the concession (Cotula 2013). In my 

experience, the calls seemed to be predominantly coming from exogenous actors 

(Verma 2014). For example, in response to a question about the impact of the 

Sime Darby land grab on the socioeconomic status of affected people Key 

Informant 5 suggested that, in his view, it had to include viewing them through a 

politics lens.  

 

‘When I say governance, I am talking in terms of ensuing transparency and 

decision making and inclusive to involve young people and women who are 

very disadvantaged in communities in the process of governance of the 

land.’ (Key Informant 5) 

 

For Key Informant 5, it was clear in his experience that women, and young people, 

experienced the negative impacts of the transfer of control of the land to Sime 

Darby worse than men. In viewing the experiences of women through the lens of 

gender identity politics, this resonated with calls in the literature about the need for 

more mitigating strategies responding to the land grabbing phenomenon along 

identity political claims for inclusion in consultations and compensations, 

particularly addressing the disparities experienced by women (Behrman et al 

2012; Chu 2011; Cotula 2013; Daley and Pallas 2013; Ryan 2016; Verma 2014). 

Clearly, in the view of Key Informant 5 women had been disadvantaged in land 

governance as a result of the transfer of control of the land to Sime Darby and he 

believed in implementing policies that included women in consultations about the 
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benefits from the concession. His call seems to agree with narratives in the 

literature that land grabbers across Africa only consulted with rural elites and men 

prior to taking over land (Chu 2011; Knight et al 2012; Verma 2014). 

 

Interestingly, his was not just a lone voice calling for women to be consulted as a 

result of the negative impacts of the Sime Darby land deal. Key Informant 4 also 

held the view that women were excluded from the consultations and 

compensations related to the Sime Darby land grab. He suggested that they were 

not treated equally with men and that special plans were needed to ensure that 

they were given a seat at the table. According to Key Informant 4, ‘they sometimes 

exclude women’ from consultations and compensations. He told me that as a 

result of their marginalisation, the plight of women needed to be prioritised and 

that they had to have specific procedures in place to ensure their full participation 

in the benefits of the land deal (Cotula 2013; Daley and Pallas 2013; Verma 2014). 

 

For both Key Informants 4 and 5, they had mobilised their thoughts and efforts 

around the specific concerns of gender equality in order to push back on the 

disparities between how men and women experienced the negative impacts of the 

Sime Darby concession. In their views, mobilisation around the gender identity 

politics concerned with equitable treatment for women was not merely stating that 

women were excluded from the conversations prior to the land deals commencing. 

In fact, they were suggesting that women were being excluded because of their 

gender identity (De Schutter 2011; Fairbairn 2013; Vermeulen and Cotula 2010). 

Their mobilisation around the gendered identity impacts of the transfer of land to 

Sime Darby was echoed by Key Informant 2, who worked for a women’s charity, 

working with women across Liberia and in Senjeh District. She also analysed the 

impacts of the Sime Darby land grab through the identity politics lens. She too 

called for women to be given a seat at the consultation table because of their 

identity as women and the perception that they had been marginalised in a 

patriarchy when it came to the discussions about transferring control over land that 

they were using for multiple activities. She said that: 

 

‘Concessions that are being signed would include land that women are 

already farming on. This is how they are impacted by the process. When 
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decisions are being made it affects women. But they are not involved in the 

decision-making process.’ (Key Informant 2) 

 

This suggests that for exogenous actors their views of the impact of land grabbing 

on women are almost homogenous in calling for women to be equally consulted 

and compensated by land grabbers (Verma 2014). They tended to agree with the 

notions suggested in the literature on the impact of land grabbing on rural women 

in Africa. In the case of my research, I had key informants indicating that women 

were being excluded from the conversations around handing over land to Sime 

Darby. As a result, the three key informants quoted above were suggesting that 

new mechanisms targeting women be considered by Sime Darby and the Liberian 

government to ensure that women fully participated in the discussions around land 

deals. Their conclusions were that from their experiences on the ground with 

women affected by the land grab, they were excluded from the consultation and 

compensation processes and had worse experiences of the Sime Darby land grab 

than their male counterparts (Ryan 2017).  

 

However, during my research in Senjeh District, all of the 15 women that I 

interviewed as part of my research project stated that they had been included in 

the prior consultation and some received compensation for crops. 

 

‘Yes. They came and talk to us. We were called, all of us with gardens. We 

were not given any compensation but they begged us to please move off. 

They came twice with good intentions but some people said that they could 

not move because the soil was good. They came back a third time and that 

is when we were given the 2 month and after the third meeting was when 

the planes were brought in to spray those crops that people had not taken 

off.’ (Respondent 1: a 29-year-old woman from Gaya Hill) 

 

‘But for that to happen they came and talked to us. They came and we had 

workshops. We put ideas together. Some people agreed and some people 

did not agree. Some people said that the land is for us and our old people 

made a mistake by giving the land away. You did not buy the land. They 

begged us because they did not want and trouble even though they claimed 
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that the land was theirs. We accepted the money they gave because we 

believed that we had no choice because it could be taken by force if we 

disagree.’ (Respondent 14: a 44-year-old woman from Damah) 

  

What does this all mean? Well, clearly, there were contrasting views between what 

the three key informants above were saying when calling for women to be given a 

seat at the table and, the actual experiences of women in the district. One way of 

looking at this could be that the contrast in views about the consultation and 

compensation of women in Senjeh District supports suggestions from Oya (2013) 

that we need more grounded research, to be able to contribute novel and nuanced 

knowledge to provide a much better picture about how land grabbing impacts on 

identity politics in rural communities in Africa. As the findings above suggests, on 

the issue of consultation and compensation, which is discussed extensively in the 

literature as an areas where women are excluded (Chu 2011; Cotula 2013; Daley 

and Pallas 2013; Verma 2014), in the case of Senjeh District the women were 

actually consulted and compensated, even if the compensation was not adequate. 

So, whilst there is a broad agreement in the current accounts that women have 

been underrepresented and disadvantaged in the decision-making sphere, there is 

also apparent divergence on the extent and impact of this process which is evident 

along gendered lines. 

 

Another view, and this one might be a more cynical view, would be that those key 

informants were merely offering the narratives that best suited their organisations’ 

objectives and areas of advocacy (Corson et al 2015; Gingembre 2015; Larder 

2015).  If we look at the suggestion made by Corson et al (2015), it could be 

inferred from the divergence in the suggestions from the key informants and the 

respondents in Senjeh District, that the key informants, representing organisations 

with specific interests in women’s identity politics might have offered their 

interpretation of their findings that supported their organisational objectives whilst 

respondents provided their everyday lived experiences void of politics. 

 

Despite the apparent divergence on the issue of prior consultation and 

compensation, on the other negative impacts of the transfer of land over to Sime 

Darby, there seems to be more of a convergence of experiences. For example, on 
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the concern that women experienced scarcity of land worse than men, the key 

informants and respondents were all critical of Sime Darby. For example, Key 

Informant 2 suggested that women’s access to limited land was worse than men 

because as the land was transferred over to Sime Darby, men would get more of 

the limited land available whilst women had less or no land at all to use (Knight et 

al 2012; Ryan 2017). She said that, 

 

‘As a result, when the land is given away women tend to go deeper into the 

forest, or they might not have access to the land in the communities. The 

impact that land grabs have on rural women by forcing them further into the 

forest is not being discussed.’ (Key Informant 2) 

 

This exacerbated the experiences of women and exposed them to harsher 

livelihood options like having to travel miles away from their homes to find land on 

which to meet their livelihood needs (De Schutter 2011; Ryan 2017; Verma 2014). 

That notion was also highlighted by both Cotula (2013) and Knight et al (2012). 

Both studies suggest that once the land had been transferred to land grabbers it 

contributed to scarcity. As a result, men abandoned all forms of consideration for 

women in land administration and distributed scarce land in a way that favoured 

men over women (Cotula 2013; Knight et al 2012).  

 

The difficulty of accessing land as a result of losing their land to Sime Darby 

contributed to women mobilising around the concern of lack of access to arable 

land and having to travel far away from their towns to find arable land. On this 

issue they were aligned with key informants. This is how a few of the women 

responded to questions about their mobilisation around gendered concerns linked 

to scarcity of land: 

 

‘Now we have to go very far away from the town to make farms.’ 

(Respondent 17: a 40-year-old woman from Johnson Farm) 

  

‘Now we have nowhere to make our farm. As you can see Sime Darby has 

come very close to the town with their oil palm farm. So we have nothing to 

do.’ (Respondent 19: a 33-year-old woman from Johnson Farm) 
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‘The land that we have here is not as big as the land that we had across. 

The land issue is one of the problems that we have now. The land is not 

enough for all of the people who want to plant on the land.’ (Respondent 23: 

a woman from Beh Sao unsure about her age) 

 

Respondents 17, 19 and 23 were responding to specific concerns about women 

and how they experienced the negative impacts of the Sime Darby land grab 

differently to men. One of the specific issues that came up a lot in my 

conversations with the women, and some men, was the issue of the ‘buffer’ – an 

area of land between the concession land area and the rest of the district. Most of 

the women had been using the buffer between the end of the Sime Darby 

concession land and the start of the limited land available to residents for their use 

to make gardens – garden in the Senjeh context refers to smaller plots of land 

used for growing household crops, consumed by the family or sometimes sold to 

earn money to pay for other livelihood needs. However, the company decided that 

they were going to destroy the crops without giving the women any notice as a few 

of the women mentioned. 

