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Abstract 
 

Investor motives and political dynamics are usually explained by referring to the home 

country’s politico-economic constitution and/or international timelines. Accordingly, actors 

from state-capitalist countries seem to “grab overseas” to manage domestic shortages back 

home, while “grabs” from liberal economies are portrayed as primarily market driven, 

individualist and for profit.  However, recent research on Chinese “land  grabbing” in Sub-

Saharan Africa has shown that Chinese “land grabs” are not intended for domestic food 

security as would be expected – but seem to serve multiple purposes; and clearly, domestic 

policies in liberal countries might also influence investor choices. This paper assesses and 

compares main characteristics of two major “land grabbing” countries, the United Kingdom 

and the P.R. China since 2000, with a regional focus on investments in Sub-Saharan Africa. It 

argues that the above outlined antithetic framing as well as the reference to primarily 

international timelines, both fail to explain in a more meaningful way how and why these 

investments occur from the perspective of the investor country they emerge from. Moreover, 

this kind of categorization overrates the differences between these countries. In concluding, 

(Section 5), the paper will reflect on the particular database difficulties that this research 

project on “land grabbing” countries has been confronted with and the implications thereof for 

the comparative findings. 
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perspective 

 

Ariane Goetz, Balsillie School of International Affairs, Canada, goet5180@mylaurier.ca 

 
 

1. Introduction 
 

Investor motives and political dynamics behind the global phenomenon of “land grabbing” 

are often explained by stereotypical assumptions about to the home country’s politico-

economic constitution and/or international timelines and events, such as food price hikes, 

financial crisis and/or peak oil. Accordingly, actors from state-capitalist countries seem to 

“grab overseas” to manage domestic shortages back home, while “grabs” from liberal 

economies are portrayed as primarily market driven, individualist and for profit.  In practice, 

however, this narrative faces major difficulties to capture what is actually taking place in 

these countries: On the one hand, the antithetic framing falls short of explaining in a more 

meaningful way what is happening in the various investor countries from their perspective – 

or to highlight in which ways seemingly distinct investor countries differ in or share certain 

characteristics. On the other hand, this narrative has been challenged by the empirical 

evidence on, for instance, Chinese investments in Sub-Saharan Africa which shows that 

Chinese “land grabs” on the continent are not intended for domestic food/energy security 

alone as would be expected under this paradigm – but seem to serve multiple purposes instead 

(e.g., Alden 2007, Brautigam 2009, Ekman 2011, Rosen et al. 2009, Smaller et al. 2012).   

 

This paper will assess and compare two major “land grabbing” countries, the United Kingdom 

and P.R.China. Both countries seem relevant for a meaningful assessment due to the scale of 

their companies’ operations abroad
1
, but also due to the fact that they are commonly framed 

as embodiments of the above mentioned antithetic investor country model – state vs. market –

 . To gain a better understanding of the specific dynamics and factors at play in each country, 

the paper will proceed in two steps: first, key characteristics of each country’s overseas 

investments as well as internal dynamics will be presented; and secondly, the findings will be 

compared, trying to answer two questions: In which ways do these countries differ? And what 

conclusions can be drawn from the country specific and comparative findings that might be 

relevant with regard to “land grabbing” governance and debate?  

 

More in detail, Section 3 will look at each country’s investor legacy; key  empirical  evidence;  

the role of land; public policy; drivers; political economy;  guiding ideology and main 

instruments (home country measures). The regional focus is on British and Chinese 

investments in Sub-Saharan Africa. Section 4 will then discuss these characteristic in view of 

national differentiations and commonalities, and with regard to the question how and why 

these investments occur. In concluding, (Section 5), the paper will reflect on the particular 

database difficulties that research on “land grabbing” countries is confronted with and the 

implications thereof for the comparative findings.  

 

                                                 
1
 Both range among the top ten investor countries (Land Matrix, 7 September 2012),  and their companies’ 

overseas projects cover together a total of 4,904,900 ha of land (Land Matrix, 7 September 2012)  according to 

the Land Matrix, a public data base launched in April 2012 “with records documenting land deals since 2000”. 
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The comparative assessment has been conducted on the basis of an exemplary database of 

listed projects from three publications, the GLP (2010), IIED/FAO/IFAD (2009) and IFPRI 

(2009), which served as a starting point of research (see remarks on data and methodology in 

Section 4). Major findings of the comparative assessment of each countries’ “land grab” 

activities are as follows: (1) key differences in how these investments take place do exist, that 

are indeed related to the specific political economy of each investor country. However, 

contrary to the explanations based on antithetic framings, these differences of political 

economy reflected in the investments do not necessarily imply a difference in these 

investments’ purposes (to which end) or other aspects relevant for “land grabbing”. (2) The 

focus on differences might distort the overall comparative picture also in other ways, by 

ignoring commonalities as well as the complex nature of both countries’ investments, which 

are characterized by multiple purposes, actor and dynamics. (3) Thirdly, and with regard to 

the debate on “land grabbing” governance, the commonalities between both countries point at 

the systemic dimension of outward FDI (OFDI).  In practice,  both countries (governments) 

perceive OFDI as an important tool to sustain growth, access resource, and improve 

competitiveness back home, making it an explicit or implicit issue of their commercial and 

foreign policy. Against this background, it seems unlikely that voluntary governance 

initiatives can have a significant impact in governing these investments to the benefit of the 

affected populations.  

 

2. The UK and China in Africa: Main Characteristics 

 

2.1 Chinese Investments in Land and Agriculture in SSA  
 

Investor legacy - China’s relations with the African continent trace back to the 1950s. 

However, it was only in the last two decades and specifically since the initiation of its “go 

global” policies in 1999 that China’s engagement with African countries has intensified 

dramatically: As a consequence, by 2010, China turned into the continent’s third largest 

trading partner (2010), while Chinese investment activities (OFDI) had reached a new height 

of USD 2111.99 million by 2010, up from USD 317.43 million back in 2004. Simultaneously, 

Africa has become the primary focus of Chinese Official Development Aid (ODA), receiving 

46.7% of total ODA in 2008.
2
   

 

At the same time, the relations changed fundamentally over time,  moving away from the 

emphasis on unilateral assistance towards a focus on “mutually beneficial cooperation”, 

according to which Chinese economic interests as well as African countries’ shall be 

accounted for.
3
 In this context, new forms of development finance have been introduced and 

aid projects have been re-conceptualized as profitable economic cooperation projects, whereas 

the previous focus on “self-reliance” has been disbanded.  

