
s
o
u
r
c
e
:
 
h
t
t
p
s
:
/
/
d
o
i
.
o
r
g
/
1
0
.
4
8
5
4
9
/
3
1
3
3
 
|
 
d
o
w
n
l
o
a
d
e
d
:
 
1
9
.
4
.
2
0
2
4

 
 

 

 

 

 

Pathways to sustainable agricultural investments in the Lao PDR: 

Transformations in natural resource and labour relations                                                

through land-based investments and their impacts on human well-being 

 

Inaugural dissertation 

of the Faculty of Science, 

University of Bern 

 

presented by 

Vong Nanhthavong 

from the Lao PDR 

 

Supervisor of the doctoral thesis: 

Prof. Dr. Peter Messerli 

Professor for Sustainable Development and Director, Wyss Academy for Nature                                
at the University of Bern 

 

Co-supervisor: 

Dr. Michael Epprecht 

Centre for Development and Environment, University of Bern 

 

Original document saved on the web server of the University Library of Bern 

 

This work is licensed under a 

Creative Commons Attribution-Non-Commercial-No derivative works 2.5 Switzerland license. To 
see the license go to https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/2.5/ch/ or write to Creative 

Commons, 171 Second Street, Suite 300, San Francisco, California 94105, USA 



 
 

 

Copyright Notice 

 

This document is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Non-Commercial-No derivation works 
2.5 Switzerland. https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/2.5/ch/ 

 

 
You are free: 

to copy, distribute, display, and perform the work. 

 

Under the following conditions: 

Attribution. You must give the original author credit. 

 

 Non-Commercial. You may not use this work for commercial purposes. 

 

 No delivattive works. You may not alter, transform, or build upon this work. 

 

For any reuse or distribution, you must take clear to others the license terms of this work. 

 

Any of these conditions can be waived if you get permission from the copyright holder. 

 

Nothing in this license impairs of restricts the author’s moral rights according to Swiss law. 

 

The detailed license agreement can be found at: 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/2.5/ch/legalcode.de   



 
 

 

 

  



 
 

 

Pathways to sustainable agricultural investments in the Lao PDR: 

Transformations in natural resource and labour relations                                           

through land-based investments and their impacts on human well-being 

Inaugural dissertation 

of the Faculty of Science, 

University of Bern 

 

presented by 

Vong Nanhthavong 

from the Lao PDR 

 

Supervisor of the doctoral thesis: 

Prof. Dr. Peter Messerli 

Professor for Sustainable Development and Director, Wyss Academy for Nature                                
at the University of Bern 

Co-supervisor: 

Dr. Michael Epprecht 

Centre for Development and Environment, University of Bern 

 

Accepted by the Faculty of Science. 

 

Bern, 23rd of September 2021 The Dean 

 Prof. Dr. Zoltan Balogh  



 
 

 



 
 

1 
 

Summary 

After an initial boom in the early years of the millennium, global land-based investments, also called Large-Scale 
Land Acquisitions (LSLAs), have slowed in recent years, but their impact on local environments and human well-
being still poses a challenge for fulfilling the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. The debate on the effects 
of LSLAs lacks systematic assessment at the meso-level of spatial and administrative scale – a level that is critical 
for informing national policies. This research addresses that issue by first explaining how LSLAs entail differential 
impacts on local livelihoods, and second, by revealing how positive outcomes to these investments can be achieved 
in the context of the Global South.   

My analysis of the recent land concession inventory of the Lao PDR, including the scope, scale and socio-ecological 
context of LSLAs, reveals how land deals have impacted local livelihoods. They have transformed natural resources 
and labour relations by pushing former land users into precarious situations and onto pathways leading to different 
well-being outcomes. The affected villages have experienced different degrees of poverty increase or reduction. 
This research suggests that looking only at quantitative variables, especially the size of the land acquisitions, is a 
poor predictor of their socio-economic impacts. A better understanding of key variables is urgently needed to avoid 
both misinterpretations of the impact and misguided land-based investment policies. 

Using a methodological approach that includes an examination of monetary poverty, multiple dimensions of human 
well-being, primitive accumulation, and precarity, this research suggests that the pathway to improved human well-
being in the context of LSLAs is very narrow. The decrease in monetary poverty in most villages has not resulted 
in positive human well-being outcomes. In terms of employment, which is the most important and immediate benefit 
that smallholders can enjoy, the findings reveal that in some cases, the peasants have experienced dispossession 
without proletarianization. In many cases, semi-proletarianization has occurred, but through adverse terms rather 
than could be part of a sustainable livelihood strategy. 

To avoid the negative impacts and ensure that land deals contribute to sustainable agricultural growth, this 
dissertation emphasizes four key points: 1) A comprehensive socio-environmental impact analysis and monitoring 
that includes natural resources such as non-timber forest products, timber and wild animals must be implemented 
rather than just focusing on the land itself. Implementation of the relevant accompanying measures must take place 
throughout the business cycle. Protecting access to the land and other resources is imperative as natural resources 
still play a significant role in rural resilience. This will ensure that smallholders, particularly women and vulnerable 
groups like ethnic minorities, can sustain their traditional livelihoods, especially during the transition period. 2) 
Adverse outcomes tend to occur in cases in which smallholders are dependent on natural resources for a living 
rather than already being engaged in the non-farm sector. Therefore, the development of LSAs must consider the 
socio-ecological heterogeneity of peasant livelihoods. 3) The International Code of Conduct (free, prior, and 
informed consent) per se does not guarantee positive well-being outcomes but it does provide space for consultation 
and negotiation. Thus, it is an important tool that should be applied by the investors, but should not be considered 
as the solution for safeguards. 4) Promoting land-based investments as a means of poverty reduction in rural areas 
by moving from the natural resource- to wage-based livelihoods is effective only with accompanying related 
measures. The national government should consider appropriate trade-offs among different development goals – 
for example, large-scale, labour-intensive investments may not significantly contribute to national growth but they 
may generate a higher number of jobs which may have a great positive impact on human well-being.  
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ບດົສງັລວມຫຍໍ ້(in Lao) 

ພາຍຫຼງັທີ່ ໄດມ້ກີານຂະຫຍາຍຕວົຢ່າງໄວວາ ແລະ ກວາ້ງຂວາງ, ການລງົທນຶໃນຂງົເຂດທີ່ ດນິ ຫຼ ືເອີນ້ວ່າ ການເຊົ່ າ-ສໍາປະທານທີ່ ດນິຂະໜາດ
ໃຫຍ່ (LSLAs) ຢູ່ໃນໂລກໃນຊຸມປີມໍ່ ໆນີ ້ໄດມ້ກີານຂະຫຍາຍຕວົຊາ້ລງົ ແຕ່ຜນົກະທບົຂອງມນັຕ່ໍກບັສິ່ ງແວດລອ້ມ ແລະ ການມຊີວີດິການ
ເປັນຢູ່ທີ່ ດ ີ (Human well-being) ຂອງທອ້ງຖິ່ ນ ຍງັເປັນສິ່ ງທາ້ທາຍໜຶ່ ງ ຕ່ໍກບັການບນັລຸເປົາ້ໝາຍການພດັທະນາແບບຍນືຍງົປີ 2030. 
ການຖກົຖຽງ ກ່ຽວກບັ ຜນົກະທບົຂອງ LSLAs ແມ່ນຍງັຂາດຂໍມູ້ນຫຼກັຖານ ທີ່ ໄດຈ້າກການວເິຄາະຂໍມູ້ນຢ່າງເປັນລະບບົໃນລະດບັຊາດ ຊຶ່ ງ
ເຫນັວ່າ ມຄີວາມສໍາຄນັຫຼາຍ ຕ່ໍກບັນະໂຍບາຍແຫ່ງຊາດ. ການຄົນ້ຄວາ້ນີ ້ໄດປ້ະກອບສ່ວນໃນການປິດຊ່ອງຫວ່າງດັ່ ງກ່າວ ໂດຍ ທໍາອດິໄດວ້ ິ
ເຄາະເຖງິ ບນັດາຜນົກະທບົ ຂອງ LSLAs ຕ່ໍກບັຊວີດິການເປັນຢູ່ຂອງທອ້ງຖິ່ ນ  ວ່າເກດີຂຶນ້ແນວໃດ ແລະ ຈາກນັນ້ ໄດວ້ເິຄາະເຖງິ ແນວທາງ
ທີ່ ສາມາດເຮດັໃຫກ້ານລງົທນຶ ດັ່ ງກ່າວ ມຜີນົໄດຮ້ບັດາ້ນບວກຢູ່ໃນປະເທດກໍາລງັພດັທະນາ.   

ຜນົໄດຮ້ບັຈາກການວເິຄາະຂໍມູ້ນ ການຂຶນ້ບນັຊໂີຄງການເຊົ່ າ ແລະ ສໍາປະທານທີ່ ດນິ ຂອງລດັຢູ່ສປປ ລາວ ທີ່ ມຢູ່ີລາ້ສຸດ ຊຶ່ ງລວມມຂໍີມູ້ນກ່ຽວ
ກບັປະເພດ ແລະ ຂະໜາດ ຂອງການລງົທນຶຢູ່ໃນ ສະພາບແວດລອ້ມດາ້ນເສດຖະກດິ-ສງັຄມົ ແລະ ນເິວດວທິະຍາຕ່າງໆ ໄດສ້ະແດງເຖງິ ຂະ 
ບວນການ ທີ່ ໂຄງການລງົທນຶດັ່ ງກ່າວ ໄດສ້ົ່ ງຜນົກະທບົຕ່ໍກບັຊວີດິການເປັນຢູ່ຂອງທອ້ງຖິ່ ນ. ການລງົທນຶເຫຼົ່ ານີ ້ໄດປ່້ຽນແປງສດິທກິານຖຄືອງ
ທີ່ ດນິ ແລະ ສາຍພວົພນັດາ້ນກໍາລງັແຮງງານ ໂດຍໄດເ້ຮດັໃຫ ້ເຈ ົາ້ຂອງທີ່ ດນິຕອ້ງຕກົຢູ່ໃນສະພາບຄວາມບ່ໍແນ່ນອນ ແລະ ມລີະດບັຊວີດິການ
ເປັນຢູ່ທີ່ ແຕກຕ່າງກນັ. ນອກນັນ້, ບາ້ນທີ່ ໄດຮ້ບັຜນົກະທບົ ມລີະດບັຄວາມທຸກຍາກເພີ່ ມຂຶນ້ ຫຼ ືຫຼຸດລງົ ໃນລະດບັທີ່ ບ່ໍຄກືນັ. ຜນົຂອງການ
ຄົນ້ຄວາ້ນີ ້ ແນະນໍາວ່າ ການທີ່ ນໍາເອາົແຕ່ຂໍມູ້ນດາ້ນປະລມິານ ໂດຍສະເພາະແມ່ນ ຂະໜາດຂອງທີ່ ດນິ ມາເປັນເກນໃນການປະເມນີ ແມ່ນບ່ໍ
ເປັນຕວົຊີວ້ດັທີ່ ດ ີ ໃນການປະເມນີຜນົກະທບົທາງດາ້ນເສດຖະກດິ-ສງັຄມົ ຂອງ LSLAs ຊຶ່ ງອາດນໍາໄປສູ່ການເຂົາ້ໃຈທີ່ ຜດິພາດ ກ່ຽວກບັ 
ຜນົກະທບົຂອງມນັ ແລະ ອາດນາໍໄປສູ່ການກາໍນດົນະໂຍບາຍທີ່ ບ່ໍສອດຄ່ອງ. 