 

‘We spoke with them before they arrived and asked what we will do when 

you take the land and they told us that the buffer will be left for us to use for 

growing crops for our livelihood. But that is not what happened. They 

sprayed the crops and destroyed the crops. That was not the way things 

were when B.F. Goodrich was here.’ (Respondent 17) 

  

‘We used to make garden. When they came, we used to make garden on 

the buffer. But the company said they don’t want us there. Our husbands 

are unemployed and we depended on the garden for our livelihood. They 

accused us of being in their oil palm farm. Everyday there was noise behind 

us. They destroyed our garden.’ (Respondent 3: a 45-year-old woman from 

Gaya Hill) 

 

‘Sime Darby did something to us [women] that went deep into my heart and 

some people are suffering from it. They came and gritted the road and 
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parked the dirt on the buffer. Since we [women] did not have any land to do 

our garden because they took the land, we started planting potato leaves 

on the buffer. If you could see the yield it was blossoming. One person 

could harvest and fill a car and the income would be L$2,000 to L$3000. 

Some others would produce between 2 to 3 car loads of potato leaves in, a 

month. Do you think that was not enough to ease the burden on us? They 

came and said that the greens were not growing that well for no reason and 

that it was the nutrients that should be going to the oil palm trees that the 

greens were getting so they sprayed all of the crops on the buffer. All of the 

crops died. We suffered from that action.’ (Respondent 20: a 35-year-old 

woman from Johnson Farm) 

 

Destroying the crops negatively impacted on the access to land for women who 

had used the buffer in place of having to travel far from their homes. In destroying 

it as the company did, it mobilised the women against Sime Darby (Martiniello 

2015). That was a clear example of how the company contributed to mobilisation 

around gendered identity concerns for women in the district (Archambault and 

Zoomers 2014; Chu 2011; Martiniello 2015; Ryan 2017; Verma 2014).  

 

Another reason for the argument that the transfer of land to Sime Darby 

contributed to mobilisation around gendered identity politics for women was 

because of the concerns about underpayment or non-payment of wages (Cotula 

2013; Daley and Pallas 2013). As one elderly woman suggested, the women had 

decided that they were not going to work for the company again because they felt 

that Sime Darby had taken advantage of them because of gender. The women 

mobilised in response to being underpaid or having their payments delayed by the 

company by boycotting working for the company (Hall et al 2015). According to 

Respondent 19 the women would negotiate a wage with Sime Darby 

representatives prior to starting work with the company only for them to be 

underpaid once the contracted work had been completed. 

 

‘I worked as a contractor for Sime Darby before, helping to plant some of 

the oil palm you see today. I was expecting to get paid US$200 or more but 

ended up with US$20.’ (Respondent 19) 
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Here is how another woman expressed her views about women being mistreated 

because of their gender. Respondent 22 was a 47-year-old from Beh Sao. She 

said that: 

 

‘We went there and worked for 20 days each and we were paid US$20. 

They promised that they were going to pay US$1,020 for the period of the 

contract but we were only paid US$20.’ (Respondent 22) 

 

The mobilisation of women in Senjeh District to react against Sime Darby was for 

a number of reasons. For some women it was because of their negative 

experiences of working for the company and being underpaid or not getting their 

wages on time; for others it was because of the buffer debacle. Yet for others it 

was the fact that they had to travel long distances from their homes to access farm 

land on which to meet their livelihood needs (Chu 2011; Daley and Pallas 2013; 

Martiniello 2015; Ryan 2017; Verma 2014). In response, the women, mobilised 

and reacted by boycotting contractual work for Sime Darby based on their concern 

that they were not being paid or being paid less than what they were promised 

because they were women. By reacting to their treatment as an identity group, the 

women hoped to get the attention of the company and other stakeholders in order 

to try and influence the way that land grabbers could discriminate against one 

group of people based on their gender identity (Hall et al 2015). 

 

In another instance, the lopsided ratio between men and women in terms of 

employment opportunities was viewed by women in Senjeh as an injustice (Cotula 

2013; Daley and Pallas 2013; Verma 2014). A few women that I spoke with during 

my research fieldwork told me that they believed that the company took the land 

and was deliberately employing men over women. The women were agitating 

about this, similar to concerns about scarce land and non-payment of contractual 

work with the company. Here is how a woman from Damah put it when talking 

about people working for the company from her town: 

 

‘There are only 5 people. They are all men; they do not offer jobs to 

women.’ (Respondent 15: a woman from Damah). 



8. Impacts of Sime Darby land grab on identity politics 

Page | 227  
 

 

The notion that women were more negatively impacted by the loss of land in 

Senjeh when compared with men was a view held by some men that I interviewed. 

Respondent 25 was a 57-year-old male from Beh Sao. 

 

‘Look at this woman she is capable of working but now she is going as far 

as Jabaje to farm. She has a 4 hours walk to the place she will have small 

land to make her farm because all of the land around the town is already 

taken. She has to do it because she does not want to beg or steal.’ 

(Respondent 25) 

 

He was pointing at a woman who was walking in a direction I could only assume 

was towards the town called Jabaje. Clearly, his view was that there were 

gendered biases in terms of how women experienced the negative impacts of the 

concession worse than men. His point suggested that he, like some of the women 

that I interviewed, felt that women not getting access to jobs with the Sime Darby 

concession was an injustice. In calling for women, like the lady having to travel 

hours away from her town to access land to meet her livelihood needs, 

Respondent 25 was trying to influence the actions of Sime Darby in favour of 

women. Furthermore, the lack of jobs for women, in their view meant that the 

company was gender-biased.  

 

In terms of how this fits within the current literature catering to the impacts of land 

grabbing on gender identity politics, it agrees more or less with the outcomes of 

most studies. It disagrees with some, such as Verma (2014) and Chu (2011), who 

talk extensively about consultation and compensation being gendered and 

favouring men over women. As discussed earlier in this section, the women 

participating in this research said that they were consulted and compensated. The 

evidence presented here also agrees with those in the literature that argue that 

women experiences of land scarcity were worse than men (Cotula 2013; Knight et 

al 2012). Furthermore, Chu 2011, Lund (2011) and Behrman et al (2012) all 

documented through an identity politics analysis of the impacts of land grabbing 

that women had to travel long distances to carry out livelihood activities due to 

land scarcity.  
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In terms of the implications of the discussions above, the negative impacts of the 

transfer of control over the land to Sime Darby led to mobilisations within Senjeh 

District as well as from exogenous actors around women’s gender identity 

concerns. Clearly, as the literature illustrates, experiences of women are worse 

than men and this has led to mobilisations of actors around women identity 

concerns to react to the Sime Darby land grab. If nothing is done by the company 

and the Liberian government to address the gendered concerns of women, and if 

they continue to mobilise against the company based on their gendered identity 

concerns, it could lead to undermining current governance structure in the district 

and a potential for exacerbating the plight of women in the district who are already 

faring worse than men (Chu 2011; Lund 2011; Verma 2014).  

 

Another implication is that some exogenous actors may already have their 

preconceived agendas and might be using the land grabbing phenomenon as a 

means to further those agendas related to women empowerment. This clearly 

suggests that an identity politics analysis of land grabbing had to be considered 

cautiously. This will account for the fact that most of the calls for mobilisation 

around women’s concerns within the land grabbing debate to date might be driven 

by the interpretations of exogenous actors whilst overlooking the perspectives of 

women in affected areas. This could hamper our understanding of the impacts of 

land grabbing on mobilisations around gendered identity politics.  

 

On the other hand, in terms of jobs, wages and scarcity of land, there were 

agreements between the literature, key informants and respondents that women 

were disadvantaged by the Sime Darby land grab. In that instance, the women 

themselves had mobilised to react against the land grab as an identity group. This 

means that going beyond the news headlines and capturing the voices of those 

directly affected by the Sime Darby land grab has contributed to enhancing our 

appreciation of the gendered dynamics of the impact of the Sime Darby land grab. 

Particularly, unpacking the notion that women are passive actors and victims in the 

midst of the negative impacts of land grabbing.   
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8.4. Mobilisations around the politics of age 
 

Across the literature there are multiple mentions of young people in rural places 

being impacted by the negative outcomes of land grabbing, including lack of 

access to employment opportunities, both on or off-farm, displacements, limited 

access to land and landlessness (Boamah 2014; De Schutter 2011; Gilfoy 2014; 

Hall et al 2015; Mabikke 2011; McMichael 2013; White 2012). In fact, it was 

Gilfoy’s work in Liberia that suggested that young people in Grad Cape Mount 

County in the west of the country bordering Senjeh District mobilised, not against 

Sime Darby but local elders whom they believed were threatening their 

employment with the company by demanding a stop to Sime Darby’s operations in 

their communities (Gilfoy 2014). However, whilst many other of the studies 

mentioned above talked about the younger generation being negatively impacted 

by land grabbing, discussions about young people mobilising to react against land 

grabbers are very thin (Hall et al 2015). Consequently, Hall et al (2015) called for 

future researchers to engage with the generational issues of land grabbing to 

address the gap. 

