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Deagrarianisation and Depeasantisation in Tanzania: Impact of FDI Growth in 

Agriculture on Agriculture Productivity and Peasant Farming 

 

By Lenny Majigo Mwijarubi 

Abstract 

Since the adoption of neoliberal policies, Tanzania has tried to re-structure its economy in 

order to reap the full benefits of capitalism. One of the major areas it has tried to focus on is 

the agricultural sector which employs the vast majority of Tanzanians. Any improvement to 

productivity in the sector will benefit a vast majority. The key stakeholder of the sector the 

United Republic of Tanzania Government is pushing for increased foreign direct investment 

in the sector. Unfortunately the FDI-A flow has had an insignificant impact on agriculture and 

has in some cases disrupted rural livelihood and resulted in food insecurity in peasant 

populations.  The solution to increased production in agriculture is to investment more in the 

existing framework of small scale farming.  
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Deagrarianisation and Depeasantisation in Tanzania: Impact of FDI Growth in 

Agriculture on Agriculture Productivity and Peasant Farming 

 

By Lenny Majigo Mwijarubi 

 

Introduction 

For more than three decades now neoliberalism, the manifesto of the international financial 

oligarchies, has dominated world politics. The embedded adaption of liberalism has been used 

by the most powerful multinationals and states to justify the grabbing of natural resource and 

exploit them to the maximum.  Tanzania is one of those countries that adopted neo-liberal 

policies.  

The frequently reiterated view is that as a result of the liberalisation policies, 

Tanzania's re-structured economy has grown well and poverty has been reduced. It is this 

same view that is pushing government, non-government organizations such as the United 

Nations (UN), the World Bank, and academics (Musa 2007; Now 2012; Weiner et al 1985) to 

continue with the pursue of neoliberal policies in view that they will triumph in restructuring 

and developing Tanzania's economy. This is why the call for increased investment in the 

agricultural sector through foreign direct investment is still continuing.  

However the call for increased foreign direct investment in agriculture (FDI-A) is a 

call for large scale commercial mechanized farming whilst Tanzania’s agriculture has long 

been dominated by small-scale farmers. As much as large scale farming is seen as a 

significant contributor to transforming the sector the worrying effect is the "financialisation of 

food and agriculture" whereby the realm of finance and food are increasing intertwined. This 

type of model as noted by Putnam et al, (2014) only results in increased disruption of rural 

way of life (depeasantization) whilst turning Africa into a food importer and exporter of 

“high-value crops such as green beans, coffee, flowers and biofuels” (deagragrianization) 

(Putnam et al, 2014; McMichael & Schneider, 2011). 

There have been cases where FDI-A has disrupted rural way of life by changing farm 

practices and making farmers dependent on wage-income provided by the commercial 

industries. This study will focus on the impact FDI-A has had in the agriculture sector and on 

peasant livelihood and farming in particular in Tanzania. The major revelation that needs to 

be drawn from this study is that surrendering food security to market apparatus and expanding 

export agriculture through commercialization can increase sources of income in rural 

societies, but it may disrupt local way of life and production. 

 

Literature Review and Theoretical Framework 

According to Thomson (2011: 232) the policy favouring large scale commercial agriculture is 

undermining the peasantry. This has led to the processes of ‘Deagrarianisation’ and 

‘Depeasantisation’. According to Hall (2011), FDI-A is incorporating smallholder agriculture 

into new patterns of primitive accumulation (capture of land and labour). Supporters of FDI-A 

insist that it will integrate rural farming and through schemes such as out grower schemes, 

will create opportunities to increase income and engage in international market demanded 

products. Success stories of Mtibwa and Kilombero sugar production and Rungwe District tea 

production are proof of this idea.  

However exposing rural households to the global market makes them also volatile to 

global prices more so if the product that they are producing cannot be consumed by the locals. 

This was evident in the mid 1920s when sharp decline in European production did not 
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correspond with a European economic recovery and slow income growth of the masses as 

well as demand. This resulted in budgetary spending cuts by governments which led to 

decreases in demand for other countries’ exports and an increase in worldwide unemployment 

and famine (Patnaik 2012: 234).  

