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The ownership of agricultural land in sub-Saharan Africa has undergone a transition in the 21st 

century. Driven principally by land scarcity, spiking commodity prices and state-led intervention, 

large-scale tenure changes converted at least 10-million hectares of customary land to private 

leasehold since 2000. Despite the wide discussion of and extensive investigation into large-scale 

land transactions (LSLTs), analyses of land-use/ land cover change are few and either focus on 

single cases or global analysis that lack socio-ecological context. With a focus on induced 

changes in agricultural land-use around 4 transaction sites in Tanzania, this study analyses 

landscape changes as complex socio-ecological systems. Using both remote sensing and 

household data in a causal inference design we identify behavioral pathways of agricultural land 

change.  We hypothesize that agricultural land-use change arises from site dependent contexts 

including changes in the opportunity costs of cropping systems, introduction of new labor 

structures, influences on local markets and livelihood options for those dependent on land 

resources. To test the local land-use decisions of smallholder farmers and whether households 

systematically choose intensification, expansion or abandonment, a statistical matching design 

was used. Preliminary results point towards the need to account for spillover effects in land 

change pathways outside the boundaries of large-scale land acquisitions and differing pathways 

based on multi-level structure of biophysical, household and governance elements of land deals.  

Moreover, a commonality among LSLT sites despite their varying contexts is growing inequality 

in land ownership and wealth.  Results point towards a backdrop of social stratification 

explaining changes in agriculture rather than in situ changes of technology, cropping or land-use 

reaching affecting all small-holders.  Beyond the study of LSLTs, this analysis provides 

important evidence for policymakers promoting “green economy” interventions in many sub-

Saharan African countries that focus on agricultural modernization.  Such interventions need to 

anticipate indirect land-use changes and who among small-holders will benefit.   Understanding 

what drives agricultural land-use change remains of primary importance in comprehending forest 

outcomes in complex social-ecological systems.