 

In Senjeh District, the increasing mobilisation of individuals around specific identity 

concerns linked to the negative outcomes of the Sime Darby concession extended 

to mobilisation around age identity characteristics. When the company arrived in 

2008 to begin negotiations with the government and later residents in Senjeh 

District, they did not include everyone in the initial consultations. The company 

spoke with the government, elders, women and men. The young people in the 

district felt alienated and a sense of injustice that they were not full participants in 

the consultation for the transfer of control of the land to Sime Darby, especially as 

White argues, they close off options not just for today’s subsistence farmers but 

future generations (2012). As such the younger residents of Senjeh aligned 

themselves together, self-identified themselves as the youth and demanded to be 

included in all conversations around the transfer of control of the land to Sime 

Darby. 
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The demand for inclusion and the forming of alliances by young people to react 

against the deal was because of their experiences of exclusion from the 

consultation process (Vermeuen and Cotula 2010). A lot of the young people felt 

that they had been treated negatively by Sime Darby and could not sit by and 

accept it any longer (Boamah 2014; White 2012). Furthermore, when Sime Darby 

arrived, a lot of the young people in the district were educated, which changed the 

way that they appreciated the negatives outcomes of losing the land. As one key 

informant put it when talking about his assessment of the impact of the Sime 

Darby land grab, the young people had formed alliances because they said that 

enough was enough. As Key Informant 1 mentioned: 

 

‘When Sime Darby arrived the children in the area were now educated so 

they said no to the land being used like that.’ (Key Informant 1) 

 

For Key Informant 1, the young people in the district experienced the Sime Darby 

takeover of the land differently to other groups (Gilfoy 2014). They were not 

included in the discussions around the signing of the concession and were 

concerned about that. For him the Sime Darby land grab was directly responsible 

for the youth of the district, now enlightened, to prioritise the concerns of their 

identity group over those of the rest of the district’s people or other identity groups 

like women or elders. In his view, the presence of the concessionaires and the fact 

that the youth were not engaged during the consultation period had a direct impact 

on young people aligning around those concerns about exclusion from the 

discussions and demanding that they were given a seat at the table. That was also 

the notion shared by Key Informant 4 who mentioned: 

 

‘They claimed to have applied FPIC. For example, they say that they speak 

with the chiefs and enter MOUs [memorandum of understanding]. However, 

the evidence that we have seen shows that the MOUs are entered into with 

the elites in the communities and not all of the citizens. They sometimes 

exclude women and youth and other voluntary groups. There are always 

conflicts as a result of this and it makes building relationships with the 

communities and protecting their interest difficult.’ (Key Informant 4) 
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Interestingly, Respondents 24 and 27, both in their twenties did confirm that young 

people in the district felt that they were unjustly excluded from the consultation 

process. As a result, they had demanded that the company sit down with them and 

negotiate terms of how they, the youth of the district, would benefit from the 

operations of Sime Darby. However, the position taken by Key Informants 1 and 4 

and, Respondents 24 and 27 was in direct contrast with the position taken by Key 

Informant 7, a representative of Sime Darby. In his written answers to questions 

about prior consultation and the inclusivity of it all, Key Informant 7 suggested that 

the consultation was inclusive of all identity groups including the youths. 

 

‘Residents were consulted through the free, prior, and informed consent 

(FPIC) process. The company communicated FPIC through community 

representatives… the consultation took into consideration all key 

stakeholders: women, youth, men…’ (Key Informant 7) 

 

There are two points worth highlighting from the answers by Key Informant 7. The 

first is about the inclusivity of the consultation process. Clearly, as Cotula (2013) 

argues, the company would not provide answers to questions that portrayed them 

in a negative light. Hence, the notion offered that all identity groups were fully 

engaged as part of FPIC is questionable. Not just because it was the company 

representative offering the notion but also because two respondents and key 

informants respectively who were experiencing the impact of the land grab 

contradicted that notion. The second point is that Sime Darby had analysed and 

was dealing with residents of the district informed by identity politics. By clearly 

identifying residents not as a homogenous unit, the company was enforcing 

identity political analysis and considerations. Their use of identity characteristics to 

engage with residents in undertaking their social duties within the district seemed 

to normalise the use of identity characteristics as a political tool. This could explain 

why, in the previous section, women felt that their treated by the company was 

deliberate. 

 

The use of age identity by Sime Darby to engage with residents of the district 

could have far reaching implications for the district and beyond. It could lead to the 

prominent use of identity characteristics by land grabbers and policy makers to 
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develop targeted programmes for different identity groups to ensure that they are 

managed in order to limit strong political alliances linked to particular identities 

(Cotula 2013; Hall et al 2015). If that was to happen, it could be used to 

manipulate different identity groups to enhance the reputation of the land grabber. 

For example, whilst there was no indication that that was the reason, young 

people in Grand Cape Mount County were agitating against elders who wanted to 

stop the Sime Darby operations in that county because they felt that it would 

jeopardise their employment with the company (Gilfoy 2014). This does not take 

away from the fact that identity politics can be a force for good. For example, using 

identity characteristics to analyse how different groups are experiencing the loss of 

land (Gilfoy 2014; Hall et al 2015; Martiniello 2015). However, if used, as Key 

Informant 7 used it in his answers, to defend the actions of the company and 

portray their inclusivity, it could contribute to glossing over the real negative 

outcomes that various groups face, creating a potential for conflicts. 

 

Another reason why young residents in the district were mobilised against Sime 

Darby was related to access to employment. Many of the young people in Senjeh 

District felt that they were not being employed by the company (Boamah 2014; 

Davis et al 2014; Hall et al 2015; Mabikke 2011). For example, Key Informant 3 – 

the local district commissioner – told me, if I drove around the district, I would 

encounter many young people who were unemployed. He too had expected that 

the arrival of Sime Darby would have led to the youth gaining employment with the 

company. His view seemed to support the notion that young people were 

negatively impacted by the loss of land to Sime Darby and the inadequate access 

to employment with the company (Larder 2015; McMichael 2013).  

 

‘When you drive back through the city look around and you will see a lot of 

young people sitting along the road idle doing nothing.’ (Key Informant 3) 

 

For Key Informant 3, the reality was that Sime Darby was not doing enough to 

address the concerns of young people in the district. His analysis of the impact of 

the concession in the district, was that it had negatively affected young people. 

According to him, the young people of the district were unemployed and Sime 

Darby should have been working to address that instead of bringing others into the 
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district to take up jobs that should be going to the young people of the district. This 

he believed led to mobilisation of young people around their age identity concerns. 

 

The mobilisation by key actors with interest in the Sime Darby concession area 

included civil society groups and not just people from the district. One of those 

exogenous actors was Key Informant 4, who worked for an environmental 

advocacy group called Sustainable Development Institute (SDI). His organisation’s 

mobilisation against the loss of land to Sime Darby also focused on age identity. 

He called for Sime Darby to create programmes that targeted young people in the 

district. His, and the calls from others were as a direct result of the negative 

impacts of the loss of land to Sime Darby and the means to work for those of the 

younger generation in Senjeh (Hall et al 2015).  

 

As for the residents themselves, one of the actions that they attributed the lack of 

employment opportunities for the younger generation to was that the company 

was bringing in migrant workers to take up the jobs that should have been going to 

the youth (De Schutter 2011; Moreda 2015; Richardson 2010). Respondents had 

analysed the youth unemployment problem in the district as being directly linked to 

the actions of the company. This led to growing alignment of residents around the 

age identity concerns. For example, in a conversation with a 43-year-old man from 

Damah, he attributed the mobilisation of residents around youth unemployment 

concerns linked to the fact that young people in the district needed employment 

but that Sime Darby was overlooking them and bringing in seasonal and migrant 

workers from elsewhere.  He said that ‘all of the young people here are 

unemployed.’ (Respondent 12). As such residents were mobilised around the 

notion that the young people were being neglected by Sime Darby and were 

demanding that the company provided job opportunities for them.   

 

For Respondent 16, a 36-year-old man from Johnson Farm, who worked as a 

contractor with Sime Darby, the main reason for the transfer of control over the 

land to Sime Darby by the government of Liberia was because the government 

believed that the company would create jobs for the young people in the district. 

However, as he mentioned, the manner in which the company had handled the 
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employment distribution, disadvantaged the young people of the district contrary to 

the expectations of the Liberian government and the people of the district.  

 

‘The only thing that I have to say is that our children are suffering now. We 

only need the company to stand by their promises by building schools and 

creating jobs to employ the young people in the area. It is late now to 

remove them from here. We need to be able to benefit from them too. It is 

bad for you to take someone of their land and they have nothing to show for 

it.’ (Respondent 16) 

 

The negative outcomes for the younger generation as it related to employment 

opportunities had led to exogenous actors mobilising around youth identity politics. 

There were calls from multiple key informants for the prioritisation of the 

employment of the young people of Senjeh District by Sime Darby. However, as 

both Respondents 12 and 16 illustrated in their responses, it was not the case of 

exogenous actors pushing their organisational agendas as we saw with the 

women earlier when discussing consultation (Corson et al 2015; Gingembre 2015; 

Larder 2015). Mobilisations around age identity concerns seemed to be universal 

from the perspective of residents of the district as well as exogenous actors. 

 

In a conversation with one of the individuals who self-identified as being a youth, 

he told me that the company was neglecting the employment needs of young 

people like him and that was unfair. He added that one of the reasons behind 

young people mobilising against the concession was due to the fact that the 

company had promised to employ unskilled young people but was now going to 

other places and bringing people into the district to work whilst they were being 

overlooked for employment.   

 

‘They promised employment for the youths of the area. But there are no job 

opportunities. They said that they were going to give jobs to the unskilled 

youths to do general work like planting oil palm plants.’ (Respondent 27: a 

28-year-old man from Beh Sao) 
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The impact of the loss of land to Sime Darby also impacted on what Hall et al 

(2015) referred to as the intergenerational struggles over land. The fact that the 

Sime Darby concession in Senjeh had led to intergenerational conflicts was 

confirmed in an interview with Respondent 24, a 21-year-old man from Beh Sao.   

