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KEY ISSUES

Land banking for large-scale
land-based investment
(LSLBI) seems to be a
surprisingly common policy
mechanism, but relatively
little is known about it.

Based on the scarce
literature on land banking
and the broader evidence
on LSLBI, land banking
poses some key concerns
that arise from a responsible
investment perspective.

Land banking for LSLBI
does not necessarily

result in the sustainable
development impacts
desired and land banking is
not in and of itself a solution
to overcome inherent
challenges associated

with land governance.

There is little evidence
to suggest significant
successful investor
uptake of banked land.

Land is rarely vacant or
unused and land banking
risks displacing legitimate
tenure rights holders.

Deeper research into and
experience sharing about
land banking mechanisms
for LSLBI are needed.

Land banking for large-scale
land-based investment: A
responsible investment
perspective

Public banking of land for private investment appears to have
emerged since the 2007-2008 global financial crisis as a common
yet under-researched policy mechanism. A snapshot investigation
revealed that a number of countries, particularly low- and middle-
income countries (including Botswana, Ethiopia, Ghana, India,
Indonesia, Kenya, and Tanzania; see Appendix), have attempted or
are pursuing land banking policies to encourage large-scale land-
based investment (LSLBI).! Information about these mechanisms,
including their existence and efficacy, is scant.'If not done
responsibly, land banking for this purpose could have far-reaching
implications for local communities and risks perpetuating the
same problems associated with LSLBI that decades of study have
revealed.? This issue paper recommends careful consideration of
land banking for LSLBI as a policy mechanism and deeper research
to better understand its implications for sustainable development.

I. The analysis in this paper is based on a review of the literature and primary government sources describing
the schemes in the countries listed in the Appendix. Other schemes were examined but ultimately excluded
because they did not meet the criteria. The authors were not able to find published evidence of perspectives
in which land banking for LSLBI is allowing governments to reach their objectives and resulting in the desired
sustainable development impacts. They would therefore welcome input on this to enrich the discussion.
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Defining land banking

There is no universal definition of a land bank

or land banking.? The focus of this issue paper is

on mechanisms (whether called a land bank or
something else) in which the state seeks to (1)
acquire or secure the property of land through
purchase or leasehold, set aside existing state or
public lands, or register others’ land (e.g., customary
land); (2) reserve or record that land for future use in
an inventory; and (3) subsequently release that land
(e.g., through leasehold, concession, or sale) for, or
assist with facilitating, private LSLBI.

This paper distinguishes this definition of land
banking from other mechanisms pursuing agro-
industrial development, such as agricultural
growth poles* and special economic zones.*
These mechanisms tend to involve “combined
and coordinated focus on investing in transport,
power, communications, and improving access

to markets,”® whereas the land banking schemes
examined in this paper seek only to offer available
land to private investors. That said, such agro-
industrial development mechanisms may entail a
land banking component in that they may also be
used to set aside land to be allocated to investors.’
There may also be land banking schemes for
purposes other than LSLBI, but those do not fall
within the scope of this paper (see Box 1).

Box 1: Land banking for purposes
other than LSLBI

Public land banking mechanisms are used for
many other purposes, including for industry
(e.g., in various subnational states in India®),
resettlement (including climate-related reasons),
landless people (e.g., under consideration in
Nepal®), and facilitating land consolidation
projects (e.g., in some European countries'?).
While those purposes fall outside the scope

of this paper, other types of land banking
mechanisms such as these could hold learnings
relevant to land banking for LSLBI.

The potential appeal of land banking
for LSLBI

In theory, land banking for LSLBI offers a way to
shape investment patterns rather than reacting
case by case to land requests from individual
investors. This could be pursued by identifying
land proactively and conducting participatory
land use planning and rigorous boundary
confirmation in close collaboration with local
communities and other land users. Land banking
for LSLBI could be an opportunity for investors and
governments to conduct preparatory processes—
such as stakeholder identification; information
sharing; community consultations; sensitization
on the right to free, prior, and informed consent
(FPIC); preliminary environmental and social

risk or impact assessment, etc.—with a view to
enhancing community rights, co-ownership, and
benefit sharing in resulting investments in line
with international good practice and principles of
responsible investment.!

There appear to be some links between
development finance institution support and land
banking as a policy mechanism. This is the case of
the World Bank in some states in Nigeria'? and the
International Finance Corporation in Kenya.®

Objectives cited by governments for land banking for
LSLBI mechanisms include:

® Have land readily available for future
development through investment.*

® Increase food security and self-sufficiency.®®

® Facilitate commercialization through
acquiring and consolidating rights in order to
create larger landholdings.!®

Does theory play out in practice?

