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1 Introduction: the financialization 
of agri- food

Hilde Bjørkhaug, André Magnan and 
Geoffrey Lawrence

In December, 2017, a headline in the Australian Financial Review trum-
peted ‘Agricultural cycle on fire: Australian farmland returns closing in on 
17 per cent’ (Cranston, 2017). The article described a recent boom in the 
returns on financial investments in Australian farm properties, as land 
values and livestock prices rose considerably. The figures are courtesy of 
the National Council of Real Estate Investment Fiduciaries (NCREIF ), 
which has developed a new instrument called the Australian Farmland 
Index, compiled by tracking the performance of a set of benchmark prop-
erties. By collecting and publishing these data, the organization is provid-
ing valuable information to global investors. The figures allow pension 
funds and other investors to, for instance, compare the returns of Austral-
ian farmland to US farmland, and allocate their funds accordingly.
 This story provides one example of how the agri- food system is becom-
ing ‘financialized’ as actors, such as specialized farmland investment man-
agers, and intermediaries, such as the NCREIF, are introducing new logics 
into the rural land market. For decades, agriculture was considered a poor 
investment – certainly, it was rare for institutional investors to be inter-
ested in buying farmland. This began to change in the mid- 2000s, not only 
in Australia, but in many countries around the world, as investors began 
cobbling together agricultural portfolios by buying farm properties and 
other agricultural assets. Once considered somewhat exotic, the ‘farmland 
asset class’ has become increasingly mainstream thanks to a number of 
factors, including global economic conditions, the emergence of farmland 
investment experts and boosters, the development of myriad new invest-
ment models, and the growing influence of benchmarking tools like the 
‘farmland index’ (Conrad, 2018).
 For some years now, scholars have been documenting the financializa-
tion of agriculture and food at national and international scales and all 
along the ‘food chain’ – from agricultural inputs, to farmland and agricul-
tural production, processing, the international trade in food commodities, 
and retail. Financialization can be defined as the process through which 
financial actors, logics, and processes exert increasing influence over 
economic and social life (see Epstein, 2005). This basic definition is 
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necessarily broad since financialization can, and has, occurred in many 
social and historical contexts. In order to ‘unpack’ what financialization 
means in any given instance, we must understand the wider social context 
in which these processes unfold and focus on what real people are doing 
and why. The concept of financialization is a useful shorthand term for a 
range of related transformations affecting agriculture and food (Fairbairn, 
2015a). However, as the contributors to this volume show, financialization 
is far from a monolithic or homogeneous process, with many variations 
across time, space, and sub- sectors.
 In this introductory chapter, we provide a ‘big picture’ framework for 
understanding the financialization of agri- food. We first describe the 
historical and social context in which the world of finance has come to 
exert more influence over agriculture and food. We then survey the state 
of knowledge on the financialization of agri- food and suggest some of the 
most important intellectual and substantive questions that have yet to be 
adequately addressed. Finally, we provide an overview of the contributions 
to this volume and their potential for advancing our knowledge of food, 
agriculture, and finance.

