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“[…] you cannot sue an acre; a boundary dispute is not a dispute with a boundary. The study
of property rules in general, and land tenure in particular, is the study of relationships between
people” (Davis, 1973; quoted in Hann 1998, 5).
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Executive summary
Several land rights changes since 1945 and the transition from a socialist to a capitalist
land property regime lay the basis for how East Germany’s rural areas are
characterized today: by a large-scale agricultural structure which now seems to open
the gateway for the concentration of huge amounts of farmland by a few. During the
last years, “land grabbing in East Germany” has been proclaimed by oppositional
farmers’ associations, politicians or grassroots initiatives as a critical response to this
development, thereby vernacularizing the term from the global to the local scale. As
means of political struggle the frame suggests a failure of state-led land governance.
However, this is not the only interpretation of the status quo; the diversity of involved
actors, practices and – often conflicting – realities make today’s post-socialist land
property relations a highly complex force field. Employing the lens of practice theory,
this thesis investigates the ways in which involved actors give meaning to the
phenomenon of East German land property concentration. By drawing on qualitative
data, the study generates two main findings: First, representations occur within the
current political controversy on “(non-agricultural) investors” who seem to enter the
regional land markets. Second, the analysis of discursive practices at the property
layers of ideologies, legal provisions and social relationships discloses the knowledge
formations which are underlying the controversy; they emerge as two conflicting
discourses: the regulation- and the non-regulation-discourses. Whilst practices within
the regulation-discourse suggest that the activities of “(non-agricultural) investors”
can and/or need to be regulated differently than to-date, the non-regulation-discourse
constitutes knowledge presuming that land-acquiring investors cannot and/or do not
have to be regulated differently. The study concludes that land property has more to
offer than just functioning as a monetary resource, as suggested in the liberal paradigm
of property. It provokes strong social positioning among the actors, leading to
competing post-socialist claims over East German land and creating an atmosphere
which is characterized by a high degree of uncertainty in terms of what is happening
in East Germany’s regions. So far, the non-regulation-discourse dominates the
controversy. A change of the status quo will depend on the extent to which the force
field of land property relations will be shaken up.

Keywords: practice theory, land property, discourse, East Germany, post-socialism
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1 Introduction
During the last years, the slogan “Land grabbing in East Germany” has been
occurring in German media reports which announce criticism against state-led
or -absent land policies and a “fight over farmland” in which investors acquire
huge amounts of land (Knödler 2011; Liebrich 2011; Börnecke 2013; Prange
2013; Pöppl 2014). Negative social, ecological and economic effects are voiced
with regards to the observed related trend of land concentration which is
understood here as the “amassing of large amounts of land in the hands of a
few individuals or institutions”, resulting in “bimodal land distribution in
which a large number have very little and a very few have a great deal of land”
(Reyna 1987, 523). According to critics, concentrating land property leads to
an erosion of East Germany’s rural areas and provokes “fundamental questions
about the democratic control of Germany’s food system” (Herre 2013, 67).
The emergence of the politically charged “land grabbing”-frame in the East
German context1 reveals its vernacularization2 from the global to the regional
scale. It is part of a critical transnational debate among farmers, activists,
researchers and journalists on “large-scale acquisition of land or land-related
rights and resources by corporate […] entities” (White, Borras Jr et al. 2012,
619). Often, such acquisitions are associated with northern companies
enclosing commons and dispossessing peasants and indigenous people in the
global south for the purpose of northern food and energy security (Borras Jr
and Franco 2012). However, in recent academic literature it is stated that largescale land acquisitions do also take place in the global north, including areas of
post-socialist Eurasia (Teklemariam, Azadi et al. 2015). According to Visser
and Spoor (2011), “the interest in acquiring land in the post-Soviet countries
among investors is growing” for reasons such as relatively low land prices,

1

In this thesis, “East Germany” is used as a synonym for the new federal states (Neue
Länder), the area of which formed the German Democratic Republic before the German
Reunification on 3 October 1990.

2

I am inspired here by Merry (2006) who uses the term “vernacularization“ to express the
translation of human rights as transnational idea from the global to the local level. Her
concept emphasizes that the “translation” of a transnational idea is always adapted to local
meanings to be useful and to make sense for those people who refer to it. (Merry 2006)
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favorable climate conditions and resources for agricultural production as well
as a “weak institutional environment” in favor of foreign investors (Visser and
Spoor 2011, 319).
Large-scale land deals are strongly debated. Whereas proponents “have
welcomed these trends […] as an important step towards ensuring food
security for a growing world population”, others ascribe them to have “social
and environmental impacts […], including loss of land for rural people, and,
more generally, […] the risk that large-scale investments may marginalise [!]
family farming” (Cotula 2012, 649). Polarizing representations with regards to
land property concentration seem to be at stake in post-socialist East Germany,
too. They seem to be fuzzy and hard to grasp for three reasons: First, land is a
relevant topic, because as space and natural resource, it is constitutive of
livelihoods and the food and agricultural system. Second, it endows identity to
the people who live and work on it and is connected with values, pride and
power relations, as anthropological research reveals (Verdery 1994; Verdery
2004; Nuijten and Lorenzo 2006). And third, East Germany’s land property
history is marked by multiple land right changes since 1945 which makes
today’s post-socialist land property relations a complex terrain. Current land
policy debates seem to involve various actors, practices and meaning-makings.
On the one hand, representations of East German land concentration evolve
around the emblematic issue of “non-agricultural” or “non-resident” investors
who increasingly buy or lease land on East Germany’s land markets.
Skyrocketing land prices since the financial crises in 2007/08 and propositions
on how to regulate the regional land markets differently than to-date play a
crucial role in these representations. On the other hand, they often appear as
historic storyline which claims that since German Reunification land policies
have been contributing to the conservation of the socialist land property regime
in terms of a large-scale agricultural structure and maintenance of power
relations to the disadvantage of “resident” family farms or “small- to mediumscale” farmers. In many analyses, these two aspects are related to one another
in the sense that (post-) socialist land governance has led to a large-scale
agricultural structure that now opens the “gateway” for investors to “capture”
the East German regions (Schumann 2013; Hirte 2014). However, problem-
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and solution-frames with regards to land property concentration vary a lot and
also imply silences or positive representations of investor’s activities. These
diverse and often conflicting meaning-makings are subject of investigation in
this thesis.

1.1 Problem statement and research questions
Regarding these diverse and often competing views as puzzle pieces, how do
they all fit together?
Although there are historical and socio-scientific studies that have dealt with
the (de)collectivization of land in the former German Democratic Republic
(GDR) and the early transformation processes from the socialist into the
capitalist agricultural system (Bauernkämper 2002; Küster 2002; Eidson and
Milligan 2003), the topic of post-socialist East German land property in general
and the recent phenomenon of increasing land property concentration in
particular is rather uninvestigated.3 Especially from an interpretive research
approach the topic has received little attention in scientific writings so far. This
is remarkable due to the abovementioned critical analyses which, amongst
others, include a proclamation of “land grabbing” in regions of concentrated
land property.
In 2010, the critically involved authors Beleites et al. wrote that “arguably
there are only a few topics which reveal such a great unbalance between public
attention and the dimension of problematic circumstances as the past and
present agricultural situation in East Germany” (Beleites, Graefe zu Baringdorf

3

.