 

‘We were here once upon a time and they called the town chief about three 

months ago to a meeting. On her return she called a meeting with us two 

days later. We went there and she told us that Sime Darby wanted the extra 

land close to the town. We told the town chief that Sime Darby had their 

boundary and that they must stay within their boundary but we will not give 

them the extra land. Some of the elders in the town got up and started 

demanding that we give Sime Darby the land and we said no. Our 

grandparents lived here and had our parents and they are all old people 

now and are not benefiting anything from Sime Darby up to now. If we take 

that land and give it to Sime Darby what will we have left to cultivate to 

sustain ourselves? Most of the elders are old and will die soon and we will 

have nothing to survive on. That discussion did not go down well with the 

elders. That is where we are at the moment.’ 

 

As Respondent 24 mentioned, the negative impact of the concession on the youth 

of the district led to them reacting not only against the company but elders in the 

district who were seen as sympathetic to giving away more land to Sime Darby. 

For young people, their alignment against elders siding with giving away more land 

to the company was putting their future in jeopardy (Gilfoy 2014; White 2012). As 

such, the young people had mobilised against their elders to ensure that Sime 

Darby did not get more land in the district.   

 

The evidence of young people reacting against elders as a result of the Sime 

Darby land grab seemed to confirm suggestion made by Gilfoy (2014) whose 

research was conducted in Grand Cape Mount County. He drew attention to the 

fact that intergenerational strife occurred in areas affected by land grabbing when 

the younger and older generations differ on the terms of incorporation into the land 

deal (Gilfoy 2014). In the case of Grand Cape Mount County, the mobilisation of 

young people to react against their elders was because they were employed by 
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the company and felt that the efforts by the elders to stop the deal would affect 

their future negatively (Gilfoy 2014). The notion that land grabbing contributes to 

reactions from below based on age identity politics or intergenerational strife - 

disagreements between younger residents and elders - is argued by Murphy et al 

(2017) and White (2012). The limited engagement with this aspect of the impacts 

of land grabbing was mentioned in Hall et al (2015) and Oya (2013).  

 

There are a few things that we now know as a result of the mobilisation of young 

people in Senjeh District, either against Sime Darby or the elders in the district. 

First, the use of identity politics by Sime Darby in their engagements with residents 

during the FPIC process. What this means for our understanding of the impact of 

the Sime Darby land concession on age identity politics in the district is that it had 

been present in the district in some sense but Sime Darby provided a new context 

within which it could operate. By utilising age identity politics to try and equitably 

manage the various identity groups in the district suggests that land grabbers are 

now aware that residents affected by the loss of control of large swathes of land 

that they depended on to meet their livelihood and other needs are not 

homogenous and any engagements with them should take that into consideration. 

This does not mean that it was managed properly, far from it. It only suggests that 

there is some awareness, probably due to previous studies that have argued for 

such an engagement with affected people (Baglioni and Gibbon 2013; Edelman et 

al 2013; Gilfoy 2014; Nyantakyi-Frimpong and Bezner Kerr 2017). 

 

Secondly, the findings here adds fresh perspectives on the generational dimension 

of the impact that land grabbing has on rural communities. Addressing those calls 

from Oya (2013) and Hall et al (2015), the discussions in here have sought new 

light on the fact that young people in rural communities affected by land grabbing 

do mobilise around their specific age identity concerns and react to the terms of 

their incorporation into the land deals. We also now know that the reaction from 

the younger generation is not only directed at the concessionaires who take 

control over the land but also elders within their district whom they see as 

facilitating the grabbing of the land that should be reserved for their future (Gilfoy 

2014; White 2012). 

 



8. Impacts of Sime Darby land grab on identity politics 

Page | 237  
 

Finally, we now know that in the case of the loss of control over land in Senjeh 

District to Sime Darby, those mobilising around the age identity political concerns 

for the younger generation is increasing but it also extends to actors from outside 

of the district. As we have seen, civil society groups were fully engaged with the 

mobilisation around addressing the negative concerns of the young people in the 

district. This means that the mobilisation based on identity politics in support of the 

young people in the district is drawing more attention to their plight which could 

lead to lasting solutions being found.  

 
8.5. Conclusion 
 

The question that this chapter was written to answer was the fourth subsidiary 

question of this research: what is the impact of the Sime Darby land grab on the 

identity politics of Senjeh residents? The simple and short answer is that it had 

significant impacts. It is clearly demonstrated in the arguments in this chapter that 

Sime Darby used identity politics in its engagement with the residents of the 

district by de-homogenising the residents into their specific identity characteristic 

groups: regional, men, women or youth. In engaging with residents during the 

FPIC process as different identity groups, and not as one unit as we have seen in 

other experiences of the phenomenon, Sime Darby provided a context for 

residents to react based on identity politics.  

 

Coupled with their use of the concept of identity politics into their relationship with 

Senjeh residents, the negative impacts of the loss of land to Sime Darby led to 

mobilisations by various identity groups to react against the land deal. Three 

identity groups were discussed in this chapter to illustrate the impacts that the 

transfer of control over the land to Sime Darby had on mobilisation by residents 

around specific identity concerns to react against Sime Darby. These were those 

mobilising around regional identity concerns, those around women gender identity 

concerns and age identity concerns. The discussions in this chapter points to three 

specific conclusions. 

 

Firstly, the chapter argues that the transfer of control of the land in Senjeh District 

to Sime Darby led to mobilisations by residents from different identity groups, as 



8. Impacts of Sime Darby land grab on identity politics 

Page | 238  
 

well as some exogenous actors, around their specific concerns to either react or 

look to (re)negotiate the terms of their incorporation into the land deal – even 

though there were some divergence – on the issues of women being consulted 

and compensated – between Senjeh women on the one hand and some previous 

studies and exogenous actors on the other hand. Secondly, the reasons for the 

use of identity politics by residents in their reactions against the company or their 

kinsmen were the company’s use of the concept of identity politics in their initial 

engagements with residents as well as the negative impacts of the loss of land to 

Sime Darby described in the three previous chapters on the district in general, 

women and young people in particular. Thirdly, the chapter also argues that the 

mobilisation around the age identity group in particular also led to intergenerational 

disagreements.  

 

Furthermore, the chapter makes specific contributions to filling the gap in the 

literature regarding the limited engagement with the generational dynamics of the 

experiences of land grabbing (Hall et al 2015; Oya 2013). This was done by 

arguing that young people in Senjeh District mobilised against both the company 

because of the negative impacts of the loss of land and some elders of the district 

for favouring giving more land over to the company, the chapter adds new insights 

to the generational dynamics of the impacts of land grabbing in rural places.  



Chapter Nine: Conclusion 



9. Conclusion  

Page | 240  
 

9.1. Main argument 
 

The transfer of control over large swathes of the land in Senjeh District, Bomi 

County, Liberia to the Malaysian owned Sime Darby oil palm company by the 

Liberian government in 2009 negatively impacted on the livelihoods of residents, 

eroded their power over the land, mobilised various identity groups around concerns 

specific to their regional, gender or age identity as well as negatively restricted their 

access to available land on which to meet their livelihood needs. However, as the 

growing body of literature on political reactions from below suggests, residents that 

were negatively affected by the loss of the land were not idle, passive victims who 

lacked agency. In fact, in response to the negative impacts of the land grab, 

residents reacted against the concession, including forming circumstantial alliances 

with exogenous actors to demonstrate their resilience, including filing a complaint 

with the RSPO which led to the temporary halting of the company’s activities in the 

district.  

 

Furthermore, the experiences of the negative impacts of the transfer of control over 

the land to Sime Darby and the reactions from below to the land grab were complex 

and multifaceted. This suggests that in order to continue to build on literature that is 

expanding the parameters of empirical and theoretical knowledge that goes beyond 

the oversimplification inherent in most of the current accounts, future researches 

must consider adopting similar case study attuned, sustained and grounded 

approaches that I have used in this research to go beyond the headlines by 

privileging those endogenous knowledge which are better able to identity complex 

experiences and endogenous responses to the impacts of the land grabbing 

phenomenon in rural places in Africa. This argument was derived from the key 

points summarised below. 

 

9.2. Synthesis of key points 
 

The evidence from the research on the impacts of the Sime Darby land grab in 

Senjeh District was complex and multifaceted. There was evidence suggesting that 

the transfer of control over the land in the district to Sime Darby by the Liberian 

government led to the creation of jobs which some residents of the district got, 
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replacing, to some extent, the livelihoods lost as a result of losing the land to Sime 

Darby. Furthermore, the jobs created by Sime Darby’s presence in the district were 

not restricted to on-farm jobs. There is evidence to suggest that having the 

company operating in the district attracted supporting industries, like banking and 

entertainment which also created off-farm jobs for some residents to gain 

employment. However, supporting the notion that experiences of land grabbing is 

complex and multifaceted, the evidence also suggested that whilst the concession 

created some employment that residents affected by the loss of land could get, the 

number of people employed by the company from the district who had lost land on 

which they depended to meet their livelihood needs was far below the number of 

people who did not gain employment even after losing their land. Furthermore, for 

those who had lost land to the concession and did not get some of the limited 

employment opportunities available, their capacity to meet their livelihood needs 

were significantly restricted by the fact that the available land was inadequate to 

meet the demand from the number of people without employment and who had lost 

their prime farmland in the land transferred to Sime Darby. This also included the 

loss of access to the Mahe River which residents used for fishing. To make matters 

worse, residents employed by the company were either not paid enough or paid late 

which meant that working for the company did not necessarily mean having 

adequate or secure income. 