A similar crisis took place in the 1980s. Following sharp increase in primary prices 

Bretton Woods Institution urged developing countries to follow IMF-guided structural 

adjustment’ programmes. They were urged to “follow strong fiscal contraction combined with 

free trade” whilst the West practiced strong government cut backs (Patnaik, 2012; 235). As a 

result there was a decline in investment growth rates especially in sectors that contributed to 

Gross Domestic Product. What followed was extreme stagnation of economies. Many African 

countries witnessed absolute decline which severely hampered food availability.  

The fact is the picture being painted regarding small-scale farming is untrue. China for 

example consists of over 200 million small-scale farmers, “a small part of which is currently 

engaged in up-scaling towards larger, often co-operative enterprises” (Dan 2006). The farmers 

operate on 10 percent of the world’s agricultural land yet they produce 20 percent of the 

world’s food needs (Dan 2006). 

The call for FDI-A is a call for continued domination and exploitation. Neoliberalism 

is a system in place imposing Imperial domination on the rest of the world. Shivji (2009) 

describes how the colonial powers dominated Africa in the 19
th

 and 20
th

 centuries, and how 

they continue to do so in the 21
st
 century. In the colonial era it was direct domination through 

imperialism. In this new century they use indirect ways of domination: indirect because the 

institutions that exist are supposed to be for the betterment of the world – mostly the 

underdeveloped world. This was seen with the SAPs arrangements and the continued loans 

and AID given to Third World countries for reconstruction rather than development. 

Capitalism, in this age of globalised neoliberalism, is an exploitative system; a system of 

taking from the have-nots and giving it to the haves. 

 

Methodology 

The study used qualitative methodology. This featured in-depth analysis and review of 

existing and previous works and data on FDI-A and its effects on rural livelihoods. This study 

also used statistical data from completed works and documents, reviewed and established 

FDI_A trends and its impact on food security, agricultural productivity, peasant farming, and 

rural livelihoods.  

 

FDI-A flow into Tanzania 

According to URT (2012) since the 1990s “Tanzania foreign investment has centred on seven 

traditional commodities: cotton, coffee, tobacco, cashew nuts, tea, pyrethrum and sisal”. From 

2000 to 2011 the majority of “foreign investments in these traditional crops have entered in 

from Europe (US$136.4 million), Africa (US$21.8 million) and America (US$6.2 million)”. 

“South Africa, Kenya, United States, United Kingdom, Germany, India, Thailand, Canada 

and Italy comprise 90 percent of the foreign investments in the country”. “Large-scale, 

foreign-owned farming operations include Brooke Bond (tea) from the United Kingdom, 

Ilovo (sugar) from South Africa and Africa Plantations (coffee) from Zimbabwe” (URT 2008, 

URT 2012). 

In recent years, there has been a drop in foreign investors in traditional commodities 

and an increase in non-traditional commodities - sugar, seaweed, maize, poultry, mushrooms, 

vegetables and flowers, beef ranching, fruits, sesame, honey and moringa trees (FAO 2012).  
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The range of commodities has been widened to include dynamic products for export (Ibid). 

According to Cotula et al (2008) by 2008 there were over 4 million ha of land that had already 

been requested by "foreign investors for both agro fuel and food production in Tanzania and, 

of 640,000 ha so far been allocated to foreign investors, 100,000 ha of land had been formally 

leased.” Action Aid (2009) report that there is a significant presence of foreign investors 

engaging in bioenergy development in Tanzania. The amount of land purchase is never 

certain due to irregular data but Cotula et al (2008) claims that some of the “proposed agro 

fuel projects involve initial investments of up to USD 1 billion over the next 10 to 20 years”, 

while Kamanga (2008: 42) claims that “proposals from prospective investors typically entail 

capital outlays ranging from USD 60 million to USD 1.5 billion to produce biomass for either 

ethanol or biodiesel on land measuring from 30,000 to 2,000,000 acres” (Kamanga 2008).  