The topic was subject of investigation in two reports launched in 2011 and 2013 by the
Johann Heinrich von Thünen-Institut (Forstner, Tietz et al. 2011; Forstner and Tietz
2013a); the former was published in English language as an article in the German Journal
of Agricultural Economics (Tietz, Forstner et al. 2013). Critical contributions to the topic
were written by Gerke in his book “Nehmt euch und euch wird gegeben – Das ostdeutsche
Agrarkartell” (Gerke 2008) and by Herre as a chapter in the publication “Land
concentration, land grabbing and people’s struggles in Europe” published by the
Transnational Institute in Amsterdam (Herre 2013). In September 2014, a Master’s thesis
on the topic was submitted at Freie Universität by Jan Brunner who investigated “land
grabbing in East Germany” from the perspective of ‘accumulation by dispossession’
(Brunner 2014).
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et al. 2010, 7). However, during the last years it has triggered some actors, such
as oppositional farmers’ associations, politicians or grassroots initiatives in the
field of land policy to involve themselves in practices which attempt to resist
the current development. It appears that, to a limited extent, recent discussions
– heated under the catchword of “(non-agricultural) investors” in policy papers
and the media – shifted East German land governance back on the political
agenda and stimulated hesitating practices among politicians. Nevertheless, it
is observable that serious steps to differently regulate the regional land markets
have not been taken to-date.
In a context where numbers and interpretations seem to be highly contested and
saturated by power relations it can be enlightening to deconstruct the
discourses through which they are produced. Hence, it is of interest to further
unravel who is involved in discussions on East German land property
concentration, and how the actors give meaning to the phenomenon. Assuming
that realities are not pre-existent, but intertwined with a broader social
structure, this also means to identify ongoing debates as the context of the
diverse and complex representations.
Making claims over land is a highly interpretive practice. A historical context
which implies a transformation from one land property regime to another
requires a cautious construction and analysis of the controversy in which
discursive practices are (and were) situated. Since practices are neither only
based on rational considerations (rational approach), nor solely guided by
norms and rules (institutional approach), land property representations will be
investigated from practice theory which believes in the agency and
performativity of social practices (Arts, Behagel et al. 2013). Two theoretical
concepts complete the theoretical framework of this thesis: property relations
and discourse. Whereas the first helps to deconstruct land property at the layers
of ideology and culture, rights and institutions, social relationships and
practices (Benda-Beckmann and Benda-Beckmann 1999), the latter emphasizes
the performance of knowledge production through representations of perceived
realities (e.g. Hajer 2002) – the “land grabbing”-frame is one them.
The objective of this research in relation to the abovementioned problem is to
help understand the ways in which different actors give meaning to the
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phenomenon of land property concentration in East Germany in the context of
ongoing land policy debates. The objective of this thesis in relation to the
research is to first construct the case within which representations of land
property concentration take place. As a second step, the interplay between
discourses and discursive practices will be analyzed which underlay these
representations. Finally, it is aimed at studying the effects these representations
have on the case.
According to these objectives, the main research question reads as follows:
How do actors represent East German land property concentration and what
are the effects of such representations?
In order to make this question more tangible it is separated into several
interrelated sub-questions:
1. Who are the actors that are involved in representations of East German
land property concentration?
2. Which discourses, i.e. underlying argumentative structures are
produced or represented by the involved actors relating to
a. ideologies,
b. legal provisions,
c. and social relationships?
3. In which contexts, i.e. within which political controversy and through
which discursive property practices are these discourses of East
German land property concentration produced and represented and how
are the discourses intertwined with the actors’ discursive property
practices?
4. What are the consequences of the produced and represented discourses
and related discursive practices?
The theoretical framework of this research will be presented in the following
subchapter 1.2. It clarifies what it means to analyze representations of East
German land property from the perspective of practice theory and illustrates
the concepts of discourse and land property relations as thematic foci and
structuring elements of investigation. In chapter 2 the research methodology
will be illustrated, consisting of a presentation of the interpretive research

6

design as well as the methods data analysis applied. In order to embed
representations of East German land property into the historical context, the
historical background on East German land property relations will be provided
in chapter 3. In chapter 4, the actors who are involved in the representations
will be outlined, and the construction of the investor-controversy as a case will
be described. An analysis of how the actors’ discursive practices construct and
represent the regulation- and the non-regulation-discourses within the investorcontroversy will be conducted in chapter 5, according to the property layers of
ideology and culture, rights and institutions as well as social relationships. It
will be followed by a conclusion of results in chapter 6 and final reflections on
the research in the discussion chapter 7.

1.2 Theoretical framework
The conceptual framework of this thesis consists of a theory and two
theoretical concepts. Whereas practice theory provides the “lens of
investigation”, the concepts of property relations and discourse help to focus
and clarify the scope and subject of research. In the following, the three
theoretical components will be discussed with regards to their contents, their
added value to the research as well as their mutual integration.
1.2.1 Performing political controversies: practice theory as a lens of
investigation
The rather unstable identity of practice theory is marked by the various ways
that authors refer to it. While some of them name it in its singular expression,
others speak of “practice based approaches” (Arts, Behagel et al. 2013) or
“theories of social practices” (Reckwitz 2002). Nicolini refers to practice
theories in the plural, which, as a “broad family of theoretical approaches”, are
“connected by a web of historical and conceptual similarities” (Nicolini 2012,
1). Thus, he declares that a unified grand theory of practice does not exist;
however, in the following this strand of theories is referred to as in the singular
term.
Practice theory has become popular in the 1970s and was applied to the
analysis of a variety of phenomena, such as “science, policy making, language,
culture, consumption, and learning” (Nicolini 2012, 2). The increasing
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popularity of practice in social theory is explained by the intuition that social
phenomena “’occur within and are aspects or components of the field of
practice’” (Schatzki 2001; quoted in ibid.); Reckwitz relates it to “an interest in
the ‘everyday’ and ‘life-world’” (Reckwitz 2002, 244). The theory draws on
the work of a range of authors who are located in different fields of research,
such as policy analysis or organization studies. Main authors being associated
to having largely shaped practice theory are Bourdieu, Giddens and Schatzki,
amongst others (Reckwitz 2002; Feldman and Orlikowski 2011; Nicolini
2012). It should be noted that, whereas some of them explicitly use the term
“practice” in their work (e.g. Schatzki), others implicitly contributed to the
theory (e.g. Bourdieu or Giddens).
Practice theory focuses on power, knowledge, rules and agency as they are
located “in the field of practice” (Arts, Behagel et al. 2013, 9). Studying the
social world through its lens requires an analysis of social practices in those
everyday contexts, historical and material conditions in which they are
constituted (Arts et al. 2013, Nicolini 2012; Long 1992). The theory thus
neglects the dualisms of macro and micro levels, or structure and agency. In his
“structuration theory”, Giddens claims that “the constitution of agents and
structures are not two independently given sets of phenomena, a dualism, but
represent a duality” (Giddens 1984, 25). From his point of view, a structure
does not only enable the actor’s practices but constrains them at the same time.
Approaching development research from an actor-oriented perspective, the
sociologist Long emphasizes the meanings that actors give to macro
phenomena in their everyday life. Together with Long he argues that “local
practices include macro representations and […] are only intelligible in situated
contexts” (Long and Long 1992, 7). Other practice theorists reject additional
“conceptual oppositions” such as mind and body, objective and subjective as
well as free will and determinism (Reckwitz 2002; quoted in Feldman and
Orlikowski 2011, 1242). This adds a special feature to the theory: It “avoids
the twin ‘fallacies of ‘objectivist reification’ […] and ‘subjectivist reduction’”
(Taylor 1993; quoted in Feldman and Orlikowski 2011, 1242).
Although Nicolini asserts that defining what practice is “amount[s] to reducing
the richness provided by the different [practice] approaches” (Nicolini 2012,
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9), various authors attempt to make explicit what is meant by it.
Conceptualizations vary from referring to a “’mere doing’” to ones that include
aspects such as knowledge, discourse or technology (Arts, Behagel et al. 2013,
9). In this thesis, practices are conceived of as “‘an ensemble of doings, sayings
and things in a specific field of activity’”, according to the rather general
definition provided by Arts et al. (ibid.). Current land policy debates represent
such a field of activities in which involved actors give meaning to land
property relations in the interplay between discourses and discursive practices.4
Following the definition, practice implies discourse which is applied as
theoretical concept to this thesis. In contrast to the practice of baking a cake as
a “doing” or the practice of technology as an artifact which plays a role “in
producing social life” (Feldman and Orlikowski 2011, 1242), discourse is a
practice that can be traced “as argumentative structure in documents and other
written or spoken statements” (Hajer 2006, 66). It is constituted by different
kinds of discursive practices – the “practices of knowledge formation” (Bacchi
and Bonham 2014, 174). This is why discourse is acknowledged here to
constitute practices and to be constitutive of practice at the same time.
Rather than conceiving of human behavior as being shaped by rational
decisions (homo oeconomicus) or by rules and societal norms (homo
sociologicus), practice theory understands the human as a “homo practicus”
who is a “carrier of practices, a body/mind who ‘carries’ but also ‘carries out’,
social practices” (Reckwitz 2002; quoted in Nicolini 2012, 4). In other words,
the theory ascribes latitude, creativity and space for improvisation to actors but
does not overlook that “they are guided by a script and a director”, like in a
theatre play (Goffmann 1959; quoted in Arts, Behagel et al. 2013, 7).
According to Nicolini, “individual performances […] are intelligible only as
part of ongoing practices” (Rouse 2007; quoted in Nicolini 2012, 5) – they are
neither “mindless repetition nor complete invention” (ibid.). This perspective
on human behavior has implications for how social change is understood. Arts
et al. argue that it offers a “less optimistic” and “arguably more realistic” view
on social change, since the latter cannot simply be achieved by revising the

