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Abstract: The large-scale acquisition of land by investors intensified following the 2007/2008 triple
crises of food, energy, and finance. In the years that followed, tens of millions of hectares of land
were leased or sold for agricultural investment. This phenomenon has resulted in a growing body
of scholarship that seeks to explain trends, institutional regimes, impacts, and the variety of actors
involved, among other subtopics, such as impacts on food security and livelihoods. Focusing on
the case study of Ghana, this paper presents a review that uses both quantitative and qualitative
methods to critically assess the state of large-scale land acquisitions for agricultural development
in Ghana. Our objective in this review is to provide an overview of what we know about such
acquisitions in Ghana while pointing to gaps and directions for future research. Contrary to the
perception of large-scale land acquisitions being undertaken by foreign investors, the review shows
there is a significant role of Ghanaian investors. Additionally, we found the negative impact of these
acquisitions, specifically biofuel projects, which featured predominantly in the literature captured
in this study. In addition, the role of traditional authorities (chiefs) was a central focus of studies
dedicated to land acquisitions in Ghana. Areas that are either understudied or missing from the
literature include conflicts, climate change, biodiversity, corporate social responsibility, gendered
social differentiation, ethnicity, and the role of diaspora. These gaps call for future research that
examines the land question from a multidimensional and multidisciplinary perspective.

Keywords: large-scale land acquisition; Ghana; land grab; investment; agricultural investment;
biofuels; livelihoods

1. Introduction

Existing research points to the 2007/2008 global triple crises of food, energy, and finance
as being primary drivers of the growing interest in arable land around the world [1,2]. The
spike in food commodity prices between 2007 and 2008 in particular is noted as a reason why
investors rushed to acquire agricultural land, leading to an estimated 56 million hectares
of land being acquired globally by 2010 [3]. In the case of Africa, in 2020, it is estimated
that 15.2 million hectares were leased or acquired [2]. Thanks to its central role in the
global land rush, Africa remains a focal unit of analysis as well as a center for struggles and
controversies over what is believed to be “land grabs” [4–9]. However, data limitations have
presented challenges for macro-level studies. A commonly used database, the Land Matrix,
provides a wealth of data on the land rush, but that is incomplete, and it is believed that
the actual amount of land acquired, leased, or sold may be significantly more than what
is suggested [10].

Given the focal nature of Africa in the global land rush and the resulting scholarly
attention, the focus of this paper on Ghana is justified to capture the growing literature
on this West African country, which has experienced a significant share of land deals and
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ramifications over the past decade and half [11–16]. While the phenomenon described is
neither new nor peculiar to the abovementioned period, the spate of land transactions has
dramatically increased since 2007, warranting additional attention. In the case of Ghana,
an estimated total of over 1 million hectares had been acquired for agricultural purposes by
2010 [17], the Land Matrix [18] reporting that a decade later the amount of land acquired was
1,344,588 hectares. This appears to suggest a slowdown. However, during the past 10 years,
many deals have been canceled or stopped, while other new investments have begun.
While there are some analytical differences between large-scale land acquisitions (LSLAs)
and land grabs—the former tends to depict a legal land transaction, whereas the latter
implies an illegal or coerced dispossession or disenfranchisement [7,19]—we have used an
alternative framing in this review, the “land rush”, to avoid those implications. However,
in synthesizing the available literature, we also utilize the terminologies presented within
the respective literature presented.

The objective of this paper is to provide an overview of the land rush in Ghana by
pointing to key issue areas studied in the existing scholarship: the themes, controversies,
and gaps that can be filled by future research. In doing so, we make use of existing
scholarship as well as contextual data provided by the Land Matrix. In total, 84 papers
sourced from Web of Science (WoS) and Google Scholar (GS) were reviewed for this work
(details of selection criteria outlined in the methods section). The next section of the paper
provides a contextual background, followed by a presentation of the methodology used
and then a discussion of findings, which is broken down into a thematic synthesis of what
is known and what is missing in the existing literature, in addition to briefly examining
aggregate trends in knowledge production. The concluding section sums up the paper,
reiterating key points and the broader implications of our findings.

2. Context/Background

According to the Land Matrix [18], the total size of land acquired in Ghana is approxi-
mately 1,344,588 hectares. Out of this total, the Land Matrix reported that 151,453 hectares
(or 11.3%) of these acquisitions were declared as failed. Despite this, the lack of complete
data on land transactions in Africa (see [10,20,21]) suggests that this figure of 1 million
quoted for Ghana could be grossly understated. It is, therefore, safe to say that presently,
well over 1 million hectares of land have been acquired in Ghana by various actors in the
land-acquisition space. The acquired lands are often leased to the investor for a period
ranging from 25 to 99 years, with foreign nationals limited to a period of 50 years [22,23].
For this review, an interesting find is the emergence of “new” countries as the sources of
investments into Ghana’s land sector. For instance, Cook et al. [24] highlighted the role
of Chinese companies in the sector. Similarly, India was identified as a major source of
investments in the country (see Table 1). This growing influence aligns with the increasing
interest in South–South cooperation as an alternative to the historical reliance on Western
partners and development organizations such as the World Bank and IMF (see [25]).

Table 1. Purpose of land acquisition and investor origin.

