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1 Introduction

INTRODUCTION
This guidance provides practical guidance for multi-stakeholder platforms (MSPs) 
and national land coalitions on how to engage with the private sector in responsible 
agricultural investments (RAIs) for people-centred land governance. Currently there 
are myriad challenges and fundamental constraints for MSPs to engage with the 
private sector on RAI, including land-related disputes and conflicts, negative impacts 
on local communities, existing land uses, tenure systems and other local conditions, 
and the policy and regulatory environments which can often be disabling. This guide 
helps the user to navigate these challenges.

Context: There is growing pressure on land and local communities, in a context 
of climate change, poverty and inequality and other social and environmental 
challenges, and increasing numbers of large-scale investments in agriculture. 
The latter continue to be approved and implemented with scant regard for the human 
rights of local communities and Indigenous Peoples and for the negative environmental 
impacts of monocultural production. In some instances, the appropriate route will be 
solely to engage in advocacy and campaigning to resist such investments and to promote 
alternative visions of community-driven development and land use planning, but in some 
cases, there may be scope to directly engage the private sector and to seek to change the 
enabling environment to achieve more responsible agricultural investment. 

Background: This guide emerged from a virtual ‘Learning Cycle on Engaging the 
Private Sector’ commissioned by the LandCollaborative, as part of its broader learning 
objectives and facilitated by the Natural Resources Institute (NRI). The LandCollaborative 
is a community of practice, whose partners consider that multi-stakeholder processes 
are important vehicles to build sustained dialogue amongst relevant actors to achieve 
better and fairer governance of land rights. Multi-stakeholder processes generally aim 
to facilitate dialogue between different kinds of actors to build consensus, such as resolve 
conflicts over land use in contexts of land pressure.This approach is now gaining ground 
amongst governments and international agencies. However, there are specific challenges 
and risks, as well as opportunities, in engaging the private sector, which were explored 
and discussed in the Learning Cycle, and are addressed by this guidance. 

In 2021–22, LandCollaborative partners supported a ‘Learning Cycle’ for selected 
MSP / MAP members and facilitators to explore private sector engagement for 
Responsible Agricultural Investment (RAI) and land rights. The Learning Cycle used 
an approach based on participatory Social Learning, a methodology increasingly used in 
the field of natural resource management, which includes collectively creating knowledge, 
identifying case studies and lessons learned, and sharing experiences in an environment 
of trust and a spirit of collaboration; the approach is further described in a Social Learning 
InfoNote: The Learning Cycle took place online between April 2021 and March 2022, with 
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27 participants from 12 multi-stakeholder platforms, and involved participants from 
12 countries – Burkina Faso, Cambodia, Cameroon, Ethiopia, Laos, Liberia, Mongolia, 
Myanmar, Philippines, Sierra Leone, Tanzania, and Vietnam; overall, 27 civil society, private 
sector, and governmental organisations who are members of/representing MSPs and 
MAPs participated in the Learning Cycle, all focused on the theme of ‘engaging the private 
sector’. Recognising the knowledge and experience of the participants and the lack of 
simple answers to what are often highly complex cases characterised by significant power 
inequalities, the team jointly explored the issues involved, and sought to identify practical 
strategies for action.

Consensus-based, global principles on land tenure and on Responsible Agricultural 
Investment (RAI) establish expectations for people-centred governance of land 
resources and land-based investments. These principles are voluntary and non-binding, 
and therefore require adoption in policy and practice at country level for implementation. 
In practice, export-oriented, capital intensive and elite-led agricultural developments 
have often failed to deliver expected benefits and have shown negative impacts on local 
communities and smallholder farmers. There is growing international attention, especially 
since the late 2000s, on global land deals for which traditional state-centred, regulatory 
frameworks are ill equipped to respond, hence Multi-Stakeholder Platforms (MSPs) and 
processes have become increasingly common in response. Soft laws have emerged to 
address governance gaps. The Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of 
Tenure – VGGT – (World Committee on Food Security, CFS 2012) were developed through 
a consensus-based process, involving UN member states, civil society, and international 
development agencies, to address the growing global demands for multiple economic 
uses of land, and the needs to safeguard legitimate land rights in the context of the 
wave of large-scale land acquisitions beginning in the 2000s, and to define the roles 
and responsibilities of different stakeholders, including the private sector. The CFS-
RAI principles1 were developed to communicate key elements required for agricultural 
investment projects to be responsible in relation to the rights, needs and aspirations 
of host communities and countries to private investors, government officials and other 
agribusiness actors, due to growing reliance on commercial agricultural investment for 
production of food, fuel, and fibre. 

These new soft-law principles have established new expectations on governments 
and the private sector to respect socially legitimate land rights. There is now growing 
interest in how private companies and governments can operationalise these global 
principles to ensure that private investments not only do no harm to host communities’ 
and local people’s rights, lives, and livelihoods, but also that investments are made and 
managed in such a way to have net positive impacts. There has been some increase 
in mandatory requirements in some jurisdictions, such as the European Union (EU), 
which may catalyse private sector responses and offer new opportunities for holding 
corporate actors to account (see Box 1). Civil society and other actors who are concerned 

1  Committee on World Food Security ’s Principles for Responsible Investment in Agriculture and Food Systems (CFS-RAI).
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with defending legitimate local land rights and supporting sustainable development 
opportunities for rural communities, can seek to facilitate effective engagement with 
private sector companies to promote responsible investment, although there are 
associated risks and challenges to consider, and in some instances, engagement may not 
be feasible and sometimes resistance may be more appropriate. 

The key pathways for engaging the private sector are directly and indirect; 
combinations of the two are also possible. The first pathway involves engaging directly 
with an individual or groups of private sector enterprises. The second pathway involves 
engaging actors from the enabling environment to influence the policies, laws, regulations, 
institutions, and norms shaping land-based investments and the agency and power of 
different social groups. During the Learning Cycle and in this guidance note, these two key 
pathways are referred to as direct and indirect engagement with private-sector actors 
and identify a series of strategic actions which can inform MSP strategic planning. 

MSP strategy development will depend on the context and its own goals and 
principles. Private sector engagement can be nested in the wider strategies of the MSP 
and aligned with its principles. Basing engagement with the private sector on clear and 
strong principles is important to avoid risks of co-optation or the legitimising corporate 
power and specific investments. If company engagement turns out to not be meaningful, 
MSPs can also disengage. Specific private sector engagement may be carried out by sub-
groups of the MSPs, such as a working group on engaging a small number of companies 
to improve their practices and impacts, as such groups can observe confidentiality 
agreements, for example, but insights and findings are then fed back into the broader 
MSP periodically using a Learning Loop method. (HOTLINK to SL tool). 

During the Learning Cycle, the team identified guiding principles to steer MSP 
engagement of the private sector, and key approaches to engaging companies and 
other actors. We also identified a spectrum of strategic actions that can be used 
singly or in combination. These principles, approaches and strategic actions form the 
basis of this guidance note and associated tools and case studies. MSPs are often at very 
different stages of development and therefore need to use and adapt this guidance in 
different ways. 

The guidance is organised in 5 steps:

Step 1:  Understand private-sector engagement and responsible  
  agricultural investment

Step 2:  Consider different approaches to private sector engagement

Step 3:  Explore potential strategic actions that reflect wider MSP objectives

Step 4:  Review platform roles and capacity-strengthening priorities

Step 5:  Develop a strategic action plan
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GUIDANCE
STEP 1. UNDERSTAND PRIVATE SECTOR 
ENGAGEMENT AND RESPONSIBLE 
AGRICULTURAL INVESTMENT 

1.1 FUNDAMENTALS OF RESPONSIBLE AGRICULTURAL INVESTMENT 

Agricultural investments involve the acquisition and use of land and natural resources, 
usually by companies, for agricultural purposes. Responsible agricultural investments 
(RAIs), in accordance with agreed international soft law principles, human rights and 
environmental principles and standards, include recognition and respect for legitimate 
land and resource rights, so as not to create or exacerbate conflicts and avoid land-related 
risks for communities, investors and governments.

New normative frameworks and principles have recently been established which 
set out expectations on states and companies. The Voluntary Guidelines on the 
Responsible Governance of Tenure (VGGT) cover, land, fisheries, and forests in the context 
of national food security (2012). They promote recognition and protection of all forms of 
tenure and set out expectations on states and companies. RAI principles and VGGT here. 
See Annex 1. 

However, few investors and companies are adequately incorporating these principles 
into their decision making. The current policy environment generally prevents 
widespread shifts towards more responsible business or more radical change in 
enterprise ownership and exchange. Fundamental constraints exist within the global 
and national policy and regulatory contexts which limit actions by progressive investors 
and companies and allow a majority of companies to continue to act irresponsibly. Some 
companies in some locations have adopted voluntary standards for businesses or for 
specific products and value chains, but many have not. Expectations and governance vary 
between geographies and jurisdictions, meaning that human rights abuses continue to 
occur widely.2 Resistance and advocacy by civil society and local communities continue to 
be relevant strategies; engagement with the private sector may also be a way to achieve 
positive change for rural communities, but there are also some risks of legitimising 
corporate investments. This guide helps the user to navigate these challenges. As priority 
actions, smallholder-inclusive investments and ethical sourcing from community-based 
enterprises must also be supported.
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1.2 A FRAMEWORK FOR UNDERSTANDING PRIVATE-SECTOR ENGAGEMENT

Global agricultural investment has grown in response to rising global demand for 
food, fuel, and fibre. Global investment in all sectors peaked in 2009, falling off after 
the global financial crisis but rising again to $1.5 trillion in 2020. Agricultural investment 
has maintained a consistent share around 0.6% of global Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) 
inflows to less-developed countries (LDCs), principally through projects involving land 
acquisition, peaking in 2014 and 2017, although total agricultural investment contracted 
slightly from 2010 to 20202. FDI experienced declines in 2020 due to the COVID pandemic, 
but agricultural investment flows are expected to bounce back in 2022 as global capital 
seeks value-creating investments in primary production and tradable commodities, and 
new forms of project-based and sustainable finance3. 

While smallholder-inclusive investments can have many benefits, large-scale 
agricultural investments have had a very mixed record of success and numerous 
cases of negative local impacts have been documented. Funding flows of investment 
into large-scale investment projects from multi-national companies and banks can be 
opaque and multi-layered; finding out who is investing and managing projects can be 
challenging. The national contexts for agricultural investment also vary significantly – 
according to countries’ policy and regulatory environments and to existing land uses, 
tenure systems and other local conditions. 

Increasing multi-stakeholder processes are seen as a key approach for addressing 
stakeholders’ competing interests and conflicts over land use between stakeholders. 
Multi-stakeholder platforms (MSPs), involve multi-stakeholder processes and have been 
established at the global, national and sub-national scales, and focus on an array of issues, 
such as sustainable agriculture and people-centred land governance. 

Figure 1 is a conceptual framework setting out the types of actors, institutions and 
rules involved in agricultural investment and related land governance processes. 
Applied to specific countries and investment cases, it is useful to navigate the complexity 
involved and help to identify potential entry points for engaging the private sector and 
other stakeholders in promoting RAI. MSPs can conduct a diagnostic assessment to 
develop an agricultural investment situation analysis to assist in identifying and prioritising 
problems and opportunities section 1.3.

2  Foreign direct investment flows to agriculture 2010-19. FAOSTAT Analytical Brief 34, FAO.  

3  World Investment Report 2020 – International production beyond the pandemic. UNCTAD

https://www.fao.org/food-agriculture-statistics/data-release/data-release-detail/en/c/1473447/
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Figure 1: Conceptual Framework of land governance
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o The pink arrow along the left-hand side refers to the vertical dimension 
– institutions which reach beyond the local or sub-regional scale, and 
link to national and international scales, such as global value chains or 
large-scale land investments made by international investors� Export 
sectors vary in terms of the type of commodity and its characteristics, 
the maturity of the industry, end markets, and value chain power 
relations� National and regional policies, laws and agreements are part 
of this vertical dimension�

	»   Key actors. 

o At the community level, local communities, and indigenous peoples, 
who are rightsholders, manage land under different customary 
systems, and who will be differently affected by agricultural investment 
project, with risks of existing inequalities being reinforced. 

o The agricultural investment project may / may not buy from producers 
and producer organisations. These are at different stages of 
development (from entry to legacy) and may involve plantations and/
or smallholder production schemes (in-grower and outgrower) and/or 
other business models and landscape public-private partnerships4� 

o The commodities produced – such as palm oil, rubber, soy, cocoa, 
beef – may be sold to intermediary traders or in some cases directly to 
processors, or brands� 

o Investments in value chain companies may come from domestic 
or international investors of different kinds – such as commercial 
banks, development finance institutions, hedge funds, pension funds, 
sovereign wealth funds, private equity firms and potentially also 
from host governments� There may be a parent company that has a 
subsidiary in country or a local branch which manages the project. 
Eventually, industrial buyers and consumers buy the products whether 
as ingredients in other processed products (e.g. soy feed for cattle or 
cocoa in chocolate bars)� 

o National governments are involved both in ‘consumer’ countries, and 
where investors are headquartered, as well as the national governments 
where agricultural projects are implemented. Governments are duty 
bearers under international human rights law and various voluntary 
and mandatory rules� 

4  Respecting Land and Forest Rights - A Guide for Companies

https://assets.website-files.com/5d819417269ec7897f93e67a/5dcb5321c74abf8a8ef7fbc0_InterlakenGroup-VGGT-Guidance-Revised-2019.pdf
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	»       The sets of rules which govern:

a) customary, informal, and indigenous lands

b) agricultural policies, laws of the state, and land administration and 
planning systems, 

c) the normative frameworks and legal standards which set expectations 
and requirements on recognition of socially legitimate land rights (VGGT, 
RAI), and sustainable production. Different sets of actors exert agency 
using or resisting the rules and power relations in which they operate.

These decision-making processes – shown by the clusters of six coloured circles exist for 
each set of actors. Each actor will make decisions and change their practices based on 
their awareness, attitudes, and values, influenced by social norms, economic incentives, 
relative power, and capacity. Agricultural investments lead to differentiated local outcomes 
in the short term, but also cumulatively with tipping points potentially being an ecological 
issue at higher scales in terms of sustaining ecological integrity, and with longer-term 
effects, particularly in the light of the changing climate.

1.3 SITUATION ANALYSIS 

Having explored land investment actors, rules and possible entry points, it is 
helpful to conduct an in-depth situation analysis to deepen your understanding. 
Private-sector investments in agriculture in low- and middle-income countries vary, they 
are frequently characterized by a lack of transparency, and are embedded in complex 
contexts. Gathering this in-depth understanding is an important step before engaging 
with companies. Note that an approach to conducting the analysis which engages and 
draws on diverse perspectives is more likely to build buy-in and capture different values 
and perspectives. The analysis involves gathering different types of information on the 
agricultural investments in the country (or national sub-region) in question. There are 
various resources which can assist with this, including a ‘Diagnostic Tool’ developed for 
LandCollaborative to accompany this guidance, which includes the following.

	» Gather information: Map the scale, concentration, sectoral focus, and geographical 
distribution of agribusiness investments. 

	» Understand the private sector, and the policy and institutional context in which 
agricultural investment takes place: who are the actors and how investment 
decisions are made. 

	» Assess the impacts, the dynamic context and priority issues to address.

	» Explore what other actors are doing to strengthen RAI and how you can build on 
their work/ strengthen synergies / replicate and scale. 
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It is important to analyse not only the private sector itself, but also the national 
and global environment for agricultural investment. Such an analysis should consider 
the features that make it an enabling or disabling environment for RAI, in terms of the 
RAI principles and of people-centred land governance on: i) Policies, regulations, and 
institutional practices; ii) Broader historical context and political economy of agrarian 
development in the country; iii) Public narratives and perceptions of smallholder 
agriculture and commercial investment; iv) The structure and organisation of the private 
sector; v) International dimensions of the enabling environment for RAI; vi) Alignment or 
conflict between civil society and private sector actors. The conceptual framework in Fig.1 
can be used to identify actors, and institutions involved, and points and features of the 
environment where changes may be needed to promote RAI (see links to the diagnostic 
tool module on Enabling Environment and associated learning resources for more 
information. HOTLINK

1.4 CLARIFYING MSP PRINCIPLES ON PRIVATE-SECTOR ENGAGEMENT

It is important to develop clear principles to guide the platform (which may involve 
private sector-members) as it seeks to engage with the private sector. Multi-
stakeholder processes are widely seen as instrumental in tackling complex development 
issues such as land and RAI, where challenges frequently include land-related disputes 
and conflicts, widespread histories of dispossession and negative impacts on local 
communities. Thus, land governance, use, rights, and tenure issues can all be highly 
contested. This means that engagement between different types of stakeholders in tackling 
land and investment-related issues can be difficult, with different potential routes to 
action, including resistance, advocacy, and more collaborative approaches. Relationships 
between, for example, civil society, private sector actors and government can be severely 
tested by practices perceived as poor or inappropriate, such as lack of transparency 
and corruption. For civil society organisations engaging with private sector entities, this  
comes with risks of potential reputational damage, co-optation, and/or wasted efforts. 
For companies, there may be lack of trust in civil society organisations (CSOs), which have 
consistently adopted adversarial strategies. For government elected representatives, the 
political costs and benefits may need to be weighed up. Thus, in addition to having clear 
objectives, MSPs should ideally develop clear principles for engaging the private sector 
beforehand. See Box 1.