Historical and social context

Finance is a fundamental feature of the capitalist political economy. 
Historically, finance was most closely associated with the banking sector 
and its role in providing credit to capitalist enterprises. Arrighi (1994) 
argues that the importance of finance to the capitalist world economy has 
ebbed and flowed through a series of historical phases. Periods of material 
expansion – in which production of commodities is the main engine of 
accumulation – have been followed by periods during which major capital-
ist powers have turned increasingly to financial activities to increase their 
wealth. Arrighi (1994) as well as thinkers such as Harry Magdoff and Paul 
Sweezy (see Foster, 2007 for a review), Epstein (2005), and Krippner 
(2005) have argued that the global economy has been undergoing a 
period of financialization since the 1970s. In the last few decades, the size 
of the financial sector relative to the rest of the economy has grown 
dramatically and there has been an explosion in the number and variety 
of financial intermediaries, instruments, and products. There has also 
been a cultural shift towards ‘shareholder value’ in capitalist enterprises, 
that is, businesses prioritizing the return on capital for shareholders above 
all other considerations. Financialization has touched all sectors of the 
global economy, and agri- food is no exception.
 As noted, there is a long history of interaction between finance and 
food. Beginning in the eighteenth century, food traders established the 
first commodity exchanges, and in the mid- 1800s new instruments such as 
futures contracts for grain were introduced (Cronon, 1991; Clapp, 2016). 
Through most of the twentieth century, the state played a key role in 
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mediating the relationship between food and finance (Martin and Clapp, 
2015). Governments provided cheap credit to farmers and regulated com-
modity exchanges to prevent destructive speculation by private actors. 
These measures stabilized agriculture, providing a framework for its indus-
trialization and commercialization. Since the 1980s, however, deregulatory 
moves led by the US opened more space for financial actors to participate 
in key nodes of the agri- food chain. Most importantly, the US gradually 
loosened the rules restricting the activities of non- commercial speculators 
in commodity exchanges, partly in response to financial innovations such 
as commodity index funds (CIFs)1 (Clapp, 2016; Schmidt, 2016). The 
Commodity Futures Modernization Act of 2000 consolidated this trend by 
exempting firms selling ‘over the counter’ derivatives from regulatory 
oversight. This meant that financial firms could participate in these 
markets without facing the strict ‘position limits’ that had traditionally 
restricted the role of speculators in the market. Throughout the 1990s and 
2000s, financial firms massively expanded their involvement in the food 
commodities trade. By 2011, non- commercial traders represented 61 per 
cent of the trade in wheat futures, compared to only 12 per cent in 1990, 
and agricultural assets held by financial investors reached US$126 billion 
(Clapp, 2016, p. 151).
 The financialization of the food commodity trade became the object of 
great controversy during the global ‘food crisis’ of 2007–8. As inter-
national prices for basic food staples like wheat, maize, and rice reached 
record highs, some economists and market insiders suggested that finan-
cial speculation had contributed to the phenomenon. While it is difficult 
to disentangle the many factors that led to the food crisis, there is strong 
evidence to suggest that financial speculation did contribute to the price 
spike and to food price volatility (Field, 2016; Schmidt, 2016, pp. 92–104). 
As Schmidt (2016, p. 3) explains, financial actors had succeeded, through 
a mix of innovation and political influence, in turning food commodities 
into a financial asset. This subsequently allowed financial players to ‘domi-
nate markets and determine the direction of prices in the short term’. The 
food crisis had devastating consequences for vulnerable people in many 
countries, and the episode led to much closer scrutiny of CIFs.
 It was around the time of the global food crisis that activists and 
scholars began to document the role of financial actors in large- scale land 
acquisitions, referred to by critics as ‘land grabs’ (GRAIN, 2008). Like 
investment in food commodities, financial investment in farmland is 
driven by a narrative that suggests that, with a growing world population 
and increasing affluence in places like China, global demand for food will 
increase sharply in coming decades. In turn, this demand will drive up 
land prices, providing an opportunity for investors to realise healthy finan-
cial returns by purchasing farms. Despite the perception that states and 
state- owned entities are behind ‘land grabbing’, the vast majority of 
documented deals involve private or public investors (Nolte et al., 2016). 
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A range of investors including hedge funds, pensions, wealthy individuals, 
and other institutional money managers, have acquired large tracts of 
farmland (Daniel, 2012; Fairbairn, 2014). Between 2006 and 2016, finan-
cial actors invested approximately US$45 billion in farmland globally, and 
that this figure has been growing by 8–10 per cent per year (de 
Lapérousse, 2016). By another measure, it is estimated that overseas inves-
tors concluded deals totalling 42.4 million hectares in low and middle- 
income countries between 2000 and 2016 (Nolte et al., 2016).
 There is evidence that financial interest in agri- food has waned to some 
extent in recent years. For instance, investment in commodity derivatives, 
which include exposure to food prices, peaked in 2011 at US$448 billion 
and had declined to US$276 billion by the end of 2014 (Clapp, 2016, 
pp. 151–152). In terms of large- scale land investments, Nolte et al. (2016, 
pp. 12–13) report that the number of concluded deals tracked in the Land 
Matrix database levelled off between 2012 and 2016.2 Despite these indica-
tions of a slowdown in the rate of financialization, it is clear that financial 
entities have become prominent players in the agri- food sector. There has 
been a qualitative shift in the organization of the agri- food sector, which 
will persist through the ebb and flow of investor activity.
 The transformations highlighted above have profound implications for 
consumers, farmers, and food workers. As we have seen, financial flows 
can dramatically alter the price of food, with far- reaching impacts on food 
security. Farmland investment flows are changing the structure of land 
ownership, with control over land passing from family- owned operations 
to corporations, investment funds, and specialized farmland managers. 
The financialization of agriculture influences production patterns, as 
investment logics shape the types of crops grown, land management prac-
tices, and farming practices. Private equity takeovers of supermarket 
chains can lead to layoffs and other forms of corporate restructuring that 
affect workers. For these reasons, and many more, agri- food scholars are 
compelled to better understand the financialization of food.

