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Unveiling the drivers of large-scale land acquisitions
in Asian countries: society, economy and
environment

Luigi Orsi a, Lorenzo Zanchi b and Chiara Mazzocchi b

ABSTRACT
The rapid surge in large-scale land acquisitions (LSLAs) has been triggered by the convergence of food,
financial and environmental crises in the late 2000s. Since the 2008 commodity price spike, several
Asian countries have become preferential targets for LSLAs carried out by foreign companies and
governments. The rising interest in Asian farmlands and natural resources arose in a complex set of
political transitions and socioeconomic dynamics that have shaped the whole continent in the last
decades. This study relies on a dataset built on different data sources, from 2003 to 2021 for a total of
14,724 million hectares involved in LSLAs in Asia. The southeastern region is the most targeted one,
with Indonesia and the Philippines as the principal host countries. The main investors are intraregional
and, especially in private or stock-exchange listed companies, are from China and Malaysia, who intend
to produce palm oil or rubber. Results partially confirm the initial hypothesis, showing that the
endowment of land and water resources in host countries is positively related to the amount of land
acquired. Findings also show that investors are looking for free market areas, with low trade barriers
and low fiscal pressure, where the protection of workers’ rights is lower than that in their homeland.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The rapid surge in large-scale land acquisitions (LSLAs) triggered by the convergence of food,
financial and environmental crises in the late 2000s has led to a renewed interest in social and
rural studies in understanding how overseas farmland investments could shape the trajectories of
agrarian change in the world.

Initial concerns raised by media, institutions and NGOs about the implications of a massive
land use change driven by the new wave of investments in least developed countries (GRAIN,
2008; Oxfam, 2011) prompted scholars to focus on the negative effects of LSLAs, reporting
adverse impacts on local food security, human rights violations and resource depletion that
still constitute the main concern of critical literature (Abdallah et al., 2022; De Schutter,
2011 Müller et al., 2020). At the same time, as the wave of land acquisitions was unfolding
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rapidly in the first years following the commodity price spike of 2008, the development of global
stakeholders’ networks has led to a better understanding of the main features of the so-called
‘new global land rush’ (Edelman et al., 2013). An LSLA is defined as a transnational or dom-
estic land acquisition or lease ‘typically covering an area of 200 hectares (ha) or more’ (De Maria
et al., 2023, p. 1). In this regard, data reported by Land Matrix show that the early areas of
debate paid excessive attention towards the activity of ‘finance-rich, resource-poor’ (Borras &
Franco, 2010) countries like China and the Gulf States purchasing large tracts of farmland in
the developing world, underestimating the role played by investors from developed economies
(Bräutigam & Zhang, 2013).

Building on theoretical assumptions that have interpreted the rapid surge of LSLAs as a
‘top-down phenomenon’ (Fairbairn, 2013; Wolford et al., 2013) where the state acts as the
key player in regulating access to land and natural resources (Ribot & Peluso, 2003), studies
have assessed, with various results, the influence of the institutional and legal framework at
the target site in attracting LSLAs from foreign investors. Moreover, the same contributions
also show the importance of environmental, climate and socioeconomic variables, both on
the host and on the investor side, in shaping the flows of LSLAs (Arezki et al., 2015; Conigliani
et al., 2018; Giovannetti & Ticci, 2016; Mazzocchi et al., 2021). However, to the best of our
knowledge, no study has already assessed how specific features at the country level could be
determinants of LSLAs in Asia, a continent that accounts for 15% of the global area interested
in LSLAs, according to Land Matrix data.1

Since the 2008 commodity price spike, several Asian countries have become preferential
targets for LSLAs carried out by foreign companies and governments. The rising interest in
Asian farmlands and natural resources arose from a complex set of political transitions and
socioeconomic dynamics that have shaped the whole continent in the last decades. The col-
lapse of the Soviet bloc, the rise of China as a global power and the subsequent growing
geopolitical relevance of the Indo-Pacific have resulted, for many Asian nations, in a rede-
finition of the development strategies followed until then. A renewed global quest for farm-
lands triggered by the convergence of multiple crises has been perceived by several Asian
governments not only as a chance to improve the agricultural sector and boost economic
growth, but also as a means of reasserting the authority of the central state on the country,
especially where ethnic and religious divisions have produced, over the centuries, situations of
legal pluralism (Debonne et al., 2019). However, along with the influence of governments’
macroeconomic and institutional policies on the development of land investments, case
studies also report the crucial impact of existing social, environmental and climate features
on the implementation of LSLAs in Asian countries (Baird, 2019; Debonne et al., 2019;
Schönweger & Messerli, 2015).

While most of the literature related to LSLAs in Asia has extensively focused on single
topics or individual case studies, to the best of our knowledge no research has yet been under-
taken on an analysis of how specific national features could be determinants of LSLAs in this
continent. Our hypothesis is that investors may be influenced in their investment choices by a
broad range of factors – both on the target and on the investor side – including environmental
features related to climate change (CC), which is considered to have a major role in shaping the
flows of LSLAs (Davis et al., 2015; Mazzocchi et al., 2021). Thus, following an approach
related to economic geography, the influence on the implementation of LSLAs in Asia could
be related to environmental and economic features both of the host and investor countries,
taking the perspective within the literature outlined by Lay and Nolte (2018). More specifically
the analysis of the factors at play as determinants of LSLAs in Asia is developed through a grav-
ity model analysis, an approach already employed in LSLA literature (Arezki et al., 2015; De
Maria, 2015; Giovannetti & Ticci, 2016; Hirsch et al., 2020; Lay & Nolte, 2018; Mazzocchi
et al., 2021; Olayinka, 2018).
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The paper is organised as follows. Section 2 reviews existing literature regarding LSLAs
determinants. Section 3 presents the methodology and data used in the study. Section 4
shows and discusses the results and Section 5 draws conclusions.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW ON THE DETERMINANTS OF LSLAs

The issue of which factors shape the global flows of LSLAs is recognised by scholars as an
important gap in the literature (Hirsch et al., 2020; Mazzocchi et al., 2021; Messerli et al.,
2014). In recent years scholars have investigated how specific economic, social, institutional
and environmental features, both at the target and the investor side, may influence the global
flows of LSLAs. These researches involve both quantitative and qualitative approaches.

To date, studies committed to assessing the determinants of LSLAs have focused on factors
previously assessed as predictors of foreign direct investments (FDI) between two countries
(Arezki et al., 2015; Conigliani et al., 2018; Olayinka, 2018). Concerning this research
approach, Lay and Nolte (2018, p. 81) warn that the determinants of LSLAs are more specific
than those for FDI, because ‘the quest to secure access to food and energy resources is believed
to play a major role in such acquisitions, while market-seeking factors may be less important’.
However, in literature, most of the variables included in the econometric models for the analysis
of LSLAs and FDI overlap and prove to be significant predictors not only for the latter but also
for the former.

