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The Land Matrix is an independent global land 

monitoring initiative that promotes transparency 

and accountability in evidence-based decisions 

over large-scale land acquisitions (LSLAs) in low- 

and middle-income countries across the world.

These country profiles present national-level data 

of LSLAs and transactions, including who the 

investors are, what the land will be used for, and 

what the potential benefits and impacts of the 

land deals are. 

By making this information available, the Land 

Matrix aims to enhance broad engagement 

and data exchange, facilitating the continuous 

improvement of the data. 

Find out more at www.landmatrix.org.

Uruguay (officially the Oriental Republic of Uruguay) has an area of 

176,215 km² and is the second smallest country in South America 

after Suriname.1 It has more than 144 million hectares (ha) of 

agricultural land, representing 82% of the national territory, a very high 

percentage compared to the Latin American average of less than 40%.2 

Appropriation and concentration of land in Uruguay is a process that 

dates back to colonial times, and it has greatly influenced the current 

structure of land ownership.3 

In recent decades, the participation of financial capital in the land 

market has intensified the concentration process, favoured its 

foreignisation, and led to situations of outright land grabbing4. Between 

2000 and 2011, for example, the country’s agricultural area controlled 

by Uruguayan investors decreased from 90% to just over 50%, while 

companies associated with foreign investors, virtually non-existent 

before, increased their participation to more than 40%.5 This process 

has also resulted in the disappearance of a significant number of small 

and medium-sized farms. Of note, however, unlike in other regions of 

BACKGROUNDWHAT IS THE LAND MATRIX?

WHAT IS A LAND DEAL?

The Land Matrix defines a land deal as any intended, 

concluded, or failed attempt to acquire land through purchase, 

lease, or concession in low- and middle-income countries. 

To be included in the Land Matrix global database, deals 

must meet the following criteria:

•	 Entail a transfer of rights to use, control, or ownership of 

land through sale, lease or concession; 

•	 Have been initiated since the year 2000; 

•	 Cover an area of 200 ha or more;

•	 Involve the change of land use (often from extensive or 

ecosystem service provision to commercial use).

Please note: In certain cases, deals meeting different criteria to 

the global database are captured at regional and country level. All 

82 deals recorded for Uruguay, however, met the global criteria and 

have therefore been included in this country profile

For more information about land deals and how data is 

captured, analysed, and used, browse our frequently asked 

questions at www.landmatrix.org/faq.
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Milk and dairy products were historically produced 
by family companies or by small- and medium-sized 
entrepreneurs in Uruguay until the 2000s, when the 
arrival of foreign investors in the sector heralded in 
large-scale dairy farms, locally known as “megatambos”.7 
One such company was New Zealand Farming Systems 
Uruguay (NZFSU), which acquired 32,028 ha in the 
country between 2005 and 2008.8 In 2010, NZFSU, 
along with all its land holdings, was sold to Olam 
International Limited, a multinational company based 
in Singapore. As a global leader in the production and 
marketing of food that operates throughout the value 
chain in more than 60 countries,9, 10 the land Olam 
International Limited acquired through this transaction, 
distributed across 20 parcels and all in operation, is 
mainly used for the production of milk, pastures, and 
some crops. The company’s 31 dairy farms produce 
about 70 million litres of milk per year, with plans to 
increase this to 300 million litres in the coming years, 
about 20% of Uruguay’s total milk production.11 

Even though no social or environmental conflicts related 
to the activities carried out by Olam International 
Limited have been reported so far, the magnitude of its 
projects and the massive area of land acquired in the 
country have raised concerns about a possible case of 
land concentration, and even land grabbing, particularly 
because this company has already faced land conflicts in 
other countries.12, 13, 14

This case demonstrates the trend in Uruguay towards 
land acquisitions that are free of conflict and significant 
forced displacement of small farmers, with land owners 
often staying on as company partners in their former 
lands or relocating for economic reasons. This apparent 
absence of social conflicts has been associated with 
the consolidated capitalist character of the Uruguayan 
agricultural sector.

More information on these LSLAs can be found in the 
Land Matrix database (see deals #3628, #3629, #3631, 
#3632, #3633, #3634, #3648, #3649, #3650, and 
#3651).

