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Abstract

One of the main difficulties facing agribusiness development in Cote d’Ivoire, is the issue of benefit sharing. Although
communal land is expected to be equitably beneficial to all who have a stake on the land, unclear benefit sharing prin-
ciples and modalities affect the implementation of benefit sharing to the disadvantage of the rural communities. Using
a qualitative research approach, the study investigates if the benefit sharing approach practiced by oil palm plantations
investors in South Comoé align with globally established standards of access and benefit sharing (ABS). To this end
data for the study was collected from 50 participants: rural community members (N = 36), agribusiness developers
(N = 6) and local government authorities (N = 8). The results revealed inequality in the land acquisition and benefit
sharing negotiation process in favour of local elites. Lack of fairness experienced in the benefit sharing approach in
the districts of Aboisso, Bonoua and Adiaké was attributed to the lack of institutional, policy and legal frameworks to
guide a fair benefit sharing. Inequality in benefit sharing scheme affects the working relationship between the parties
thus generating tensions with consequences on the stability of commercial farming. The study contributes to the de-
bate on the marginalisation of smallholders in the distribution of benefits from agribusiness investments. Therefore,
the designing of policies and practical measures that bring together rural communities and agribusiness developers to
negotiate fair benefit sharing terms in line with international standards including honesty, inclusive participation of
rural community in land acquisition process are recommended.
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1 Introduction and background

Agriculture is the mainstay of the economy of many
African countries (Amungo, 2020). According to Balié et al.
(2019) the agricultural sector in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA)
generates about 25 % of the gross domestic product (GDP).
For example, the agricultural sector contributes to about
21 % of the GDP of Kenya, 24 % in Uganda (Mwadzingeni
et al., 2020), 18 % in Ghana (Akrong et al., 2020), and 3 %
in South Africa that represent 14.6 % of South Africa trade
value (Mwadzingeni et al., 2020). The agribusiness sector
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(agriculture global -value chain) involves 65 % to 70 % of
the rural community in farming activities (Balié et al., 2019;
Warinda et al., 2020). With more than 60 % of the world’s
uncultivated arable land in Africa (Oxford Business Group,
2021), Africa has a huge potential for land acquisition and
investment in agriculture (Mdee et al., 2020). Neverthe-
less, challenges associated with land acquisition for large-
scale farming and lack of suitable benefit-sharing mechan-
isms are affecting the slow growth of commercial agricul-
ture (agribusinesses in the production sector of the agri-value
chain) in Africa (Mac Clay & Feeny, 2018; Tshidzumba et
al., 2018). This paper discusses benefit-sharing mechanisms
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(BSM) as related to the establishment of large commercial
farms in Africa from multiple stakeholders’ perspectives.

Benefit-sharing in agribusiness sector is considered as any
action designed to ensure equitable distribution of benefits
derived from the investment on land for agribusiness (Cock
et al., 2010). Similarly, Schroeder (2007) defines benefit
sharing as a compensation mechanism where “each party
gives one thing and receives another, with a focus on the
equivalence of the exchange”. The definitions of benefit
sharing emphasise the promotion of equity in benefit shar-
ing. Tysiachniouk & Petrov (2018) and Dutfield (2002) cau-
tion that agribusinesses or other natural resource exploiters
and land developers must agree on a BSM before the land
is acquired for large-scale farming or for resource exploita-
tion. However, Koutouki et al. (2011) reported that most of-
ten land acquisition processes for agribusiness development
do not adequately result in equitable compensation of the
local communities. This is to a large extent due to the lack
of national legal frameworks which define the mechanisms
by which benefits are distributed between local communit-
ies and agribusiness investors (Rabitz, 2017; Cernea, 2008;
Abubakari et al., 2020).

The nature and form of benefit sharing vary across differ-
ent sectors and are interpreted differently by various actors.
The variations in the interpretation and implementation of
benefit sharing approaches hinge on the financial strengths
of companies’ utilising genetic resources (Laird & Wyn-
berg, 2008). Benefit sharing packages could be in the form
of monetary or nonmonetary (infrastructural development,
transfer of skills, technology transfer, capacity building, dis-
tribution of shares in the business or distribution of equip-
ment such as farming equipment) in a rural setting (Sholihah
& Chen, 2020). Within the context of this research, parties
involved in benefit sharing may include companies that want
to carry out commercial investment within a community, the
government, traditional authorities, and the local communit-
ies at large.

