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THE federal government’s go-ahead to foreign investors to acquire farmlands has drawn severe criticism from farmers and various civil society organisations in Sindh. 

They argue that food insecurity would aggravate if the government leased land to foreigners as they would deny local people access to farm produce by manipulating dispatch of as much of the grain as possible to their own countries. 

“Instead, foreign investors should be asked to transfer modern farm technology and technical know-how to local farmers. This would not only raise farm produce and meet increasing local needs but also boost exports,” said Fateh Mari, a food grain expert of the Sindh Agriculture University, Tando Jam. 

The recent increase in international prices of staple commodities like rice, wheat, soybeans and corn had prompted many rich but food deficient countries to acquire land in many Asian countries. 

Several state-sponsored corporate companies from a number of Asian countries including Saudi Arabia, UAE, South Korea, China etc., have already got farmland in Laos, Cambodia, Burma, Mozambique, Madagascar, Uganda, Ethiopia, and Brazil and in south and central Asia. 

Saudi Arabia and the UAE are also eyeing farmlands in Pakistan to meet their domestic market needs, according to government officials in the Sindh Agriculture department. 

“Federal Ministry of Investment has already given green signal to the Federal Food and Agriculture Ministry to offer Arab countries more or less one million acres for cultivation. Some private firms, on behalf of the UAE government, have already purchased thousands of acres near the Mirani Dam in Balochistan,” a well-placed official source in the provincial agriculture department confirmed to this scribe. 

He said the UAE was also negotiating with the Sindh government to obtain big chunks of agriculture lands in Larkana, Shikarpur and Sukkur districts. While arable lands in Thatta and Badin districts, falling within barrage areas, have already been acquired on lease, he added. 

Officials in the provincial investment department, however, dispel fears of the civil society and growers arguing that land being acquired by the Gulf countries is presently not under cultivation; thus, there is no risk of any sort of displacement of local communities or erosion of local food sovereignty. 

Growers have voiced grave concern of possible rise in water scarcity owing to deforestation, land degradation and increased water consumption once the corporate farming starts. 

“The upshot of corporate farming will be perilous as it could create water scarcity and food insecurity, because 70 per cent of all freshwater reserved for human utilisation is diverted to the farming sector; it would be unwise to add further strain to the country’s already fast depleting water sources,” warned Abdul Majeed Nizamani, president Sindh Abadgar Board (SAB). 

Referring to an article from the 1973 Constitution, the SAB president said land belonged to the state and not to any government or any particular party. “The federal government is not entitled under any law to lease land with third party directly.” However, if so required, it should be brought to Parliament to debate it. 

He warned that if the federal government ‘goes on its own’ - without allowing the contentious matter debated and approved by Parliament, it could lead to tensions between the federating units and the centre and that must be avoided. 

When asked, Gada Hussain Mahesar, president Sindh Abadgar Board (SAB) in Larkana, said he was not aware of any deal between the government and foreign firms for leasing fertile lands in any district of upper Sindh. 

“If the provincial government allows foreign corporate sector to acquire land on lease in Sindh, then it would be better to give them lands which are barren or not under cultivation. Let the foreign firms themselves make such lands cultivatable. This way the volume of annual produce of various crops could be boosted significantly,” he suggested. 

He remarked: “In case the entire farm produce from our land is exported to their countries to meet their food needs, it could create food shortage in our country. And, this sort of situation could leave no option but to import grains.” 

A grower in Mirpurkhas district said that 2,000 acres of arable land of present Sindh Agriculture Minister Ali Nawaz Shah has been given to a UAE-based corporate firm, which is cultivating fodder on it, employing local labour. 

He told this scribe that known for its best mango crop and significant production of sugarcane, the district has witnessed a sharp decline in annual production of cane, wheat and mango crop since a big portion of farming land has been leased out to foreign corporate sector. “The fodder grown on the leased land is not sold in local market,” the Mirpurkhas based farmer explained. 

Akhund Ghulam Mohammad, president of Sindh Chamber of Agriculture (SCA), believes that corporate farming will focus on maximising farm produce relying on excessive use of pesticides, genetically modified seed and heavy machinery that might damage agriculture ecology and affect human health. 

He suggested prior environmental assessment of the corporate sector’s modus operandi in farming to avoid adverse impact on environment.” 

Some members of the civil society organisations, working for protection of labour rights, said while the federal government was mulling to provide farmland to Arab investors, no heed had yet been paid to protecting labourers, who would work for foreigners, from oppression and exploitation.. 

An advocate of Campaign for Abolition of Third World Debt in Pakistan (CATWD) says a proposal for building a new security force of some 100,000 personnel has been drawn up to shield corporate firms, their tangible assets and investment in the farming sector. 

“There is possibility that this force of security personnel could also be used to displace local communities from their lands at a later stage for probable expansion, especially when no limit has been set for acquisition of land by multinationals,” he warned. 

According to some office-bearers of CATWD in Karachi, introducing corporate farming would encourage big landlords to change the status of their lands into corporate farms which will result in more exploitation of the local hapless and uneducated peasants. 

Before signing any memorandum of understanding with any potential foreign corporate investors, the terms of reference of land sale or lease require a rethinking by the government so that sustainable and equitable agricultural uplift and national food sovereignty are not undermined by foreign investors. 