The available evidence on land banking for LSLBI is
too limited to say conclusively whether these various
objectives are being achieved. However, based

on the literature that does exist and the broader
evidence on LSLBI, there are some key concerns that
arise from a responsible investment perspective.
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Little evidence to suggest
significant successful investor
uptake of banked land

Sometimes land banking mechanisms are
planned but fail or end prematurely. For instance,
Botswana piloted a land bank under its 10th
National Development Plan’s land acquisition
and allocation program. It sought to make land
available for future development initiatives,
including tourism.*® The land bank was reportedly
implemented for about five years and later
apparently canceled due to political changes;*
though two years later the government indicated
that it wished to “strengthen” the scheme.?

In other cases, land banking for LSLBI mechanisms
persist, but there is little reported evidence

of high levels of investor uptake and project
implementation. As of 2020 and after 11 years of
operation, only 11% of land covered by Ethiopia’s
land banking mechanism had been transferred

to investors.?! Those investors had allegedly been
reluctant to commence projects due to reasons
such as a lack of host community support and a
lack of land development or serviced lands (e.g.,
roads).? Other reasons may also affect investors’
decisions not to invest in banked land, including
the size of the available parcels,” administrative
capacity to manage the land bank,* identification
of desirable lands outside those in the land bank,*
reduced demand for large parcels of land,? political
instability,”” and economic uncertainties.?®

Land banking for LSLBI does not
necessarily result in the desired
sustainable development impacts

As with any LSLBI project, there is no guarantee
that a land banking mechanism for LSLBI will help
achieve sustainable development goals (SDGs),
such as food security and poverty alleviation.
Much will depend on whether the scheme
includes binding commitments regarding SDGs
and responsible investment, whether the investor
complies with such commitments, and whether
the state has the required technical and financial
capacity to run the scheme. Some land banking

mechanisms have been associated with negative
impacts for local communities and with a lack of
meaningful community consent. For instance, in
Tanzania, local officials reportedly dispossessed
villagers of their land for inclusion in the land
bank without their consent.® In Jharkhand

state in India, through the afforestation land
bank, farmland has reportedly been dug up and
unsuitable tree species planted, disrupting farm,
pastoralist, and other forest-based livelihoods
and reducing incomes without community
consent.®® In Botswana, the land banking policy
focusing on tourism3 would reportedly have
caused some loss of income3? and livelihoods
for communities whose land was slated to be
included in the land banking scheme.*

Land is rarely vacant or unused

The specific interests and processes vary
depending on countries’ legal and land tenure
systems, but broadly speaking, governments tend
to create land banking mechanisms relying on
formal land rights through the following three
main scenarios (captured in Figure 1):

Drawing on state or public lands.

Leasing, expropriating, or acquiring non-
state (often community) lands through
private treaty.

Registering non-state land in the land bank
and acting as an intermediary between
communities and investors (rather than
obtaining an interest in the land).

The targeted land may receive a classification
such as empty, unused, vacant, underutilized, idle,
unallocated, or abandoned.® These lands may

be targeted through satellite imagery indicating
empty land,* compiling a list of available parcels
of public land,*” or conducting an inventory of
abandoned land.® Alternatively, private and
traditional owners may be encouraged to offer up
their land for inclusion in the land bank.**

I | S S U E PAPE R | MARCH 2025



Figure 1: Three scenarios of rights transfer in land banking**

Source: Authors

Often with nonexistent or inadequate consultation
practices, governments may not have updated
information or databases on how land is being used
in the country.* It is also common for unregistered
land (the vast majority of land in many rural areas*!)
to be automatically deemed state land, even when
itis traditionally occupied by a community or an
individual. This makes relying on such databases

as definitive proof of land vacancy unreliable. For
example, in Ethiopia, federal land bank parcels

that were identified as empty or unused by satellite
imagery are reported to be predominantly part

of shifting cultivation, or agropastoralism and
rangeland pastoralism systems.* In Jharkhand state
in India, the land bank was reportedly developed
based on inaccurate digital land records and
without local consultation or land surveys.®

Relying on formal land rights and making
assumptions about land’s availability without
local investigation through consultation tends to
overlook legitimate tenure rights. For example,
concern has been expressed about the ability of
the Indonesian land bank to acquire community

land and Indigenous peoples’ land that has not
been given formal recognition of ownership.*
Legitimate tenure rights are not limited to those
rights that are formally recorded or documented;
rather, they include informal rights and customary
rights practiced and recognized by a community.*
Legitimate tenure rightsholders who are commonly
overlooked in the investment context include
women, pastoralists, agropastoralists, widows,
migrants, people with disability, and youth. Even
where consultation does occur, their lower power
status within communities means that such users
may be overlooked by traditional leaders or other
government actors and therefore excluded from
community decision-making if no external support
is provided. Yet “invisible” land uses—such as
cattle tracks and other pastoral uses, farming and
foraging marginal community land for household
subsistence and livelihoods, fallowing, and
cultural practices—have enormous economic,
social, environmental, and cultural value.*® Such
values are also often not (or not fully) included in
compensation processes.
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Land banking is not in and of itself a
solution for overcoming underlying