Collaborative planning and equitable benefit sharing are
encouraged in the conservation sector in order to regulate the
exploitation of natural resources. Equitable and fair benefit
sharing approach for the use of genetic resources constitutes
one of the three key objectives of the United Nations con-
vention on biological diversity (CBD) (Buck & Hamilton,
2011). The CBD defines standard practice and legal require-
ments for benefit-sharing known as “access and benefit shar-
ing (ABS) of genetic resources” (Buck & Hamilton, 2011).
Various governments have formalised ABS through the ad-
option of articles relating to ABS drafted in the CBD and
through the Bonn Guidelines on ABS (Tully, 2003). The
Bonn guidelines provide specific requirements for benefit

sharing which includes: 1.) the obtainment of informed con-
sent before accessing genetic resources, 2.) reciprocal agree-
ment on the terms and conditions for accessing and using ge-
netic resources, 3.) equitable benefit-sharing for the use of
genetic resources. Although the Bonn Guidelines outlined
general guidance on access to genetic resources and benefit
sharing practice under the CBD, individual organisations or
companies are required to develop tools and approaches that
will enable them to comply with the Bonn Guidelines (Tully,
2003). The 2014 Nagoya Protocol to the convention on CBD
also defines how benefits accruing from the use of genetic re-
sources should be equitably shared amongst the targeted be-
neficiaries, and the mechanisms for local resources actors to
benefit from external entities’ exploitation of the biological
resources (Morgera et al., 2014).

Nevertheless, BSM are not well formalised in the ag-
ribusiness sector in SSA. Therefore, benefits from the in-
vestments in agribusiness do not adequately trickle down
to communities in compensation for the loss of their land
(Adonteng-Kissi, 2017). Several studies have pointed to
the fact that benefits from the acquisition of communal land
for various development projects and the deviation of local
livelihoods, are hardly equitable (Robertson & Pinstrup-
Andersen, 2010; Zoomers, 2011). Particularly in agribusi-
ness, the lack of equity in benefit sharing approaches may
be attributed to the marginalisation of local resources actors
and poor systems of governance. For example, in some parts
of Brazil, agribusiness is negotiated through a neo-liberal
approach, and through a top-down approach across various
SSA countries (Loris, 2018). Suyanto (2007) and Debonne
et al. (2018) argue that the guiding principles for agribusi-
ness influence the kind of BSM adopted. De Jonge (2011)
argues that the failure of government investment policies,
and clear definition of what is termed as ‘’fair” and ‘’equit-
able” in international treaties lead to discrimination against
local communities. According to Chamberlain & Anseeuw
(2019), commercial farming negotiation processes in many
parts of Africa are dominated by high-level government ad-
ministrative officials and very often exclude grassroots stake-
holders. Martin & Rice (2019) provided insights into benefit
sharing arrangements in the process of acquiring communal
land for the exploration of coal Seam gas. Using a theoret-
ical model in their analysis, Martin & Rice (2019) identified
a flaw in the landholder compensation policy and regulation.
According to Alemagi & Kozak (2010) public institutions
and rules of law are reasonably inefficient, and that translates
into inadequate benefits earmarked for community members.
Moreover, Sone (2012) argued that the acquisition of com-
munal land by agribusiness investors is often fraught with
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irregularities due to unclear and ineffective mechanisms ap-
plied.

The inequitable benefit sharing tendencies have incited
conflicts (Cernea, 2008; Rist et al., 2010; Luttrell et al.,
2013). For instance, in the Southwest of Cameroon, land dis-
putes arose between an American oil palm producing com-
pany, Herakles, and the natives, when the Cameroonian gov-
ernment ambiguously allocated 73,000 hectare of land to
Herakles (Pemunta, 2018). Similarly, in Southern Ethiopia,
disputes emerged between state-owned agribusiness Kuraz
Sugar Development Project and the native people of the
Lower Omo Valley when the Project acquired 245, 000 hec-
tare for producing sugar cane (Kamski, 2016).