4

For considerations on the interplay between discourses (-as-practice) and discursive
practices, see next chapter 1.2.2.
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rules or by individuals’ pure intention (Arts, Behagel et al. 2013, 7). In
returning to theatre imagery, the authors state that this is because “scripts are
not easily changed overnight and because improvisation cannot be controlled
completely” (Foucault 1977; quoted in ibid.). Rather, social change can be
driven by “the particular practice in which the actors are situated and the
actors’ capacity to improvise” (idem, 11). Although some actors heavily
contest past and present land property relations in East Germany, the
widespread use of the abovementioned storyline of “conservation” suggests
that social change is constrained by a “guiding script” in which land property
practices5 are embedded. It seems to be shaped by power relations and the
production of knowledge which underlie the ongoing production and
reproduction of specific discourses. The latter represent – and thereby
constitute – land property relations in the spheres of rights, ideologies and
social relationships. The powerful embeddedness of discourses as practices
requires to carefully study them in the contexts where they are situated and to
map how discursive practices relate to each other in their production and
reproduction of discourses. The critical role that context plays in the analysis of
discourses is metaphorically illustrated by Wetherell et al. in reference to the
Foucauldian and poststructuralist tradition:
If we think of cloth or fabric, what is clear is that the threads are woven
through the whole. If we take a pen and make a circle on a piece of cloth then
we have certainly created a boundary – inside the circle and outside the circle
– but if we follow one thread from inside the circle our boundary becomes
rather irrelevant since the thread continues through the pen marks and
onwards. (Wetherell 2001, 389)

As practice theory assumes that structure and agency are mutually constitutive
it should not only be analyzed how actors produce certain storylines, incited by
their perceptions and interpretations of the political debate. It might also be
insightful how these representations, inversely, shape current controversies on
land property, for example, in creating new argumentative structures along

5

According to the conceptualization provided by Benda-Beckmann et al. (1999), two types
of property practices can be distinguished: “The first are “(inter)actions that deal primarily
with concrete property objects and rights” – such as the use or transfer of land. “The
second type are social processes in which property law and rights are reproduced and
changed”, for example, discussions in parliaments or in the mass media (Benda-Beckmann
and Benda-Beckmann 1999).
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which actors negotiate, discuss and contest each other, or, in designing new
policies or spaces for policy-making. The interpretive notion of practice theory
adds several values to the study of representations of land property
concentration: first, an emphasis on values as the subject of policy analysis –
acknowledging the contestation of facts with regards to problems and
solutions, land property rights and institutions as well as (historic) social
relationships within the force field; second, a capacity to reflect on how the
actors’ ideas and interests shape their ongoing practices and performances;
third, the ability to bring to light those phenomena and actors that otherwise
remain silent and hidden; and finally, the potential to make “policies and policy
practices debatable, contestable and changeable in ways that open up
possibilities for change” (Bommel, Hulst et al. 2015, 80).
1.2.2 Constituting reality: discourses and discursive practices
Definitions of discourse vary a lot and any discourse research depends on the
“ways of identifying, classifying and theorizing order” within the wider
discourse tradition (Wetherell, Taylor et al. 2001, 4). Roughly, two strands of
discourse theories can be distinguished. The first strand is language-oriented
and focuses on linguistic elements in written and spoken communication
(Wetherell, Taylor et al. 2001; Hajer 2002; Hajer 2003a; Atkinson, Held et al.
2011). It “separates language from practice” and “represents the study of
discourse as a ‘frame of reference’” (Brink and Metze 2006, 13) or as “units of
text” (Hewitt 2009, 2). The second strand conceives of discourse to be
embedded and constituted in a wider societal context, such as in institutions,
power relations, or historical periods. From this perspective, discourse analysis
“brings out a particular discursive structure of a certain issue” and “this
structure is related and intertwined with the (social) practices in which
discourse gets reproduced” (Brink and Metze 2006, 13). Whereas analysts of
the linguistic strand find discourse in “passages of connected writing or
speech”, the latter strand takes the Foucauldian view on discourse “as a system
of representation”, whereby referring to the production of knowledge which
represents how people talk about and give meaning to “a particular topic at a
particular historical moment” (Hall 2001, 72 f.). Understood from this
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perspective, actors’ practices represent and produce knowledge at the same
time.
Despite these differences, discourse theories have a major characteristic in
common. They are all about the interpretive practice of meaning-making, i.e.
perceive of discourse as “production of meaning in social life” (Wetherell,
Taylor et al. 2001, 3). This is given no matter if the analysis has a narrow focus
on how people linguistically coordinate social interaction in the context of a
conversation or a wider one which asks for discourses as knowledge
formations, for example, patterns of power relations in institutions and how
they change over time. The focus on meaning and that it “is not something that
can be taken for granted” opposes the “positivist presupposition that
straightforward, matter-of-fact observation would provide ready access to an
objective world where meaning was not a problem” (Yanow 1995, 111).
The shift towards postpositivist beliefs came along with a paradigm shift in
philosophy in the twentieth-century, referred to as the “linguistic turn” (Carver
2002), later on followed by the “interpretive turn” (Yanow 2007) and the
“argumentative turn” (Fischer and Forester 1993). Before that shift, language
was considered as “simply a neutral medium through which facts and meanings
can be transparently conveyed” (Shapiro 1985-86; quoted in Carver 2002, 50).
In the newer paradigm language is conceived of as being socially constructed
and used to “inscribe meanings into the world” (Carver 2002, 50).
The

interpretive

epistemological

and

ontological

presuppositions

of

postpositivism are central in the philosophical schools of phenomenology and
hermeneutics. As discourse is a prominent subject of investigation within the
postpositivist paradigm, it is enlightening for understandings of discourse to
briefly describe the two schools of thoughts. In phenomenology, an emphasis is
put on the “positionality” of those being studied, but also on the role of the
researcher who is him- or herself part of the study. It is believed that there is
nothing outside the social world and that from this point of view it is necessary
to investigate the context and positions of actors involved in social events.
Instead of setting aside those phenomena that scientists seek to understand (as
in positivist methodology), it is assumed that it is more meaningful to study the
“filters” through which humans make sense of phenomena (ibid., 113). These
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filters determine what can be said and thought in a particular domain and,
finally, play an important role in the production and reproduction of discourses.
(Yanow 2007, 113)
According to Yanow, the main argument of hermeneutics “is that people imbue
the artifacts they create with meaning and/or project meanings onto those
artifacts (or read meaning out of them) as they engage them” (Yanow 2007,
114). This meaning-making engagement with what is perceived by actors as
the “real” is an important feature when it comes to investigation of discourses:
[…] discourse analysis provides instruments to describe the shared or divided
meanings and the sometimes minimal changes in these meanings and
arguments, which often stay out of sight with institutional analysis, or an
analysis of interests. (Brink and Metze 2006, 14)

