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ROMANIA

Rabobank raids rural Romania
A small and poor village in Romania has become the focus of a story
involving land grabbing by foreign-owned multinationals and mafia-style
corruption. Luke Dale-Harris investigates.

On the unpaved streets of Zarand, a village in Western Romania where hundreds of
subsistence farmers scratch a living on tiny plots of land, everyone is telling the same story.
In hushed tones, they tell how hundreds of hectares of farmland have been stolen from local
families by a corrupt mafia, leaving them with no kind of income and no access to the food
source they almost wholly relied on. How it happened, few of them know, but they are
aware of one thing: it now belongs to foreign-owned companies, and those companies have
little interest in farming.

Zarand is one of over 50 Romanian villages where the Dutch banking giant Rabobank now
owns large tracts of land, as part of a 315-million-euro ($337-million) investment into
farmland in Romania and Poland. Through subsidiaries belonging to a farmland investment
fund called Rabo Farm, Rabobank have bought up at least 140 hectares in Zarand since
2011, and over 21,000 hectares in Romania as a whole. In 10 to 15 years, the fund plans to
sell at a profit of over 900 million euros, in line with the rapidly soaring price of land in
Eastern Europe.

The fund is now facing questions amid accusations that it is 'land grabbing' in some of the
poorest and most corrupt regions of the country, and profiting off the back of crime and
abuse at the expense of small hold farmers.

Rabo raid

An analysis of dozens of land registry and court documents shows that Rabo Farm bought
land in Zarand between 2013 and 2014 from two intermediaries; a woman called Elena
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land in Zarand between 2013 and 2014 from two intermediaries; a woman called Elena
Bosca and an Austrian-owned company called Bardeau Holding Romania. They in turn had
obtained the land from nearly 100 subsistence farmers two to four years earlier.

Mircea Necrilescu is a subsistence farmer whose land Rabo Farm now owns. But he is
adamant he never sold it to anyone. "I don't know exactly [what happened], but this has
happened to lots of people in this village," he told DW. "It is our land, handed down to us by
our parents, and it is not right that someone else can just become the owner of it."

Many farmers say they were tricked into selling their plots and were victims of Mafia-style dealings

Bosca and Bardeau's methods for obtaining Necrilescu's land, as well as at least 10 other
plots of land in Zarand which they sold to Rabo Farm, were unusual. After obtaining pre-
contracts for the land, they took Necrilescu and 151 other sellers to court in four different
identical hearings, claiming that they had all reneged on their deals to sell the land. The
hearings were over fast; none of the sellers came to the hearings or provided any form of
defence, and Necrilescu claims he was never made aware that the cases ever happened.
But Florita Bolos, a judge who was convicted last year for forgery and taking bribes, ruled in
the intermediaries favor, granting them legitimate ownership of the land and allowing them
to sell it on to Rabo Farm.

These court cases, and the ownership documents provided by Bosca and Bardeau, are now
under investigation by state prosecutors and the National Directorate for Anti-Corruption
(DNA) on charges including forgery of private documents, forgery of official documents and
abuse of office.

A pattern of contested land acquisitions by Rabo Farm appears across Romania. In a village
near the Bulgarian border, for instance, Rabo Farm has been taken to court by farmers
claiming that they never sold land which the fund had registered as its own. After purchase,
the fund leased the land out to over 129 leaseholders, including politicians and criminals
convicted for crimes including keeping works as slaves.

Due diligence?

The findings are in stark contrast to Rabo Farm's claims of due diligence and corporate social
responsibility. In a report issued in 2013, the fund claimed that: "Before we acquire or invest
in a farm, we conduct an intensive due diligence analysis on sellers, leaseholders, farm
operators, farms and many other factors relevant to the investment phase."
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Rabo Farm says it's acting responsibly and contributing to the region's social and economic development

The report also states that, "Rabo Farm is active in rural regions where the economic and
social situation is usually below the country's average. Rabo Farm believes that its
investments contribute to the local social and economic developments of the communities
where it takes place and that it has a role in supporting these developments."

Attila Szocs, an agriculture and land rights researcher at the Romanian NGO Ecoruralis, says
that large-scale land acquisitions in Romania are deeply detrimental to the social and
economic structures of rural Romania. "Land grabbing in Romania, done at such a blatant
level, kills out almost any real chance for the next farming generation to develop and
compete. The problem is transparency. Large land deals and their effects over the Romanian
peasantry are hidden from public eyes," he told DW.

Since 2002, land prices in Romania have risen over 25-fold, driven up in large part by the
country's entrance into the EU and the effect of common agricultural policies on the land
market.

Rabo Farm's investors include the American retirement fund TIAA-CREF and Dutch pension
funds PFZW and APG. Rabobank itself owns a 5-percent stake in the fund.

In response to the allegations put forward by the Romanian Center for Investigative
Journalism, Rabo Farm responded that: "We will take the information provided by you to
further analyze the cases seriously. Should this lead to the need to review our standards or
terminate business relationships, we will do that."

This investigative project was funded by Journalismfund.eu and the Robert Bosch
Stiftung.
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