The growth of cash crops in Côte d’Ivoire (cocoa and cof-
fee) in the early 1920s, and 1930s under colonialism, en-
couraged an influx of immigrants interested in large-scale
agriculture (Chauveau, 2000). Cash crop investment in the
Southern and Western Côte d’Ivoire was also encouraged by
President Houphouët-Boigny in the 1960s (Langer, 2010).
Since the 1960s there has been an evolution in the land ac-
quisition arrangements. At the very early stage, negotiations
to gain access to land was done verbally between foreign
investors and local communities (World Bank, 2017). The
negotiations involved mechanisms governing the sharing of
benefits in order to stabilise social and economic relation-
ships between the parties. Eventually, the land arrangements
between the local and the foreign investors became complic-
ated due to a number of reasons: (1) the foreign investors
registered massive success in cash crop business which gen-
erated resentment from the local communities; (2) the re-
turn of youths from the city who intended to access land for
production fuelled competition over access to land; (3) the
tension brewing from the competition over land was exacer-
bated by political debates on the fact that nationality should
be the basis for the ownership of land (World Bank, 2017).
As far back as the 1950s, there has been tension arising from
discontent local groups in protest against the large influx of
foreign agribusiness investors (Chauveau, 2000). The under-
lining cause of local resistance to foreign investments in ag-
ribusiness is not clearly articulated. Although benefit sharing
has been identified by researchers in the field of biodiversity
and conservation, it has received little attention in the ag-
ribusinesses sector. The question is whether benefit sharing
approaches practiced in sub-Saharan Africa promote equity
and affects the sustainability of agribusiness. In other words,
is benefit sharing one of the limiting factors to the growth
of agribusiness in South Comoé? This paper seeks to assess
the consistence of benefit sharing approach practiced in Cote
d’Ivoire with globally established ABS frameworks.

The alignment of BSM in South Comoé to the ABS Bonn
guidelines were evaluated along the following axes:

i. Obtaining of consent by agribusinesses before land ac-
quisition for large-scale/long-term commercial farming
of oil palm e.g., in the form of reciprocal agreement on
the terms and conditions for access and use of land.

ii. Equitable benefit-sharing from the use of land for large-
scale/long-term commercial farming of oil palm as-
sessed from the perspectives of the communal landown-
ers. E.g. are the local community users satisfied with
the benefits emanating from the establishment of oil
palm plantations in South Comoé?

iii. Policies guiding benefit sharing from the establishment
of oil palm farming in South Comoé?

This study investigated the above BSM criteria mainly from
the perspectives or views of the stakeholders including com-
munity landowners, agribusiness developers and local gov-
ernment authorities. The study employed focus group dis-
cussions (FGDs), and key informant interviews for the data
collection in South Comoé Cote d’Ivoire.

2 Materials and methods

2.1 Study area and research context

The research was conducted in the districts of Bon-
oua (5.2712°N, 3.5959°W), Adiaké (5.2858°N, 3.3036°W),
and Aboisso (5.475°N, 3.2031°W) in South Comoé, Côte
d’Ivoire. South Comoé is located in the southeast corner of
Côte d’Ivoire and covers an area of about 800 km2 (Amon et
al., 2015) as shown in the study area map (Annex Fig. A1).
The three districts consist of indigenous and migrant com-
munities. South Comoé has a population of 642,000 in-
habitants (Zahouli et al., 2017). More than 60 % of local
households in the districts depend for their living on com-
munal land for agriculture purposes both for subsistence and
cash crop production (Aka, 2007). The study area offers op-
timal conditions for cash crop agribusiness development, in-
cluding high annual rainfall (between 1,250 and 2.400 mm)
(Worou et al., 2019). The main problems in the districts
include poverty, corruption practices in land lease negoti-
ation, lack of clear land tenure policies, high vulnerability
to unequal power relations in land acquisition negotiation
process, unequal access to and control over land resources
by all stakeholders. In the lease market (Domientche, lan-
guage from Ghana) rural land users bring the land to the
investor and receive a rent proportional of the value of the
land after deduction of the production costs (Colin, 2004). In
some places local land users are not happy because of lack of
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access and control to land by both agribusinesses and rural
communities in BSMs in place in South Comoé. However
even though land users are now able to own communal land
through land certificates under the rural land Act No.98-750,
it is still the state backed by national officials which stipulate
how communities should use and control communal land.
Therefore, BSMs in communal land in Cote d’Ivoire are far
from being truly well implemented.