10STEP 1� Understand private sector engagement and responsible agricultural investment 

Box 1: Examples of Guiding Principles for MSPs to engage the private sector on RAIs

	» Contexts: Recognize the variety and specificity of social, political, and 

agroecological contexts in which investment takes place: these vary considerably 

between different countries and potentially within countries, depending on 

environmental diversity and levels of decentralisation; consider the different 

types of investments and private sector actors involved� 

	» Scales: Work across scales (local, landscape, jurisdictional, national, regional, 

global) and with all relevant actors in the system to engage and influence the 

private sector�

	» Interests: Seek to improve understanding of CSO, private sector and others’ 

interests in relation to RAI�

	» Common ground: Identify common ground with other actors while adhering to 

strong MSP principles and values�

	» Private sector and enabling environment: Engage with the private sector and work 

to strengthen the enabling environment for RAI and support local communities 

and indigenous peoples, empowering them in land governance and to achieve 

equitable outcomes� 

	» Flexible approach: Support a flexible, open-minded approach, which encourages 

mutual respect, and for all to challenge their own assumptions and learn from 

practice� 

	» Safe, open dialogue, learning: Encourage safe spaces, channels for collaboration, 

dialogue, and co-learning on engaging and influencing the private sector. 

	» Synergies and trade-offs: Maximise the synergies and minimise trade-offs 

between private companies and local communities’ interests in relation to 

agricultural investment projects and consider a wide range of strategies – while 

maintaining focus on ultimate goals of the MSP/MAP�

Source: Land Collaborative learning Cycle on PS engagement (strategy formulation workshop October 2021 
synthesis of participants’ key principles for PS engagement).
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STEP 2. CONSIDER DIFFERENT BROAD 
APPROACHES TO PRIVATE-SECTOR 
ENGAGEMENT 
The different approaches to engaging private-sector engagement on RAI include 
advocacy, collaborative social learning, and capacity strengthening. MSPs may decide 
that they need to combine different approaches. When considering how to engage with 
or influence private sector actors, it is helpful to consider the main differences between 
them and relevance to different contexts. 

2.1 ADVOCACY

Advocacy is a longstanding approach in working towards changing investor and 
corporate practices. Advocacy refers to the ‘process of influencing decision makers to 
change their policies and practices, attitudes, and behaviours’5, and targets both formal 
institutions (e.g. the state, courts, political parties, corporations, and international bodies), 
or informal ones, such as social norms and attitudes6. Advocacy is often conducted on 
behalf of someone else, to defend their rights and interests, such as a lawyer working 
on behalf of a client or an NGO working on behalf of or jointly with local communities to 
represent their interests. Through policy and legal advocacy, civil society actors can build 
an evidence base on the pros and cons of agricultural investments and communicate this 
to key policy-makers and by facilitating stakeholder dialogue to improve the operation 
of investment rules. Another key feature of advocacy-based approaches in many land 
rights struggles is supporting the capacity strengthening of communities to enable them 
to defend their own land rights and to put pressure on governments and companies to 
respect their socially legitimate land rights. Advocacy in relation to land and large-scale 
investments may include challenging concessions that have been awarded via domestic law 
courts, seeking to strengthen national standards and regulations and their enforcement, 
or harnessing new laws and standards.7 Other examples are consumer campaigns, and 
benchmarks which rate the performance of different companies, creating pressure on 
poor performers and potentially rewarding those that do well (although this is more 
effective for consumer-facing companies), or taking cases on human rights infringements 
to international courts.

5 Advocacy is a broad term. Campaigning is more specific and tends to imply mobilizing the public or influencing the public’s 
attitudes and behaviours. Similarly, lobbying is about trying to influence public or governmental policy in a way that gives 
a specific organisation or person an advantage.

6 D Green in the chapter on: Power of Advocacy - Oxford Scholarship from his book ‘How Change Happens’. Oxford University 
Press.

7 IIED tested a legal redress model - ‘IIED Briefing: Redress for land and resource rights violations: a legal empowerment 
agenda’ by convening dialogue sessions between the government of Tanzania and four villages whose land had been 
allocated to a now-failed biofuel project in Tanzania’s Kilwa District. This was successful and should lead to returning 
between 20,000 – 35,000 hectares of land to the villages in question, see here. 

https://pubs.iied.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/migrate/17644IIED.pdf
https://pubs.iied.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/migrate/17644IIED.pdf
https://www.iied.org/what-happens-when-landgrabbers-leave-account-kilwa-tanzania
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Advocacy approaches can be effective in achieving change, but highly adversarial 
advocacy processes can undermine stakeholder understanding of the positions 
of others and the development of solutions. Advocacy can be employed by civil 
society to exert leverage over private investors or to pressure governments to change or 
reverse the negative impacts of specific projects. Adversarial and challenging language 
and actions can reinforce polarised opinions and divisions amongst stakeholders, 
preventing the emergence of compromises or better solutions. In a project on improving 
land governance known as LEGEND, of the UK government’s former Department for 
International Development (DFID), support was given to a range of civil society projects 
engaging individual companies using an advocacy approach. An NGO reached out to 
the International Finance Corporation (IFC) to tighten the conditions of their loan to a 
company (Portucel) to create pressure for change. The same NGO worked with a country-
based CEO and operational staff to work for implementation of RAI principles. In Malawi, 
LEGEND supported an NGO to engage with the Illovo Sugar company, undertaking direct 
dialogue with the company staff while investigating their history of land acquisitions and 
their legality, and using the law to establish clearer agreements between communities, 
customary landowners and the company. 

2.2 COLLABORATIVE SOCIAL LEARNING 

Collaborative social learning offers a non-adversarial approach to engaging the 
private sector in contrast to approaches based on advocacy and campaigning. Social 
learning (SL) involves ‘learning through social interaction with diverse stakeholders ’ and 
creating safe spaces for co-learning, which can be facilitated at different scales, but ideally 
link between them. An SL process is highly participatory; trust is built between participants 
who engage in creative learning activities, supported by facilitators but increasingly self-
directed, to generate insights, lessons and sometimes to achieve consensus through 
deliberation on a particular issue. 

In multi-stakeholder social learning approaches, increasingly diverse types 
of participants are engaged in the learning process over time, because each 
stakeholder group brings different knowledge, experiences, and values. In some 
situations, especially where there is minimal transparency over land investments, there 
may be opportunities to take a more collaborative approach. Multi-stakeholder social 
learning can be facilitated at different scales, e.g. community or indigenous land rights 
dialogues may involve diverse stakeholders across scales from local to national level, 
but they provide ample space for different groups of Indigenous Peoples and Local 
Communities (IPLC) rightsholders to share their perspectives and values. Stakeholder 
forums can, for example, bring together local government, local and external investors, 
civil society organisations and community leaders to learn about each other’s perspectives 
and clarify areas of agreement and disagreement. More decision-focused deliberations 
can be facilitated which focus on the developing consensus on good practice rules, or at 
a national scale, legal reforms. Specific methods exist such as citizen assemblies, learning 
labs, and joint field visits. Sometimes key stakeholders may not be willing to participate, 
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but if such groups are willing to consider engaging, then there is scope to build trust over 
time. Where there are high levels of conflict, militarisation and violence, such approaches 
may not be feasible. In some situations, where land laws are highly controversial, dialogues 
may be able to create space to overcome impasses. See Box 2.

Box 2: Sustainable Agricultural Intensification Research and Learning Alliance 
(SAIRLA) – Land Dialogues in Malawi and Zambia 

SAIRLA, a UK Government-funded research and learning programme, facilitated a constructive 
dialogue on ways forward on highly contested customary land registration in Malawi. The 
National Learning Alliance, established by SAIRLA, facilitated a structured series of land 
dialogues involving diverse stakeholders at community, district, and national levels to explore 
and to address stakeholder concerns and polarised views surrounding land registration. 
This allowed competing value sets to be shared and constructive solutions to be sought, and 
started to overcome antagonistic forms of communication, notably between government and 
traditional leaders. As stated by a senior official at the Ministry of Lands, ‘you mix all levels 
of people from grassroots to policy makers, even the media – so in this way it is a holistic 
approach, so many people can be involved, and solutions can come in to solve problems or 
remove fears of people once they understand all interventions. If intervention is wrong, you 
can add critical analysis to see how best to intervene’. Concerns were raised such as ‘people at 
grass root fear losing land through the new land related laws, as a result, people in the villages 
are selling land so that they do not lose out completely.’ The findings of these land dialogues 
subsequently gained high-level political interest leading to a review of land legislation.

Social learning with respect to private sector engagement, differs from advoca-
cy-based approaches, but can be complementary. Although advocacy approaches are 
already established, social learning has been less widely applied in trying to shift thinking 
and practices of actors involved in land investment projects and improve understanding 
between them. A social learning approach emphasises moving away from adversarial lan-
guage and positioning, to facilitate joint learning and solutions among increasingly diverse 
types of stakeholders. This does not necessarily mean achieving a consensus – differ-
ing stakeholder values and knowledge will remain, but social learning may provide more 
space to bridge differing perspectives.

Engaging diverse stakeholders from across land governance systems has the 
potential to generate better solutions to complex challenges collaboratively. This 
cannot be done by sidelining contentious difficult issues and unequal power relations, but 
rather by focusing on them jointly.. While the collaborative nature of the social learning 
process can create momentum for change, it is also important to acknowledge the risks 
that poor facilitation can marginalize the perspectives and proposals brought forward 
by less powerful actors, and to take affirmative actions to ensure open dialogues and 
deliberations. 

Social learning processes require collaboration with trusted intermediaries to 
facilitate the process and establish acceptable ‘‘safe spaces’ for dialogue in which 
people feel comfortable to express their views, to promote willingness to understand 
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one another and act within a common framework. MSPs can begin by initiating relatively 
informal dialogues and learning processes, but the gradual building of trust means that 
when policy windows arise, such as a relevant taskforce or commission is set up by 
government, the MSP can participate or will be invited to do so.

2.3  CAPACITY STRENGTHENING

Capacity strengthening is a broad approach which can be applied to engaging the 
private sector on RAI and is relevant in both advocacy and social learning approaches. 
There are different philosophies and practices in capacity building from which to select. By 
building the capacity of key actors, it may be possible to change private-sector practices 
and impacts. Targets can be individual, social groups, organisations, networks, or systems. 
Consider different approaches to capacity strengthening for different capacity needs of 
platform members (including media, private sector, government, CSOs etc). See Box 3. 
 

Box 3: Capacity strengthening definitions and approaches 

There are evolving definitions and approaches to capacity building or strengthening, with 
differing philosophical, psychological and development theory foundations. Capacity 
strengthening can occur at different scales (individual, network, organisational, systems). 
Organisationally, for example, capacity strengthening might involve companies, which require 
greater understanding and skills to implement investments in a more responsible manner, or 
this might involve smallholder farmers participating in aggregated groups in contract farming. 
A critical aspect is involving Indigenous People and Local Community (IPLC) groups, for whom 
capacity strengthening may be important to protect and defend their socially legitimate 
land rights. Within communities, there are also differences in terms of women’s, men’s and 
youth rights, priorities, and interests and hence capacity-strengthening needs. Additionally, 
MSPs/MAPs may also require capacity strengthening as entities involving diverse types of 
stakeholders. 

Frequently, capacity building is understood to involve training delivered by an expert or 
specialist. However, within the international development context, there is also the potential 
to understand capacity strengthening from a more politicised perspective – i.e. work to build 
the agency of local communities and organisations, work as partners through a relationship of 
allyship, and in which citizens and community groups are recognised as having key knowledge, 
skills, and relationships themselves.8 This means that capacity strengthening as a process 
is not about knowledge being imparted by specialists; the complexity of many sustainable 
development problems, such as community land rights, rural development and environmental 
change with respect to large-scale land investments, means that no single stakeholder holds 
all the knowledge. Different types of actors bring different forms of knowledge and plural 
values. Hence, in a social learning process, this means engaging diverse actors in a multi-
stakeholder process. It also means finding areas of common purpose. Developing greater 
equality in relationships is challenging, due to the resource and power inequalities involved, 
and multi-stakeholder processes involve uncertainties and are far from straightforward. 
However, depending upon how they are facilitated and whether they are properly inclusive, 
they may create more space for dialogues and engagement which can build joint solutions.  
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Community capacity strengthening is crucial in ensuring better outcomes for IPLCs, 
including smallholder producers, harvesters and fisherfolk. Enhanced capacity to engage 
with companies is critically important. Attention to gender and diversity issues is also 
crucial.

The lack of capacity of private sector actors to implement RAI principles and 
norms is often overlooked. International investors, but especially local companies, 
subsidiaries and domestic investors often lack information and resources on how to apply 
RAI in practice. While commercial entities make vast profits and thus have resources to 
understand RAI, if shareholders do not prioritise an issue, internal funds may not be made 
available to company staff to build relevant knowledge and skills for mainstreaming in the 
company, especially beyond sustainability officers. Frequently, head offices / companies 
have more knowledge than local offices and subsidiaries in LMICs. Within a company, 
knowledge on RAI may sit with sustainability staff, who may be well informed, but they 
often lack influence and resources; procurement staff are often incentivised to make 
decisions based on commercial criteria and are more likely to lack training or information 
on RAI. The knowledge of more senior decision-makers, especially Chief Executive Officers 
(CEOs) may vary; their ‘room for manoeuvre’ varies with sector and company culture. 
Further, keeping track of changing international, regional, and national standards on 
diverse sustainability standards can be challenging. Investor knowledge is often scant 
on local-level impacts –international NGOs have brought evidence to investors of local 
impacts of their investments to try to inform their decision-making. 

MSP/MAP capacity itself is also important. Strategic planning and thinking are needed, 
and the ability to mobilise resources. Monitoring, evaluation, and learning (MEL) skills and 
capacity are also important. See section 4 for more discussion on MSP capacities and 
capabilities with respect to engaging the private sector.

2.4  COMBINING DIFFERENT APPROACHES: 

Experience suggests that MSPs are likely to require a mix of approaches to achieve 
change. Advocacy, stakeholder dialogue and social learning, and capacity building can be 
combined to tackle different aspects of challenges relating to irresponsible agricultural 
investment. 

8 IIED: Allyship not ownership: how NGOs can back social movements - International Institute for Environment and 
Development

https://www.iied.org/allyship-not-ownership-how-ngos-can-back-social-movements
https://www.iied.org/allyship-not-ownership-how-ngos-can-back-social-movements
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STEP 3. SELECT STRATEGIC ACTIONS IN 
ALIGNMENT WITH MSP PRINCIPLES, 
APPROACHES, AND CONTEXTS 
Learning Cycle participants identified a range of potential strategic actions, which can be 
broadly classified as direct or indirect pathways for engaging the private sector. 

Direct actions tend to focus on engagements with specific individual companies or 
groups of companies, with the goals of changing their policies, management systems and 
practices to improve the outcomes for local communities and the environment. 

Indirect actions focus on shifting the rules of the game, which can determine what types 
of investments are made and the impacts they can have on IPLCs. Such indirect actions 
seek to change or restrict corporate and investor practices and impacts by changing what 
government policies and regulations allow or encourage, and /or by addressing other 
aspects of the enabling environment, such as the lending practices of regional development 
banks and commodity sector standards so that they take appropriate consideration of 
land issues. Longer-term success might involve incremental reforms or deeper shifts in 
the nature of the economy or in what society expects of private capacity and increases in 
local community capacity not only to engage companies, but also to drive development 
processes themselves, which may include more community-based and owned enterprise.

Such activities fall along a spectrum; direct and indirect engagement with private-
sector investors and with other actors may not involve rigidly separate activities 
and various combinations will likely be needed to achieve desired goals. 

3.1 DIRECT STRATEGIC ACTIONS

Table 1 summarises the strategic actions identified in the Learning Cycle, with more 
information on each strategic action provided further below. Section 3.2 and Table 2 
summarise and explain a range of possible indirect actions to deepen private sector 
engagement in promoting RAI by working on the enabling environment. Section 3.3 and 
Table 3 summarise the capacity-building actions that platforms can take to support their 
wider engagement with the private sector and in strengthening the enabling environment 
for RAI. 
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Table 1: Spectrum of direct actions for engaging the private sector on RAI

Type of Pathway Strategic Actions for direct private sector engagement  

DIRECT EXPLORING Identify personal contacts and ways to reach 
companies

Make first contact with investors and companies

Hold land and RAI meetings and events with target 
companies 

Use global fora, networks, and events

Share case studies of good practice with interested 
companies

Support field visits by investors and multi-stakeholder 
learning journeys 

Learn more about risks and options for engaging in 
highly challenging contexts

ENGAGING Develop a collaboration with an individual or small 
group of companies 

Establish rules of engagement 

Understand business structures, cultures, and 
processes 

Identify neutral facilitators 

Make use of formal invited spaces

Help to redesign business models for greater equity

Build the business case for RAI practices

Strengthen corporate and investor capacity on RAI

Build corporate and community capacity on gender, 
Indigenous Peoples, and human rights due diligence

Identify and work with community or land champions 
from private companies 

Engage with sector and landscape initiatives

Engage with and support investor networks at subna-
tional levels 

Support community-investor dialogues
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• Identify personal contacts and ways to reach companies

Use any personal linkages with staff in companies: staff at lower levels, such as community 
liaison officers, can be easier to reach. However, they probably need to refer most decisions 
upwards on most issues, especially if an investment project is already contentious and 
when transparency is poor. So, the higher it is possible to reach in a company’s staffing 
structure, the better. Diaspora staff of international organisations may have additional 
interests in RAI – e.g. in Ethiopia, the MSP found an Ethiopian CEO of an international 
company had a strong motivation to support RAI within their company.