 

Despite this rising volume of trade and investment with African countries, the African 

continent  - by regional comparison, only ranks 5
th

 as destination of Chinese OFDI, with key 

                                                 
2
 State Council (2010): White Paper on China-Africa Economic and Trade Cooperation. Beijing: Information 

Office; MOFCOM (2011): 2010 Statistical Bulletin of China’s Outward Foreign Direct Investment. Beijing: 

MOFCOM. Note: Data for 2004-2006 include only non-financial outward FDI flows; State Council (2011): 

White Paper Foreign Aid. Beijing: Information Office. 
3
 See interview with, Lu Shaye, Director-General of the Department of African Affairs, conducted by Jean-Louis 

Gouraud, a journalist from Jeune Afrique, on October 18, 2011: “The Records of Jeune Afrique's Interview with 

Director-General Lu Shaye”, 2011/12/07, published on the government website at  

http://www.focac.org/eng/zfgx/t885029.htm 
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regions being Asia(esp. HongKong), Latin America, Europe and North America. 
4
Then again 

on a bilateral basis, economic relations are far more complex: Angola, for instance, has 

become the “second largest exporter of oil” after Saudi Arabia for China, with Chine being its 

first export destination (by crude oil volume).
 5

 

 

Sectors - Empirical evidence on Chinese investments listed in “land grabbing” databases (e.g., 

Land Matrix) highlights that they comprise various sectors and activities, from mining, 

manufacture, construction to agriculture. More in detail, these projects aim to produce and 

grow food, restore wasted farmland, produce cement, construct infrastructure and irrigation 

systems, train farmers, or construct “Special Economic Zones”
6
 that serve as IT, manufacture 

or agribusiness hubs for Chinese and/or other companies. 

 

According to a study from 2010 (data of 2009), instituted by the Chinese government, 

Chinese FDI projects in the agricultural sector only make up 3.1 %, compared to the mining 

industry (29.2 %), the manufacturing sector (22%), the construction sector (15.8%) and the 

financing sector (13.9%).
7
  The relative low percentage of agricultural projects deserves 

mentioning, given the common narrative that Chinese investments in Africa are primarily 

intended to satisfy food demands back home. And while resource industries, namely 

agriculture and energy, together make up over 30%, manufacturing, construction and finance 

amount to over 50% of Chinese FDI project in Sub-Saharan Africa, highlighting that the 

presence of Chinese “land grabbing” in Africa is highly diverse, both with regard to industry 

composition and intent. The latter is also revealed by the fact that most projects produce for 

local/regional/international markets, rather than for export to China. 

 

Land – Land fulfills primarily two functions in Chinese investment projects listed in the 

exemplary data base: it is used as soil with particular qualities (e.g., limestone mining, arable 

land); or as productive basis for industrial or modernization projects. Specifically in the area 

of food production, there is no evidence that these projects are (primarily) intended for export 

to provide for Chinese food demands. However, farming projects that produce biofuels or 

industrial crops (e.g., cotton) seem to be planned for export to international markets or China, 

and might affect food security due to related land use and (de facto) ownership changes 

(Smaller et al. 2012). One example has been the diversion of food resources (cassava) for the 

production of biofuels in Benin, which led to local price hikes.
8
 Aside of investments by 

agribusiness or mining corporations, land often only comes into play as productive basis. In 

the case of construction/infrastructure projects, land is appropriated by the respective 

government and only for profit for the Chinese companies in its use as construction site. In 

cases of Special Economic Zones,
9
 seven of which seem to be built across Africa, the land is 

leased and becomes the basis of an extraterritorial zone, within which special regulations 

apply, which however is still under the control of the recipient government. 

 

The scale of Chinese investment operations in Sub-Saharan Africa varies greatly, with 

projects using between 100ha and 100,000ha of land, whereas the majority of projects uses 

                                                 
4
 State Council (2010): White paper on China-Africa economic and trade cooperation.  Beijing: Information 

Office. 
5
 http://www.chinafrica.asia/angola-laudable-oil-trade-with-china/ 

6
 Brautigam and Tang (2011). 

7
 State Council (2010): White paper on China-Africa economic and trade cooperation. Beijing: Information 

Office. 
8
 Paulette Nonfodji (2011). 

9
 Brautigam and Tang (2011). 
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less than 10,000ha.
10

 This means that compared to other investor countries, such as the UK 

(see 3.2), Chinese investments – at first sight – appear to be smaller with regard to the size of 

land in use per project.
11

 At the same time, the constant changes over time and the incomplete 

data sets available make it impossible to provide a reliable number of the total amount of land 

used by Chinese (or any other investor country’s) companies in SSA today. In practice, there 

are huge discrepancies between the announced hectares (business model), acquired hectares 

and actual hectares under operation, a fact that also applies to most British investments.  For 

instance, in three years after opening of operations, SINO CAM IKO, a Chinese company in 

Cameroon, had only 100-150 ha of the announced 10.000ha under operation.
12

 On the one 

hand, these discrepancies point at the difficult and time-consuming nature of large-scale 

investment projects. On the other hand, the underpinning large-scale corporate business 

models (of both, Chinese and British companies) highlight that a further expansion of Chinese 

(or British) land-intensive investments in the future seems likely.  

 

Usually, land is accessed through leasing contracts, contract farming schemes, or JVs with 

domestic companies that have direct or indirect access to land (e.g., farmer pool). Until 2012, 

only few cases have been reported, where Chinese investors and officials explicitly requested 

large-scale land leases.
13

 Instead, African governments have been offering land to Chinese 

investors. (The same seems to hold true for British investments). In Mozambique, for instance, 

the government has lobbied for Chinese investors to engage in agricultural projects (Ekman 

2011).  