There is clearly a lack of interest in investment in food production. It may be due to 

the 2008 food crisis and the risks associated with food production that has made investors be 

more cautious. Or it may be that government, legal and institutional frameworks are not 

encouraging enough this form of investment. For example, according to Kamanga (2008) 

“one report commissioned by the TIC placed greater expectations for agro fuels than food 

production. The report stressed that agro fuels "will not only become a substitute for the 

country’s oil imports” but also that Tanzania can become a key supplier to world markets due 

to its excellent potential (Kamanga: 2008, 20). 

Although much data on FDI-A is difficult to attain, the available data show the 

concentration of FDI-An in crops that are export based and not for food.  Below is a summary 

of existing and proposed FDI-A projects in Tanzania from 2000 until 2012. The table reveals 

several things. Firstly the type of ‘Targeted Crops’ are mostly agro fuel crops meant for the 

export market. Secondly the ‘Amount of Land Acquired and Requested’ is so large that it may 

sometimes require the displacement of entire villages disrupting village livelihoods. Thirdly, 

some investors who have already acquired land from peasants have not engaged in any form 

of farming for over 8 years or more since acquisition, leaving the land uncultivated and 

unused. Lastly the summary reveals that no matter the amount of output the investor 

produces, after buying the land the investor will continue to hold the lease of the huge of 

fertile land. For example, “Eurovistas, an Indian company who acquired 6,000 ha of land in 

Rufiji in 2006, has still only planted on 470 ha”. The remaining land has been left idle yet can 

no longer be used by villagers or the neighbouring residences because it is still owned by the 

company (Oakland Institute 2011; FAO 2012).  

There was also the case of the Dutch/Belgian firm, BioShape which collapsed in 2008 

after it had acquired 32,000 ha of land in Kilwa to grow jatropha. The villagers cannot engage 

in any activity on the land as the lease still belongs to the foreign company. In such 

occurrences villagers can buy back the land if the investor sells it off. However the value of 

the land is likely to have increased which means the villagers cannot afford it. In such 

situations the investor will likely sell the land to a wealthy investor who can afford it. The 

land is thus turned to a commodity that can be bought from one investor to another and sold-

off at higher prices to make profit, profit that does not reach the original owners. This cycle 

can continue for as long as possible since it is not against the law. Although, according to the 

Tanzania Land Act 1999 No. 45-Sub section 2(ii), if land is left unused for not less than two 

years the derivative title can be taken away from the investor.  

 

 

Table 1: Summary of Existing and Proposed FDI-A in Tanzania from 2000-2012 
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S/

N 

Investor and Nationality Location Amoun

t of 

Land 

Reques

ted (ha) 

Amoun

t of 

Land 

Acquir

ed (ha) 

Targeted 

Crops 

Comments 

1 Diligent Tanzania Ltd 

(Dutch) 

Arusha 

Babati 

Handeni 

Singida 

Monduli 

n/a n/a Jatropha Outgrower scheme with 

5,000 farmers. Producing 

between 600 and 800 liters 

of oil per day. 

2 EcoEnergy (Sweden) – 

formerly known as 

SEKAB 

Bagamoyo 

(RAZABA 

ranch and 

Bagamoyo 

prison) 

22,000 22,500 Sugarcane Seed cane farm at the 

prison planted and will 

move onto the ranch in 

2011. Plans to employ 

15,000 workers. 

3 EcoEnergy Rufiji District 200,000  Sugarcane In the process of acquiring 

land 

4 BioShape Tanzania Ltd 

(Dutch) 

Kilwa District 82,000 32,000 Jatropha Have ceased activities but 

still hold lease for the land. 

5 Sun Biofuels Tanzania Ltd 

(British) 

Kisarawe 

District 

18,000 8,211 Jatropha Started in 2009 so land not 

all yet planted. Land 

belonged to 11 villages 

6 PROKON (Germany) Mpanda District n/a 10,000 Jatropha About 2,000 contract 

farmers engaged and 

production still low. 

7 Bio-energy Tanzania Ltd 

(Country of Origin 

Unknown) 

Bagamoyo 

District 

30,000 16,000 Jatropha This investor requested 

30,000 ha but only got 

16,000 ha. 