Business and trade associations, and Chambers of Commerce offer effective channels 
due to their wide membership, and roles they play in sharing information and setting 
common standards – for example, Oxfam Cambodia has been working with chambers of 
commerce to engage industry in Laos. 

Identify any responsible business networks which have already been established in 
country. UN Global Compact (UNGC) Local Resource Networks are extensive and may provide routes 
to engaging private sector companies. In Myanmar, the MSP worked via an existing 
responsible business network to gain contact with a rubber company, with whom they 
have built good relationships and are collaborating to promote improvements on human 
rights and environmental sustainability. In the Philippines, the ILC NES platform have 
begun engaging with the Platform for Social Enterprise.

Use progressive companies and allies in government civil service to open doors to other 
companies and investors that are potentially interested in achieving good practice across 
a sector.  

Map value chains, including service providers, to identify potential contacts from existing 
networks. Remember to map the entire value chain to identify entry points. In Cambodia, 
Oxfam are exploring engagement with tyre manufacturers to potentially influence rubber 
producers. 

For domestic companies, use existing contacts, and seek contact via their buyers or 
service providers. For example, a value chain platform in Cambodia has been established 
to link domestic companies on sustainability issues, and this forms a helpful entry point 
for the MSP looking to engage companies on contract farming issues. 

• Make first contact with investors and companies

When making contact, make it clear that the overall approach is learning-oriented and 
not adversarial. For instance, explaining to a company that the aim is to understand their 
perspectives, incentives, and constraints and emphasising that the interaction is intended 
to benefit them, as well as local communities, may lead on to discussion of how to reduce 
risks and costs, navigate new legal requirements, avoid litigation, and possible sources of 
financial support or technical assistance to improve community engagement.

Explain the purpose of the call or meeting, emphasising the positive benefits that the 
company may derive from discussions (e.g. learning about recent developments in 

https://www.unglobalcompact.org/engage-locally
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government regulation, good practice standards, successful cases elsewhere, and new 
opportunities to meet new requirements or to take up new opportunities).

Offer to share questions in advance to reassure the company and provide information 
on the MSP / MAP and its members. Try to avoid leading questions and ensure that the 
questions have a collaborative tone. Indicate how far the MSP/MAP has already gone to 
gather information so that it has an informed view. A template of questions to guide MSPs 
in asking questions of investors is provided here.

Make efforts to explain if and how you propose to observe confidentiality. This could 
be a deal breaker for a company – so make it clear on what issues you will observe 
confidentiality, and how far. Indicate where information will be anonymised if it is shared. 
Discuss protocols for information sharing between the company and the MSP/MAP. 

Emphasise MSP/MAP understanding of corporate and investor priorities and incentives, 
and the likely benefits of collaboration and responsible practice, such as avoiding 
stoppages resulting from land conflicts which create financial losses or access to new 
information and advice on how to meet new expectations, standards, and regulations. 
Where possible, provide quantified examples of avoided costs. 

Use investment chain mapping tools9 to identify who are the investors in a specific project, 
if this is not already clear, and to build international alliances for action – e.g. with NGOs 
that can table resolutions at Annual General Meetings (AGMs) or work behind closed 
doors to bring evidence to investors or create benchmark tools to exert pressure.

• Hold land and RAI meetings and events with target companies

Organise meetings with companies and other land stakeholders on land and RAI to share 
new developments on standards, principles, and guidelines.10

Convene regular events to spotlight the challenges and opportunities relating to land and 
RAI as part of national or regional conversations and processes and to extend contacts 
with companies and investors. 

Seek to include land-focused events in other fora and networks, especially those run by 
industry themselves. For example, encourage a Chamber of Commerce, trade association, 
trade fair, sector roadmap group, or public-private partnership to consider a RAI event in 
their regular meetings. This can be a way to reach more industry actors, especially where 
more progressive companies provide support. 

Over time, use such events to help build networks of networks (e.g. bring different actor 
coalitions together), and to make links with diverse actors, e.g. media, universities, donors, 
CSOs, and trade unions, as well as companies, investors, and governments.

9  Blackmore, E., N. Bugalski, D. Pred (2015) ‘Following the money: An advocate’s guide to securing accountability in 
agricultural investments.’ 

10  Joost Guijt, Jim Woodhill, Jan Brouwers, Bram Peters and Femke Gordijn (May 2018) ‘Making responsible agricultural 
investment operational: A facilitator’s guide to leading a country-level RAI learning journey’. World Bank, UNCTAD, Japan 
Gov.

https://pubs.iied.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/migrate/12583IIED.pdf
https://pubs.iied.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/migrate/12583IIED.pdf
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When initiating a partnership, overcome distrust by setting clear engagement rules. 
Seek to find common ground between MSP objectives and the priorities of companies 
(e.g. to tackle different types of risks, meeting new regulatory requirements, sustaining 
reputation). Remember that different types of companies may vary in their core concerns. 
Find ways to demonstrate that the MSP is aware of company / investor concerns and 
interests. This is key to building trust – and should be communicated clearly alongside 
explanation of the MSPs’ own goals and position. 

• Use global fora, networks, and events 

Seek to join international networks, fora, and events, at which issues related to RAI are 
discussed. This can provide opportunities to hear directly from companies about their 
priorities, how they speak and communicate and may help the MSP to identify individuals 
to contact. Companies are increasingly being invited to such events, as their participation 
gives them some protection from criticism; however, it also opens possible avenues for 
engagement. Further, learning about company policies and statements, motivations, and 
challenges in applying more responsible practices can show that the MSP is aware of the 
company’s position, but also identify its shortcomings. Build up contacts and support 
from impact investors and grant financing for more responsible business models, such as 
blended finance and accelerator programmes. 

	» For example, Innovation Forum is a UK-based private sector organisation that 
aims to ‘make sustainability mainstream in business.’ It offers a highly market-
oriented approach, which can be critiqued, but it provides various in-person 
and virtual events, some of which are free, and which provide examples of 
discussions involving companies and investors� A recent example is a podcast on 
sustainable rubber, including the application of the Accountability Framework 
to a rubber company – Rubber supply chain innovation hits the road�

• Share case studies of good practice with interested companies

Concretise the benefits to persuade companies to engage by sharing examples of 
good practice, where these can be found, which are relevant to a company’s industry 
and context, and ideally showing how companies can avoid risks and capture benefits. 
Investors and companies face diverse risks from operational stoppages due to land 
conflicts, for example, and reputational damage. Cases could share new norms for 
responsible practice, and examples of how to resolve immediate challenges with linkages 
to practical tools e.g. on how to do better analysis of existing socially legitimate land rights 
and how to facilitate meaningful stakeholder participation in Free, Prior and Informed 
Consent (FPIC) processes – including the right to say no to investments. Sharing examples 
where companies have modified their business case (e.g. by reducing concession sizes) or 
completely changing their business models (working with independent smallholders in a 
more equitable land-leasing arrangement or supporting/working with community-owned 
businesses and acting as an ethical buyer) can be highly persuasive. For example:

https://www.innovationforum.co.uk/articles/rubber-supply-chain-innovation-hits-the-road
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	» Portucel, a forestry investor in central Mozambique, modified its original 
business plans for very large-scale plantations, adopted an FPIC approach 
to continued land acquisition, and focused instead on smaller woodlots and 
outgrower schemes, after NGOs documented community land rights in detail 
and IFC, a key investor in a processing plant, imposed tighter performance 
standards on the company� 11

	» NHSL, a company that took over a large oil palm concession of around 40,000 
hectares that occupied the whole of Makpele chiefdom in Sierra Leone, agreed 
to reduce the size of the concession to 2,300 hectares. NHSL returned unused 
land to the customary landowners and agreed to pay higher rental payments 
for remaining plantation land leased from community members, and to 
expand outgrower opportunities� These changes resulted from the company’s 
adoption of a VGGT-based approach to due diligence in partnership with the 
NGO Solidaridad, that involved mapping all the land parcels originally acquired, 
and NHSL’s participation in a local stakeholder platform for negotiation�12

• Support field visits by investors and multi-stakeholder learning journeys 

Joint field visits involving MSP / MAP members and investors can reveal the realities faced 
by most investors and local communities and can enable the gathering of inputs from 
a spectrum of stakeholders in reflecting on good practice – as part of developing new 
norms and building ownership over them. For example, joint field visits could be arranged 
to successful RAIs or enterprises or joint mini-dialogues could be organised around a 
particular theme (e.g. how to establish effective grievance mechanisms, engaging women 
in FPIC processes, etc.). 

• Learn more about risks and options for engaging in highly challenging contexts

Where there are high levels of militarisation, violent conflict and zero transparency, 
engagement is likely to be extremely difficult and human rights risks are high for all 
concerned. However, during the Learning Cycle, one example emerged in which a land 
reform alliance in a militarised country had developed a relationship with a rubber 
company that was willing to engage and was keen to find ways to improve its relationships 
with local communities, because of the impacts of the conflict. One suggestion was to 
seek advice from the field of peace building, bringing in conflict specialists with skills and 
knowledge of how to build bridges in contexts of severe tension and mistrust. 

11  Further information materials on the partnership project that achieved these changes is available here. The project 
was supported by the DFID LEGEND programme from 2017 to 2019 to test the potential of civil society-private sector 
partnerships to overcome the negative impacts of large agricultural investments on local communities

12  Information on Solidaridad’s work with NHSL to achieve these changes, also supported by LEGEND, is available here.In 
addition, case studies on attention to land issues in investment planning and due diligence and on Reducing concession 
sizes and adjusting business plans and models provide explanations of how global principles were applied to the Portucel 
and NHSL investments to mitigate problems and land use conflicts faced by local communities, and risks to the companies 
that resulted from failures to engage local communities and to recognise their land rights when the land concessions were 
originally acquired.  

https://www.landportal.org/partners/legend/project/oram
https://www.landportal.org/partners/legend/project/solidaridad
https://landportal.org/library/resources/investing-responsibly-agricultural-land-1
https://www.landportal.org/library/resources/thematic-case-study-3
https://www.landportal.org/library/resources/thematic-case-study-3
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• Develop a collaboration with an individual or small group of companies 

An MSP / MAP can engage any willing company bilaterally. Even where a company has 
a poor track record with RAI, changes can occur – e.g. when new sustainable finance is 
made available from international sources but has additional requirements with respect 
to following international RAI principles and the VGGT (see box 4). It may also be possible 
to bring reluctant companies to dialogue through establishing subnational or chiefdom 
MSPs – see Box 4. It is not necessary for the whole MSP to engage with the companies – 
it could be that a specific thematic working group is established to engage directly with 
them, with lessons shared more broadly in the MSP at periodic intervals.

Box 4: Engaging a palm oil company in Sierra Leone 

Until recently , it was considered almost impossible to engage one specific company 
in Sierra Leone – Socfin, specialised in development and management of oil palm 
and rubber plantations. According to the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO), 
the Socfin Group (SAC) is present in 8 countries in Central Africa and 2 countries in 
Southeast Asia, managing a total of 15 agro-industrial projects. SAC’s large concession 
in Malen Chiefdom is characterised by uncertainty and lack of transparency on its 
overall size and highly flawed land acquisition process which led to deep local divisions 
and outbreaks of violence. Oil palm plantations cover large areas of land and by 2021 
occupied most of the Chiefdom. The national government prioritised expansion of the 
company’s palm oil processing facility, which now has a processing capacity of 30–60 
tonnes per hour of fresh palm fruit bunches. The company has the support of the 
Chief – but landowning families and local communities have taken differing positions. 
After an episode of gun violence and a subsequent government enquiry, involving a 
large local meeting, the Chiefdom Council prohibited further meetings of landowning 
factions or CSOs for two years and prevented a visit by international donors. 

Recently, the impasse was broken, with two MAP member NGOs and the MAP national 
coordinator facilitating a joint intervention, potentially opening the door to dialogue. 
Pressure was exerted at national level via the MAP, and MAP members had gained 
experience of establishing and facilitating a chiefdom-level stakeholder platform in 
the neighbouring Makpele Chiefdom that successfully addressed similar but less 
violent conflicts resulting from establishment of another large oil palm concession. 
The MAP partners sought to establish a chiefdom-level MSP in Malen and sent a letter 
to the Socfin company and other stakeholders. The company accepted, attended 
some meetings, and now appears to be very gradually opening to dialogue and 
communication with MAP members. Although a great deal of mistrust continues, more 
inclusive meetings are now planned, involving decentralised government officers, 
chiefdom authorities, landowners, the company, media and CSOs.

Source: Sierra Leone Land for Life MAP coordinator

Consider collaborating with a small group of ‘willing’ companies with shared interests, as 
a constructive starting point for tackling complex land issues. Offer to confidentially work 
with these companies in a structured engagement over the medium term, setting out 
the benefits of RAI and the costs of inaction (Box 5). Recognise the commercial pressures 
they are operating under and legal imperatives to respond to shareholder priorities, while 
also articulating the reasons why they should engage. Seek to understand their operating 
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constraints – when do they have particularly busy periods or orders to fulfil, for example? 
Try to learn their language to build trust and better communications. This does not mean 
that the MSP/MAP or thematic working group is promoting the private sector; in fact, it is 
critical that the MSP/MAP is reflective of its own progress and strategies on a regular basis, 
to avoid legitimising poor practices. 

Box 5: The business benefits of RAI for companies 

Clearly set out the benefits of RAI for the company – i.e. what the company can benefit from 
by participating. 

	» Offer a safe space for learning, with joint identification of company ‘room for 

manoeuvre’, despite (and recognising) the commercial pressures faced by 

companies� 

	» For companies, gaining and maintaining a ‘social licence to operate’ through 

meaningful engagement can build trust, relationships, perceptions of fairness, 

social acceptance, shared decision making and legitimacy13� For example, in 

Laos, collaboration with a timber company has led to an enhanced community 

engagement approach, including staff training and coaching, pre-operational risk 

assessments and observance of FPIC, and establishment of a company grievance 

mechanism� Laos Case Study� HOTLINK

	» Reducing risks to operations  (see below).

Communicate the risks of inaction on RAI for companies: 

	» Potential costs for companies range from reputational damage for the company to 

loss of a company’s ‘social licence to operate’ (i.e. acceptance by local communities 

and stakeholder organisations of the company and its operations)� 

	» Major operational stoppages, e.g. where land conflicts and violence occur, can 

create major financial losses. 

	» Assets can become stranded, if there are new government regulations, changes 

in demand or legal actions� 

Work with the companies over time, encouraging joint work planning, lesson learning and 
critical self-reflection by the MSP/ MAP on what is being achieved. It is possible to think of 
a structured learning loop process and to agree this with the company. In planning each 
phase of collaborative activities, the MSP/MAP should be cognisant of the operational 
cycles within the company which may affect their ability to actively collaborate. 

13  Mercer-Mapstone, L., W. Rifkin, W. Louis, K. Moffat (2017) ‘Meaningful dialogue outcomes contribute to laying a foundation 
for social licence to operate’. Resources Policy. Vol. 53, September 2017, Pages 347-355. See also: Social License to Operate 
(SLO) - how to build it ... and keep it 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/03014207/53/supp/C
https://learningforsustainability.net/social-license/
https://learningforsustainability.net/social-license/
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Where positive progress is made, it may be used to demonstrate good practice to others. 
Document any changes and use the evidence to encourage other companies to crowd in, 
copy and adapt. Start with a small group of companies and partners and build a specific 
responsible business partnership, building on initial successes to reach other companies. 
Work with a small group of companies to develop new norms and guidelines on RAI which 
are appropriate to local context, and then encourage their uptake more broadly in the 
sector or even in other countries.

	» For example, since 2015, Oxfam Vietnam have been engaging a group of rubber 
investors in the Mekong Region, piloting voluntary guidelines, conducting joint 
studies, and holding dialogues on the findings, promoting good practice and 
community-investor dialogues, and developing a handbook and pilots on 
community engagement� These guidelines are now being adapted in Laos and 
Cambodia in partnership with different companies.