 

Timelines - Particularly agricultural projects listed as “land grabs” often have a long history, 

being the continuation or rehabilitation of a Chinese agricultural aid program, and clearly pre-

dating the 2000 timeline.
14

 But also land consuming investments in manufacturing, 

construction, energy/mining often trace back before the 2000 – 2012 time frame of existing 

land deal listings.
15

 In fact, Chinese outward FDI in mining and energy in Sub-Saharan Africa 

increased since the 1990s when China’s growing external resource dependency (e.g., oil) led 

to relevant policy changes back home (see public policy rubric); manufacturing investments 

trace back to the time of China’s opening, with approximately 200 investments during 1979-

2001. At the same time, investments picked up speed since the implementation of the “Go 

Global” policies (initiated in 1999) and the establishment of an elaborated framework of home 

country measures in support of Chinese overseas investment that has emerged over time. 
16

  

 

Public Policy - The scale and nature of Chinese economic presence in SSA has changed over 

time, reflecting fundamental changes in public and foreign policy. Key elements are the shift 

                                                 
10

 This information is concluded from the assessment of listed and processed traced cases of the exemplary data 

base, see Section 5. 
11

 Note of caution: Comparisons of investors can be misleading. If the scale of these investments is compared to 

the average farm size of major investor countries, the size of land used by these investments seems enormous if 

not outrageous. Average farm size  in Europe15 is 46.2 acres, in the US  is 418 acres, in China itself is 0.32 acres, 

while the average African farm size had been declining throughout the 20
th

 century, ranging among the smallest 

worldwide and pointing to the ongoing land crisis on the continent. See for instance Eastwood et al. (2004) or 

http://www.ers.usda.gov/briefing/EuropeanUnion/basicinfo.htm. 
12

 Jansson (2009). While Fred Pearce (2012, Chapter 18) again refers to 10.000ha (alias 25,000acres) in 2012, it 

seems that he did not check whether the announced area of rice fields is actually under operation. 
13

 One case is the ZTE biofuel project in the DRC, where the company did engage in negotiations with the DRC 

Ministry of Agriculture in 2008, and requested 100.000ha for palm oil plantations. See Brautigam and Janssen 

(2011)
 
providing conflicting information in a discussion on Brautigam’s blog in 2011 

(http://www.chinaafricarealstory.com/ ). 
14

 Brautigam (2009), Brautigam and Tang (2011) 
15

 Brautigam (2008). 
16

 Rosen and Hanemann (2009). 

http://www.ers.usda.gov/briefing/EuropeanUnion/basicinfo.htm
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in the country’s development approach, in form of the adoption of an urban-biased, inward 

FDI-led growth and export-oriented development approach post-1989, which made the 

country increasingly dependent on external resources and markets; the reform of aid programs, 

since the mid-1990s to facilitate the economic transformation back home; the related 

reconfiguration of foreign policy (e.g., commercial diplomacy); and, most recently, the 

introduction of “Go Out” (zouchuqu) policies since 2000, encouraging Chinese companies to 

globalize their operations.
17

 This means that rather than occurring “suddenly”, current “land 

grab” listed investments are the outcome of a long-term reform process since the late 1980s.  

 

With regard to the increasingly promotional policy stance towards outward FDI (OFDI), 

several events played an important role and influenced the State Council’s decision to support 

OFDI as a means for access of resources, export promotion and industrial restructuring. Key 

events were the outgrowing of the own resource base and need to access external energy 

resources since the 1990s; the Asian Financial Crisis and the related decline of exports due to 

a relative appreciation of the RMB in 1999;  9/11 which led to the attempt to diversify sources 

of energy supply away from Saudi Arabia;
 18

 or the WTO accession (2001) which yielded 

additional governance reforms, further simplifying the investment approval procedures and 

contributing to the increasingly elaborate support structure  (in the following referred to as 

“home country measures”) for OFDI.
 19

 

 

Political Economy – To gain a better understanding of Chinese investments in the context of 

state-market relations, i.e. accounting for actor constellations and interest structures, three 

aspects seem important: Firstly, since the 1980s, the country has experienced an ongoing 

political reform process that has led to a rising degree of decentralization and fragmentation 

of the state in its administrative processes, particularly in “land grabbing” relevant governance 

areas, such as energy, agriculture, investment and labor.
20

 In fact, the emergence of the OFDI 

support structure (“home country measures”) itself is an outcome of this reform process, 

particular features being the engagement of multiple actors from the public and private sector, 

the decentralization of approval processes to lower levels of government, a certain degree of 

rule by regulation in the governing of policy areas, or the rise of “sub-state actors” (e.g., 

provinces, municipalities)
21

with an own agenda not necessarily in accord with the central 

government’s policy objectives.
22

  Secondly, the “marketization of power” that occurred since 

China’s opening has turned state officials into “bureaucratic entrepreneurs”, which focus on 

profitable forms of investment, for personal or public gain. Over time, even the party itself 

has begun to open up to private entrepreneurs.
23

 By 2000, estimated 20% of private 

entrepreneurs were assumed to have entered the party as members, highlighting a certain 

degree of overlap between public and private interest structures, and more importantly the 

intermingling of political power and economic wealth. 
24

Thirdly, management reforms of 

state-owned enterprises (SOEs) since the 1980s (to a certain degree) separated “government 

                                                 
17

 State Council (2011): Whitepaper on Foreign Aid. Beijing: Information Office. Also see Li Xiaoyun (2006?); 

And Yu Keping (2008); Xue and Han (2010) in Sauvant et al (eds. 2010). 
18

 Xue and Han (2010) in Sauvant et al (eds. 2010). 
19

 Han and Xue (2010) in Sauvant et al (eds.2010); Wenbin and Wilkes (2011); Rosen and Hanemann (2009). 
20

 
20

 Xue and Han (2010) in Sauvant et al (eds. 2010); Yu Keping (2008).  
21

 For instance, a pilot farm in Mozambique is the result of inter-provincial cooperation between Gaza province 

and Hubei Province. See Chen and Jian (2009). 
22

 Yu Keping (2008).  
23

 Cheng (2001) in Shiping Hua (ed. 2001). 
24

 Stephen Rudman (2006): The Multinational Corporation in China. Controlling Interests. Oxford: Blackwell 

Publishing. 
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functions from business operations”, giving them a certain leeway (e.g., choose CEO, hold on 

to profits made), while holding them (more) accountable in case of failure.
25

 

 

These aspects point at state-market relationships and interest structures that are far more 

complex than stereotypical notions of “state-capitalism” would presume. In the context of 

Chinese investments in SSA, the implications thereof are reflected by the fact that they 

involve multiple actors (e.g., public-private; international-national; central-local) and that they 

are largely for profit. In fact, agricultural cooperation projects are operated by Chinese state 

farms (central and municipal) with the aim to generate sustainable revenue, often lacking 

financial support by the government (Brautigam 2009). Also, Chinese construction companies 

pursue their own profitable business strategies as contract bidders for various sources of 

funding (multilateral; national); and even China’s policy banks have to run profitable, not 

being allowed to accumulate debts. 
26

 This means that even though Chinese SOEs dominate 

the domestic economy and comprise a large part among the listed (large-scale) investments in 

land and agriculture in Sub-Saharan Africa, the relevant actors are in it also for profit, 

personal, private or public, while being embedded in forms of development finance (e.g., 

multilateral; host country banks) and mainstream economic thought that clearly transcend the 

Chinese context.  

