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CHAPTER 3

Agri-investment Cashing in on COVID-19

Sarah Ruth Sippel

Abstract Global agri-food relationships are continuously changing. 
However, some periods can be perceived as critical moments when sudden 
events challenge established patterns and introduce new dynamics within the 
agri-food system. Many observers identified the food price hikes in 
2007/2008 as such a “turning point”. The food price hikes were seen as a 
stark reminder of the fragility and volatility of the global food system and 
interpreted as signalling a structural crisis in agriculture and its organizational 
and institutional frameworks. The 2008 crisis produced both winners and 
losers. Among the winners were institutional investors that started engaging 
much more actively in the area of productive resources. Roughly ten years 
later, the COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted global agri-food relationships 
again, perhaps even more profoundly. This chapter juxtaposes the crises of 
2007/2008 and 2020/2021 and explores the role of financial actors within 
them. It analyses how financial investors, who emerged as powerful actors 
out of the 2008 crisis, responded to, and dealt with, the COVID-19 crisis. It 
further investigates how the pandemic has been rhetorically framed, what 
investment strategies were promoted, and how financial investors anticipate 
their engagement with agri-food in (post-)pandemic times.
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IntroductIon

Global agri-food relationships are continuously changing. However, some 
periods are perceived as critical moments when sudden events challenge 
established patterns and introduce new dynamics within the agri-food sys-
tem. Many observers identified the food price hikes in 2007/2008 and 
2011 as a “turning point” in global agri-food relationships. A decade on, 
the COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted global agri-food relationships 
again, perhaps even more profoundly. In this chapter, I juxtapose the cri-
ses of 2007/2008 and 2020/2021 and look specifically at the role of 
financial actors within these. I will address the following questions: how 
have financial investors—who emerged as new and powerful agri-food 
actors out of the 2008 crisis—responded to, and dealt with, the COVID-19 
crisis? How has the pandemic been rhetorically framed, what kinds of 
investment strategies have been promoted, and how are financial investors 
anticipating their engagement with agri-food in (post-)pandemic times?

I begin by briefly outlining how and why financial investors emerged as 
new players in the agri-food system post-2008. I then outline the response 
of agri-food investors to the pandemic and suggest that three main argu-
ments can be identified: first, the pandemic is seen as having proven the 
case for ag-investments by revealing its resiliency in times of crisis; second, 
the pandemic is presented as a push for further investment in ag- and 
food-tech; and third, the pandemic is regarded as reinforcing the trend 
towards increased emphasis on sustainability and climate change within 
investments. I conclude that while the agri-food investment discourse has 
broadened to incorporate new areas and issues, its underlying logic of 
presenting crisis as an opportunity for profit-making remains unchanged.

This chapter is based on analysis of 160 articles on COVID-19 and 
agricultural investment published on the platform Agri Investor (agriin-
vestor.com) between March 2020 and July 2021. Agri Investor is a plat-
form providing information on agri-investment, including news on deals, 
companies, people, and market trends, as well as background analysis and 
commentary. Agri Investor is a key actor that has been supporting the 
discursive construction and promotion of agriculture as a financial asset 
class since 2010 and has also organized events to bring stakeholders 
together.
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the 2008 Food PrIce crIsIs and the emergence 
oF FInancIal actors In agrI-Food

In 2008, after two decades of volatile but overall declining food prices, 
global prices for staple foods such as maize, wheat and rice increased sig-
nificantly within a few years (Mittal, 2009). The drivers of the price hikes 
included short- and mid-term factors such as the temporary decline of 
agricultural production and food stocks, coupled with rising demand, 
export restrictions and new agro-fuel policies, as well as financial specula-
tion on commodity markets. These factors were embedded within long-
term developments such as declining investments in rural areas and 
state-led re-regulation of agricultural and financial policies (Gertel & 
Sippel, 2016). Together, the events of 2007/2008 were seen as “a stark 
reminder of the fragility and volatility of the global food system” (Clapp 
& Cohen, 2009, p. 1) and interpreted as signalling a structural crisis in 
agriculture and its organizational and institutional frameworks (McMichael 
& Schneider, 2011). Introducing their book Food Systems Failure, Rosin, 
Stock and Campbell suggest that the 2007/2008 crisis exposed the “chal-
lenge that localized food scarcity, and subsequent popular protest … posed 
to a shared sense of progress—and some would argue complacency—
toward meeting the world’s food demands” (Rosin et  al., 2012, p.  1). 
Hence, they conclude that “[c]learly, an ability to feed the global popula-
tion was proving to be less certain and hunger on a large scale was still a 
reality” (Rosin et al., 2012, p. 1). As noted by many observers, the food 
price hikes impacted especially hard on those groups of people who already 
needed to spend a major part of their income on food—and resulted in 
“food riots” in numerous urban centres across the Global South 
(McMichael, 2014, p. 948). At the same time, the increase in food com-
modity prices also led a number of new actors—who had not previously 
been present or very active in the agri-food system—to start engaging 
much more actively in the area of productive resources. Among these 
actors were state- and finance-backed actors, who were prompted to invest 
in natural resources—and first and foremost productive farmland—by a 
combination of food security motives and a search for alternative financial 
investment opportunities.