	» In the Philippines, the MSP is engaging with a business network – the Business 
for Social Progress Platform – and is planning to run joint safe space dialogues 
across all island regions with a working group on business and human rights� 
This will bring together public, private and community stakeholders in a new 
way in the Philippines� Orientation on the UNGC and RAI will be followed by 
joint exploration of good practice, to develop a checklist of norms, which will 
then be disseminated amongst member companies and beyond� 

• Establish rules of engagement 

Set clear rules of engagement, including respect for and agreements on appropriate 
levels of transparency, allow for constructive internal critique but avoid public criticism. 
It is important that time is spent at the outset in clarifying such protocols, e.g. how a 
collaboration will be described publicly, what information will be shared with who and 
when, etc. 

• Understand business structures, cultures, and processes

When engaging with companies, be aware of their business management cycles and 
procedures and understand decision-making cultures, structures, and processes within 
the company, to build trust. Find out who in a company knows about RAI – it may be more 
likely that sustainability staff have such knowledge, but procurement and CEOs are less 
likely to have information, especially in less scrutinised sectors. Learn about the specific 
management cycles of target companies, to establish when company staff are likely to 
have more or less time to engage (e.g. avoid busy harvest or reporting times). Sometimes 
companies require quick action and rapid responses – at other times, they may have to 
focus on other corporate activities. Explore company hierarchical structures and decision-
making processes, to identify champions and entry points, and try to work around these 
modalities. Show awareness of company rhythms and priorities – this can be understood 
by analysing any available corporate reports, websites, information in the media, through 
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interviews with staff and with other key informants who may know the company (e.g. 
service providers, government representatives, etc). Note that companies can be very 
large organisations, with differing levels of commitment to sustainability according to roles 
(e.g. procurement officers have commercial targets, whereas sustainability officers and 
community liaison staff will have social and environmental priorities). Decision making in 
large companies may be quite messy and non-linear. Ideally, senior figures such as CEOs 
or company directors would be reached, but gaining access is challenging. Understanding 
and demonstrating that you understand the (changing) commercial realities facing the 
company is also likely to enhance opportunities for engagement with the company 
– while continuing to be clear on the land rights and equity priorities of the MSP. Also 
consider any contractors and suppliers to whom the companies outsource their work (e.g. 
transporters, harvesters), as they may have poorer knowledge of RAI and may also need 
capacity-strengthening support.

• Identifying neutral facilitators

Strengthen your credibility amongst relevant actors, by identifying an honest broker 
who can play intermediary roles in facilitating dialogues and deliberations – both for the 
MSP itself, but also in specific engagements with companies. Seek partners (individual or 
organisational) who can act as honest brokers to facilitate engagements by MSPs with 
individual or groups of companies. It is important that such intermediaries have high 
levels of facilitation skills and are perceived to be neutral. Universities can sometimes play 
the role of honest broker, as they may be seen as having a more neutral position than 
CSOs and NGOs that have used adversarial approaches in the past – especially where 
there are deep divisions and ongoing struggles. There are also instances of donors and 
sustainability standards bodies acting as convenors and intermediaries creating space for 
co-learning, but it is important to note that multi-stakeholder processes can be dominated 
by more powerful actors (intentionally and unintentionally) and end up excluding less 
vocal and alternative views. Hence, facilitation of multi-stakeholder processes requires 
certain skills and emotional intelligence, as well as resources. 

• Make use of formal invited spaces

Explore any opportunities to engage with companies via invited spaces, i.e. those offered 
by companies. Many European-based companies will have to conduct human rights due 
diligence (risk assessments, impact assessments and implementation of mitigation and 
remedy) in which NGOs and MSPs could play a role, especially in supporting meaningful 
community participation. 

	» For example, in Mongolia, a mining company put out tenders for service 
provision such as environmental or social impact assessments; the MSP 
submitted a winning proposal and then undertook the service provision�

	» In Indonesia, a national NGO which supports community and indigenous 
peoples, has recently worked with a rubber company in Bukit Tigapuluh 
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landscape in Southern Sumatra, as well as with other land users, to support 
an improved process of land rights clarification based on FPIC, development of 
livelihoods partnerships for affected communities and in-grower schemes, and 
collaboration amongst the companies through a protection forum to improve 
protection of biodiversity and prevention of illegal logging�14 

• Help to redesign business models for greater equity

Help to find and share examples of redesigned business models which reduce or 
avoid land transfers to companies away from communities, i.e. which move away 
from plantation models. On some occasions, companies change their business model 
following engagement by CSOs on RAI. However, wider sharing of positive examples will 
increasingly encourage companies and investors to support such models – as they avoid 
risks of reputational damage and operational costs. Contract farming is a longstanding 
business model, but new efforts are being made to improve the terms and conditions of 
such models to enhance outcomes for smallholders, including women. Note that for some 
companies, support for outgrower or ingrower schemes may be a way to access donor 
funding to enhance their overall business model with respect to RAI, but longer term, the 
costs involved may mean that such schemes are scaled back. MSPs can demonstrate and 
support companies to develop more equitable schemes, with attention to gender and 
environmental issues, such as ‘no deforestation’ agreements and payments. See box 6 for 
an example in Laos. Indirect actions are also feasible with respect to contract law. 

14  V. Nelson, J. J. Kessler, J. W. Molenaar, D. Smith, H. Betts, E. E. K. Damayanti, W. Hasyim, A. Baquero, A. Martins (2021) 
Transformative Change in Tropical Forest Landscape Initiatives’. LTS-NIRAS report commissioned by the UK government 
(FCDO-BEIS).
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Box 6: Challenges in and opportunities to improve contract farming – a case 
from Laos15

Contract farming (CF) in Laos has rapidly expanded in recent years covering cassava, tea, coffee, 
sugar, banana, maize, and rubber, usually involving informal ad hoc agreements between 
buyers and farmers. There are different CF models in Laos – farmers may grow maize using 
inputs from the trader and then repay using a portion of the harvest. For perennial crops, 
such as rubber, longer-term contracts are agreed, with investors more commonly renting 
land from farmers and paying them to work on the plantation, taking control of all other 
management decisions or establishing sharecropping schemes (farmers receive income from 
a percentage of the trees they plant when the rubber is ready to tap). Often, rubber investors 
have their own plantations (a nucleus estate) but work with outgrowers (a kind of contract 
farming) to expand their production. However, such schemes have equity issues. A recent 
study in Luang Prabang province on a cassava contract farming scheme, found that farmers 
lacked understanding of contract requirements and production techniques, were unsure of 
the role of government and documentation processes, and women rarely have an equal role in 
signing and managing contracts. For some farmers, minimum price guarantees are preferred, 
but for others they want freedom to sell to different buyers. Few farmers understand the 
investment costs factored into the price by the company. Investors often could not identify a 
clear process for registering a CF agreement, had concerns about side selling and insufficient 
numbers of participating households compared to production targets, were unsure about 
how well farmers understand the content of contracts, and would like government to engage 
more in communicating policies to farmers. Government interviewees want an early role in 
drafting and/or concluding contracts, recognition of the role government should be playing 
in raising awareness on the importance of contracts, and to ensure that policies represent 
the needs of investors and farmers. Recommendations for improving the outcomes of such 
CF schemes included: clarification of roles and responsibilities and building institutional 
capacity for management of schemes, clarifying rights and obligations of contract parties 
(e.g. using contract templates) and establishing a grievance mechanism for resolving contract 
disputes.16

• The business case for RAI practices 

Part of building the business case is sharing positive good practice and case studies, 
but to be even more persuasive, quantifying the costs and benefits of RAI will make 
it clear to investors and corporate decision-makers. Quantifying the costs of early 
action on social risks versus mitigation of damage can be persuasive; For many companies, 
the bottom line remains the commercial considerations of business profits and losses and 
long-term business viability. Hence, providing credible figures on the costs of inaction 
can be very persuasive – see Box 6 – as many companies and investors underestimate 
the potential costs when they initially acquire lands, and encounter problems later, and 
sometimes then withdraw to stem losses, though this often cannot repair any reputational 
damage which can perdure. 

15  MRLG ibid.

16  Mekong Region Land Governance (2021) ‘Contract farming in Laos: responding to a rising trend’. A discussion note.
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The costs of dealing with land conflicts in emerging markets is four times what the 
costs would be of investing up front in social risk mitigation measures, with the 
latter representing just 2% of project costs, as detailed in Box 7 below. Investing up 
front can make the company / investors significant savings over time, and social dialogue 
processes are key. Getting this information to key decision makers in companies and their 
investors is also important. 

 

Box 7: Quantifying the costs of social risk mitigation activities

A recent Overseas Development Institute (ODI) report presents a method for quantifying 
the costs of taking early action to mitigate social impacts and comparing that to the damage 
occurred through inaction. They found that on average, social mitigation investment upfront 
to avoid land conflicts and social risks were in the order of $10 million, whereas companies 
that had not taken such measures incurred financial damages of $25–40 million per project. 
Investors found social dialogue processes are the most effective risk mitigation method, as 
they help to identify community needs, show ways of responding to these needs, and are 
instrumental in securing a social licence to operate. ‘By setting aside at least 2% of the initial net 
present value (NPV) of an investment, investors can avoid financial risks that, conservatively, 
are up to four times the cost of risk mitigation procedures’ (Feyertag and Bowie, 2021, p1).17

• Strengthening corporate and investor capacity on RAI

Seek to support companies in improving their capabilities and capacity for action. MSPs 
can play a key role in helping to a) raise company/investor awareness, b) improve their skills 
and provide user-friendly tools, c) create more opportunities for companies or groups of 
companies thereby creating motivation to act. 

Recognise that to raise awareness, MSPs need strong internal capacity themselves on RAI 
and land issues, and then to find effective ways of sharing this with individual companies, 
small groups, or entire sectors. There are many ways of doing capacity strengthening 
(see section 4, from traditional training, through organising learning events (e.g. land 
weeks/conferences) – to co-developing and adapting new norms on RAI. The latter may 
help companies to not only better understand norms, but to feel ownership of them. It 
is important to stay up to date with international and regional development on RAI and 
sharing these with companies. 

Many kinds of tools and resources are already available online to support corporate 
engagement, which MSPs can familiarise themselves with, and share or work through 
with companies. Examples of tools include Landesa’s LandAssess Tool which is a risk 

17  Feyertag, J. and Bowie, B. (2021) The financial costs of mitigating social risks: costs and effectiveness of risk mitigation 
strategies for emerging market investors. ODI report. London: ODI.

https://odi.org/en/publications/the-financial-costs-of-mitigating-social-risks-costs-and-effectiveness-of-risk-mitigation-strategies-for-emerging-market-investors/
https://odi.org/en/publications/the-financial-costs-of-mitigating-social-risks-costs-and-effectiveness-of-risk-mitigation-strategies-for-emerging-market-investors/
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assessment and management framework to guide companies to assess and manage how 
they respect land rights.18 

Keep up to date with rapidly changing international developments to inform companies 
and investors, in their operating and headquarters countries. Such developments 
include legislative changes, for example in the EU and the USA, new sustainable finance 
approaches, and debates on gender transformative approaches to land rights and due 
diligence (see Annex 1 on the dynamic legislative context for RAI). Businesses already 
familiar with implementing the principle of respect for human rights will be more able to 
comply with new legal requirements when they are passed, and their interpretation tested. 
This includes due diligence and corporate reporting requirements (i.e. not voluntary), but 
also some EU and US regulators are currently using other measures such as sanctions and 
customs restrictions. 

Even where companies have basic awareness, they are not always able to apply the 
new rules and requirements in practice, lacking key skills and resources. This creates an 
opportunity for civil society to provide training themselves, to share literature and toolkits, 
and to co-create norms through social learning processes. While knowledge and skills 
may help a company to improve their practices within their existing room for manoeuvre, 
expanding the latter by exerting pressure on companies, or creating more incentives or 
requirements for change, may require indirect pathway actions (see next section). As well 
as more pressure-based strategies, in some circumstances, motivation to act can also be 
advanced through a constructive social learning process. Avoid direct public criticism of 
companies in such instances, while the MSP is trying to build trust to see if a company will 
change its practices. Note that change needs to come from the executive-level managers 
within a company, known as ‘C-suite level’ – as they are responsible for corporate culture 
and practices. See box 8. 

18 Landesa’s LandAssess Tool was developed in working with Illovo Sugar to strengthen practical due diligence of its major 
production sites and smallholder supply chains in Africa. One company’s journey to better respect land summarises the 
progress that Illovo sugar made through this partnership.

https://www.landesa.org/what-we-do/landassess-tool/
https://www.landesa.org/one-companys-journey-to-better-respect-land-illovo-sugar-africa/
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Box 8: How MSPs can build the RAI capacity of companies at different stages 
of the investment cycle

Agribusiness investments occur along a timeline, so there are different opportunities for 
strengthening corporate capacity at different stages of an investment. 

Prior to investments being made, it is possible to support more in-depth analysis 
of socially legitimate land rights and how to ensure they are respected by companies 
and investors. Meaningful stakeholder participation should be part of this process. 
Such activities can produce evidence which can be shared with governments, but 
also with the public, companies, and investors and of course communities. Oxfam 
has developed a community-based human rights impact assessment approach. 

Once an investment has been approved, it may be feasible to support companies 
with the implementation of their due diligence process, including full observation 
of FPIC. For example, over recent years, the Vietnam Rubber Group’s work has 
been advancing norms with a group of companies with very limited knowledge and 
practice on RAI and is beginning to help shift mindsets, knowledge, and skills on how 
to apply them within those companies, although it takes time. Here full case study.  
Similarly, where there is a willing company who does not have full resources, there 
are opportunities to support such companies to rapidly improve their practices and 
share with others, for example, see case study on a timber company in Cambodia.

When an investment is well established, it is important that there are high-
quality grievance and remedy systems in place to ensure that IPLCs can share their 
experiences and receive an appropriate remedy. There are multiple systems of 
providing remedies, and new guidance and toolkits are emerging. 

In contexts of major legacy issues, there are opportunities for MSPs to support 
companies to find better ways to resolve land conflicts. In Laos, one company 
VFI (has worked with another company (Mekong Timber Plantations) to help develop 
their grievance mechanisms in the context of legacy issues associated with timber 
concessions, and this engagement is leading to positive feedback from local 
communities on the new willingness of the company to appropriately engage with 
them. See Laos case study. HOTLINK

• Build corporate and community capacity on gender, Indigenous Peoples, and 
human rights due diligence 

A key area in which companies are lacking skills and experience is on gender, especially 
in relation to human rights due diligence. Where companies have weak understanding 
of gender issues, it is common that women and other marginalised groups will not be 
adequately consulted, for example in FPIC processes. New and imminent mandatory 
human rights due diligence requirements in some jurisdictions in the EU and US, for 
example, are creating new expectations on states and companies – of which companies 
frequently have limited understanding and skills. This is an opportunity for MSPs/MAPs to 
explore through social learning. Box x sets out some of the processes and practices that 
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companies should be following and where enhanced capacity is likely to be needed. It is 
also important for MSPs/MAPs to build community capacity to understand human rights 
and environmental due diligence (HREDD) processes by companies and their rights in 
relation to these, especially FPIC. See box 9.

Box 9: Building company capacity on Human Rights Due Diligence and gender

MSPs/MAPs can draw upon ActionAid’s analysis of gender transformative approaches to 
human rights due diligence (HRDD). Companies should undertake a range of actions but 
often lack adequate capacity; this creates an opportunity for MSPs/MAPs. Companies should 
conduct gender-sensitive risk and impact assessments, through meaningful consultations, 
take a range of gender-responsive measures to prevent and mitigate impacts, assess the 
risk of sexual harassment and gender-based violence in their supply chains, communicate 
adequate and easily accessible information, track the effectiveness of their responses by using 
sex-disaggregated data, ensure remedies are effective, timely and gender transformative, 
assess the risks posed to women’s human rights through their tax strategies and structures, 
ensure that suppliers have the financial capacity to comply with human rights and gender 
equality standards, go beyond a ‘do no harm’ approach and encourage gender-transformative 
measures.

Source: ActionAid (2020) ‘We mean business: Protecting women’s rights in global supply chains.’

Corporate and other stakeholder capacity on respecting Indigenous Peoples’ human 
rights specifically needs to improve. Recent analysis illustrates the poor record of many 
global companies; despite soft laws and more coverage in certification standards, there is 
weak action in practice. Harder laws are being prepared and/or passed in some countries 
on HREDD19 and could be a way to shift corporate practice, but company incentives are 
still weak. New tools are being developed for companies to support appropriate respect 
of Indigenous Peoples’ rights.20 Companies tend to lack capacity and skills; MSPs may 
be able to strengthen that capacity using such tools, as well as supporting communities 
to understand their own rights and to decide on appropriate courses of action (from 
resistance to engagement). Valid criticisms of HREDD approaches exist, i.e. that by 
participating, IPLCs are legitimising corporate claims on their lands, which then ‘just’ 
need to be negotiated at a local level. MSPs can help to build good practice in terms 
of application of FPIC with all rural communities, but especially Indigenous Peoples. An 
example of a useful tool which could be used with specific companies to improve their 
HREDD with respect to Indigenous Peoples is provided by the Forest Peoples Programme.21 

19  Expert Meeting on Indigenous Peoples, business, autonomy and the human rights principles of due diligence, including 
FPIC | United Nations for Indigenous Peoples. 

