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“Proponents of digitalization of land
administration information and of using
blockchain in land transactions emphasize the
benefits of these technologies for marginalized
people, because of the increased tenure security
it supposedly will provide. However, the problem
of land tenure insecurity of people living in
poverty is less about accurate land information
and much more about oppression and power
inequalities. The question is, rather: who has
access to and control over these technologies and
for which purposes?”
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1 MATOPIBA is the acronym for a
land area of 73.173.485 hectares
(h) expanding across the Bra-
zilian States of Maranhao, To-
cantins, Piaui, and Bahia, located
in the northeastern and northern
region of the country. The region
is covered by savannahs, scrub-
land and forest (i.e. the Cerrado).

2 A biome is a major ecological
community of plants and ani-
mals, such as a tropical rain for-

est, grassland, or desert.

3 It is estimated that around 25
million people live in the Cer-
rado, including 80 indigenous
peoples as well as a variety of
so-called traditional peoples, to
whom Brazilian legislation gives
special protection. Rede Social de
Justica e Direitos Humanos. Imo-
bilidrias agricolas transnacionais
e a especulacdo com terras na
regido do MATOPIBA. 2018. P. 10.
Available in Portuguese at: www.

social.org.br/images/MATOPIBA.

pdf.

How can it be that finance centers in New York or Stockholm exercise control over
remote lands in Northeastern Brazil? The process of transforming land into a global
financial asset requires not only changes in policies and legislation, but also the use
of information technologies. This article sheds light on the role of digital land infor-
mation in the process of dispossessing rural communities from their land, which
is subsequently put under the control of distant global finance actors. It draws on
the authors’ assessment of the drivers and impacts of agribusiness expansion in the
Brazilian region of MATOPIBA," which is part of the Cerrado, a biome consisting of
savannahs and forests.? The article discusses the challenges posed by information
technologies in people’s struggles for their right to land and territory and concludes
by identifying issues for further research.

ANOTHER BRAZILIAN ECOREGION FALLS PREY TO LAND GRABBING

The Cerrado is extremely rich in biodiversity of flora and fauna, and three of the re-
gion’s most important aquifers can be found there. It has drawn less attention from
the media than the Amazon, but it is just as vital for the country’s, and planet’s ecol-
ogy. The northern part of the Cerrado is a lifeline for the communities living there.3

In the MATOPIBA region, the expansion of industrial agriculture monocultures and
land speculation is impairing the realization of the human right to adequate food
and nutrition - among other human rights - of traditional communities, including
descendants of runaway slaves (quilombolas) and indigenous peoples. Extensive re-
search by civil society organizations (CSOs) shows that local people face the conse-
quences of deforestation, widespread contamination of soil, water, and livestock by
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agrochemicals, and loss of biodiversity. Additionally, violence against community
leaders is on the rise, as are disputes over water, exacerbated by changing rainfall
patterns due to eco-destruction.* Lastly, local people in the region are losing their
land, leading to the destruction of their livelihood, community disruption, and
food and nutrition insecurity. In many cases, they are forced to migrate to shanty-
towns (favelas) of Brazilian cities. Women are particularly affected by the ongoing
land grab and eco-destruction, as they can no longer collect and process wild fruits
from the Cerrado forests, while the presence of armed guards, intimidation, and
physical violence, makes it impossible for them to plan a family life.® Quite often,
the only jobs available for rural women who have been displaced from their lands
are on plantations with degrading conditions, or as house cleaners in urban areas.

GLOBAL FINANCE DRIVES LAND GRABBING IN MATOPIBA

The MATOPIBA region is witnessing the transformation of land into a dematerial-
ized financial asset as a result of the growing power and influence of global finance,
and its ways of operating - a process called ‘financialization’. The incursion and ex-
pansion of agribusiness into the Brazilian Cerrado is closely linked to deregulation
of global financial markets and the increasing interest of financial actors (pension
funds, investment funds, banks, insurance companies, etc.) in land. The expansion
of agro-industrial production since the 1990s in Brazil has been part of an ideolog-
ical discourse of reduction, which in reality increases the country’s debt because it
relies on subsidized credit from the government, not to mention the social and en-
vironmental impacts caused by this agricultural system.¢ Significant state subsidies
have led to the expansion of soy and sugar cane monocropping, which in the early
2000s started to penetrate into the northern part of the Brazilian Cerrado, especially
into the states of Piaui and Tocantins.