 

Throughout the literature, there are accounts about the gendered impact of land 

grabbing, particularly for women (Chu 2011; Dallas and Paley 2013; Ryan 2017; 

Verma 2014). The evidence from Senjeh District seemed to support these 

narratives that women were impacted differently to men when large swathes of land 

was lost to Sime Darby. For example, women were especially affected because the 

men in the district had access to all of the prime land and for women not affiliated 

with a man, they were pushed further to the margins and had to endure harsher 

experiences in order to meet their livelihood needs, including travelling hours away 

from their homes to enrol forest lands on which they could meet their livelihood 

needs. Having to travel that far away from the towns, mostly alone, meant that for a 

lot of women, they were vulnerable to physical attacks and abuse (Daley and Pallas 

2013; Ryan 2017).  
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Interestingly, the different experiences of residents who had lost land to the Sime 

Darby concession did not render them victims and passive actors without agency. It 

was more complex than that. In fact the opposite seemed to have happened in 

Senjeh District. With all of the negative ways that the loss of land had impacted on 

their capacity to meet their livelihood needs, I found affected residents to have 

exhibited more resilience than a lot of the previous reports (Knight et al 2012; 

Lomax et al 2012; Siakor 2012) on the experiences of the phenomenon in Senjeh 

District did not capture. The evidence suggests that residents exhibited resilience by 

diversifying their livelihood activities, adopting alternative livelihood activities like 

charcoal production or shifting the crops cultivated to more drought resistant crops 

like cassava. As for women, whilst they were involved in all of the various 

responses above, some also demonstrated their resilience in travelling far away 

from their home to find available land, even with all of the risks mentioned earlier. 

 

One of the characteristics of the new wave of land grabbing discussed in Chapter 

Two of this thesis is that it is in essence ‘control grabbing’. The evidence from my 

research in Senjeh District also suggests that the transfer of control over the land 

from rural residents to Sime Darby by the Liberian government, eroded the power 

that residents had over the land and associated decisions about the district. The 

evidence showed that in transferring control over the land to Sime Darby, traditional 

administrations of the land ceased in some instances and were eroded in others. 

For example, the power that traditional leaders had over the land in terms of 

strangers coming into the district and wanting to settle there was no longer 

something that they could use. In the past, when a new person came into the district 

and wanted to join their communities, that person had to be vetted by a male 

resident who would become their stranger father. The decision to allow the new 

resident to settle in the district, have access to land and marry a woman from the 

district was all powers that traditional leaders had. However, with the land being 

transferred to Sime Darby, they lost the capacity to influence decisions about who 

could come into the district and settle there. The level of accountability that the 

stranger father framework provided was eroded in most cases with the loss of land 

to the company.  
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A fundamental impact of land grabbing generally, is its lack of accountability to 

those in rural places where the phenomenon operates (Borras et al 2013; De 

Schutter 2011; McMichael 2013; Vermeulen and Cotula 2010). Linked to the 

argument above is the fact that the transfer of control over the land in Senjeh by the 

government in Monrovia and with the company not having to go through the 

stranger father framework made it difficult for residents in the district to have any 

mechanism in place to hold Sime Darby accountable for promises made during prior 

consultation. Relatedly, the lack of power over decisions also extended to the 

valuations of their crops with the company deciding the value of crops on the land 

which for many residents was a negative experience of the impact of the Sime 

Darby land grab on their power. That included the underpayment of residents by 

categorising some of the crops as gunder. The evidence from Senjeh also suggests 

intergenerational conflicts in some quarters because younger people were opposed 

to giving more land away to Sime Darby, whilst some elders were in favour. 

 

The evidence on power, like with livelihoods suggests that residents were not 

passive but reacted from below; undermining the oversimplifications inherent in 

current accounts and confirming the complexities of the experiences and 

approaches to the phenomenon. Significantly adding to our knowledge of reactions 

from below was evidence that the complaint filed with the RSPO in September 2011 

was led by the younger generation. The evidence also demonstrated that reactions 

from below are not always confined, in terms of scope, to the particular district or 

country where the land grabbing had taken place. The reactions by residents also 

led to the establishment of the SPI to serve as a mechanism through which 

residents affected by the loss of land to Sime Darby could seek some 

accountability.  

 

The dispossession and displacement of rural individuals and communities from their 

land is a negative impact of the land grabbing phenomenon in general and the Sime 

Darby land grab in particular. The transfer of control over the land in Senjeh District 

over to Sime Darby led to many residents losing access to land that they had their 

homes built on and had lived on for many years as well as land that they had 

depended on to meet their other livelihood needs. Whether violent or not, one of the 

main negative outcomes of losing the land for residents of the district was that they 
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were displaced as a result and had to relocate to other towns in the district. As a 

direct result of the loss of control over land that they depended on to meet their 

livelihood needs and having to relocate to towns in the district where other residents 

were already settled and using the land, those displaced by the transfer of control 

over the land to Sime Darby suffered further negative outcomes due to land 

scarcity. The increased demand for land exacerbated by the loss of land to Sime 

Darby meant that for some residents they could not access prime land to meet their 

livelihood needs. Struggles and potential struggles were the implications of the 

scarcity of available land for residents to meet their livelihood needs. 

 

Linked to the displacement of residents from the land to make way for the cultivation 

of oil palm by Sime Darby was the issue of landlessness for some residents. 

Clearly, whilst those displaced from the land that had been given to Sime Darby had 

to find new land on which to meet their livelihood needs, not all of the residents 

were affected similarly. Some did not experience the same level of difficulties as 

those who had become landless because of their displacement by the land grab. 

Others struggled to secure scarce land whilst for some it was straightforward in 

terms of securing land in the towns that they had relocated to. For those without 

land on which to meet their livelihood needs, their experiences were harsher, with 

some travelling long distances away from their towns to find land, gather wood from 

cleared farmland to produce charcoal or selling their labour to other residents in 

order to meet their livelihood needs.  

 

A potential silver lining in the evidence is the increased attention that the negative 

impacts of the Sime Darby land grab on residents in Senjeh District garnered and 

how that translated into exogenous actors lobbying the Liberian government to pass 

a new land rights law which would give residents in Liberia, like those in Senjeh 

District protected customary land rights (Alden Wily 2018). Whilst this could lead to 

potential benefits for Senjeh residents, the evidence from the research suggests 

that calls for, drafting and passage of the bill did not adequately capture the voices 

of residents of Senjeh District but those of exogenous actors. And, as Cotula et al 

(2011) suggest, vague languages inserted into these laws could be interpreted in 

such a way that negatively impacted on rural residents in favour of political elites 

and land grabbers. 
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The evidence in this research demonstrated that the negative impacts of the 

transfer of control over the land to Sime Darby led residents from the district to 

mobilise against Sime Darby around their regional identity characteristics to 

demand that they benefit from some of the facilities that the company had 

established or renovated. Residents mobilised based on their regional identity to 

demand that they be given prioritisation to the limited employment opportunities with 

Sime Darby. Other issues that contributed to regional identity political mobilisation 

by residents were restricted access to the health and educational facilities ran by 

Sime Darby in the district.  

 

The use of identity politics in their reactions against Sime Darby included gender 

identity politics. Whilst the evidence suggests some divergence between the views 

of exogenous actors and women in the district on consultation and compensation, 

there were growing calls for the negative impacts of the loss of land to Sime Darby 

to be analysed through a gender identity lens. The calls were from women in the 

district as well as exogenous actors. Specific issues that mobilised research 

participants around gender concerns were the destruction of crops on the buffer 

between the oil palm plantation and their towns, the underpayment of women for 

doing similar jobs that men did and the fact that it was mostly men that the company 

employed.  

 

Enhancing our understanding of the generational dynamics of land grabbing and 

responding to calls from the literature for more engagements with how young 

people in affected communities experienced and reacted to land grabbing, the 

evidence illustrated that in Senjeh District, there were multiple examples of that 

happening. Young people, like women mobilised against Sime Darby because of 

the negative impacts of the loss of land. Young people, mostly unemployed, 

mobilised against Sime Darby because they felt that they were not being 

incorporated into the land deal. Their mobilisation and reaction against the company 

was credited for the initiation of the processes that culminated in the filing of an 

official complaint with the RSPO against Sime Darby. The mobilisation by the young 

people also led to intergenerational conflicts with elders who were seen as 

favouring transferring more land to Sime Darby. On the other hand, the evidence 
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also showed that Sime Darby had used identity characteristics in their dealings with 

residents of the district which had contributed to residents themselves using the 

identity politics technique.  

 

9.3. Theoretical and empirical contributions 
 

Building on the growing literature challenging the oversimplification of the impacts of 

land grabbing on rural communities in Africa, this research makes an original 

theoretical contribution to knowledge by bringing fresh perspectives to the debate 

from Senjeh District in Liberia. In doing so, this research, as Borras et al (2012) 

suggest ‘broaden the parameter of empirical and theoretical inquiry into land grabs’ 

(p.846). By analysing the different experiences of residents in Senjeh District and 

arranging the findings in this research thesis to demonstrate that the Sime Darby 

land grab in Senjeh District negatively impacted on residents’ capacity to meet their 

livelihood needs and that it eroded their capacity to influence decisions in their 

district, the thesis confirmed the robustness of exiting concepts in the literature 

about the negative impacts of land grabbing on the rural poor in Africa. 

 

Furthermore, the concepts about winners and losers and, the complex and 

multifaceted characteristics of the impacts of land grabbing which had been studied 

in other contexts were also confirmed as robust in the Senjeh context involving the 

Sime Darby land grab. In the same vein, the concept that rural people affected by 

land grabbing are not passive but that they do react and react for reasons including 

re-negotiating their terms of incorporation, for or against the land grab was also 

studied in the Senjeh context and found to be robust. 