Purpose Percentage

Food crops 41.2

Biofuels 15.5

Agriculture 12.8

Investor Origin Size Percentage

India 433,857 hectares 32.3

Ghana 225,961 hectares 16.8

USA 220,977 hectares 16.4

UK and Northern Ireland 200,705 hectares 14.9



Land 2023, 12, 132 3 of 17

These long-term leases have implications for the people in the affected communities,
particularly in terms of the real prospect of long-term alienation from their means of
livelihood because of these large-scale projects. However, data from Land Matrix (2020)
reveals that the top three reasons underlying the acquisition of these lands are agriculture
based, with an emphasis on food crop production. The threat that these projects pose to
livelihoods comes in two forms. The first is the export-driven nature of the products and
source country of the investors, which provides an insight into the export-oriented nature
of the business. A review of the data on Land Matrix reveals that a significant percentage of
investors are foreign nationals. It is, however, estimated that 4 out of 15 investments in the
land sector had the involvement of Ghanaians [26]. Though there seems to be an increasing
involvement of Ghanaians in land acquisitions, as demonstrated in the Table 1, it is our
contention that their involvement could be a response to the existing policy regime, which
encourages local participation. The Ghanaian involvement could therefore be limited to
“intermediary” status, taking advantage of the favorable legal regime for domestic investors
to aid their foreign counterparts. Significantly, though, the resulting projects have Ghana
stated as the source country of the investors on the Land Matrix. Some authors [27,28] do
attribute the global land rush for African lands to its being driven largely by investments
from outside the continent. Second, the quest to find alternative energy sources that fueled
jatropha cultivation for biofuels also had an impact on livelihoods. The Land Matrix data
revealed that biofuels constituted some 15% of the purposes for which lands were acquired
in Ghana (see Table 1). The emphasis on biofuel production deprived people in host
communities of their lands and ability to produce, with a consequent loss of livelihoods.

The policy context of land acquisition is important because land acquisitions have
occurred not only in response to external events but also in response to domestic policy
and at different points in Ghana’s history. Since 1844, Ghana has put in place deliberate
policies to attract investments into the agricultural sector by various actors. A presenta-
tion by Ahwoi [29] outlined certain phases in the investment drive into the sector. This
includes the era of noninterventionist policy (1844–1956) during the era of colonialism
when the colonial authority annexed lands in the name of the crown. The colonial au-
thority, according to Larbi [30], adopted two main policy instruments for accessing land
in the Gold Coast, namely expropriation (compulsory acquisition with compensation) in
the colony and Ashanti and appropriation (compulsory acquisition without compensa-
tion) in the northern protectorate (now northern, upper-east, and upper-west regions).
The era of Kwame Nkrumah saw a period of total state intervention (1957–1966) in the
early days of independence, then the mixed era of private/government participation in
agriculture (1967–1982).

The current phase in land acquisitions started with the implementation of the struc-
tural adjustment programs (SAPs) (1983 and beyond), which was dedicated to attracting
the private sector to agricultural investments [29]. The SAPs and subsequent market liberal-
ization policies transformed the agricultural sector by liberalizing the sector and increasing
foreign and domestic investors. Deliberate policies and initiatives were implemented to this
effect. The implementation of the SAPs set the tone for other initiatives deliberately aimed
at attracting investments into the agricultural sector. According to Takane [31], for instance,
measures such as the promulgation of the Land Title Registration Law in 1986 were put in
place specifically to protect the property rights of investors. In addition, the establishment
of investment promotion agencies (i.e., the Ghana Investment Promotion Centre in 1994)
implemented government policy to attract investment, particularly foreign investment, into
the country. Their role, among others, was to facilitate land access for prospective investors
and sometimes play a role in directly allocating land to investors. This new land-tenure
regime created an enabling environment and removed the risks associated with establishing
large-scale farms. Thus, the development of large-scale farms in the country in the 1980s
was a direct result of this deliberate state policy, which invariably facilitated the expansion
of investment into the agricultural sector in Ghana [29]. In addition to domestic policy, the
last phase of expanded private sector investment has been facilitated by broader trends of
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economic liberalization that have resulted in a global boom in land-related investments [32].
In the recent context of Africa, such a boom was also further bolstered in the years following
the 2007/2008 hikes in global commodity prices, which resulted in a global rush for arable
land [2]. The prevailing policy context created the enabling environment for a vast number
of land deals, which have taken place from the Gold Coast era to present-day Ghana. It
was noted from the review that though LSLAs are not a new phenomenon, the acquisitions
in the colonial era were driven largely by the quest for power and its sustenance. However,
the recent land rush was driven by domestic policy to attract investments into the land
sector, increasing food prices, and the quest for alternative energy sources.

3. Methods

The data for this study were compiled using literature obtained from the Web of
Science and Google Scholar. Using both literature search platforms, the keywords “land
grab” and “large-scale land acquisition” (hereafter LSLA) were paired with “Ghana” to
identify relevant literature up until the year 2020. The Web of Science offers a platform
of peer-reviewed academic literature, which is commonly used for reviews of this nature
(e.g., [10,33]). The limited collection of works through WoS meant that we complemented
it with a repertoire of works from Google Scholar, chosen among the first 100 searched
articles using the outlined keywords. We also used Google Scholar because the Web of
Science does not index all the literature important to this study, such as journals based
in Africa, reports from NGOs and governments, and theses and dissertations. After con-
ducting the searches, the results were qualitatively assessed to remove false positives; a
publication was deemed a false positive when its primary focus was not large-scale land ac-
quisition in Ghana. The search from the Web of Science database resulted in 65 publications
(28 for LSLA, 37 for land grab; 11 appearing in both searches). A qualitative review of the
abstracts revealed nine false positives (two for LSLA, seven for land grab; 14% of results).
With regard to the 11 publications that featured in both searches, one was found to be a
false positive. Therefore, the Web of Science search produced 46 true positives that were
used in this review.