20  Due diligence tool for companies on respecting indigenous peoples’ rights - Business & Human Rights Resource Centre. 

21  Stepping up: Protecting collective land rights through corporate due diligence (Forest Peoples Programme)

https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/news/2021/12/expert-meeting-on-indigenous-peoples-business-autonomy-and-the-human-rights-principles-of-due-diligence-including-free-prior-and-informed-consent/
https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/news/2021/12/expert-meeting-on-indigenous-peoples-business-autonomy-and-the-human-rights-principles-of-due-diligence-including-free-prior-and-informed-consent/
https://www.business-humanrights.org/en/latest-news/due-diligence-tool-for-companies-on-respecting-indigenous-peoples-rights/
https://www.forestpeoples.org/en/en/stepping-up-due-diligence
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• Identify and build activities with champions in key decision-making processes 

In a pilot corporate engagement project the international land rights NGO, Landesa, 
partnered with Illovo Sugar, one of Africa’s largest sugar producers, to select and train Illovo 
land champions, for each of its main production sites, partnered with independent CSO land 
champions. Jointly they reviewed management and community engagement procedures 
in relation to land issues and conflicts for all production sites and supply chains. Illovo’s 
land champions played a key role in building trust between the company, CSOs, and local 
communities they worked with and contributing to a new inclusive approach to community 
engagement and a significant culture shift across the company, from CEO and board level 
down to field operations.

• Engage with sector and landscape initiatives

In some industries, where there is scrutiny and pressure for change, sector initiatives have 
been facilitated which bring together industry actors to create a roadmap. For example, In 
Liberia, the government has collaborated with the private sector, civil society, researchers 
and farmers’ organisations to develop a sustainable cocoa roadmap (2021––2026), 
supported by the Dutch Sustainable Trade Initiative (IDH).22 Similarly, in Cameroon, IDH 
have supported the development of a roadmap to deforestation-free cocoa, with a parallel 
Green Commodity Landscape Cameroon Project funded by WWF, piloting landscape-
level solutions which are shared at national level via the roadmap initiative.23 These often 
market-oriented approaches are becoming increasingly common in key industries, from 
apparel to agriculture. More evidence is needed on their effectiveness, and clear targets 
need to be part of such commitments and reporting. Sustainable landscape approaches 
are increasingly common at sub-national level, particularly where there are complex 
land use challenges and multi-stakeholder initiatives are thought to offer a means of 
resolving such conflicts.24 For example, in Ghana, sustainable landscape initiatives are 
being supported nationally (e.g. with a new national standard on climate-smart cocoa and 
industry roadmaps) but also at landscape levels. The latter involves developing a joint vision 
amongst stakeholders, building governance and land use management systems from 
local to landscape levels, such as establishing landscape management boards linked to 
local community resource management bodies, and involving large cocoa companies (e.g. 
in buyer compacts to ensure traceability on sourcing and ‘no deforestation’). Jurisdictional 
approaches are similar, but involve major local, provincial or state government engagement, 
including requirements on sustainable production (e.g. linked to a certification).

22  Roadmap to a Sustainable Cocoa Sector in Liberia - Liberia National Cocoa Public-Private Partnership Platform

23  Roadmap to Deforestation-Free Cocoa in Cameroon - IDH - the sustainable trade initiative

24  Global Landscapes Forum. Connect, Share, Learn & Acts - Global Landscapes Forum (GLF)

https://www.landesa.org/forging-new-partnerships-c2p/
https://www.idhsustainabletrade.com/uploaded/2022/01/2-pager-Roadmap-to-a-Sustainable-Cocoa-Sector-in-Liberia.pdf
https://www.idhsustainabletrade.com/initiative/roadmap-cameroon/
https://www.globallandscapesforum.org/
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• Engage with and support investor networks at subnational levels

An approach that is emerging is to engage investors of different kinds in specific regions, 
to focus corporate investor attention on and build capacity on specific land-related RAI 
issues. This can also be linked to multi-stakeholder processes and community-investor 
dialogues. See box 10.

Box 10: Investor Forum in Benishangul Gumuz (BSG) and Gambella, Ethiopia 

An investor forum was established by a project of the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale 
Zusammenarbeit (GIZ), the German Development Agency in 2017. It reaches different types 
of investors located at different scales – from local to international – that are engaging in the 
project areas. Local investors of different sizes, are members, as are other national investors 
and Ethiopian diaspora investors based in the US and other countries, and larger investors, 
with more than 3000 hectares (ha) of varying origins (national, diaspora, international). Many 
of these investors are not resident in the investment area, with farm managers overseeing 
implementation. Fieldwork with investors from this forum revealed that in negotiations with 
local communities, it is common to over-promise and not deliver benefits to communities 
and then seek regional land authority verification and transfer of the land, without written 
agreements with investors on community development benefits being put in place. Investors 
said that local communities have unrealistic expectations of potential benefits, but also that 
government fails to properly facilitate such investment processes, and although government 
does invest in infrastructure, credit, and market development, it lacks a clear strategy on how 
to engage and support investors, despite inviting them to invest in the country. 

Where sub-national investor forums are present or there is interest in creating them, 
there may also be opportunities to promote broader stakeholder dialogue. Achieving CSO 
participation and space for community perspectives is likely to be easier to achieve at 
regional or provincial level than at the national level, and investor forums can be linked to 
local multi-stakeholder processes and community-investor dialogues. Emerging platform 
strategies in Cambodia, Ethiopia, Laos, and Sierra Leone are taking up this approach to 
explore the scope for establishing sub-national platforms for stakeholder consultation 
and dialogue involving private companies, government and civil society.

• Support community-investor dialogues

Community and investor dialogues are another avenue for engaging the private sector 
which MSPs could facilitate. Two examples are given below, one of investor dialogue 
facilitation (Box 11) and another focused on the facilitation of multi-stakeholder processes 
in Sierra Leone (Box 12).
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Box 11: Ethiopia investor dialogues in specific geographic regions

A project supported by the German government in two Ethiopian regions, Benishangul 
Gumuz (BSG) and Gambella, subject to government promotion of large-scale investments, 
sought to improve government and private-sector capacity to implement investment projects 
respecting VGGT principles to ensure better social, environmental and food security outcomes. 
Rather than working at national scale, this approach builds engagement focused on specific 
geographic areas with different types of investors). A local NGO facilitated 120 platforms for 
dialogue between investors and local populations and contributed to increased awareness on 
environmental and sustainable land use issues. This reportedly led to improvements in local 
development support provided by private companies, including better access to tractors for 
cultivation, especially for women, provision of new seed varieties and opportunities for casual 
work. The project also supported the creatin of a regional MSP involving diverse stakeholders 
to resolve land conflicts related to private land concessions. Information flows are improving 
in some locations, and there appears to be better transparency on investment practice at 
the regional level, and better information sharing to communities. One conclusion was that 
further discussions of the pros and cons of specific investment projects for the different social 
groups affected will be needed for all kebeles (community neighbourhoods – the smallest 
administrative units in Ethiopia) before they are approved, including in-depth assessment 
of environmental and social risks. Donors have called for stronger spatial planning systems 
including social and environmental suitability tests for any future land investments.25

Box 12: Facilitation of a local multi-stakeholder platform to resolve intensifying 
conflicts linked to palm oil investments

In a UK-supported partnership project in Sierra Leone, Netherlands-based oil palm producer 
NHSL agreed to participate directly in a local MSP established by the NGO Solidaridad to 
provide a forum for dialogue and negotiation to resolve intensifying conflicts between 
company and local communities and between two rival customary landowners’ associations: 
one opposed to and the other supportive of the oil palm investment. The platform operated 
as a facilitated safe space for ‘open talk’ amongst all local stakeholders including the 
traditional chiefdom council, the paramount chief, local chiefs, village-based women’s, youth 
and church organisations, teachers, and local government officials and was also assisted 
by the community legal support organization, Namati, and the local Member of Parliament 
(MP). Combined with community awareness raising and capacity building by Solidaridad, its 
positive relationship with the company, and ongoing legal advocacy by Namati, the local MSP 
was central in resolving the conflicts. Following stakeholder dialogue and deliberations over 
approximately 18 months, the company eventually agreed to a large reduction in the size of 
its concession, to return land to the original community owners, and to pay higher rents for 
land it continued to lease from them. The ongoing dialogue enabled by the MSP led to an 
atmosphere of greater trust amongst all concerned, better terms and greater opportunities 
for local people, and more sustainable prospects for the oil palm investment.26

25  Michael Windfuhr and Tamene H. Gutema (2019) ‘Analysis of the human rights situation within commercial agricultural 
investments in Ethiopia in the context of the project ‘Support to Responsible Agricultural Investments in Ethiopia (S2RAI). 

26  For further information on this case project see here and documentation of Solidaridad’s and Natural Habitat’s own 
perspectives. 

https://landportal.org/node/89121
https://landportal.org/library/resources/solidaridad-legend-project-accomplishments-and-lessons
https://landportal.org/library/resources/legend-project-dissemination-piece-palma-organica-holland
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3.2 INDIRECT STRATEGIC ACTIONS
Direct engagement with companies is not always feasible or enough. Work to influence 
this wider environment to advance RAI, including shifting government practices and the 
broader conditions which shape agricultural investment is required� This section outlines 
different types of indirect strategic actions.

Table 2: Spectrum of indirect actions for engaging the private sector on RAI

Type of indirect strategic actions

INDIRECT
ACTIONS

INFORMING &  
INFLUENCING  

POLICY MAKERS  
& DONORS

Identify and seek to inform and influence national 
policies and investment rules changes for RAI and 
people-centred land governance� 

Build relationships to gain enhanced roles in working 
groups and consultative bodies on agricultural 
investment policy and practice�

Raise RAI awareness at national level amongst 
government actors in diverse departments, and in the 
media�

Focus on specific agri-export growth corridors or 
development zones.

Organise an MSP/MAP annual national-scale workshop 
or conference on land and RAI�

Seek to organize side-events in official processes 
combined with policy briefs and materials� 

Support community-level representation, especially 
that of women and marginalised groups, in dialogue 
processes on new land laws� 

Strengthen the land rights and tenure security for 
smallholders and communities affected by large-scale 
investments� 

Recognise and tackle issues for smaller investors and 
SMEs� 

Seek to enhance national-level actor awareness of 
gender transformative approaches in land and RAI�

Explore advocacy options to increase leverage and 
pressure on companies�

Seek co-learning with donors�

SHAPING BROADER 
NARRATIVES

Consciously seek to shift public attitudes and national 
conversations on key issues�

ENGAGING  
INVESTORS

Engage with international investors in structured, 
confidential processes to build their capacity and action. 

Find ways to enhance RAI in impact investment and 
conservation finance. 

Seek to build national government understanding of 
new sustainable finance and business models and 
implications for RAI�

Engage with actors creating new finance and business 
models focused on deforestation, carbon, biodiversity, 
to mainstream attention to land rights and RAI�

PROMOTING Utilise and promote market demand for responsible and 
sustainable products, enterprises, and value chains and 
ensure coverage of land rights�
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• Identify and seek to inform and influence national policies and investment rules 
changes for RAI and people-centred land governance 

Seek to improve your understanding of how, why, and when government elected 
representatives engage, either through direct contacts, and also by engaging with 
intermediaries who have strong relationships. This may help to reveal potential entry 
points. MSPs may be able to commission specific analyses from specialists, and/or engage 
its membership in such an analysis using a social learning approach. 

Map policy processes to identify potential entry points – not only in policy agenda 
setting and formulation, but also with respect to implementation. For example if a 
new implementation strategy is being prepared, seek to engage in the process. Where 
relationships have already been built, there will be greater opportunities to engage. 
Informal MSPs/MAPs can build informal relationships and be ready to engage with formal 
government taskforces and commissions – i.e. sustained engagement is key. For example, 
in Sierra Leone, the Land for Life Initiative MAP has gained national level influence on 
legislative reform processes. Since 2019, the national coordinator of the MAP currently 
represents the MAP on the Sierra Leone Technical Working Group for the implementation 
of VGGT and RAI. Through active participation based on growing expertise, LandforLife is 
also specifically invited to high level engagements on land, such as participation in recent 
World Bank missions and a retreat on land. 

Seek to identify civil servants and government officials at the appropriate level to 
mobilise their support to engage and influence the private sector. Work to inform 
these actors with the latest developments internationally, invite them to MSP/MAP joint 
learning activities, such as field visits, etc. 

• Build relationships to gain enhanced roles in working groups and consultative 
bodies on agricultural investment policy and practice

Sustained engagement is key to building relationships, which then provide a platform 
for MSPs to engage in government-initiated formal processes on land governance 
and related to RAI. MSPs/MAPs can build relationships with government through 
informal joint social learning processes, which then opens doors when policy windows 
such as new government taskforces or working groups are set up with relevance to land 
and RAI issues, and these may also involve the private sector. Sustained engagement is 
key to building the necessary relationships and trust and up-to-date awareness of policy 
processes, which requires resources and capacity. 

Having obtained access and trust, MSPs can support the application of VGGT and 
RAI principles in key laws and policies at a national level. There is often official 
acknowledgment and partial recognition of the VGGT and RAI principles, but as non-
binding principles, structured government processes to incorporate them in policy and law 
are often lacking, hence efforts are required to domesticate VGGT and CFS into national 
law. There are continuing institutional constraints to implementation, such as weak land 
administration and information, lack of political will, entrenched bureaucratic powers, 
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vested political interests and corruption. Despite some serious efforts to incorporate and 
roll out these principles, changing the underlying conditions involves longer-term political 
processes that extend beyond electoral cycles. The policy processes of each country 
therefore need to be understood and sustained engagement achieved. See box 13.

Box 13: Examples of the application of VGGT and RAI principles in key laws 
and policies at a national level

	» In Sierra Leone, in the context of post-war reconstruction and democratisation, 

efforts have been made to roll out the VGGT with support from the Food and 

Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO). This includes a consultation 

process on the development of new procedures for land allocation for agricultural 

investment (known as the Agribusiness Investment Approval Process (AIAP) 

involving a working group of CSOs, government officials and four companies 

interested in strengthening good practice in community engagement with respect 

to land rights�  Here a case study� HOTLINK

	» In Liberia, the MSP (MAP Liberia Land Platform) has a sub-working group on RAI 

which is engaging with government, the private sector and collaborating with FAO 

and other development partners�

	» In Cambodia, there is recognition of VGGT and RAI, but there is still no clear 

process for implementation, although there is a background of progressive laws 

and policies. In Tanzania, the VGGT and RAI are acknowledged; national land laws 

preceded the VGGT� There has been a sustained civil society engagement process� 

There are challenges brought by the land acquisitions of the 2000s, successive 

political administrations, the multiplicity of government actors involved and 

weak coordination� The MSP has a working group on engaging with government 

bodies and is focused on the Southern Agricultural Growth Corridor of Tanzania 

(SAGCOT) social feeder group and participating in a Land Commission.

• Raise RAI awareness at national level amongst government actors in diverse 
departments, and in the media.

Follow and share new developments in end markets on soft laws and the emerging 
mandatory requirements, e.g. mandatory HREDD proposed by the EU, and on the 
interest of some governments in integrating human rights or environmental requirements 
into trade deals and policies. For example, share information and conduct training on due 
diligence for human rights, land tenure and deforestation, and engage in debates about 
the potential implications for companies and investors. Such developments have emerged 
mainly in the EU and US on human rights due diligence, but the ASEAN RAI process is a 
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new and important development for the ASEAN region. Some European governments 
are considering inclusion of environmental measures in free trade agreements, e.g. 
requirements on specific standards or on overall environmental performance. There is 
also an argument for broader awareness raising on more far-reaching approaches to 
economic development which question issues of e.g. unbridled economic growth and 
measures of success.

• Focus on specific agri-export growth corridors or development zones

Use public-private partnership initiatives as entry points on RAI. MSPs are seeking 
to promote and explore more inclusive approaches to stimulating economic development 
that are not reliant on private investors acquiring large-scale land concessions; they can 
also seek to influence existing public-private partnerships and regional development 
initiatives to address land rights and responsible investment issues more systematically. 
Box 14 gives an example from Tanzania. 