2.2 Methodology

The data used in this study were obtained from primary
and secondary sources. Primary data were collected through
fieldwork from July to August 2019 in the districts of
Aboisso, Adiaké and Bonoua, South Comoé. The research-
ers aimed to analyse the communal land users’ benefit from
agribusiness development. In this study, 50 participants were
selected to participate in the interview by using snowball
and purposive random sampling methods. The snow-ball
sampling approach is also referred to as a referral approach
which allows identified participants who know other people
with characteristics that are suitable for the research aims, to
refer these for selection (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981). Thus,
out of the 50 participants, 36 community members who de-
pend on the communal land for their livelihood and are
knowledgeable about the investments and issues with the
establishment of agribusiness in their district were selected
through the snowball sampling technique to participate in a
FGD.

On the other hand, eight local government authorities and
six agribusiness developers were selected using purposive or
targeted sampling technique to participate in the key inform-
ant interviews. The selection of the participants was facil-
itated by rural community liaison persons who introduced
some key community members who further referred poten-
tial participants. All participants were made to understand
that the research was done purposefully for knowledge gen-
eration to assist in identifying the issue related to land ac-
quisition and benefit sharing and to make recommendations
for the mitigation of conflicts emanating from unfair benefit
sharing. Involving the different groups of stakeholders in the
study was key to obtaining diverse perspectives and opinions
on the BSM applied by the oil palm plantation investors in
the districts of Aboisso, Bonoua and Adiaké. Participants
were placed in three categories: (i) communal land users
(N = 36), (ii) the implementing local government authorities
(N = 8), and (iii) agribusiness developers (N = 6).

Five FGDs were conducted to obtain in-depth informa-
tion from rural community members as described by Joshi
et al. (2017). The discussions were carefully planned and
designed to gather data in a permissive and non-threatening

environment. The groups included a maximum of six to
ten participants as suggested by De Vos (2011) so that each
participant could fully participate. The FGDs were audio-
taped and lasted 45-60 minutes. FGDs were conducted in
an open-ended method, allowing the participants to express
their views on how benefits from agribusiness establishment
in their area, are distributed. This method was used to al-
low the researcher to better capture deeper insight into the
participants’ real perceptions and opinion on benefit sharing
of agribusiness development (MacMillan et al., 2002). (An-
nex Table B 1 for the FGD interview guide).

The key informants representing the agribusiness de-
velopers were drawn from three oil palm plantations operat-
ing in the districts of Aboisso including company X located
in Toumanguié (national private company ), and two com-
panies represented as Y and Z located in Ayénouan and Sou-
mié, respectively , which are transnational corporates. While
the local government authorities were representatives of the
District Department of Agriculture and local administrators.
The key informant interviews were done to assess the benefit
sharing approach from an institutional, policy and practical
point of view. Each key informant interview was conducted
for about 30-45 minutes, following participants’ consent.

Secondary data was drawn from existing literature that
shows dynamics in agribusinesses and benefit sharing. Fur-
thermore, an existing benefit sharing framework was adop-
ted from the field of biodiversity management to guide the
assessment of the effectiveness of benefit sharing approach
employed by agribusiness developers in the study area. The
available literature enabled the researchers to understand
the views of different stakeholders (rural community, local
government authorities, and agribusiness developers) on the
ABS of oil palm plantation investment in South Comoé.

The views of the various stakeholders that were recorded
(with their permission) during the key informant interviews
and FGDs were transcribed and coded manually for data an-
alysis (Bailey, 2008; Saldana, 2009). A folder was created
for each area where the data collected was stored. Dates
and names were assigned to each folder. The identities of
agribusiness investors who participated in the research have
been concealed to maintain confidentiality. Furthermore,
pseudonyms have been assigned to participants in this pa-
per to mask their real identifications. The findings which
emerged from the interviews and FGDs have been presented
in the form of descriptive narratives. The data were presen-
ted using primary quotes in the analysis of results section.
The following themes emerged from the analysis of results:
the involvement of grassroot communities in land acquisition
and benefit sharing negotiations process, and the integration
of equity in benefit sharing policies.
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3 Results

The field data collected is presented and analysed in this
section under broad themes with respect to the alignment
of the BSM in the establishment of oil palm plantation in
South Comoé to the ABS Protocol. These include assessing
(i) attainment of consent, (ii) participants’ satisfaction with
the benefits derived from the establishment of large oil palm
plantations and the modalities of benefit sharing and (iii)
the policy framework guiding benefit sharing with respect to
the acquisition of communal land for large-scale commercial
farming.