 

Guiding Ideology - China’s outreach to Africa is embedded in and legitimized by a guiding 

ideology which runs through white papers, significant government speeches, or bilateral 

declarations. While overseas investment and trade with African countries are seen in relation 

to China’s economic transformation and its construction of a “socialist market economy”
27

, at 

the same time they shall be of “mutual benefit”
28

 for all partners involved.  While this 

relatively new discourse clearly reflects the “win-win” analytical frame of today’s mainstream 

economics, it also tries to deter fears that China’s economic expansion and industrial 

restructuring might be done violently, following the paths of old economic powers of the 

West. It is against this background, that the official development narrative, especially in the 

area of Foreign policy, begs to be different from countries such as the UK, as is evidenced by 

the Whitepaper on Foreign Policy titled “Peaceful Development”
29

. 

  

Home country Measures - During the last three decades, China has introduced a set of  

policies and administrative reforms to govern, promote and support OFDI. Key elements of 

this elaborate investment framework are encouragement policies, (e.g., tax reliefs, loans, 

foreign exchange policy, expat insurance, BITs), simplified approval processes, regularized 

supervision. 
30

  As of 2012, the framework has become one of the most elaborate promotional 

frameworks compared to other BRICS countries. However, in comparison with OECD 

countries such as the UK, it still lags behind, and Chinese entrepreneurs face unforeseeable 

difficulties due to the political interference.
31

  With regard to Africa, several measures and 

institutions are important, that promote OFDI and allow steering it (to a certain degree): 1) 

negotiation of BITs with African countries; 2) introduction of an information platform for 

companies to report country specific difficulties and learn from each other; 3) regularized 

supervision of OFDI through annual reporting requirement; the publication of a host country 

catalogue which informs about available projects.  

                                                 
25

 http://www.forbes.com/2008/07/08/china-enterprises-state-lead-cx_jrw_0708mckinsey.html 
26

 Brautigam (2011). 
27

 State Council (2011): Whitepaper Foreign Aid. Beijing: Information Office. 
28

 State Council (2011): Whitepaper Peaceful Development. Beijing: Information Office. 
29

 State Council (2011): Whitepaper Peaceful Development. Beijing: Information Office 
30

 Xue and Han (2010) in Sauvant  et al.(eds. 2010). 
31

 Xue and Han (2010) in Sauvant et al.(eds. 2010) 
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Moreover, several political and financial instruments play a major role, formalizing China-

African relations: politically, the Forum of China Africa Cooperation (FOCAC, zhong fei 

hezuo luntan), a formal platform for inter-governmental exchange that takes place every three 

years since 2000, allows better coordination and cooperation between China and African 

countries. At FOCAC, major economic and aid cooperation projects were announced, or 

important whitepapers released (e.g., Whitepaper Africa Policy, 2006). Financially, several 

financing mechanisms are relevant in African investments (Brautigam 2011). These are 

embedded in the “Go Out” framework, and located in the aid, trade and investment policy 

field, such as 1) export buyers credits by China Exim Bank (since 2005); 2) Bank loans by 

major policy banks (CDB and EXIM
32

) which have to be profitable, however,  “are heavily 

influenced by government policies and are not to operate in full compliance with market 

rules”(credit rating of Chinese government) – allowing for long-term project perspectives;
33

 4) 

the equity fund China-Africa Development Fund (CADF), that supports Chinese companies 

trading and investing in/with Africa since 2006(by CDB); 5) Special loan for African SMEs 

(in 2009), eligible for selected sectors (export, agriculture), using direct lending and on 

tending; 6) Special fund for Foreign Economic and Technical Cooperation (by MOFCOM)
34

 

supports Chinese companies in realizing China’s economic diplomacy, paying pre-investment 

costs and interest rate subsidies for bank loans;
35

 7) grants, zero-interest loans, and 

concessional loans for aid projects under supervision by MOFCOM and Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs (since 1990s), provided by CDB and China’s Exim Bank. Also, CDB provides 

concessional loans since 1995.
36

 While these mechanisms allow Chinese investors to take a 

long term perspective, at the same time, they apply criteria of profitability. 

 

Aside of these measures, Chinese companies rely on financial sources of multilateral 

institutions (e.g., FAO South-South Program), cooperate with companies of other countries to 

pool resources, access funding through National Banks of recipient countries, or take part in 

inter-governmental credit agreement or cooperation programs.  

 

In sum, the above has underlined that key characteristics of “state capitalism”, such as the fact 

that many measures and projects might be linked to political influence and/or involve state 

companies by itself tell little about the purpose of a project. Moreover, the assessment has 

highlighted that these projects are rather complex, involving multiple actors, finance 

mechanisms and interest structures.  

 

2.2 British Investments in SSA  
 

Investor legacy - The UK has a long history with the African continent, and until today, 

British companies have remained dominant players in African countries’ economies, ranking 

among the top five investors and trading partners in former dependencies (2012)
37

. In fact, 

several companies, particularly in the food manufacturing, construction and/or financial sector 

have been active on the continent for over a century (e.g., Unilever).  

 

                                                 
32

 Abbreviations are as follows: CDB: China Development Bank, EXIM: China Export-Import Bank. 
33

 Brautigam (2011) 
34

 Abbreviation MOFCOM for Ministry of Commerce 
35

 Brautigam (2011) 
36

 Brautigam (2011). 
37

 Ernst and Young (2012): African Attractiveness Survey 
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From a broader perspective, the intensity of British relations with the African continent has 

declined following decolonization, and only re-intensified since the late 1990s. According to 

the UK Office for National Statistics (ONS), this relatively recent trend of rising trade and 

investment has been reflective of the above average return to be gained on the continent. For 

instance, during 2004, investments in Africa could achieve 23.3%, compared to 9.6 % on 

average or 6.6% in Europe. 
38

 This trend has continued and gained speed since the financial 

crisis hit in 2007: At a time, when overall UK OFDI flows have been characterized by 

divestment from The Americas and declining investment rates in Europe, UK FDI to Africa 

has continued to grow by 27% between 2007 and 2011, and UK exports to SSA have risen 

faster than in other non-OECD countries.
39

 Also imports from SSA to the UK have increased 

from USD4 bn in 1990 to USD 11bn in 2004, which was however largely related to rising 

imports (e.g., clothing, petroleum, minerals) from few countries, namely South Africa and 

Botswana.
40

  

At the same time, by regional comparison, Africa only ranked fourth (together with Oceania) 

as recipient of British investments, after Europe, the Americas and Asia (as of 2010) – i.e. 

holding a similar bottom position as in the Chinese case.
41

 

 

Sectors- British “land grab” deals comprise multiple sectors, such as mining and quarrying, 

financial services, construction, business services and manufacture. More in detail, the 

projects grow, process and trade jatropha, sugar cane, palm oil, cassava and sweet sorghum; 

cultivate rice, livestock and horticulture (e.g., paprika, chilies, maize, cocoa); exploit uranium; 

are build infrastructure and provide agribusiness support services (e.g., machinery showcase). 