Among the potential determinants of the LSLA flows investigated, studies agree in asses-
sing the availability of arable land with agricultural potential in host countries as a strong pre-
dictor of land investments (Giovannetti & Ticci, 2016;Mazzocchi et al., 2018;Mazzocchi et al.,
2021). Moreover, Arezki et al. (2015) and Lay and Nolte (2018) affirm that investor countries
with poor fertile lands at the domestic level are more likely to invest abroad for food production,
while in the analysis developed by Mazzocchi et al. (2021) investors’ land endowment is not a
significant parameter in driving the flow of LSLAs. While the aforementioned studies stress
that investors are looking for lands with agricultural potential, in their analysis Hirsch et al.
(2020) assess the yield gap as a minor factor in driving LSLAs.

According to other scholars, water availability in host countries also plays a key role in driv-
ing the flows of farmland acquisitions (Giovannetti & Ticci, 2016; Mazzocchi et al., 2018). In
fact, precipitations are positively correlated to LSLAs, increasing the amount of land acquired
by external investors (Hirsch et al., 2020; Mazzocchi et al., 2021).

Although several target countries have enacted laws intended to preserve the environment,
studies assess that forests and protected areas are among the preferential targets of LSLAs
(Mazzocchi et al., 2021; Messerli et al., 2014), with the share of land left to forests being a driver
in land acquisitions in Africa (Conigliani et al., 2018; Tulone et al., 2022). For example, Mes-
serli et al. (2014, p. 449) identify ‘remote forestlands with lower population density’ as one of the
preferential landscapes for investors. Moreover, Woods (2015) describes cases in Myanmar
where constraints on forests have not been respected, making forested areas a target of land
acquisitions.

Assessing the link between natural resources endowment and investors’ interest requires us
to consider the ways CC could have affected the global flow of LSLAs. The quest for fertile
lands, water and forested areas could be a consequence of climate extremes such as droughts,
floods and wildfires that have affected agricultural output in potential investor countries and,
therefore, have prompted governments and corporations to outsource their food and energy pro-
duction. Therefore, Davis et al. (2015) suggest an active role with CC driving farmland acqui-
sitions in developing countries. Mazzocchi et al. (2021) develop a gravity model employing
variables related to natural resources endowment, climate disasters, the presence of protected
areas and CO2 emissions, both for investors and host countries, in order to assess how climate
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and environmental factors may drive the flow of LSLAs. In addition to the positive relationship
between land and water resources endowment – including precipitations – in target countries
and LSLAs, the authors have found a negative influence with climate disasters, showing that
investors have limited interest in developing projects in countries affected by the consequences
of CC. Similarly, according to the analysis, the level of CO2 emissions in host countries nega-
tively influences the amount of land acquired; therefore, it is possible to assert that investors are
less willing to invest in countries where the levels of emissions are high.

Along with environmental and climate variables, some works investigate the role of the insti-
tutional, social and cultural context in driving LSLAs. Cultural and geographical proximities are
identified as important factors in shaping the flow of investments: a common language and a
former colonial relationship between two countries are assessed as two strong predictors, posi-
tively related to land investments, while the distance between investor and host is negatively
related (Arezki et al., 2015; DeMaria, 2015; Hirsch et al., 2020; Lay &Nolte, 2018; Mazzocchi
et al., 2021; Olayinka, 2018; Raimondi & Scoppola, 2018).

Lowpopulation in the host country is a parameter often associatedwith land investments (Nolte
et al., 2016) but, according to Messerli et al. (2014), the geographical distribution of land deals
depends on the interaction between population density and land use and cover. Other authors
(Mazzocchi et al., 2021) investigate the role of women in sub-Saharan countries, observing that
the level of political involvement of women in public institutions in host countries is negatively
related to the amount of land acquired by external investors. This suggests that an improvement
of women’s rights in target countries could improve the domestic debate on LSLAs, especially in
countries where women’s participation in social and political life is still an unsolved problem.

Studies show mixed and contrasting results about the ways the rule of law, property rights
protection and the quality of institutions influence the flows of LSLAs. Arezki et al. (2015) and
Giovannetti and Ticci (2016) recognise a negative relationship between protection of land rights
and LSLAs, arguing that a weak land tenure is a condition that attracts investments in the
country. This situation is often linked with a general weakness in the rule of law, where high
levels of corruptibility and a selective law enforcement could be preferential features for foreign
investors (Arezki et al., 2015; De Maria, 2015; Dell’Angelo et al., 2017; Giovannetti & Ticci,
2016; Lay &Nolte, 2018; Nkansah-Dwamena & Yoon, 2022). However, Olayinka (2018) finds
that a weak institutional framework could be unfavourable for investors and Conigliani et al.
(2018) assess government integrity and a low level of violence in host countries as variables posi-
tively related to LSLAs. Moreover, in sub-Saharan Africa Nkansah-Dwamena and Yoon
(2022) find that LSLAs occur in countries with a low level of political stability.

Finally, literature focused on GDP per capita found it is often negatively related in host
countries with the land deal size, while the unemployment rate is positively related (De Maria,
2015). Investors seem to be more likely to start projects in countries that fail to supply the dom-
estic demand for food, a proxy of the food security of a state. In fact, in sub-Saharan Africa it has
been observed that there is a positive relation between the amount of external debt of the host
country and the size acquired by foreign investors, as well as between the national rate of cereal
import and the LSLAs size (Tulone et al., 2022). In the same area, the level of FDI net inflows
of the host countries is positively related to LSLAs, while the days required to start a business and
the cost of a business start-up are negatively related to the amount of land acquired, showing the
importance of a conducive business environment in potential host countries in influencing the
flows of LSLAs (Nkansah-Dwamena & Yoon, 2022).

Concerning a qualitative analysis approach, a study carried out by Sändig (2021) was made
using a sample of research that provide insights into how southern rural communities have con-
tested agricultural LSLAs.The samplewas restricted to articles that document instances of resist-
ance toLSLAs,finding sixmain issues related to the contesting actions compared in the sample of
papers reviewed. They are: tactics, used by communities to face LSLAs; grievances, namely issues
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arising from the coercion imposed by LSLAs; benefits, representing the promised benefits of
LSLA projects for the society; political opportunities and constraints, including the legal con-
straints and land tenure issue; community ties and resources, concerning the community solidarity
and the participation of local leaders in contentions; framing, related to various framing processes
playing a role in facilitating opposition against LSLAs. The primary impetus behind the conten-
tion arises from significant grievances over LSLAs, primarily stemming from economic losses, as
well as environmental and cultural damage. This aligns with the findings of Schoneveld (2017)
indicating that instances of positive benefits from LSLAs in the African continent have been
infrequent and have seldom outweighed the associated negative impacts. Another example is
given byAdam andAgegnehu (2023) who have studied the issue of contract farming in Ethiopia,
as an alternative way to LSLAs, highlighting the lack of institutional intervention in regulating
this process. Other scholars (Notess et al., 2020) using a qualitative approach have studied com-
munities land formalisation in different countries, as land tenure and land property rights are
among the major problems emerging from LSLAs.