As noted, a parallel search was conducted using Google Scholar with the same key-
words. This search revealed higher results (15,000 for “land grab”, paired with “Ghana”;
97,200 results for “large-scale land acquisition”, paired with “Ghana”). Google Scholar
orders the results by relevance, and the first 100 publications in each category of the search
were reviewed. Though this cut-off point was arbitrary, the decision to select only the first
100 results was informed by the fact that it was most likely to contain the publications
that were most relevant to this study. A qualitative process of removing false positives
was undertaken, as was done with the Web of Science results. Subsequently, the list of
true positives was compared with the list from the Web of Science to remove duplicates
that appeared in both searches. After the removal of false positives and duplicates, the
Google Scholar search resulted in 48 unique true positives. Regarding the type of publica-
tions identified via Google Scholar, the results included 28 academic articles, 3 reports, 8
research/working papers, 1 PhD dissertation, 4 master’s theses, 1 book, 2 book chapters,
and 1 news editorial. Notably, all these were not included on Web of Science, showing
the importance of diversifying platform types when conducting reviews, particularly for
geographies and subjects that are underrepresented in what gets indexed on the Web
of Science.

The total number of true positives from both searches used in this review was
94 unique publications (Web of Science 46, Google Scholar 48). Out of this total, 88 articles,
representing 93.6%, were reviewed; six of the articles (two from Web of Science and four
from Google Scholar) were not accessible. The final set of 88 articles was categorized
thematically, and an initial categorization was completed by a qualitative reading of titles,
abstracts, and keywords. The themes were drafted by the authors’ expertise of the subject
matter and country and then were iteratively expanded, as the qualitative review was
undertaken. Once categorized, each article was reviewed in detail, to identify the objectives
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of the respective studies, the findings, and the methods adopted. A thematic synthesis was
then carried out for each of the identified articles under the various themes. This was accom-
plished by critically evaluating the publications, extracting data, and synthesizing available
evidence. To strengthen the analysis, we used NVivo to analyze this set of 88 papers, which
allowed for additional qualitative and quantitative assessments of specific themes and key
terms, including being able to quantitatively triangulate qualitative findings (livelihoods
92%, chiefs 61%, land tenure 58%, biofuels 51%, gender 22%, conflicts 19%, climate change
14%). To conduct this analysis with NVivo, we created an NVivo data set and then used
keyword searches of the full text of all included papers to quantify the number of references
of each keyword within the papers. The results identified the dominant themes within the
data set (see Table 2 below), which guided the thematic analysis in the findings section.

Table 2. Records identified from the literature search.

Action Results

Records identified for screening 165
Duplicates removed 71

Records sought for retrieval 94
Records found and reviewed 88

Authors’ summary of search results from the literature review (Databases: Web of Science and Google Scholar).

A study of this nature has some limitations. Generally, we relied primarily on works
published in English; hence, relevant scholarly literature in other languages was not
included in this study. Additionally, the reliance on specific keywords in the litera-
ture search might have excluded relevant articles that used other terms and concepts
(e.g., articles written about biofuels that are related to the topic but do not use the ter-
minology searched for). A further limitation is associated with the databases used. For
instance, the Google Scholar ranking of relevant publications is not clearly determined;
hence, the results that show up on top of the lists might not always be the best sources
or the appropriate ones, which leaves room for subjectivity and bias in the selection of
articles for the review. A further limitation lies in the process of identifying and categoriz-
ing themes. This process is driven by the subjective perspective of the researchers, albeit
informed by their expert knowledge on the topic. However, as a mitigating factor, these
perspectives from the authors were borne out of additional readings, which brought up
information to augment those that emerged from the literature search. Further, data from
the Land Matrix was sourced to complement and validate the information contained in the
literature retrieved from the two databases. This usage of Land Matrix is consistent with the
existing scholarship in that our NVivo analysis showed that at least 10 out of the 88 papers
reviewed (representing 11%) substantially engaged with this database to augment their
research findings.

4. Evidence from Existing Scholarship: What We Know from the Literature

The evidence from the systematic review presents interesting insights into the broader
landscape of LSLAs in Ghana. In this section, data gathered from the review of articles
on the subject matter are categorized according to the dominant themes identified in the
review (see Table 3). On the basis of the results of the NVivo analysis, the themes identified
and discussed in this session include land grabs and biofuels, the impact on livelihoods,
the land-tenure system, the role of chiefs, and the phenomenon of conflicts associated with
these projects. These were selected on the basis of the results of the NVivo analysis, which
revealed that they were dominant themes in the literature on land acquisitions in Ghana.
The analysis also revealed that the subject matter of the gendered and environmental
impact of land grabs featured in some studies, though they were in the minority.
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Table 3. The dominant themes from Nvivo analysis.