 

In terms of how the theoretical contribution of this research would be useful, as 

stated in section 1.3 of this thesis, it would contribute to policy-making on the local, 

national and international levels. In 2008, international development organisations 

such as the United Nations (UN), the World Bank, the International Financial 

Corporation (IFC), United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), United States 

Agency for International Development (USAID) were key supporters of the Liberian 

government awarding large swathes of land to oil palm companies. With the 

evidence provided in this research, their future policy stances could be reshaped to 
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incorporate some of the implications presented in this thesis. For example, at a 

feedback event in Monrovia in December 2018 where I presented findings and 

recommendations from my research to key stakeholders, the general notion was 

that the evidence would be crucial to a change in policy support for large-scale land 

deals in its current form. For one participant, she suggested that it would feed into 

their organisation’s push for the implementation of the Land Rights Act (2018).  

 

As was also suggested in section 1.3 of this research, and from feedbacks from 

residents in Senjeh and key stakeholders who participated in the feedback events in 

December 2018, the potential change in policy on large-scale land deals in Liberia 

could have far reaching societal impacts. For example, developing new policies that 

would address the disparities in the experiences of the impacts of the loss of the 

land between men and women would be monumental. Another potential societal 

impact which has been mentioned in the literature and was also suggested by 

participants in the feedback events was a call for more out-grower schemes which 

would mean that subsistence farmers could continue to have access to the land 

whilst improving their livelihood outcomes (Richardson 2010; Negash and Swinnen 

2013). 

 

There were some of the empirical evidence used to make the theoretical 

contribution above which seemed unique to the Senjeh context. These add new 

empirical data to our current appreciation of the impacts of the land grabbing 

phenomenon in rural Africa. The evidence used in this thesis was gathered through 

a robust grounded case study research in Senjeh District over a number of months. 

Firstly, the thesis contributes empirical evidence concerning the Sime Darby 

concession in Senjeh District and how it engaged with residents. There was 

empirical evidence presented about the consultation and compensation processes 

that Sime Darby undertook in the district including some significant evidence. For 

example, the concept of ‘gunder’ being used to decide which crops to pay 

compensation for is something that has not been given substantial attention in 

previous studies. Even if it has been presented elsewhere, the unearthing of the 

‘gunder’ concept in Senjeh District would enhance the concept by demonstrating 

that it has been used in another context but also the impact that it had on those 

residents whose compensation was reduced as a result of the use of the concept.  
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Other significant empirical evidence provided from my experiences in Senjeh 

District includes the evidence presented on the generational dynamics of the 

experiences of the transfer of control over the land in Senjeh District to Sime Darby. 

The thesis provided evidence that the reactions from below was initiated by the 

young people of the district who were agitating against Sime Darby for the 

perceived lack of employment for them after losing the land to the company. The 

empirical evidence also showed that there were some intergenerational conflicts 

over requests from the company for more land; something that the young people 

were against and some elders were in favour of. The empirical contribution of the 

evidence on the generational dynamics of the impacts of the Sime Darby land grab 

and the reactions from below is significant because it responded directly to calls by 

Hall et al (2015) for future researchers to make significant empirical contributions to 

the generational dynamics of land grabbing because, as they argue, there were 

very limited empirical contributions on the topic. In terms of the wider implication of 

the empirical contribution made by this thesis regarding the generational dynamics, 

it gives policy makers empirical data on how young people are being left behind by 

the transfer of control over large swathes of land in Senjeh District. Policy makers 

can use the empirical evidence to make new policies to address the negative 

impacts on young people. This is relevant to policies specific to Senjeh District but 

also to other similar contexts across Africa where similar outcomes could result from 

the loss of land to land grabbers. Furthermore, having the evidence that young 

people are being impacted in this way or reacting in this way could lead to changes 

in land awards and accountability prior to the transfer of control over large swathes 

of land to avoid the impacts on young people in Senjeh District being replicated in 

other contexts. 

 

Whilst the practice of shifting cultivation in rural African contexts is prevalent in the 

literature, shifting crops cultivated as a response to the negative impacts of land 

grabbing is given limited or no attention in the literature. This thesis makes a 

significant empirical contribution to knowledge by presenting evidence that residents 

in Senjeh District used the technique as a resilience strategy to cultivate cassava as 

a drought resistant alternative to rice because they had lost their prime land with 

access to the Mahe River which provided the water needed for rice cultivation. This 
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and other empirical evidence provided on the resilience of Senjeh residents in the 

midst of the negative impacts of the loss of land as well as their various reactions 

from below significantly adds to our current knowledge of how affected residents 

respond to land grabbing. It especially adds to the growing body of empirical 

evidence on how individuals negatively affected by the land grabbing phenomenon 

were reacting to the phenomenon in various ways. The contribution also enhances 

our appreciation of the fact that those living in rural places who have been 

dispossessed and displaced by land grabbing are not mere victims and passive 

actors but that they have and continue to react from below in a multitude of ways. 

The significance of this evidence is that it can be used by policy makers to develop 

mechanisms to support reactions from below. It could also provide roadmaps for 

rural communities in similar contexts on how to react from below to land grabbing. 

 

Another significant empirical evidence presented in this thesis was the use of a 

voluntary international framework by residents of the district, through the initiation 

by the young people, to hold Sime Darby accountable to some extent. The evidence 

does not suggest that the use of the RSPO was paradigm shifting in any way, but 

even the small gains made challenges some of the arguments in the literature that 

those voluntary schemes were not useful in holding land grabbers accountable. By 

aligning with relevant exogenous actors residents in Senjeh District demonstrated 

that voluntary mechanisms could be useful in bringing land grabbers to the 

negotiation table as presented in this thesis. The filing of a complaint with the 

RSPO, the halting of Sime Darby’s operations in the district, the negotiations that 

followed, the setting up of the SPI and the conclusions of investigations finding that 

the company had overpaid some residents whilst underpaying many others was a 

small but significant win and empirical finding presented by this thesis which 

enhances discussions about the usefulness of voluntary accountability 

mechanisms.  

 

The wider implications of the empirical evidence on the success of the filing of 

complaints with the RSPO could provide a call to action to strengthen some of these 

voluntary accountability schemes and educate affected residents about their 

existence so that more communities could use them to hold other land grabbers 

accountable. Relatedly was the involvement of Sime Darby in the SPI which is also 
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a significant empirical contribution of this thesis. The setting up of the SPI meant 

that Sime Darby was a party to the negotiations and investigations into the 

complaint lodged by residents. This adds to our knowledge the fact that land 

grabbers could play significant roles in efforts to find solutions to some of the 

negative impacts of their taking over control of large swathes of land in rural places. 

 

This thesis also makes significant contributions to knowledge regarding the use of 

identity politics by Sime Darby in their engagement with residents of Senjeh District. 

As argued in section 1.1 of this thesis, it is significant for us to go beyond a 

homogenous analyses of reactions from below by deploying tools from identity 

politics to our analyses. Furthermore, it adds new insights into the way that land 

grabbers are formulating their engagement strategies in rural areas. The evidence 

is also significant because it raises questions about why the company failed to 

address some of the gender and age identity concerns raised even though they had 

a strategy in place that took into account identity politics.  

 

9.4. Limitations 
 

By focusing on a specific case study and adopting a qualitative grounded research 

approach there are some limitations of this research. Firstly, the contextual 

approach of the research means that the data collected and their presentation 

prioritised nuances specific to the particular context of the research. This could 

prove problematic if one tries to transfer the findings from this research to other 

contexts. The inability of generalising the answers provided in this research to all 

other contexts is a limitation. However, some of the findings in this research did 

confirm others in the literature suggesting that it can be compared with some 

contexts, even if limited. Secondly, by focusing on foreign investments into land, this 

research does not cater to land grabbing by local and national elites. This is not 

because there was no mentions of local and national elites grabbing land in the 

Senjeh context. In fact some respondents did mention the fact that local and 

national elites had grabbed land in the district. However, having set the theoretical 

framing of land grabbing in the context of this research in Chapter Two, discussing 

land grabbing by domestic actors did not serve any purpose in achieving the 

research aim and objectives mentioned earlier in Chapter One.  
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Thirdly, as mentioned earlier in Chapter Four of this thesis, time was one of the 

main limitations for this research. For example, because of the limitation of time, I 

had to send the Sime Darby representative (Key Informant 7) the questions and he 

provided written answers. Whilst the answers were revealing, I believe that if I had 

more time to be in the field and had sat down with him to conduct the interview, 

there would have been numerous opportunities for me to follow up on some of the 

responses that he gave, thereby adding some more richness to his responses. 

Another slight limitation of this research is the approach adopted. I mentioned 

earlier that a stronger ethnographic approach could have considered other cultural 

aspects that could have added new insights. However, the approach adopted was 

the most suitable at the time to achieve the research aim and objectives and 

provided rich data that has allowed for me to make theoretical and empirical 

contributions to our appreciation of the impact of the Sime Darby land grab on 

residents of Senjeh District. 