8 Tanzania Biodiesel Plant 

Ltd(Country of Origin 

Unknown) 

Bagamoyo 

District 

25,000 16,000 Palm Oil This investor requested 

some 25,000 ha but is in 

the process of receiving 

derivative title for just 

16,000 ha. 

9 Eurovistas (India) Rufiji District 6,000 6,000 Maize Came to grow cotton but 

have been growing maize 

since 2006. 

10 Safe Production Ltd 

(Turkey) 

Rufiji District 3,500 3,500 Maize and 

Rice 

Appear to have ceased 

production after only 

growing on 600 ha since 

2005. 

11 Oxman Tanzania 

Ltd(Country of Origin 

Unknown) 

Rufiji District n/a 914 Rice Not growing anything on 

the land acquired. 

12 African Green Oil 

Ltd(Country of Origin 

Unknown) 

Rufiji District n/a 5000 Palm Oil Will leave the area if they 

cannot acquire more land. 

13 Info Energy Ltd (UK) Mvomero n/a 5,818 Initially Land acquisition in 
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District in 

Morogoro 

Jatropha, 

now Rice 

process. The land formerly 

belonged to Kilombero 

Plantations, having been a 

joint venture between 

Rufiji Basin Development 

Authority (RUBADA) and 

North Korea from the late 

1980s until 1994, but will 

now be a joint partnership 

between Info Energy and 

RUBADA. When the 

North Koreans left, 

“squatters” moved onto 

the land. RUBADA has 

given all the “squatter” 

families 3 acres and is 

building them houses in 

lieu of the land needed for 

the investment. 

14 KIKULETWA (South 

African) 

Moshi n/a 400 Jatropha Operational 

15 FELISA (Tanzania and 

Belgium Partnership) 

Kigoma Region 5,000 4,258 Palm Oil Land dispute in court over 

extra 350 ha obtained from 

2 villages. No EIA done 

16 KRC (South Korea) Rufiji District 50,000 15,000 Rice In the process of acquiring 

all land. Half will be for 

smallholders 

17 D1 Oils Tanzania 

LTD(Country of Origin 

Unknown) 

Kilimanjaro n/a n/a Jatropha Abandoned plans for 

Tanzania. 

18 Kapunga Rice Project Mbarali District n/a 50,000 Jatropha Planned to replant rice 

with jatropha. 

19 CAMS Group (UK Energy 

Firm) 

Bagamoyo and 

Handeni 

n/a 45,000 Sweet 

Sorghum 

Produce 240 million liters 

of ethanol a year from 

sweet sorghum. 

20 SavanaBiofuels(Country 

of Origin Unknown) 

Handeni, 

Dodoma and 

Kongwa 

n/a 5,000 Sunflower 

and 

Jatropha 

n/a 
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21 VITAGRAIN (Singapore) Rufiji Basin n/a 30,000 Rice Request in progress with 

RUBADA. 

22 AgriSol (USA) Kigoma and 

Rukwa 

325,117 0 Corn, 

Sorghum, 

Soybeans, 

sugarcane, 

poultry, 

cattle, 

ethanol 

Acquisition in process. 

After international 

exposure, details of the 

deal are still being worked 

out. 

Source FAO (2012); Oakland Institute (2011) 

 

Even though Table 1 gives an account of the size, source and flow of FDI-A in Tanzania, 

much data is still unavailable: the patches of unavailable data can be seen. Data concerning 

regional distribution of FDI-A especially for the past 5 years was also unavailable. The reason 

for this was the lack of coordinated information sharing between the different government 

authorities and ministries. Although the ministries are supposed to work in a coordinated 

manner through the TIC, in practice it appears that they often work without much 

coordination or synchronization of data.  

Another reason attributed to the lack of data is that most investment projects are still in 

the planning stages. Also many projects are still going through the land acquisition process 

which can typically take a time in Tanzania. Unfortunately this adds to the difficulties in 

quantifying the extent of FDI-A (FAO 2012).  