Theme Percentage

Rural livelihoods 92
Chiefs 61

Land tenure 58
Biofuels 51

The results of the analysis as captured above formed the basis of the themes discussed
below. It provides an overview of the intersecting nature of several issues and themes that
underscore the phenomenon of the land rush in Ghana.

a. Literature on biofuels

A review of the literature revealed that discussions on the subject matter of biofuels
was dominant. From the NVivo analysis undertaken, 51% of the papers devoted attention
to biofuels. Generally, there was emphasis on the actors and the impact of biofuel projects
on host communities. For instance, Boamah [34], writing on the role of the chiefs, argued
that they were motivated by the desire to formalize the use of stool land to create rural
development opportunities and to formalize boundaries of stool land to avert potential
future land litigations. However, Ahmed et al. [19] argued that chiefs often exploited the
institutional weaknesses and inertia within land administration to act beyond being land
custodians to become land sellers. The authors contended that the chiefs were motivated
by the expected personal gains of the proposed biofuel projects. The quest for personal
gains in the land-acquisition process more often positioned chiefs to become the cause of
conflicts in certain host communities [35].

Significant attention was paid to the negative impacts of biofuel projects in host com-
munities (see [35–38]). The impacts revealed in the literature included the negative impact
of biofuel projects on food production and food security (as a result of converting lands for
food production to jatropha farms for biofuel), farmer livelihoods, tenure insecurity among
food crop farmers, and how the nature of the project implementation became a source of
conflicts and insecurity between host communities and investors. The failure of biofuel
projects in Ghana, Ahmed et al. [38] contend, was therefore attributable to poor business
planning, institutional barriers, limited community participation, unfair compensation
practices, obstacles posed by civil society, and the unconstructive involvement of chiefs.

b. Land rush and livelihoods

The impact of these land deals on rural livelihoods featured heavily in the reviewed
literature. However, the conclusions arrived at portrayed the outcomes of these as largely
negative. There were some positive outcomes highlighted. For instance, Gordon and
Botchway [39] noted that foreign engagement in mining transformed the sector and intro-
duced mechanization and technology transfer to local artisanal miners in Ghana. Addi-
tionally, Twene [40] identified the provision of social amenities as a positive outcome of
land grabs for commercial projects. These “positives” fit into the narrative by develop-
ment partners such that the investments into the land sector are win-win situations with
positive outcomes for both the investor and the local populations where such transactions
occur [41,42].

Despite the positives, the bulk of studies offered a contrary outlook on the impact
of LSLAs on rural livelihoods (see [5,15,22,43–47]). For instance, Schoneveld et al. [22]
found that these acquisitions led to a loss of communal access to vital forest resources,
which consequently threatened the sources of income for community members. Similarly,
Madueke [44], among others, found there is damage to the environment, population dis-
placement, and a breakdown in social cohesion. Further, it was found that communities
with projects resulting from land grabs had a lower livelihood security in terms of food
security, health, economy, and sanitation than the communities where there were no ac-
quisitions [43]. Additionally, Andrews [15] noted that the influx of large-scale mining
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firms into the industry threatened the livelihoods of local miners who lost their conces-
sions to these companies. These livelihood threats led Alhassan et al. [5,45] to conclude
that despite the promise of positive outcomes, the uneven distribution of the benefits
leaves rural communities and their livelihoods at a disadvantage where land grabs have
taken place.

c. The land-tenure system

The legal regime governing land administration in Ghana also featured prominently
in the literature on Ghana. The trajectory of Ghana’s legislative framework on lands
was outlined in the work of Kuusaana and Gerber [48]. The authors traced Ghana’s
legislative framework from the Lands Bill in 1894 to the 1999 Ghana Land Policy. The
unique attribute that the authors identified was how, with time, governments have adopted
a noninterference posture toward lands in the control of customary institutions. Writing on
the subject matter, Lambrectht and Asare [49] characterized Ghana’s land-tenure system
as pluralistic. This is because both customary and statutory systems are recognized and
overlap in responsibilities over land administration in Ghana. The differences between
the customary and statutory systems, Aha and Ayitey [37] noted, are captured in their
characteristics and forms of management.

While customary lands are under the control of traditional authorities represented
by stools, skins, and family/clan/community heads and are generally governed by the
customary practices prevailing in communities, the laws governing state lands, on the other
hand, are codified into statutes and regulations based on laws. The relationship between
these two systems, Tsikata and Yaro [50] revealed, is the fact that the Ghanaian state regu-
lates and legitimizes customary land transactions to ensure some form of uniformity in land
administration. The relationship between the state and the customary structures is quite
clearly highlighted in the type of being administered at any point in time. Kirst [51] outlined
the three types of land ownership in Ghana: state lands, vested lands, and customary lands.
However, 80%–90% of the lands are held under customary land tenureships [52,53]. The
state, according to Nolte and Vath [20], administers state lands in addition to vested lands
as a function of law, while the management of customary lands is in the hands of the chief,
who receives rents for the usage of lands. The creation of the Office of the Administrator
of Stool Lands through Act 481 further strengthened the hold of customary systems over
lands in Ghana [54]. The potential of conflicts within this pluralistic arrangement also
received some attention in the reviewed literature. Andrews [15], for instance, cited a case
that involved conflicts over the exercise of jurisdiction; a gold mining company, Newmont
Ghana Limited, reportedly refused payment of compensation to the owners of unused
lands in their mining project area. These lapses, Williams et al. [55] contend, call for new
institutional arrangements and measures to enable governments strike the right balance
between providing the security of leasehold sought by large-scale agricultural investors
and protecting the equally legitimate land rights of small-scale farmers.

