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RESPONSIBLE AGRICULTURAL INVESTMENT (RAI)
01

 WHAT IS THE KNOWLEDGE 
 INTO ACTION NOTES SERIES?
The Knowledge Into Action Notes are guidance documents for use by 
governments, investors, and other stakeholders in the implementation 
and operationalization of responsible agricultural investment principles. 
The series is designed to be open-ended and expandable to additional 
pertinent topics (figure 1). Each note is a living document which will be 
revised in light of further research and deepening knowledge.

WHY WAS THE SERIES CREATED? 
WHAT ARE ITS OBJECTIVES?
The food price crisis of 2008 was a watershed for large-scale private sector 
investment in developing countries. Rising commodity prices signaled 
an opportunity for the private sector, domestic and foreign, to invest in 
agriculture operations in many countries in Africa, Southeast Asia, and 
elsewhere (see Note 2: Additional Resources). Such investments can 
have a transformative impact on the communities where they are located, 
both positive and negative. In the early years, large-scale private sector 
investments expanded with little public sector scrutiny. Since then, the 
international community has voiced increasing concern about negative 
impacts on local communities, ranging from large-scale enforced 
resettlement of people to environmental degradation. The potential for 
positive impacts has also been recognized, including higher employment 
and wages, which improve rural economies and give rise to a virtuous cycle. 

In many developing countries, the share of agriculture in the economy is 
large, and it is critical to the livelihoods of billions. It is thus essential 
to ensure that all investment in the sector, including by large-scale 
private investors, is attuned to local needs and operates responsibly, 
in line with international good practice. This prerequisite will only gain 
greater significance over the next few decades, as governments encourage 
further agricultural investment against the backdrop of an increasing 
world population and rising demand for food—estimated to increase 
globally by at least 60 percent by 2050. Done responsibly, boosting the 
productivity, profitability, and sustainability of agriculture is essential for 
fighting poverty and can contribute to the realization of several of the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), such as those aiming at ending 
hunger, ensuring decent work, and attaining gender equality. 

The UNCTAD–World Bank Knowledge Into 
Action Note Series is a compendium of 
practical, thematic guidance documents 
for use by governments, investors, and 
other stakeholders in the implementation 
of responsible agricultural investment 
principles. 

This document provides background to the 
Knowledge Into Action Note Series and 
the underlying research; it also explains 
the logic, structure, and sequence of the 
Notes, and suggests some guidance for 
their use.

Introduction

For the full Notes series please go to the Notes web 
page: www.worldbank.org/responsibleinvestment 
Alternatively use the QR code above.
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With this goal in mind, the UNCTAD–World Bank Knowledge Into Action Notes Series aims to provide evidence-based advice 
on crucial issues relevant to the implementation of responsible agricultural investment. Each note provides digestible, easy-
to-use information, tools, and guidance to governments, investors, communities, and civil society for use in their pursuit of 
sustainable and responsible development in agriculture. Large-scale investment by the private sector constitutes a part of 
countries’ development strategies, along with those of public investment and smallholders. These notes are provided as a 
resource for ensuring that such investments are conducted responsibly, maximizing benefits and minimizing risks. Moreover, 
the practical knowledge they provide is also pertinent to smaller-scale investments and public projects. 

The evidence used in the notes is drawn primarily from UNCTAD–World Bank field research (box 1). To provide clear advice in 
the Notes, the team has considered what works—and what does not—as gleaned from the field research. Insights from failure 
can be invaluable, especially because the various issues examined in the notes are wide-ranging, complex, and sensitive, and 
interact in unexpected ways. The guidance from the field research is complemented by other sources, as appropriate. For 
example, guidance on workers’ rights draws on a wealth of international agreements, commitments, and principles. To ensure 
the quality of the notes, as well as a balanced view, a full-scale review process was established (box 2). 