3.1 Prior informed consent before accessing land for
large-scale/long-term commercial farming of oil palm

The feedback of FGDs participants (N = 36) indicated that
the ABS criteria were largely ignored with respect to the es-
tablishment of oil palm plantations in South Comoé across
the 10 villages visited within the districts of Aboisso, Bon-
oua and Adiaké. Participants generally agreed that the con-
sents of community members were seldom obtained before
the acquisition of land for the establishment of oil palm plan-
tations by the agribusiness corporates in South Comoé re-
gion. On the other hand, the participants revealed that the
investors of oil palm plantations rather preferred to obtain
consent from community leaders and locally elected author-
ities. In fact, the participants raised the issue of the general
lack of transparency in the land negotiation process and the
terms of the contract were only known by the community
leaders and the elected local authorities. For instance, Har-
ouna, a community member of Bonoua mentioned that not
all smallholders who owned a plot of land were consulted in
the process of land acquisition for oil palm plantations.

“In Bonoua, communal lands were traditionally allocated
to rural communities. However, agribusiness developers
usually only sought the consent of lineage elders to access
the communal land to establish their plantations.”(Harouna,
interview in Bonoua, July 2019).

Certain rural community leaders in Aboisso expressed
similar opinions as the rural community member of Bonoua
regarding the exclusion of smallholders in the land negoti-
ation process. For instance, a community leader who was
interviewed in Adaou in the district of Aboisso during the
FGDs confirmed that land acquisitions of land for oil palm
production were negotiated with lineage elders only. In ad-
dition, Amalaman, a community leader stated:

“Agribusiness for oil palm production was welcomed on
communal lands due to the potential benefits it brought in
Aboisso. You know the agribusiness developers promised to
construct hospitals, schools and roads such that we did not

have to worry. The agribusinesses also supposed to play a
role in supplying young palm trees, and fertilisers to grow
palm plantations. That was when the lineage elders ceded
land for commercial farming to them”. (Amalaman, FGDs
in Adaou, July 2019).

3.2 Participants’ satisfaction with the benefits derived from
the establishment of large oil palm plantations and the
modalities of benefit sharing

Community members were questioned about their satis-
faction with the benefit sharing approach. Local communit-
ies in the districts of Aboisso, Bonoua, Adiaké and other
neighbouring villages indicated that they were not satisfied
with how the benefits from the investment of oil palm plan-
tation in their region were shared, despite the fact that some
of them had individual land contracts with agribusiness in-
vestors. Such contracts in the region were called “domi-
entche” practices, literally interpreted as “plant and share”.
According to participants the smallholders brought land to
agribusiness developers and received money proportional to
the value of the land after deduction of the production costs.
Many participants interviewed also expressed their dissatis-
faction in terms of the benefit sharing arrangements on the
fact that local community members were excluded from the
negotiations. Bohoussou for example mentioned:

“Smallholders were not able to clearly participate in the
benefit sharing arrangement from the establishment of oil
palm plantation. You know if the situation persisted, small-
holders’ households would have been affected negatively”.
(Bohoussou, interview in Bonoua, July 2019).

Even Adjéi, Koffi and Adoubi, community members in
Bonoua, Yapokro and Assalékro noted during a key inform-
ant interview and FGDs that the benefits obtained from oil
palm plantations were only enjoyed by a few elected elites
and lineage elders who had access and control over land.
The views of Adjéi, Koffi and Adoubi were explained in the
quotes below:

“There was no benefit from oil palm investments. Very of-
ten agribusiness development benefited a few elected author-
ities and community leaders, while many smallholders were
suffering. Such injustice generated negative attitudes among
local community members of Aboisso, Bonoua towards ag-
ribusiness developers. As they represented the main users of
communal land with more than 30,000 hectare of palm oil
production.”(Adjéi, interview in Bonoua, July 2019).

‘’Some family leaders, elected authorities and village
leaders selected members of communities to benefit from the
oil palm investments based on lineage’. (Koffi, FGDs in
Yapokro, July 2019).
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“Sometimes only households who were directly involved
with agribusinesses could benefit. For example, selling their
produce to large scale agribusinesses received benefits from
agribusiness investors through incentives, training and ac-
cess to fertilisers”. (Adoubi, interview in Assalékro, August
2019).