Divided meanings might be less surprising than shared ones if we acknowledge
that “we live in a world with multiple meanings of interpretations (Yanow
2007, 115). But to understand how these multiple meanings are made in land
policy debates is what is of interest in this thesis. The application of discourse
as a concept facilitates to unravel how the actors interpret land property
relations, or land concentration, by steering or simply referring to it according
to their interests, ideologies, or other aspects. With an analytical focus on
discourse, their perceived realties relating to land property relations come to
the fore.
In order to render the concept more tangible for investigation, it is meaningful
to decide for one specific definition of discourse. Referring to Hajer’s
definition, discourse is understood here as “an ensemble of ideas, concepts, and
categories though which meaning is given to phenomena, and which is
produced and reproduced through an identifiable set of practices” (Hajer 2005,
303). This definition does not separate practice from discourse and thus can be
located in the Foucaudian strand of discourse theory (Hewitt 2009). Hajer
studies discourse in the domain of policy sciences for which the concept “has
become an increasingly important force” since the late 1980s (Hajer 2002, 61).
From his point of view, a policy analyst should […] examine how the
definition of a political problem relates to the particular narrative in which it is
discussed (Hajer 2002, 66). Hajer proposes to conduct discourse analysis in
order to find responses to the policy-making in an “institutional void” (Hajer
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2003b). He argues that with the rise of new political problems in a globalizing
world a decline of state sovereignty and the entering of new actors, such as
non-governmental organizations (NGO) or civil society organizations (CSO),
can be observed in the political arena (ibid.). This leads to “a discrepancy
between the existing institutional order and the actual practice” which “can be
illuminated with a distinction between classical-modernist political institutions6
on the one hand and new political spaces on the other” (idem, 176).
Current discussions on East German land concentration seem to be interwoven
in such new political arrangements. They involve multiple actors who
legitimize and contest classical-modernist land policies. Moreover, the
reference to the “land grabbing” phenomenon by some critical actors reveals a
debate which crosses national borders and points to developments on the global
scale. An institutional void can be identified in the sense that land governance
and developments of land property are put into question and alternative policy
solutions are provided. Obviously, there are individuals or groups that do not
consider past and present state-led policy-making as an appropriate instrument
to tackle existing societal challenges, and try to influence it through their
discursive practices. Nevertheless, this does not seem to hold for all actors who
are involved in land property practices as some of them do not perceive current
developments as a threat.
Hajer provides several conceptual tools of discourse analysis that are applied in
this thesis to identify the political controversy with regards to land
concentration as well as to trace discourses and related discursive practices:
emblematic issues, storylines and discourse-coalitions. They are described in
table 1.1.
Conceptual tool of

Description

discourse analysis
Emblematic issue

An emblematic issue is able to bring about a “larger conceptual shift”
in the policy domain, rather than just facilitating a “‘mere’ change in

6

“Classical-modernist institutions” are defined by Hajer (2006) as “codified arrangements
that provide the social setting of policy making and politics in the postwar era in Western
societies: representative democracy, a differentiation between politics and bureaucracy, the
commitment to ministerial responsibility and the idea that policy making should be based
on expert knowledge” (Hajer 2006, 176).
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policy”. General understandings of what thematic problems are about
are constructed in terms of emblematic issues. (Hajer 2005, 308)
Storyline

Like a narrative a storyline helps to “convey facts in story form”.
(Hajer 2005, 301). It is understood here as “condensed statement
summarizing complex narratives, used by people as ‘short hand’ in
discussions (Hajer 2005, 302). Identifying storylines “brings out that
people not merely refer to a problem with a fixed identity, but are
continually changing the problem definition” (Hajer 2006, 69).

Discourse coalition

“Discourse coalition refers to a group of actors that, in the context of
an identifiable set of practices, shares the usage of a particular set of
story lines”. It “is not so much connected to a particular person (as if
such a person would have a coherent set of ideas of beliefs that is not
specific to context), but is related to practices in the context of which
actors employ story lines and (re)produce discourses”. (idem, 70)

Table 1.1: Conceptual tools of discourse analysis by Hajer

Argumentative Discourse Analysis (ADA) puts an “emphasis on argumentation
as interplay in the context of practices” (Hajer 2006, 72):
“To understand the meaning of a sentence or whole discourse in an
argumentative context, one should not examine merely the words within that
discourse or the images in the speaker’s mind at the moment of utterance. One
should also consider the positions which are being criticised [!], or against
which a justification is being mounted. Without knowing these counterpositions, the argumentative meaning will be lost” (Billig 1987; quoted in
idem, 62).

This “’positioning’”, Hajer argues, takes place at “particular ’sites’ of
discursive production” (Hajer 2002, 62). Statements as such underline the call
for an “argumentative turn” in policy research. Hajer’s conception of policymaking as a performance is in line with the perspective of practice theory and
hence makes his definition of discourse applicable to the theoretical framework
of this thesis. From both perspectives, discourse is a practice and is constitutive
of practice at the same time: It enables and constraints the actors’ involvement
in land policy discussions.
Especially in the analysis of meaning-makings from the perspective of practice
theory it is helpful to distinguish between “discourses-in-practice” and
“discursive practices”, since it emphasizes the difference between the “whys”
and “hows” of social construction (Gubrium and Holstein 2000, 497 ff.).
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Furthermore, it “mirrors the lived interplay among social interaction, its
immediate surroundings, and its going concerns” (idem, 500). Whereas
discourses-in-practice

refers

to

the

“products

of

members’

reality-

construction”, i.e. identified discourses, the term discursive practice points to
the “procedures and the resources from which realities are constituted” (ibid.,
500). It is important to note that understood from the Foucauldian perspective
these practices are not equal to written or verbal utterances, as argued by many
interpreters of the Foucaudian discourse strand (Bacchi and Bonham 2014).
They become manifest in different ways – as long as they are “at work in the
formation and operation of discourse, understood as knowledge” (idem, 183).
This could be, for instance, participation in events, membership or the literal
production of knowledge in form of expert reports. For practical reasons, I will
use the expression “discourse” for “discourse-as-practice” in the following,
whereas I stay with the term “discursive practices” in referring to the resources
from which realities are constructed.
Understandings of reality that are implicated in the abovementioned
illustrations of discourse might lead into questions of how the concept can be
integrated with the concept of property, considering that the latter is closely
related to the analysis of material and tangible effects on peoples’ livelihoods,
such as access and distribution of wealth and resources (Peluso and Lund
2011). As the following chapter will illustrate, property has an inherently
material-political moment:
Property is a focus of struggles at all levels of social organisation [!], within
and between families, communities, classes and states. The distribution of
property objects has been contested throughout history, as have the legal
property regimes themselves. Ruling elites have put much energy into
regulating and changing property regimes […]. And ordinary people have
always had their own objectives, and their own corresponding views on how
property should be organised [!]. (Benda-Beckmann and Wiber 2006, 2)

However, studying property from an anthropological view – which will be
done in the following analysis – it becomes clear that it has a symbolic context
besides a material one (Hann 1998, 5). In addition, materiality is an explicit
element in the Foucauldian conceptualization of discourse, as pleaded by
Bacchi and Bonham in their explanations that discourse cannot be ascribed to
linguistic determinism: “The actual existence of ‘things said’ […] makes them
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usable and able to have an impact through their use” (Bacchi and Bonham
2014, 184). Based on this assumption they argue that
What needs to be analysed [!] and hence understood therefore, are the
‘practices of coordination’, the discursive practices, that entrench particular
singular realities as ‘the real’ – ‘what is being done and what, in doing so, is
reality in practice made to be (idem, 194).