 

9.5. Call to action 
 

Mitigating global crises around food, energy/fuel, climate change and/or financial 

crises impacts on all of our lives. However, at present, the acquisitions of large 

swathes of rural land needed to mitigate those crises for all of our benefits are 

having mostly negative outcomes for those rural residents who live on the land and 

depend on it to meet their livelihood needs (Borras and Franco 2013; Cotula 2013; 

De Schutter 2011; Evers et al 2011; Gilfoy 2014; Richardson 2010; Verma 2014; 

Von Braun and Suseela 2017). The impacts as suggested to be contributing to 

reactions from below, which, if not managed equitably could have far reaching 

implications for all of us (Evers et al 2011; Gingembre 2015; Larder 2015; Lund 

2011; Martiniello 2015; Moreda 2015). This would be in terms of disruptions to food 

supplies, production of greener energy and fuel as well as climate change initiatives 

(Cotula 2013; Gilfoy 2014; Gingembre 2015; Lyons and Westoby 2014; Moreda 

2015). It is clear that something needs to change (Borras et al 2012; Cotula 2013; 

Gilfoy 2014; Murphy et al 2017; Richardson 2010: Ryan 2017; Verma 2014). By 

completing this research I intend to contribute to that change. 

 



9. Conclusion  
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I am adding my voice to the many in the literature that have called for changes in 

the way large-scale land deals are currently envisaged. Firstly, we need to have 

more land investments with significant portions of their concession areas under out-

grower and contract farming schemes as Richardson (2010) and Negash and 

Swinnen (2013) advocated for. This call was also supported by affected residents 

and key stakeholder in Liberia. This would allow rural residents to retain control over 

the land and their livelihood options (Baglioni and Gibbon 2013; De Schutter 2011; 

Negash and Swinnen 2013; Richardson 2010; Vicol 2017). Secondly, more legal 

protection for customary land rights should be the way forward. If implemented 

properly, it could give rural residents the power to negotiate directly with foreign 

investors and hold them accountable to the terms of any agreements reached 

(Alden Wily 2018; Verma 2014). However, as we have seen in previous studies and 

in this thesis, legal instruments alone are not sufficient (Alden Wily 2012; Cotula et 

al 2011; Evers et al 2011; Fairbairn 2013). As a result, I would recommend that we 

heed the call from Ritu Verma (2014) by strengthening international accountability 

mechanisms like the RSPO to intervene in cases where weak or corrupt 

governance risks legal protection of customary land being eroded. Such measures 

must give them the legal power to investigate and police cases of abuses by land 

grabbers or political elites. Local leadership councils could also help in the 

governance and policing of large-scale land deals by monitoring their activities and 

reporting to national and international accountability bodies for actions to be taken 

against companies violating best practices.  

 

Whilst this research provides evidence for the calls made, more research is required 

to illustrate the need for action. As such, future researchers must engage with the 

impact of out-grower and contract farming schemes on improved livelihoods for 

those in rural places that depend on the land for their livelihood needs (Negash and 

Swinnen 2013). Future researchers must also engage in more grounded research 

catering to the impacts of new land rights laws on the ability of rural residents to 

hold land grabbers accountable. Finally, in terms of future research, we need more 

examples of rural people affected by land grabbing using international voluntary 

accountability mechanisms, like the RSPO, to hold land grabbers accountable as 

we have seen residents from Senjeh do. This will provide further evidence to 

support calls for these mechanisms to have more teeth (Verma 2014).  
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Appendix 1 
 
Residents  
Interview Guide for semi-structured interviews Prompts to use:  
 
Why? 
How?  
What do you mean by...? 
Could you explain that a little more?  
Could you give me an example?  
Could you just describe that again for me? 
Why do you say that? 
 
Prior to interview (checklist): 
Participant reads Information Sheet 
Participant signs Consent form and Debrief 
Test voice recorder. Carry spare batteries Opening the Interview. 
Researcher introduces himself to the participant. 
Researcher explains the study to the participant, and what will happen during the interview. 
Researcher explains confidentiality – that the participant’s information will be stored securely 
and anonymously, and that they will not be identifiable. 
Researcher explains withdrawal procedure – that the participant has the right to stop and/or 
terminate the interview at any time, and without penalty, and may withdraw their consent at 
any time without penalty, and that the participant can withdraw their data after the interview 
up until July 1st 2017, at which point data analysis will have commenced.  
Researcher explains that the participant does not need to answer all questions posed to 
them, and should only answer such questions that they are comfortable with answering. 
Researcher reminds the participant that the interview will be audio-recorded, and that the 
recording will be stored securely on the researcher’s password protected computer, in his 
locked office. Researcher reminds the participant that any information they provide will 
remain confidential, except for a circumstance wherein it is believed to be in the best 
interests of them, the participant, to share such information without consent, under section 
6.1 of Aberystwyth University Confidentiality Procedures. This relates to such circumstances 
where there is a perceived immediate and serious threat to the health and safety of the 
student concerned or to others. The decision to share such confidential information will be 
made without first consulting the Research Project Supervisors (Prof Mike Woods and Dr 
Jesse Heley) due to the logistical difficulty of doing so from the field, and subsequently an 
individual from a professional service. Personal and sensitive information will only be shared 
with others if it is required by law to do so or there is serious risk of harm to the researcher or 
participant. 
 
“Hello and thank you very much for being here today. During the course of this next hour or 
so, I will ask about your experience of land grabbing, as well as any experiences you may 
have had because of the Sime Darby concession. Anything discussed here today will be 
kept anonymous, and in no way will anything said be identifiable. I would now like to invite 
you to choose a pseudonym for yourself. I would like to remind you that we can stop at any 
time; if you want to take a break, or stop altogether, please say so; you will not be penalised 
for doing so. You don’t have to answer any question that you don’t want to; if you feel 
uncomfortable with any question, we can simply move on. This interview will be audio-
recorded, but only I will have access to the recording, and it will be stored securely. If I could 
ask that you try to answer these questions as honestly as you can, then if you are ready, let 
us begin. ”  
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Questions: 
 
Before we start could you tell me your age, gender, education, employment and status 
(married head of house, land owner and role in community) 
 

1. How long have you lived here? 
2. Did you have land which was taken as part of the concession? 
3. How did you acquire the land? 
4. Did you have to relocate as a result of the concession? 
5. How did you use the land before Sime Darby arrived in 2009? 
6. How did you hand the land over to the company (entire process)? 
7. How were you compensated for the land? How was it agreed (consultation)? 
8. What was your main source of livelihood, and how has the concession affected it? 
9. Could you describe your local identity? Has it been affected by the concession? How 

so? 
10. How are you addressing the challenges brought on by the concession? 
11. Why do you think the government awarded Sime Darby the concession? 
 

Closing the interview: 
Researcher informs the participant that the interview is finished, and stops audio recording; 
Researcher asks the participant if they have any questions or issues with the interview 
(answering as appropriate); 
Researcher debriefs participant – providing Debrief Sheet with list of support services; 
Researcher explains that the participant may contact the researcher at any time with their 
queries; 
Researcher explains withdrawal process – that the participant may still withdraw their 
consent (up to specified date) by contacting the researcher; 
Researcher explains that the participant will be entered in a draw with a chance to win 
Amazon Vouchers, as a token of appreciation; 
Researcher thanks the participant and again asks if the participant has any questions or 
issues; Researcher guides the participant out of the interview room. 
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Appendix 2 
 
Key Informants 
Interview Guide for semi-structured interviews Prompts to use:  
 
Why? 
How?  
What do you mean by...? 
Could you explain that a little more?  
Could you give me an example?  
Could you just describe that again for me? 
Why do you say that? 
 
Prior to interview (checklist): 
Participant reads Information Sheet 
Participant signs Consent form and Debrief 
Test voice recorder. Carry spare batteries Opening the Interview. 
Researcher introduces himself to the participant. 
Researcher explains the study to the participant, and what will happen during the interview. 
Researcher explains confidentiality – that the participant’s information will be stored securely 
and anonymously, and that they will not be identifiable. 
Researcher explains withdrawal procedure – that the participant has the right to stop and/or 
terminate the interview at any time, and without penalty, and may withdraw their consent at 
any time without penalty, and that the participant can withdraw their data after the interview 
up until July 1st 2017, at which point data analysis will have commenced.  
Researcher explains that the participant does not need to answer all questions posed to 
them, and should only answer such questions that they are comfortable with answering. 
Researcher reminds the participant that the interview will be audio-recorded, and that the 
recording will be stored securely on the researcher’s password protected computer, in his 
locked office. Researcher reminds the participant that any information they provide will 
remain confidential, except for a circumstance wherein it is believed to be in the best 
interests of them, the participant, to share such information without consent, under section 
6.1 of Aberystwyth University Confidentiality Procedures. This relates to such circumstances 
where there is a perceived immediate and serious threat to the health and safety of the 
student concerned or to others. The decision to share such confidential information will be 
made without first consulting the Research Project Supervisors (Prof Mike Woods and Dr 
Jesse Heley) due to the logistical difficulty of doing so from the field, and subsequently an 
individual from a professional service. Personal and sensitive information will only be shared 
with others if it is required by law to do so or there is serious risk of harm to the researcher or 
participant. 
 
“Hello and thank you very much for being here today. During the course of this next hour or 
so, I will ask about your experience of land grabbing, as well as any experiences you may 
have had because of the Sime Darby concession. Anything discussed here today will be 
kept anonymous, and in no way will anything said be identifiable. I would now like to invite 
you to choose a pseudonym for yourself. I would like to remind you that we can stop at any 
time; if you want to take a break, or stop altogether, please say so; you will not be penalised 
for doing so. You don’t have to answer any question that you don’t want to; if you feel 
uncomfortable with any question, we can simply move on. This interview will be audio-
recorded, but only I will have access to the recording, and it will be stored securely. If I could 
ask that you try to answer these questions as honestly as you can, then if you are ready, let 
us begin. ”  
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Questions: 
 
Before we start could you tell me your age, gender, education, employment and status 
(married head of house, land owner and role in community) 
 

1. History of land acquisition in Bomi County? 
2. How did residents use the land before Sime Darby arrived in 2009? 
3. How did residents hand the land over to the company (entire process)? 
4. Were residents compensated for their land? How was it agreed (consultation)? 
5. What was the main source of livelihood, and how has the concession affected it? 
6. Could you describe the local identity? Has it been affected by the concession? How 

so? 
7. How are residents addressing the challenges brought on by the concession? 
8. Who did the land belong to before Sime Darby? 
9. How are residents from the area benefiting from the concession? 
10. Influence of external actors? 
11. How much has the legacy of land grabbing in Liberia influenced the award? 
12. Why do you think the government award the land to Sime Darby (whose benefit)? 
 