In addition, Assoa mentioned that there were issues with
marketing regulations that affected smallholders adversely.
For instance, when market prices collapsed because of ex-
cess supply of palm oil, smallholders did not get com-
pensated for any loss.

“Through privatisation of state-owned companies, the
palm oil sector experienced overproduction which led to a
drop in prices. Smallholders did not receive any compens-
ation from agribusiness investors for the loss of our palm
produce”. (Assoa, interview in Aboisso, July 2019).

Niamian and Tamikolo (community members of Assouba
and Toumanguié villages) gave more insight on the local
communities’ dissatisfaction with the benefit sharing ap-
proach. Both of them related the issue as far back as the co-
lonial era. Niaman talked about the persistence of injustice
in the benefits sharing from agribusiness in South Comoé as
follows:

“Rural communities were ignored in the benefit sharing
from land acquisition for commercial farming under the co-
lonial administration. The arrangement was made behind
closed doors and that was disturbing to the community mem-
bers. If communities around palm plantation production
could get better financial support, they would support the
plantation investment initiative”. (Niamian, FGD in As-
souba, July 2019).

Tamikolo mentioned,” many smallholders’ livelihoods de-
pended on ‘domientchie’ practices. Most of the communities
in Ayénouan, Yapokro, Soumié, and Assalékro and Touman-
guié villages around the plantation estates received a little
financial support from the oil palm investors that only be-
nefited local elected authorities and few family heads. It also
remains a question whether financial support towards few
family heads could make up the loss of land”. (Tamikolo,
interview in Toumanguié, August 2019).

The expression of local communities’ dissatisfaction be-
cause of the unequal benefit sharing approach was evidence
in the situation of conflict that was experienced in the South
Comoé region. For instance, Prégnon in Adiaké noted that
when community members realised that they were cheated
in the benefit sharing process, they built up resistance against
the agribusiness investors.

“During oil palm production, many smallholders under
contract realised that they earned less money than expec-

ted. The situation led to conflicts because agribusiness de-
velopers with bank loans tried to make profit at the expense
of smallholders. This made smallholders to start delivering
their products to other agribusiness developers with whom
no contracts existed”. (Prégnon, interview in Adiaké, Au-
gust 2019).

It could therefore be said that the exclusion of community
members in the negotiation process for land acquisition and
establishment of oil palm plantation in South Comoé and
poor benefit sharing structures caused a general dissatisfac-
tion amongst community members.

3.3 The existing policy framework guiding benefit sharing
from the exploitation of land resources

The local government authorities and agribusiness in-
vestors that were interviewed noted the absence of a legal
framework that defined provisions and modalities for benefit
sharing with respect to land acquisition for agribusiness de-
velopment. According to agribusiness developers in the dis-
trict of Aboisso, policies had to encourage inclusive partici-
pation during negotiation of both individual and communal
land holders for agribusiness development. The participants
were interrogated on the existence of laws that govern land
acquisition and benefit sharing and how they were imple-
mented. The following responses were captured:

“There was the need of clear laws on how land was trans-
ferred to agribusiness investors. The sharing of profits had
to be done through a well signed document in the name of
each community member or the family who owned the land.
Having a clear contract would enhance investor’s commit-
ment towards respecting the terms of the benefits sharing”.
(Agribusiness Developer, Interview in Aboisso, July 2019).

Similarly, a government official highlighted the lack of
policy in land acquisition guiding benefit sharing as a
hindrance to agribusiness development:

“I think that rural communities were not getting fair bene-
fits because the benefits were largely skewed in favour of the
agribusiness corporates. The distribution of benefits needed
policy that was viable taking into account the interests of
smallholders”. (Interview with government official in Bon-
oua, July 2019).

Another government official in Adiaké (Péléforo) op-
ted that policy guiding benefit sharing was needed in Cote
d’Ivoire to ensure fairness in the distribution of benefits:

“The lack of fair benefit sharing was because of unclear
policy that created a network of relationship involving local
elected authorities in land acquisition and distribution of
benefits in a way that it gave them more advantages than
rural community members”. (Interview in Adiaké, August
2019).
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The quotes above highlight the absence of a clearly
defined policy which guided land acquisition and benefits
sharing between agribusiness developers and smallholders.
Due to this lack of clear policies, agribusiness developers in
oil palm plantations failed to engage with local communities
appropriately to achieve equitable benefit sharing systems.