Due to the fact that the villagers usually cultivate small areas of land and depend on 

rain for irrigation plus have poor rural infrastructures, huge amounts of capital have to be 

poured in to modernizing the area. These complications discourage investors. Whereas if the 

rural dwellers and smallholders were supported through improvement of infrastructure, 

Research & Development and modern production techniques, instead of having outgrower 

schemes there could be mergers where investors invest in the existing developed rural mode 

of production in such a low cost way that benefits are ripped from both sides.  

Therefore, in light of the difficulties in obtaining regional FDI-A flow data, the practical 

solution was to look at the regions that practiced contract farming or outgrower schemes 

because of the regions that have received flow of FDI-A, most have received it through 

strategic outgrower schemes. This method is done without displacing the farmers from their 

farms but it encroaches on their land and acquires their labour to produce what the contract 

requires them to produce.  

Regions with large numbers of farmers practicing outgrower farming include Arusha, 

Moshi, Tabora, Mara, Ruvuma, Mbeya, Iringa, Morogoro, Kigoma and Shinyanga. The 

number of outgrower farmers was noted to be “high and increasing in regions that grow cash 

crops such as sugarcane and coffee” (URT 2011). Comparatively, the number of farmers 

engaged in either contract farming or outgrower-schemes has increased over the years. 

According to URT (2011) the increase “reflects farmer’s awareness of the benefits of 

engaging in contracts with companies operating in the crop production value chain” (Ibid). 



Journal of African Interdisciplinary Studies (JAIS): ISSN 2523-6725 (online) 
                                                               May 2019 Vol. 3, No. 5 
Citation: Mwijarubi, L. M. (2019). Deagrarianisation and Depeasantisation in Tanzania: Impact of FDI Growth 
in Agriculture on Agriculture Productivity and Peasant Farming.  Journal of African Interdisciplinary Studies. 

3(6), 77 - 88. 

 

84 
Copyright © 2019 Centre for Democracy, Research and Development (CEDRED), Nairobi, Kenya. 

http://cedred.org/jais/index.php/issues 

However, the problem with outgrower schemes is that smallholders have access to an 

inadequate selection of inputs and a limited market. Also with the private firm functioning as 

the buyer, it effectively controls prices. Under such a set-up, local farmers have little or no 

bargaining power, and need the firm’s permission for any individual development 

opportunities they might come across. Below is a further investigation of the impact FDI-A 

has had on peasant farmers and on agricultural productivity.  

 

3.2 Impact of FDI-A on 

 

3.2.1 Agricultural Productivity and Peasant Farmers 

Since 1985 “agriculture GDP has grown at 3.3 percent per year”, improving to 5.9 percent in 

2005 before dropping to 4.9 percent in 2009 and dropping further to 4.3 percent in 2013 

(URT, 2011; URT 2014). The main “food crops have grown at 3.5 percent per year”; however 

the “fastest growth rates were recorded in export oriented crops such as cotton, sugarcane and 

tobacco – recorded growth rates of almost 10 percent annually” (URT, 2011).  

As a result, “there are some perennial pockets of food shortages, particularly the 

coastal regions of Lindi, Mtwara and Tanga, together with the semi-arid central regions of 

Dodoma and Singida and some parts of Shinyanga, Morogoro, Kigoma and Mara” (URT, 

2011). Although FDI-A played its part in contributing to the growth of the sector, a number of 

other factors are considered to be the main contributory factors – favourable weather 

conditions, improved irrigation and rural road infrastructure; and increased uses of fertilizers. 

Favourable weather conditions have particularly always been a major contributor to growth 

due to the fact that 90 percent of small-scale farmers rely on rain fed agriculture. 