CASE STUDY LARGE DAIRY FARMS AND THE 
FOREIGNISATION OF DAIRY PRODUCTION

Latin America and the world, land grabbing processes in Uruguay have generally not been associated with forced 

displacement or exclusion of the former owners of the land.6

This country profile presents a detailed description of LSLAs in Uruguay based on data extracted from the Land 

Matrix website using regional filters. In certain cases, deals meeting different criteria to the global database were 

included, in particular those with a domestic scope. Deals for agricultural, forestry, and many other intended 

purposes were included, but those for gas, oil, and mining operations were excluded. It is important to note, 

therefore, that applying different filters on the Uruguay country page may generate a different data set to the one 

used for this country profile.

https://landmatrix.org/deal/3628/
https://landmatrix.org/deal/3629/
https://landmatrix.org/deal/3631
https://landmatrix.org/deal/3632/
https://landmatrix.org/deal/3633
https://landmatrix.org/deal/3634
https://landmatrix.org/deal/3648/
https://landmatrix.org/deal/3649/
https://landmatrix.org/deal/3650/
https://landmatrix.org/deal/3651/
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Concluded deals in Uruguay

Total size of concluded deals

Start-up phase (no production) 

Total number of concluded deals

Implementation status 
(according to contract size)

Uruguay investment profile Intention of investment for concluded deals
(according to number of concluded deals)*

1,153,761 ha

82

Project not started

4,800 ha

In operation

1,148,556 ha

405 ha

* This figure lists the intention of investments per negotiation status. Please 
note, a deal may have more than one intention. In Uruguay, there are 102 different 
investment intentions for 82 concluded deals.

In operation 91

Livestock41

Forestry29

Food crops26

Not started 10 Agriculture unspecified2
NFAC2
Conservation1
Others1

Start-up phase 1

Project not started Start-up phase In operation

Top 5 projects:
Location, size, implementation status, 
intention of investment

1. Paysandú, 200,000 ha
In operation
Timber plantation (for wood and fibre)

2. Tacuarembó, 140,000 ha 
In operation 
Timber plantation (for wood and fibre)

3. Tacuarembó, 100,000 ha
In operation 
Livestock

4. Durazno, 100,000 ha
In operation
Food crops & livestock

5. Paysandú, 69,957 ha 
In operation
Timber plantation (for wood and fibre)

Size
200,000 ha

1,000 ha
100,000 ha

LAND MATRIX



LAND MATRIX LARGE-SCALE LAND ACQUISITIONS IN

CONCLUDED

INTENDED

FAILED

The Land Matrix database has 82 concluded land deals recorded for Uruguay.15 Covering 1,153,761 ha, these deals 
represent 6.6% of the total land area of the country, and 7.9% of all its agricultural land. The number and size of LSLAs 
did not increase consistently between 2000 and 2019, but clear peaks were observed in 2007 and 2009. As of 2009, a 
significant reduction in the number of land deals was observed, and from 2013 to 2019, only one LSLA was registered 
(in 2018). 

Although it is difficult to determine the exact causes for these oscillations, they can mostly be attributed to a 
combination of a number of global variables, including unstable commodity prices and financial crises, together with 
changes in local or regional economic and political contexts. 

A particular aspect to take into account in Uruguay is the sustained increase in land prices observed between 2002 
and 2010.

LSLAs in Uruguay currently represent 10.8% of all land deals in Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC), and 2.5% 
of land deals worldwide. Most of the LSLAs identified (86.6%), and almost the entire associated area (99.5%), are 
currently in operation.

URUGUAY

INTRODUCTION

LSLAs by negotiation status Concluded deals over time (2000 - 2019)

Cumulative number of deals

Cumulative size under contract

Note: This graph shows changes in size under contract, including for 
abandoned deals with contracts still in place. Thus, the number of deals can 
remain the same even if the size increases/decreases.

