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Advancing land equality is key to addressing  
climate change and farmer rights
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SUMMARY

Land is the bridge between companies’ environmental and social 
sustainability agendas, and it is foundational to both. To implement 
their commitments on climate change, net zero emissions, human 
rights, women’s empowerment, and farmer livelihoods, companies 
must focus on land in agricultural value chains: who controls 
it, who can access it, who has rights to it, and who enjoys the 
benefits derived from it (‘land inequality’). This Briefing for Business 
presents eight land-focused ‘essential issues for business 
action’—and corresponding recommendations—that leading 
companies can integrate into their existing sustainability efforts.

Why focus on land inequality and eight essential issues  
for business action

Food, beverage, and agriculture companies rely on land, and a lot of it,  
for the cultivation of agricultural commodities. They also increasingly rely  
on land to remove carbon and reduce emissions through initiatives such  
as reforestation projects. Some use land directly via their own operations, 
others indirectly via their value chains and investments.

Land is a finite resource. The more land that companies control (directly 
or indirectly), the less that’s available for small-scale farmers, local 
communities, and global climate action. 

It doesn’t have to be a zero-sum game. How companies use land can work  
for people, the planet and business. This requires a shift from the status  
quo. A better future requires more small-scale food producers retaining 
stronger rights to more land, having more decision-making power over  
how land is used and retaining more of the benefits derived from the land. 
These are dimensions of land inequality.
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Land inequality is not simply a legal or local issue, though it is often seen 
as such. Governments—both national and local—ultimately set the laws and 
policies that drive land inequality. Customary norms also play a role. But 
companies’ policies and practices can either exacerbate or lessen the problem.

Land inequality at a glance

 y Land inequality refers to differences in: 1) the amount and value of land 
that people access or hold; 2) the level of security of tenure that people 
have; 3) the actual control that people have, including their decision-
making power over land; and 4) the control of benefits from land.1

 y Up to 2.5 billion small-scale food producers depend on land for their 
livelihoods, food security, housing and the preservation of their cultures.2

 y Inequality in who has access to, controls, and benefits from land is 
extremely high and increasing.

 y The result is that more small-scale food producers are being squeezed 
onto smaller parcels of land or left landless. What land they do control 
is increasingly degraded, a process exacerbated by the effects of the 
climate crisis. These forces together threaten farmers’ and Indigenous 
peoples and local communities’ (IPLCs) rights and livelihoods.3

This Briefing for Business introduces land inequality as an issue that leading 
companies should be tracking. It makes the case that doing so will help 
companies meet existing sustainability commitments holistically; land is the 
bridge between the social and environmental sustainability agendas, and it 
is foundational to both. The briefing presents eight land-focused essential 
issues for business action—and corresponding recommendations—that 
leading companies can integrate into their existing sustainability efforts.

Small-scale 
food producers 
are being 
squeezed onto 
smaller parcels 
of land or left 
landless.

Three reasons why your company should focus on land inequality

Better deliver on existing sustainability commitments
Advancing equality in who controls and benefits from land will help your company make  
more durable progress on climate change, human rights, women’s economic empowerment  
and farmer livelihoods;4 

Keep ahead of the curve
Innovative agriculture production models—models that prioritize positive environmental  
outcomes and respect for human rights and advance the interests and climate resilience  
of small-scale farmers and communities—are key to a sustainable future. Equality in who  
controls and benefits from land is core to the success of these models;

Reduce conflict
Land-use change and associated land acquisitions continue to drive human rights violations and 
conflict in global value chains.5 Further, land inequality is sometimes linked to illegal practices 
(land grabbing, illegal deforestation). Refining your company’s approach to preventing problematic 
land-use change and acquisitions will help ensure better respect for human rights and the 
environment and reduce associated risks to reputation and supply continuity.
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This Briefing for Business is for sustainability leaders and practitioners  
within food, beverage, and agriculture companies situated at all positions 
within a supply chain. It’s also useful for investors who are prioritizing ESG.6 
Use the briefing to:

Make the case internally that your company should focus more on 
land across sustainability interventions as the bridge between the 
environmental and social sustainability agendas;

Make the case externally that companies (peers, suppliers,  
investees), industry platforms, and governments can better address 
issues from climate change to human rights and farmer livelihoods  
by addressing land inequality;

Identify new ideas for sustainability interventions and partnerships  
that engage small-scale farmers and IPLCs and help increase their  
control over land;

Strengthen your company’s land—and related—policies and supplier 
requirements and improve upon their implementation.

How to think about these recommendations from different 
positions in the value chain

Food, beverage, and agriculture companies, and their investors, all have 
a responsibility to address land issues. How a given company approaches 
implementation of the recommendations presented here will depend in  
part on where it sits in a value chain and whether it is at risk of causing, 
contributing to or being linked to a potential adverse impact. Questions  
to consider are:

Does your company own, lease or control land directly and/or have 
a direct sourcing relationship with farmers? If so, implement these 
interventions directly, in collaboration with relevant stakeholders, 
including women’s rights organizations.

Does your company rely on land through suppliers? If so, set clear 
requirements, communicate them to suppliers, then work with and 
through suppliers to implement them. Doing so entails: formalizing 
requirements in a supplier code of conduct; providing the right 
incentives such as preferential sourcing agreements; adapting 
procurement practices; financial investment; supporting suppliers; 
using and building leverage; and monitoring for, reporting on, and 
holding suppliers accountable to progress.