Closing the interview: 
Researcher informs the participant that the interview is finished, and stops audio recording; 
Researcher asks the participant if they have any questions or issues with the interview 
(answering as appropriate); 
Researcher debriefs participant – providing Debrief Sheet with list of support services; 
Researcher explains that the participant may contact the researcher at any time with their 
queries; 
Researcher explains withdrawal process – that the participant may still withdraw their 
consent (up to specified date) by contacting the researcher; 
Researcher explains that the participant will be entered in a draw with a chance to win 
Amazon Vouchers, as a token of appreciation; 
Researcher thanks the participant and again asks if the participant has any questions or 
issues; Researcher guides the participant out of the interview room. 
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Appendix 3 
 

GLOBAL-RURAL 
The impact of globalisation on rural Africa: land investments to meet the global 
demand for food, biofuels and minerals are threatening livelihoods and local identity. 

 
INFORMED CONSENT FORM FOR INTERVIEWS 

Thank you for agreeing to help with our research. Please read the attached Information 
Sheet, which explains the aims of the research, the nature of your contribution, and the 
measures that have been put in place to protect your privacy and personal data, and 
complete and sign this form to confirm that you consent to take part in the research. 
 
Statement of consent 
I agree to take part in research for the GLOBAL-RURAL project by Aberystwyth University. I 
have read the Information Sheet, which I may keep for my reference, and understand the 
purpose of the interview and proposed use of the information that I will provide. By signing 
this form, I understand that I agree to the following (please tick as appropriate): 
 I agree to be interviewed for the research 
 I agree to the interview being recorded in order that the information I provide can be 

reported and used accurately 
 I agree to the audio recording and a written transcript of the interview being securely 

stored for use by the GLOBAL-RURAL researchers only for the duration of the project 
and up to 12 months afterwards. I understand that the audio file and transcript will be 
labelled with a code or pseudonym. 

 I agree to an anonymised copy of the transcript of my interview being deposited with 
the UK Data Archive at the end of the project for use by future researchers. 

 
I understand that the information that I provide in the interview may be used in books, 
reports, presentations and articles resulting from the research, unless I specifically indicate 
that it is ‘off the record’. I understand my identity will be protected by anonymisation of data 
or the use of a pseudonym, except in a limited number of cases where this cannot be done 
effectively. If it is not possible to anonymise my interview, I understand that I will be sent a 
copy of the interview transcript to review and will be able to mark information as ‘off record’, 
and may opt to see drafts of any articles in which I am mentioned by name prior to 
publication. 
 
I understand that my participation is voluntary, that I can choose not to participate in part or 
all of the project, and that I can withdraw at any stage up to the beginning of transcription (1 
July 2017) without being penalised or disadvantaged in any way. 
 
Name: ............................................................................................................... (please print) 
 
Signature:  ...............................................................................………Date: ............................. 
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Appendix 4 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM FOR INTERVIEWS 
 

GLOBAL-RURAL 
The impact of globalisation on rural Africa: land investments to meet the global 
demand for food, biofuels and minerals are threatening livelihoods and local identity. 
 
Procedures: 
If you agree to join this research study, you will participate in an in-person interview which 
will last for 30 minutes to 1 hour. I (Fidel Budy) will facilitate the interview using a voice 
recorder. You do not have to give your name and all personal references that might be used 
to identify you will be deleted.  Your interview data will be combined with those of other 
participants to be analysed for my PhD research. The analysis will be disseminated via 
journal articles, a book and an online web-resource site. Your participation in this study is 
voluntary.  If you do join, and later change your mind, you may quit at any time up to the 
beginning of transcription of the interview data.  If you refuse to join or quit early from the 
study, you will not be punished or lose any benefits to which you have a right.   
 
Potential risks: 
This study presents minimal risk to you.  The biggest risk of participating in the study is the 
risk of some psychological discomfort due to the sensitive nature of the topic of loss of land 
and livelihoods. In the event of discomfort I will stop the interview and provide you with 
contact details of a local counselling service. All interview data will be completely 
anonymised to protect the identity of all participants. I and members of the wider Global-
Rural Project team will have access to the anonymised interview data. The anonymised data 
will be securely stored by Aberystwyth University and will be available to future researchers. 
 
Benefits: 
By participating in the research you will have an opportunity to tell your story in your own 
words regarding the impact of the Sime Darby land concession of your way of life and food 
sources. 
   
Withdrawal: 
You may withdraw from the study at any time before the interview data is transcribed (1 July 
2017). You do not have to answer any questions that you do not wish to answer.  If you wish 
to discontinue the study, please notify me right away.  If you refuse to join or quit early from 
the study, you will not be punished or lose any benefits to which you have a right.   
 
Privacy of information: 
I will take a number of steps to keep any personal information about you private to the fullest 
extent possible. Reports created will not identify you by name.  The interview transcript will 
include general characteristics of each participant, but will not include any personal data that 
could be used to identify you. Written transcript of the interviews will be securely stored for 
use by the research only for the duration of the project and up to 12 months afterwards. An 
anonymised copy of the transcript of your interview will be deposited with the UK Data 
Archive at the end of the project for use by future researchers. 
 
Contact information: 
The information on this disclosure statement explains the rights to which you are entitled by 
joining this study.  If at any time you have questions about the research study, you may ask 
me, Fidel Budy (email: fib9@aber.ac.uk. Tel (Liberia): 0881102360, (UK): 0044 
7759152135. If you have questions about your rights as a study participant, you may contact 
the UL-PIRE IRB: Mr Jemee K. Tegli on 231-886 583 774. 
 

mailto:fib9@aber.ac.uk
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An Institutional Review Board is a committee organised to protect the rights and welfare of 
human subjects involved in research. 
 
Consent: 
 
________________________ has been informed of the nature and purpose of the 
procedures described above including any risks involved in its performance.  He/she has 
been given time to ask any questions and these questions have been answered to the best 
of the investigator’s ability.  A signed copy of this consent form will be made available to the 
participant.   
 
 
______________________     ______________________ 
Investigator’s Signature        Date 
 
I have been informed about this research study, its’ possible benefits, risks, and discomforts.  
I hereby agree to take part in this research study as a participant.  I recognize that I am free 
to withdraw this consent and quit this project at any time, and that doing so will not cause me 
any penalty or loss of benefits that I would be otherwise entitled to enjoy. 
 
 
______________________     ______________________ 
Participant’s Signature      Date 
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Appendix 5 
 

Information Sheet 
 
This information sheet provides specific information about a PhD project looking at the 
impact of globalisation in rural Africa, particularly in Bomi County in Liberia.   
 
Project title: The impact of globalisation on rural Africa: land investments to meet the 
global demand for food, biofuels and minerals are threatening livelihoods and local 
identity. 
 
About the research  
GLOBAL-RURAL is a five-year research projected funded by the European Research 
Council and led by Professor Michael Woods at Aberystwyth University in the United 
Kingdom (UK). The aim of the research is to examine how globalisation has had an impact 
on rural areas in different parts of the world, and to study the ways in which rural 
communities have responded to the challenges and opportunities presented by globalisation. 
We are interested in all dimensions of globalisation including: the effects of trade 
agreements; foreign investments in factories and land; the expansion of transnational 
corporations; increased international migration; the growth of international tourism; the 
spread of global culture and the consequences of international environmental agreements 
and treaties – among others. These different processes of globalisation have all had an 
impact on rural economies and societies, but the nature of the impact has been different in 
different places. By investigating the local experiences of globalisation we hope to improve 
our understanding about how precisely globalisation operates, and why some places seem 
to fare better than others in adapting to the changes that it brings. We intend that our 
research will help policy-makers to evaluate the probable impact on rural regions of 
decisions such as trade agreements, but also by identifying and disseminating examples of 
good practice we aim to help rural communities to develop effective responses to 
globalisation.  
 
Some of this research is grounded in a PhD research project in Bomi County in western 
Liberia, looking at how alleged land grabbing over the past few years has affected residents 
and continues to affect the development of their communities. We are interested in the 
experiences of residents as well as approaches to address the challenges they face as a 
result of the phenomenon. 
 
You can find out more about our research on our 
website, http://globalruralproject.wordpress.com/, including copies of reports and articles 
resulting from the research. The website will also include resources for finding out more 
about globalisation and its impacts on rural areas, including maps, and specific resources for 
use by schools and rural community organisations. You can also receive news about the 
research by signing up on the website for our e-mail newsletter, or by following us on Twitter 
at @globalrural.  
 
Contacts  
The GLOBAL-RURAL research team can be contacted by writing to the Department of 
Geography and Earth Sciences, Aberystwyth University, Aberystwyth, SY23 3DB, Great 
Britain, by telephone on (44) (0)1970 622606, or on the website you will find contact details 
for each member of the project team. 

http://globalruralproject.wordpress.com/
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