Since the early 2000s, and specifically following the financial crisis of 
2007/2008, numerous specialized agricultural investment vehicles have 
been established, taking various legal forms (including private equity 
funds, hedge funds, real estate management trusts, and private and public 
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companies) and pursuing different farm ownership and management strat-
egies to construct income streams for investors (cf. Daniel, 2012; Fairbairn, 
2014, 2020; Bjørkhaug et al., 2018). The interest in productive resources 
was partly a response to the poor performance of “traditional” asset classes 
(such as equities and bonds), all of which suffered during the financial 
crisis. Consequently, investors searched for new “alternative” asset classes 
providing returns uncorrelated with the “traditional” ones already existing 
in their portfolios. Agriculture and farmland were promoted as offering 
this low or negative correlation with traditional assets and positive risk- 
return characteristics, both of which were seen as adding to the overall 
performance of financial portfolios. Moreover, and contrary to other asset 
classes, in financial theory, both appreciation and the productive capacity 
of land (i.e., the value of its products) constitute the financial value of 
land. In other words, farmland is seen as both productive and appreciat-
ing—as “gold with yield” (Fairbairn, 2014). Further “investment funda-
mentals” for farmland investments were the finite availability of land, 
combined with the rising demand for food due to prospective population 
growth. “Food security” was a crucial narrative and appeared as both a 
motive to legitimize investment in agriculture and an incentive to stimu-
late capital inflows into agricultural investment funds (Larder et al., 2015).

never Waste a crIsIs? FInancIal Investors’ resPonse 
to covId-19

Given that financial actors’ much more intimate engagement with agricul-
ture emerged out of the conjunction of the 2008 crises, how have these 
actors dealt with the COVID-19 crisis? I now turn to the response of 
financial investors to the pandemic as reported on the Agri Investor plat-
form. The initial reaction to the COVID-19 outbreak in March 2020 was 
marked by a certain degree of uncertainty. The global spread of the virus 
was unprecedented, and early articles report that investors’ reactions 
reflected the newness and unpredictability of this situation. One of the 
first articles dealing with COVID-19, titled “Coronavirus plays on the 
mind of agri investors worldwide”, reflects this feeling and describes inves-
tors as “nervous and cautious” (Kemp, 2020a). The article starts by stat-
ing that “the impact of coronavirus played out across global financial 
markets in the past two weeks, with stock markets tumbling and compa-
nies … issuing warnings about the impact on earnings” (Kemp, 2020a). 
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The article continues that “agriculture is no exception” and reports that, 
although investors were not panicking, there was growing concern in the 
industry about how long the disruption would last. Australian agriculture 
specifically is seen as vulnerable, due to its dependence on exports, and 
with China—where the coronavirus originated—being Australia’s biggest 
export market for major commodities. The article also mentions concerns 
about congestion in supply chains in Southeast Asia, with the risk of prod-
uct being stuck at ports.

As the COVID-19 pandemic continued over the course of 2020, this 
initially rather cautious perspective evolved into a much more confident 
position about the performance of ag-investment. Investments in agricul-
ture are eventually not only presented as “crisis proofed” but are consid-
ered to have large potential for post-pandemic times. Three major themes 
can be identified, which are explored below.