The state of scholarly knowledge on agri- food 
financialization

The ways in which financial actors were making forays into various parts of 
the global agri- food sector was outlined by Burch and Lawrence (2009). 
They did so by drawing together early reports of the financialization of 
farmland, farm inputs and logistics, the food commodities trade, and food 
retailing. They likewise provided evidence of how agri- food companies 
were leveraging their own resources to engage in financial activities, a phe-
nomenon called ‘financialization in reverse’. The theoretical contribution 
was to interpret these trends in terms of the restructuring of the global 
food system under a third ‘food regime’. In doing so, they connected 
financialization to the broader dynamics of the capitalist world economy.
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 Since Burch and Lawrence’s article, scholars have done a substantial 
amount of work to broaden the scope of analysis, integrate other intellec-
tual traditions, explore case studies, and improve the methodologies used 
in understanding financialization. Several scholars have contributed to 
refining how the financialization of agri- food is occurring. Williams (2014) 
argued that it is wrong to think of finance ‘colonizing’ agriculture and 
food and that it is more appropriate to consider financialization as a 
complex social process involving actors from many backgrounds develop-
ing new practices, relations, and technologies. Here, he suggests, certain 
ideas from social studies of finance can be used to provide a more 
nuanced understanding of financialization. In a related vein, Ouma 
(2015) urged scholars to avoid overly abstract portrayals of financialization 
and focus instead on the real actors and everyday dimensions that accom-
plish these social and economic changes. Williams, Ouma, and others thus 
caution against an overly structuralist approach to financialization, one 
that suggests that the process is monolithic or inevitable.
 A number of scholars have helped think through the nature of land as 
a financial asset. Li (2014, p. 591) argues that, because of its unique char-
acteristics, land is an ‘awkward, resistant or incomplete commodity’. As a 
result, the process of turning land into a financial asset requires ‘cultural 
work’, which is accomplished by financial actors who develop discourses 
and technologies that make land seem like an appealing investment. 
Because of the political sensitivities around farmland and food produc-
tion, farmland investment is an inherently risky activity (Li, 2015). Sim-
ilarly, Ouma (2015, p. 226) has argued that farmland ‘cannot easily be 
turned into just another asset class’ (our emphasis), and in subsequent 
work has sought to open various ‘black boxes’ that help us understand the 
on- the-ground work involved in joining the worlds of finance and agri-
culture (see Chapter 5, this volume). For her part, Fairbairn (2014) has 
shown that investors are well aware of the dual nature of farmland as a 
‘productive asset’ (as the foundation for food production) and a ‘financial 
asset’ (as a means of capturing income streams and capital returns). These 
arguments could reasonably be extended more generally to food, which 
Winson (1994) called an ‘intimate commodity’ in his classic work. 
Although food is bought, sold, and traded like other goods, its funda-
mental role in social reproduction, culture, and human well- being means 
that its commodification is always incomplete, always contested.
 Financialization takes different forms in various social contexts and sub- 
sectors – depending on the motivations, knowledge, and identity of key 
actors. Scholars have been at pains to explore the different models under 
which agri- food resources are harnessed to financial accumulation. Burch 
and Lawrence (2013) documented the strategies of private equity firms in 
the retail sector. Scholars such as Isakson (2015) and Breger Bush (2012) 
have looked at how financial firms and development agencies have intro-
duced financial derivatives intended to protect small producers in the 
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global South from weather and price shocks. In the literature on the finan-
cialization of farmland, scholars recognize a whole range of models includ-
ing ‘own operate’, ‘own lease- out’, joint venture models, publicly traded 
companies, and farmland real estate investment trusts that give investors 
direct or indirect access to land, food production, or both (Fairbairn, 
2014; Magnan, 2015; Kuns et al., 2016). Knuth (2015) explains how inves-
tors can diverge quite significantly in their tolerance for risk, time hori-
zons, and strategies which, in turn, affects where and how they invest in 
agriculture. Sippel (2015) has examined the behaviour of sovereign wealth 
funds in the financialization of agri- food, concluding that they blend stra-
tegic objectives like food security with commercial goals in complex and 
often opaque ways. Others have examined the role of intermediaries such 
as farmland investment fund managers in forging the link between finance 
and farming (Ducastel and Anseeuw, 2016; Anseeuw et al., 2017).
 Taking into account its complexity and specificity, scholars have come 
to understand financialization as a political process. For instance, Clapp’s 
(2014, 2016) work has helped theorize how financialization shapes power 
relations in the global food system. As she has argued, financialization is 
only the latest in a series of developments that contribute to ‘distancing’ 
in the food system. Distancing occurs when social structures increase the 
social and geographical distance between actors, in turn affecting how and 
to what extent actors can influence those social structures. For Clapp 
(2014, p. 798), financialization ‘has added a layer of complexity to agri-
food markets’ by introducing new actors and new instruments that have a 
great deal of influence over food and farming, but may be far removed 
from its on- the-ground realities. This, in turn influences the political 
context in which competing actors seek to shape food systems. Schmidt 
(2016, p. 26) describes financialization as a process in which ‘finance 
breaks down barriers to penetrate new markets in order to increase 
profits’. This generally proceeds in two phases. During the first, financial 
actors innovate in order to bypass existing barriers to their activities or 
create altogether new products. In the second phase, finance uses its polit-
ical clout to legitimize and justify its activities (Schmidt, 2016, p. 26). 
Indeed, legitimizing discourses have played a key role in the rollout of new 
financial vehicles involved in agriculture and food (Larder et al., 2015).
 Given their impacts, it is no wonder that financialization processes have 
caused some degree of anxiety – in certain cases, resistance – among gov-
ernments, local communities, and food system actors in a wide range of 
social and geographical contexts. In the US, regulators tightened Dodd- 
Frank Act rules around speculating in food commodities in 2010, only to 
see these reforms promptly challenged by industry lobbying (Clapp, 2016, 
pp. 156–157). Governments in Canada (Magnan, Chapter 6, this volume), 
Australia (Sippel, 2015), Brazil (Fairbairn, 2015b), and New Zealand 
(Kirk, 2017) have increased oversight over farmland investment, and in 
some cases tightened ownership rules, often in response to public 



Introduction  7

backlash. In some countries, particularly in the developing world, grass-
roots opposition to large- scale land deals have derailed investment pro-
jects (Nolte et al., 2016). Resistance and contestation have thus shaped the 
course of financialization – ensuring that its rollout has been partial and 
uneven.
 This admittedly selective review of the literature on the financialization 
of the agri- food sector provides a glimpse of an increasingly mature, soph-
isticated, and diversified body of knowledge. There are nonetheless a 
number of substantive and theoretical questions that deserve more atten-
tion. First, the financialization of farmland has received much more atten-
tion than that of the financialization of other segments of the food chain 
like agricultural inputs, risk management, food service, retail, and restaur-
ants. Second, though scholars have begun to do so (see for example, 
Sippel et al., 2017), there is a need for more studies of the concrete 
impacts of financialization on local communities, farm sectors, and busi-
nesses. These must be sensitive to the historical and social contexts in 
which financialization is occurring. Third, there are some broad concep-
tual and empirical questions that have yet to be adequately addressed. 
What are the limits and contradictions of financialization in the agri- food 
sector? How does financialization relate to macro structures like neo-
liberalism, globalization, and capitalism? How does financialization create 
new identities, practices, and norms? Bridging the macro and the micro, 
the theoretical and the empirical, will provide a more robust conceptual 
framework for understanding the on- going transformations that are 
occurring.