Box 14: Engaging the Private Sector in Tanzania: Southern Agricultural 
Growth Corridor of Tanzania

CSOs in Tanzania have sought to mitigate the impact of large-scale land acquisitions, but 
significant challenges exist. Despite progressive land laws, which recognise community 
powers to make decisions, there is limited application of international standards, including 
the VGGT, and weak investment in monitoring mechanisms, and limited capacity to engage 
the private sector. CSOs and government have limited knowledge and resources for private-
sector engagement, companies have limited understanding of RAI principles, and there is a 
lack of trust on all sides. CSOs are hesitant to engage, because of reputational risks. Problems 
of corruption, a lack of political will, duplication and unclear roles of Government agencies 
and ministries have been identified by a national level CSO MSP, the Tanzania Land Alliance 
(TALA). The ILC strategic action plan aims in the long term to build a socially responsible 
private sector that respects and protects land tenure rights for sustainable development, 
by facilitating the emergence of a community of practice that has knowledge of RAI, working 
to domesticate RAI and regional principles into investment-related policies and laws and 
building a strong network of private-sector actors that embrace dialogue on RAI. Various 
private-sector companies and entities have been identified for potential collaboration, such 
as Chambers of Commerce. In particular, SAGCOT, a public-private partnership which aims to 
catalyse responsible and inclusive agricultural investments in the southern region, is a main 
entry point. The TALA working group on RAI plans to: develop a database of investments, 
train diverse actors on responsible agricultural investment, conduct quarterly monitoring of 
land-based investments in the SAGCOT area, engage the media on community land rights, 
document good practices by companies and actions, and strengthen community capacity 
by developing community facilitators such as paralegals, local land rights monitors and 
champions, and village associations.
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• Organise an MSP/MAP annual national-scale workshop or conference on land 
and RAI 

If funding can be found, MSPs can organise annual national workshops or side events 
within existing processes, to focus on land and RAI issues. Such an event (in person or 
virtual) can create opportunities for networking, and momentum for change. For example, 
in Tanzania, a Land Week is organised each year to bring key stakeholders together. 
Similarly, in Cambodia, a national event is held each year. In Ethiopia, the new strategic 
plan for Land for Life MAP has already been shared with the Minister for Agricultural 
Investment and donors, and next steps involve the organisation of a policy round table on 
RAI, as well as a national conference on land, and sub-national investor forums involving 
local government, communities, and diverse private-sector actors including rice farms 
(foreign investors), palm oil, seeds (privatised state farms), sugar plantations owned by the 
state and by elders in local communities.

• Combine side events in official processes with policy briefs and materials

Gain attention and build conversations by linking physical events to online 
discussions and communications and policy briefs. Such approaches can gain policy 
attention on land and RAI issues. For example, in Liberia, a side event on land and RAI is 
being organised in 2022 as part of the Comprehensive Africa Agriculture Development 
Programme (CAADP). This is part of a broader effort of MAP stakeholders to build a West 
African CAADP network and official designation of Ministry of Agriculture Representative 
to the MAP Liberia Land Platform which will provide political access. The Liberia MSP/MAP 
has organised an event on land and RAI at the National Land Conference in March 2022, 
convening 200+ stakeholders including concession holders, smallholder farmers (women, 
men, and youth) and policymakers. For this purpose, a policy brief was drafted by FAO and 
IISD identifying entry points to further promote the RAI agenda in Liberia. Other creative 
communication materials can be developed (videos, podcasts, blogs, etc) to create a buzz 
relating to the event and support debate.

• Support community-level representation, especially that of women and 
marginalised groups, in dialogue processes on new land laws

Supporting community level representation in land law dialogues is an underpinning 
capacity requirement for realising RAI in practice. This can help to ensure community 
perspectives are incorporated into the drafting and reform of land laws. For example, 
Sierra Leone is currently enacting two important land laws – the Customary Land Rights Act 
and the National Land Commission Act. Government, with FAO support, had undertaken 
national and regional engagements on these new laws, but they had not reached district or 
chiefdom levels. In 2020, Land for Life (LfL) supported district-level consultations involving 
community leaders, landowners, land users and investors – with the findings captured 
in a policy brief and influencing the final land bills. Following the bills being gazetted and 
tabled in Parliament, LfL facilitated a similar district-level engagement on the bills before 
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they will be discussed and amended in Parliament. Similarly, in Malawi, land dialogues 
were facilitated on the new Customary Land Act.

• Strengthen the land rights and tenure security for smallholders and communities 
affected by large-scale investments 

Building land rights and tenure security for smallholders and communities a systemic 
action, and important for equitable land governance. CSOs and MAPs focused on land 
governance already seek to do this, by raising legal awareness, and building community 
capacity to manage and defend local land and natural resources and by supporting 
indigenous groups, communities, households, and farmers to register rights or titles to 
land where national laws and policies allow for this. There may be cases where securing 
land rights and building local capacity for land rights management can strengthen the 
hand for famers and community groups in negotiating with private investors to ensure 
respect for FPIC, recover land parcels or access lost rights, reduce concession sizes, 
and improve the terms and conditions of participation in outgrower or contract farming 
schemes. Companies may also seek the collaboration of CSOs in mapping and registering 
the land rights of outgrowers as now required by RSPO and Forest Stewardship Council 
(FSC) standards for certification of sustainable produce. See box 15. 

Box 15: Enhancing community land rights in relation to a plantation forest 
concession, Mozambique

In Portucel’s plantation forestry concession in Zambezia, central Mozambique, NGOs 
ORAM and Terra Firma used an independent spatial data platform to map the land 
areas pertaining to over 20 dispersed village communities and the land rights of 
approximately 14,000 constituent families. By then registering and building the 
capacity of local land rights management associations, organised according to local 
systems of customary authority, the data platform was used to generate land rights 
certificates for each family land parcel, for customary rights that can be registered 
officially with government, under the national land law. Approximately two thirds of 
parcels in this region were registered to female household heads. Through basic 
training and capacity building, community groups and families were also empowered 
to n egotiate the extent and terms for release of land for forestry planting, the 
development support offered in exchange, the return of land parcels the company 
had accessed without the customary owners’ consent, and the design and terms of 
participation of a company outgrower scheme. More information on how this was 
done is available here.

There is also scope for MAPs and member organisations to seek to link up with the 
increasing numbers of climate, forest, and biodiversity funding initiatives around 
the world, that recognise the importance of IPLCs to conservation to secure land rights 
at greater scale and support equitable participation in and co-existence with commercial 
agricultural investments in forest crops and commodities in fragile environments.

https://landportal.org/partners/legend/project/oram
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• Recognise and tackle issues for smaller investors and SMEs 

Consult and engage SMEs to understand their specific challenges and priorities and 
support their participation in the platform and relevant policy making. MSPs can 
conduct joint learning on the specific opportunities and challenges faced by SMEs with 
respect to RAI and promote consideration of the role of SMEs in existing consultative 
mechanisms like working groups and / or encourage SME / representatives to engage in 
independent stakeholder platforms as Land for Life has done. 

• Seek to enhance national-level actor awareness of gender transformative 
approaches in land and RAI

Support gender transformative approaches: these focus not only women’s and 
men’s perspectives and priorities in development processes (gender responsive), 
but address systemic, structural, and norms-related issues. Thus, while direct actions 
can support companies to do better on gender and diversity issues, there is a need to also 
engage governments more widely on such issues. Consultation processes for land reforms 
may also fail to give women and marginalised groups adequate voice; actions such as 
participatory land dialogues can be supported to enhance women’s representation, which 
seek to address this challenge. HREDD is emerging as a key avenue in ‘consumer’ countries 
to require companies to address issues in their supply chains – but poor due diligence 
processes could reinforce gender inequalities. Box 16 sets out expectations on states in 
terms of gender and HREDD, which MSPs could seek to engage governments on. 

Box 16: Gender and HREDD and the role of government

It is recommended that HREDD instruments (and accompanying guidance) explicitly address 
gender-related issues in a systematic manner. Gender issues should be mainstreamed 
within HREDD, including priority attention to gender-related issues in risk identification and 
responses, and in grievance and remedy systems. States should incorporate a gender analysis 
in National Action Plans on Business and Human Rights, integrate a gender perspective 
in the drafting and negotiations for the UN binding treaty on business and human rights, 
include strong human rights safeguards and a requirement for gender-responsive impact 
assessments, and ratify ILO Convention No. 190 on Violence and Harassment. ActionAid 
(ibid, p15) state that gender-responsive due diligence means: ‘Integrating a gender lens to 
due diligence means putting the concerns of rightsholders at the centre, recognising that they 
are not a homogenous group. Because of intersecting and multiple forms of discrimination, 
different women may be affected differently by business activities depending on their age, 
caste, class, ethnicity, religion, language, literacy, access to economic resources, marital status, 
sexual orientation, gender identity, disability, geographical location, or migration, indigenous 
or minority status, and other forms of identity.’ 
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It is recommended that gender approaches integrate an understanding of 
intersectionality27 – ‘the interacting influences of multiple identities in a given person 
as they interact with marginalizing or empowering structures, norms and narratives’ 
(Colfer, 2018, p 2)28. MSPs/MAPs can help governments and companies to understand 
how rights-based approaches require a full understanding of intersectionality, and how 
building a greater understanding with respect to land and natural resource rights is key 
to an equitable approach to development. Two main instruments that explicitly define 
Indigenous Peoples’ rights in international law are the UN Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) and ILO Convention No. 169. These are an articulation of 
the universal human rights as they apply to Indigenous Peoples. The requirement in 
international law for specific consultations with Indigenous Peoples is a special measure 
aimed at overcoming discrimination and ensuring equality between Indigenous Peoples 
and other sectors of society. Voluntary and mandatory due diligence frameworks and 
requirements are setting new expectations on states and companies, including with 
respect to Indigenous Peoples, but implementation is still lacking. 

• Explore advocacy options to increase leverage and pressure on companies

There are many strategies for increasing pressure on poorly performing companies 
which could be supported. These seek to encourage better practice; consumer 
campaigns are one strategy; another is developing rankings of corporate performance 
(e.g. Oxfam’s Behind the Brands). Legal strategies are an option – using the legal system to 
take companies to national and international courts. There is also potential, where MSPs/
MAPs can work in collaboration with international NGOs, to bring cases to OECD Guidelines 
for Multi-National Enterprises National Contact Points; governments which adhere to 
these OECD Guidelines are obliged to set up such contact points, which act as mediation 
and conciliation platforms to resolve practical issues relating to non-observance29. 
Seek governmental leverage where companies are not willing to engage or approach 
international investors. When local blockages exist and the MSP is unable to engage 
a specific company, it may be feasible to approach government for support. Although 
government may be reluctant, due to contracts signed with investors or vested interests 
in agribusiness projects, civil society may be able to leverage government assistance to 
bring companies to the table. Routes to engage with investment decisionmakers can 

27  “Intersectionality promotes an understanding of human beings as shaped by the interaction of different social locations 
(e.g. ‘race’/ethnicity, indigeneity, gender, class, sexuality, geography, age, disability/ability, migration status, religion). These 
interactions occur within a context of connected systems and structures of power (e.g. laws, policies, state governments 
and other political and economic unions, religious institutions, media). Through such processes, interdependent forms of 
privilege and oppression shaped by colonialism, imperialism, racism, homophobia, ableism and patriarchy are created” 
(Hankivsky 2014, 2) Hankivsky O, ed. 2012. An IntersectionalityBased Policy Analysis Framework. Vancouver, BC: Institute 
for Intersectionality Research and Policy, Simon Fraser University

28  Colfer CJP, Basnett BS and Ihalainen M. 2018. Making sense of ‘intersectionality ’: A manual for lovers of people and forests. 
Occasional Paper 184. Bogor, Indonesia: CIFOR

29  National Contact Points for the OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises

https://www.oecd.org/corporate/mne/ncps.htm
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also be explored via international allies, who may be able to engage investors through 
shareholder engagement and other methods.30

• Seek co-learning with and investment from donors on RAI

Development cooperation is another pathway which can be explored, with the 
potential to change the enabling environment. Many donors are promoted private-
sector-led development, but they have also paid insufficient attention to the equity 
challenges that such processes pose, including with respect to land rights. As well as 
promoting discussion on equity in agricultural development, land rights and RAI issues 
at a national level, which can include donors, there may be opportunities to create 
relationships with donor representatives, inviting them into MSP/MAP learning processes, 
such as engaging the private sector. Donor support could be mobilised to invest in land 
governance and RAI (e.g. LEGEND Programme), to support regulations and policies which 
promote community-based enterprise and SMEs, sustainable finance which supports 
business models which reduce or avoid land transfers and building capacity of diverse land 
system actors on issues relating to Indigenous Peoples’ rights and gender-transformative 
approaches to due diligence.

• Consciously seek to shift public attitudes and national conversations on key 
issues

Public attitudes and national discourses can influence government policy setting in 
democratic societies and may still play a role under more autocratic regimes; hence 
seeking to change these is another entry point for consideration. Attitudes towards 
rural agricultural development, the relative roles of commercial versus smallholder 
agriculture, definitions of what constitutes ‘prosperity’ and societal acceptance of company 
operations (a social licence to operate) are all shaped, to differing degrees, by public 
debates, and by traditional and social media. Strategies to influence broader attitudes 
include consumer campaigns and advocacy and/or social learning approaches and can 
be implemented at different scales. There are examples where media are involved and 
can contribute to changes in RAI and land. The capacity of journalists (radio, print, social 
media influencers) can be strengthened to improve coverage and inform the MSP/MAP 
about media strategies. This involves engaging media representatives, not just in a one-
off manner to cover a story, but to seek to engage them more fully in wider social learning 
processes. Another strategy is to engage artists and the arts, to change mindsets. Where 
dominant discourse presents smallholder farming as being backward, it is important 
to challenge such narratives and build new ones, for example about the key roles of 
Indigenous Peoples and smallholder farmers can play in achieving more, resilient, and 
equitable national development rural futures and/or about alternative economy and new 
measures of human wellbeing and prosperity. See box 17.

30  In the world of international finance, Fair Finance International is an international civil society network, which seeks 
to strengthen the commitments of banks and other financial institutions to social, environmental, and human rights 
standards. Human rights and business organisations are also relevant.

https://fairfinanceguide.org/ff-international/about-us/
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Box 17. Engaging the media

In some circumstances, where there is relatively independent media, proactive engagement 
with media organisations can amplify messages of MSPs/MAPs in advocacy processes  
and participate in social learning processes to build understanding of diverse perspectives 
on land RAI issues. For example, in Sierra Leone, the Land for Life-initiative partnered 
with five national media houses to extend the reach of their advocacy efforts. This led 
to national coordinator appearances on national television and on a global channel  
(Al-Jazeera - https://youtu.be/V25AFTFA50M) to discuss a highly controversial Chinese 
investment in a fish harbour which would have negative environmental impacts on Freetown 
Peninsula forested coastal areas. National television journalists also accompanied the district-
level consultations which LfL organised to capture community voices and private sector 
perspectives, with consequent broadcasts. One progressive company – Miro Forestry – which 
is relatively transparent, provided access to LfL and a media crew to conduct interviews and 
film the company’s facility. 

• Engage with investors in structured, confidential processes to build their capacity 
and action

One strategy is to engage investors and shareholders – bringing them evidence 
and creating pressure for change. Document and make available good examples of RAI 
projects and business models available to investors – including private banks, development 
finance initiatives and brands. One innovation could be to conduct surveys and create 
independent benchmarks to share with the investors. Share with investors the negative 
impacts of land investments for the business to mobilise action, through structured 
engagement processes – see Box 15 below on strategies for engaging investors. Link to 
international NGOs to access investment discussions, which tend to occur behind closed 
doors. Quantify costs and benefits, for the companies which could affect the investments 
of financiers. Learn about the impact of new sustainable finance measures – such as 
Landscape Bonds – as part of such discussions. 

https://youtu.be/V25AFTFA50M
https://youtu.be/V25AFTFA50M
https://youtu.be/V25AFTFA50M
https://youtu.be/V25AFTFA50M
https://youtu.be/V25AFTFA50M
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Box 18: Engaging investments – an international NGO case study31 

ShareAction is a UK based NGO. MSPs could seek to collaborate with such an NGO as an ally 
or could potentially in future start to engage with investors in their own region in this manner. 

Unlocking the power of investors 

	» Research and rankings: benchmarking investors, banks and insurers and setting 

standards on environmental and social topics�

	» Investor initiatives: bringing together asset owners and managers to collectively 

drive change at their investee companies�

	» Shareholder activism: From company engagement to voting and filing resolutions, 

this involves working with investors to scale up action at the world’s largest 

companies and drive positive change�

	» Raising banking standards: Partnering with diverse stakeholders to push banks 

to phase out financing of polluting industries and increase that of low-carbon 

sectors� 

Reforming the rules

	» Setting out what a Responsible Investment Bill looks like for the UK

	» Engaging with EU policy reforms

	» Supporting an All-Party Parliamentary Group on Sustainable Finance 

Building a movement

	» Co-filing resolutions

	» AGM activism – holding shares and sending activists to meetings to raise issues

	» Pension power – informing pension holders and supporting their activism 

• Find ways to enhance RAI in impact investment and conservation finance

Seek linkages with impact investment funds and critically assess investments in 
terms of outcomes for local communities and Indigenous Peoples. Explore new 
‘sustainable finance’ investment models to understand their potential to support more 
RAIs (e.g. best in class plantations and outgrower schemes), but also investment which is 
directly accessible to local people and indigenous communities. The International Land 
and Forest Tenure Facility is the first financial mechanism to exclusively fund projects 

31  ShareAction - Protecting our natural world

https://shareaction.org/global-issues/biodiversity
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working to secure Indigenous Peoples’ land and forest rights, while reducing conflict, 
driving development, improving global human rights, and mitigating climate change. Pilot 
projects have reportedly achieved significant results32 For example, in Indonesia, the 
Indigenous Peoples’ Alliance of the Archipelago (AMAN) advanced titling over 1.5 million 
ha of land belonging to 450 indigenous communities and achieved recognition of 66,300 
ha in 30 months. District legislation is being used to fill policy gaps at national level and 
building momentum for more systemic changes in tenure policies. Build awareness of 
sustainable finance facilities focused on Indigenous Peoples: the pilot projects of the 
Tenure Facility are very positive. 