Does your company invest in land as a financial asset? Best practice  
is to commit to refrain from treating land as a commodity rather than 
as an essential resource for the wellbeing of people and the planet. 
When investing in agribusinesses, address these essential issues  
on land inequality by assessing investees’ commitments to, and  
track record of, action, then use (and build) leverage to incentivize  
and hold investees accountable to progress.7

Above: Zaida Mendoza 
Navaro works on a pineapple 
plantation in Upala, San 
Carlos, in Alajuela province, 
Costa Rica. Photo: Andres 
Mora/Oxfam

Where a 
company sits in 
a value chain will 
determine how it 
implements these 
recommendations.



 y Recognize the extent of the company’s land footprint. Land footprints  
comprise the total amount of land used within a company’s value chain.  
This includes land used directly and indirectly for commodity production (land  
owned or leased, used by suppliers, used in centrally managed outgrower schemes, 
etc.); planned expansions and mergers and acquisitions (M&A); the amount of  
land a company relies—or plans to rely—on for carbon removal; and investments;

 y Promote more local control of land across operations and value chains;

 y Commit to refrain from expanding the company’s overall land footprint;

 y Ensure full supplier transparency and traceability; 

 y Disclose and commit to reduce emissions across all scopes.

Eight essential issues for business action

KNOW, ASSESS, AND ADDRESS

The eight issues fall into three categories:

 y Ensure company land commitments are up to par;

 y Integrate land use and land rights into human rights due diligence and assessment 
processes;

 y Not include the use of offsets as part of the company’s efforts to meet science-based 
targets; where companies want to scale up climate ambitions beyond reducing their 
own emissions, ensure offsets are of high quality;

 y Ensure respect for communities’ free, prior, and informed consent (FPIC) decisions. 

 y Adopt policies related to remediation and grievance mechanisms that adhere to  
the UNGPs and cover the company’s full land footprint;

 y Develop a plan for hastening remediation efforts when the company has caused  
or contributed to a grievance;

 y Develop a plan for using and increasing leverage when the company is linked to  
a grievance across value chains;

 y Engage with community-based monitoring mechanisms;

 y Create or participate in effective operational-level grievance mechanisms;

 y Engage in mediation processes where they are initiated as a result of  
grievances filed.
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Publicly recognize the 
extent of the company’s 
land footprint; promote 
more local control  
of land
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 Know where harmful land 
acquisitions and land-use 
changes are at high risk  
of occurring; take steps 
to prevent them

3

 Ensure remediation for 
harms and effective 
grievance mechanisms, 
in accordance with the 
United Nations Guiding 
Principles on Business  
and Human Rights 
(UNGPs)

Each essential issue contains a list of related recommendations for better corporate practice. 

KNOW, ASSESS,  
AND ADDRESS INVEST

ENGAGE  
AND ENABLE



 y Avoid harmful—and most are harmful—large-scale land  
acquisitions;

 y Instead, prioritize business models that help reverse land inequality;

 y Establish long-term partnerships with women-led small and medium enterprises  
and recognize women in commercial relationships;

 y Apply robust safeguards and promote equitable and inclusive approaches where 
strategies for land-based climate solutions are used.

 y Invest in landscape management approaches that adhere to freedom of choice, 
accountability, improvement, and respect for rights (FAIR) principles;

 y Engage directly with the relevant associations of small-scale farmers, IPLCs, and/or 
women’s networks as key parties in the design and implementation of these initiatives;

 y Support women’s equal participation in decision-making processes related to land;

 y Engage in equitable and participatory land-use planning;

 y Draw on community-based monitoring as a tool, jointly agreed, to underpin  
the agreement.

 y Recognize and commit to protect the rights and legitimacy of human rights  
defenders (HRDs);

 y Ensure due diligence mechanisms (see Essential Issue #2) identify risks to HRDs,  
and grievance mechanisms (see Essential Issue #3) are accessible to HRDs;

 y Use leverage and speak out in defense of HRDs as well as against legal reforms that 
are aimed at restricting civil society space;

 y Engage with communities and local civil society in an inclusive and culturally and 
gender-sensitive way to identify and address risks to HRDs;

 y Not use or support strategic lawsuits against public participation (SLAPP) or other 
legal strategies that diminish established legal protections for HRDs. 
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Support business and 
climate mitigation 
models that reduce land 
inequality and secure 
small-scale farmers’ and 
communities’ land rights
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Invest in landscape 
management  
approaches 

 y Publicly recognize the importance of securing IPLC land rights (for  
people and the planet);

 y Establish an ambitious goal for supporting small-scale farmers and IPLCs  
to strengthen enjoyment of their land rights;

 y Recognize the link between women’s land rights and women’s economic empowerment 
and apply a gender lens when supporting initiatives intended to secure land rights;

 y Partner with local women’s groups, cooperatives, civil society, and other local 
stakeholders to meet this goal. 
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Work in partnership to 
help secure women’s  
and communities’  
land rights

 y Make government and sector-level engagement and advocacy on land inequality  
part of the company’s sustainability strategy;

 y Use political voice and economic weight to promote (and not hinder) strong 
government and sector-level action on land inequality;

 y Ensure that business practices do not hinder but complement and facilitate 
strong government and sector-level action on land inequality.
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Protect human rights  
and environmental 
defenders
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Support strong 
government and  
sector-level action  
on land inequality 

INVEST

ENGAGE AND ENABLE
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