Figure 1. Knowledge Into Action Notes: broad categories and thematic topics
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Box 1. The Inter-Agency Working Group and the UNCTAD–World Bank field research 
Endorsed by the United Nations (UN) General Assembly, the G8, and the G20, the Inter-Agency Working Group (IAWG) on responsible 
agricultural investment was established by the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), the International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD), the UN Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) and the World Bank in 2009. The IAWG was tasked to examine the topic 
of responsible agricultural investment in order to improve understanding of the impacts of such investment and to provide recommendations 
and advice to all pertinent stakeholders, and especially governments. From the outset of the IAWG work in 2009, the FAO and the IFAD have 
concentrated on research at the country level (such as country-level case studies – see FAO 2013, 2014a, and 2016), while UNCTAD and 
the World Bank have pursued fieldwork involving visits to investments across Africa and Southeast Asia. These field visits, stretching back 
to the beginning of 2012, have included conducted interviews with investors, communities, and other stakeholders to ensure a complete, 
balanced assessment of the local impact of investments (UNCTAD and World Bank 2014 and 2017; UNCTAD, IISD, and World Bank 2015).

.../
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Through this program, the IAWG has sought to distill and disseminate lessons from past and current agricultural investments to understand 
what works and what does not work for countries, communities, investors, and other parties affected by agricultural investments. To date, a 
considerable body of work has been published. (For a sample, see the references at the end of this note). In the latest phase of the program 
(of which the notes are one output), the IAWG is conducting a forward-looking research and analysis project for promoting new responsible 
agricultural investments. This project is funded by the government of Japan at the request of the G8, as a part of its New Alliance for 
Africa initiative.

The UNCTAD–World Bank field research and its use in the Knowledge Into Action Notes
Interviews conducted during the field research were used to collect primary data from investors, local communities, host-country governments, 
and others affected by the investments in question. The knowledge gained from the field research—now covering some 50 investments 
in more than 15 countries, comprising multiple interviews with each investor, as well as interviews and dialogue with many hundreds of 
stakeholders where these investments are located—now constitute a vast repository of data, information, and cases on decisions made by 
investors and governments on investment projects. As important, this repository of knowledge and information allows detailed insight into 
the impacts, and local communities’ views on those impacts, of the investments visited (for the research methodology, see the next section). 

The data, information, and cases are contained in the UNCTAD–World Bank Survey of Responsible Agricultural Investment Database. The 
database is the primary source of evidence used in each note, especially in the first section of each note, “What Does Field Research Show,” 
as well as for case studies and examples of good and bad practice by governments, investors, and other stakeholders used in the “Elements 
of Good Practice” sections. 

Research phases and methodology

There have been three phases of field research, thus far, as part of interrelated projects:

• Phase 1 (2012–2014). The Practice of Responsible Agricultural Investment Principles in Larger-Scale Agricultural Investments: 
Implications for Corporate Performance and Impact on Local Communities (UNCTAD and World Bank 2014; IISD, UNCTAD, and World 
Bank 2015). 

• Phase 2 (2014–2015). The Impact of Larger-Scale Agricultural Investments on Local Communities: Updated Voices from the Field 
(UNCTAD and World Bank 2017).

• Phase 3 (2015 to present). Forward-looking research and analysis program for responsible agricultural investment in the G8 New Alliance 
framework. 

In the first phase, a quota-based sample selection procedure with key variables was used to identify investors, drawing from a larger population 
of investors. Researchers spent two to three days on-site with each investor, conducting interviews with senior management to complete a very 
detailed and extensive but semi-structured questionnaire. An equal amount of time was spent with local people and communities (including 
people working at the investment) to gather information on the impact of the operation. Interviews were conducted on a confidential basis; 
this was an important condition for investors and local communities to be able to share information in a frank and open fashion. (For more 
detail on the methodology, see UNCTAD and World Bank 2014.) 

Later phases have taken a similar approach but have differed in the particular objectives of the research project. For example, during the 
phase 1 field research, the team spent almost an equal amount of time with investors and communities (two to three days each). However, 
because this was not sufficient to get a complete idea of impact from the local perspective, the second project and associated field research 
was targeted specifically at communities and other stakeholders, allowing an in-depth assessment at a smaller number of locations. The 
current third phase has required relatively greater focus on investors because the objective of the research project is to pilot the use of new 
investments so that responsible agricultural principles are built into operations from the outset.

The data and information obtained in each phase—in interviews with investors, communities, and other stakeholders—are recorded and 
inputted or imported into Nvivo, a software package designed for the analysis of large amounts of qualitative and quantitative data. This is 
the database to which the Knowledge Into Action Notes refer.

Source: UNCTAD–World Bank Responsible Agricultural Investment Database. 