Summarising, literature has produced contrasting figures about the role of land tenure secur-
ity and the quality of institutions in attracting foreign investors both using quantitative and
qualitative analysis. However, there is a wider consensus in assessing the endowment of land,
water and forests as features positively related to the amount of land acquired, stressing the
importance of natural resources in the quest for overseas farmlands. In addition, CC could
play a key role in the future because studies show that countries affected by natural disasters
are less attractive for investors.

3. METHODOLOGY

3.1. Conceptual framework
Previous research intended to assess the determinants of LSLAs have employed different empiri-
cal methods, such as unilateral regressionmodels (Conigliani et al., 2018;Mazzocchi et al., 2018)
and network analysis (Interdonato et al., 2020). However, an increasing number of studies have
investigatedLSLAdrivers by implementing a gravitymodel (Arezki et al., 2015;DeMaria, 2015;
Giovannetti & Ticci, 2016; Hirsch et al., 2020; Lay & Nolte, 2018; Mazzocchi et al., 2021;
Olayinka, 2018), a tool traditionally applied in economic research to study the flows of FDI
between countries. According to De Maria (2015), the structural analogies between the frame-
work of bilateral investment flows assessed in FDI literature and the inherent nature of landmar-
kets make gravity models the most suitable approach in assessing the determinants of LSLAs.
Building on De Maria’s arguments and on existing studies, the present work develops a gravity
model in order to assess the determinants of LSLAs in Asian countries.

3.2. Dependent variable description
In this research, the size of land deals in hectares between pairs of host and investor countries
was chosen as the dependent variable in the gravity model. This is an approach followed by other
studies that have assessed the determinants of LSLAs (De Maria, 2015; Hirsch et al., 2020;
Mazzocchi et al., 2021), while other authors have employed the number of deals as the depen-
dent variable (Arezki et al., 2015; Lay & Nolte, 2018). The dependent variable was calculated
on the basis of a raw dataset of 2486 global land deals which occurred from 2003 to 2021, in any
implementation and negotiation status and involving a surface of more than 200 hectares, for a
total of 95,788 million ha.2 Data were provided by the platform Land Matrix, which has been
recognised as one of the most reliable sources in monitoring the global development of LSLAs
(Conigliani et al., 2018; Lay &Nolte, 2018; Petrescu et al., 2020; Scoones et al., 2013). For each
deal reported in the database, Land Matrix specifies the host country, the nationality of the
investors and the deal size.
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Building on the original dataset, the study considered only the deals occurring in Asian
countries, thereby excluding the ones taking place in other continents.

For the identification of countries belonging to Asia, this study relies on the United Nations
publication ‘Standard Country or Area Codes for Statistical Use’ originally published as Series
M, No. 49 and now commonly referred to as the M49 standard.3 This classification is slightly
different from the one provided by Land Matrix, and it also includes Kazakhstan and Uzbeki-
stan, which Land Matrix classifies as Eastern European countries.4

The new Asian LSLAs dataset, made up of 563 deals for a total of 14,724 million hectares
involved in land acquisitions, constituted the basis for further elaborations. In detail, the depen-
dent variable includes all the possible investor country–host Asian country combinations, both
the occurred deals and the non-occurred deals (potential combinations) for a total of 2835.
Thus, the database includes zeros, as further explained in Section 3.4.

According to Land Matrix data, the most targeted region in Asia is the southeast, account-
ing for 90% of the land deal sizes negotiated in the whole continent.

Figure 1 represents a chord diagram plot which depicts cumulative LSLA flows between
countries. The main host countries are the Philippines and Indonesia, followed by Myanmar,
Laos and Cambodia. However, the southeastern region also contains important net investors,

Figure 1. LSLAs flows between investors countries and host countries in Asia (all signed deals) in
2000–2022 period from our database.
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such as Malaysia, which seeks lands, especially in Indonesia, and, to a lesser extent, in the Phi-
lippines, and Singapore, who is also active in Indonesia. The main regional investor, however, is
China, which operates especially in the Philippines and in Myanmar but also in Laos, Cambo-
dia and Indonesia. To a lesser degree, the Republic of Korea and Saudi Arabia are also regional
net investors. Extra-Asian companies have a limited role in the continent; among them, data
show relevant flows from the United States to Indonesia, India and the Philippines. A special
case is represented by Vietnam, a net host country which, however, has an active role in purchas-
ing lands in Indonesia and Cambodia.

In the cases of multilateral deals involving a plurality of investors from different countries,
the whole size of the deal was attributed to every host-investor pair involved. This approach
undoubtedly increases the numbers at play; however, studies employing, as dependent variable,
not the size but the number of deals is likely to smooth out the wide differences existing in the
actual surfaces involved by the reported deals, equating investments that, in reality, affect quite
different areas. Considering these reasons and the aim of assessing which factors influence the
magnitude of LSLA flows, the size of land deals has been chosen as the dependent variable.

3.3. Independent variables, descriptions and data sources
In line with previous studies on LSLA determinants discussed in Section 2, the present work
assesses the role of socioeconomic, political, institutional, environmental and climate factors
in driving farmland investments in Asia. Table 1 shows the potential explanatory variables
included in the analysis, which were obtained from different sources and divided into three
groups: the Gravity Model variables group, the Socio-political variables group and the Environ-
mental variables group.

The explanatory variables were sourced from various databases, including the Index of Econ-
omic Freedom by Miller et al. (2019), CEPII GeoDist, Faostat, Millennium Development
Goals Indexes (MDGI), United Nations Statistics Division (UNSD) and the Terrestrial Air
Temperature and Precipitation: 1900–2006 Gridded Monthly Time Series, version 1.01
(Dell et al., 2012). The ‘Terrestrial Air Temperature and Precipitation: 1900–2006 Gridded
Monthly Time Series’ database offers mean precipitation, serving as an explanatory variable
associated with climate change (CC) in our model.