ໂດຍການນໍາໃຊບ້ນັດາວທິກີານຕ່າງໆ ລວມມ ີ ການປະເມນີຄວາມທຸກຍາກໂດຍອງີໃສ່ລາຍຮບັເປັນຫຼກັ, ການມຊີວີດິການເປັນຢູ່ທີ່ ດ,ີ ການ
ຄອບຄອງກໍາລງັການຜະລດິ ເພື່ ອເຮດັໃຫເ້ຈົາ້ຂອງທີ່ ດນິກາຍເປັນແຮງງານຮບັຈາ້ງຢູ່ທີ່ ດນິຂອງຕນົ (primitive accumulation and 

proletarianization) ແລະ ຄວາມບ່ໍໝັນ້ຄງົ ຂອງຊວີດິ (precarity), ບດົຄົນ້ຄວາ້ນີ ້ຊີໃ້ຫເ້ຫນັວ່າ ການຫຸຼດລງົ ຂອງອດັຕາຄວາມທຸກຍາກ
ໂດຍອງີໃສ່ລາຍຮບັເປັນຕົນ້ຕໍ ຢູ່ຫຼາຍບາ້ນທີ່ ໄດຮ້ບັຜນົກະທບົນັນ້ ບ່ໍໄດໝ້າຍຄວາມວ່າ ຊາວບາ້ນຈະມຊີວີດິການເປັນຢູ່ທີ່ ດຂີ ຶນ້. ມບີາງກໍລະ 
ນ,ີ ປະຊາຊນົສູນເສຍທີ່ ດນິໃຫແ້ກ່ໂຄງການລງົທນຶ ແຕ່ບ່ໍໄດຮ້ບັໂອກາດເຂົາ້ເປັນແຮງງານຮບັຈາ້ງ ແລະ ໃນຫຼາຍກໍລະນ ີຊາວບາ້ນໄດກ້າຍເປັນ 
ເຄິ່ ງ-ແຮງງານຮບັຈາ້ງ ໂດຍຢູ່ພາຍໃຕເ້ງ ື່ອນໄຂແບບຄວາມຈາໍເປັນ ແທນທີ່ ຈະເປັນຍຸດທະສາດ ສໍາລບັຊວີດິການເປັນຢູ່ແບບຍນືຍງົ. 

ເພື່ ອຫຼກີລຽ້ງ ຜນົກະທບົດາ້ນລບົ ຈາກ LSLAs ແລະ ຮບັປະກນັວ່າ ການລງົທນຶດັ່ ງກ່າວ ປະກອບສ່ວນເຮດັໃຫ ້ການເຕບີໂຕດາ້ນການຜະ 
ລດິກະສກິໍາແບບຍນືຍງົນັນ້, ຜນົໄດຮ້ບັຈາກການຄົນ້ຄວາ້ນີ ້ສະທອ້ນເຖງິ ສີ່ ບນັຫາທີ່ ສໍາຄນັ ທີ່ ຄວນຈະພຈິາລະນາ ໄດແ້ກ່:  

ໜຶ່ ງ, ຕອ້ງມ ີກນົໄກໃນການປະເມນີ ແລະ ຕດິຕາມ ຜນົກະທບົດາ້ນສງັຄມົ ແລະ ສິ່ ງແວດລອ້ມ ແບບຄບົຊຸດ ໂດຍຄໍານງຶເຖງິ ບນັດາຊບັພະຍາ 
ກອນທໍາມະຊາດອື່ ນໆ ເຊັ່ ນ: ເຄື່ ອງປ່າຂອງດງົ, ໄມທ່້ອນ ແລະ ສດັປ່າ ແລະ ອື່ ນໆ ແທນທຈີະເນັນ້ໃສ່ແຕ່ທີ່ ດນິ ແລະ ລວມທງັການຈດັຕັງ້
ປະຕບິດັ ບນັດາມາດຕະການທີ່ ຈາໍເປັນ ແລະ ເໝາະສມົ. ພອ້ມກນັນັນ້ ການປົກປອ້ງສດິທກິານນໍາໃຊທ້ີ່ ດນິ ແລະ ຊບັພະຍາກອນທໍາມະຊາດ 
ຂອງປະຊາຊນົ ຈຶ່ ງເຫນັວ່າມຄີວາມສໍາຄນັຫຼາຍ ເນື່ ອງຈາກວ່າ ຊບັພະຍາກອນທໍາມະຊາດ ຍງັມບີດົບາດສໍາຄນັຫຼາຍໃນການຮບັມກືບັ ເຫດສຸກ
ເສນີ. ຊຶ່ ງມນັຈະສາມາດຮບັປະກນັວ່າ ຊາວກະສກິອນ ໂດຍສະເພາະແມ່ນ ແມ່ຍງິ ແລະ ກຸ່ມສ່ຽງ ເຊັ່ ນ: ກຸ່ມຊນົເຜົ່ າສ່ວນນອ້ຍ ສາມາດສບືຕ່ໍ
ການດໍາລງົຊວີດິ ທີ່ ເຄຍີປະຕບິດັຜ່ານມາໄດ ້ໂດຍສະເພາະແມ່ນ ໃນຊ່ວງໄລຍະເວລາຂາ້ມຜ່ານ.  

ສອງ, ຜນົກະທບົດາ້ນລບົຂອງການລງົທນຶມກັຈະເກດີຂຶນ້ ໃນກໍລະນທີີ່  ຊາວບາ້ນຍງັອາໄສຊບັພະຍາກອນທໍາມະຊາດ ໃນການດໍາລງົຊວີດິ 
ເປັນຕົນ້ຕໍ ເມື່ ອທຽບໃສ່ ກໍລະນ ີທີ່ ຊາວບາ້ນໄດຫ້ນັໄປສູ່ຂະແໜງການອື່ ນທີ່ ບ່ໍແມ່ນການກະສກິໍາແລວ້. ສະນັນ້, ຈ ຶ່ ງແນະນໍາວ່າ ຂະບວນການ
ຕດັສນິໃຈ ຫຼ ືວາງແຜນ ຄວນມກີານພຈິາລະນາເຖງິ ຄວາມແຕກຕ່າງຂອງປະຊາຊນົ ຢູ່ໃນແຕ່ລະເຂດ.  

ສາມ, ຫຼກັການ ກ່ຽວກບັ ຄວາມສອດຄ່ອງຂອງສາກນົ (Code of Conduct) ເຊັ່ ນ: ການເຫນັດ ີ ເຫນັພອ້ມ ໂດຍມກີານຕດັສນິໃຈຢ່າງ
ອດິສະຫຼະ ແລະ ມກີານແຈງ້ລ່ວງໜາ້ ຢ່າງດຽວ ແມ່ນບ່ໍສາມາດ ຮບັປະກນັຜນົໄດຮ້ບັທາງດາ້ນບວກໄດ ້ແຕ່ມນັຕອບສະໜອງ ໂອກາດ ໃນ
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ການປຶກສາຫາລ ືແລະ ການເຈລະຈາໃຫແ້ກ່ຊຸມຊນົ. ສະນັນ້, ຫຼກັການເຫຼົ່ ານີ ້ແມ່ນຄວນເປັນເຄື່ ອງມທືີ່ ສໍາຄນັທີ່ ນກັລງົທນຶຕອ້ງນາໍໃຊ ້ແຕ່ບ່ໍ
ຄວນຖວ່ືາມນັເປັນທາງອອກ ສໍາລບັການປົກປອ້ງຜນົກະທບົດາ້ນສງັຄມົ.  

ສຸດທາ້ຍ, ເຫນັວ່າ ການສົ່ ງ ເສມີການລງົທນຶໃສ່ທີ່ ດນິ ເພື່ ອເປັນເຄື່ ອງມໜືຶ່ ງ ໃນການຫຸຼດຜ່ອນຄວາມທຸກຍາກຢູ່ເຂດຊນົນະບດົ ໂດຍການຫນັ
ຈາກ ການອາໄສຊບັພະຍາກອນທໍາມະຊາດ ໄປສູ່ການເປັນແຮງງານຮບັຈາ້ງ ແມ່ນມປີະສດິທຜິນົ ຖາ້ຫາກມ ີ ບນັດາມາດຕະການທີ່ ຈາໍເປັນ. 
ສະນັນ້, ຈ ຶ່ ງເຫນັວ່າ ລດັຖະບານ ຈະຕອ້ງໄດພ້ຈິາລະນາເລອືກ (trade-offs) ລະຫວ່າງ ເປົາ້ໝາຍ ຂອງການພດັທະນາ - ຕວົຢ່າງ ໂຄງການ
ລງົທນຶຂະໜາດໃຫຍ່ ແລະ ນໍາໃຊແ້ຮງງານຄນົເປັນຫຼກັ ອາດບ່ໍປະກອບສ່ວນຫຼາຍປານໃດ ຕ່ໍກບັການເຕບີໂຕແຫ່ງຊາດ ແຕ່ມນັອາດສາ້ງວຽກ
ເຮດັງານທໍາໄດຫຼ້າຍກວ່າ. 
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Part I: Background and Overview 

1. Introduction 

The expansion of global land-based investments for export-oriented agricultural production, often described as 
Large-Scale Land Acquisitions (LSLAs) or land deals, triggered by the 2007–2008 food, energy, and financial 
crises has been slowing since the early 2010s (Nolte et al., 2016). The fact is that investments in the agricultural 
sector are urgently needed to meet the increase in global demand for food and non-food agricultural commodities 
triggered by population growth and changing global consumption patterns (World Bank, 2008). There are claims 
that the vast land areas in the Global South cultivated by smallholders1 are underproductive or underused (Cotula 
et al., 2009; Deininger & Byerlee, 2011). For this reason, granting underused land to (trans)national investors 
who are in a better position to access capital, technology and markets is seen as an alternative approach to boost 
national agricultural production and trade, thus contributing to food security and poverty reduction. The 
improved infrastructure, access to new markets and job opportunities accompanying these land-based 
investments have the potential to significantly contribute to improving the quality of life in rural areas 
(Deininger & Byerlee, 2011; Mirza et al., 2014; von Braun & Meinzen-Dick, 2009). 

However, the anticipated development opportunities have not fully materialized, leading to the critique of global 
‘land grabbing’ (Borras Jr, Franco, et al., 2012). The impacts of land deals have remained one of the main 
challenges for sustainable development in the Global South. LSLAs may impede the achievement of the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development and many Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly with 
regard to food security, employment as well as the reduction of poverty (Dell’Angelo et al., 2017). Accordingly, 
systematic assessments of the implications for local livelihoods are still critical for regulating the existing 
investments in an effort to achieve sustainability (Borras Jr & Franco, 2012; Margulis et al., 2013). These 
investments directly affect local access to resources, the environment and human well-being in targeted areas, 
mainly through the transformation of land-use systems, labour relations and rural livelihoods (Cotula et al., 
2009; Dell’Angelo et al., 2017; Nolte et al., 2016; Schoneveld, 2017). 

Land-based investments have been criticized as processes that the government and transnational investors from 
advanced economic countries use to control the best land and associated resources for their immediate and future 
benefits rather than as development potential in the Global South (Borras Jr & Franco, 2012; De Schutter, 2011; 
D. Hall, 2013). In some cases, land-based investments do not involve the acquisition of farmland from 
smallholders (R. Hall, 2011), but rather, common resources such as forests. Haller, Käser and Ngutu describe 
this as ‘resilience grabbing’ (2020, p. 2). The common resources play an essential role in rural livelihoods; as 
smallholders still rely heavily on them, forests, for example, are the primary source for food and income, 
particularly during stressful times (Angelsen et al., 2014; G. M. Hickey et al., 2016). Furthermore, land-based 
investments are seen as a ‘risky business’ (Li, 2015), and they do not bring sufficient benefits to any of the 
actors involved, including the investors, the governments of the host countries, or the smallholders (Baird, 
2020). While these investments may play an important role in improving food security or securing non-food 
agricultural commodity supply for the investors’ countries or the global supply chain (GRAIN, 2008, 2016), 
they threaten smallholders’ livelihoods through the expropriation of farmland and associated resources (e.g. 
forests, pastures and water) which play important roles in food security, cash income and other ecosystem 
services in rural areas (Ahmed et al., 2018; D’Odorico et al., 2017; D. Hall, 2013). Additionally, the 

                                                      
1 Refers to local people who mainly rely on land and other natural resources for living, including agricultural production, 
collecting forest products, wage-labourers, and non-farm activities in the villages affected by land deals. The terms 
“smallholders”, “peasants”, “villagers”, “former land users” and “local people” are used interchangeably in this thesis.  
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environmental effects, such as increased pollution triggered by land deals, may have mid- or long-term effects 
on human well-being in the targeted areas (Friis & Nielsen, 2016; Lazarus, 2014). 