Therefore, to forestall future occurrences, Ghana passed the Land Act 2020 to revise
and consolidate the laws on land, with the view to harmonizing those laws to ensure
sustainable land administration and management and effective land-tenure systems. An
interesting component of Land Act 2020 is the restrictions placed on the acquisition of
land by noncitizens, as captured in Article 10 (1). Among others, a person cannot create
an interest in, or right over, land in Ghana that vests in another person who is not a
citizen of Ghana. Therefore, a company or corporate body is not a citizen if more than
40% of the equity shareholding or ownership is held by noncitizens. Act 2020 therefore
seeks to secure domestic actor participation in the acquisition of lands in Ghana while
curtailing the influence of foreign nationals in investments into the agricultural sector.
The Act further highlights the government’s intention to determine the nature and scope
of land grabs in Ghana through deliberate action. As with the case of other African
countries, such as Ethiopia (see [10]), it can be said that this shift in policy direction was a
response to the failures of previous policies that were more focused on the privatization
and commoditization of land [29]. Previous policies promoted Ghana as the place for
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foreign direct investment with a promised “win-win” outcome, which did not materialize.
In line with policy efforts across the continent, such as the Africa Mining Vision [56,57] and
local content policies in the mining and energy sectors [58,59] that aim to make natural
resources beneficial to respective host populations, Land Act 2020 seeks to further entrench
the government’s intention to determine the nature, scope, and eventual impact of land
deals in Ghana through deliberate action. In fact, such deliberate policy actions signal what
Andrews and Nwapi [60] consider to be a critical juncture for potentially bringing the state
back in again.

d. The role of chiefs

A significant number of scholarly works on land grabs in Ghana was dedicated to the
role of customary institutions (traditional authorities) in the processes leading to land grabs
in Ghana (see [34,35,50,51,61–64]). Their role was quite widely recognized in the literature,
where the keyword “chiefs” was substantially used in 51 papers (representing 61% of
the sample). Along these lines, a significant number of scholarly works on the land rush
in Ghana included detailed discussions on the role of customary institutions (traditional
authorities) in the processes leading to the land rush in Ghana. The volume of work
centered on the role of traditional institutions is influenced by the fact that agricultural land
is under the control of land-owning families, with most decisions made by the family heads,
their elders, and chiefs [38]. Thanks to their constitutionally guaranteed power and control
over lands in Ghana, chiefs exercise an immense influence on the allocation processes in
their communities. Their influence is seen mostly during negotiations on compensation
payments, which often benefit the chiefs at the expense of rural land users [51]. Writing
on the role of chiefs in land administration in Ghana, Ahmed et al. [19] argued that there
are two basic roles: serving as custodians of the land and the interface between donors
and investors. The authors contended that the performance of these roles, especially the
latter, increased the chiefs’ growing involvement in lan1 d politics. The control that chiefs
have had over land in their trustee role enhanced their status in the negotiation process and
enabled them to engage directly with developers, investors, and donors [51]. The exercise
of this power, Kasanga and Kotey [52] note, was carried out without the involvement of
the community members. Decisions over land sales within the communities are most often
carried out at the behest of the chiefs, to the disadvantage of the community members.
This view was further reinforced by the work of Kirst [51], which also concluded that
chiefs do not adhere to the principles enshrined in the law regarding the allocation of
lands but rather operate within (sometimes even violating) the authority yielded to them in
their communities.

From the reviewed literature, it was observed that the increased investments in the
biofuel sector saw a corresponding rise in the power of chiefs to allocate lands. A study by
Boamah [34] revealed that during the past decade, many Ghanaian chiefs have allocated
numerous large land areas to agricultural investors mainly from Italy, Norway, Israel, and
Canada for biofuels and other agricultural projects in Ghana. This increased role relegated
state institutions to the role of confirming and registering the agreements reached between
chiefs and investors. Although estimates of biofuel land deals are often contentious, they
suggest that the authority of chiefs in land allocations has in recent times increased relative
to that of the state. The involvement of state institutions in land allocations now merely
takes the form of the confirmation and registration of the agreements reached between
the chiefs and investors. The implication of this is that chiefs in Ghana have become
facilitators of land grabs in Ghana. This position, therefore, empowers them to manipulate
land-acquisition processes, benefiting them in ways that go beyond their mandates. This
led Kuusaana [64] to conclude that chiefs in particular were major beneficiaries of these
transactions, which sharply contrasts the experiences of groups such as migrant farmers,
women, poor community “commoners”, and “title-less” smallholder farmers. The effect in
many cases (as cited in [51]) could lead to the alienation of the people, communal resistance,
and eventually conflicts. Antwi-Bosiako [62], however, contends that chiefs cannot be
solely blamed for the challenges associated with land grabs. The author argues that the
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state’s noninterference policy in these negotiations, the insecure nature of land ownership,
and the annexation of lands by brokers all create challenges for host communities.