covId-19 Proves the case For ag-Investment

The first general theme that can be identified is that COVID-19 is seen as 
having made the case for ag-investment. As early as late June 2020, 
Macquarie Infrastructure and Real Assets (MIRA) CEO Elizabeth O’Leary 
explained that ag-investments were continuing to perform well in com-
parison to other asset classes: “As we moved through that early fact- finding 
stage, it became clear that, particularly for investments like ours with a 
long-term focus and modest levels of leverage, along with the strong pro-
duction environment in Australia and strong commodity prices, meant 
that their exposure with us did not warrant any attention beyond the usual 
levels” (Kemp, 2020b). In a similar vein, in early July 2020, Angus Ingram, 
investments and partnerships manager at Kilter Rural, is quoted as saying, 
“In terms of financial performance—because we are primary production, 
farmland and water managers—we just haven’t been exposed to any eco-
nomic downturn at all [from the coronavirus]. In fact, probably quite the 
contrary” (Kemp, 2020d). The article states that Kilter Rural’s invest-
ments, as well as most of the others reported to Agri Investor by ag-fund 
managers at that point, performed strongly during the COVID-19 crisis. 
This point is made in comparison to other sectors, which were previously 
considered “safe investments” and which suffered during the pandemic, 
from real estate investments in retail, hotel and office space to infrastruc-
ture investments in airports.
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Thus, some months into the pandemic, COVID-19 is mostly portrayed 
as showing agriculture’s resilience as an asset class and proving the strength 
of agriculture’s investment fundamentals. This resilience is seen as 
grounded in agriculture being an “essential” sector, as well as its non- 
correlation to other economic sectors (Kemp, 2020b). The crisis is thus 
seen as serving to “reaffirm ag as a resilient and uncorrelated asset class” 
(Ali, 2020b) or, in the words of Growth Farms’ managing director David 
Sackett, “If anything will help prove the thesis that agricultural invest-
ments are non-correlated to other asset classes, this is it” (Ali, 2020c). 
One article further compares the 2020 situation with 2009/2010, when 
there was a similar fundraising environment as agribusiness’s lack of cor-
relation to the broader economy in the aftermath of the financial crisis 
drove the increase in interest. “Investors very much like that the sectors 
that we focus on are essential and these businesses have continued in this 
period [COVID-19]” (Janiec, 2020b). This performance showed that 
“the underlying investments are uncorrelated to a lot of other asset classes 
that the investors have exposure to” (Janiec, 2020b). Similar to 
2007/2008, food (in)security is presented as another strong fundamental 
and incentive for ag-investment. For example, we can read that “food 
security anxieties will be a catalyst for investment”, as the pandemic has 
“heightened the scrutiny with which virtually every nation views its global 
and domestic food supply chains” (Ali, 2020b).

At the end of 2020, several articles review the year and again the major 
conclusion is that agriculture has proven itself as “crisis resilient”. It is 
stated that “agriculture as an asset class navigated through 2020 relatively 
unscathed from the covid-19 crisis” (Corbett, 2020), while another article 
concludes, “the world needs food and fiber just as much during a pan-
demic as at any other time” (Kemp, 2020c). This is seen as “a salient les-
son for investors that farmland and other food-related assets can be useful, 
even necessary, parts of a diversified portfolio, helping to pick up the slack 
when other asset types suffer” (Kemp, 2020c). Ag’s resiliency and “funda-
mental growth drivers” are considered as proven, unless “unnaturally dis-
torted as in the case of trade wars” (Ali, 2020c). In essence, this article 
concludes, “trade wars are bigger threats than pandemics”, referring to 
both the US–China trade war and Australia’s trade disputes with its largest 
trading partner, China.
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covId-19 as a Push For ag- 
and Food-tech Investment

The second key theme is that COVID-19 has exposed the crucial impor-
tance and future relevance of digital technologies, which make investment 
in ag- and food-tech sectors both necessary and lucrative. Three areas are 
emphasized in particular: the pandemic’s push for indoor farming and for 
labour mechanization, and its impact on food supply chains and consump-
tion more generally.

Regarding the first, indoor ag-tech is presented as having a “sizable 
runway as many in and outside the industry look toward it as a potential 
future solution to food scarcity and food supply chain issues” (Szkutak, 
2020). Another article in early 2021 explains that indoor farming became 
the subject of much discussion and investment throughout 2020 as the 
global food supply chain challenges created by the pandemic led to food 
security fears: “Indoor farming, both through naturally lit greenhouses 
and vertical farming operations using LED lighting and sophisticated AI 
systems, were therefore identified by many as a potential solution for prop-
ping up domestic food production” (Ali, 2021). It is further reported that 
COVID-19 even led state-owned investors to divert their attention away 
from real assets towards ag-tech, as the threat of a food security crisis made 
food and ag-focused technology a “small but important” part of invest-
ments. Here, an insider from the sovereign wealth fund industry is quoted 
as saying, “Sophisticated sovereign wealth funds are not looking too much 
into land anymore. What they are looking into is to add value into the 
irrigation and processing value chain. That’s why we call agtech an evolu-
tion of the general industry. We think it’s what investors are tending to 
these days” (Janiec, 2021).