Purpose and scope of this book

The premise of this book is that the actions of financial actors, and their 
financial logics, is transforming agri- food systems and rural economies 
around the world, and in profound ways. In recent years, scholars have 
examined how financialization is restructuring different ‘nodes’ in the 
food chain and the ‘food regime’ at large. In the global South, large- scale 
land purchases have been implicated in ‘de- peasantization’ as capital seeks 
land for biofuel, rubber, and oil palm production and similar forces are at 
work in the global North where private equity firms and developers, in 
purchasing land for investment, are threatening the future livelihoods of 
family farmers. Along the agri- food value chain, products of both Southern 
and Northern financialization enter global trade and markets. Chapters 
in this book explore the connection between financialization, food 
systems, and rural transformation by critically examining: the concept of 
financialization and how food and farming are being financialized; the 
impacts of financialization in the food industry; and, financialization in 
farming and forestry – along with the impacts this has on rural people and 
communities.
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 Although financialization is a powerful dynamic, some recent develop-
ments suggest that the rollout of financialization is contradictory and 
uneven in different spaces and markets. In some cases, state regulation or 
re- regulation and social movement resistance are setting roadblocks or 
speed bumps in the path of financialization, resulting in a ‘cooling off ’ of 
investment. But, in other instances, there is evidence of a ‘heating up’. 
The book examines such cases, addressing not only the limits to financiali-
zation, but also the mechanisms through which financial entities are able 
to penetrate and re- shape agri- food industries.
 While a number of important, single- authored and single- focused, 
books – such as Frederick Kaufman’s Bet the Farm (2012), Luigi Russi’s 
Hungry Capital (2013) and Ted Schmidt’s The Political Economy of Food and 
Finance (2016) – have provided critical insights into the operation of 
finance in the arenas of farming and food production, there is none, to 
date, that has brought together concrete case studies, from around the 
globe, to reveal the operations and impacts of finance capital in the 
‘space’ of agri- food. This book provides a comparative analysis of finan-
cialization blending, as it does, empirical findings with conceptual insights. 
Contributors reveal which national and international forces are promot-
ing financialization, which policy settings support its growth, and what 
effects it is having at the local level.