Hence, discourses are themselves the reality that actors are confronted with and
thus constitute a material context. The added value of discourse analysis is to
shed light on the discursive practices that are involved in the production of
reality “as a key analytical focus and target for political action” (idem, 177).
As argued above, discourse is conceived here as inseparable from practice
which justifies categorizing it in the poststructuralist tradition. However, this
work differs from the poststructuralist view with regards to its understanding of
actors or subjects. Whereas in practice theory (and in Hajer’s ADA) actors and
their active and strategic involvement in, for instance, policy controversies are
the focus of analysis, in poststructuralist (or Foucauldian) discourse analysis,
actors or individuals do not exist (Uther 2013; Bacchi and Bonham 2014).
Rather than acknowledging actors’ interpretations as contributions to the
shaping of discourses, Foucault speaks of subjects that are produced within
discourse: “The subject of discourse cannot be outside discourse, because it
must be subjected to discourse. It must submit to its rules and conventions, to it
dispositions of power/knowledge” (Hall 2001, 79). This radical rejection of
agency is not applied in this thesis. But as stated above, it is assumed that
discourses limit what can be said and thought of in a particular time and space.
In this thesis the term “involved actors” will often be used, since in line with
Hajer’s ADA it is assumed that they play a crucial role in the above described
“process of mutual positioning” (Hajer 2003a) in which discourses are created.
This happens either in conscious ways or in unintentionally, for example, if a
routinized “’parlance of governance’” excludes or marginalizes “alternative
ways of seeing” (idem, 107). Within the scope of this investigation they are
understood to be individuals or social groups who are involved in discursive
land property practices, thereby representing or constituting discourses. For
example, they can be land policy-makers or lobby groups or those who are
affected by current land policies or concentration – in the first instance, farmers
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and investors who acquire land. A mapping of most relevant actors is presented
in chapter 4.1.
1.2.3 More than person-thing-relations: property relations from the
anthropological perspective
In the liberal paradigm, property is conceptualized as a relationship between
‘persons’ and ‘things’, which “are clearly bounded, have integrity and are
recognizable as separate kinds of entities” (Humphrey and Verdery 2004, 5).
This perspective is dominant in Western societies and creates the basis for
today’s talk about property (Hann 1998; Humphrey and Verdery 2004). It
implies “key ideas” such as “free individuals, competitive markets, pluralistic
civil societies and the ‘rule of law’” (Hann 1998, 1). From the economistic
point of view, creating property rights and assigning them to people gives
incentives to the latter “to work well and to use assets efficiently” under the
conditions of scarce resources (Humphrey and Verdery 2004, 5). In this way,
property became “part of the justification for private ownership” (idem).
Another justifying aspect of this perspective evolved in political theory under
the heading of “possessive individualism” (Hann 2007). Foremost proclaimed
by John Locke, “the property-owning citizen is the responsible subject of a
democratic polity” (Humphrey and Verdery 2004, 3), an assumption which
strongly connected property to the idea of liberal democracy and conceived of
property rights as “foundations of government and civil society” (idem, 4).
Since land as a natural resource is central in this work, it is worth mentioning
that the genesis of the liberal property paradigm is inextricably related to a
history of enclosure, more specifically, the enclosure of lands. As stated in
Hann (1998),
“the first country to complete the transition to capitalism and allow the liberal
paradigm to achieve its apogee was England, where the common law tradition
emphasized the essentially relational, social character of property ownership”
(Hann 1998, 8).

The enclosure of common lands in England started in the 15th century and
rapidly developed in the form of private appropriation of formerly collectively
used land, dispossessing peasants to the benefit of landlords who were enabled
to extend their property rights (Senft 2014, 12). This making of land rights, as
argued by Polanyi, was “part and parcel of the enclosures of the commons”
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(Polanyi 1944; quoted in Cotula 2013, 1608). Between 1688 and 1801, approx.
14.000 legal regulations were adopted, proving the grounds for the
commodification and commercialization of land (Cotula 2013; Senft 2014) – a
process that in times of the Industrial Revolution led to “profound changes in
the way human societies are organised [!]” (Cotula 2013, 1607):
The market became the main mechanism for sourcing goods and services;
economic calculus divorced from moral foundations came to be seen as the
main driver of human relations; the self-regulating market gained preeminence as the model for organising [!] economic relations. New pressures
were unleashed for human activity (labour [!]) and nature (land) themselves to
be treated as commodities that could be freely bought and sold on the market.
This process of commodification had far-reaching repercussions for societies.
[…] While the Industrial Revolution expanded the frontier of material wealth,
it also caused extensive social dislocation. (idem, 1608)

Although the relation that Polanyi draws between law making and enclosure is
fruitful for understanding the liberal model of property, it should be noted that
his “view that in the course of the eighteenth century ‘older, multiple use-rights
to property were simply supplanted by a rise of absolute property rights’” is no
longer accepted by many historians (Brewer and Staves 1995; quoted in Hann
1998, 10). Especially from the anthropological perspective transitions of
property regimes are not assumed to occur as clear-cut as Polanyi’s analysis
implicates.
The suggested completion and universality of the liberal model has been
opposed by a number of scholars of the anthropological research tradition
(Hann 1998; Hann 2003; Humphrey and Verdery 2004; Benda-Beckmann and
Wiber 2006; Hann 2007). They “have shown that the social significance of
property is much broader than the liberal tradition recognizes” (Hann 2007,
290) and put more emphasis on persons’ “claims and entitlements as members
of communities” (Hann and Verdery n.d.; quoted in Hann 2003, 25). Whereas
von Benda-Beckmann and Wiber argue that the liberal model “has led to a
misunderstanding of property” and to a formulation of “property policies that
have unintended and deleterious consequences” (Benda-Beckmann and Wiber
2006, 3), Hann emphasizes the existence of “powerful countercurrents” to the
model (Hann 1998, 2). They can be observed, he alleges, in many parts of the
world where greater priority is given to governmental regulation and
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collectivities, and where indigenous people have resisted the idea of private
property (idem). The abovementioned authors propose to conceptualize
property as a relationship between people mediated through things, rather than
a relationship between people and things. They argue that the latter
conceptualization overlooks the “the full range of rights and duties” related to
property and that it exaggerates “the extent to which modern private ownership
is itself free of legal and cultural constraints” (Hann 2003, 25). This might
become obvious if one asks questions about the actual implementation of the
legal codes that express liberal principles or about the “objectives that people
themselves envisage when they reflect upon their arrangements for holding and
transmitting property objects” (idem, 24 f.).
Related approaches that address the normative question of distribution are
those of entitlement and access. The first “sees the subjects of property
relations as inherently rights-bearing” (Humphrey and Verdery 2004, 5) and
conceptualizes “property as a social system composed of entitlements that
shape the contours of social relationships” (Singer 2000, 8). It conceives of
property as relations among people, both “at the level of society as a whole
[…] and in the context of particular relationships” (Singer 2000, 8). The
approach of access, however, illuminates “dynamic processes and relationships
of access to resources” (Ribot and Peluso 2003) and can be seen as an
additional fruitful approach to property. It focuses on the ability to benefit
(from things, including material objects, persons, institutions, and symbols)
rather than on rights. Thus, it sheds light on those powers that “shape people’s
abilities to benefit from resources” within social and political-economic
contexts, no matter if theses abilities are created by legal means or not (idem,
173).
The concept of property relations is an interesting one for investigating
property in post-socialist societies and thus is well applicable to the East
German context in which representations of land concentration refer to the
historic pathway of land property. It has been applied by scholars who are
interested in the “fuzzy” property arrangements (Verdery 1999, 55) that have
occurred when during the transformation from a socialist property regime to a
capitalist one privatization programs dismantled collective ownership through
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the assignment of exclusive property rights to new owners (Hann 1998;
Verdery 1999; Verdery 2004; Sikor 2006; Hann 2007). These fuzzy
arrangements include different “forms of indistinct, ambiguous, and partial
property rights” (Verdery 1999, 55). They become evident in the “lack of
routinized rules and crystallized practices around private property”, for
example, when actors articulate overlapping claims to things, or if conflicting
definitions of property relationships give them an ambiguous status (ibid.)
It is important to note that fuzzy property arrangements are not “historical
accidents”, to put it in the words of Feeny at al. (Feeny, Berkes et al. 1990, 13).
They rather reveal that property relations do not only have a legal-institutional
dimension but also consist of values, ideologies, and cultural norms (BendaBeckmann and Benda-Beckmann 1999; Verdery 2004; Benda-Beckmann and
Wiber 2006). As stated by Verdery (2004), the matrix of values that a property
regime consists of has been completely disordered in times of transformation.
This had considerable impacts on people’s lives:
“In the formerly socialist countries after 1989 […] values where almost
wholly up for grab; the entire order within which they were assessed and
understood was so compromised that no value could be taken for granted. In
such cases, it may be less consequential to receive rights to things than to
control the process of fixing values” (Verdery 2004, 140).