governance challenges and resource
requirements or bypassing

proper processes

Many low- and middle-income countries have complex
land governance systems comprising a mixture of
formal and informal land tenure systems, interwoven
with customary rights and often with conflicting land
claims. Governments may view land banking as a way
to leapfrog such complexities that tend to slow down
case-by-case investment efforts. While land banking
could potentially be used as a tool for forward-looking
land use planning, the evidence and broader LSLBI
experience suggest that it is not a silver bullet that can
circumvent underlying land governance issues, skip
essential steps in the investment life cycle,* or solve a
common problem of resource constraints.

As far as technical and financial resources are
concerned, in practice, land banking for LSLBI

does not mean that governments can sidestep the
resource-intensive processes involved in responsibly
securing land for investment.* Work by the Food and
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations in

the European land consolidation context has shown
that to function effectively and reach their objectives
(e.g., rural development and sustainable land use),
land banking mechanisms must be adequately
funded.” The same logically applies in the rather
different and arguably more resource-intensive LSLBI
context in low- and middle-income countries.

Depending on the structure of the land banking
mechanism and what exactly the government seeks
to offer investors (e.g., a land parcel purportedly
ready for investment or just a connection with
traditional leaders who are interested), preparatory
processes—such as participatory land- and rights-
holder identification, social and environmental

risk and impact assessment, valuation, and
compensation processes—may need to be
undertaken to create the land bank.*® This takes
careful coordination by the land banking authority
with other relevant ministries, departments, and
agencies. In practice, these institutions often lack the
authority to fulfill their intended function, are poorly
coordinated with regulatory agencies, and lack the

resources and support to uphold responsible land-
based investment standards.

Even if these processes are undertaken, that does

not mean the land is ready for investment. First,
communities will need to be kept properly informed
so as to not raise expectations with overpromise

and underdelivery if there is ultimately no investor
interest. Second, while there may be merit to front-
loading certain processes, many (such as consultation,
consent, site suitability, and impact assessments) will
need to be repeated and additional processes (such
as project feasibility, community benefit agreements,
compensation, etc.) undertaken once there is investor
interest—as the proverbial devil for which community
engagement and consent is required will be in the
investment detail (e.g., sector-specific impacts). Even
if a traditional leader nominates community land

to be held in a land banking mechanism or registry,
once there is investor interest, proper participatory
consultation will still need to be undertaken and
consent received from rightsholders.

Importantly, no meaningful consultation processes
can be carried out without strong transparency
requirements, since it is essential for those consulted
to be fully informed. Unfortunately, research for this
paper revealed that information about land banking
mechanisms is scarce, which raises significant
transparency and accountability concerns from a
responsible investment perspective.>

A call for further research and
engagement

To fully understand whether land banking for LSLBI

is or is not working in practice, the reasons why, and
any lessons regarding good practice, much deeper
research into case studies is needed. This must include
experience sharing by stakeholders in existing land
banking mechanisms, including government actors,
affected communities, and investors. It should also
involve knowledge generation with representatives of
financial institutions that are backing mechanisms,
academia, and civil society. If land banking is here

to stay, we should seek to understand it better—
including for purposes beyond LSLBI—so that it can
be used as a tool to achieve rather than undermine
sustainable development.
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Appendix: Snapshot investigation of land banking for LSLBI mechanisms

The examples listed in the following table meet this paper’s definition of a land banking for LSLBI mechanism (see page 2)." The table indicates the types of
mechanisms in existence. Enquiries into these mechanisms have been limited to desktop research and informal interviews with experts. The authors acknowledge
the scarcity of official legislative or policy sources describing the land banking mechanisms and encourage use of the table as a starting point for deeper research, not
as conclusive evidence of the case studies.