FOREIGN INVESTOR COUNTRY INVOLVEMENTS

Consistent with other countries in Latin America and the 
Caribbean, national investors play an important role in 
Uruguay, taking the lead in terms of number of transactions at 
22.4% of all concluded land deals. Followed by investors from 
the United Kingdom (11.9%), Finland (9.7%), Canada (9.0%), 
Chile and Singapore (both 7.5%), and Argentina (6.7%), 
collectively these and other foreign investors still represent a 
significant 41.8% of all LSLAs. However, some of these figures 
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Foreign investor countries

URUGUAY

Size of deals (ha)

Canada

United States
Bermuda

Uruguay

France

Finland
UK

Argentina

Chile

Brasil
Peru

Hong Kong
Qatar

Singapore

20,000
150,000
300,000

460,000

DRIVERS AND AIMS OF PRODUCTION

Most LSLAs in Uruguay are destined to be used for livestock and forestry, which represent 40.2% and 
28.4% of all investment intentions, respectively, or a total of 76.1% of the area under contract in the country. 
Food crops, non-food agricultural commodities, and other categories represent 22.6%, 0.5%, and 0.8% of 
the remaining area under contract, respectively.

need to be interpreted with caution and on a case-by-case basis, since international investors often seek local 
partners before embarking on a potentially risky LSLA. Nevertheless, the fact that domestic investors dominate 
the land market in Uruguay does have important economic and political implications and should not be overlooked 
when analysing land issues in this country. 

Although stock-exchange listed companies are the main type of investor in Uruguay in terms of the current area 
under contract (39.4%), followed by private companies (32.1%) and investment funds (19.7%), investment funds 
are the main type of investor in terms of the number of deals (47.0% of all LSLAs), followed by private companies 
(26.1%) and stock-exchange listed companies (20.1%). Individual entrepreneurs and state-owned companies 
share the rest of the land market.

Domestic and transnational investors may or may not 
be affected by the same variables or guided by the same 
motivations when deciding on a land investment. More 
research is therefore needed on the different drivers 
behind LSLAs in order to better describe and understand 
the diversity of private and public actors currently playing 
a role in land investments in Uruguay.

    Deals by investor type (in hectares)
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This country profile was prepared by the Latin 
America Regional Focal Point, hosted by the 
Foundation for Development in Justice and Peace 
(FUNDAPAZ), based in Argentina.

It is important to note that, as a deal may have more than one 
intention, the total number of intentions is usually larger than the 
total number of deals. In Uruguay, 102 investment intentions were 
reported for the 82 concluded deals recorded. Since aggregation of 
size is difficult when more than one intention is listed for a particular 
deal, the size under contract is equally divided by the number of 
different intentions listed. By adopting this criterion, the total area 
covered by all intentions will always be equal to the total area under 
contract (1,153,761 ha in the case of Uruguay). However, as with other 
countries in the region, such as Argentina, Brazil and Paraguay (see 
the respective country profiles), the area dedicated to some specific 
intentions may be underestimated using this criterion for at least 
two reasons: (a) one intention is clearly predominant in the use of 
the land; or (b) the same parcel of land is used for various purposes 
(such as crops, pastures, or livestock). An alternative criterion would 
be to assign the whole size under contract to all intentions. In this 
case, the total area under contract would clearly be overestimated, as 
demonstrated by the hypothetical area this would come to in Uruguay 
(1,310,644 ha), which would mean an overestimation of 13.6% of the 
total area under contract. 

Information about the destination of the products or export countries 
is scarce, since only 16 deals explicitly report export as one of the 
main goals of the land acquisition. Nevertheless, it was determined 
that a large part of the exports of agricultural and livestock products 
go to China, products derived from forestry are mainly exported to 
countries of the European Union, and Brazil and Argentina are the 
main regional destinations.16

FIND OUT MORE ABOUT LAND DEALS IN LATIN AMERICA
We are continuously updating our data about land investments in 
Latin America. To find out more about which countries we cover, our 
data collection and verification process, and how you can add your 
contributions, please browse our frequently asked questions at www.
landmatrix.org/faq and visit our regional page at https://landmatrix.
org/region/latin-america/ or the Spanish-language website at 
www.landmatrix-lac.org.  

URUGUAY

0.5%

0.4%

0.4%

2.9%
2.0% 1.0%

Land acquisitions by category of 
production

http://www.fundapaz.org.ar/
http://www.fundapaz.org.ar/
http://www.landmatrix.org/faq
http://www.landmatrix.org/faq
https://landmatrix.org/region/latin-america/
https://landmatrix.org/region/latin-america/
http://www.landmatrix-lac.org
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