Consistent with the literature on determinants of LSLA assessed by gravity models (Arezki
et al., 2015; Lay & Nolte, 2018), our study incorporates the following factors (Gravity Model
group): the agricultural area of the country (agricultural land), the cropland area of the country
(cropland area), the arable area of the country (arable area), the GDP of the country (total, per
capita, growth rate), the existence of a historical colonial relationship between hosts and inves-
tors (colony), and a common official language (language) between hosts and investors. These
factors have been previously identified as positively correlated with the amount of land acquired
in a country (De Maria, 2015; Lay & Nolte, 2018; Mazzocchi et al., 2021). This group also
incorporates the distance between hosts and investors (distance), a variable that has been
observed to have a negative relationship with the extent of LSLAs (Arezki et al., 2015).
Gross domestic product (GDP) per capita can serve as an indicator to assess how wealthier
countries, considering per capita values, are more inclined to participate in LSLAs (Mazzocchi
et al., 2021). Additionally, it can be utilised to examine the impact of the host country’s market
size on land acquisitions. The Socio-political group comprises factors linked both to the issue of
the social sustainability of LSLAs, a concept represented, for example, by the variables labour
freedom, property rights, population and variables related to the political economic environ-
ment, such as public debt, government integrity, fiscal health, unemployment rate and tariff
rate. These variables are usually included in analysis assessing LSLAs drivers for their influence
demonstrated in literature, although with different intensity and meaning, according to the
different context and models applied. For instance, in our model the unemployment rate of a
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Table 1. Variables description.

Description Measuring unit
Source
(year)

Land deals size Size of land deal
Dependent variable

ha Land Matrix
(2022: period
2003–2021)

Distance (Gravity Model
variable)

Distance between host and
investor

km CEPII (2015)

Language (Gravity Model
variable)

Host and investor have a common
official language

Dummy (0 = not; 1
= yes)

CEPII (2015)

Colony (Gravity Model
variable)

Host and investor have a past
colonial relationship

Dummy (0 = not; 1
= yes)

CEPII (2015)

Agricultural land (Gravity
Model variable)

Agricultural area of the country ha Faostat (2019)

Cropland (Gravity Model
variable)

Cropland area of the country ha Faostat (2019)

Arable land (Gravity Model
variable)

Arable land area of the country ha Faostat (2019)

GDP (Gravity Model
variable)

Gross Domestic Product of the
country

$ (billions) Miller et al.
(2019)

GDP per capita (Gravity
Model variable)

Gross Domestic Product of the
country per capita

$ (billions) /
inhabitants (n)

Miller et al.
(2019)

GDP growth rate (Gravity
Model variable)

The annual percentage growth
rate of real GDP derived from
constant currency units

% Miller et al.
(2019)

Population (Socio-political
variable)

Population of the country People (millions) Miller et al.
(2019)

Population density (Socio-
political variable)

Population density People per square
kilometres of land
area (n / km2)

Miller et al.
(2019)

Tariff rate (Socio-political
variable)

Tariff rate of the country % Miller et al.
(2019)

Income tax rate (Socio-
political variable)

Tax imposed on income % Miller et al.
(2019)

Corporate tax rate (Socio-
political variable)

Tax on the profits of a corporation % Miller et al.
(2019)

Tax burden
(Socio-political variable)

The top marginal tax rate on
individual income

0–100 (0= low; 100
= high)

Miller et al.
(2019)

Tax burden (% of GDP)
(Socio-political variable)

The top marginal tax rate on
individual income as a percentage
of GDP

% Miller et al.
(2019)

Fiscal health (socio-political
variable)

Fiscal health of the country 0–100 (0= low; 100
= high)

Miller et al.
(2019)

Public debt (Socio-political
variable)

Public debt in percentage of GDP
of the country

% Miller et al.
(2019)

Property rights (Socio-
political variable)

Measures the strength of property
tenure in a country

0–100 (0= low; 100
= high)

Miller et al.
(2019)

(Continued )
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Table 1. Continued.

Description Measuring unit
Source
(year)

Government spending
(Socio-political variable)

The burden imposed by
government expenditures, which
includes consumption by the state
and all transfer payments related
to various entitlement programs

0–100 (0= low; 100
= high)

Miller et al.
(2019)

Government expenditure
(% of GDP) (Socio-political
variable)

The burden imposed by
government expenditures, which
includes consumption by the state
and all transfer payments related
to various entitlement programs

% Miller et al.
(2019)

Business freedom (Socio-
political variable)

Measures the extent to which the
regulatory and infrastructure
environments constrain the
efficient operation of businesses

0–100 (0= low; 100
= high)

Miller et al.
(2019)

Labour freedom (Socio-
political variable)

Considers various aspects of the
legal and regulatory framework of
a country’s labour market

0–100 (0= low; 100
= high)

Miller et al.
(2019)

Investment freedom (Socio-
political variable)

Evaluates a variety of regulatory
restrictions that typically are
imposed on investment

0–100 (0= low; 100
= high)

Miller et al.
(2019)

Monetary freedom (Socio-
political variable)

The weighted average rate of
inflation for the most recent three
years and a qualitative judgement
about the extent of government
manipulation of prices through
direct controls or subsidies

0–100 (0= low; 100
= high)

Miller et al.
(2019)

Trade freedom (Socio-
political variable)

The trade-weighted average tariff
rate and a qualitative evaluation of
nontariff barriers (NTBs)

0–100 (0= low; 100
= high)

Miller et al.
(2019)

Financial freedom (Socio-
political variable)

An indicator of banking efficiency
as well as a measure of
independence from government
control and interference in the
financial sector

0–100 (0= low; 100
= high)

Miller et al.
(2019)

Judicial effectiveness
(Socio-political variable)

Judicial independence, quality of
the judicial process, and
perceptions of the quality of public
services and the independence of
the civil service

0–100 (0= low; 100
= high)

Miller et al.
(2019)

Government integrity
(Socio-political variable)

Measures the degree of
institutions fairness in a country

0–100 (0= low; 100
= high)

Miller et al.
(2019)

Unemployment (Socio-
political variable)

Unemployment rate of the country % Miller et al.
(2019)

Inflation (Socio-political
variable)

The annual percent change in
consumer prices

% Miller et al.
(2019)

FDI inflows (Socio-political
variable)

The total annual inward flow of
FDI

$ (millions) Miller et al.
(2019)

(Continued )