4 Discussion

The study revealed inadequacies in the engagement of
communal landowners in the districts of Aboisso, Bonoua,
Adiaké and other neighbouring villages in the land acquis-
ition negotiations. The interview participants noted that
mostly traditional leaders and elected authorities were en-
gaged in land acquisition negotiation process which prob-
ably explained the general dissatisfaction of communal land
users or owners about the benefit sharing approach in South
Comoé. This outcome was of great concern since the terms
and conditions which included how the owners of the land
would be compensated were defined and negotiated at the
level of land acquisition negotiation. Other studies (Toft,
2013; Holtslag-Broekhof et al., 2016) had highlighted in-
justices that resulted from poor and inequitable approaches
adopted during the negotiation of land for agribusiness in-
vestment, thus corroborating the results of this study.

Participants’ revelation suggested that social and cultural
inequality and lack of policy framework were among the
factors accounting for the unequal distribution of benefits.
Social and cultural inequality which emerged from the study
included lack of inclusive participation in the land acquis-
ition and benefit negotiation phase. Participants’ account
illustrated how preferences for the negotiation of land and
benefits were extended to a few elitist classes in South Co-
moé, traditional authorities and in some cases family heads.
This approach appeared problematic because it was unlikely
that the benefits would trickle equitably from those engaged
down to the rest of the community members. The silence of
the majority of the community members in the land acquis-
ition and benefit sharing stage therefore increased the prob-
ability of them receiving unfair benefits from the investment
(Hicks, 2020).

Challenges affecting equitable benefit sharing process
which emerged from the findings include: institutional is-
sues, poor governance, and lack of adequate policy. For
instance, agribusiness developers noted that unsecured land
tenure system poses a challenge to identify legitimate com-
munity members with tenure rights. Such situations gener-
ated conflicts between community members who felt side-
lined in the benefit negotiation process and the agribusi-
ness investors (Colin & Ayouz, 2006). Similarly, from the

local government officials’ perspectives unclear customary
land rights generated tension between community members
and agribusiness investors. According to the local govern-
ment officials, weaknesses in the land acquisition policy ac-
counted for fuzzy benefit sharing terms. In addition, the
local government officials argued that their neglect in the
benefit sharing arrangements and decision making, hindered
their intervention to protect the rights of smallholders. The
various accounts of the government officials and local com-
munity members therefore suggested that conflicting land
tenure systems, policy issues, institutional arrangements,
poor governance, and political manoeuvre constituted obvi-
ous challenges forestalling equitable benefit sharing. Hence,
the field results concurred with the findings of Wangu et al.
(2020) that benefit sharing from agribusinesses did not reach
the most vulnerable land users in the community. Unequal
benefit sharing could affect smallholders’ food security as
noted by Olounlade et al. (2020) in a study conducted in
Benin. This study illustrated that agribusiness development
may have contributed in widening the socio-economic gaps
in Africa. The iniquity in benefit sharing experienced in the
study area was not an isolated case since other developing
nations including Mexico, South Africa and Nigeria had also
undergone a similar experience with regard to ABS (Lucas
et al., 2013). The trend in unequal benefit sharing experi-
enced across developing nations therefore generated a con-
cern about land acquisition systems and the implications for
local communities’ access to adequate benefits.

The findings further revealed that benefit sharing arrange-
ments remained controversial because there was a lack of
emphatic collaboration among stakeholders in land negoti-
ations and distribution of benefits. Thus, the principle of
good governance including accountability, equity and re-
sponsibility suggested by Machado et al. (2017) and Keping
(2018) seemed not to be adequately practiced in the study
area. Moreover, the mode of benefit sharing arrangements
practiced in South Comoé contravened global and well re-
cognised benefit sharing standards such as the Nagoya Pro-
tocol of 12th October 2014 which emphasised the necessity
for an equitable benefit sharing approach (Morgera et al.,
2014). However, the inequitable benefit sharing approach
was not only detrimental to the disadvantaged communit-
ies but also affected the growth of agribusiness development
in South Comoé since it spiked conflict. Therefore, resolv-
ing issues related to governance and equitable benefit shar-
ing was key to mitigating conflicts between agribusiness in-
vestors and community actors.