Issues surrounding labour exposed during the pandemic are the second 
major incentive for investment in agricultural technologies, and notably 
those helping to reduce labour on farms through automation. As one arti-
cle states, COVID-19 exposed shortcomings such as the reliance on 
migrant labour and poor working conditions in food-processing facilities. 
These, the article suggests, will “largely be solved by increased mechaniza-
tion and automation”. “This crisis will push all producers, including inves-
tor-led producers … towards automation and mechanization to a greater 
degree than they would have prior to the crisis” (Ali, 2020a). It is further 
reported that farm robotics and mechanization only accounted for 
US$179 million (1 per cent) of the total US$19.8 billion invested in 

3 AGRI-INVESTMENT CASHING IN ON COVID-19 



30

ag- tech companies in 2019 (based on Agfunder data). Hence, investment 
in mechanization and automation had to be “ratcheted up significantly if 
it is truly set to solve the workforce issues exposed by the pandemic” (Ali, 
2020a). The pandemic is thus presented as an important moment to be 
making this investment, supported by voices from within the industry: 
“Recession and covid is this perfect storm for advancing the field of robot-
ics, from a customer interest standpoint, a decade forward” (Janiec, 2020c).

Lastly, food-tech investments are promoted as an important future 
growth sector. This growth is seen as driven not only by increasing con-
sumer demand for alternatives to meat and dairy but also by major changes 
in how people are purchasing their food, where food is prepared, and how 
food is delivered to the consumer, as the entire food industry is going 
through a transformation. Here, an insider is quoted as saying, “Covid has 
accelerated changes to foodtech and to the supply chain. It has even 
affected how consumers eat, from curbside dining to takeout” 
(Goldfisher, 2020).

covId-19 as a Push For sustaInabIlIty

A third theme is a stronger emphasis on sustainability, with the pandemic 
being presented as a “test” for future challenges in light of climate change. 
In this vein, a representative of McKinsey is quoted as saying, “Obviously, 
carbon management is not a global pandemic. They are quite different, 
but some of the ways companies have to respond have consistency to 
them … If you believe post-covid we’re all going to have some view of 
what needs to be done from a resilience standpoint, some of the chal-
lenges that climate change can raise tests our resilience in different forms” 
(Janiec, 2020a). Over the course of 2020, sustainability becomes an 
increasingly important theme in articles on the impact of, and lessons 
from, the pandemic. In an article titled “Sustainability now matters in 
PE”, it is reported that British Private Equity and Venture Capital 
Association (BVCA) director general Michael Moore called the pandemic 
a reminder that the industry is both “an economic force and a social one”. 
The article further states that the private equity ecosystem had come a 
long way in the past decade in terms of “accepting and integrating envi-
ronmental, social and governance considerations into its investment pro-
cesses”. This was reflected in the inclusion of non-financial key performance 
indicators, such as carbon emissions (Mitchenall, 2020). Also, MIRA 
CEO O’Leary is portrayed as reflecting on the role that capital investment 
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in agriculture could play “in making both societies and landscapes more 
resilient” (Kemp, 2020b). According to O’Leary, there is “strong proof” 
that sustainable farming addressing climate change is mutually beneficial 
to the environment and to the “farmer’s bottom line”. The way this is to 
be achieved is by increasing farmers’ participation in sophisticated envi-
ronmental markets, to “aid the decarbonization story” as well as more 
progressive farming practices adopted in an economically rational way 
(Kemp, 2020b).

Agriculture is, lastly, identified as playing a key role as the world moves 
towards greater resilience following COVID-19, notably in reducing 
emissions. Referring to a McKinsey representative, one article reports that 
agricultural companies were developing business models designed to ben-
efit from potential future regulations on carbon emissions. The lack of 
large-scale carbon markets is seen as “limiting commitment among inves-
tors to finance emissions-reductions that do not present a clear return on 
investment” (Janiec, 2020a).