Box 2. Preparation of the notes: processes and people 
The Team

The Knowledge Into Action Notes on Responsible Agricultural Investment were prepared by a joint UNCTAD–World Bank team under the 
overall direction of James Zhan (UNCTAD), and Louise Scura (World Bank). The principal members of the team were Christopher Brett, 
Hafiz Mirza, Will Speller, Asuka Okumura, Duncan Pringle, Grahame Dixie, and Paul Gardner Yvelin de Beville. The notes were copy-edited 
by Lise Lingo. Pablo Cortizo was responsible for the overall design concept, including charts, tables and infographics, as well as desktop 
publishing. Keong Min Yoon assisted in the literature search. 

The Review Process

The Knowledge Into Action Notes cover a very broad set of topics related to responsible agricultural investment—from community 
development and empowerment of groups such as women and youth to rural economies, economic linkages, and technology transfer; from 
screening investors and ensuring appropriate environmental and social impact to writing contracts and training the workforce; and from 
food security and water access management to public transparency and monitoring investments. They provide guidance on a wide range 
of important and sensitive issues, with an immense potential impact on individuals, communities, and overall development. They required 
careful assessment and scrutiny not just by the Notes team, but also by a broader group of experts and stakeholders. Several notes were also 

.../
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COVERAGE OF THE NOTES
Each note examines a specific issue (such as women’s empowerment, land rights, or technology transfer) and, on the basis 
of the evidence, international commitments and agreements, and international best practice, provides practical, context-
specific advice and guidance to governments and investors on the implementation of responsible agricultural investment 
principles and values. Notes primarily address decision making by governments or investors, or both; they are also of value 
to other stakeholders, such as civil society, communities, and partner country governments.

Although the issues covered in the notes are intrinsically interconnected, often at a very deep level—and should certainly be 
considered together, insofar as possible—it is useful to group them into five logical categories (figure 1):

Introduction and models. The second note in the series summarizes and provides links to additional resources, references, 
sites, and other material that stakeholders can refer to on particular issues. Two additional notes cover overall business 
models and outgrower schemes, which inform governments and investors on the high-level choices they can respectively 
require or make. Such choices have a bearing on all facets of the implementation and operationalization of investments, and 
thereby the extent and nature of their impact. 

Facilitating responsible investment: process and tools. This group of notes refers to issues that are primarily the responsibility 
of governments. They provide advice on ways to ensure that only investments that are likely to be responsible, sustainable, 
and impactful take place, by screening prospective investors as well as creating an enabling environment for them to prosper. 
Governments have many other tools to facilitate responsible and sustainable investment and outcomes, including drafting 
effective investment contracts, monitoring investments, and ensuring public transparency. 

Foundations of responsible investment: values and systems. To ensure responsible and sustainable investment, investors must 
take steps to create suitable foundations in their operations at the outset or when expanding them. This implies values and 
actions, reflected in this set of notes, such as demonstrating respect for land rights and conducting a thorough environmental 
and social impact assessment (and acting on the results), as well as putting into place systems to ensure a healthy and safe 
working environment, executing community engagement strategies, and following a fair and effective approach to relocating 
and resettling people from land acquired by the investor, in accordance with internationally accepted practice. 

tested with policy makers, investors, and other stakeholders at workshops in Ghana (13–14 September 2017) for the notes on empowering 
women and youth; Malawi (23–24 September 2017) for the note on screening investments; and South Africa (11 July 2017) for the notes on 
environmental and social impact assessment, screening investments, outgrower schemes, and inclusive business models. The FAO and the 
IFAD organized and ran the workshops in Ghana and Malawi. 

Senior Review Process

Each note was assessed in depth by a team of independent senior reviewers with familiarity, expertise, and experience with the topics 
covered. The colleagues invited to fill this role were David Hallam (formerly FAO), John Humphrey (University of Sussex), Lorenzo Cotula 
(International Institute for Environment and Development), Zoe Goodman (School of Oriental and African Studies, London University), and 
Rajneesh Narula (University of Reading). Kathleen Sexsmith (Pennsylvania State University) also reviewed and provided inputs to a couple of 
notes. Although no single person was familiar with all the issues, between them their expertise and experience covered the gamut of topics. 
Senior reviewers were asked not only to comment on the notes, but also to help the team refine them. It was important to ensure that the notes 
are not only conceptually and empirically robust, but sensitive in approach and practical for use by policy makers, investors, communities, 
and other stakeholders.

