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Top Swedish, US and Canadian Pension Funds
Linked to Brazilian Land Grabs, Displacement of
People

By Grain
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Key points:

Farmland fund investing in Brazil is managed by TIAA-CREF of New York City
Farm acquisitions tied to Brazilian businessman accused of violent land grabbing
and involvement in money laundering scheme
Farms acquired in Brazil by way of a company structure that evades regulations
on foreign investment
TIAA-CREF and pension fund investors contravening the international principles
of farmland investment that they developed

A New York company managing the retirement savings of workers in Sweden, the US and
Canada  is  evading  Brazilian  laws  on  foreign  investment  to  acquire  farmlands  from a
businessman accused of violently displacing local communities, according to a new report,
released today by Rede Social  de Justiça e Direitos Humanos,  GRAIN, Inter Pares,  and
Solidarity Sweden – Latin America.

The investigative report,  entitled “Foreign Pension Funds and Land Grabbing in Brazil,”
exposes how Swedish, US and Canadian pension funds have acquired farmlands in Brazil by
way of a local businessman accused of using violence and fraud to displace small farmers.

The pension funds have been investing in Brazil through a global farmland fund called TIAA-
CREF Global Agriculture LLC (TCGA). The fund is managed by the New York-based Teachers
Insurance and Annuity Association – College Retirement Equities Fund (TIAA-CREF). Those
investing in the fund include TIAA-CREF, the Second Swedish National Pension Fund (AP2)
and  the  Caisse  de  dépôt  et  placement  du  Québec  (CDP)  and  the  British  Columbia
Investment Management Corporation (bcIMC) of Canada.

Instead of supporting Omot, his former employer the World Bank has said little about his
case and continues to bankroll the Ethiopian government, as do the governments of the US,
UK, Germany, Switzerland and Canada.

“For  years  these  pension  funds  have  refused  to  provide  specifics  on  their  land  deals  in
Brazil,  saying  that  we  should  trust  in  their  due  diligence  procedures,”  says  Annelie
Andersson of Solidarity Sweden – Latin America.

“It  took  three  years  of  investigative  work  to  find  the  location  of  some  of  the
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farms  the  pension  funds  acquired,  and  what  we  found  contravenes  the
principles for responsible farmland investment that these companies claim to
follow.”

TIAA-CREF is a founder of the Principles of Responsible Investment in Farmland and the
largest institutional investor in farmland globally. It claims to follow strict procedures to
verify the title of the lands it acquires and it says that all of its farm properties in Brazil were
acquired  in  compliance  with  federal  and  local  laws  protecting  aboriginal  heritage  and
indigenous community rights.

The report; however, shows how TIAA-CREF and the other pension funds acquired several
farms in  the southern parts  of  the states  of  Maranhão and Piauí,  where land conflicts  and
land grabbing are rife, and that these acquisitions were made from a businessman accused
of using force and assassinations to acquire lands in the area.

“Through  our  research  into  official  documents  and  interviews  with  local  authorities  and
communities where the pension funds have acquired farms, we were able to determine that
these  foreign  pension  funds  acquired  several  farms by  way of  a  businessman who is
accused of  illegally acquiring large areas of  land in the area,” says Fábio Pitta of  the
Brazilian organisation, Rede Social de Justiça e Direitos Humanos. “This businessman is
known  to  use  falsified  documents  and  violence  to  evict  local  residents,  and  federal
authorities have connected him to a multi-million dollar system of money laundering and
land grabbing.”

Brazilian legislation was developed to prevent foreign investment in farmland on this scale.
The report; however, details how the pension funds used a complex company structure and
system of debentures that allows them to evade Brazilian regulations.

“People’s hard earned savings in Sweden, Canada and the US are being used to grab lands
from small farmers in Brazil and to set up massive industrial farms that poison the local
communities with pesticides and rob them of their local water sources,” says Devlin Kuyek
of GRAIN. “The communities get nothing in return: no decent jobs, no compensation, and no
food because all of it is exported elsewhere.”

“We are deeply disturbed to see the pension funds of workers being used to fund the
expansion of a model of industrial agriculture that is so destructive of family farms,” says
Kathy  Ozer  of  the  National  Family  Farm  Coalition  in  the  US.  “This  kind  of  financial
speculation is also displacing family farms here in the US and Canada, and it needs to be
stopped.”

“The pension funds have deceived the people whose money they manage into believing that
they are making socially responsible investments,” says David Bruer of Inter Pares. “They
should immediately divest from their farmland investments and ensure that any lands they
have acquired illegally or through processes of  land grabbing be returned to the local
communities.”

GRAIN is  a  small  international  non-profit  organisation  that  works  to  support  small  farmers
and social movements in their struggles for community-controlled and biodiversity-based
food systems

The report is available in English here and in French here.
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A version of the report in Portuguese produced by Rede Social de Justiça e Direitos Humanos
is available here.

A call-in press conference is scheduled for November 17 at 9:00 am EST.

To participate in the press conference, please use the following information:

US/Canada: 1.800.704.9804

Access code: 982173#

 Media contacts:

Maria Luisa Mendonça,  Rede Social  de Justiça e Direitos Humanos,  +1 510 283 8374,
marialuisam222@gmail.com

Fábio  Pitta,  Rede  Social  de  Justiça  e  Direitos  Humanos,  +1  510  283  8374,
pitta.fabio@gmail.com

Kathy Ozer, National Family Farm Coalition, +1 202 421 4544, kozer@nffc.net

Annelie  Andersson,  Solidarity  Sweden  –  Latin  America,  +46  73  903  10  17,
annelie.andersson@latinamerikagrupperna.se

David Bruer, Inter Pares, +1 613 563 4801, dbruer@interpares.ca

Devlin Kuyek, GRAIN, +1 514 571 7702, devlin@grain.org
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