Recently, the global debate on land-based investments has shifted to searching for appropriate measures to 
regulate and move these investments towards sustainable agricultural investments in the Global South (see 
Debonne et al., 2019; Margulis et al., 2013). Governing global land-based investments is a challenge for 
government in the host countries as it is a complex process involving the interests and actions of diverse actors 
(Margulis et al., 2013; Wolford et al., 2013). In the midst of actors’ conflicts of interests, there is a need to 
negotiate trade-offs to achieve sustainable development goals (Meyfroidt, 2018; Pham-Truffert et al., 2020). To 
this end, robust evidence from systematic research is needed for better-informed national policies related to 
land-based investments (Borras Jr, Franco, et al., 2012): quantitative and qualitative variables relating to the 
characteristics of land deals, their implementation processes and impacts, as well as socio-ecological contexts 
of targeted areas should be taken into account in the analysis to better characterize and contextualize the impacts 
of land deals (Messerli et al., 2014; Oya, 2013). Due to the limited availability of reliable data in many countries, 
most of the previous global analyses on the impact of land-based investments have depended on local case 
studies (e.g. Baird, 2011; Baumgartner et al., 2015; Bottazzi et al., 2018) and regional or global inventories (e.g. 
Davis et al., 2014; Rulli & D’Odorico, 2014). The case study approach may be suitable for gaining insights into 
a particular experience (Beach & Pedersen, 2016), but is insufficient for identifying generalised patterns 
(Magliocca et al., 2018). At the same time, although regional and global inventories e.g. Land Matrix database 
which is the single and most comprehensive inventory (Land Matrix, 2021) provide important knowledge 
regarding to key patterns of LSLAs globally, they cannot capture the complete picture of land-based investment 
implementation on the ground because those inventories are mainly based on crowdsourcing (Messerli et al., 
2015; Oya, 2013; Zoomers et al., 2016). Moreover, previous assessments of the implications of land deals have 
mainly considered the areas granted to the land deals instead of the actual developed areas, and thus may not be 
good indicators in capturing the real impacts experienced (Oya, 2013; Scoones et al., 2013; Zoomers et al., 
2016). 

My research aims to understand the processes through which land-based investments transform the natural 
resource and labour relations that impact human well-being in the affected villages. I do this through a meso-
level analysis of the Lao PDR’s most recent national land concession inventory. The inventory includes unique 
spatio-temporal statistics and qualitative variables on the characteristics, implementation processes and impacts 
for a wide range of land-based investments. They include all sizes, from small- and medium- to large-scale 
deals, as well as investments in diverse commodities. As these data are available across socio-ecological 
contexts, they constitute an excellent, unique case for bridging the gaps in our current knowledge. Spatio-
temporal statistics allow analysis of the contexts and characteristics of the impacts of land-based investments, 
and the identification of explanatory factors that either enable or hinder human well-being outcomes in the 
affected villages. 

The thesis is structured into two parts. Part I includes an overview of my research publications, overall concepts, 
the study context of land-based investments in the Lao PDR, the research approach and methodology, key 
insights, synthesis and outlooks. Part II consists of four publications including one book and three peer-reviewed 
papers on trends and contexts for land-based investments in the Lao PDR and their impacts on poverty and 
human well-being, as well as rural transformation from the natural resource- to wage-based livelihoods in the 
context of land deals. 

2. Overview of Research Publications 

This thesis consists of four publications: one book comprising a national land concession inventory in the Lao 
PDR that I co-authored (hereafter called the LCI Book) and three peer-reviewed articles (Papers I, II and III), 
of which two papers have been published and one is under review on the date of my thesis submission. The LCI 
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book drew from an integrated analysis of the national dataset for land concessions inventory and a subset of 
assessments for the quality of investment with other national socio-economic and environmental datasets. I was 
one of the key researchers who co-designed the approach, processes and tools for the inventory and the 
assessment of the quality of investments. Furthermore, I took the lead in coordinating data collection in the field 
and played the main role in data analysis and finalizing the manuscript. The LCI book provides overall trends 
and socio-ecological contexts for land-based investments in the Lao PDR, and the initial impacts of 
deforestation, chemical pollution, food security and rural employment. Additionally, it presents the results of 
rating scores relating to the quality of investments based on multiple dimensions such as environmental, 
economic and social impacts along with legal compliance. This initial analysis pointed to key areas for further 
analysis, some of which were addressed by Papers I, II and III accordingly. Paper I analysed poverty trends in 
the villages affected by land-based investments which were derived from a monetary approach. Paper II 
investigated multi-dimensional poverty through the human well-being framework in villages affected by land-
based investments, and Paper III explicitly examined the most important and immediate benefits gained from 
land-based investments that smallholders in the targeted regions can enjoy. It explores the contextual factors 
that influenced job creation and the degree to which peasants’ engagement in wage-labour took place within 
land-based investments. Finally, it also characterizes and contextualizes the quality of jobs offered to or accepted 
by peasants.  

Table 1: Overview of publications constituting the core of the thesis structured according to research 

objectives in Section 5 

No. Title Authors 
Publisher/peer-reviewed 
journal 

Current 
state 

Characteristics, socio-ecological contexts and trends of land-based investments 

I 

LCI Book titled ‘Land leases 
and concessions in the Lao 
PDR: A characterization of 
investments in land and their 
impacts’ 

Hett, C., Nanhthavong, V., 
Hanephom, S., Phommachanh, 
A., Sidavong, B., Phouangphet, 
K., … Epprecht, E. 

Centre for Development 
and Environment (CDE), 
University of Bern, 
Switzerland. Bern Open 
Publishing, 150 pp. ISBN 
(print): 978-3-906813-95-0 

Published 
(2020) 

Human well-being in targeted villages 

II 
Paper I. Poverty trends in 
villages affected by land-based 
investments in rural Laos 

Nanhthavong, V., Epprecht, E., 
Hett, C.,  

Zähringer, J.G., Messerli, P. 

Applied Geography, 
Volume 124, 102298 

Published 
(2020) 

III 
Paper II. Pathways to human 
well-being in the context of land 
acquisitions in the Lao PDR 

Nanhthavong, V., Oberlack, 
C., Hett, C., Messerli, P., 
Epprecht, E. 

Global Environmental 
Change, Volume 68, 
102252 

Published 
(2021) 

Contribution of land-based investments to transformation from the natural resource- to wage-based livelihoods 

IV 

Paper III. Land-based 
investments for agricultural 
commercialization in the Lao 
PDR: improving rural 
employment or opening doors to 
precarization? 

Nanhthavong, V., Bieri, S., 
Nguyen, A., Hett, C., Epprecht, 
E. 

 

World Development 
Under 
review 
(2021) 

3. Overall Conceptual Background 

The lens of the overall aim of the thesis is to test the two contested propositions on land-based investments in 
the Global South. On the one hand, land-based investments are seen as a shortcut for growth, rural development 
and poverty reduction (Deininger & Byerlee, 2011). In a second, competing proposition, these investments are 
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criticised as a process through which transnational investors from capital-rich countries rush to control land and 
its associated resources in developing countries for their future benefits (Borras Jr, Franco, et al., 2012; De 
Schutter, 2011; D. Hall, 2013). To this end, I developed the two following conceptualizations of land-based 
investments in which to ground the arguments throughout the thesis. 

3.1.  New Institutional Economics 

The New Institutional Economics (NIE) sees land-based investments as a development process guided by state 
facilitation. The governments in the host and investors’ countries promote private investments in land through 
the granting of land-use rights for long-term leases or concession contracts. At the same time, they mobilize 
cheap labour for trans(national) actors who are in a better position in terms of access to market, capital and 
technology to invest in the agricultural sector (Cotula et al., 2009; De Schutter, 2011; Deininger & Byerlee, 
2011).  

The NIE theory described by North (1990, 1995) suggests that economic performance is shaped by the 
interaction between economic organizations and institutions including formal rules (e.g. laws and regulations) 
and informal constraints (e.g. social norms; see also Richter, 2005). In other words, to make the economy 
perform well, rules are required to govern the interactions between economic and non-economic organizations 
(Khan, 2017). The NIE offers an alternative framework for ‘market imperfections’ or ‘market failures’ in neo-
classical economics (Bates, 1995; Krul, 2018). Additionally, it provides a set of tools by which to study 
development in the Global South (Harriss et al., 1995) towards the identification of guidelines for policy 
intervention (Toye, 1995).  

In this thesis, I engage the theoretical framework offered by the World Bank (Deininger & Byerlee, 2011; World 
Bank, 2008). In the context of land-abundant countries with low agricultural productivity, food insecurity and 
high poverty rates, the transformation of agricultural production through capital and technology investments is 
an essential and urgent need in order to stimulate economic growth and poverty reduction. Land use by 
smallholders and agricultural labour in the Global South is considered inefficient and is seen as the cause of 
surplus population. For this reason, smallholder agriculture will not enable a country to meet the potential 
surplus yields needed to feed the growing population and lift the smallholders out of poverty (World Bank, 
2008). In this regard, land-based investments by trans(national) investors are seen as an alternative approach to 
close the yield gaps by boosting national agricultural production and trade, improving food security and 
contributing to poverty reduction. At the same time, the investments’ spillovers such as employment creation, 
increased access to markets, inputs, new technology and improved infrastructure will contribute to improving 
the quality of life in rural areas. Furthermore, land-based investments could be a pathway to release a surplus 
labour force from agriculture to non-agricultural sectors that offer higher and more stable income (Deininger & 
Byerlee, 2011; McCaig & Pavcnik, 2013; Mirza et al., 2014). To this end, the state plays an important role to 
attract and facilitate the investments through creating public policies such as providing low tax or tax free 
incentives and assigning property rights to trans(national) investors to secure their capital input (Cotula et al., 
2009; De Schutter, 2011; Martin-Prével, 2014).  

There are three main pathways that land-based investments can contribute to improving human well-being and 
poverty reduction in targeted areas. First, there is the smallholder commercialization of agriculture stimulated 
by land-based investment spillovers such as increased access to markets and new technology. The smallholders 
can potentially diversify their production to a high-value crop for market, e.g. through outgrower schemes. 
Second, they may foster wage-labourers within land-based investments. The expansion of commercial 
agricultural production, especially the large-scale land-based investments, can increase the labour demand. The 
demand for labour is expected to increase wages. Third, there is the migration out of agriculture to sectors that 
offer higher and more stable wages. For instance, the agricultural production under trans(national) investors 
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could shift to capital intensity, thus releasing the surplus labour from agriculture to manufacturing and the 
service sectors (Deininger & Byerlee, 2011; McCaig & Pavcnik, 2013; World Bank, 2008). 

The institutional frameworks in host countries are often weak or lack enforcement (Anseeuw et al., 2012; 
Deininger & Byerlee, 2012). In this regard, a Code of Conduct (CoC) introduced by international organizations 
such as the FAO is believed to be an important instrument to govern land-based investments towards sustainable 
outcomes (Titche, 2017; von Braun & Meinzen-Dick, 2009). The most important CoC comprise the FAO 
Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of Tenure of Land, Fisheries and Forests in the Context 
of National Food Security (FAO, 2012), the Responsible Agriculture Investment Principles (FAO et al., 2010), 
and the Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC) (FAO, 2014). The commons key aspects of these guidelines 
include: (i) the use of transparency in negotiations including the consultation and seeking of consent in regard 
to the FPIC principles from the former land users; (ii) respect for existing rights including customary rights to 
land and natural resources (land loss should be adequately compensated and the former land users rehabilitated 
to a livelihood status comparable to that prior to investment); (iii) benefit-sharing through numerous ways such 
as cash compensation from the revenue stream and outgrower schemes; (iv) environmental sustainability 
including an adequate impact assessment and monitoring to ensure no harm to soil quality or flora and fauna, 
limited greenhouse gas emissions and an avoidance of overconsumption for water resources; and (v) an 
adherence to national trade policies such as when national food security is at risk, particularly in a crisis, e.g. an 
acute drought: investors should not have the right to export. Instead, they should prioritize the domestic food 
supply (Borras & Franco, 2010; von Braun & Meinzen-Dick, 2009). 

3.2. Land Grabs 

In contrast to the NIE, the conceptual lens of land grabs offers a framework for characterizing the processes 
through which (trans)national actors control land and associated resources and other means of production such 
as labour for capitalist accumulation in the Global South, and the potential impacts on human well-being in 
targeted areas (Borras Jr, Kay, et al., 2012; R. Hall, 2011). Land grabbing is a contested concept that has been 
used by media, governments, international development organizations, NGOs and scholars to describe the 
dramatic expansion of large-scale investments in land by (trans)national investors in the Global South since the 
2007-2008 food, energy, and financial crises (Borras Jr, Kay, et al., 2012). The definitions of land grabs are 
diverse. For instance, the International Land Coalition (ILC)’s Tirana Declaration defines land grabbing as: 

[A]cquisitions or concessions that are one or more of the following: (i) in violation of human rights, 
particularly the equal rights of women; (ii) not based on free, prior and informed consent of the affected 
land-users; (iii) not based on a thorough assessment, or are in disregard of social, economic and 
environmental impacts, including the way they are gendered; (iv) not based on transparent contracts 
that specify clear and binding commitments about activities, employment and benefits sharing, and; (v) 
not based on effective democratic planning, independent oversight and meaningful participation (ILC, 
2011, para. 10). 