All in all food production has been able to keep up with demand. According to the Self 

Sufficiency Ratio Tanzania has always been food self-sufficient since the 1990s. Table 2 

shows Tanzania’s food self-sufficiency ratio for the last five years and on average Tanzania is 

doing well in terms of food supply.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2: Food Self Sufficiency Ratio, 2009-2014 

 

Year  
 

 

Food Self- 

Sufficiency Ratio 
 

2009/10 102 

2010/11 111 

2011/12 112 
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2012/13  112 

2013/14 118 

Source: URT 2014 

 

However SSR does not reveal that the principle producer responsible for food 

production is small-scale farmers/peasants. SSR also conceals that fact that of Tanzania’s 

major food crops, it is only maize that it is self-sufficient in, the other crops (dairy, rice, sugar 

and wheat) are imported to supplement the food gap. Tanzania is in fact a net importer of rice, 

wheat, sugar and milk since 2000. For the period under study rice productivity in the URT is 

one of the lowest in the world and lower than in most neighbouring countries.  Small-scale 

farmers using traditional seed varieties grow almost 99 percent of Tanzania’s rice. The URT 

has been a net importer of rice since 2000, with the exception of 2010.  

On the other hand production of crops that add little to food security has increased. 

From 2000 to 2007, “production of some of the cash crops including cotton, pyrethrum and 

tobacco on average went up”. The growth is not attributed to FDI-A but rather to better use of 

farm inputs especially fertilizer and insecticides by smallholders (UNESCO, n.d.). 

During the period 2001–2012 agriculture growth rates “averaged 4.2 percent per annum, with 

a high of 5.9 percent in 2003/04 and a low of 3.1 percent in 2002/03” (MAFAP 2013). The 

“services and industry sectors exhibited stronger growth rates with averages of 8.3 and 7 

percent respectively during the same period” compared with agriculture which employs more 

people than any other sector. Furthermore between 2003 and 2009, the period URT received 

the most FDI-A, the share of agricultural exports as a share of total exports decreased from 42 

percent to 34 percent. During the same period, food trade involved four commodities: maize; 

rice; meat and meat offal; and milk and cream. With the exception of maize in the years 2003, 

2005 and 2007 trade balance was negative for all selected food commodities. 

The argument put forward by large scale farming supporters dwells in the advantages 

local communities will get through outgrower schemes. As we noted above, there have been 

some success stories in relation to outgrower schemes (Rungwe, Mtibwa, and Kilombero). 

However what we do not hear is the disruption of livelihoods incurred by rural dwellers due 

to FDI-A. Research done by the Oakland Institute (2011) discovered several incidences where 

rural livelihoods were forever changed due to foreign investors. “The Maasai in Arusha, for 

example, were forced to change their way of life due to foreign investors from Holland and 

South Africa”. These investors surround the Maasai land with an electric fence where 

livestock grazed, leaving very few land to graze on; land that had little nutrition (Oakland 

Institute 2011). 

In some cases the disruption in rural livelihoods has turned previous food self-

sufficient regions to food deficit regions. This occurs due to the luring away of locals from 

farming by investors for the promise of cash employment in the plantations. This occurred in 

“Kilwa in 2006 when the company BioShape acquired land from the village of Muvuji”. The 

village was “fully dependent on maize cultivation”. After acquisition by BioShape, of which 

70-80 percent of the villagers were employed to work on the plantation as casual labourers, 

the maize production significantly declined due to less and less locals having time for their 

own cultivation. By 2006/07 the district which was once food self-sufficient was struck with 

significant levels of food insecurity (Oakland Institute, 2011; FAO 2007). 

Not to be fully pessimistic there are instances where foreign investments can have positive 

effects on local livelihoods (Mtibwa and Rungwe Districts). However "successful investments 

identified are not large-scale plantation-type agriculture projects but rather small outgrower 
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schemes” (Oakland Institute, 2011). Even then, careful monitoring is required in such 

schemes as outgrowers produce in accordance with the large-scale company. This means they 

are in constant pressure to meet quotas set by the company.  

 

Conclusion 

In such the current progressive agrarian reforms, that seek increased agricultural productivity 

through foreign direct investment in agriculture, have produced unsatisfactory results. 

Smallholders are left with partial access to a selection of inputs and a limited market. Also 

with the private firm functioning as the buyer, it effectively controls prices. Furthermore the 

recent flow of FDI-A has disrupted rural livelihoods and in many cases causing rural 

displacement as land once considered ‘village land’ is seized by investors for agricultural 

investment. The liable solution is for Government to focus on first improving the productivity 

of smallholder farmers before seeking foreign investors.  
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