Policy constraints emerged as a key obstacle to equitable
benefit sharing in agribusiness investment in South Comoé.
The land reform policies of Cote d’Ivoire did not clearly
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define community participation in land acquisition process
and benefits distribution as such collaborative benefit shar-
ing arrangements became problematic (Burnod et al., 2010).
The results therefore indicated that though Cote d’Ivoire was
a successful country in agribusiness establishment (cocoa,
palm oil, and coffee product) most of the benefits were en-
joyed by agribusiness operators. National land policies re-
quired the full consultation of rural landowners or occupi-
ers over the expression of interest to acquire the land for
investment purposes (German et al., 2013). These authors
also showed that there were no legal laws in Ghana which
defined the terms for compensation for the loss of liveli-
hoods. The views of smallholders suggested that there may
be a lack of adequate policy framework for equitable par-
ticipation in land acquisition and benefit sharing as was no-
ticed also in the study by German et al. (2013). Although
the view of smallholders pertained to large scale and small-
scale farmers it was necessary to understand how local com-
munities benefited from the loss of land used for e.g. oil
palm plantations. The findings therefore confirmed the as-
sertion by Koutouki et al. (2011) that there was inequality
in the benefit sharing approach in agribusiness establishment
to the advantage of agribusiness developers. Grajales (2018)
argued that although agribusiness investors had interacted
with smallholders for so many years, they did not honour the
promise to develop the land in a partnership arrangement, as
well as their promise of the provision of infrastructural de-
velopment such as the construction of roads and other social
amenities.

5 Conclusions

This study set out to investigate the alignment of benefit
sharing mechanisms practiced in South Comoé with inter-
nationally recognised ABS frameworks. The rationale for
the study was based on the argument that benefits from the
use of communal or private land was not equitably distrib-
uted amongst the community members and those exploiting
the land. Furthermore, knowledge on land acquisition and
benefit sharing in agribusiness research was very limited thus
leaving a lot of unanswered questions. Using FGDs and key
informant interviews, the study investigated how land ac-
quisition and benefits from the establishment of large-scale
oil palm plantation in the districts of Aboisso, Bonoua and
Adiaké were negotiated. The outcome of the research led to
the following conclusions:

The findings revealed uneven benefits from agribusiness
investment between agribusiness developers and rural com-
munities. Empirical evidence denoted that mostly elected
elites and lineage elders who own rights to land were en-

gaged in land acquisitions thus sideling a vast majority of
the members of local communities. This exclusive tend-
ency turned to affect the compensation that local community
members were entitled to in exchange for the loss of com-
munal land which was their main source of livelihood. The
unevenness in the distribution of benefits was largely attrib-
uted to a lack of institutional, legal or policy frameworks
which should define the modalities for the distribution of
benefits from agribusiness investments in rural communit-
ies. The exclusion of the majority of rural community mem-
bers from the land acquisition negotiation process and sub-
sequently of the distribution of benefits triggered conflict in
different parts of SSA including South Comoé. The con-
flicts disrupted the smooth investment of agribusiness and
the generation of profits, thus implying that unequal distri-
bution of benefits from agribusiness affected both investors
and rural communities adversely. Therefore, policies and
practical measures should be put in place to ensure fairness
in the negotiation of land and distribution of benefits. The
study contributed to existing debates about the marginalisa-
tion of local communities in BSMs arrangements and imple-
mentation in the agribusiness sector.

The outcomes of the study have led to the following re-
commendations:

• Good governance practices including transparency, in-
clusive participation, honesty which were strongly
advanced as constraints to equitable benefit sharing,
should be strictly adhered to by all parties in the pro-
cess of land acquisition and benefits negotiation.

• Concrete tenure arrangements should be made both cul-
turally and administratively to ease the identification of
the right parties to be consulted in land negotiation and
benefit sharing processes.

• Government policies which served as frameworks for
the sustainable management of land should clearly ar-
ticulate the involvement of stakeholders in land acquis-
ition and benefit sharing process at all levels.

• Government officials should ensure that policy
guidelines on equitable distribution of benefits accruing
from the use of communal land for the establishment
of agribusiness were adequately implemented.

• Agribusiness investors should adhere to both statutory
and customary laws in the negotiation of land and bene-
fits during the initial planning phase of the business es-
tablishment.

• Community members should work with agribusiness
investors and government officials in creating an en-
abling environment for the establishment of agribusi-
ness in a manner that resulted in mutual satisfaction.
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