e. Less-covered (but important) areas of research

An analysis of the reviewed literature revealed themes that for the purposes of this
study, we characterized as less-researched areas. The NVivo analysis revealed areas such
as gender and climate change featured in the studies of land grabs in Ghana. The history
of Ghana is replete with conflicts and contestations over shared commons such as land
and water. According to Campion et al. [36], recent natural resource conflicts in Ghana
are associated with land related to expropriation. Specifically, their study found, among
others, that land grabs for biofuel production have been major sources of conflict in host
communities in Ghana. These investments deprived local communities of the use of re-
sources on which their livelihoods depend, without adequate compensation or provision
of alternative livelihoods. Other authors (see [23,48]) reinforced the point that the com-
modification of lands, coupled with its increasing value in response to the land rush, only
exacerbated the underlying problems associated with land management in the country. A
study by Abubakari et al. [16] found that the implementation of CSR interventions and
benefit-sharing mechanisms had de-escalating effects on land conflicts in host communities.
Writing on the experiences in Agogo and Kpaacha, the authors highlighted the fact that
the initiation of community projects, the establishment of formal rent payment system, the
running of flexible and rotational job schemes for community members, and derestricted
communal access to unused land spaces were some of the measures taken to soften local
discontent and to mitigate the outbreak of conflicts.

On gender, the dominant theme focused on the impact of land grabs on women. The
underlying basis for the studies on gender was that the livelihoods of individuals and
social groups (in these communities) depended on how the individuals and social groups
interacted with the evolving social and political institutions [13]. Therefore, one’s proximity
to the center of power to a very large extent determines the extent to which one is affected by
the processes of land grabs. According to Mariwah et al. [65], in the event of land grabs in a
community, the fortunes of women could become a lot worse because of their marginalized
status and peripheral roles in Ghanaian society. Similarly, Hausermann et al. [66] concluded
in a study that land grabbing for gold resulted in deeper gendered inequalities because
of the discrimination in compensation payments, a consequence of women’s not owning
lands because of the patriarchal nature of the society and the land-tenure system. These
inequalities in the land-tenure systems, Tsikata and Yaro [42] find, widen the inequality gap
between men and women in host communities of projects resulting from land grabs. This
view is further supported by Nibi [67], who argued that agrofuel expansion into areas where
women have weak tenure security because of patriarchal structures and norms only tend to
worsen their situation through what the author termed “double-dispossession”: a situation
where women lose both their rights and access to land for cultivation and their rights to
the natural resources for food, income, medicine, and fodder. On the environment and
climate change, Nyantakyi-Frimpong [68] argued that land grabs produce a social barrier
to climate change adaptation, as they lead to heightened uncertainty and apprehension
among farmers, which affects decisions on climate-risk management.

4.1. Knowledge Production

For this review, we were also interested in how mechanisms of knowledge production
and dissemination affect what becomes dominant as useful knowledge in the field. Along
these lines, we sought to examine the author affiliations stated in the papers that emerged
from our review. As shown in Table 4, the search from the two databases (Web of Science
and Google Scholar) revealed that though Europe-based authors contributed to knowledge
on land acquisitions in Ghana, a significant number of the authors had Ghana-based
affiliations. This number represents 86 Ghanaian affiliations (approximately 35%) out of a
total of 158 affiliations drawn from our sample of 88 papers. This is an interesting finding
that highlights how Ghana-based academics are contributors to the topic of land grabs,
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with specific affiliations, such as the University of Ghana, University of Development
Studies (Tamale), and Kwame Nkrumah University of Science and Technology. Although
the research space is driven by European-based academics, the role of researchers based
within the country of study in this data set is relatively more important than what has been
found elsewhere (e.g., [10]).

Table 4. Authors’ Affiliation.

Affiliation WoS % GS % WoS + GS Total

Ghana 24 27.6 31 43.7 55 34.8
Europe 39 44.8 12 16.9 51 32.3

North America 12 13.7 17 23.9 29 18.4
Asia 6 6.9 6 8.5 12 7.6

Rest of Africa 5 5.8 3 4.2 8 5.1
Australia/New Zealand 1 1.2 2 2.8 3 1.9

Total 87 71 158

Notes: The data were derived from the individual country affiliations of the authors for each of the publications
reviewed from both the Web of Science (WoS) and Google Scholar (GS). Authors with different country affiliations
were counted separately for the respective countries and then assigned to the database from which the article was
found. Those with multiple papers but who had the same affiliation were assigned to one country. Both databases
get assigned an affiliation each for an author who has multiple papers but the same declared affiliation.

The finding also somewhat contravenes past and ongoing discussions of how scholar-
ship on Africa is often dominated by people who neither are African nor use perspectives
that properly (or accurately) reflect the contexts being studied [69,70]. Although in the
“ranked” journals that are indexed on the Web of Science, this continues to be the case, in
the broader Google Scholar search, which includes other types of knowledge production,
Ghana-based researchers are prominent. The percentage of Ghana-affiliated researchers in
comparison with those from the rest of Africa, as shown in Table 4, does not fully capture
the complete picture when examined superficially. To be sure, Ghana was a destination for
major land deals, and this explains why many of the early researchers on this topic (who
still remain quite prominent in the field) were Ghanaian. Another justification is that this
study was specifically focused on content published on Ghana, which perhaps explains
the marginal representation of other Africa-based scholars working on the same topic in
different African countries.