Peer Review Process

Beyond assessment by senior reviewers, each note was reviewed by an average of three peer reviewers with knowledge and expertise in the 
subject matter of the notes they were asked to look at. Some peer reviewers gave advice on several notes. Many provided valuable inputs 
which were used in the notes. Peer reviewers were primarily external to UNCTAD and the World Bank, coming from academia, civil society, 
community organizations, consulting firms, the private sector, and international organizations: Brian Baldwin (formerly IFAD), Neale Bergman 
(UNIDROIT), Peter Buckley (Leeds Business School), Vincent Casey (WaterAid), Victoria Cavanagh (Amatheon Agri), Jeremy Clegg (Leeds 
Business School), Kaitlin Cordes (Columbia University), Wim Douw (IFC), Mark Eckstein (CDC), Elizabeth Fay (Cargill), Dieter Fischer (IFC), 
Brian Ganson (Stellenbosch University), John Garrett (WaterAid), Stephen Gelb (Overseas Development Institute), Axele Giroud (Manchester 
Business School), Elisa Giulani (University of Pisa), Louisa Gosling (WaterAid), Julie Greene (Olam), Julien Haarman (IFC consultant), Erik 
Harvey (WaterAid), Adam al-Hassan (WaterAid), Juma Kayonko (Sustainability Associates), Vanida Khouangvichit (Villagefocus), Abel Kinoti 
(Riara University), Virgilio de los Reyes (former minister, the Philippines), Sarianna Lundan (University of Bremen), Miguel Martinez Lucio 
(Manchester Business School), Kate Mathias (Group Development Consultant), Bethlehem Mengistu (WaterAid), Moray McLeish (Olam), 
Premila Nazareth (FDI Consulting), Francois Onimus (World Bank), Marina Papanastassiou (Middlesex University), Duncan Pollard (Nestlé), 
Gautier Quéru (Mirova), Ruth Romer (WaterAid), Paul Scherzer (E&D Consulting), Carin Smaller (IISD), Justine Sylvester (Villagefocus), Sanna 
Liisa Taivalmaa (World Bank), Rob van Tulder (Erasmus University), Eileen Wakesho (Oxfam), Justin Yap (IFC), and Philippe Zaouti (Mirova). 

UNCTAD and the World Bank are grateful to all senior and peer reviewers who gave unstintingly of their time, advice, and material and other 
support. They helped improve the notes immeasurably, both substantively and as practical instruments. 

Source: UNCTAD–World Bank Responsible Agricultural Investment Database. 
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The design and implementation of outgrower schemes to achieve mutually beneficial outcomes for investors and 
smallholders.
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How to create an investment climate that is conducive to attracting high-quality, responsible investment in agriculture.
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benefits while minimizing the risks. It also affords investors information on what can be expected in cases of good 
screening practice. 
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Guidance on the form and content of contracts between investors and governments pertaining to agricultural investments.
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Guidance for investors and governments on land-based project elements that can be considered as private and those that 
are in the interests of the public and therefore should be disclosed.

Supporting and empowering people and communities. Beyond establishing suitable foundations, and as covered in this group 
of notes, responsible and sustainable investment also involves investors proactively establishing procedures, mechanisms, 
and relationships that support, empower, and enrich the local community or communities, including vulnerable groups 
such as minorities, women, and youth. Such actions need not be selfless: for example, training and integrating local people 
into the workforce boosts productivity and growth, and provides options for expansion and development in the longer term. 
In a similar vein, taking responsibility for actions through grievance redress mechanisms can be regarded as investing in 
the future. 

Sustainable outcomes and impact. Large-scale agricultural investment can yield sustainable, long-term economic outcomes 
for local smallholders, businesses, and rural economies, including in matters such as food security and technology transfer. 
Investors and governments can establish and act on policies and mechanisms that boost the likelihood of such outcomes. 

BRIEF SUMMARIES OF NOTES
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Guidance on approaches to relocation and resettlement of people affected by investments.
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The conduct of environmental and social impact assessments and the implementation of associated environmental and 
social management plans.
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Good practice on the overall approach to consultation, engagement, and partnership with local communities, to bridge 
gaps in information and expectation between communities and investors and to generate the social license to operate.
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Guidance to investors and governments on the importance of occupational health and safety policies, programs, procedures, 
and processes that follow good practices.
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Methods to assist people from surrounding areas in gaining formal employment at the investment.
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The negotiation, design, and implementation of community development agreements between investors and local 
communities.
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Ways that investors can provide effective remedies to affected parties who perceive that their rights have been adversely 
affected by investment activities.