 

With regard to the distribution of investments by sector, UK government data from 2008 

reveals, that the UK’s investor legacy with its focus on natural resources remains visible: 42.5% 

of outward FDI to Africa went into mining and quarrying, 43.5% into financial services, and a 

relatively marginal part went to food production (2.5%) and real estate & business services 

(3.9%).
42

 At the same time, UK investments are spread highly unequal across African 

countries. For instance, FDI to Kenya was largely geared towards food production; 

investments in countries of East Africa revealed a strong favor for biofuel production (as of 

2006); and a large share of UK investments in South Africa occurred in the financial sector 

(74%).
43

 While the unequal distribution of UK investments across African countries seems 

partially related to linkages build up over time, at the same time, the variation in sectors 

across African countries highlights that host countries’ development strategies play an 

important role, too, in shaping the kind of investments they attract (e.g., National Biofuel 

Policies in East Africa).  

 

Land - The use of land in British investments seems threefold: land as natural resource (forest, 

soil, mining); land as productive basis for industrial purposes (e.g., tourism, infrastructure); 

and/or land as strategic asset for a rising number of financial investors which engage in land 

holding and “efficient” land management assuming that this is a profitable alternative at a 

time of declining hectares per capita, the simultaneous rise in land intensive consumption, and 

the wealth destruction of other forms of equity investments in the context of the financial 

                                                 
38

 See data  from ONS (2004) report at 

http://stumblingandmumbling.typepad.com/stumbling_and_mumbling/2005/12/where_does_uk_f.html  
39

 Tom Cargill (2011). And see ONS (2010). 
40

 ONS (2010). 
41

 ONS (2010). 
42

 Calculations based on 2008 data retrieved from Office for National Statistics (ONS). 
43

 Joint Nature Conservation Committee (2009); Wei and  Balasubramanyam (2004); Catherine R.  Schenk 

(2005); also ONS (2010). 

http://stumblingandmumbling.typepad.com/stumbling_and_mumbling/2005/12/where_does_uk_f.html
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crisis.
44

 The latter category differs from Chinese investments, which seem to focus primarily 

on the first two uses of land (e.g., natural resource, productive basis), at least on the project 

level.  

 

The size of British projects ranges between 100ha to a total of 495,000ha, which have been 

secured by GEM Biofuels in Madagascar. Compared to Chinese projects, British investments 

seem fairly large-scale, particularly in the field of biofuels, where Equatorial Palm Oil 

acquired a total landholding of 169,000ha in Liberia; D1Oils held 155,000ha in Zambia; or 

CAMS Agri-Energy acquired 45,000ha in Tanzania.
45

 While these numbers are dramatic, at 

the same time, again, there exists a huge discrepancy between announced, acquired and 

actually planted/consumed area, particular with regards to agricultural projects. The business 

model of SunBiofuels, for instance, had envisioned 20,000ha – however, the company “only” 

managed to secure a total of approx. 12,854-13,854ha.
46

 Moreover, at the time the company 

went into administration, it had only planted 1,000ha of the 5,000ha secured in Ethiopia; 

1,985ha of the 8-9,000ha secured in Tanzania; and 2,310ha of the 4, 854ha it had leased in 

Mozambique.
47

 Also GEM Biofuels, which had negotiated an area of 200,000ha total in 

Madagascar in 2005, only managed to put 55,700ha into operation, even though its business 

model had foreseen the full hectares under operation until 2010.
48

While these discrepancies 

hint at the difficulties faced by investors, they also reveal that the heightened demand for land 

will likely continue – similar to the Chinese case.  

 

Most projects seem to access land through leasing contracts, outgrower schemes, public 

private partnerships, concessions, MoUs with county districts and tribal communities, or the 

purchasing of shares in a listed plantation. Concerning the purpose of British projects, a large 

number where intended to produce for the international market – however, ended up selling in 

the host countries or regionally. Particularly biofuel investments faced great difficulties to 

implement their original business models, due to lack of funding and problems to be 

economically viable (e.g., problems with pricing, transport), which led them to focus on the 

options within the domestic setting of the host country instead.  

 

Timelines -   Different from the Chinese case, most of the listed “land grab” projects did 

indeed occur post-2000, involving largely new actors and early stage companies, and only a 

few “old hands” such as Unilever. This phenomenon seems related to the fact that the listed 

investment projects are strongly related to two events and related domestic developments: the 

climate negotiations and related policy frameworks on the national and international level 

(e.g., CO2 emission reduction through biofuels) since 1997
49

; and the financial crisis that led 

                                                 
44

 http://farmlandgrab.org/post/view/20767; Patrick Collinson (24 July 2010): Is agriculture the next big thing?  

The Guardian, retrieved under http://www.guardian.co.uk/monwy/2010/jul/24/agriculture-next-big-investment 
45

 Üllenberg (2008)  
46

 Conflicting information, see http://highburyfinance.com/sun-biofuels-mozambique/current-operations/;  

Hawkins and Chan (2011);  WWF Tanzania (2009).  
47

 WWF Tanzania (2009) 
47

 See corporate information at http://highburyfinance.com/sun-biofuels-mozambique/; 

http://www.sunbiofuelsmz.com/joomla/site-map/aboutusm1; http://highburyfinance.com/sun-biofuels-

mozambique/current-operations/ 
48

 Hawkins and Chan (2011);  http://www.proactiveinvestors.co.uk/companies/news/10574/gem-biofuels-

commences-commercial-production-of-jatropha-oil-in-madagascar-10574.html; Üllenberg (2008). 
49

 The biofuel framework and market creation comprises several intergovernmental agreements and/or domestic 

regulations, which will be listed as follows: 1) International documents: 1997, Kyoto Protocoll. 2) European 

Level: 1997, Whitepaper on Renewable Energy; 2003, EC Directive 2003/30/EC (states 5.75% share of 

renewables in transport by 2010); 2003, EC Directive 2003/87/EC (creation of trade and cap scheme for 

emissions from intensive industries); 2009, EC Directive 2009/28/EC (renewable energy target raised to 20% by 