Verdery’s observation demonstrates that in order to understand practices
around changing (land) property it is meaningful to take the different layers of
social organization into consideration at which property relationships “become
manifest” (Benda-Beckmann and Benda-Beckmann 1999, 29). An appropriate
framework for doing so is provided by von Benda-Beckmann and his
colleagues (Benda-Beckmann and Benda-Beckmann 1999; Benda-Beckmann
and Wiber 2006) whose school of thought defines property as “the ways in
which the relations between society’s members with respect to valuables give
form and significance” (Benda-Beckmann and Wiber 2006, 14). Hence, their
work can be located in the anthropological approach to property, which
emphasizes the social component of property relations. The legal
anthropologists distinguish between four layers of social organization: the
cultural-ideological

layer,

the

legal-institutional

layer,

actual

social

relationships and social practices (Benda-Beckmann and Benda-Beckmann
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1999; Benda-Beckmann and Wiber 2006). As “analytically separable layers”
they “come together in complex ways” (Hann 2003, 25).
At the first ideological-cultural layer, property relations function as a stimulus
to ask normative questions on what property should be and for which purpose
it should exist. In most societies different and conflicting ideologies exist, such
as the competing ideologies of welfare state ideologies and neoliberalism or
capitalism and communism (Benda-Beckmann and Wiber 2006). These general
cultural ideas represent and justify “both legal-institutional and existing or
desirable property relations” (idem, 22).
At the second layer of legal regulations and institutions, ideas of property enter
into legal concepts. These concepts legitimize ideologies and specify categories
of property relations, such as “property-holders, property objects and the rights
and obligations attached to these” (Benda-Beckmann and Wiber 2006, 16). A
metaphor which is commonly referred to in this context is the ‘bundle of
rights’ metaphor. First, it illustrates the variety of rights and obligations that
can be distributed over different holders (idem, 17). Second, it “elucidates the
wide variation of specific categories of property objects and rights”, such as
private ownership or lineage property (Benda-Beckmann and Wiber 2006, 18).
Especially in the East German case “the inadequacies of simple models of
ownership” (Hann 2003, 23) come to the fore, considering the storyline that
socialist land property relations are being maintained. In legal regulations, as at
the first layer of ideologies, property-holders, objects and relationships are
normatively defined and thus differ from actual social relationships and
property practices. (Benda-Beckmann and Wiber 2006, 16 ff.)
At the third layer of actual social relationships property relations show the
actual distribution of property among concrete (groups of) persons (BendaBeckmann and Benda-Beckmann 1999, 32). Often, statements about social
relationships are disputable and reveal different interpretations of who owns
what kind of property over what kind of thing (Benda-Beckmann and Wiber
2006). Obviously, these claims can differ largely from legal provisions and
sometimes they derive from various legal systems in plural legal orders (idem).
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The layer is understood here as a sphere where practices of boundary work7 are
carried out, discourse coalitions are created and interpretations are made on
how actors are positioned towards each other in discussions about East German
land concentration.
Property practices, as the fourth layer of social organization can be separated in
two broad types: interactions which contribute to the maintenance of legal
property rights, as well as social processes in which property rights are
reproduced and changed. Whereas the first type deals with concrete objects and
rights, such as the transfer, use or inheritance to a resource, the second type
refers to how property law is discussed or explained in interaction settings such
as parliaments or the mass media. Property practices can be conceived of as the
glue that relates the other layers to each other. In practices, they “provide a
repertoire of social resources through which people can rationalize [!] and
justify their interpretations of current property conditions or claims for
changes” (Benda-Beckmann and Benda-Beckmann 1999, 33 f.).
In the analysis of representations of East German land property concentration,
the layered approach does not only emphasize the social component of land
property but also serves as a thematic orientation for the collection of social
accounts and the identification of discourses. It sheds light on “the variations
that pertain to property relationships” and helps to theorize “about property at
the layer of actual social practice (Benda-Beckmann and Wiber 2006, 23).
Within this theoretical framework, the conceptual element of property practices
plays a crucial role: Where property practices contribute to knowledge
formation with regards to land property they conceptually coincide with
discursive practices which as conceptual element is illustrated in the previous
chapter. This conceptual interface (discursive practice and property practice),
which I call “discursive property practices”, is the focus of the analysis in
chapter 5.

7

Boundary work is understood here as the “discursive attribution of selected qualities to
scientific methods, and scientific claims for the purpose of drawing a rhetorical boundary
between science and some less authoritative residual non-science” (Gieryn 1999, 4).

23

2 Methodology
In this chapter, I describe how I interpretively approached my research project
in terms of research design, applied methods and data analysis. I also contrast
my approach with the positivist research paradigm which pretends that a
“truth” is existent and “objective” knowledge can be produced. The chapter
also includes insights into how I interpreted the collected data and my role as a
researcher during the research process.

2.1 Research design
This research project has an interpretive case study design. Investigating a case
within the interpretive paradigm means to focus on how actors give meaning to
certain phenomena and to produce contextual knowledge, i.e. to study
meaning-makings in those settings, events and situations where they occur
(Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012). A crucial aspect is that while producing this
kind of knowledge the researcher is engaged him- or herself in interpretations,
a phenomenon which Giddens called “double hermeneutic” (Giddens 1984,
284). Understood from this perspective, produced knowledge consists of
interpretations of interpretations. The researcher is the main research
instrument and “co-generates” the data (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012, 80).
The interpretive scientific paradigm structures this investigation through its
“constructivist-interpretivist presuppositions” (idem, 6). These presuppositions
derive from hermeneutics and phenomenology – two philosophical strands
which have been described in chapter 1.2.2. They determine what we are able
to know or what reality is about (ontology) and how we can know it
(epistemology). From an interpretive perspective, there is no such a thing as an
apprehendable reality that we can investigate, as supposed in the positivist
paradigm (Guba and Lincoln 1994). Instead, it is assumed that multiple,
subjective realities exist because people construct their world while projecting
meaning onto those things they engage with (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012).
Their engagements are based on their individual life experiences, world views
and social positions and vary between situations and interactions.
Epistemologically, it follows that what we cannot produce “exact replications
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mirroring the social-political world” (idem, 40) – objective, generalizable
knowledge is not possible. But we can try to understand how different actors
interpret, represent or reflect things and “wherein the differences of
interpretations lie” (idem, 41).
How involved actors perceive the reality with regards to land concentration is
shown in this thesis by identifying what is controversially discussed and by
analyzing the interplay between discourses and discursive practices that are
employed and carried out within the controversy on investors who participate
on East German land markets.8 This political controversy, its actuality,
relations to East German land property history and integrity has not been as
clear-cut to me before I started to understand how involved actors represent
East German land property relations in general, and land concentration in
particular. My starting point of investigation in early 2014 was to having faced
a puzzle, a common feature in interpretive research which requires of the
researcher “to explicate it by identifying the conditions that would make that
puzzle less perplexing” (idem, 27). Over the past years I had observed an
increasing (but still humble) public attention to East German land policies, a
topic that I was sensitized to as a person interested in food policies, being
connected within a network of rather critical-oppositional actors who are
interested in the topic, including the related policy domains such as land and
agricultural structural policies. Especially after the financial crisis in 2007/08
particular key words occurred in the media, in press releases or policy papers
written by agricultural lobby groups, provoking an increased attention to land
property relations and policies. In the media, the buzz word “land grabbing”
appeared in relation to the East German context, functioning as a metaphor
which points to negative consequences that opponents ascribe to current
developments of land concentration. Often, concerned reports criticize the
policies of the state agency Bodenverwertungs- und -verwaltungs GmbH
(BVVG)9 which was put in charge for the management of “state-owned” land in
1992. More recently, the terms “non-agricultural investors”, “external

8

The construction of the investor-controversy as a case is illustrated in chapter 4.