The themes of the book

The book comprises three parts. In Part I ‘How are food and farming being 
“financialized” ’, contributors trace the dynamics of change as financial 
actors identify and act upon profit- making opportunities in the agri- food 
sector. In Part II ‘Financialization of the food industry’ selected case studies 
demonstrate the high level of corporate control in agri- food globalization 
and the extent to which finance has altered food production and has con-
tributed to the ‘massification’ of diets. Part III ‘Financialization of farming 
and forestry’ provides further case studies on the motives and impacts of 
finance’s move into the rural sector. Part III’s case studies indicate how 
farm and forestry restructuring is occurring under the influence of the 
finance sector, the extent to which institutional investment is reshaping 
rural space, along with the consequences of such transformations. While 
the three parts deal with separate concerns in relation to financialization, 
many of the chapters throughout the book have clear overlaps. There are 
concerns, for example, about how globalization and neoliberalism have 
played their role in fostering financial penetration of the food and farming 
sectors, of how the state’s actions have encouraged (yet, in some cases, 
restricted) the ambitions of financial entities, and the actions of people to 
oppose the excesses of changes wrought by global finance.
 This introductory chapter sets out to identify the reasons why social 
science has begun to provide a critical understanding of the process of 
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financialization. In Part I, Lawrence and Smith examine the concept of 
‘financialization’ dealing, in particular, with the criticisms it has engen-
dered. Financialization stands accused of being: a nebulous term, devoid 
of conceptual clarity; a catch- all concept that is incapable of revealing the 
highly differentiated practices and processes that are part of the world of 
finance; a totalizing notion which, taken to its logical conclusion, predicts 
the ‘financialization of everything’; a concept that lacks both historical 
significance and empirical specificity; and, in not capturing the mathemat-
ical intricacies of financial transactions, actually obscures what is going on 
in the world of finance. In response to these, and other claims, the authors 
argue that, conceptually, financialization has utility in helping to ‘ground’ 
somewhat abstract notions like value, risk and financial flows as well as to 
uncover the internal dynamics of finance, itself. A focus upon new actors 
(such as hedge funds, private equity groups, and sovereign wealth funds), 
new investment vehicles (derivatives, index funds and the like) and new 
outcomes (for example, changes to position limits and the conversion of 
farmland into a liquid asset) provides insights on contemporary change 
over- and-above what can be achieved by the use of such concepts as glo-
balization or neoliberalism/neoliberalization. The authors conclude that 
– while it remains underdeveloped – the concept of financialization has 
efficacy in explaining how new forms of capital accumulation are emerg-
ing, along with their impacts.
 In Chapter 3, Bjørkhaug and Brobakk identify the difficulties faced by 
public investment funds as they seek to generate strong financial returns 
while, at the same time, seeking to maximize social and environmental 
benefit. The authors track the investment history of two Norwegian funds 
– the Norwegian Government Pension Fund – Global (GPFG) and the 
Norwegian Investment Fund for Developing Countries (Norfund). While 
GPFG evinces a desire to invest for the financial benefit of future genera-
tions, its charter precludes it from giving consideration to such important 
issues as climate change or food security in its decision- making. It is sup-
posed to be a non- political actor that concentrates upon profit generation – 
moving in and out of investments to maximize income. In contrast, 
Norfund co- invests in local start- up companies and funds activities aimed 
at spurring business growth in the developing world – in an effort (in a 
political sense) to counter traditional, but often unsuccessful, develop-
ment aid programmes. It acts as a ‘responsible’ investor, respecting 
labour rights, environmental regulations and societal norms and values. 
Yet, GPFG is hardly politically neutral pushing, as it does, for Norway’s 
broader geopolitical interests. Likewise, Norfund has been accused of 
using tax havens and of orchestrating land grabs. As Bjørkhaug and 
Brobakk argue, both funds are part of a financialized global economy 
and, as such, have found that their desires for profit maximization clash 
with what would be ethically, socially, and environmentally sound invest-
ment strategies.
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 As with Chapter 3, Chapter 4 examines the growing presence and influ-
ence of one of today’s key actors in global investments – sovereign wealth 
funds (SWFs). According to Sippel, Böhme and Gharios, concerns about 
food availability in a number of nations has resulted in a new form of agro-
 security mercantilism, that is, the acquisition of farmlands in offshore loca-
tions as a means of producing foods for eventual repatriation to the 
investing nation. The most obvious form of this ‘strategic financialization’ 
is intervention in the purchase of farms by many SWFs. These funds are 
also making strategic purchases of firms along agri- food chains which ver-
tically integrate their activities and assist in fulfilling domestic food policy 
goals. Importantly, the SWFs often join forces with other forms of capital 
to co- invest in agri- food industries, making the issues of ownership and 
control complex and the purposes of investment sometimes difficult to 
determine. Nevertheless, through the activities of SWFs, states are increas-
ing their influence in global food chains even though resistance and back-
lash from ‘host’ nations has been prevalent and has limited investment 
opportunities. SWFs from China and the Gulf States are chosen as exem-
plars of state- led overseas investment in food and farming.
 The ‘black box’ of finance- gone-farming is opened by Ouma in 
Chapter 5. Ouma employs the term ‘assetization’, rather than financiali-
zation, to capture the process whereby farmland is turned into an asset 
class that can yield an income stream for finance. Eschewing what he con-
siders to be ‘abstract and disembodied’ narratives about farmland pur-
chases, Ouma identifies institutional investors (pension funds and 
insurance companies) as the key global actors, followed by investment 
banks, SWFs, transnational agribusiness corporations and high net worth 
individuals. The investment vehicles they employ are sophisticated and 
there are multiple investment rationalities that guide their investments. 
Not surprisingly, therefore, talk of some generalized ‘land- grab’ is over-
drawn. While ‘frontier’ regions in Africa, South America and Central and 
Eastern Europe (known for cheap land) were a favoured target in an 
earlier phase, today it is more expensive farmland in nations such as 
Canada, Brazil, Australia and New Zealand. In all cases, investors must be 
cognizant of risk/returns, the existence and enforcement of property 
rights, the capital liquidity requirements of investors, opportunities for 
assetization, and investment timelines – including possible timetables for 
shifting capital out of the investment. Investment is a complicated busi-
ness, with intermediaries playing an important role in delivering intelli-
gence to guide purchases. It is also risky, and evidence is provided that 
points to a less than enthusiastic effort on the part of many institutional 
investors to fully embrace farmlands as a new asset class. Ouma concludes 
by positioning current- day attempts at understanding the assetization of 
farmland as part of a more general project of (re)politicizing the opera-
tions of the finance sector and, therefore, of ensuring the activities of 
finance receive closer greater public scrutiny.
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 In recognition of the recent attractiveness of farmland investment by 
the finance sector in the global North, Magnan, in Chapter 6, selects 
Canada and Australia to examine media and public discourses about the 
costs/benefits of investment, the state’s role in regulating activity, investor 
motives, and the future of farming. In his analysis of the discussions and 
debates between 2008 and 2014, Magnan reveals that while there were 
national similarities in the so- called ‘farmland controversy’, there were 
also differences relating to the socio- cultural – and economic and political 
– makeup of each nation. The sanctity of domestic ownership of land dif-
fered, for example. While the law does not prohibit foreign ownership of 