cashIng In on covId-19?
COVID-19 has once again revealed the multiple flaws in our food system. 
That system is largely built on long-distance food supply chains, many of 
which have been disrupted due to lockdowns and trade restrictions. As 
food is treated not as a common good but as a commodity, people’s food 
security depends on their purchasing power, which in many cases declined 
due to the pandemic-induced global recession. These vulnerabilities in the 
global food system, as Clapp and Moseley conclude, are neither new nor 
accidental. Rather, they are grounded in the policy responses to past food 
crises over 70 years that “have helped forge a global food system that is 
increasingly specialized, dependent on trade, and premised on the need to 
produce more food with industrial methods—all in the name of improving 
efficiency” (Clapp & Moseley, 2020, p. 1408). Yet, for some actors, crises 
also provide the opportunity for profit-making—a mechanism that Naomi 
Klein has famously termed “disaster capitalism”, namely the implementa-
tion of calculated, free-market “solutions” to crises that exploit and exac-
erbate existing inequalities (Solis, 2020). Thus, as Reisman (2021, p. 911) 
observes, disaster moments such as the current pandemic require height-
ened caution about business activities “which momentarily suit crisis relief 
narratives but may ultimately serve other interests”.
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This chapter has investigated the responses of agri-food investors to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, demonstrating that agri-food investors used the 
most recent crisis to further strengthen the case for agri-investment, 
which—as the argument goes—has now proven itself not only lucrative 
but also a crisis-proof investment. While the 2007/2008 conjunction of 
events represented the “initial” crisis moment that incentivized investors 
to search for alternative investment possibilities, the pandemic has been 
presented as consolidating agriculture as an alternative investment class. 
The pandemic underlined the core fundamentals of the asset class—agri- 
food is not an outlier asset class any more but now qualifies as an “essen-
tial” sector. Can agri-food investment help to stabilize a pandemic- and 
increasingly crisis-ridden future food system, supporting its essential func-
tion for human survival? Or are agri-food investors’ responses rather a 
form of “disaster capitalism”?

By way of conclusion, I make three observations. The first concerns the 
issue of “food security”. The challenge to “feed the world” has been a 
consistent thread running through investor discourses associated with 
both crises and is used to morally legitimize and financially incentivize 
agri-food investment. Throughout both crises, however, the rhetoric fol-
lowed a rather simplistic neo-Malthusian argument that “people need to 
eat” in moments of financial, economic or environmental crisis as much as 
they do during a pandemic. This narrative continuously disregards the 
complexity of food security and the well-established insight that food 
security is not only a matter of food being produced. As Sen (1981) 
famously formulated in his entitlement approach to food security, “it is 
fundamentally about who gets access to available food, which is about the 
distribution of wealth and resources” (Devereux et  al., 2020, p.  771; 
emphasis added). The pandemic has not only affected food production 
and supply chains but also significantly lowered people’s ability to access 
sufficient and nutritious food due to the consequences of lockdowns and 
economic recession, especially for vulnerable groups (Clapp & Moseley, 
2020). Thus, financial investments that focus on food production and 
supply chains might allow investors to generate returns from an “essential 
sector”—but they do not help alleviate the food insecurity of those who 
cannot access food.

Second, the pandemic has been used to make the case for further invest-
ments in agriculture and food that go beyond those promoted in 
2007/2008, most prominently investments in the recently much-hyped 
areas of ag- and food-tech. As Fairbairn and Guthman (2020, p.  587) 
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note, Silicon Valley’s ag- and food-tech scene was quick in identifying 
COVID-19 as an opportunity and presented the pandemic as amplifying 
the need for its existence (see also Reisman, 2021). As ag-investment in 
farming has become increasingly established, new digital ag- and food 
technologies are presented as a “fix” for social issues—such as exploitative 
labour conditions on farms and in processing factories—as well as under-
capitalized and therefore newly emerging lucrative investment opportuni-
ties. Again, however, underlying issues of social inequalities and 
vulnerabilities of often migrant farm and food-processing workers are not 
tackled within this approach but rather blatantly disregarded. Rather than 
suggesting that farm and factory workers’ labour conditions need to 
change, the human factor is identified as the “problem” to discard.

Last, the pandemic has put sustainability and climate change much 
more prominently on the agenda, both of which were not part of the agri- 
food investor discourse in 2007/2008. As with the investment narratives 
outlined above, these issues are being addressed within a market and 
investment rationale, which suggests that more environmentally friendly 
and sustainable practices need to deliver returns to make them worthwhile 
considerations for investors. This argument is reminiscent of the ecologi-
cal fix, which, as Bakker (2009, p.  1782, drawing on Vandana Shiva’s 
description of “sustainable development”) writes, is a means of “turning a 
potential threat into an opportunity”. And even more so, within this dis-
course, we find the “threat” to not commit to, and implement, more sus-
tainable practices if they are not presented as clear investment opportunities. 
While climate change and environmental issues are now at least recog-
nized as important challenges facing the world, the agri-food investor dis-
course suggests that they are not tackled out of insight or necessity but 
only if the financial returns are worthwhile. In sum, while the agri-food 
investment discourse has moved on to new areas and issues due to the 
pandemic, its underlying logic has remained stable—amid calls for “more 
of the same” approaches to solve those crises it has helped to produce.
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