Unveiling the drivers of large-scale land acquisitions in Asian countries 71

REGIONAL STUDIES, REGIONAL SCIENCE



host country could serve as an indicator of the potential number of individuals interested in
employment opportunities in new investment projects. For investors, it also provides insights
into the overall level of well-being in a country (Mazzocchi et al., 2021). The public debt vari-
able can serve as a proxy for the fragility of a state, potentially indicating a propensity for invest-
ment in countries with higher levels of public debt by investors. Regarding the tariff rate,
LSLAs are more likely to occur in countries where investors perceive a favourable return on
their investment. For instance, legal regimes have an impact on the likelihood of LSLAs (Carter
et al., 2017); thus, our hypothesis is that the higher the tariff rate, the lower the amount of
LSLAs in a host country. The issue of property rights is undoubtedly one of the most investi-
gated variables in determining LSLA drivers (Notess et al., 2020). While some authors found
that countries with limited protections of local population land tenure rights were more targeted
by land acquisitions (Giovannetti & Ticci, 2016), other researchers suggest that this relationship
does not consistently exist (Mazzocchi et al., 2021). We hypothesise that in Asian regions this
variable can be relevant in influencing LSLAs. In fact, while at national level, governments have
fostered or halted foreign farmland investments according to specific political or economic pur-
poses, the ‘fragmented sovereignty’ that distinguishes several Asian countries (Kenney-Lazar,
2019; Lund, 2011) still requires investors to interact with different layers of power in order
to implement their projects successfully. For example, Lu and Schonweger (2019) report the
case of seven Chinese companies that failed to obtain the lands granted by the Laotian central
government because they didn’t manage to interact successfully with local authorities that exer-
cise the actual control on land access. A situation of fragmented sovereignty, thus, heavily affects
the proper management of LSLAs, thereby influencing the outcomes of the investments on the
livelihoods and food security of local communities. As for the variable government integrity,
Conigliani et al. (2018) and Mazzocchi et al. (2021) assessed government integrity and a low
level of violence in host countries as variables positively correlated to LSLAs, although in

Table 1. Continued.

Description Measuring unit
Source
(year)

Women (Socio-political
variable)

Ratio of female to male labour
force participation rate

% MDGI (2019)

Women 2 (Socio-political
variable)

Seats held by women in national
parliament in the country

% MDGI (2019)

Caloric intake (Socio-
political variable)

Number of calories consumed per
person per day

kcal/ capita / day Faostat (2019)

Annual freshwater
withdrawals, total
(Environmental variable)

Annual freshwater withdrawals,
total

Billion cubic meters UNSD (2017)

Renewable internal
freshwater resources, total
(Environmental variable)

Renewable internal freshwater
resources, total

Billion cubic meters UNSD (2017)

Renewable internal
freshwater resources p_c
(Environmental variable)

Renewable internal freshwater
resources per capita

Cubic meters UNSD (2017)

Protected areas
(Environmental variable)

Protected areas in a country ha UNSD (2018)

Temperature change
(Environmental variable)

Temperature variability °C Dell et al.
(2012)

Precipitation
(Environmental variable)

Average precipitation in depth mm per year Dell et al.
(2012)
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some countries, especially in Africa, a high level of corruption can foster LSLAs (Agboola et al.,
2023; Mazzocchi et al., 2018).

The environmental variables group includes factors related to the impact of the environ-
mental and climate conditions on the decision of investors to acquire land in a specific country.
They are: annual freshwater withdrawals, renewable internal freshwater resources, protected
areas in a country, temperature change and precipitation. Specifically, temperature and precipi-
tation are recognised as major drivers of climate change (CC), and the period chosen (1900–
2006) is considered as significant and reliable for analysis (Dell et al., 2012).5

3.4. Econometric specification
In order to address the scope of our paper, LSLAs between host and investor countries from
2003 to 2021 are explored by implementing gravity model specifications. These specifica-
tions have already been largely used in empirical analyses of bilateral trade flows, acqui-
sitions, strategic alliances and foreign direct investments (see, for instance, Duarte et al.,
2018; Hirsch et al., 2020; Mazzocchi et al., 2021; Owen & Yawson, 2013; Shahriar
et al., 2019; Yotov, 2022).

We built a bilateral database of land deals considering all the investor country–host Asian
country pairs included in Land Matrix. The final bilateral land deal database consists of
2,835 possible investor country–host Asian country combinations6 with 563 completed land
deals for a total of 14,724 million hectares and it includes 133 investor countries and 21 host
Asian countries. Thus, in our analysis, thanks to the gravity model approach, all the variables
have been tested both on the investor countries’ side and on the host countries’ side, as can
be seen in Table 3.

A testable gravity equation is typically formulated by taking the natural logarithm of both
sides of the multiplicative version of the gravity model (Burger et al., 2009). Traditional litera-
ture has relied on ordinary least squares (OLS) for estimating these log-normal gravity specifi-
cations. More recently, Santos Silva and Tenreyro (2006) proposed the use of Poisson
estimators, which are capable of handling heteroscedasticity and are considered a ‘promising
choice for estimating gravity equations’. These authors recommended the adoption of a Pois-
son-pseudo maximum likelihood (PPML) estimator. This approach has garnered widespread
approval in the literature (e.g., Arezki et al., 2015; Arvis & Shepherd, 2013; Haberly &Wojcik,
2015).

Exploring our dependent variable in more detail, we found that it is skewed to the right due
to the presence of an excess of zeros and overdispersed with the variance greater than the mean:
2272 observations are zero observations and only 563 are non-zeros.

According to Santos Silva and Tenreyro (2006) and Lay and Nolte (2018), Poisson estima-
tors have been used to study bilateral flows. Specifically, the PPML specification is a robust sub-
stitute for the standard log-linear model which can handle heteroscedasticity and is considered
an efficient method for the estimation of gravity equations. Moreover, PPML specification can
be used to analyse continuous data and to address two data issues characterising the distribution
of LSLAs across country pairs – zero inflation and overdispersion (Haberly & Wojcik, 2015).

We regressed the sum in hectares of all land acquired (yi,j) by players of the investor country
( j) in the host country (i) registered in the LandMatrix database including characteristics of the
gravity model (GM), a set of socio-political variables (SP) from host country and investor
country, a group of environmental variables (ENV) from host country and investor country,
as well as an error term 1i,j . Thus, we obtained the following PPML gravity model equation:

yi,j = ai,j + bGMi,j + bSPi + bSPj + bENVi + bENVj + 1i,j

We used the ‘gravity’ package in the R 4.2.1 software to estimate the PPML gravity model.
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4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

4.1. Descriptive statistics
Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics for the variables included in the model, comparing host
and investor countries.

In few cases, i.e. agricultural land, cropland, GDP and population, the maximum value of
the host country variable matches with the one of the investor country variables, because it refers
to China, which is both host and investor. The same goes for temperature change variable,
which is referred to Mongolia.

In general, LSLAs are developed by richer and less populous countries, as shown by GDP
per capita and population variables, with a lower endowment of lands and water resources, as
confirmed by the average values of agricultural land, cropland, arable land and the water-related
variables. At first glance, this seems to strengthen the narrative of a land rush driven by resource-
poor and finance-rich countries (Borras & Franco, 2010).