2020, plus sustainability criteria). 3) Domestic Level: 2000, introduction of renewables obligation in 2000; 2003, 

http://farmlandgrab.org/post/view/20767
http://highburyfinance.com/sun-biofuels-mozambique/current-operations/
http://highburyfinance.com/sun-biofuels-mozambique/
http://www.sunbiofuelsmz.com/joomla/site-map/aboutusm1
http://highburyfinance.com/sun-biofuels-mozambique/current-operations/
http://highburyfinance.com/sun-biofuels-mozambique/current-operations/
http://www.proactiveinvestors.co.uk/companies/news/10574/gem-biofuels-commences-commercial-production-of-jatropha-oil-in-madagascar-10574.html
http://www.proactiveinvestors.co.uk/companies/news/10574/gem-biofuels-commences-commercial-production-of-jatropha-oil-in-madagascar-10574.html
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to the above outlined search for alternative investment options, namely land and agriculture, 

starting in 2008. However, as most of the early stage companies engaging in biofuel 

production began to float shares on the AIM Stock Exchange in London as a way to get 

additional funding, increasingly, these two actor groups have begun to ‘intermingle’.  

 

Aside of these two trends, reflected by investment clusters occurring during a certain period 

of time, there are of course additional actors that have begun to invest in African countries 

since 2000, for multiple reasons. For instance, several companies with a long experience in 

African countries have begun to shift their operations towards agriculture (e.g., Agriterra), 

which they perceive to be a future growth sector.  

 

Public Policy -  There are two major “waves” of British investments in Africa (listed projects) 

identifiable since 2000, characterized by the investor type and purpose. Accordingly, the first 

“wave” of post-2000 investments involves largely early stage companies of the biofuels 

industry. It is strongly related to international, European and domestic renewable energy and 

climate policies, namely directives, targets and carbon credits as a way to achieve CO2 

emissions reduction targets that were negotiated under the Kyoto Protocol.
50

 Ironically, in 

view of the EU Sustainability Criteria (Directive 2009/ 28/EC, articles 17-19), jatropha has 

been framed by producers as a plant that grows on ‘idle and marginal lands’ under difficult 

conditions, and thereby resolving the land use conflict – which, however it doesn’t.
51

  

Domestically, the adaptation of renewable energy policies also correlated with concerns over 

energy security at a time of rising external energy dependence and supply interruptions, 

leading to an Energy Review in 2006 and the Renewable Transport Fuel Obligation in 2008.
52

 

 

The second “wave”  seems event driven (rather than policy), and  related to the financial crisis 

and then Eurozone crisis, which hit the British economy hard, and led to a change of strategy 

by financial investors but also a rising number of other companies, looking to invest in 

agriculture as a seemingly “safe bet” in scarce times; and/or in Africa as a new growth 

region.
53

 With regard to public policy, this means that investments of the second “wave” are 

not related to a specific changes in public policy as is the case with Chinese investments (e.g., 

“go global). However, it seems that public policy has begun to catch up with the corporate 

trend: Since 2011, the acting government under Cameron has introduced policies and engaged 

in a more proactive commercial and resource diplomacy on a bilateral basis, promoting OFDI 

to Africa as a way to access resources and new (growth) markets (e.g., UK DTI, Whitepaper 

Trade and Investment 2011). 

 

Political Economy  -  Two aspects of  UK state-market relations seem important for a better 

understanding of British investments in SSA: (1) the overlap and “intellectual capture” that 

connects seemingly different actor groups (e.g., public and private); and (2) the dysfunctional 

side-effects of an economic system that has favored the financial sector in its policies since 

                                                                                                                                                         
Whitepaper on Energy (raised obligations to 20% CO2 reduction by 2050); 2007, Renewable Transport Fuel 

Obligation Order (RFTO) legally implemented; 2008, Climate Change Act (32% CO2 emission reduction by 

2020, and 80% by 2050, compared to 1990 levels).  
50

See summary under  

http://www.eoearth.org/article/European_Union_Emissions_Trading_Scheme_%28EU_ETS%29; also see UK 

Trade and Investment (2012): UK Clean Energy: Key Facts 2012. London: UKTI. 
51

 Instead, research on biofuels investments (e.g., GEM Biofuels, Agriterra Ltd, D1Oils) highlights that jatropha 

projects use prime land. See Hawkins and Chen (2011) and Üllenbeck (2008). 
52

 UK DECC (2006) and (2007).  
53

 Ernst & Young (2012): African attractiveness 

http://www.eoearth.org/article/European_Union_Emissions_Trading_Scheme_%28EU_ETS%29
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the Thatcherite Era. Importantly, these aspects not only allow to transcend stereotypical 

notions of a “liberal economy”, but they also shape how these investments take place.  

Accordingly, first, the financial sector (aka “The City”) features prominently in these 

investments, being indirectly and increasingly directly involved as investor. However, it 

would be wrong to take this observation and argue that these investments are primarily driven 

by it. Instead, the dominance of the financial sector in these investments is related to an 

overlap of interests and the “intellectual capture” across different actor groups of the public 

and private sector, characterized by the phenomenon of revolving doors; a growing 

dependency of the state on the financial sector to balance negative trade accounts; the reliance 

on this sector for party funding; and the embrace of the financial sector by politicians as a 

role-model of how an economy can profit from globalization
54

. Only very recently, as a 

consequence of the financial crisis and the failure of the financialisation-led development 

approach to yield growth, have the UK governments under Brown and then Cameron begun to 

question this development path.  

Secondly, dysfunctional aspects of UK’s political economy become apparent in the context of 

industry finance. For instance, most British biofuel projects in SSA which began to float their 

shares on the AIM Stock Market (London) suffered from the lack of patient capital (e.g., 

SunBiofuels) and revealed a conflict of interests between their medium-term business models 

of “on the ground” projects (e.g., long maturation) and the short-term focus of London-based 

investment funds which needed to fulfill their promise of  annual returns to their clients. 