Rulli et al. (2013, p. 1) define land grabs as ‘the transfer of the right to own or use the land from local 
communities to foreign investors through large-scale land acquisitions (more than 200 ha per deal)’. The FAO 
defines land grabbing as land-based investments with three characteristics: large-scale land acquisition, the 
involvement of foreign government(s) and negative impacts on food security in the host countries (Borras Jr, 
Franco, et al., 2012). Land grabbing is not new—it has been taking place since the colonial period. However, 
contemporary land grabbing is considered a form of neo-colonialism in response to the 2007-2008 global crises. 
The difference between the former and contemporary land grabbing relates to their scale and pace. The 
contemporary processes occur at a higher pace due to facilitation by the governments of the host countries 
(Borras Jr, Kay, et al., 2012; Cotula et al., 2009; R. Hall, 2011; Robertson & Pinstrup-Andersen, 2010). 
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 In this thesis, I utilize the definition given by Borras Jr, Kay, et al. (2012) :  

Contemporary land grabbing is the capturing of control of relatively vast tracts of land and other natural 
resources through a variety of mechanisms and forms involving large-scale capital that often shifts 
resource use to that of extraction, whether for international or domestic purposes, as capital’s response 
to the convergence of food, energy and financial crises, climate change mitigation imperatives and 
demands for resources from newer hubs of global capital (p. 405).  

Land grabbing has numerous forms, but it is mainly carried out through long-term leasing or concessions rather 
than purchases by foreign companies and governments (Cotula et al., 2009). Land grabbing features three 
interlinked elements: First, domestic and foreign actors seek to control land and associated resources such as 
water and other key means of production, e.g. labour, for their future benefit (Borras Jr, Kay, et al., 2012). These 
processes often involve accumulation through the dispossession of land and associated resources from peasants 
(Hall, 2013; Hall et al., 2015). Nevertheless, land grabs do not necessarily expel former users from their land 
(Borras Jr, Franco, et al., 2012). Second, the scale of land grabs is a key marker. Generally, land grabbing refers 
to a land-based investment that acquires a large parcel of land, usually over 200 ha (Nolte et al., 2016) or 1,000 
ha (Cotula et al., 2009) for agro-industry, such as export-oriented agricultural production. However, land grabs 
are not limited to the amount of land acquired; the term is related to the scale of invested capital (Borras Jr, Kay, 
et al., 2012). Recent evidence has revealed that many investments involve high capital intensity in smaller plots. 
However, they also result in significant impacts on the local environment and livelihoods (Friis & Nielsen, 
2016; Xu, 2018). Third, land grabs involve acquiring land for diverse purposes including agricultural 
production, mining extraction, infrastructure development, and conservation in response to global food, energy 
and financial crises; population growth; the shift in consumption patterns and climate change (Borras Jr, Kay et 
al., 2012). In this thesis, I focus on land-based investments for agricultural purposes only. 

4. Study Context 

4.1.  Socio-Economic Development in the Lao PDR 

Despite having a low population density and being rich in natural resources such as land, forests and water and 
mineral deposits, the Lao PDR remains one of the least developed countries in the region. Although the Lao 
PDR has been one of the countries with a record of strong economic growth in the region over the last decades 
(World Bank, 2017), a large share of the population still lives in rural areas with a low living standard, mainly 
relying on smallholder agricultural production and collecting forest resources as their main livelihoods (Lao 
Statistics Bureau (LSB), 2016; Martin & Lorenzen, 2016; Nanhthavong, 2017). In other words, the recent strong 
economic growth in the Lao PDR has been heavily driven by the export of unprocessed natural resources 
including minerals, timber, agricultural commodities and energy from hydropower and has not significantly 
contributed to social development in terms of improving human well-being and poverty reduction in rural areas 
(Alston, 2019; World Bank, 2015, 2018b). The Lao PDR has made good progress over the past decades with 
the national poverty level declining significantly from 34.7 to 24.5% between 2005 and 2015; however, the 
inequality, especially between rural and urban areas, has increased over this period (Coulombe et al., 2016; 
Epprecht et al., 2018).  

At the same time, due to the extraction of exhaustible natural resources and inadequate environmental 
safeguards, the Lao PDR is facing alarming rates of resource degradation and environmental contamination 
(Friis & Nielsen, 2016; Koch, 2017; Open Development Initiative (OPI), 2018). Recognizing the current pattern 
of unsustainable and noninclusive growth which is driven by natural resource extraction, the development 
strategy of the Government of the Lao PDR (GoL) has shifted towards green and inclusive growth. The GoL 
has expressed the need to move to the non-resource sectors such as high-value agricultural production, 
manufacturing and tourism which can potentially bring more significant benefits to poor people (Ministry of 
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Planning and Investment (MPI), 2016). However, the Lao PDR faces a big challenge in moving development 
away from raw resource exploitation to the industry and manufacturing sectors. This is mainly hampered by 
geographical constraints such as being landlocked and lacking the necessary soft and hard infrastructure to 
integrate into the global production chain (Nishimura et al., 2016), as well as the lack of a skilled labour force 
(World Bank, 2014). 

Agriculture in the Lao PRD is mostly carried out through smallholder production which is mainly for self-
consumption. It features high labour intensity with low productivity due to limited access to technology and 
markets (Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry (MAF), 2014; Nanhthavong, 2017). Two development pathways 
have been strongly promoted by the GoL over the last two decades. First is the commercialization of agriculture 
by smallholders and private actors. In the GoL’s view, commercial agricultural production may be a shortcut to 
boosting national agricultural exports. At the same time, smallholders will not only earn higher incomes directly 
from the production, but they will also benefit from off-farm employment opportunities created by commercial 
production, especially the large-scale farms developed by private actors (GoL, 2004; MAF, 2010). Second, the 
promotion of de-agriculturalization means encouraging smallholders to engage in non-farm activities. It is 
expected that non-farm jobs created by commercial agricultural production or migration to higher-paid jobs in 
the city will secure a higher income compared to standard-practice agriculture (MPI, 2016). 

4.2. Promoting Land-based Investment Development as an Alternative Rural Development Strategy 
in the Lao PDR 

The Lao PDR is situated in the middle of newly emerging economy countries with high population densities 
and resource-scarcities including China, Thailand and Vietnam (Hofman & Ho, 2012; Schönweger & Üllenberg, 
2009). This has pushed the Lao PDR to become one of the main destinations for global land-based investments 
for agricultural production. These investments are pushed by combined global drivers and GoL national policies 
(Fox & Castella, 2013; GoL, 2004; Shi, 2008). Over the last two decades, a large part of the rural landscape has 
changed significantly: traditional land usage is being replaced by commercial agricultural production, mineral 
extraction, hydropower development and other kinds of infrastructure development by trans(national) investors 
(Schönweger et al., 2012). The same report revealed that approximately 1.1 million hectares (roughly 5% of the 
Lao PDR territory) were granted in land deals to domestic and foreign investors. 

Land-based investments in the Lao PDR are mainly driven by foreign investments from its neighbouring 
advanced-economy countries including China, Vietnam and Thailand. The investments are typically small-
scale, and most of them are smaller than five hectares (Schönweger et al., 2012), compared to the land deals 
that global analyses emphasize – greater than 200 ha per deal (Nolte et al., 2016). A large proportion of the 
areas under land-based investment for agricultural purposes are for rubber and pulpwood, flex crops such as 
sugar cane and cassava, and large livestock (cattle) production (Schönweger et al., 2012). The dramatic 
expansion of land deals by domestic and foreign investors across the Lao PDR since 2004-2005 has been pushed 
by two national policies: national economic liberalization in the mid-1980s, and turning land into capital in the 
mid-2000s (GoL, 2004; Kenney-lazar et al., 2018). 

4.3. Policy Discourse on the Governance of Land-based Investments in the Lao PDR 

The anticipated benefits that the GoL has for land-based investments are enormous. These include an avenue 
for national income generation through revenues, and an alternative approach for rural development through 
spillovers, e.g. infrastructure development, increased access to markets and new technology, and employment 
creation in rural areas (GoL, 2004). To ensure land-based investments make a significant contribution to rural 
development and poverty eradication, the GoL strongly encourages land-based investments in more remote 
areas through lower tax incentives (GoL, 2016). The national regulations specify that only state land classified 
as so-called “empty” or “degraded forest” can legitimately be granted as land-based investments through leases 
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or concessions (GoL, 2007a, 2009b). From the GoL’s perspective, granting empty land to these investments 
will enable the country to meet national strategic goals such as boosting agricultural productivity and increasing 
national forest cover in the case of tree plantations. At the same time, this can mitigate the adverse impacts of 
land-based investments on local livelihoods due to dispossession.  

Although land-based investments have become the main source of national income over the last decade (World 
Bank, 2017), they bring numerous challenges to rural development in the Lao PDR, especially their adverse 
impacts on natural resources, pollution due to the poor management of chemicals, and the increase in the 
vulnerability of local livelihoods (Baird, 2011; Friis & Nielsen, 2016; Kenney-Lazar, 2012). Improving human 
well-being in rural areas through wage-labour with land-based investments is still questionable; local people are 
often not able to engage in job opportunities with these investments due to their lack of required labour skills 
(World Bank, 2014). Another challenge is the widespread augmentation of land-based investments since the 
mid-2000s which hinders the GoL’s capacity to keep track of the existing investments. This is partly due to 
many sectors across administrative levels having mandates to approve and manage the land deals in the country, 
thus resulting in weak governance, poor law enforcement and a lack of capacity in the natural resource sector 
(Dwyer, 2017; Kenney-Lazar, 2015). Moreover, accommodating and managing the diverse land-based 
investments is a real challenge because there are multiple actors and stakeholders involved.  

Recognizing both the challenges and the potential of land-based investments for growth and rural development, 
the GoL has issued several moratoria since 2007 (e.g. GoL, 2007b, 2018a, 2018b). The most important was 
Prime Minister’s Order Number 13, issued in 2012 (GoL, 2012). In this moratorium, the GoL ordered the 
suspension of land granting to new investments for tree plantations, which is the most attractive commodity 
under the framework of land-based investments for agricultural purposes in the Lao PDR, and of some large-
scale mineral activities. At the same time, the GoL called for a systematic assessment of the quality of 
investment of the existing concessions throughout the country. The ultimate goal of the moratorium is twofold: 
First, the so-called “good” and “bad” investments should be identified. From the GoL’s perspective, the good 
investments that should be promoted refer to those that bring economic benefits to both the national economy 
and smallholders in the targeted regions without severe environmental impacts. And, the concession agreement 
of a bad investment which has adverse impacts that outweigh the development opportunities should be 
terminated. Second, appropriate measures should be identified for better regulation of the existing and future 
land-based investments in order to achieve sustainable development. 

Several laws and regulations relating to land-based investment development, including guidance for 
implementation, land lease fees, taxes and loyalties, and environmental safeguards, have been improved since 
2009 (GoL, 2009b, 2009a, 2016). However, these days, the GoL has a dilemma – whether to resume the national 
policy of turning land into capital or to extend the moratorium. Due to the lack of systematic evidence on the 
ground, in 2018 the GoL continued the suspension of new investments in tree plantations and some large-scale 
mineral activities (GoL, 2018b, 2018a). However, with the drop in foreign investment in resource sectors since 
the early 2010s, the Lao PDR has faced a financial dearth (Vientiane Times (VT), 2019). In this regard, the GoL 
has made a marked effort to improve the investment climate to attract good investors (Boulom, 2020; IFC, 2021; 
Times Reporters, 2020). However, it is very challenging for the GoL to attract good investment since currently, 
the Lao PDR is still ranked 154th out of 190 countries in relation to the ease of doing business (World Bank, 
2020). Furthermore, the Lao PDR is perceived as a country with a weak governance system (World Bank, 
2018a) and a high degree of corruption (Transparency International, 2019). 
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5. Research Objectives and Questions 

My PhD thesis addresses the following three main objectives and key research questions: 

Objective 1: To understand the trends in and contexts of land-based investments for agricultural 
production in the Lao PDR since the early 2000s. 

1. What are the characteristics and socio-ecological contexts of land-based investments for agricultural 
production in the Lao PDR? 

2. How have land-based investments for agricultural production in the Lao PDR changed over time in 
terms of type, size, implementation and socio-ecological contexts? 

I addressed these research questions in the LCI book, Land leases and concessions in the Lao PDR: A 
characterization of investments in land and their impacts. 

Objective 2: To characterize and contextualize the impacts of land-based investments on human well-
being in targeted areas. 