• Seek to build national government understanding of new sustainable finance and 
business models and implications for RAI

Engage with and seek to influence sustainable finance decision-making. There is 
significant attention and efforts being made amongst donors in terms of blended finance 
initiatives to catalyse finance from the private sector via incubators and accelerator 
mechanisms, to tackle climate, deforestation, and biodiversity issues. However, more 
attention needs to be paid by sustainable finance designers and supporters to the equity 
trade-offs potentially involved, and such evidence should be shared with local communities 
and state actors. It is also the case that to scale up such sustainable finance initiatives 
requires a favourable enabling environment – i.e. positive shifts in national regulations 
and laws. For example, the UK government/’s Partnerships for Forests Programme (P4F) 
supports not only demand-side measures and forest partnerships based on sustainable 
business models which can be invested in, they also work to unlock barriers to sustainable 
investment through enabling conditions measures. These range from initiatives which 
set the broad vision and develop industry roadmaps, e.g. the African Forest Landscape 
Restoration Initiative, the African Palm Oil Initiative, and the Responsible Beef Partnership 
(Brazil) to support for new methods (e.g. the High Carbon Stock Methodology) and 
techniques (e.g. a direct seeding technique for more rapid reforestation), but also policy 
engagement. An example is P4F’s work done to develop a new regulation to boost growth 
in the Colombian non-timber forest product industry33. Within such initiatives there is 
greater or lesser attention to and mainstreaming of land rights and RAI issues, so MSP 
engagement is needed.

• Engage with actors creating new finance and business models focused on 
deforestation, carbon and biodiversity to mainstream attention to land rights 
and RAI

Seek to inform designers and implementers of deforestation, carbon, and 
biodiversity programming to fully integrate analysis of land rights and RAI. The trade-
offs between conservation and development are well known, with many conservation 

32  Pilot projects: initial success - Tenure Facility

33  Unleashing non-timber forest products in Colombia - Partnerships For Forests

https://thetenurefacility.org/impact/pilot-projects-initial-success/
https://partnershipsforforests.com/partnerships-projects/unleashing-non-timber-forest-products-in-colombia/
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initiatives adding to IPLC dispossession and displacements. A new wave of sustainable 
finance investment is being developed and invested to tackle the biodiversity and climate 
emergencies. New incubator and accelerator funds are being established to support 
more environmentally friendly business models.34 The aim is to ‘de-risk’ investments for 
investors35 to generate more investment of funds. Quite often such initiatives are part 
of what is called ‘blended finance’36, i.e. when development finance is used to mobilise 
private-sector investment. This is a rapidly moving field37 but there may be opportunities 
to support the mainstreaming of RAI and land issues within them. For example, the 
UK’s P4F programme catalyses financial investment into sustainable land use and forest 
business and investment models – such as ecosystem restoration concessions or best in 
class sustainable rubber plantation models. Similarly, the International Centre for Tropical 
Agriculture (CIAT) has worked to generate business models which address deforestation 
and low carbon, focusing on palm oil and cocoa in Ucayali, Peru. MSPs can potentially 
engage with such processes, to advance consideration of land rights and business models 
which reduce or avoid land transfers.38

• Utilise and promote market demand for responsible and sustainable products, 
enterprises, and value chains, and ensure coverage of land rights

MSPs/MAPs can explore the role of public procurement not only in reducing harms, 
but also in proactively supporting smallholder agricultural production39, including 
respect for land rights and fair-trade business models. For example, governments 
can support community-based enterprise – MSPs can raise governmental awareness 
of successful cases of community-based enterprise and show how governments can 
support their expansion. An example is the LEGEND support for a Mozambican baobab 
women producers’ association which sells to an ethical buyer – and which received 
support for developing commons-based resource rights and land use plans, avoiding 
land transfers, and strengthening local benefits. Similarly, encouraging governments to 
embrace jurisdictional approaches can increase the rewards for certification production 
– which itself can bring greater attention to land tenure security. National and local 
governments can support market demand for sustainable products – through including 
requirements for sourcing of certified products, for example in public procurement, or 
through development of regional competitiveness plans for commodities. In Peru, CIAT 

34 See Partnerships For Forests, for example, which is supported by UK and is catalysing investments in sustainable forests 
and land use, including studies Evaluating our models - Partnerships For Forests.

35 How de-risking strategies can help to mobilise private investment for businesses that deliver social, environmental, and 
economic benefits - Partnerships for Forests

36 Defined as the ‘Strategic use of development finance for the mobilisation of additional finance towards sustainable 
development in developing countries. Blended finance attracts commercial capital towards projects that contribute to 
sustainable development, while providing financial returns to investors (OECD, Blended Finance - OECD). 

37  Scaling up Green, Social, Sustainability and Sustainability-linked Bond Issuances in Developing Countries, OECD 

38 Models to address drivers of deforestation in Peru - Sustainable Amazon Businesses (SAB) | Alliance Bioversity International 
- CIAT

39 06 Practical guidance | Chatham House – International Affairs Think Tank

https://partnershipsforforests.com/
https://partnershipsforforests.com/evaluating-our-models/
https://partnershipsforforests.com/resources/how-de-risking-strategies-can-help-to-mobilise-private-investment-for-businesses-that-deliver-social-environmental-and-economic-benefits/
https://partnershipsforforests.com/resources/how-de-risking-strategies-can-help-to-mobilise-private-investment-for-businesses-that-deliver-social-environmental-and-economic-benefits/
https://www.oecd.org/dac/financing-sustainable-development/blended-finance-principles/documents/scaling-up-green-social-sustainability-sustainability-linked-bond-issuances-developing-countries.pdf
https://alliancebioversityciat.org/projects/models-address-drivers-deforestation-peru-sustainable-amazon-businesses-sab
https://alliancebioversityciat.org/projects/models-address-drivers-deforestation-peru-sustainable-amazon-businesses-sab
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2020/11/public-procurement-sustainable-development/06-practical-guidance-0
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has developed commodity plans for cocoa and palm oil value chains at regional level, 
which have been approved through a regional executive resolution. Recognition of land 
rights is key in such processes.

STEP 4. REVIEW PLATFORM ROLES AND 
CAPACITY-STRENGTHENING PRIORITIES
Effective engagement by MSPs involving CSOs, private-sector actors and other 
stakeholders requires relevant capacity on RAI of each member and of the MSP as 
an entity. Table 3 below indicates specific actions that MSPs can take to build their own 
capacity to engage and to prepare for possible wider roles in building capacity on RAI 
amongst private sector and other actors. 
 
Table 3. Actions to strengthen capacity for private-sector engagement

Capacity strengthening

Develop a capacity-strengthening strategy for the MAP/
MSP focused on land and RAI issue learning priorities� 

Learn about business and human rights tools, resources, 
and tactics�

Learn how to effectively facilitate processes of dialogue 
and deliberation� 

Seek to strengthen organisational resilience and 
communicate achievements�

Ensure membership is sufficiently diverse.

• Develop a capacity-strengthening strategy for the MAP/MSP focused on land and 
RAI issue learning priorities

Jointly reflect upon and analyse the strengths and weaknesses of the MAP/MSP in 
terms of attitudes, skills, and knowledge of members. This includes understanding 
of the private sector – which is highly diversified, with different types of investors and 
companies having differing incentives and commercial imperatives, also shaped by the 
production and market characteristics of the commodity in question and value chain power 
relations and governance. Learning about RAI principles and the VGGT is important, but 
also learning about the practical strategies others have employed, and creatively testing 
new strategies to engage companies, build community capacity and influence the enabling 
environment. Refer to Box 4 on differing approaches to capacity strengthening. During 
the Learning Cycle, the participants reflected upon their learning needs, which informed 
the choice of interactive learning sessions and social learning themes for joint exploration. 
In this way, the joint learning reflection is a starting point for further interaction and can 
inform strategy development and fundraising activities.
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• Learn about business and human rights tools, resources, and tactics

Within the MSP, seek to build up and bring in private-sector experience and 
strengthen platform members’ understanding of business. The latter should include 
management concepts and practices, company priorities and incentives, how RAI can 
benefit them and practical means of operationalisation, and how to unpack investment 
chains to identify key decision makers. Gather information about companies, investment 
chains and markets, including changing commercial and regulatory pressures and end 
market requirements which may influence corporate decision making. Consider different 
markets (local, domestic, different international markets), and the nature of internal 
corporate cultures and structures (e.g. differences between HQ and local offices or 
between corporation and subsidiaries) and their priorities. 

Find and use the new tools and frameworks emerging on human rights due diligence. 
As well as more generic guidance, such as the OECD (2018) Due Diligence Guidance for 
Responsible Business Conduct, there are more specific tools which can be utilised by 
MSPs/MAPs; various specific tools have been highlighted in this Guidance. One example is 
the ‘Investment Chain Mapping’ tool produced by IIED. Becoming familiar with such tools 
enables MSPs/MAPs to apply and adapt them to local context, with business, in creating 
new norms for responsible business and/or community-based enterprise. Developing 
a list of organisations which provide useful resources is also important – as these are 
fast moving fields. Diverse business and human rights organisations exist and share 
information and evidence via their websites. It is important to understand where such 
organisations are positioned in terms of corporate responsibility and accountability; some 
are more investigative in orientation and focus on accountability. An example is the Dutch 
organisation, SOMO, which investigates multinationals and seeks to provide independent 
evidence and seek to expose the impact and power of multi-nationals40. Other organisations 
take a more ‘responsible business’ approach, such as Ergon Associates in the UK. They 
work as consultants to companies and public organisations seeking to demonstrate their 
respect for labour rights, human rights, and gender equality, but also provide overarching 
updates, based on this close engagement with companies41. The organisation, Shift42, is a 
leading international organisation on Business and Human Rights, with headquarters in 
New York City, promoting implementation of the UN Guiding Principles on Business and 
Human Rights (see Annex 1). 

Develop an ability to keep up to date with rapid international and national 
developments on business in relation to human rights and the environment is 
advisable. This can help MSPs to understand business incentives, management practices, 
ownership structures and cultures, and negative tactics, and to progressively build skills 
and experience and reputation for constructive engagement will open policy and practice 
spaces for action. See Annex 2. 

40  The Centre for Research on Multinational Corporations (SOMO)

41  Ergon Associates

42  Shift

https://www.somo.nl/
https://ergonassociates.net/
https://shiftproject.org/
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• Learn how to effectively facilitate processes of dialogue and deliberation

Learn how to facilitate dialogue and deliberation processes, for example using a 
learning loop methodology, including supporting thematic working groups to spin 
off and then return having tackled a specific challenge or opportunity. Consider what 
are the skills and resources required for facilitation, e.g. emotional intelligence. Build the 
credibility of individual facilitators, participating organisations, but also of the platform’s 
credibility with respect to RAI (responsiveness, communication, consistency, values) and 
visibility on RAI and private-sector engagement.

• Seek to strengthen organisational resilience and communicate achievements

Jointly reflect on what constitutes organisational effectiveness and resilience to 
inform capacity-strengthening activities. What kinds of shocks and stresses might the 
network be subject to? How can this be avoided? Finding long-term funding commitments 
from diverse sources is important to maintain financial sustainability to implement 
strategic approach. 

Ensure that achievements are well communicated to build belief in the MSP and 
associated processes amongst stakeholders. Strong communications are essential to 
maintain cohesion in an MSP/MAP and to demonstrate where progress is being made – 
as ‘belief in the process’ is key to such multi-stakeholder processes and to maintaining 
momentum and energy. 

• Ensure membership of the platform is diverse

Facilitate participation by all relevant actors, depending upon MSP objectives 
and with reference to the Conceptual Framework and connect related initiatives 
and networks to increase influence and capacity – Figure 1. For example, support 
participation of smaller as well as larger companies. Engage more unusual actors in MSPs, 
such as media and arts organisations, as well as government agencies and different types 
of NGOs and CSOs. Communities are key – finding ways to support sub-national processes 
is important in ensuring vertical cross-scale learning and representation. Learning 
what works and what does not require investment in MEL by the MSP/MAP itself. Using 
theory of change-based approaches with learning loop methods is a constructive way of 
organising MEL work to inform strategies. In some countries, there are already different 
MSPs/MAPs focused on a range of issues – e.g. commodities such as rubber, cocoa or 
palm oil, and others with a broader remit on land – including land-oriented networks in 
local geographies as well as at national level. Connecting such networks is valuable. 
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STEP 5. DEVELOP A STRATEGIC  
ACTION PLAN
5.1 STRATEGIC ACTION PLANNING

Having conducted an in-depth analysis of the context and aligned this with MSP priorities 
and principles, explored different types of approaches and strategic actions, this can 
now be turned into a detailed action plan and/or gap-filling activity where an action plan 
already exists, and where new activities and desired outcomes have been identified. For 
example, MSPs participating in the LandCollaborative, through a social learning process, 
have explored how to engage the private sector and influence the enabling environment 
and are now developing and enhancing their action plans covering two routes – direct 
pathways and indirect pathways to engaging the private sector.

There are many different ways of developing a strategic action plan, but it should 
cover, amongst other things, the following:

1. summary analysis of context

2. vision and goals with respect to engaging the private sector and how these fit with 
overall strategy

3. a theory of change for promoting RAI and investor respect for land rights

4. shorter and longer-term objectives of private sector engagement activities

5. a short-term action plan, including platform development

6. capacity strengthening and resources

7. partnership planning. 

A detailed template that can be used for setting out a strategic action plan for private-
sector engagement is available here. 

5.2. SETTING OUT WHAT YOU WANT TO ACHIEVE AND BEGIN TO MAP HOW TO 

GET THERE.

• Set out longer-term goals and begin to map the possible steps and processes to 
achieving them, including key strategic actions. Use theory of change. 

To achieve better outcomes, participatory strategic planning can be effective to 
build shared understanding. Theory of change is a useful way of thinking and guiding 
development interventions, including those by MSPs, to enhance impact. Theory of 
change involves setting out how your actions and interventions will lead to change in 
outputs (e.g. capacity changes), outcomes (e.g. practice changes) and impacts – usually 
in a visual format. Often, you can start by setting out where you wish to get to, and then 
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working backwards through the multiple steps likely to be required to achieve this change 
and identifying the actors you may need to work with to achieve the goals. MSPs can use 
theory of change to set out what they want to achieve in terms of changing private-sector 
policies, practices, and impacts – either through direct or indirect pathways – based on an 
in-depth understanding of their own context. MSPs participating in the LandCollaborative 
Learning Cycle in 2020 on engaging the private sector for RAI have helped to co-design 
this generic theory of change with NRI and LandCollaborative partners, and then used 
the generic theory of change to reflect on and further develop their own strategies. See 
Figure 2. 

• Consider both direct and indirect pathways for engaging and influencing the 
private sector in developing theories of change

A theory of change for engaging the private sector is shown in Figure 2.

Theory of change for PS engagement for responsible agricultural investment

Figure 2: Theory of Change for Private Sector Engagement and RAI

More inclusive and sustainable agricultural development 
based on people-centred land governance 

Goals

Impact

Later 
outcomes

Early 
outcomes

Outputs

Strategic 
actions and 
processes

Goal 
assumptions

Impact 
assumptions

Practice 
assumptions

Capacity 
assumptions

Reach & 
implementation  

assumptions

Combinations of actions along 
a spectrum create changes in 

conditions and in actor mindsets, 
knowledge, agency and practices 

catalysing systemic change 

More favourable enabling  environment 
Supportive narratives, policies, laws, 
regulations, institutions for RAI and 

alternative economy approaches and 
stronger community rights recognition, 

representation and resources.