Guiding ideology – Following decolonization, the official guiding ideology in view of UK- 

Africa relations has been composed of narratives of humanitarianism and security; the 

specific substance, however, changed over time.
55

 Since the late 1990s, private sector - led 

growth has been defined as a solution to alleviate poverty in African countries, and promoted 

by related aid programs and diplomatic initiatives (e.g., UK-South African bilateral 

investment forum) – however this discourse did not (openly) link respective aid programs to 

British economic interests.
56

 Only very recently, since 2010, are British overseas investments 

embedded in a rhetoric about national development, prosperity and international influence, 

and have aid programs openly been aligned with trade and investment ambitions promoted by 

UK’s Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO)(e.g., DTI’s Whitepaper Trade and 

Investment 2011, FCO’s Five Year Plan 2011). Accordingly, economic relations with African 

countries have been framed as opportunity, allowing British “businesses to grow and diversity” 

while helping African economies to develop.
57

 At the same time, the previously unilateral 

discourse has been transformed into a “win-win” narrative where “UK and Africa” will be 

“Delivering Prosperity Together”
58

(2010). – which is rather similar to the Chinese rhetoric. 

While the related narrative about “economic development” accompanies most trade and 

investment activities, the transnational discourse about clean energy; meeting the CO2 

emission reduction targets; and energy security has been equally important.  Moreover, on the 

corporate level and in the context of the financial crisis, investments are clearly entrenched in 

a discourse about scarcity, whereas climate change & rising global consumption are framed as 

guarantees of high returns on investments in land and agriculture in spite of the crisis. 

                                                 
54

 E.g., Premier Gordon Brown’s speech at the Mansion House Dinner, 2006, under 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/business/2006/jun/22/politics.economicpolicy 
55

 See UK’s DFID (1997) and UK’s DFID (2000). 
56

 See UK’s DFID (1997) and UK’s DFID (2000).  
57

 UKTI (2011): Whitepaper Trade and Investment for Growth. London: UKTI. 
58

 Keynote speech by MP Henry Bellingham (2010):  UK and Africa – Delivering Prosperity Together, at 

Lancaster House, London on December 16, 2010. 
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Home Country Measures - As of 2012, the UK is categorized as a country with low degree 

of OFDI control but high degree of OFDI promotion.
59

 Its highly elaborated set of home 

country measures (HCMs) emerged over time, with some elements tracing back to the late 

19
th

 century (e.g., Foreign and Commonwealth Office), incorporating multiple policy areas 

(e.g. aid, trade and investment, foreign policy) and consisting of encouragement policies, 

simplified approval and regularized supervision structures. This means with regard to British 

outward FDI to Africa, many measures have been in place for decades. For instance, BITs 

were negotiated during the 1990s-1990s, and UK export finance and credit agency (by 

DTI/FCO) offers political risk insurance since 1970s. With regard to regional distribution, 

Africa has ranked rather low in HCM services, reflecting the regional distribution of UK 

OFDI.
60

  

In view of British investments in SSA, several additional political and financial measures 

seem relevant, namely 1)investment related bilateral aid
61

, which has been positively 

correlated with OFDI flows, and which increased from 18% in the 1980s to 30% in 2002 (as 

share of total aid). Accordingly, mechanisms such as the Investment Climate Facility for 

Africa finance policy and regulatory work to “improve the investment conditions” while 

“providing a platform “for the private sector to work in partnership with governments and 

donors”.
62

  2) The CDC, UK` s development finance institution, has begun to shift its 

geographical focus to Africa and South Asia in 2011. It engages in intermediary equity 

investments, and has decided to focus more on direct private equity operations in 2011. 

Moreover, it has a long tradition of investing in agricultural projects on the African continent, 

with allegedly high returns of 40%;
63

 3) UK Department of Trade and Investment (UK DTI) 

with 9 offices in SSA supporting outward missions of UK companies.
64

 Politically, the UK 

government engages in pro-active high-level commercial diplomacy with African countries in 

form of bilateral investment forums. In the case of South Africa, for instance, UK’s largest 

trading and investment partner in Africa, these bilateral investment forums occur on an annual 

basis since 1997.
65

 

 

Also, regional institutions belong to the wider set of UK HCMs available to British investors, 

such as the ACP Investment Facility under the Management of the European Bank (since 

2003), which provides risk capital and ordinary loans. Other institutions are, for instance, the 

EU-Africa Strategic Partnership and related summit and action plans since 2007; the 

Coutounou Agreement between the EU and ACP countries;  or the G8’s “New Alliance to 

improve Food and Nutrition Security (2012).
66

 

 

In the following section 4, the main characteristics presented in this section will be compared 

in view of commonalities, differences, and by asking what the practical implications the 

findings are with regard to the topic of “land grabbing”. 

 

3. Conclusions  

 

                                                 
59

 De Beule and Van den Bulcke (2010) in Sauvant et al (2010). 
60

 TeVelde (2007). 
61

 This focuses on improving the investment environment in host countries through infrastructure, human 

resource development, macro-economic stability, legal rules and private sector support. 
62

 TeVelde (2006); http://www.dfid.gov.uk/Work-with-us/Funding-opportunities/Countries-and-regions/ICFA/ 
63

 CDC webpage 
64

 TeVelde (2007), Cargill (2004). 
65

 Weimer and Vines (2011).  
66

 See Te Velde and Bilal (2003); and Te Velde (2007). 
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This paper has presented main characteristics of two investor countries in order to get a more 

meaningful understanding about key characteristics of these countries’ “land gabbing” 

activities from their perspective. As a result, the assessment highlighted that neither Chinese 

nor British investments happen in a vacuum – but are embedded in guiding ideologies and 

domestic development approaches, influenced by specific events, supported by government 

measures, and reflective of the particular country’s political economy.   

 

In the following, the paper will conclude by going back to the guiding questions from the 

introduction,  trying to answer “how different” the UK and China are; and what the practical 

implications thereof are with regard to  “land grabbing” governance and debate.  

 

Concerning  the first question of how both countries differ, the assessment of main 

characteristics of Chinese and British investments in SSA has highlighted, that indeed, both 

investor countries do differ in many respects in view of overseas investments, i.e. with regard 

to the investor legacy; the specific political economy; the domestic development discourses in 

and over time; the relevancy of specific events; particular home country measures; and/or 

certain aspects of the use of land (e.g., strategic asset). At the same time, the assessment has 

also underlined that both countries do share a lot of commonalities – in fact both have an 

elaborate system of home country measures in place to promote outward FDI; both do not 

prioritize Africa by regional comparison of their trade and investment relations; both 

countries’ investments have over time become part of a domestic development narrative that 

stresses the benefits of outward FDI for domestic development “needs” at home while 

framing them as “mutually beneficial”; and both countries’ companies invest in multiple 

sectors, focus on profit, and involve a variety of actors and factors that forbid a monocausal 

explanation of how and why these investments take place. Therefore, this paper argues that 

while there are differences in how British and Chinese investments occur, many of those 

differences might not necessarily help in explaining the purpose of these investments, neither 

on a project level, nor on the aggregate level. At the same time, a closer look at the investment 

details and state-market relations highlights that the significance of differences between both 

countries is clearly overstated.  