1. What have been the poverty trends since the establishment of land-based investments in the affected 
villages? 

2. How do land-based investments affect human well-being in the affected villages? 

3. How do land-based investments contribute to transforming the natural resource- to wage-based 
livelihoods in rural Lao areas? 

I answered the first research question in my first published paper on, ‘Poverty trends in villages affected by 
land-based investments in rural Laos’. The second question was addressed by the published Paper II, ‘Pathways 
to human well-being in the context of land acquisitions in the Lao PDR’. Finally, the third question was 
addressed in the submitted manuscript on ‘Land-based investments for agricultural commercialization in the 
Lao PDR: improving rural employment or opening doors to precarization?’ 

Objective 3: To identify pathways to enhanced well-being and poverty reduction in the affected villages. 

1. In which contexts are villagers affected by land-based investments able to engage in new development 
opportunities created by these investments and improve their well-being? 

2. What are the key contextual factors that enable and hinder villagers in the targeted areas to improve 
their well-being? 

All three peer-reviewed papers, I, II and III address contextual factors that influence poverty reduction and 
increase well-being outcomes and peasant engagement in wage-labour in the context of land-based investments. 
However, the research questions in this objective have only been fully addressed through the synthesis of the 
three papers, as described in Section 8 of this thesis. 

6. Methodology 

6.1.  Embedding of the Dissertation Research 

My research was embedded in a component of the Lao DECIDE info project, subsequently known as the Lao 
PDR Knowledge for Development (Lao K4D) project. My research was also associated with the Swiss 
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Programme for Research on Global Issues for Development (R4D), Managing Telecoupled Landscapes for the 
Sustainable Provision of Ecosystem Services and Poverty Alleviation. The former project is a collaboration 
between the GoL and the Government of Switzerland through the Swiss Agency for Cooperation and 
Development (SDC) in the Mekong Region. The Centre for Development and Environment (CDE), University 
of Bern, Switzerland has been mandated to implement the project (see Hett et al., 2018). Building upon the 
success of the Lao DECIDE information project that ended in mid-2018, the Lao K4D project aims to support 
the GoL to make the best use of available data for evidence-based decision making. The project supports the 
analysis of the existing national datasets and policy dialogues, and the development and management of new 
datasets relating to socio-economic criteria, agricultural production, and the environment in the Lao PDR. The 
national land concession inventory is one of the important national datasets (see www.decide.la). I am one of 
the main researchers who has played a significant role in designing the research approach and tools for 
assessment, leading the data integration, managing and coordinating the field work, and co-leading the data 
analysis. 

The latter project was an inter- and trans-disciplinary research for development project embedded in Land 
System Science. It focused on transformations of socio-ecological systems and the complex ecological and 
social interactions. The project, executed in the Lao PDR, Madagascar and Myanmar, was a collaboration 
between the CDE, University of Bern, the University of Antananarivo, Madagascar through the School of 
Agronomy, the National University of the Lao PDR, the Environmental Care and Community Security 
Institution, Myanmar, as well as the Planning of Landscape and Urban Systems unit of the Swiss Federal 
Institute of Technology in Zürich and the Policy Analysis and Environmental Governance unit of the Institute 
of Political Science, University of Bern with the CDE as the lead. The project was funded by the Swiss National 
Science Foundation (SNSF) (see www.telecoupling.unibe.ch/the_project/). 

6.2. Research Approach 

Despite the recent growth of literature on the impacts of land-based investments on local environments and 
livelihoods, a systematic analysis is still lacking. Analyses that combine qualitative and qualitative variables 
have become increasingly recognized as a favoured alternative approach to capture a more complete picture of 
the impacts of land-based investments. Further, such an analysis can serve as robust evidence to inform the 
policies relating to land deals in the Global South (Edelman, 2013; Messerli et al., 2015; Oya, 2013; Zoomers 
et al., 2016). For this reason, my research applied a mixed-method approach (Creswell, 2015) to investigate the 
impacts of land-based investments on human well-being at the village level. The research was conducted 
through two main steps: First, the key spatio-temporal data relating to the main characteristics of land-based 
investments was collected through an inventory of all the land-based investments in the agricultural, mining and 
hydropower subsectors in the Lao PDR. However, I only used the land deals for agricultural purposes in order 
to carry out my PhD analysis. Second, based upon the results of the first step, a survey was conducted to collect 
key qualitative variables relating to the implementation processes of land-based investments and their impacts 
on the local environment and livelihoods. The nature and implementation processes of land-based investments 
in the Lao PDR are quite similar in a single geographical region, but differ across regions. In this regard, nine 
Lao provinces, consisting of three each in the northern (Oudomxai, Luang Prabang and Xieng Khouang), central 
(Vientiane province, Khammouan and Savannakhet) and southern (Attapeu, Sekong and Saravan) regions were 
purposely selected to represent specific land-based investment contexts in the Lao PDR (Hett et al., 2018): The 
northern provinces reflect small-scale investments mainly driven by Chinese investors, while the southern ones 
represent large-scale investments mainly driven by Vietnamese investors. The selected central provinces 
correspond to a mix of small- and large-scale land-based investments by investors from multiple countries, 
including Thailand, China and Vietnam as well as domestic actors. 
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    Source: LCI Book (Hett et al., 2020). Figure reproduced by author 

Figure 1: Overview of geographical concentration of land-based investments and selected land deals for 
the in-depth study in nine provinces 

6.3. Data 

The comprehensive datasets at the national level, especially on land-based investments consisting of spatio-
temporal statistics and human well-being impact variables, are not usually available in most countries (Zoomers 
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et al., 2016). The Lao PDR may be among the few countries with an availability of high-quality and reliable 
datasets on land-based investments at this scale. My research has mainly analysed the national government-
owned dataset for the State Land Lease and Concession Inventory (LCI), which was compiled through the Lao 
DECIDE info project. Additionally, the LCI was integrated with other national socio-economic datasets, 
particularly poverty incidence, as described in the following sections. 

6.3.1. Inventory of Land Concessions in the Lao PDR 

The LCI was carried out in all 18 provinces over the 2014-2017 period, but data collection in most provinces 
was conducted between 2016 and 2017. The LCI was an inter-ministerial collaboration initiative between the 
Ministries of Natural Resources and Environment (MoNRE), MPI, MAF, and Energy and Mines (MEM) with 
the technical support of the CDE. The approach, database system and data collection tools were designed 
through collaboration between the CDE and government partners as well as consultations with external experts 
in this field. National and sub-national governmental staff were trained by CDE experts to gather the data across 
the various administrative levels. The inventory team consisted of representatives from MoNRE, MPI, MAF, 
and MEM, and one team spent between three and four weeks in the field to complete the inventory for a single 
province (for more information please see Hett et al., 2018). The inventory cross-checked the existing database 
from the 2010 inventory (see Schönweger et al., 2012) with the sectoral databases at the national, provincial, 
and district levels. The inventory teams collected key variables such as statistics relating to land-based 
investments including types of investments, origins of investors, size, year of approval, implementation status, 
legal project documents and spatial data. Different types of areas were surveyed such as granted, allocated, and 
developed. The inventory covered the investments for agricultural, tree plantation, mining, and hydropower 
development purposes. The polygons for developed areas in a concession were delineated through participatory 
mapping at the district level using high-resolution orthophotos and satellite imagery (Hett et al., 2018).  

6.3.2. Assessment of the Quality of Investment in Selected Provinces 

A subset of the LCI was referred to as the assessment of the quality of investment (QI) which collected key 
qualitative variables relating to the impact of land-based investments including environmental, economic and 
social aspects, as well as legal compliance in the implementation process. The QI was a sample-based dataset 
assessing 296 land-based investments for the agricultural and mining sectors in nine provinces as described in 
6.3.1. The QI utilized an interview-based approach, for which the CDE provided technical support to the GoL 
in designing the approach and questionnaires. In addition, the CDE trained the technical staff at the national and 
provincial levels to conduct interviews with different stakeholders at the district and village levels. The 
interviews were conducted with representatives of companies, government authorities and villagers in affected 
villages. The interviews with villagers were group interviews that were split into two groups for separate 
interviews: (i) interviews with the village committees including the chiefs of the villages, village foresters, 
person who is in charge of village’s land issues, representatives of the village elders, the Lao Women’s Union 
and the Lao Youth Union; and (ii) interviews with selected households consisting of those that experienced land 
loss, households with a family member employed as a wage-labourer within a land-based investment, 
households without land loss, and non-family members employed as wage-labourers. There were around 10 to 
12 persons present at each interview with the selected households. The chief of the sampled villages was asked 
to select the representative households and make appointments for the interviews. The teams spent around 1–
1.5 hours for each interview session.  

Only land-based investments with a granted area greater than 10 ha for agricultural purposes and five ha for 
mining activities, meaning those in the start-up and operational phases were selected for the QI. In the Lao PDR, 
land-based investments, especially the medium- and large-scale ones, often affect multiple villages, but only 
30% of the total affected villages were sampled for the QI. The sampling was through a strata sampling approach 



 
 

20 
 

that included villages with few impacts and those with many in terms of the extent of land dispossession and 
population density (Hett et al., 2018). 

To minimize the systematic errors and the amount of time for data entry, the questionnaires were designed in a 
tablet-based format. The responses were entered into the forms on the tablets and submitted to the server 
immediately after the interview (see Hett et al., 2018). 

6.3.3. Poverty Data 

The poverty data was based on results from poverty analyses in 2005 (Epprecht et al. 2008) and 2015 (Coulombe 
et al., 2016). Poverty was measured using a monetary approach with the poverty line set by net income per 
person per month; this incorporated per capita expenditure (including the value of home production) needed to 
purchase 2,100 Kcal per person per day, and non-food items as a proxy (Epprecht et al., 2008). The 2005 poverty 
rate2 at the village level was estimated based on data from the 2002-2003 Lao Expenditure and Consumption 
Survey (LECS) (see NSC 2004) and the 2005 Population and Housing Census (PHC) (GoL 2006). The 2015 
poverty rate was calculated based on data from the 2012-2013 LECS (see Pimhidzai et al. 2014) and the 2015 
PHC (see Coulombe et al. 2016). 

6.4. Data Analysis 

6.4.1. Characterization and Contextualization of the Trends of Land-based Investments and Their 
Initial Impacts 

This chapter describes key methods used to accomplish research Objective 1. It primarily analyses the LCI data 
overlayed with other national socio-economic, environmental and GIS datasets such as poverty incidence, forest 
cover (conservation, protection and production), and agro-ecological conditions using ArcGIS (ESRI, 2011). 
The results are presented in the book, Land Leases and Concessions in the Lao PDR: A Characterization of 
Investments in Land and Their Impacts (the LCI book). The analysis describes the trends which characterized 
and contextualized land-based investments in the Lao PDR, aggregated by types, size, phase of operation, and 
agro-ecological and socio-economic contexts. Furthermore, for this chapter, we also conducted an initial impact 
assessment of land-based investments covering deforestation, agro-chemical environmental effects, e.g. 
pollution from chemicals, food security, and employment. The analysis on these aspects was conducted through 
a spatio-temporal descriptive statistic and GIS and qualitative approaches.  

In addition to the initial impacts of land-based investments, the Rating System using the Investment Quality 
Index (IQI) was developed to assess the overall performance of land-based investments. The IQI was composed 
of multiple dimensions relating to the quality of investment including: (i) environmental impacts examined 
whether or not a proper environmental impact assessment (EIA) and adequate monitoring were conducted, types 
of forest cleared by land deals, and the use and management of chemicals including their impacts, pollution and 
impact on livestock; (ii) economic impacts investigated land dispossession and compensation, fees and royalty 
payments, contributions to improving household incomes, local infrastructure and economy and impacts on 
access to resources; (iii) social impacts explored key aspects related to employment opportunities created by 
land deals such as using foreign labour, the age and gender of the labourers, fair wages, sources of labour, labour 
practices, impacts on health and food security, and new technology transfers; and (iv) legal compliance assessed 
whether or not the land-based implementation complied with national regulations, concession agreements, and 

                                                      
2 The national poverty line in the Lao PDR was approximately 13USD/person/month in 2005 and 25USD/person/month 

in 2015. 
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international standards as well as the progress of the development against the overall project schedule (see Hett 
et al., 2018).  

The initial analysis of land-based investments and IQI scores points to key issues for further analysis. The most 
important issues are addressed in Papers I, II and III as described in the following sections. 