In addition to the total production of knowledge, we also wanted to assess the value
attached to publications, as reflected in the citation counts of specific contributions. From
Figure 1, there is significant diversity in the authorship of the top-10 most-cited articles
(according to Google Scholar citation counts) from our sample of 88 publications. In the
top-10 most-cited works, Amanor [71] ranked third and Tsikata and Yaro [12] ranked
seventh in having Ghana-based affiliations. The paper by Amanor and Sergio [72], which
ranked fifth, is an example of an Africa-based collaboration. It is important to note the
cross-border research collaboration that has made such representational diversity in the
existing scholarship possible, although there are some common European/Western names
(e.g., Lorenzo Cotula, George Schoneveld, Laura German) in the subset of the top-10 most-
cited articles. In addition, many times, national researchers are second, third, fourth, or
fifth authors on publications, while Europe-based ones are first, underscoring how national
experts are often used as data collectors without due regard for their overall intellectual
contributions. This means that evidence of past and ongoing research collaboration does
not necessarily undercut the historically determined asymmetrical power relations in social
science scholarship and knowledge production in general [69,73–75]. However, it points to
the gradual changes happening in democratizing and decolonizing knowledge production
in Africa, as international research institutions such as the Indonesia-based Center for
International Forestry Research (e.g., George Schoneveld’s affiliation) and the UK-based
International Institute for Environment and Development (e.g., Lorenzo Cotula’s affiliation)
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are seeing the need to partner with experts beyond the usual groups of European or North
American scholars.
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Figure 1. Top-10 Most-Cited Works, by Author.

While the emphasis here is on certain individual publications, the broader rationale
behind the inclusion of this discussion is to explore the nature of aggregate knowledge
production and offer some reflections on existing power asymmetries (e.g., who gets to
lead certain research agendas and who does not) that may influence both the diversification
of knowledge production and the inclusion of certain voices and perspectives in the
knowledge that is widely disseminated. The deprovincialization of knowledge production
is important because knowledge is power and because research on land tends to inform
various national and global policy decisions. This is not to suggest that foreign researchers
should not work on Ghana or other countries that they do not originate from or that
these researchers misrepresent the realities in the country, although research has shown
that the latter is possible (see [69,70]). Rather, our emphasis here is on representation
and epistemic inclusion, especially since there are equally qualified researchers on both
sides of the Atlantic pursuing similar research interests. In particular, we expect this brief
reflection to contribute to discussions on the marginality and peripherality of Africans in
both continental knowledge production and global knowledge production [76].

4.2. Identified Gaps and Directions for Future Research

This research identifies areas of research strength but also opportunities for future
research on the land rush in Ghana. In this section, we note some of the missed opportuni-
ties for themes within the existing scholarship and direct scholars to them for future study.
These include the themes of ethnicity and associated inequalities determined by social
differentiation, corporate social responsibility, climate change, biodiversity, and diaspora.

It is fascinating that though social differentiation is a theme in a few of the papers
(e.g., [5,14,15,45]), the majority of our sample makes limited reference to ethnicity and the
differentiated inequalities associated with such ethnic backgrounds. To be sure, “ethnicity”
as a keyword is substantially engaged in only four papers (5% of the sample). Three of
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these papers [13,61,77] focused on how ethnicity and social stratification intersect with the
broader politics around land tenure (communal vs. statutory), while one focused specifi-
cally on the implications of ethnic boundary making (involving smallholders and Fulani
pastoralists) on land rights, access, and disputes over the use of natural resources [23].
Given the customary nature of Ghana’s land-tenure system and the historical role of ethnic-
ity in the development of the country [78–80], and even social norms around farming [81],
one would expect to see more pages devoted to this theme in future research. It would be
interesting for future research to examine whether ethnicity (and perhaps the history of
conflict in certain regions) has a role to play in determining project locations or whether it
is merely geography. The under-researched land rush in the northern region suggests there
is more to consider than agroecology.

While the literature on corporate social responsibility (CSR) in Ghana is burgeoning,
there is a significant gap in the knowledge of what role CSR plays in the context of land
grabs, given that the current scholarship on this topic has focused mostly on the extractive
and nonagriculture industries (see [82–85]). Given that domestic investors maintain a stake
in land deals, as depicted in Table 1, this gap may be explained by the fact that CSR has often
been projected as something that foreign investors are expected to undertake. However, an
interesting finding in the reviewed literature points to the fact that some of these investors
have used CSR initiatives as a mechanism to mitigate land disputes and conflicts. For
instance, Abubakari et al. [16] found that the implementation of CSR interventions and
benefit-sharing mechanisms has had de-escalating effects on land conflicts in two selected
communities that have experienced the land rush (i.e., Agogo and Kpaacha). In Agogo, for
instance, measures include the decision of the investor to change the investment focus from
biofuel to food crops, the establishment of a formal rent payment system, and the running
of flexible and rotational job schemes for community members [86]. Similar interventions
in Kpaacha, including infrastructure development and de-restricted communal access to
unused land spaces and economic trees for local livelihood sustainability, softened local
discontent and served as a mitigation measure against the outbreak of conflicts [16]. The
point is that there may be many such CSR interventions that help investors and agrarian
communities address the multiple challenges posed by large-scale land deals. However,
we do not know this, because only five of the 88 papers reviewed substantially engaged
with the topic (see [13,15,16,87,88]), suggesting the need for further research on this issue.
In particular, the understanding of CSR as a measure to de-escalate land-related conflicts
(or not) is an interesting avenue for future research.