Changes in enabling environment  
actors’ practices 

Policy and regulation design and 
implementation, institutional innovations, 

enhanced community participation  
and voice

Changes in enabling environment  
actors’ capacity 

Capability, motivation & opportunity of 
actors including collective action

Indirect strategic actions 
Individual or combinations of activities, 

using different approaches, with different 
target groups  (e.g. government decision 
makers, communities, journalists) which 
seek to change the enabling environment

CONTEXT: GLOBAL - LOCAL
MSP/MAP OBJECTIVES & GUIDING PRINCIPLES

DIRECT ENGAGEMENT 
PATHWAY

Enhanced company & 
investor impacts aligned 

with RAI principles 
Farmers, communities & 

environments

Improved company & 
investor RAI practices 

RAI commitments, 
policies, management 

systems, business models 
& practices

Strengthened company 
and investor RAI capacity 

Capability, motivation & 
opportunity

Direct strategic actions 
Individual activities or 
combinations, using 

different approaches, 
with different target 

groups involving direct 
engagement of companies

DIRECT ENGAGEMENT 
PATHWAY

Global sector or  
investment & value chains

National sector initiatives 
& industry associations 

Small group of 
companies

Individual  
Company

PRIVATE SECTOR 
TARGET GROUPS

Sp
he

re
 o

f i
nt

er
es

t
Sp

he
re

 o
f i

nfl
ue

nc
e

Sp
he

re
 o

f c
on

tr
ol



53 Step 5� Develop a strategic action plan

The figure shows the two different pathways, though actions along both pathways 
are likely to be required for systemic change: Direct engagement with private-
sector actors: the platform engages individual or groups of enterprises to achieve a 
particular outcome such as strengthened capacity or changed behaviour, for example, 
on corporate investments in analysing, clarifying, and respecting customary land rights, 
their overall approach to transparency, the facilitation of high-quality FPIC processes, 
types of social mitigation measures which they undertake and with whom, the adoption 
of more responsible business models, provision of appropriate remedy and grievance 
mechanisms. Indirect engagement involves efforts to influence or change private-sector 
practice by working with government and other stakeholders to a) address policy rules 
and regulations for private investment through interventions to change the incentives /
disincentives for companies to operate in responsible ways, or b) change broader national 
discourses on agriculture and the value of smallholder production. The aim is to shift the 
enabling conditions which shape the mindsets and behaviour of companies and investors. 
These actions lie along a spectrum and combinations are required to achieve effective 
change.

• Use Theory of Change to fill in strategic gaps on private-sector engagement in 
existing MSP strategies

A theory of change can be developed for the entirety of the MSPs strategy, but 
nested ones can also be created for different areas of action within the overall 
strategy. It is possible to develop a series of lower-level theories of change which are 
nested within the overall one – such as one focused specifically on engaging the private 
sector (as in Figure 1) or on the work of a specific thematic working group (e.g. on engaging 
three rubber companies). The same thinking applies – map what changes you expect to 
see, setting out the key steps in changes from mindset shifts, through capacity changes, 
leading to practice changes and ultimately impacts. Also a key aspect of theory of change 
is to consider the key assumptions involved which are closely related to the steps in the 
theory, but over which you do not have control or are not seeking to intervene, such as 
adequate incentives for companies to act. More information on how to develop theories 
of change can be found in this tool here. HOTLINK 

Whether to develop one theory of change or a series of nested theories of change 
depends largely on the current stage of development (maturity) of the MSP and its 
strategic plans. Some MSPs in the Learning Cycle were already quite advanced in their 
overall strategy development and implementation, which may include aspects of engaging 
directly with the private sector, or indirectly in the enabling environment, e.g. seeking 
to influence or inform policies and laws, or shifting broader narratives. Various MSPs in 
Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam are established entities with advanced strategic action plans 
and are already in the process of implementation, including with donor support from the 
Mekong Region Land Governance (MRLG). However, the theory of change process is still 
helpful to enable them to identify new strategic actions with companies. In Laos, a new 
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focus is on working with companies to apply Grievance Mechanisms and to share lessons 
for mainstreaming.

• Develop theories of change in participatory processes and use for MEL and 
communications

Theory of change or other planning processes and tools can be used by individual 
consultants, but they are strongest when used in participatory processes of 
analysis and strategic planning. This helps to build shared understanding of the journey 
being embarked upon, how you expect to get there, but also presents a framework for 
monitoring and reflection on an on-going basis. Theories of change can be integrated 
into social learning processes and ongoing MEL on what works in terms of engaging 
the private sector, barriers and conditions for success, and unexpected side effects or 
negative impacts. In this way, they can inform changes in strategy to increase impact. 
For example, having built partnerships relating to specific investment projects, or around 
groups of companies or even sectors, it is important to conduct monitoring and feed 
findings into decision making. A communication strategy is important to help protect the 
reputations of participating NGOs, CSOs and companies, and to ensure clear agreements 
on information sharing, but also to help build understanding of RAI and of MSP strategic 
actions and achievements. Theory of change can be used to support communications to 
the wider public.

• Monitor your progress to learn about whether the approach to engaging the 
private sector is working or not, and how to make adaptations to improve impact

Use the theory of change to guide this learning and reflection process. Having built 
partnerships relating to specific investment projects, or around groups of companies or 
even sectors, it is important to continue monitoring and learning about what works and 
feeding this back into decision making. At the local level, explore and support monitoring 
of the investments, especially enabling community participation, and with attention to 
issues of gender and diversity.
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CONCLUSION
The global context for agricultural investments is rapidly evolving. Though the 
challenges can be immense, especially where there is limited transparency, vested 
interests, corruption, intimidation and violence, there is also growing interest to explore 
the ‘room for maneouvre’ that companies may have to change their operations. This can 
be taken advantage of to improve the nature of the investment model and investment 
outcomes. Further, there are specific changes in the laws and regulations at different scales 
and shifts in public discourse, which may alter expectations and practices of investors and 
companies, and ultimately their impacts on local communities and indigenous peoples. 

This is an emerging field. The global endorsement of the VGGT and the subsequent 
development of the RAI principles have created new expectations on states and companies, 
which can be harnessed and exploited. However, more practical experience is needed and 
evidence of what works with respect to operationalising these normative frameworks and 
practices. This includes both the integration and adaptation of these principles into sector, 
country and company principles, tools and guidelines and exploration of alternative and 
more radical pathways for change in how investments are made, for example creating 
more policy support for community-owned enterprises and more decentralised, regional, 
and territorial approaches to economic development. 

The LandCollaborative Community of Practice will continue to support its members 
to develop effective strategies for engaging the private sector in different ways, and 
in gathering more evidence and experience for peer sharing. We hope this guidance is a 
useful tool in building understanding and learning to navigate the challenges. 
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ANNEXES
ANNEX 1: KEY DEVELOPMENTS IN 
RELATION TO RAI
In 2008, the United Nations set out the ‘Protect, Respect and Remedy Framework’ for 
business and human rights. In 2011, the United Nations Guiding Principles on Business 
and Human Rights was endorsed to operationalise the UN framework. These set out 
the State Duty to Protect human rights, the Corporate Responsibility to Respect human 
rights, and the right of individuals and communities to Remedy where violations occur. 
Companies must know their actual or potential impacts, prevent, and mitigate abuses, 
and address adverse impacts with which they are involved. 

Voluntary Guidelines on the responsible governance of tenure of land, fisheries, 
and forests in the context of national food security (VGGT)43. In 2012, the first inter-
governmental agreement on tenure for food security and the progressive realisation 
of right to adequate food, poverty eradication, sustainable livelihoods, social stability, 
housing security, rural development, environmental protection, and sustainable social and 
economic development, etc. was endorsed by the CFS. The VGGT promote recognition and 
protection of all forms of tenure, including formal, informal, customary, and all legitimate 
tenure rights, including property, use rights, rights of passage, and seasonal rights. Though 
it is voluntary, it sets expectations on states and companies, and can be harnessed for 
advocacy purposes. Global Principles on Responsible Agricultural Investments 
(CFS RAI, 2015)44 are voluntary and non-binding, promoting responsible investment in 
agriculture and food systems that contribute to food security and nutrition. They address 
the core elements of what makes investment in agriculture and food systems responsible 
and identify who are the key stakeholders, their respective roles, and responsibilities in 
relation to responsible investment in agriculture and food systems.

43  Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of Tenure of Land, Fisheries and Forests in the Context of National 
Food Security (fao.org)Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of Tenure of Land, Fisheries and Forests in 
the Context of National Food Security

44  CFS_RAI_First_Draft_for_Negotiation.pdf (fao.org)CFS Principles for Responsible Investment in Agriculture and Food 
Systems

https://www.fao.org/3/i2801e/i2801e.pdf
https://www.fao.org/3/i2801e/i2801e.pdf
https://www.fao.org/3/i2801e/i2801e.pdf
https://www.fao.org/fileadmin/templates/cfs/Docs1314/rai/FirstDraft/CFS_RAI_First_Draft_for_Negotiation.pdf
https://www.fao.org/fileadmin/templates/cfs/Docs1314/rai/FirstDraft/CFS_RAI_First_Draft_for_Negotiation.pdf
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The ten CFS RAI principles are: 

1. Contribute to food security and nutrition

2.  Contribute to sustainable and inclusive economic development and the 

eradication of poverty

3. Foster gender equality and women’s empowerment

4. Engage and empower youth

5. Respect tenure of land, fisheries and forests, and access to water

6. Conserve and sustainably manager natural resources, increase resilience and 

reduce disaster risks

7. Respect cultural heritage and traditional knowledge, and support diversity 

and innovation

8. Promote safe and healthy agriculture and food systems

9. Incorporate inclusive and transparent governance structures, processes, and 

grievance mechanisms

10. Assess and address impacts and promote accountability.

 
The OECD Guidelines for Multi-National Enterprises (MNEs) (2011)45 provides non-
binding principles and standards for responsible business conduct in a global context. 
They recommend that enterprises conduct due diligence to identify, prevent or mitigate 
and account for how actual and potential adverse impacts are addressed. Due Diligence is 
the process through which enterprises can identify, prevent, mitigate, and account for how 
they address their actual and potential adverse impacts as an integral part of business 
decision making and risk management systems (OECD, 2011). The OECD Due Diligence 
Guidance for Responsible Business Conduct provides practical support to enterprises 
on the implementation of the OECD Guidelines for MNEs by explaining due diligence 
recommendations and provisions. Their implementation can help avoid and address 
adverse impacts related to workers, human rights, the environment, bribery, consumers, 
and corporate governance that may be associated with their operations, supply chains 
and other business relationships.

45  Guidelines for multinational enterprises - OECD

https://www.oecd.org/corporate/mne/
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New requirements on due diligence. These are being passed in some jurisdictions on 
corporate due diligence reporting and requirements. For example, in France, the Duty 
of Law of Vigilance sets new requirements on companies of a certain size, not simply to 
report on human rights and environment, but to do due diligence – i.e. to 

i. embed responsible business conduct into policies and management 
systems

ii. identify and assess adverse impacts in operations, supply chains and 
business relationships

iii. cease, prevent or mitigate adverse impacts

iv. track implementation and results

v. communicate how impacts are addressed

vi. provide for or cooperate in remediation when appropriate. 

OECD (2018), OECD Due Diligence Guidance for Responsible Business Conduct

COMMUNICATE
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ARE ADDRESSED

IDENTIFY & ASSESS ADVERSE IMPACTS
IN OPERATIONS, SUPLY CHAINS
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IMPLEMENTATION 
AND RESULTS

CEASE, PREVENT OR MITIGATE
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5 2

4 3

1
6

DUE DILIGENCE PROCESS & SUPPORTING MEASURES
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Environmental, social and governance criteria are a set of standards for a company’s 
operations that are used by some investors to decide upon whether to invest in a 
company. International investors with global investment portfolios are increasingly calling 
for improved quality of corporate reporting and disclosure on climate and environmental, 
social and governance (ESG) matters, because of the variability that exists in performance 
criteria and ratings. Many funds – such as hedge funds and mutual funders, offer 
investment products that employ ESG criteria. The criteria are used to help investors 
avoid companies which have higher financial risks – due to their environmental or other 
practices. In-depth debates are ongoing about how far ESG imply reduced profits or can 
be a route to improved returns and on the effectiveness of ESG investing to prevent harms 
to human rights or environmental damage. ESG is assessed by different raters based on 
information disclosed by companies and so there are inconsistencies and gaps in the 
basic criteria and data. There is huge scope for greenwashing, because standards are not 
agreed and often are not shared publicly. 

The International Sustainability Standards Board46 was created by the IFRS Foundation 
Trustees47 in November 2021. A single framework was announced to provide comparable 
and robust information to investors and to inform regulators, and to tackle corporate 
greenwash. It will develop a global baseline of sustainability-related disclosure standards 
that provide investors and other capital market participants with information about 
companies’ sustainability-related risks and opportunities to help them make informed 
decisions. However, uptakeis voluntary – unless national regulators require compliance; 
the International Organisation of Securities Commissions, an umbrella group of financial 
markets regulators, backs the standards. Additionally, investments will be needed in 
enforcement, monitoring, governance and controls, assurance, and training. 

46  About the International Sustainability Standards Board (ISSB).

47  The IFRS’s International Accounting Standards Board oversees standards governing financial statements, and the ISSB will 
sit alongside this.

https://www.iasplus.com/en/resources/ifrsf/issb
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ANNEX 2: SOME KEY BUSINESS 
CONCEPTS AND LANGUAGE
Company ownership varies from sole ownership (1 person), private companies (a 
small number of shareholders and sells shares privately), and public (large numbers of 
shareholders, with shares sold on stock exchanges. 

Businesses manage agricultural projects on the ground, but they may be owned by 
a parent company. A business may be either a subsidiary (i.e. legally separate but 
controlled by the parent company), or a local branch. 

Shareholders invest in a company in return for shares. Companies are legally obliged 
to act in the best interests of their shareholders (‘fiduciary duty’), which in neo-liberal 
systems has been interpreted as ‘shareholder profit maximisation’. Shareholders 
expect a return on investments to make a profit. Individuals forming a company and 
their shareholders have ‘limited liability’ for the activities and debts of the company. 

Some investors prioritise short-term gains and invest in riskier projects and less sustainable 
ones, but others may give more attention to long-term project sustainability and less risky 
projects, which focus on financial risks, but often recognise that social, environmental, and 
human rights risks can translate into financial risks, e.g. agricultural projects are delayed 
by conflicts over land or court cases, and this can create major costs. Assets can even be 
‘stranded’ by environmental challenges (e.g. concessions for agriculture in production 
landscapes characterised by deforestation in which new government regulations stipulate 
no further deforestation), litigation (e.g. carbon liability) or evolving social norms (e.g. fossil 
fuel divestments). 

Business Model is the ‘Plan for the successful operation of a business, identifying sources 
of revenue, the intended customer base, products, details of financing’. They involve 
assumptions about the market which can change. 

Business Case is the ‘justification for a proposed project or an undertaking based on its 
expected commercial benefits’. 

Value proposition is the ‘value a company promises to deliver to customers should they 
choose to buy their products.’ 

Materiality refers to the ‘topics that have a direct or indirect impact on an organisation’s 
ability to create, preserve or erode economic, environmental, and social value for itself, 
its stakeholders and society at large’. New due diligence guidance and laws on human 
rights, however, require companies to consider not just the risks to the business, but the 
salience of risks by companies on affected communities and environments.

Many different measures, standards and processes are underway to try and reform 
corporate practice. Companies innovate in creating new services and products. They 
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may respond to government laws and regulations (and potential laws and regulations) 
depending upon levels of enforcement, but they prioritise commercial pressures in 
investment and supply chains in seeking to stay competitive. They respond to market 
signals and new business opportunities, which themselves are shaped by broader 
policies and political economy. Company decision making is also influenced by corporate 
governance, leadership, and culture, as well as pressure from civil society and sometimes 
pioneer companies seek to distinguish themselves by being a first mover on sustainability 
issues, gaining reputational benefits. 

Social licence to operate refers to the ‘ongoing acceptance of a company or industry’s 
standard business practices and operating procedures by employees, stakeholders and 
the public.’ In this sense it relates to society’s expectations of business, but also the 
ability and willingness of nation states to regulate corporate interests and practices – 
something that has become harder in an era of globalisation, as companies may reach 
and move across many different jurisdictions, thus escaping the control of an individual 
nation’s standards and often the result is a race to the bottom in terms of labour and 
environmental standards. The social licence to operate takes years to build up, but can be 
damaged relatively rapidly, especially for consumer-facing companies. Arguably, standards 
for the social licence to operate are increasing, with new carbon, biodiversity, and social 
standards, but there is also ample evidence that compliance is variable and bad practices 
are widespread. For many companies, the incentives to act irresponsibly remain very high 
in the absence of effective regulation and international cooperation. Companies have 
incentives to resist responsibility and harmful practices/tactics are used. 

Harmful Corporate Strategies are identified by SOMO in their report ‘Mind the 
Gap’.48 While there are some incentives for companies to act, there are also resistance 
strategies being employed: Constructing deniability: Hiding behind complex supply 
chains, outsourcing high-risk activities, outsourcing recruitment and employment, 
disengaging irresponsibly, refusing to disclose; Avoiding liability through judicial process: 
Abusing judicial process, engaging in jurisdiction shopping, shielding parent companies, 
settling cases, taking states to international arbitration; Distracting and obfuscating 
stakeholders: Symbolically engaging communities, disseminating distorted information, 
engaging in fraudulent activities, manipulating scientific research, abusing standards, 
diverting complaints through company-controlled mechanisms; Undermining defenders 
and communities: Attacking human rights defenders, filing lawsuits to intimidate critics, 
criminalising human rights defenders, dividing communities, undermining unionization; 
Utilising state power: exploiting governance gaps created by states, avoiding regulations 
through corporate lobbying, aligning with repressive state institutions, engaging state 
security forces.

48  Corporate strategies to avoid responsibility for human rights abuses

https://www.mindthegap.ngo/
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