6.4.2. Poverty Trends in Affected Villages (Paper I) 

This chapter explains the methodology used to answer the first question in Objective 2, the results of which are 
presented in Paper I. The trends of poverty in the affected villages derived from the link between the LCI and 
poverty rates as reflected in the poverty measures prior to and after the establishment of land deals in the villages 
in 2005 and 2015, respectively. The poverty rates based on results of the monetary approach were measured by 
expenditure and consumption (Coulombe et al., 2016; Epprecht et al., 2008). An inferential statistic was 
employed to explore the nuanced association between change in poverty rates at the village level and the land-
based investments. Furthermore, the poverty change rates were analysed alongside the type of land-based 
investments, size, phase of operation, the extent of land dispossession, implementation processes, and the 
geographical location of the affected villages to explore the contextual factors that may have had a negative or 
positive influence on the change of poverty rates in the affected villages. 

6.4.3. Pathways to Human Well-being in Affected Villages (Paper II) 

This chapter describes the approach and methods used to address the second question in Objective 2, and the 
results are presented in Paper II. The multi-dimensional poverty in the affected villages was analysed through 
the lens of human well-being in two steps. First, for the human well-being outcomes in the affected villages, the 
descriptive statistics were applied to characterize the changes in human well-being resources and outcomes 
since the establishment of a land deal in the village. Both changes in human well-being resources and outcomes 
were divided into the categories of ‘enhanced’, ‘unchanged’, ‘adverse’, and ‘trade-off’. The analysis focused on 
three out of five livelihood assets (natural, financial, human, social and physical capital) while also including 
access to natural resources, human capital and physical assets. Furthermore, food security, income, and 
livelihood resilience using livestock as a proxy were considered for well-being outcomes.  

Second, for the pathways to human well-being in the affected villages, the archetype approach (Oberlack et al., 
2016, 2019) was applied to search for a set of configurations of explanatory factors that shaped human well-
being outcomes. In sustainability research, the archetype approach has been increasingly used to identify how 
recurrent configurations of factors and processes that shape sustainable development outcomes across cases and 
contexts (Eisenack et al., 2019; Oberlack et al., 2016; Diana Sietz et al., 2019). Archetypes can be analysed 
through case typologies or as building blocks (Oberlack et al., 2019). In this analysis, we used both. First, as 
case typologies, cases were organized into well-being outcomes, which are called pathways that explain the 
effects of land deals on well-being outcomes. In this step, we investigated recurrent factors associated with the 
outcomes. Second, as building blocks, the Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA; Schneider & Wagemann, 
2012) was applied to depict specific recurrent effects that occur within cases and characterize a single case into 
multiple archetypes (Eisenack et al., 2019). In this step, we compared the set of configurations of explanatory 
factors that led to different well-being outcomes. 

6.4.4. Impacts of Land-based Investments on Rural Transformation from the Natural Resource- to 
Wage-based Livelihoods (Paper III) 

This chapter explains approach and methods to answer Question 3 in Objective 2, and the results are presented 
in Paper III. The analysis explores the explicit, most important and immediate benefits gained from land-based 
investments that smallholders can enjoy. Drawing from QI data, job opportunities created by land-based 
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investments were characterized and contextualized. Then the quality of jobs in terms of types and wages offered 
to or accepted by local people were characterized. Second, the degree of smallholders’ engagement in wage-
labour within the land deals was analysed through an inferential statistic. The type of commodities, size, the 
origin of investment, phase of development, the extent of land dispossession and agro-ecological conditions in 
targeted areas were taken into account as key determinants that may have influenced the smallholders’ 
engagement in wage-labour. Finally, to explore the contribution of land-based investments to the rural 
transformation from the natural resource- to wage-based livelihoods, the land and resource dispossession were 
linked to the extent and quality of jobs offered to or accepted by smallholders in the affected villages. 

7. Key Insights 

7.1. Characteristics, Contexts, Trends and Initial Impacts of Land-based Investments 

Understanding the trends and socio-ecological contexts of land-based investments is essential for characterizing 
and contextualizing the impacts of land-based investments on the local environment and human well-being in 
the targeted areas. Gaining explicit knowledge about how the impacts of land-based investments are shaped is 
crucial for better-informed decision-making, and more robust policy recommendations related to land-based 
investments in the Global South (Edelman, 2013; Messerli et al., 2014; Oya, 2013). Hence the LCI book referred 
to in this section aims to explain the trends and socio-ecological contexts of land-based investments in the Lao 
PDR. Further, it offers initial descriptions of the impacts of land-based investments on the local environment, 
food security and livelihoods. Last, the book presents the overall performance of a wide range of land-based 
investments in terms of scope and scale regarding environmental, economic and social impacts as well as legal 
compliance. The results of this initial impact assessment point to issues and areas for further analysis, some of 
which were addressed in my three peer-reviewed papers. 

Land leases and concessions in the Lao PDR: A characterization of investments in land and their 
impacts (LCI book) 

Globally, this analysis might be one of the few that integrates national spatio-temporal statistics and key 
qualitative variables on environmental, economic and social impacts as well as legal compliance for land deals 
alongside other national socio-economic and environmental datasets. Furthermore, the analysis reveals the 
implementation status of the deals and the extent to which the land has been developed by land deals against 
the total area granted to investors by the government. This book provides an overall picture of the development 
of land-based investments and their impacts in the Lao PDR. Because the analysis covers as many topics as 
possible rather than delving deeply into a particular issue, the insights from it are broad but relatively shallow. 
The analysis includes all types of land-based investments including the agricultural, mining and energy sectors, 
but this section emphasises the insights into investments for agricultural purposes.  

The results show that granting land to land based-investments by (trans)national investors in the Lao PDR has 
skyrocketed since the mid-2000s when the GoL began its policy of turning land into capital. The inventory in 
2017 shows that more than one million hectares or four percent of the Lao PDR’s territory were granted to 1521 
domestic and foreign deals in four sub-sectors: agriculture, tree plantation, mining and hydropower. Nearly two-
thirds (58%, 593,357 ha) of the total area was granted in 777 land deals for agricultural purposes. Although 
more than 70% of the total land deals developed 90% or more of the total area granted by the GoL, the overall 
proportion of developed areas against the areas granted accounted for barely 53% at the time of the inventory. 
In terms of the development progress presented in Figure 2, more than two-thirds of total deals were active, 
either having already reached the operational stage or still being in the start-up phase. Twenty percent of all 
deals failed to start their intended activities after obtaining approval from the GoL or ceased operations in the 
contract period. Nevertheless, this was considerably higher than land deal performance at the global level, in 
which only around 20% of total land deals were active on the ground (Deininger & Byerlee, 2011). 
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      Source: LCI Book (Hett et al., 2020). Figure reproduced by author 

Figure 2: Share of land deals in the agricultural sector by operational stages 

Despite the increase in domestic investments since 2009, land-based investments in the Lao PDR have been 
driven by foreign investments in terms of size: foreign investments accounted for 65% (300 deals, 363,475 ha) 
of the total area granted to investments. The foreign investors mainly come from neighbouring countries 
including China, Vietnam and Thailand. Although domestic investments have dominated in terms of sheer 
numbers of deals, they have generally been smaller in scale than the foreign ones (Figure 3). 
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  Source: LCI Book (Hett et al., 2020). Figure reproduced by author 

Figure 3: Location and size of land deals for agricultural purposes by the origin of the investor 

Most of the land-based investments in the Lao PDR (440 deals, 69%) are small-scale deals compared to the 
global land deals which are  <200 ha as defined by the Land Matrix (2021). Land deals in the Lao PDR are 
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mostly private investments by individual or family businesses which often face difficulty gaining access to 
capital and technology (Figure 4). 

 

           Source: LCI Book (Hett et al., 2020). Figure reproduced by author 

Figure 4: Number of land deals by size of the granted area 

The pace of land deal development has been slowing since 2009 due to a number of concurrent drivers including 
the GoL’s moratoria and global factors, e.g. the decline in prices of key commodities such as rubber and gold. 
However, many small-scale land deals arose between 2010 and 2016, and new investments shifted from the 
most dominant commodities, rubber and pulpwood, to large livestock (cattle) production, flex crops (i.e. 
sugarcane and cassava), coffee, and fruits (Figure 5). Nevertheless, overall, rubber and pulpwoods were still the 
predominant commodities invested in under land deals at the time the inventory was conducted in terms of 
cumulative granted area, accounting for 217,125 ha and 100,394 ha respectively. Other common commodities 
included sugar cane (96,083 ha), cassava (45,954 ha), and livestock (cattle) (31,465 ha). 
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     Source: LCI. Figure by author 

Figure 5: Area granted per year between 1995 and 2016 by commodity types 

To ensure that land deals contribute significantly to rural development and poverty reduction through spillovers, 
the GoL strongly encourages these investments, especially in remote areas where there is still a high incidence 
of poverty. Low tax deals or tax exemptions have been promoted in remote areas. The results presented in Figure 
6, however, reveal that most of the investments, especially the early ones, targeted easily accessible areas in the 
lowlands with better agro-ecological and socio-economic conditions. Due to the fact that these investments are 
in easily accessible areas, large quantities of land with high population densities have already been claimed by 
multiple users. For this reason, in many cases, the land deals have pushed smallholders off their land and away 
from their resources. At the same time, a large percentage of forested land including national conservation, 
protection, production and other types of forests on which smallholders rely for a wide range of ecosystem 
services have been converted to land-based investments (Figure 7). 
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  Source: LCI Book (Hett et al., 2020). Figure reproduced by author 

Figure 6: Location of land deals by the origin of investors and size with the degree of accessibility from 
implemented areas to the nearest provincial capital 
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           Source: LCI Book (Hett et al., 2020). Figure reproduced by author 

Figure 7: Shares of area for land deals that fall in one of the three national forest management 
categories 

The results of the IQI reveal that the overall performance of land-based investments in multiple dimensions of 
quality of investment in the Lao PDR range from low to mediocre. The scores are diverse across the types of 
land deals in relation to commodities, size and dimensions. First, the crop and livestock deals have performed 
relatively better than the tree plantation deals (Figure 8). Second, although the mean scores in environmental 
and legal compliance aspects are quite high for the attainable scores, the scores for economic and social 
dimensions are low. Third, except for legal compliance, tree plantations show poor performance in all aspects. 
Livestock deals have low scores in the social aspect, meaning they have made a limited contribution to social 
development, especially employment, but they have performed relatively well in three other aspects. In contrast, 
despite a low score in the economic dimension, the crop deals have performed relatively better than the other 
investments in the social aspect (Figure 9).  

Looking at the IQI for individual land deals, the results suggest that it is almost impossible to have a land deal 
that performs well across all four dimensions. As illustrated in Figure 10, the land deal for livestock performs 
well in legal compliance, economic and environmental aspects, but does not guarantee social development. In 
another case, eucalyptus, the investment achieves high scores in compliance, economic and social dimensions, 
but its performance is poor in the environmental aspect. Furthermore, although land deals such as ginseng 
investments have achieved low total IQI scores, they have performed relatively better in the social aspect 
compared to those with a high overall total score. In this regard, negotiations for trade-offs among stakeholders’ 
interests are important to achieving sustainable development outcomes. Nevertheless, the IQI can be an 
important tool to facilitating the decision-making process.  
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         Source: LCI Book (Hett et al., 2020). Figure reproduced by author 

Figure 8: Overall IQI scores 

 

         Source: LCI Book (Hett et al., 2020). Figure reproduced by author 

Figure 9: Average IQI scores in four dimensions according to sub-sectors 
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      Source: QI. Figure by author 

Figure 10: IQI scores for four dimensions of selected land deals with the highest and low scores 

Results of the analysis presented in the LCI book have been reported to the GoL through several channels and 
events, such as a summary report to the Prime Minister, presentations in the monthly government meetings, and 
the ordinary session of the National Assembly. Moreover, the results have been discussed with key policy and 
decision-makers at the national level through cross-ministerial and sectoral-specific workshops. In response, in 
2018 and 2019, the GoL issued two notifications ordering the concerned ministries and local government to 
further investigate 438 concessions. These concessions were no longer active at the time the inventory was 
conducted, and included those with the implementation status of ‘never started’, ‘ceased operation in the 
contract period’, ‘abandoned’ or ‘contract complete and operation concluded’. Based on further investigation, 
the GoL has ordered the termination of the concession agreements of some investments and outlined measures 
for others. Moreover, the GoL has instructed the concerned ministries and local authorities to work together to 
continue the integration of data on land concession and assessing the quality of investment in the remaining 
provinces. At the same time, the GoL has recognized the need for giving more power to local governments to 
monitor the existing land-based investments. 