01

02

Introduction

Additional resources

03 Choosing an appropriate business model

04 Outgrower schemes

05 Creating an enabling environment

06 Screening prospective investors

07 Tools for screening investors

08 Investment contracts

09 Monitoring investments

10 Public transparency

11 Respecting land rights and averting land disputes

12 Relocation and resettlement

13

14

Water access and management

Environmental and social impact assessments

15 Community engagement strategies

16 Healthy and safe working environment

17 Training and integrating local people into the workforce

18 Community development agreements

19 Grievance redress mechanisms

20 Empowering women

21 Participation of youth

22 Food security and nutrition

23 Technology transfer

24 Economic linkages

Good practices for reducing gender inequalities and empowering women to make a positive contribution to development 
through agricultural investments.
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Guidance that investors, civil society, and governments can follow to engage youth in participating in agriculture.
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Methods to ensure that agricultural investments make a positive contribution to local and national food security and 
nutrition.
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REFERENCES AND RESOURCES
These are major publications on responsible agricultural investment by the IAWG (FAO, IFAD, UNCTAD, and World Bank). For further salient 
references and resources, see Note 2: Additional resources and the list of resources at the end of each note. 
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USE OF THE NOTES IN TANDEM WITH OTHER GUIDANCE 
The Knowledge Into Action Notes series aims to provide balanced, informed, and practical guidance on key aspects of 
responsible agricultural investment. It is unique in its systematic coverage of a very wide range of interconnected issues, as 
well as in how it addresses governments, investors, and other stakeholders equally. In addition, it directs users to a range of 
other guidance documents, references, and sources available to host governments, investors, and other stakeholders in their 
implementation of responsible agricultural investment. For this reason, each note contains a list of resources available on the 
topic. To supplement this, Note 2: Additional resources provides a more detailed introduction to available resources across 
the spectrum of responsible agricultural investment issues.

Users of the notes are encouraged to explore a combination of guidance documents, tools, and sources suitable to their 
context and circumstances. The field research underlines the range and complexity of the issues involved, and the notes 
reflect this by providing nuanced analysis and guidance. There is no “one size fits all” recipe for the operationalization of 
responsible agricultural investment. 
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How to ensure that the influx of agricultural investment supports opportunities for individuals, smallholders, businesses 
and institutions.

For more information please visit: www.worldbank.org/responsibleinvestment

http://www.fao.org/3/a-i5802e.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/a-i5802e.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/a-i4074e.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/a-i3900e.pdf
http://www.fao.org/economic/est/publications/trends/en/
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/748861468194955010/Principles-for-responsible-agricultural-investment-that-respects-rights-livelihoods-and-resources-extended-version
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/748861468194955010/Principles-for-responsible-agricultural-investment-that-respects-rights-livelihoods-and-resources-extended-version
http://www.technoserve.org/files/downloads/outgrower-brief-september.pdf
https://www.ifad.org/documents/10180/a314bc61-46ff-4df0-be1a-a9cc9ad1b3e9
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/143361467997246051/Investment-contracts-for-agriculture-maximizing-gains-and-minimizing-risks
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/143361467997246051/Investment-contracts-for-agriculture-maximizing-gains-and-minimizing-risks
http://unctad.org/en/docs/wir2009_en.pdf
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/982221493042400267/The-impact-of-larger-scale-agricultural-investments-on-local-communities-updated-voices-from-the-field
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/982221493042400267/The-impact-of-larger-scale-agricultural-investments-on-local-communities-updated-voices-from-the-field
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/135321468158370655/The-practice-of-responsible-investment-principles-in-larger-scale-agricultural-investments-implications-for-corporate-performance-and-impact-on-local-communities
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/135321468158370655/The-practice-of-responsible-investment-principles-in-larger-scale-agricultural-investments-implications-for-corporate-performance-and-impact-on-local-communities
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/384141468008773142/Investing-in-agribusiness-a-retrospective-view-of-a-Development-Banks-investments-in-agribusiness-in-Africa-and-Southeast-Asia-and-the-Pacific
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/384141468008773142/Investing-in-agribusiness-a-retrospective-view-of-a-Development-Banks-investments-in-agribusiness-in-Africa-and-Southeast-Asia-and-the-Pacific
http://www.worldbank.org/responsibleinvestment