 

With regard to the antithetic framing of both countries, the findings support the original 

hypothesis that related explanations and descriptions are insufficient.  To provide for an 

example: Clearly, there are more public actors (e.g., SOEs) involved in the Chinese case, and 

a greater presence of financial investors in the UK case. However, with regard to China, this 

does not mean that Chinese investments are not for profit or located outside mainstream 

economic thought. Instead, it reflects on China’s role as a newcomer in the international 

economic realm which has to rely more strongly on government to open markets for 

expansion and resources; while reflecting the Chinese domestic set up which clearly favors 

state enterprises. And in the UK case, this difference does not mean that private investments 

happen in a “free market” vacuum. Instead, the seemingly lower degree involvement of public 

actors seems related to the fact, that the UK has long-established ties with and private 

presence on the continent already. Moreover, these investments are embedded in national and 

transnational public policy frameworks; supported by government in form of home country 

measures; and the huge number of financial actors reflective of the “embedded financial 

orthodoxy” that has guided UK’s domestic development policies since the Thatcherite Era. 

 

So, what do these and other findings contribute in view of the broader debate “land grabbing” 

governance? Three aspects at different levels of analysis seem important. Firstly, on the 

project level, the discrepancy of announced hectares to actual land under operation by a 

project clearly puts to question the widespread narrative promoted by Bretton Woods 
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institutions and agribusiness, that large-scale agriculture projects are more efficient and 

effective in achieving food security. Secondly, from the broader investor country perspective, 

the empirical evidence has underlined that the use of land by the related investment projects 

often goes beyond questions of production for local or international consumption, and is 

related to accessing new markets; promote exports; create jobs in advanced industry back 

home. This means that the governance of “land grabbing” on the basis of voluntary initiatives 

seems insufficient to steer these investments to the benefit of local population – given that 

these investments are embedded in national development approaches & supported by 

multilateral and bilateral development finance. In this context, finally, it has to be noted, that 

this paper has left aside empirical evidence on the role of host country governments and actors 

in these investments, due to the focus on “land grabbing” countries. However, for a 

comprehensive understanding of what is happening, their role and responsibility in “land 

grabbing” dynamics cannot be underestimated – in shaping the kind of projects that take place 

and how projects take place. 

 

4. Remarks on Data and Methodology 

 

The available data bases, of which the Land Matrix is the most comprehensive, have several 

shortcomings, all of which limit the scope of conclusions that can be drawn from the 

empirical assessment of “land grabbing” cases of this paper. In the following, I will mention 

four aspects which proved highly challenging for this research project.  

 

Firstly, most data bases seem to lack rigid fact checking of reported projects (e.g., project 

details, failure). The Land Matrix, for instance, started out in April 2012 with multiple listings 

of projects and details that turned out to be incorrect, the most prominent example of which 

has perhaps been the alleged 2.8m hectares biofuel plantation by China in the DRC.
67

 At the 

time, this created a distorted perception in the media & “land grab” debate that China was 

leading the “land grab” race – ahead of other emerging economies, and some OECD states.
68

  

In a revised edition of the Land Matrix data base in September 2012, China now ranks behind 

the UK (see table 1).
69

  

 
Table 1 – Evolving Land Matrix Listings, May and Sept 201270 

Country May 2012 (Land Matrix) Sept 2012 (Land Matrix) 

 

UK  

46 projects,  

3,008,472 ha total 

41 projects,  

2,736,104ha total 

 

China 

51 projects,  

3,482,616ha total 

46 projects,  

2,068,796ha total 

 

 

Secondly, available data bases lack transparency about sources and modes of verification, and 

they do not reveal and document the revisions within their data base in and over time. The 

above mentioned 2.8m ha investment in the DCR, for instance,  was removed from Land 

Matrix’ database by September 2012 without a trace or clarification , despite the fact that this 

is one of the most cited “examples” of “land grabbing” in numerous reports until today.
71

 

                                                 
67

 See Brautigam (2009). 
68

 I refer to the April 2012 data set of the Land Matrix 
69

 http://landportal.info/landmatrix/get-the-detail/by-investor-country (7 Sept 2012) 
70

 Listings taken from the Land Matrix at different points in time. 
71

 See for instance slide 24 of a McKinsey presentation in 2011 about “Understanding Africa’s growth 

acceleration and business opportunities”, retrieved online under 

http://www.grainmilling.org.za/2011%20AGM%20NCMilling.pdf 

http://landportal.info/landmatrix/get-the-detail/by-investor-country%20(7
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Thirdly, the in time listing aggravates other forms of inaccuracy. For instance, it has become 

obvious that over time, some projects might have failed; and announced hectares might have 

never been under operation.  Moreover, the a-historical in time approach ignores land banks 

accumulated by foreign companies over time and prior to 2000, posing a particular challenge 

for the balanced comparative research of new- and latecomer investor countries, such as 

China and UK. To provide for an example: British companies in Kenya had approximately 

22,000ha (rough estimate based on corporate reports) of agricultural land under their control 

between 1999 – 2010, in form of own plantations or outgrower schemes under a fully 

integrated supply chain – some being present in the Kenyan economy since 1869 (e.g., 

Williamson Kenya).
72

 Clearly, these investor legacies and the related foreign control over 

land banks accumulated until the year 2000 would deserve greater scrutiny for a balanced 

comparison of emerging powers and OECD countries. 

 

For the purpose of this paper, the outlined complex of data problems implied that it was only 

feasible to undertake an exemplary assessment of British and Chinese investments in Sub-

Saharan Africa.  For the assessment of main characteristics, the paper used project listings 

between 2008-2010 by influential reports, namely the IIED/FAO/IFAD (2009), GLP (2010) 

and IFPRI (2009) as an exemplary data base that served as a starting point for the research. 

Each of the listed projects has been process traced, trying to retrieve as much information as 

possible in form of official documentation; corporate reports; published interviews of 

involved actors; interviews/email requests; field reports. Each project was then checked 

through the method of triangulation. Moreover, most recent publications, such as the 

assessment of Chinese investments by Smaller et al. (2012), as well as more recent listings in 

platforms such as the Land Matrix have been accounted for in the assessment of each 

country’s overseas investment projects to check for changing trends.  
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