9

See chapter 3 for historical explanations on the agency.
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investors”, or simply “investors”, have popped up in debates and political
documents, being applied by rather non-critical actors, too. I argue that to a
limited extent the latter term has brought the field of East Germany land policy
back on the recent political agenda as it has triggered concerned actors to
position themselves with regards to the topic. Hence, the puzzle that I faced in
the beginning of my investigation consisted of several aspects. First, I
wondered why there is such a strong resistance with regards to actual land
property relations in Germany, a country which commonly is not associated
with severe land disputes or “land grabbing”. Second, I was surprised by the
complexity of stakeholders in land policy debates and the multiple views on
how land should be used and distributed in the East German regions. I wanted
to learn about the variety of interpretations of East German land concentration,
going beyond those that had been brought to the fore by media reports. And
third, I wondered how involved actors refer to (post-) socialist history of East
German land property in their current meaning-makings. The latter aspect
triggered me because I came across the abovementioned storyline of
“conservation” which suggests that socialist land property relations of former
GDR have been conserved in terms of land distribution and power relations
until today. As we will see in the chapter on the historical background of East
German land property, BVVG land policies play an important role with respect
to this storyline.
As it facilitates in-depth study of the social world (Flyvbjerg 2006), I chose a
case study design in order to analyze in detail how involved actors give
meaning to East German land property relations and the phenomenon of land
concentration. The purpose of this research design is not to generalize findings
of the study but rather to learn from the case itself, from its particularity and
ordinariness (Guba and Lincoln 1994). According to Flyvbjerg, this “does not
mean that it cannot enter into the collective process of knowledge
accumulation in a given field or in a society” (Flyvbjerg 2006, 227). Casedependent knowledge is important since it contributes to the development of
expertise in a specific field of study and it is suitable for uncovering
“particularly rich problematic[s]” (idem, 237). Stake (2000) emphasizes that in
order to specify a case one needs to look for a “’bounded system’”:
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In the social sciences and human services, the case has working parts; it is
purposive; it often has a self. It is an integrated system. […] Its behavior is
patterned. Coherence and sequence are prominent. It is common to recognize
that certain features are within the system, within the boundaries of the case,
and other features are outside. (Stake 2000, 436)

The integrated system Stake refers to is recognized here to be the political
controversy on investors who buy or lease land in East Germany’s regions,
albeit with the understanding that its boundaries are constantly shifting due to
the social networks and linkages that characterize it. It could not be identified
prior to investigation – its specification was part of the research process, it
emerged from the analysis of collected data. I interpret problem- and solutionframings with regards to East German land property relations to construct a
controversy about the topic. A case does not pre-exist, it lives from what the
researcher does to it. It is a “(semi)bounded location that is considered to have
potential for illustrating the focus of the researcher’s interest, in which the
research is carried out” (Haverland and Yanow 2012, 404). Understood from
this perspective, the term “investor-controversy” is a case framing that I
employed to make sense of “my” data and to describe what I wanted to learn
more about. With respect to the term “political” or “policy controversy” I am
inspired by Schön and Rein (1995) who emphasize that policy controversies
“are immune to resolution by appeal to the facts” (Schön and Rein 1995, 4).
Respectively, I assume that in order to understand the controversy it is more
revealing to look at the meaning-makings that are brought to the fore through
land property discourses than to look at “facts”. However, investigating
suggested “facts” turned out to be enlightening, too, since they can be
considered to be a discursive practice that forms knowledge with regards to
land property.
The challenge to construct the case especially laid in that the policy
controversy is performed throughout entire Germany and includes various
actors that come to the fore in public, but sometimes also remain hidden;
farmers, for instance, who are part of the case as their livelihoods are directly
affected by land policies, but who sometimes do not position themselves in
public with regards to the topic. This is why the criterion for selecting research
units, such as informants, settings or documents was simply “to maximize the
understanding of the case” (Stake 2000, 440), or, to reconstruct the
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complexities of the puzzle that I perceived. Since my research objective was to
understand the ways in which different actors give meaning to land
concentration in East Germany I attempted to achieve this maximization of
case understanding by encountering “the wide variety of meanings made by
research-relevant participants of their experiences” (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow
2012, 85). In contrast to positivist research designs, the selection of researchrelevant units was not separable from questions of access, my role as a
researcher and the relations I could develop and maintain in the field
(Hammersley and Atkinson 2007; Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012).

2.2 Data collection techniques
The data was collected by means of semi-structured interviews, participant
observation, informal conversations (documented as field notes) as well as
documents. As most common techniques to gather data in qualitative research
(Hammersley and Atkinson 2007) they facilitated to get acquainted with the
various interpretations of past and present land property relations. Research
units, such as policy documents or interview transcripts, had an enlightening
function in two different ways: first, they revealed how the actors represent
East German land property relations in form of written or spoken utterances to
be found in the research units. Simultaneously, the very existence of the
research units showed how the actors are involved in the formation of
knowledge; the generation of a policy document or the willingness to act as a
“relevant” interviewee regarding the topic can be understood as discursive
practices, too.
Through a first literature review on East German land property it became clear
that current practices and debates with regards to the topic are rather
uninvestigated in academic research, especially from an interpretive approach.
This was one more reason to collect data by means of interviews: In addition to
my interest in actors’ meaning-makings, i.e. actors’ accounts and what they
reveal about discourses and discursive practices, the accounts could simply “be
read for what they tell us about the phenomena they refer” (idem, 97). It took
several months to carry out a comprehensive mapping of actors who are in any
way related to current debates on East German land concentration, for
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example, positioning themselves with regards to BVVG land policies, “land
grabbing in East Germany”, or “non-agricultural investors”. Especially noncritical or neutral actors were hard to identify since obviously the critical ones
gain more attention in the media and are more likely to involve themselves in
concerned debates. Due to my own interest and activities in the field of food
policy, I had valuable opportunities to talk to persons who have experiences
with the topic of East German land property relations for a longer time and
shared their own “mapping of actors” with me. This facilitated my initial
involvements with the topic, the beginning of my own meaning-makings as a
researcher. Here, too, I followed the interpretive principle of “mapping for
exposure”: “the wider the map, the more varied the exposure, and the more
transparent the account of these, the clearer the researcher’s knowledge base
and the more trustworthy the claims” (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012, 86). I
did not stop mapping for actors when I had already begun the interview phase
because the interview situation was a good opportunity to ask the interviewees
who else could act as interviewee, i.e. who has an opposing or similar view on
the topic. In an iterative process I could identify “involved” actors, and
indications of “who else is involved with the topic” got increasingly repetitive
over time of the research period; I interpreted this as kind of saturation in the
mapping process. The mapping of actors is illustrated in chapter 4.1of this
work.
Between May 2014 and February 2015 I arranged 25 semi-structured
interviews with selected informants which on average took 51 minutes. 20 of
them were conducted via telephone and 5 of them were arranged face-to-face. I
decided for the semi-structured type of interviewing because on the one hand I
wanted to leave much space for the interviewees to share their meaningmaking with me. On the other hand, I knew that the topic invites for
degenerating into long speeches and I wanted to steer the conversation to a
limited extent. This is why I used an interview guide which consists of rough
topics that I tried to touch upon. It is included in the annex.
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When I got a written or verbal permission from the person I asked for an
interview, I recorded it.10 I fully transcribed most of the interviews since this
facilitated to identify the discursive elements that I was interested in. In
addition, it was meaningful since I let the case emerge from the data and the
focus of investigation became clear during the research process. In a few cases,
I already knew beforehand which information I needed – there, I partly
transcribed.11
The question of access was a relevant one while approaching potential
interviewees. In most cases I contacted persons via e-mail asking them if they
wanted to give an interview. In other cases I got to know potential interviewees
through my own network or during events related to my personal activities in
the field of food and land policy. Hence, for some of the interviewees I was an
entirely unknown person, whereas others I had met before I asked for an
interview. I learned that the topic of land property in post-socialist East
Germany is a very sensitive one, as it is highly loaded with property ideology
and quickly related by the actors to debates on the responsibility of past and
present political decisions; this became obvious in various interviews and
confirmed as a phenomenon by interviewees who are involved with land
policy-making. To encounter this sensitivity and inspire confidence, I tried to
present myself and the research project as transparent as possible. In case of
initial contact via e-mail, I sent a brief list with main interview topics to create
an atmosphere of “prior consent”. An additional strategy to convince potential
interviewees of participating was to point to the informants who had provided
me with their contact details or to emphasize who else had already been willing
to give an interview. Over time, the selection of informants got easier, as the
pool of identified persons got more accessible through the kind of snowball
sampling I applied.
As abovementioned, the researcher always shapes the context with his or her
presence, role, identity and the relationships that he or she has with the

10

I was denied a permission only by one interviewee. In that case, I took notes during the
interview.