On the socioeconomic side, quite surprisingly investors show a lower average value of labour
freedom than the hosts value. However, the higher value of deviation standard for investors is

Table 2. Descriptive statistics.

Variables Mean S.D. Min Max
Land deals size_host 1,144,442.20 2,319,429.80 254 9,232,772.84
Land deals size_inv 194,180.58 653,614.34 0 5,407,881.17
Agricultural land_host 61,737.74 122,409.95 380 528,512.10
Agricultural land_inv 35,799.43 79,129.37 0.66 528,512.10
Cropland_host 25,258.14 44,621.89 230 169,317.00
Cropland_inv 12,324.50 27,794.34 0.66 169,317.00
Arable land_host 21,221.08 40,485.75 155 156,317.00
Arable land_inv 10,997.26 26,052.24 0.56 157,736.80
Property rights_host 49.29 11.62 29.7 84.1
Property rights_inv 57.01 19.25 25.3 97.4
Judicial effectiveness_host 43.4 15.61 13.1 75.2
Judicial effectiveness_inv 49.33 18.18 18.1 92.4
Government integrity_host 35.8 9.43 16.7 55.4
Government integrity_inv 45.68 21.77 14.3 96.7
Tax burden_host 84.39 6.92 70.4 96.3
Tax burden_inv 76.35 11.91 42 99.8
Government spending_host 75.94 19.61 0.9 94.5
Government spending_inv 65.79 21.61 3.9 96.6
Fiscal health_host 62.79 28.71 6.2 98.7
Fiscal health_inv 67.54 29.77 0 100
Business freedom_host 64.05 12.15 29.9 83.9
Business freedom_inv 66.34 13.53 29.9 96.4
Labour freedom_host 60.62 11.1 41.8 86.2
Labour freedom_inv 59.6 13.5 29.3 91
Monetary freedom_host 73.45 5.69 58.9 85
Monetary freedom_inv 76.2 7.89 49.1 88
Trade freedom_host 75.19 6.49 62.6 83
Trade freedom_inv 76.58 10.35 45 95
Investment freedom_host 46.43 16.82 10 75
Investment freedom_inv 61.64 20.6 5 95
Financial freedom_host 42.38 17.58 10 70

(Continued )
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Table 2. Continued.

Variables Mean S.D. Min Max
Financial freedom_inv 53.36 18.47 10 90
Tariff rate_host 4.79 2.77 1.6 10.7
Tariff rate_inv 5.18 4.15 0 17.5
Income tax rate_host 24.71 9.71 10 45
Income tax rate_inv 30.58 12.56 0 57
Corporate tax rate_host 23.62 7.98 7.5 45
Corporate tax rate_inv 24.3 7.82 0 45
Tax burden (% of GDP)_host 14.87 4.82 6.5 25.47
Tax burden (% of GDP)_inv 22.58 10.67 1.6 45.9
Government expenditure (% of GDP)_host 26.83 9.31 13.6 57.5
Government expenditure (% of GDP)_inv 32.04 10.72 10.6 56.6
Population_host 184.79 395.03 1.2 1390.10
Population_inv 58.55 178.47 0.2 1390.10
GDP_host 2146.43 5243.79 6.8 23,159.10
GDP_inv 1027.09 2951.29 0.7 23,159.10
GDP growth rate_host 5.51 2.01 −0.5 7.5
GDP growth rate_inv 3.65 2.31 −4.6 10.9
GDP per capita_host 11,524.10 7767.94 3211.98 29,040.84
GDP per capita_inv 23,934.61 23,576.35 789.95 124,529.05
Unemployment_host 5.37 4.72 0.2 18.2
Unemployment_inv 6.76 5.23 0.1 27.3
Inflation_host 4.43 3.18 0.6 12.5
Inflation_inv 4.88 6.67 −0.9 41.5
FDI inflows_host 13,024.73 29,808.53 6.7 136,320.00
FDI inflows_inv 11,768.52 31,392.65 −8296.90 275,381.00
Public debt_host 48.24 23.91 0 95.6
Public debt_inv 59.19 36.17 0.1 236.4
Annual freshwater withdrawals, total_host 102.35 182.76 0.46 647.5
Annual freshwater withdrawals, total_inv 30.92 93.39 0.02 647.5
Renewable internal freshwater resources,
total_host

469.94 752.35 0.68 2812.90

Renewable internal freshwater resources,
total_inv

337.76 830.2 0 5661.00

Renewable internal freshwater resources p.
c._host

6297.74 7196.73 69.69 27,383.74

Renewable internal freshwater resources p.
c._inv

14,805.86 48,161.20 0 495,049.50

Population density_host 190.67 241.11 2.07 1117.28
Population density_inv 276.21 959.56 2.07 7842.84
Precipitation_host 1331.00 911.77 111 2875.00
Precipitation_inv 1108.97 789.45 18.1 3240.00
Temperature change_host 1.23 0.41 0.77 2.52
Temperature change_inv 1.34 0.41 0.38 2.52
Protected areas_host 13.1 8.45 0.2 29.9
Protected areas_inv 18.08 10.88 0.2 41.9
Women_host 63.99 21.42 22.29 95.87
Women_inv 73.36 18.38 22.29 103.11
Women 2_host 18.64 7.56 4.8 32.31
Women 2_inv 22.72 11.71 0 61.25
Calorie intake_host 2848.95 344.12 2231.00 3732.00
Calorie intake_inv 2969.12 462.77 1704.00 3861.00
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due to the inclusion of countries from sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America, which present
very low values of labour freedom. These countries have been included in the model as possible
investors but are not investing in Asia. On the hosts’ side, the higher average value is affected by
the presence of countries like Kazakhstan, Mongolia and Malaysia that have good values of
labour freedom but account together, according to Land Matrix data, for less than 2% of the
total land deals size.

Temperature change average value is higher for investors countries, thereby corroborating
the hypothesis of Davis et al. (2015), which suggest the active role of climate change in driving
overseas farmland investments.

A value of 0.6 is set as the threshold to consider potential high correlation between the expla-
natory variables. No correlation beyond the set threshold exists between the independent
variables.

4.2. Gravity model results and discussion
Table 3 shows the results of the gravity model, reporting the variables that have been found stat-
istically significant in at least one of the models.