Active land banking for LSLBI mechanisms

Ethiopia® Federal Land Bank | Agriculture and energy | Year established: 20093 The authors have not
(biofuels) Ministry/agency responsible: Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development;> found ewc!enge of the
the Agricultural Investment Land Administration Agency is responsible for scherne winding down,
identifying, receiving, and transferring land to investors® soitis presumed to be
Types of land held in bank: Plots over 5,000 ha;* private holdings or active.
community lands that have been expropriated;>” government lands*®
FParties involved and types of rights transferred: Government - investor; lease
rights for 50+ years; full transferable and mortgaging rights®
Ghana®® Ghana Investment | Unclear Year established: Around 2010° Based on recent
Promotion Centre Ministry/agency responsible: GIPC® mentions in the media,
(GIPC) land bank Types of land held in bank: State land; customary land It appears to still be
T . . . active.®> However,
Partl.e.s involved qnd types of rights transferrec]: Government intermediary; the authors found no
Traditional Council » investor; database to register land and connect evidence of investor

traditional councils with investors, but not possession of land by government® |, stake of lands and
received anecdotal

Disclaimer: The authors did not find an official government policy that established repo'r'ts of litigation by
the GIPC land bank, though government policies and project plans include an interest | trad |1.:|0nal owners to
in making land more readily available for land-based investments. Secondary reclaim lands.®

literature drawing from interview research with government agencies involved in land
administration and investment promotion report the existence of a GIPC land bank.%

Il. As noted above, Zambia’s Farm Block Development Programme, has been excluded from this list. Established by the government, farm blocks consist of large areas of land being set aside to facilitate LSLBI.
However, the ‘land-banking’ component is only one aspect of a wider agro-industrial development mechanism which also includes the development of infrastructure, among other things. The farm blocks
focus on land that was originally customary land and managed by traditional leaders. (Ministry of Agriculture and Co-operatives ‘National Agricultural Policy 2004 - 2015" (October 2004); Ministry of Finance and
National Planning, ‘Farm Block Development Plan 2005-2007" (2005); Susanna L Middelberg and others, ‘Zambian Farm Blocks: A Vehicle for Increased Private Sector Investments’ (2020) 5(1) Open Agriculture
817-818; Fison Mujenja and Charlotte Wonani, Long-Term Outcomes of Agricultural Investments: Lessons from Zambia (International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED) 2012).
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Country Name of scheme LSLBI sectors Description Status
India— Land bank Compensatory Year established: 2016 Active
Jharkhand®’ afforestation (a statutory | yinjstry/agency responsible: Department of Revenue, Registration, and Land
process meant to Reforms; government of Jharkhand defers land-transfer and acquisition duties
compensate fortheloss | to Jharkhand’s district-level deputy commissioners
of forests to mining) Types of land held in bank: Forest land; Mundari Khuntkatti—original settlers
of land among the Munda; raiyati land (cultivated by the local farmers and
villagers); gair majarua lands (communitarian tribal nonagricultural lands);
other types of lands (under customary use), such as the Sarna, Jaher,
Hargari, Masna®
Types of rights transferred to investors: Entry to the land; power to take
possession of the land®®
Indonesia™ | The Land Bank Agriculture and energy | Year established: 2021™ Active
Authority’sLand | (biofuels) Ministry/agency responsible: Land Bank Authority
Bank Types of land held in bank: State land™
Types of rights transferred to investors: Location permits;”® management rights
(to cultivate, build, and use)™
Kenya™ Land Large-scale agricultural | Year established: 2022 Active®
Cqmmeraallzatlon commercialization Ministry/agency responsible: Kenya Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock
Initiative Development, implemented by the Agriculture Transformation Office and led
by the Department of Agricultural Engineering Services™
Types of land held in bank: State land™
Types of rights transferred to investors: Leasehold™
Tanzania® | Tanzania Agriculture, energy Year established: Unclear, but certainly by 2009% As of 2018, the land
Investment Centre | (biofuels), development | winjstry/agency responsible: Tanzania Investment Centre; Ministry of Industry | bank was reportedly
(TIC) land bank projects (manufacturing, | and Trade; Ministry of Lands, Housing, and Human Settlements Developments: | incomplete and
housing] Types of land held in bank: Converting village land to general land®* Investors were
) } >" ] ) approaching the TIC
Types of rlghts transferred to lnvestqrs: I?enyatwe lanc_j fcltlessfsor foreign to formalize land they
investors; rights of occupancy or derivative rights for citizens had already identified
for acquisition.® As of
February 2025, the TIC
continues to maintain
a list of land parcels on
its website.®’
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Inactive land banking for LSLBI mechanisms

Botswana®®

Tourism land
bank®

Tourism

Year established: 2009%°

Ministry/agency responsible: This seems to have varied over the years and
has included the following: Land boards; Ministry of Lands and Housing;
Botswana Tourism Organization; °* Ministry of Environment, Natural
Resources Conservation, and Tourism?®?

Types of land held in bank: Freehold land;*® community/tribal land®*

Types of rights transferred to investors: Concession leases®

In 2019 the government
reportedly canceled
the land bank®® or
simply reversed some
features of the land
bank process, which
would be managed

by the Land Boards
instead of the Ministry
of Environment,
Natural Resources
Conservation, and
Tourism.”” However,

in 2021, that ministry
indicated that it wished
to strengthen the
tourism land bank.%®
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