7.2. Poverty Trends in Affected Villages 

Monetary income is the most common and widely used criteria employment for poverty measurements (Bader 
et al., 2016; Roelen, 2017). The international poverty line was created to make poverty comparisons across 
countries possible. The updated international absolute poverty line is $1.90 per day (Ferreira et al., 2016), and 
the recent Lao national poverty line is approximately 280,910 Lao Kip or $34 per person per month (LSB & 
World Bank, 2020). The governments in the host countries and some international organizations, such as the 
World Bank, see that land-based investments can offer an alternative for a stable source of monetary income in 
rural areas which in turn offers a shortcut to poverty reduction in the Global South. The analysis tested this 
proposition by investigating the effects of land-based investments on poverty in the affected villages using 
inferential statistics.   
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Paper I: ‘Poverty trends in villages affected by land-based investments in Laos’ 

This paper analyzes village level poverty changes in the affected villages by comparing the poverty rates before 
and after the establishment of land deals. The paper advances our knowledge of the effects of land deals on 
poverty in targeted regions by revealing the contexts in which land deals have a nuanced association with 
poverty reduction or creation. The analysis considers the spatio-temporal statistics and qualitative variables 
relating to the characteristics of land deals and their implementation processes to explore the contextual factors 
that may be associated with the poverty change rates at the village level. The results reveal that poverty rates in 
the affected villages decreased significantly between 2005 and 2015, which was consistent with overall poverty 
trends in the Lao PDR. This contrasts with global studies that have argued that land deals increase poverty in 
the Global South. However, in the cases in which villagers lost a greater amount of land to land deals and had 
limited access to alternative land or employment, either the poverty reduction rate was lower or the poverty 
rates increased over that period compared to the ones with less significant land loss.   

A nuanced range of observations arose for poverty reduction in affected villages, in at least the short term, 
including: (i) most land deals in the Lao PDR are small-scale with areas with granted land of less than 200 ha, 
and most had yet to clear all of their land up to the time of assessment; (ii) the smallholders did not lose all of 
their land, meaning that they were still able to continue their traditional livelihoods, either for subsistence or 
market purposes; and (iii) land deals may push out the displaced smallholders thus leading to out-migration, to 
places such as nearby cities for urban jobs. In contrast, others may move in to seize the jobs or other development 
opportunities brought by land-based investments. Moreover, although our regression model suggests that land 
deals in poorer areas have stronger associations with poverty reduction, most land-based investments in the Lao 
PDR have targeted the less poor areas with better accessibility and a wider range of existing development 
opportunities (Figure 11). 
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 Source: LCI Book (Hett et al., 2020). Figure reproduced by author 

Figure 11: Changes in village poverty rates between 2005 and 2015 in the affected villages 
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7.3. Pathways to Human Well-being in Affected Villages 

Although monetary poverty measurements are still widely used (Bader et al., 2016; Roelen, 2017), multi-
dimensional poverty perspectives have been increasingly recognized as an alternative approach for overcoming 
the shortcomings of monetary poverty measurements. The multi-dimensional approach goes beyond the 
economic variables to measure multiple dimensions of poverty (Bennett & Mitra, 2012; Alkire & Santos, 2014), 
that can be assessed using different frameworks (UN, 2017), such as the multi-dimensional poverty index (MPI; 
Alkire et al., 2014), social exclusion and inclusion (S. Hickey & du Toit, 2007), basic needs (Gasper, 2007), 
and capability poverty (Sen, 2000). From a well-being perspective, the outcomes of development are the most 
meaningful indicators for measuring poverty rather than the means, e.g. income. However, the means are 
considered the key instrument for achieving the well-being of the individual (Mauro et al., 2018; Robeyns, 
2005). 

In contrast to Paper I, Paper II assessed multi-dimensional poverty using the concept of human well-being 
(Gasper, 2007). Previous studies suggest that the well-being outcomes in the context of land deals are complex 
and determined by numerous factors (Edelman, 2013; Hufe & Heuermann, 2017; Oberlack et al., 2016; Oya, 
2013). The archetype approach (Oberlack et al., 2019) reveals the explanatory factors that jointly mediate the 
human well-being outcomes in the targeted areas. The archetype approach has been increasingly used in 
sustainability research (e.g. Levers et al., 2015; Messerli et al., 2015; Sietz et al., 2017, 2019) as it enables the 
analysis to identify recurrent configurations of conditions and processes that have shaped the (un)sustainability 
across contexts, and then pointed to the necessary interventions for sustainable development outcomes 
(Oberlack et al., 2016; Diana Sietz et al., 2019). 

Paper II: ‘Pathways to human well-being in the context of land acquisitions in Lao PDR’ 

This paper draws on insights gained from 294 villages affected by 176 land-based investments. The results 
reveal that land-based investments affect human well-being through 18 distinct pathways. Many pathways 
(eight, affecting 98 villages or 33% of the sampled villages) involved trade-offs among different dimensions for 
well-being outcomes. Five pathways, occurring in 28% (n = 83) of the villages, led to adverse well-being 
outcomes. The remainder included three pathways, occurring in 21% (n = 61) that improved the well-being 
outcomes of the sampled villages, and two pathways (in 15 villages) that led to unchanged well-being outcomes. 
Figure 12 presents the summary of key explanatory factors in each outcome. Enhanced well-being only occurred 
under a narrow set of strong pre-conditions or through a concurrent process unrelated to land acquisitions, such 
as agricultural commercialization, employment outside land acquisitions and trading, which were stimulated 
instead by their proximity to the provincial capital. Adverse well-being outcomes arose mainly due to poor 
access to land and other natural resources or negative environmental impacts, such as water degradation or 
pollution from agrochemicals from the land acquisitions. However, the main contrasting explanatory factors 
which made pathways differ from one another included the scale of the land deals, the cumulative impacts, the 
extent of land and resource dispossession and the degree of environmental impacts. Other factors were the 
availability of new land and resources to compensate for the losses, and proximity to the provincial capital 
where a wide range of development opportunities, including markets and public services, were available. 
Meanwhile, the ability of villagers to negotiate with investors was non-existent in many cases, thus constituting 
a distinctive factor. 

Furthermore, we found that in many cases, the FPIC was not sought in the development of land deals, and 
obtaining consent in accordance with the FPIC principles did not guarantee positive outcomes. However, in 
some cases, the FPIC provided a space for consultation that allowed smallholders to negotiate with investors 
over land allocation and other economic benefits. 
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   Source: Nanhthavong et al. (2021). Figure by author 

Figure 12: Well-being outcomes and a summary of key explanatory factors in each outcome 

The results further revealed five archetypical processes which mediate the effects of land acquisitions on well-
being including: (i) shifting access to land and natural resources; (ii) commercialization of agriculture; (iii) 
availability of development opportunities in the region; (iv) environmental impacts; and (v) employment 
opportunities within and beyond land acquisitions. 

7.4. Impacts of Land-based Investments on Rural Transformation from the Natural Resource- to 
Wage-based Livelihoods 

The research sought to explicitly analyse the most important and immediate anticipated benefits from land-
based investments that local people could enjoy (Hallam, 2009). Paper III analysed the employment 
opportunities created by land-based investments and the jobs offered to or accepted by former land users. It also 
examined the contributions of land-based investments towards rural transformation, particularly along the 
gradient of natural resource- to wage-based livelihoods in 282 villages affected by 164 land deals in the Lao 
PDR. We applied an agrarian political economy approach, specifically the concepts of primitive accumulation 
(Bernstein, 1977; D. Hall, 2013; Marx, 1976) and precarity (Cruz-Del Rosario & Rigg, 2019; Standing, 2011) 
to understand the processes connected to the land-based investments that transform resource and labour 
relations.  
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Paper III: ‘Land-based investments for agricultural commercialization in Lao PDR: Improving rural 
employment or opening doors to precarization?’ 

This paper has advanced our knowledge of labour debates in the context of land-based investments through a 
systematic analysis that links the quality of jobs offered to or accepted by former land users with the land and 
resource dispossession by land deals. The unique national dataset consisting of quantitative and qualitative 
variables has allowed the analysis to reveal the contexts in which the peasants’ engagement in wage-labour acts 
as a rural livelihood diversification or as a strategy to cope with losses which can become precarious. 

The paper suggests that land-based investments transform labour relations as well as peasant access to land and 
livelihood resources. Instead of contributing to rural development by transforming livelihoods from the natural 
resource- to wage-based, land deals have pushed former land users into precarious conditions through three 
processes: (i) dispossession without proletarianization, (ii) a greater extent of land and natural resource 
dispossession without offering adequate proletarianization to former land users, while employing primarily 
foreign workers to implement the land deals, and (iii) adverse incorporation into semi-proletarianization – 
hence, former land users who lost significant land and other resources to land deals were more likely to rely on 
wage-labour with land-based investments as a strategy for coping with these losses. In this respect, we argue 
that engaging in wage employment with land-based investments is a necessity rather than a livelihood choice. 
Furthermore, the paper indicates key contextual factors that determine job creation in land-based investments 
and peasant engagement in wage-labour with those investments. This paper offers crucial evidence to better 
inform the policies relating to managing and regulating existing and future land-based investments for 
sustainable outcomes, particularly in regard to the prominent claim of employment creation. 

8. Synthesis and Outlook 

The overall aim of this thesis is to test the overarching contested propositions on land-based investments in the 
Global South. The first proposition stipulates that land-based investments by trans(national) investors may be a 
shortcut to rural development and poverty reduction. The second, contradictory proposition claims that these 
investments are used by foreign governments and non-governmental actors from economically-advanced 
countries as a way of controlling the best land and the associated resources in developing countries. 

In this research, I tested the validity of those contradictory propositions from the perspectives of monetary 
poverty, multi-dimensions of human well-being, primitive accumulation, and precarity through a wide range of 
methodologies including inferential statistics, archetype approach, and spatial analysis. Specifically, I analysed 
the recent government-owned LCI database composed of spatio-statistics and QI data as a subset of LCI which 
contains key qualitative variables relating to land deals’ implementation processes and their impacts on human 
well-being along with other national socio-economic datasets such as village-level poverty incidence. 

8.1. Key findings 

My findings reveal that land-based investments by trans(national) investors cannot be a pathway for rural 
development and poverty reduction in rural areas without accompanying related measures. One example would 
be the simultaneous development of the other sectors such as manufacturing to provide an alternative to 
counteract the land and natural resource losses and absorb the labour force released from traditional livelihoods. 
In a small number of villages where specific conditions such as land registration, good access to markets and 
other services, and alternative employment opportunities were met, well-being increased or remained 
unchanged despite the presence of land-based investments. In most cases in the Lao PDR, most of these 
conditions are not met, and overall well-being outcomes were not positive. 
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The results also indicate that international CoCs, such as FPIC principles, per se do not guarantee positive 
outcomes from land-based investments as is claimed by some international organizations (Titche, 2017; von 
Braun & Meinzen-Dick, 2009). However, they do provide a space for consultations with the former land users. 
In a small number of cases with strong community leadership teams and where an FPIC was applied by the 
investors, former land users were able to negotiate for land allocation and/or other economic benefits, leading 
to increased human well-being outcomes. Additionally, simply conducting an EIA does not prevent negative 
impacts from land deals: the environmental impacts depend on adequate impact monitoring and safeguards 
being in place throughout the life of the land-based investment. 

My analysis shows that in the majority of affected villages, the poverty rates measured in purely monetary terms 
decreased significantly between 2005 and 2015, which is before and after the land-based investments were 
established. However, from a multi-dimensional human well-being perspective that takes into account food 
security and income and livelihood resilience using livestock as proxy suggests that the majority of land deals 
lead to trade-offs among different dimensions of well-being or outcomes that are, overall, adverse to well-being. 
Furthermore, in cases with significant land loss and limited alternative opportunities available in the region, the 
monetary poverty rates increased over the same period.  