The base model employs control variables, namely distance, GDP per capita both for hosts
and investors, agricultural land both for host and investors, language, latitude and longitude of
host countries. Models 2 and 3 add two sets of explanatory variables to the base model, respect-
ively the socio-political and the environmental ones. Finally, in the full model are introduced all
the explanatory variables.7 The addition of the predictors improves the explanatory power of the
model: the R-squared suggests that the full model fits 48% of the variation in the data. We
incorporated numerous explanatory variables into our analysis, necessitating a thorough exam-
ination of the issue of collinearity. We included only those variables in the models that exhibited
correlation values significantly below the designated threshold of 0.6, as suggested by O’Brien
(2007). To address potential multicollinearity concerns among the explanatory regressors, we
separately introduced three sets of these variables into the regression models (Mod. 1, Mod.
2 and Mod. 3) to assess any changes in their sign and magnitude relative to the full model
(Mod. 4). Our analysis revealed no apparent signs of bias resulting from multicollinearity. Fur-
thermore, we assessed the presence of multicollinearity (refer to Table 3) by calculating the var-
iance inflation factors (VIFs) and observed that multicollinearity was not problematic, as the
VIFs remained below the recommended threshold of five, as per O’Brien (2007), for Mods.
1, 2, and 3, with only a slight increase above five observed in Mod. 4.

Distance between investor and host countries has a negative effect on LSLA size, thereby
confirming findings of previous studies which assess the crucial role of the geographical proxi-
mity between investors and host countries (Arezki et al., 2015; De Maria, 2015; Hirsch et al.,
2020; Lay & Nolte, 2018; Mazzocchi et al., 2021; Olayinka, 2018; Raimondi & Scoppola,
2018). Moreover, longitude of the host countries is positively related to the size of investments,
suggesting that the further the host is from Greenwich, i.e. Europe, the higher the interest is in
investing in that country. These two findings seem to contradict each other; however, they are
explained by the fact, outlined in Section 3.1, that the most targeted countries in Asia are placed
in the southeastern region (the farthest from Greenwich) where investors are mainly intraregio-
nal, such as China, Malaysia, Singapore and Vietnam. While other studies observe that the
presence of a common language between host and investors is positively related to the size of
land acquired (De Maria, 2015; Hirsch et al., 2020; Lay & Nolte, 2018; Mazzocchi et al.,
2021; Raimondi & Scoppola, 2018), in this study the parameter (language) is not statistically
significant.

Moreover, several variables related to the economic and institutional context are strongly
related to the amount of land acquired. GDP per capita is an influencing factor of land acqui-
sitions, both on the host and the investor side. On the host side, the negative relation assessed in
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Table 3. PPML estimation gravity models.

Dependent variable: Land acquisition size

Mod. 1 Mod. 2 Mod. 3 Mod. 4
Base Mod. Soc.-Pol. Var. Env. Var. Full Mod.

Constant 7.291** (3.506) 3.885 (8.247) 0.852 (4.491) 11.600* (6.047)

log (distance) −1.672*** (0.253) −1.834*** (0.246) −1.839*** (0.252) −1.855*** (0.239)

log (GDP per capita_host) −1.351*** (0.414) −1.279* (0.716) −1.576*** (0.432) −2.088*** (0.640)

log (GDP per capita_inv) 1.310*** (0.185) 1.335*** (0.165) 1.493*** (0.163) 1.358*** (0.164)

log (Agricultural land_host) 0.594*** (0.124) 0.568*** (0.138) 0.679*** (0.137) 0.612*** (0.149)

log (Agricultural land_inv) 0.296*** (0.084) 0.328*** (0.080) 0.336*** (0.088) 0.340*** (0.081)

Language (dummy) 0.245 (0.861) −0.064 (0.760) −0.021 (0.822) −0.194 (0.743)

Latitude_host −0.058*** (0.011) −0.037*** (0.012) −0.014 (0.019) 0.007 (0.024)

Longitude_host 0.073*** (0.020) 0.109*** (0.032) 0.108*** (0.027) 0.079*** (0.019)

Tariff rate_host −0.237*** (0.090) −0.412*** (0.115)

Tax burden as % of GDP_host −0.088** (0.044) −0.137* (0.074)

Unemployment_host −0.252** (0.117) −0.105 (0.094)

Inflation_host 0.471*** (0.165) 0.334** (0.157)
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Table 3. Continued.

Dependent variable: Land acquisition size

Mod. 1 Mod. 2 Mod. 3 Mod. 4
Base Mod. Soc.-Pol. Var. Env. Var. Full Mod.

Labour freedom_inv 0.014 (0.009) 0.015* (0.009)

Renewable internal freshwater Resources per capita_host 0.0001*** (0.00003) −0.00001 (0.00003)

Precipitation_host 0.001*** (0.0005) 0.001** (0.0004)

Protected areas_host −0.047* (0.025) 0.078** (0.037)

Rsquare 0.198 0.448 0.413 0.480
Max VIF 3.057 4.751 3.361 5.461
Observations 2,625 2,604 2,625 2,604

Notes: *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01; Robust standard errors are in parentheses.
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this study is consistent with findings in previous research (De Maria, 2015; Mazzocchi et al.,
2021). On the investor side, the positive relation confirms the figures provided by Land Matrix
data, that shows richer countries as the main active actors in the land rush. The tariff rate of host
country result suggests that investors preferentially target countries with low trade barriers, in
order to export the goods produced. A context of an open market, maybe with preferential
trade agreements in force, is thus positively related to the land acquisition size. The prospect
of high return on investments also explains the negative effect of a high tax burden as % of
GDP on the amount of land acquired. In line with literature affirming that higher corporate
income tax rates discourage inward FDI (Haberly & Wojcik, 2015), a lower fiscal pressure in
the host country is positively related with land acquisitions by foreign investors. This seems
in contrast with another result of the gravity, namely the positive relation between inflation
rate in host country and the dependent. Literature on FDI is quite conflicting on how inflation
in potential recipient developing countries affects investments inflows. While several studies
claim that a high inflation rate is negatively related to FDI not only because it erodes the return
of the investment, but also because it is a symptom of political and macroeconomic instability,
making investors less likely to invest in that country (Demirhan &Masca, 2008; Mustafa, 2019;
Vasileva, 2018), other studies find that a moderate rate of inflation can be perceived by potential
investors as a sign of economic stability and market opportunity (Adhikary, 2017; Lee et al.,
2021; Nguyen, 2020). In line with the second group of studies, the present work proposes
that an under-control inflation rate could be perceived by foreign investors as an increasing
openness to market by the region and a business opportunity.