Simultaneously, the quest for new areas of investment by global finance led, at the
beginning, to a commodity boom, resulting in the speculative increase in the price
of soy, sugar, corn, cotton, eucalyptus, and meat, amongst other commodities, fur-
ther fueling the territorial expansion of monocultures and agribusiness. Between
2000 and 2014, the area planted with soy and sugarcane in the MATOPIBA region
increased by 253% and 379% respectively and the area planted with soybeans in-
creased from 1 million to 3.4 million h.” After the crisis of 2007/2008 though, a
remarkable development started taking place: while the price of agricultural com-
modities decreased in international markets, the price of land continued to increase
in Brazil. This explains the speculative nature of these land deals. The territorial
expansion of monocropping of agricultural commodities (e.g. soy and sugarcane)
serves to justify the increase in land prices, and for financial and agribusiness cor-
porations to take control of farmland. Yet their target is land, independently of the
production of commodities. More recently, the Brazilian Senate approved a meas-
ure that can further expand speculation with farmland by allowing parts of a farm
to be negotiated in financial markets as a guarantee to access credit.! Consequent-
ly, land itself has increasingly become a target for financial actors and a business
in its own right, beyond the financing of agro-industrial production or the trading
of commodities. Land prices have kept rising even after the end of the commodity
boom in the aftermath of the world financial crisis of 2007/08.7
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Global assets of pension schemes
amount to more than US $41
trillion, which makes them the
heaviest players of the finan-
cial industry. Consequently, any
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deere-co-becoming-monsan-

to-box.

Real estate is an attractive tar-
get of financial actors, making
it one of the places where glob-
al finance capital materializes.
For instance, substantial parts of
big cities like London are owned
by investment and other funds.
Worldwide real estate assets (in-
cluding agricultural lands) com-
prise nearly 60% of the value of
all global assets and their value is
estimated at almost three times
the global GDP. Savills. Around
the World in Dollars and Cents.
Savills World Research, 2016.
P. 4. Available at: www.savills.

co.uk/around-the-world-in-dol

lars. Rural lands are one of the

Considered as Brazil’s ‘last agricultural frontier’ and a buffer zone to the Amazon,
lands in the northern part of the Brazilian Cerrado have become a target for land
speculation.'® Some of the companies involved in the land business in the region
are still linked to industrial agricultural production. A case in point is the com-
pany SLC (Schneider Logemann Company), whose branch SLC Agricola is one of
the biggest Brazilian soy producers, while the branch SLC Land Co. has become a
big player in the land business.! Other companies are no longer directly linked to
production and fully concentrate on acquiring, selling, leasing and/or managing
land.'? One example is the company Radar Imobiliaria Agricola S/A, which was cre-
ated through a joint venture between the US-pension fund TIAA and Brazil’s largest
sugar producing company, Cosan. Radar’s objective is to obtain capitalized income
from land - i.e. to acquire lands at low price — establish farms on that land and
then sell it, often in speculative transactions. More importantly, the actors that are
operating on the ground are backed by international financial actors that channel
huge amounts of capital into the land business. They thus fuel the ongoing specu-
lation, aiming to extract substantive wealth from the region. In the case of MATOPI-
BA, pension funds from the USA and Europe are big players.' These funds directly
profit from climbing land prices, as this increases the value of their farms and their
portfolios.

FINANCIALIZATION AND DIGITALIZATION

Financialization in general, and the financialization of land in particular, is linked
in several ways to digitalization - i.e. the integration of digital technologies, based
on the process of converting information into a digital format, also called ‘digiti-
zation’. Firstly, the exponential growth of global finance over the last thirty years
has only been possible because of information technology. Secondly, technical
tools such as statistics, calculations on land use and productivity based on satellite
images etc. have been used to transform land into an ‘investible’ resource, and to
map those areas that are - supposedly - available for global investment.' Although
these lands have been home to hundreds of local rural communities for centuries,
they are presented from a typical neocolonial perspective as ‘underutilized’ or ‘idle’.
Thirdly, information technology is key in bringing land to the global financial mar-
ket places.

In this context, it is important to distinguish two key aspects of the digitalization
of land: on the one hand, the collection of very location-specific land-related data
(such as soil quality, production outputs, water access, land price developments,
etc.),’ and on the other hand the digitalization of land administration data, in par-
ticular cadastral data. The first makes this information available for financial bro-
kers anywhere in the world who want to operate in land markets, while the second
(potentially) allows for land transactions in the virtual sphere. As such, the digital-
ization of land is an important part of the creation of a global real estate market."®

Currently, several efforts are underway to apply the blockchain technology to land.
Blockchain is the technology underlying cryptocurrencies like Bitcoin and is com-
monly described as an open, distributed/decentralized ledger that can record infor-
mation and transactions between two parties “in a verifiable and permanent way”."”
Pilot experiences are being carried out in different countries in all parts of the
world, including Brazil.”® The blockchain allows to store land administration data,
but also to carry out transactions through so-called ‘smart contracts’, which hap-
pen in a largely automatized and self-enforcing way. While the broad application of
these technologies to land may still take some time, the digitalization of land ad-
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ministration data is advancing, and in some countries land transactions are already
increasingly automatized." Discussions around the use of blockchain for real estate
and land also refer to the possibility of ‘fractional ownership’, i.e. the possibility for
several actors to acquire shares of a piece of land. This implies that a given plot is
divided into ‘conceptual shares’, a good illustration of how digitalization allows for
a growing dematerialization of land.