Instead of contributing to positive rural transformations, particularly alongside the gradient of natural resource- 
to wage-based livelihoods, my analysis reveals that land deals pushed former land-users into precarious 
conditions, namely through: (i) dispossession without proletarianization, (ii) experiencing a greater degree of 
dispossession without adequate proletarianization, and (iii) adverse incorporation into semi-proletarianization. 
Moreover, the results indicate that employment opportunities with land-based investments are not a choice, but 
are livelihood constraints: in cases in which peasants lost significant land and other natural resources such as 
non-timber forest products (NTFPs), timber, wild animals, and water for agriculture to land deals, or where 
access to alternative land was restricted and where other development opportunities were limited, these former 
land users were more likely to rely on precarious wage-labour with the investors to compensate for their losses. 
In contrast to previous global studies which state that employment opportunities with land deals often 
materialize only in the development phase (see Oberlack et al., 2016), my findings suggest that in the Lao PDR, 
the employment opportunities created by land deals per hectare in the operational phase were significantly 
higher than in the development phase. Yet, the jobs in the operational phase are not often offered to local people 
because foreign migrant workers are brought in to take them. One of the explanations for this might be that the 
jobs in the operational phase may require a higher skill set, while the availability of these skills is often limited 
within the country. For instance, tapping rubber requires a specific technique and the work often takes place at 
night. 

Finally, my analysis reveals that many land deals are actually cases of land speculation for long-term benefit 
rather than those that offer full (or any degree at all) development potential to peasants in the targeted regions 
as expressed by Borras Jr, Franco, et al. (2012). Of the relatively a large total area granted to investors in the 
Lao PDR, only approximately half of the total area was developed by the investors at the time the assessment 
was conducted, and more than a third of the total approved land deals had never begun to develop their 
investments, had ceased operations, or had been abandoned. 

8.2. Significance of the research 

My research has made two significant contributions to the current global debates on possible ways to better 
regulate and govern land-based investments in the Global South so that they become sustainable agricultural 
investments and advanced our knowledge of livelihood implications triggered by LSLAs:  

First, to my knowledge, my research is the only national-scale analysis that reveals the national trends and socio-
ecological contexts of land-based investments. Previous research on livelihood applications in land deals has 
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drawn insights primarily from local case studies (e.g. Baird, 2011; Baumgartner et al., 2015; Bottazzi et al., 
2018), and regional and global inventories (e.g. Davis et al., 2014; Rulli & D’Odorico, 2014). However, analysis 
at the meso-level has still been lacking—evidence that is crucial knowledge that informs national policy for 
better governance of land-based investments. Case studies reveal the unfolding of the detailed process of the 
cases (Beach & Pedersen, 2016) but the evidence is often insufficient for generalisation (Magliocca et al., 2018), 
and the selection of the cases often overemphasizes the problematic aspects, such as large-scale cases that report 
negative impacts, conflicts or resistance. While regional and global inventories provide generalised and 
important spatial patterns, they cannot trace the implementation processes and impacts of land deals on the 
ground due to unreliable data from crowdsourcing (Messerli et al., 2015; Oya, 2013). My research employs a 
systematic assessment using a mixed methods approach. I analysed the 2017 national LCI dataset alongside 
other national socio-economic datasets in the Lao PDR, such as poverty incidence. The LCI is a unique, 
complete national dataset consisting of spatio-temporal statistics and qualitative variables relating to the impacts 
of a wide range of land deals. The analysis unpacks the processes through which land-based investments 
transform rural areas, particularly along the gradients of natural resource- to wage-based livelihoods. 
Furthermore, the analysis reveals pathways toward different well-being outcomes and makes nuanced 
contributions to poverty reduction in targeted areas. The results suggest that omitting the qualitative variables 
(land deal implementation processes, changes in access to land and associated resources, environmental impacts, 
livelihood options and adaptations triggered by land deals) from the analysis can lead to misinterpretations in 
the livelihood implications of land-based investments. 

Second, through a range of methodologies that draw on concepts such as monetary poverty, multi-dimensions 
of human well-being and primitive accumulation and precarity, the study portrays different aspects of human 
well-being in the targeted areas by comparing the situation before and after the establishment of land deals in 
the villages. The research suggests that overemphasizing the monetary aspect of poverty does not capture the 
complete picture of the quality of life or poverty in rural areas in the context of land-based investments, which 
may result in misguided policies related to land deals. The decrease in monetary poverty rates in the majority 
of affected villages does not necessarily achieve positive human well-being outcomes. Additionally, although 
wage employment opportunities have become an important source of cash income in rural areas, my research 
indicates that solely depending on those opportunities can push peasants into more vulnerable livelihoods 
because the jobs offered by land deals are poor quality and unstable due to low wages, the fact that they are 
often casual or seasonal work. 

8.3. Policy Implications and Recommendations 

The work and analysis conducted as part of this PhD within the framework of the K4D project have had a 
significant impact on decision-making and governance in the management of land-based investments in the Lao 
PDR. This cross-sector fieldwork has improved information sharing and coordination among the sectors, and it 
allows an integrated analysis. As explained in Section 7.1., the results have guided the GoL to take corrective 
actions on certain concessions—particularly those with extremely poor compliance in terms of the concession 
agreements. Further, the work points to the need for more efficient coordination among the sectors across 
administrative levels in order to better govern land deals. At the same time, the GoL has, through this work, 
realized that more power should be given to local governments at the provincial and district levels to improve 
the monitoring of land-based investments as instructed in the GoL Resolution Number 13 (GoL, 2019). 

In the Lao PDR, the expansion of land-based investments since the GoL’s second moratorium in 2009 has 
slowed, but new investments, especially smaller ones, have continued to rise. It seems that this trend will persist 
since the GoL is currently improving the investment climate in an attempt to attract new investments (IFC, 
2021) to overcome the recent financial deficit and boost growth (VT, 2019). In addition, many existing land 
deals have yet to develop all the land that they have obtained from the government. Therefore, adverse impacts 



 
 

38 
 

from the development of land-based investments must be avoided, and these sustainable agricultural 
investments need to be realized: 

First, despite the decrease in monetary poverty in the majority of the affected villages, land deals have led to 
trade-offs in or adverse well-being outcomes in most of the affected villages. My findings suggest that the 
household income in these villages increased to some extent after the establishment of a land deal, and wage-
labour with land deals was mentioned as one of the reasons, but other indicators of multi-dimensional human 
well-being (food security and resilience) decreased. This means that a general improvement in economic welfare 
in villages affected by land deals is not necessarily accompanied by improvements in other important aspects 
of quality of life. This points to the need for more comprehensive social and environmental impact analysis and 
monitoring, and planning and implementation of related accompanying measures. For instance, the impact 
assessment for approval of new investments should take into consideration other natural resources such as 
NTFPs, flora and fauna, pasture, water for agriculture, etc. rather than just overemphasizing the land, since these 
resources still play a very important role in rural livelihood resilience. Therefore, protecting land-use rights, 
including those related to common resources, will ensure that smallholders, especially for the women and 
vulnerable groups like ethnic minorities, can sustain their traditional livelihoods, especially during the 
transitional period of the development journey. At the same time, employment with land-based investments 
should be a choice instead of a livelihood “survival strategy” as expressed by Oya & Pontara (2015). 

Second, the results of my research reveal that the well-being outcomes in land-based investments are context-
specific, and it requires specific conditions to improve human well-being as elaborated in Section 8.1. Thus, the 
development through land-based investment approach should take into account heterogeneous, socio-ecological 
contexts. For instance, in cases where there are no official land rights in place, where there is limited access to 
markets and services that would allow smallholders to engage in commercial agricultural production, non-farm 
employment, or other alternative opportunities, and where livelihoods are still highly dependent on natural 
resources, land deals should be avoided or reconsidered. Otherwise, the GoL or investors must ensure that 
specific mandatory measures such as supporting market access, the securing of land tenure, or an appropriate 
livelihood development program are in place. 

Third, a CoC incorporating EIAs and FPIC is often expected to guarantee positive outcomes for land-based 
investments (Titche, 2017; von Braun & Meinzen-Dick, 2009). However, my research reveals that outcomes 
for land deals are shaped by a range of concurrent factors. The adverse well-being outcomes occur partly due to 
negative environmental impacts. At the same time, negative environmental impacts can still occur even when 
EIAs are conducted. Moreover, an FPIC does not guarantee a positive outcome, but it does provide an avenue 
for negotiations over land allocation and other economic benefits. It follows that these instruments are important 
tools that should be used in the development of land deals, but should not be considered as the solution for the 
provision of safeguards. Appropriate measures need to be followed: safeguard mechanisms should be in place 
throughout the project cycle and adequate environmental monitoring must take place. 

Finally, promoting land-based investments as an instrument for poverty reduction in rural areas through shifting 
from the natural resource- to wage-based livelihoods needs to be reconsidered since the current approach is not 
working. My research suggests that the pathway to improved human well-being in the context of land-based 
investments is very narrow. To this end, the GoL’s priority should be on considering appropriate trade-offs 
among different development goals across politics of scale (see Zia et al., 2011). For instance, large-scale, 
labour-intensive investments may not significantly contribute to national growth, but they may generate a higher 
number of employment opportunities. These jobs, created by labour-intensive investments, may be a good fit 
with the unskilled or semiskilled labour in rural areas and have a greater positive impact on human well-being. 
Or, the GoL should find an alternative to compensate for the losses and sustain the livelihoods of the displaced 
smallholders, such as establishing social protection and development programs to prevent adverse well-being 
outcomes, especially during the transition period. Another possible approach would be for the GoL to use the 
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revenues from the land-based investments to reinvest in development in the other sectors, such as manufacturing 
and service, to absorb the labour force released from traditional livelihoods. 

8.4. A Critical Review of the Research Approach and Future Areas for Research 

One of the great advantages of being embedded in a collaborative research project with the GoL has not only 
been having permission to access comprehensive national datasets but also being able to influence 
improvements to the quality of the data. For the project framework in which this PhD research is embedded, I 
have been one of key people designing approaches and tools, as well as managing the implementation of data 
collection, quality control and processing. This research process has given me the incredible opportunity to 
access a high quality database and enabled me to draw upon robust evidence to inform decision-making. As a 
result, the findings have been directly used by the GoL and appropriate actions have been taken against the 
poorly performing land deals (GoL, 2019). This is an affirmation that my research has not only contributed to 
the current global debates on the implications of land-based investments on local livelihoods, but also provided 
the urgently needed evidence for better-informed policies related to these investments in the Global South. 
However, the insights from my research point to key issues for further in-depth analysis. For instance, many 
peasants have lost land and associated resources to land deals, but the job opportunities that were supposed to 
accompany the land deals were limited. Therefore, it is essential to understand the strategies that displaced 
former land users have used to cope with their losses.  

This research was conducted in the villages directly affected by land deals or in which land deals are located; 
therefore, it cannot capture the well-being of all groups of peasants, particularly smallholders who, because of 
land deals, have emigrated to nearby towns or other places for jobs. For this reason, an ethnographic study could 
be an alternative to a place-based analysis for seeing a complete picture of the ways that land deals have 
impacted human well-being.  

Another issue is the need to compare the wages offered to local people by land deals with those in smallholder 
agriculture so as to fully qualify the employment opportunities created by the land deals. Some may argue that 
although the wages paid to local people by land deals are often lower than the national official wages, they may 
be higher than those paid by smallholder agricultural production or other similar jobs in the region.  

The framework of the project that my research was embedded in was census-based and attempted to cover as 
many aspects as possible, including environmental, economic and social impacts, as well as the legal compliance 
of all land deals across agro-ecological contexts. This comprehensive national dataset with spatio-statistics and 
key qualitative variables relating to human well-being impacts has allowed my research to uncover important 
patterns of how land deals have impacted human well-being in the targeted regions. The meso-level evidence is 
urgently needed to better inform the national and international policies relating to land-based investments in the 
Global South. However, due to the gaps in the meso-level data (e.g. detailed processes of the cases), some 
important questions on the impacts of land deals on human well-being, particularly subjective well-being, could 
not be addressed in the course of my PhD research. Therefore, selecting a few case studies alongside the national 
assessment may be an alternative approach for future research to verify the results of the national-level data 
analysis. At the same time, a deeper understanding of the specific process of impacts experienced in association 
with land-based investments on human well-being in the targeted areas is necessary (Beach & Pedersen, 2016). 

My PhD research has opened some fundamental issues that future research should look into. First, many land 
deals have not completed developing the land obtained from the government. This means that the full picture 
of the implications on human well-being in the targeted areas is yet to be fully captured. Therefore, it will be 
important to investigate the long-term implications using the same methodology. Second, this research focused 
solely on the villages that were directly affected by land-based investments—the villages that lost individual or 
communal land to land deals. Nevertheless, neighbouring villages may have experienced spillovers from the 
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land-based investments in terms of employment opportunities, outgrower schemes or downstream impacts. 
Hence, future research should expand to include villages indirectly as well as directly affected. Finally, rural 
livelihoods are complex because they are influenced by numerous drivers. Thus, future research should consider 
both place-based and ethnographic approaches to understand the concurrent factors that may shape livelihood 
changes. 
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