
Vol.:(0123456789)

Food Security 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12571-023-01429-6

ORIGINAL PAPER

Large‑scale agricultural investments and local food security 
– Evidence from a mixed‑method case study in Benin

Anika Muder1,2  · Jonas Luckmann1  · Julia C. Schmid1 

Received: 10 January 2023 / Accepted: 27 December 2023 
© The Author(s) 2024

Abstract
Large-scale agricultural investments (LSAIs) and their impacts on local communities in host countries have been controver-
sially discussed in recent years. As scholars increasingly call for more structured and comprehensive analyses, we develop a  
mixed-method approach using an expanded version of the “Right to Food” (RtF) framework to systematically investigate 
the local food security impacts of a recently established tomato-producing LSAI in Central Benin, West Africa. We find that 
the LSAI keeps natural resources as accessible as possible for the local community and provides employment opportuni-
ties, leading to higher dietary diversity of employees and multiplier effects in the local economy. At the same time, we find 
inequalities regarding the compensation of former land users as well as high job insecurity for temporary laborers who face 
high transportation costs to reach the LSAI. We argue that fair and inclusive compensation, improved access to markets and 
machinery, access to natural resources for often overlooked groups (pastoralists, hunters, fishermen) and social infrastruc-
ture are crucial factors in promoting positive outcomes of LSAIs on communities and that strong local institutions play a  
key role for achieving this. We conclude that the specific characteristics of our case (relatively small size, labor-intensive crop,  
focus on regional markets) provide favorable conditions for positive impacts on local food security. We encourage further, 
structured mixed-method studies, ideally including longitudinal and comparative research designs, to investigate the mul-
tidimensional effects related to the establishment of LSAIs. The extended RtF framework can thereby serve as a structural 
lens to systematically analyze the findings.
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1 Introduction

Triggered by the global food price surge of 2007/08 and 
increasing resource constraints, a growing interest of private 
investors and governments in the acquisition of land rights 

in countries of the Global South can be observed (Cotula, 
2012; Deininger & Byerlee, 2011; Hallam, 2011). Capital-
abundant countries with limited natural resources seek to 
ensure their food self-sufficiency through investments 
beyond national boundaries (De Schutter, 2011). Thereby, 
Sub-Saharan-Africa is a prominent region in the focus of 
investors (Land Matrix, 2023). According to theory, invest-
ments from capital-rich countries in regions where capital 
is scarce but other production factors such as land and labor 
are abundant, can lead to efficiency gains for both sides and 
can promote the development of the agricultural sector in 
host countries (Azadi et al., 2013; Hallam, 2011).

Yet, with respect to large-scale agricultural investments 
(LSAIs), several studies found that such “win–win-
situations” (Azadi et  al., 2013) are not always reached 
and instead the benefits of the investors are often to the 
detriment of the local communities (Yang & He, 2021). 
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