The digitalization of land and the use of blockchain in particular are promoted with
the promise of additional transparency, efficiency, security and protection against
fraud and corruption (especially due to the decentralized character of the block-
chain). The related narratives strongly focus on inefficient states and administra-
tions, conveying the message that private actors will be much more efficient when
taking over the job of land administration in a decentralized way and without inter-
ference from public authorities.?°

HUMAN RIGHTS IMPLICATIONS AND THE WAY FORWARD

Proponents of digitalization of land administration information and of using block-
chain in land transactions emphasize the benefits of these technologies for margin-
alized people, because of the increased tenure security it supposedly will provide.
However, the problem of land tenure insecurity of people living in poverty is less
about accurate land information and much more about oppression and power ine-
qualities. The question is, rather: who has access to and control over these technol-
ogies and for which purposes? In the case of MATOPIBA, for instance, affected com-
munities have tried to register their lands in the Rural Environmental Registry (Ca-
dastro Ambiental Rural, CAR) - an open online system based on GPS data - as part of
their struggle to defend themselves against land grabbing. These communities then
found out that their lands had already been registered by agribusiness companies.

The emerging issue is, therefore, how to ensure human rights accountability in the
general context of digitalized land and environmental information. New devices
and technologies are not deployed in a vacuum, nor is their use as clean and tidy
as their technological nature pretends to suggest. Land is per se a material and a
highly illiquid/immobile good. Despite all the digital developments, land will nec-
essarily keep its very material and local character, meaning that the people who live
on the land and off it, will be affected by transactions on global markets, even when
these seem to happen in a purely digital sphere. In a way, the violence against local
people, such as in the case of MATOPIBA, can be understood as the expression of
the ‘violence’ required to transform land into a dematerialized asset using informa-
tion technologies. In addition, land is a highly contested good. Thus today, users
of these technologies - including governments — have to assess whether they are
helping land grabbers to make legible non-formalized landed relationships and/or
to re-write them to the detriment of marginalized and oppressed rural communi-
ties, or not.

At the same time, rural communities and their organizations in different parts of
the world have been using tools like digital satellite images to defend their terri-
tories and better monitor the impacts of land grabbers’ operations,?' for instance
with regards to the destruction of forests.? In any case, the obstacles for having
physical and economic access to these technologies remain an issue of concern for
vulnerable rural communities, and a key challenge to making them work in defense
of their land rights. On the other hand, the very issue of whether formalization of
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landed relationships in new digital clothes is, above all, instrumental to the further
commodification of land and nature (or not) will probably be hotly debated in the
near future. For social movements and civil society organizations it remains crucial
to understand if and how information technologies can become useful for people’s
struggles, and for the realization of rural communities’ rights.

In this context, the struggle for a human right to land remains paramount, for it as-
serts that land is first and foremost a common good which communities and people
access, control, manage and use in many different forms, in order to live a dignified
life, according to their social and cultural context. As such, it recognizes, protects
and guarantees a variety of tenure systems and tenure rights, seeking to democra-
tize them wherever they are discriminatory. Moreover, it challenges the national
and international policy and legal regimes, which are intending to transform land
into a dematerialized commodity.?

IN BRIEF

How can it be that finance centers in New York or Stockholm exercise con-
trol over remote lands in Northeastern Brazil? The process of transform-
ing land into a global financial asset requires not only complex changes
in policies and legislation, but also the use of information technologies.
This article sheds light on the role of digital land information in the pro-
cess of dispossessing rural communities from their land, which is sub-
sequently put under the control of distant global finance actors. It draws
on the authors’ assessment of the drivers and impacts of agribusiness
expansion in the Brazilian Cerrado, a biome consisting of savannahs and
forests in the northeastern and northern region of Brazil, known by its
acronym MATOPIBA. The article discusses the challenges posed by in-
formation technologies in people’s struggles for their right to land and
territory and concludes by identifying issues for further research.

KEY CONCEPTS

- Financialization of land is the growing power and influence of global
finance actors - such as pension funds, investment companies, fund
managers, finance institutions and the mega rich, over land: who
uses it, for what purposes and with which benefits.

- Information technology (IT) is the use of computers to store, retrieve,

transmit, and manipulate data, or information, often in the context
of a business or other enterprise.

- Digitalization is the integration of digital technologies, based on the
process of converting information into a digital format

KEY WORDS
- Financialization and digitalization of land
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