land in Australia, in Saskatchewan (as the quintessential farming province 
in Canada) foreign ownership of land is banned. Yet, the media in both 
nations generally agreed with the proposition that non- farm capital is 
required if farming is to become more productive – which was construed, 
by the finance sector, to be a ‘win- win’ for the investors and for the 
farmers whose land they acquired. In response, a prominent farmer- based 
discourse in Canada was that institutional ownership would result in the 
control of agriculture by wealthy corporations, to the detriment of the 
local farming community, and rural society more generally. This outcome 
was much less of a concern in Australia. What was of concern in Australia 
was the lack of transparency relating to farm purchases by overseas enti-
ties, particularly Chinese state- owned enterprises. Public opposition led to 
the tightening of rules relating to disclosure of sales and to the lowering of 
the financial threshold used to judge whether an investment was in the 
public interest. The tightening of rules was not something backed by 
financial stakeholders in Saskatchewan who pointed to the already rigid 
regime and who predicted that capital would be driven elsewhere in the 
face of increased regulation. In both Canada and Australia, those support-
ing the continued financialization of agriculture drew upon discourses of 
productivity improvements, ‘feeding the world’ and helping family farmers 
to increase their flexibility. In contrast, those opposing financialization 
identified lack of transparency in farmland transactions, the differential 
power relations between large- scale investors and farmers whose land was 
being targeted, and the undisclosed motivations of ‘foreigners’ as some of 
the reasons to scrutinize – and potentially limit – new investments.
 In Part II, ‘Financialization of the food industry’, Dixon’s chapter 
 examines finance, food and political tumult in Egypt. In Chapter 7 she 
takes, as a starting point, the food- inspired uprisings of 2007–8 and 2011 
and traces them back to the increasing power of finance and agribusiness 
during the 1990s. Economic power became consolidated in the hands of 
the corporations and family and business groups, whose priorities and 
actions were at odds with the food needs of the majority of Egypt’s citizens. 
Dixon identifies finance capital as a political class whose global activities 
impact directly on domestic class relations. In Egypt’s case, family busi-
nesses and those running the state were tied closely together by economic 
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interests, education and intermarriage. Their wealth was obtained through 
global sources but, as it accumulated, so their domestic hold on power 
weakened. Why did this happen? According to Dixon, following Egypt’s 
membership of the WTO in 1995, the economic reforms pushed through 
in the early 1990s – including the privatization of banks, the floating of 
the exchange rate, the re- opening of the stock exchange and the establish-
ment of various trade agreements – led to a rush of foreign investment 
into Egypt. Private equity firms increased their influence. The outcome 
was the entrenchment of corporate- style agriculture at the expense of the 
production of locally available staples. Dependency upon imported foods 
increased dramatically. And, although exports of agro- food commodities 
increased (in line with Egypt’s policy of improving external income), 
imports grew at a higher rate, leading to terms- of-trade vulnerabilities. 
When global food prices increased in the ‘crisis’ years, food insecurity 
could not be easily curtailed by domestic government intervention. As a 
consequence, thousands of people took to the streets to vent their anger. 
Importantly, Dixon indicates that food costs as a percentage of income 
continue to remain high and the corporate food model remains 
entrenched. She predicts, in these circumstances, that should food prices 
again escalate, another series of protests is likely to eventuate.
 Hiraga, in Chapter 8, discusses the rise in the popularity of ‘flex’ crops 
– such as soy and palm oil – as investment targets for Japanese and foreign 
transnationals. She traces the role of the Japanese sogo- shosha (general 
trading companies) in investing and trading in vegetable oils throughout 
Asia. Aided by Japan’s financial conglomerates (zaibatsu), the borrowing 
and investment strategies of the sogo- shosha have promoted the financiali-
zation of the global vegetable oil complex. In particular, they are very 
active in South–South trading as part of the so- called corporate (or third) 
food regime. Hiraga contends that zaibatsu and sogo- shosha – originally 
established to foster industrial development in Japan – have had particular 
success in the agri- food industries. They were active investors in the Man-
churian soybean industry before World War I, consolidated their position 
post- World War II, and – in a more liberal economic era – are now pursu-
ing global strategies in quest of profit- making in the provision of a range 
of foods and food inputs for the industrial diet. The state’s unswerving 
role in promoting the activities of the zaibatsu and sogo- shosha is seen to be 
a significant factor in their success and has been of positive assistance in 
the financialization of food in Japan.
 In Chapter 9 Almanza, Constance and Martínez re- work the idea of 
‘land grabs’ in their discussion of ‘poultry grabs’. Land grabs represent an 
attempt by capital to identify and purchase so- called ‘underdeveloped’ 
farmlands and to profit from food price increases, the growing demand 
for agro- fuels, and from land speculation. Forced eviction has been a 
feature, but so too has the incorporation of local labour via waged work, 
contract farming and other mechanisms aimed at harnessing local 
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resources in the profit- making circuits of capital driven by the new owners. 
Poultry grabs display this latter feature. Through vertical and horizontal 
integration, concentration in the industry has led to the creation of few, 
very large, firms with these firms incorporating smaller players via produc-
tion contracts. The large firms profit not through the ownership of land 
and chicken- raising facilities, but through grower contracts and the 
exploitation of cheap non- union labour. They also strongly embrace finan-
cialization. JBS, for example, has grown to become the largest meat 
company in the world through its affiliation with J&F Investimentos, a 
private investment holding company, and BNDES, the Brazilian Develop-
ment Bank. The authors describe the tactics of JBS in agri- food acquisi-
tions but also detail its recent fall from grace linked to business and 
political scandals in Brazil. The lesson is that state power has been crucial 
in creating the neoliberal conditions under which mergers, acquisitions 
and portfolio diversification could occur within Brazilian agribusiness, 
allowing JBS to expand its operations both nationally and globally. Finan-
cialization has facilitated the acquisitions that have been crucial to JBS’s 
success.
 One of the main financial actors in food- sector restructuring has been 
private equity. Private equity firms are renowned for ‘discovering’ under-
performing firms, purchasing them, reorganizing their management and 
asset base and worker profile to increase profits and/or reduce costs, and 
then to re- sell those firms for a higher price than the original purchase. 
The general aim is to turn over a profit from the sale in a relatively short 
period of time. In Chapter 10 Almås examines the role of private equity in 
the food sector of Norway. While private equity has operated in the wider 
global economy with limited scrutiny, its presence in Norway has been 
given careful attention by the state. Norway, like other Nordic nations, has 
had a long history of farmer- owned cooperatives, labour unionism, and a 
tradition of strong state intervention. When private equity sought to enter 
the chicken industry it found itself somewhat shackled – having to work 
closely with a Norwegian farmer- owned cooperative. Instead of implement-
ing the usual tactic of purchase/restructure/sell, firms were operating in a 
partially deregulated environment where their hands were tied. They had 
to abide by stringent Norwegian regulations and to respect labour laws 
and environmental regulations which limited the extent to which they 
could profit from a quick move in/move out strategy. In other words, the 
Norwegian food companies were not easy targets for private equity firms, 
leading Almås to posit that strong regulation at the national level can be a 
fetter on the activities of finance capital, and to the processes which ‘finan-
cialize’ the food industry.
 Sommerville’s chapter on recent agri- food financialization in Canada’s 