What is clear from the review is that gender has been featured in about 22% of the
88 papers sampled for this study (e.g., [12,66,67,89]). For instance, Hausermann et al. [66]
concluded in a study that land grabbing for gold resulted in deeper gendered inequali-
ties and social differentiation. This was because the compensation paid to men for the
destruction of their farms far exceeds that paid to women if compensated, though women
are rarely compensated. This disparity represents the exploitation of existing customary
land-tenure systems, which are socially and structurally biased against women. A study by
Tsikata and Yaro [12] also found that these inequalities in patriarchal land-tenure systems
have contributed to women’s routinely having smaller and less-fertile land and experienc-
ing challenges with productivity and livelihood outcomes. These findings are supported
by Nibi [67], whose work examined how large-scale agrofuel development in Northern
Ghana leads to women’s experiencing “double-dispossession”, involving a situation where
women lose both their rights and access to land for cultivation and their rights to the
natural resources for food, income, medicine, and fodder. The evidence, therefore, points
to some interesting insights. However, with only 20 papers drawing on some gender
analysis, we would expect future research to further engage with this topic, including the
intersectionality of gender and other factors such as class/social status, age, ethnicity, and
religion, among other social differentiations.

Given the nature of the land rush, which has often been based on the land’s agricultural
potential (as shown in Table 1, on the intended uses of the investment), the limited research
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on environmental impacts is notable. There are a few papers that consider impacts on
biodiversity (6 papers, 7%) and climate change (12 papers, 14%). We believe that there are
significant opportunities to engage in interdisciplinary or nexus research approaches that
entangle the issues of environment, livelihood, regulation, and investment, as they have
often been disentangled into disciplinary studies. Similarly, there is very little research on
the role of diaspora and domestic investors, despite our research’s finding them to have a
significant role. In our sample, only two papers focused on the role of diaspora [17,74] and
only one publication had some focus on domestic investments [89]. Much more attention is
warranted, and this is more so the case following the 2020 regulatory changes that seek to
prioritize Indigenous Ghanaian investments.

Finally, the topic of knowledge production and dissemination is worth re-examination
as part of future work on this topic. Although we have discussed a growing diversity in the
list of scholars writing about the land rush in Ghana, an important question to pose is, who
is accessing or using such knowledge produced? For instance, the top-10 most-cited works
(see Figure 1) are published in such journals as Ecology and Society, Feminist Economics,
the Journal of Peasant Studies, World Development, Journal of Development Studies, and Food
Security. Of these journals, only Ecology and Society is an open-access journal, which perhaps
reflects the highest citation count (i.e., 250) for the Schoneveld et al. [22] paper published in
that venue. Perhaps, the fact that this study did not yield results from many journals that
are open access reflects how knowledge on this topic tends to serve more of an academic
purpose than as a public policy contribution, per se. However, beyond this, the point is that
the vast majority of the 88 papers are published in journals that are not easily accessible to
scholars (or even policymakers) based in Ghana and elsewhere in Africa who may find a
use for such publications. This creates a significant barrier to the so-called decentralization
of knowledge production and dissemination, which we believe is something future research
on this topic should pay serious attention to. As funding agencies are increasingly expecting
research grant holders to consider open-access publishing options (with some designating
funds for this), the situation is likely to improve over the next decade, but deliberate action
is required.

5. Conclusions

The land rush has deep historical roots. In many places, Ghana included, this traces
back to the colonial era, with some deals spanning a long history (although investors change
over time, the dispossessions remain). Thanks to the historical importance of the land rush,
this paper outlined the developments of land tenure and investment regulation over the
long-term, finding that while there indeed has been a rush since the 2007/08 commodity
price spike, this was not the first rush nor was it the first time that external actors have
exerted pressure on Ghana’s land-tenure laws that have enabled foreign nationals to acquire
land. The 2020 shift in regulations has the potential to narrow the opportunities for foreign
investors. However, the impact of these changes will depend not only on implementation
but also on their overall durability over time. For lands that are currently acquired in
Ghana, investors with historical ties to Ghana (e.g., the UK and the US) remain important,
but investors from new geographies have emerged, with those coming from India now
holding the most amount of land of all foreign investments (according to available data).
This represents an important juncture for growing South–South cooperation.

Less researched and less covered in the discourse of the land rush is the role of
domestic and diaspora investors, which is an area for future research. Other understudied
areas in the Ghanaian context of the land rush include aspects related to the environment
(e.g., biodiversity and climate change), corporate social responsibility, and studies that look
in more detail at intersectionality, such as the impacts of ethnicity, gender, and livelihood.
Alongside these thematic gaps, the review has also presented questions of the politics of
knowledge production, the peer-reviewed literature being led largely by Europe-based
scholars, raising questions about voice and agency within the field. Additionally, most
of the peer-reviewed literature is not open access, raising questions about accessibility.
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Addressing these gaps and issues will require research initiatives that build upon existing
evidence and extend it into new domains, utilizing new modalities of dissemination. Such
initiatives will have significant ramifications for the purpose and utility of future knowledge
produced on this topic.
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