Among the socioeconomic parameters, the level of labour freedom in investor countries is
significant and has a slight positive effect on the land deal size. As shown in Table 2 and
explained in Section 4.1, investor countries present a lower mean value and a higher standard
deviation value of labour freedom than the corresponding ones of host countries, due to the
inclusion of African nations – having very low levels of this parameter (Miller et al., 2019) –
in the group of potential investor countries. In addition, the higher mean value of labour free-
dom in host countries is influenced by the inclusion of Kazakhstan, Malaysia and Mongolia,
with high levels of this variable but accounting together for less than 2% of the total land
deals size (Land Matrix, 2022). Building on these considerations, the greater the labour rights
protection in investor countries the greater the likelihood that investors outsource the pro-
duction. Labour emerged as one of the most significant issues in the LSLAs debate (Li,
2011) and also in the Asian regions. Although in some cases LSLAs resulted in a shift from
independent agricultural production towards employment in agricultural labour (Anti, 2021),
recent evidence shows a limited global effect of LSLAs in creating stable jobs (Gyapong,
2020; Lay et al., 2021) and the importance of migrants and temporary workers in the
implemented projects (Baird, 2019; Li, 2011; Zhan & Scully, 2018).

Results also confirm the importance of land and water endowment in driving LSLAs flows,
in accordance with other studies (Giovannetti & Ticci, 2016; Lay & Nolte, 2018; Mazzocchi
et al., 2018; Mazzocchi et al., 2021; Messerli et al., 2014; Müller et al., 2020; Nolte et al.,
2016; Olayinka, 2018). On the host side, the availability of land with agricultural potential
(agricultural land variable) could work as a major driver of acquisitions, attracting the so-called
‘finance-rich, resource-poor’ (Borras & Franco, 2010) countries. However, the positive corre-
lation between agricultural land in investor countries and land deal size seems to contradict
the narrative of a land rush driven only by rich countries who lack lands and natural resources.
This finding may be explained by several reasons. First of all, land has been treated as a financial
asset which has featured in speculative investments; the financial crisis that has triggered the
new wave of acquisitions has induced investors from the financial sector to target cheaper over-
seas land as an inflation hedge strategy (Fairbairn, 2014). Another reason that partially explains
the finding lies in the strong presence of regional investors in the Asian context, especially in the
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southeastern region. As already discussed in Section 3.2, countries with a large endowment of
agricultural land like Malaysia, Vietnam and China are, to different degrees, both target and
investor countries. Another reason could be found in the so-called phenomenon of ‘water grab-
bing’, closely linked to the one of LSLAs. Thus, water could be the key driver for land acqui-
sition and the reasons that influence the flows of LSLAs to specific countries (Anseeuw et al.,
2012; Mehta et al., 2012; Theesfeld, 2018; Woodhouse, 2012). This hypothesis is corroborated
by the positive relation that the present study finds between precipitation in host countries,
which is an indicator of water availability, and the dependent variable (Hirsch et al., 2020; Maz-
zocchi et al., 2021; Olayinka, 2018). The greater the water availability in host countries, the
higher the overall size of land acquired. Finally, in line with previous research (Mazzocchi
et al., 2021; Messerli et al., 2014), protected areas in host countries is a factor positively related
to LSLAs deal size, suggesting that, in general, target nations have enacted laws intended to
protect forests and other natural landscapes.

5. CONCLUSIONS

In recent years scholars have assessed which factors have shaped the flows of farmland invest-
ments in the last decade. The present work develops a gravity model analysis intended to assess
the determinants of LSLAs in Asia, contributing to this line of research for a region that has
been little investigated yet.

First, in recent years several Asian countries have become preferential targets for LSLAs car-
ried out by foreign companies and governments and this fact is confirmed by our results in terms
of economic and financial variables, where it emerges that target countries with low trade bar-
riers and a lower fiscal pressure are preferred: in fact, in a context of the open market, perhaps
with preferential trade agreements in force, land acquisitions are easier. Second, along the econ-
omic aspect, in contexts where ethnic and religious divisions have produced, over the centuries,
situations of legal pluralism with multiple overlapping land claims, governments have seen
LSLAs as a means of reasserting the authority of the central state on the country. These situ-
ations, which have developed in different ways from one country to another, have produced a
multitude of social systems whose productive, institutional and legal peculiarities have played
a key role in shaping LSLAs on the ground and the outcomes of these investments on local pro-
duction systems. According to the results, this situation in host countries is accompanied by the
fact that investor’s countries with high labour rights protection are more prone to outsource the
production in Asian countries.

Lastly, the rising interest in Asian farmlands and natural resources arose in a complex set of
political transitions and socioeconomic dynamics that have shaped the whole continent in the
last few decades. Our findings, in terms of environmental factors influencing LSLAs, state
that investors direct their interest towards water-rich countries, thereby confirming that the
so-called ‘land grabbing’ is also, if not above all, a ‘water grabbing’. Thus, the endowment of
land and natural resources is a significant factor in driving LSLAs to Asian countries.

Although we find that examining this dataset has provided valuable insights into the deter-
minants of LSLAs in Asia, it also imposes limitations on our analysis. The first consideration
concerns the low transparency that characterises the phenomenon of LSLAs and, consequently,
the scarce information on the real negotiation and implementation status of the reported deals,
as well as on the area actually involved. However, as explained in previous sections, LandMatrix
has been recognised as the most reliable source to analyse LSLAs. Second, our analysis does not
consider regional variations within states. This omission could be significant, especially con-
cerning land and water resources, as investors might acquire land in specific, water-rich and fer-
tile regions of a country. Moreover, another limitation is that the database only collects land
deals contracting 200 hectares or more, without including the land deals regarding areas
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under this threshold. However, as just defined, LSLAs are considered to be international and
local land transactions usually encompassing an expanse of 200 hectares (ha) or greater, thus
limiting the approximation.

Further analysis could extend this branch of research to regions so far little investigated
which nevertheless are gaining increasing importance as the deals are being implemented, i.
e., Latin America and Eastern Europe.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTION STATEMENT

Conceptualisation, C.M., L.Z. and L.O.; methodology, L.O., C.M.; software, L.O.; validation
C.M. and L.O.; writing – original draft preparation, L.Z.; writing – review and editing, C.M.,
L.O., L.Z.

All authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

The datasets generated during and/or analysed during the current study are available from the
corresponding author on reasonable request.

DISCLOSURE STATEMENT

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

ETHICS STATEMENT

The authors of this research declare that the study was conducted with strict adherence to ethi-
cal principles. In the design, execution, and documentation of this research, care was taken to
ensure that no human or animal subjects were involved at any stage.

NOTES

1 Land Matrix, Accessed 19 August 2022, https://landmatrix.org/map.
2 Land Matrix, Accessed 19 August 2022, https://landmatrix.org/list/deals.
3 UNSD, ‘Standard country or area codes for statistical use (M49)’, Accessed 2 September
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7 The original dataset includes 2835 observations. Due to missing data in some key explanatory
variables the regression models can report different observations numbers, as can be seen in
Table 3.
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