prairie provinces begins Part III of the book. In Chapter 11, Sommerville 
addresses two points raised by Brett Christophers (2015) in his critique of 
the concept of financialization – that it has limited power in explaining 
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socio- economic change, and that financial involvement in the economy 
has strong historic roots and is not something ‘new’, as its adherents 
claim. In examining the agrarian development of the province of Sas-
katchewan, Sommerville outlines the role that finance has played, reveal-
ing the continuities from older to newer forms of investment. In recent 
times, farms have been under pressure to consolidate and new financial 
entities have recognized the opportunities to promote restructuring. The 
latter have provided crop insurance, equipment financing, forward con-
tracts and derivatives – as part of a growing array of financial products 
that are at one- and-the- same time assisting farmers to stay in business, 
while making them more financially vulnerable. She also notes the dis-
connection between the new investors’ desire for relatively quick finan-
cial gains and the need in agriculture for ‘patient capital’ to help to ride 
the bumps of weather and markets. In a similar vein to other contributors 
to this book, Sommerville warns of viewing financialization as a ‘steam-
roller’ that is on an unstoppable path of changing the nature of farming: 
by understanding local actions and practices it can be seen that farmers 
are ‘key agents’ in determining the trajectories of finance in farming. She 
believes that a more comprehensive story about prairie agrarian trans-
formation will be achieved by researchers who study the cultural aspects 
of financialization, specifically the ways finance has increased its influ-
ence over the identities, and lived aspects of daily life, of farmers and 
others in the provinces.
 In Chapter 12, Muirhead and Nurse- Gupta argue that Canada’s govern-
ance of dairy, egg and poultry production through the supply manage-
ment system is hindering financialization in these sectors. The model 
discourages foreign ownership and agribusiness takeovers of production 
primarily the result of not yielding to what critics would call appropriate 
economies of scale. It achieves this as a result of production controls 
managed through quotas, import restrictions and the annual negotiation 
of price. The numbers tell the story; an average dairy herd in Canada is 
about 80 cows, and for eggs, laying flocks are approximately 22,000 hens, 
numbers regarded as too small- scale in the Western corporate faming per-
spective. This enables these farms to be defined as family farms in the 
purest sense, and this regulated system delivers acceptable prices for both 
producers and consumers that are negotiated among stakeholders and 
that result in a sustainable income for the former. The system was imple-
mented in the 1960s and 1970s to provide the state with assurances that it 
would not need to offer costly subsidies to producers who now had stability 
of income to make astute long- term investments in their operations. Else-
where, the period was characterized by overproduction, price volatility and 
price collapse, none of which affected this Canadian paradigm. Muirhead 
and Nurse- Gupta demonstrate that Canadian governments over time 
have appreciated the supply- managed sectors’ ability to self- manage 
without subsidies.
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 The system is presently facing intense pressure in trade negotiations 
given the high tariffs that protect its functioning and the surfeit of, for 
example, global dairy product especially in the United States which sup-
ports price but not production control. As well, as Muirhead and Nurse- 
Gupta argue, opposition comes from critics for ideological reasons – those 
opposing any regulation and who believe in the sanctity of the ‘free 
market’. The authors conclude that the passive blockage of foreign take-
overs and the maintenance of a family farming system has served the 
country well and is a critical bulwark against the financialization of the 
Canadian dairy, egg and poultry sectors in that it asserts a Canadian 
concern for the country’s food security and sovereignty.
 Chapter 13 examines the reshaping of farmland ownership and use in 
Slovakia. The former socialist state has three types of farms – large agri-
business enterprises established after the privatization of socialist state 
farms and collective farms, individual and family farms, and cooperatives. 
Two types of new investors have entered farming in recent years – those 
wanting to farm, and those wanting to acquire land for its potential capital 
gain. Those purchasing farms are a mix of foreign and local investors. 
Lindbloom contends that farmland has become attractive to investors 
because of Slovakia’s entry to the EU which, through concessions, sub-
sidies and payments, has placed a platform under rural investment. There 
are four ‘pathways’ for entry of capital – incorporation into a farm in 
financial difficulty, direct purchase, ‘hostile takeover’ and involvement 
through invitation. Lindbloom details the ‘messiness’ that occurs when 
outside ‘intangible’ capital seeks to invest in a tangible resource such as 
farmland. She reports on the complexity, relationality and contingency in 
the various deals that have occurred, suggesting that the variety of path-
ways and actors (especially intermediaries) creates a multifaceted picture 
of the financialization of farmland.
 In Chapter 14, Slätmo reveals how the Swedish state has sought to alter 
the Swedish Land Acquisition Act in ways that will allow corporate capital 
to increase its investment in farmland. In past decades Swedish farmland 
has been primarily owned by individuals, many of whom do not work the 
land (only 30 per cent of the land is owned by ‘active’ farmers). In other 
words, some 70 per cent of the land is controlled by absentee owners who 
are not directly connected to the land and its output. The Swedish govern-
ment received a report in 2015 that the current Land Acquisition Act hin-
dered competitiveness in the agricultural sector and has sought to 
introduce that a more ‘competitive’, neoliberal, approach to drive produc-
tivity in the farm sector. This entails freeing up land for corporate invest-
ment, on the premise that more capital needs to be injected into Swedish 
agriculture. Slätmo interviewed farmers, politicians, representatives of 
NGOs, researchers, consultants and an array of rural and urban residents 
in an effort to establish the extent of support for the proposed changes to 
the Act. While it was generally acknowledged that capital was, indeed, a 
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scarce resource and was much needed in farming, there were different 
views as to how that capital could be utilized. Unlike those in the policy 
and business spheres who readily supported changes to the Act to encour-
age corporate investment, farmers (and their affiliated organizations) did 
not think external capital should be employed to change land ownership 
structures to ‘corporatize’ farming but, rather, to meet seasonal dif-
ficulties, to enable farm succession, to support farming culture, and to 
ensure supply of healthy and affordable foods. The Act is currently under 
investigation and it is not known whether the proposed changes will come 
to fruition.
 The final chapter in the book provides a case study of the role institu-
tional investors played in helping to halt the ecologically- damaging process 
of forestland ‘parcelization’. Institutional investors’ ambitions to continue 
to pursue logging and papermaking were tempered by the activities of the 
state and demands of forest communities as they sought novel governance 
arrangements that would both allow for economic development, while 
preserving biodiversity and environmental integrity. Wolf ’s case study, in 
Chapter 15, demonstrates that cooperation between a variety of actors 
(state agencies, civil society groups, local communities and institutional 
investors) helped to stem the process of landscape fragmentation and 
community displacement, thereby providing a positive development 
outcome for the Adirondacks. The State of New York required funds from 
investors interested in owning timberland and the arrangements that were 
concluded resulted in a multifunctional forest landscape. In this case, 
‘financialization’ cannot be construed as having the negative outcomes 
that are reported in much of the pre- existing ‘land grab’ and ‘green grab’ 
literature. Wolf reminds us that the role of finance in land development is 
complex: in the case of the Adirondacks institutional investors helped to 
place an economic platform under forest communities, while addressing 
concerns of state agencies and NGOs about ecological risks and problems.

Conclusion

The (neo)liberalization of business and trade, the privatization of state 
assets and the watering down of finance and banking regulations have, in 
concert, promoted capitalist development. As the chapters in this book 
reveal, the state is increasingly involved in facilitating financialization 
across the world. Financialized economic activities are not only being 
deployed by financial institutions, but also by national and private invest-
ment funds (SWFs) and state- backed organizations, for commercial pur-
poses, for development, and for aid, among a host of other purposes. The 
2008 food crisis changed agri- food policy rhetoric, turning what was previ-
ously considered ‘hidden’ protectionist policies of some Northern states 
into ‘food security’ discourse, where attempts were made to ensure a 
secure food supply in the face of global uncertainties. Some states have 
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actively appropriated farmland abroad, while countries with food surpluses 
have supported financialization – within neoliberal globalization – as a 
mechanism to sell greater volumes of food in the global marketplace. 
Either way, the farming and food sectors have remained very attractive 
sites for investment.
 Previous research has shown, and studies in this book show, that finan-
cialization of the agri- food system raises many ethical and moral questions. 
When nation- states help to facilitate financialization it is important that 
they weigh up impacts upon small and medium scale farms and food busi-
nesses and those who occupy lands (either legally or illegally). Through-
out the book, authors shed light on some of the least- explored 
financialized parts of the food system, including the investors, their tactics, 
and the communities that are affected. Many contributors demonstrate 
that the poor and least powerful can readily become more marginalized as 
financialization proceeds. It is hoped that the book will contribute to a 
more nuanced understanding of the contours and impacts of the current, 
financialized, global agri- food system.

Notes
1 Commodity index funds are financial products that bundle together the value 

of a basket of commodities, typically including oil, metals, and agricultural 
products.

2 The Land Matrix is an open- source database of large- scale land deals (www.land 
matrix.org/en/). The authors of the report caution that the levelling off of land 
deals concluded could be explained by a lag in reporting.
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