11

A list of informants can be found in the annex.
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informants in the field (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007; Schwartz-Shea and
Yanow 2012). This was confirmed through my own experiences. Whereas it
was easy for me to get access to the rather critically involved actors such as
grassroots initiatives or oppositional farmers’ associations, it turned out to be
difficult to get access to farmers, politicians and companies.
Farmers were hard to reach, because I neither come from the farming sector
myself nor was I located in East Germany; second, for several reasons, farmers
often are not present in public life; and third, a logical requirement of selection
was that potential interviewees at least should be interested to a certain extent
in talking about the topic, or, should have own experiences with it. As for the
group of farmers, the critical-oppositional grassroots initiative Bündnis Junge
Landwirtschaft acted as a gatekeeper because its members personally know
many farmers in the federal state of Brandenburg who are involved with the
topic of East German land property concentration. This led to the situation that
most of the farmers who I interviewed have a rather critical view on the topic
of land concentration, too – some of them even found themselves in legal
disputes with the state agency BVVG.
Since debates on land concentration are particularly observable in the federal
states of Brandenburg and Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania I asked the
agricultural ministers of both federal states (or responsible persons in the
ministries) for an interview.12 From both I received rejections due to limited
time capacities of the minister or for reasons of being the “wrong contact point
at administrative level”. Another rejection due to limited time capacities came
from Hans-Georg von der Marwitz who is politician of the Christian
Democrats at state level and farmer in Brandenburg. He was recommended
from different sides as an interesting interview partner, because he is known

12

Since most of the land that the BVVG has been managing since 1992 was and is located in
Brandenburg, Mecklenburg-West Pomerania and Saxony-Anhalt (Klages 2001), these new
federal states play a significant role in the political controversy on BVVG policies and
investors acquiring East German land. According to my observation, the noticeable
presence of land property practices in Brandenburg has several additional reasons: the
geographical proximity to Berlin and the Eberswalde University for Sustainable
Development where people seem to be relatively politically amenable to the topic, the
grassroots campaign “stop land grabbing” by Bündnis Junge Landwirtschaft which as an
initiative consist of and has strong connections to actors located in Brandenburg as well as
initiatives of the Greens on the federal state level to bring the topic on the political agenda.
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for having a critical view on land concentration in contrast to the rest of his
political party. From Udo Folgart, politician of the Social Democrats in
Brandenburg, vice-president of Germany’s biggest farmers’ association
Deutscher Bauernverband and manager of the agricultural company AgroGlien GmbH Paaren in Brandenburg I did not receive any response.
Further rejections and non-responses came from the companies which were
framed by the media to be the “investors” who acquire land on the East
German land markets and thereby cause land property concentration. A
rejection without reason came from Odega GmbH, whereas from Steinhoff
International Holdings, JLW Holding AG/Lindhorst Gruppe, Südzucker AG,
Fielmann AG, and RETHMANN SE & Co. KG I did not receive any response.
Abovementioned problems with the access to relevant actors in debates on land
concentration led to the situation that more interviewees who I consulted are
involved in discussions on East German land concentration from a rather
critical than non-critical point of view. However, my aim was not to “gather
‘pure’ data that are free from potential bias”; rather, I interpreted all accounts
“in terms of the context in which they were produced” (Hammersley and
Atkinson 2007, 102).
Interviews create an “artificial” setting which influences what and how things
are referred to by both the researcher and the interviewee. During my research,
this aspect was reinforced when the involved persons knew that the interview is
being recorded. Informal conversations and participant observation, however,
were interesting for collecting data under more “natural” circumstances,
although they were not free from the described influences. These data
collection techniques turned out to be valuable during my research, especially
because land property is a sensitive topic and some actors seemed to be afraid
of openly talking about it when they knew they would be recorded.13 From
informal conversations and participant observations I learned about things that
I would never have got to know in an official interview or when reviewing
policy papers; for example, about the atmosphere that is related to the topic or

13

I perceived this to be so because many actors who are involved with East German land
policies know from each others’ practices with regards to the topic.
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how the actors differentiate themselves from one another. The most
enlightening participant observations were conducted during the annual
summer meeting of the youth group of the oppositional farmers’ association
Arbeitsgemeinschaft bäuerliche Landwirtschaft (AbL) on 21 and 22 June 2014
in Bad Nauheim/Hesse as well as during a network meeting of farmers and
activists on the topic “Land grabbing in East Germany” organized by the farm
collective Organischer Landbau Bienenwerder on 17 September 2014 on their
farm near Müncheberg/Brandenburg.
Documents such as policy papers, newspaper articles and press releases were
collected throughout the field work process and provided me with rich
information that helped to answer which discourses are produced and
represented in the context of the policy controversy and how this is done
through discursive practices. Documents were interesting research units
because they bring to the fore “analytical topics” when asking questions on
how the documents are written, for what purposes, what is omitted, or “what
[…] readers need to know in order to make sense of them”. For documents,
too, it holds to treat them as “social products”. This requires a critical attitude
and a high level of reflexivity of the researcher. No matter if the documents are
informal or official, they are always part of social settings and “reflect the
interests and perspectives of the authors”. (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007,
126 ff.)
Combining the conduction of interviews with participant observation, informal
conversations and the review of collected documents (method triangulation)
was helpful for interpretations of data, because the “data from each can be used
to illuminate the other” (idem, 102). For example, what I could observe during
meetings functioned as a context of the interview and vice versa.

2.3 Data analysis
During the research I understood data analysis as an iterative, cycling process
by which “the analyst becomes more and more ’grounded’ in the data and
develops increasingly richer concepts and models of how the phenomenon
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being studied really works”14 (Ryan and Russell 2000, 783). As part of
theorization it implies a “constant interplay between data and ideas”, whereas
“ideas are emergent from one’s experience in the field, and from one’s
preliminary analytical reflections on the data” (Hammersley and Atkinson
2007, 159). Ideas illuminate the data which generates new ideas and link them
“with those of others” (idem, 159). Thereby, data is not ontologically existent,
as understood in the interpretive paradigm (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012).
During this iterative process, the research questions functioned as a frame of
analysis which according to the sub-questions presented in the introductory
chapter was to examine which actors are involved in representations of land
property concentration (1), which discourses of land property relations are
produced and represented (2), within which political controversy and through
which discursive practices these discourses are produced and represented (3)
and what the consequences of these representations are (4). In the following,
the applied strategies of data analysis will be described according to the four
research sub-questions.
In order to maximize my “exposure to different understandings of what is
being studied” the involved actors of the case needed to be “mapped”
(Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012, 85). As mentioned in the previous chapter,
this required to involve myself as deeply as possible in practices around East
Germany land property relations and land policies, seeking for the
comprehensive exposure to the meanings made by farmers, politicians, civil
society actors or scientists, amongst others.
Data analysis for the second and third sub-questions was conducted
simultaneously since discourses (the “whats”) and discursive practices (the
“hows”) are considered here to be highly intertwined and their analysis
requires moving “back and forth […], documenting each in turn and making
informative references to the other in the process” (Gubrium and Holstein
2000, 500). Collected data was reviewed in an intertextual manner which
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This is the understanding of grounded theory, a methodological approach which was
originally formulated by Glaser and Strauss (1967) and consists of suggestions for the
systematic analysis of data in order to generate socio-scientific theories (e.g. Ryan and
Russell 2000; Strübing 2008).
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meant to make sense of the data while reading across it. In this way, meanings,
ambiguities and different levels of abstraction could be identified and ideas
were connected to each other. Finally, this kind of data analysis facilitated to
let the investor-controversy emerge from the data as a case and to trace
discourses of land property relations that shape the controversy, make it visible
or trivialize it. The process of tracing discourses implies an analysis “for
structuring concepts, ideas and categorisations [!]” as well as the “employment
of story lines, [and] metaphors” by those actors whose accounts serve as data
(Hajer 2006, 73). In this way, argumentative structures could be reconstructed
(the regulation- and non-regulation-discourses), along which discursive
practices could be identified. The catchword “(non-agricultural) investor”
played a significant role in this process since, as an emblematic issue, it
pointed to the relevant political controversy at stake: the political controversy
on the question of whether the land acquisitions by “investors” can and need to
be regulated. This, again, facilitated to make sense of the data and to
understand its intertextuality, for example the relation between different –
sometimes even conflicting – storylines. But it was necessary to go beyond the
reconstruction of argumentative structures; particular attention should also be
paid to the sites of argumentation and the key incidents in the case (Hajer
2006). Considering the context of argumentation helped to be able to “account
for the argumentative exchange” as well as to understand the “positioning
effects” of the actors’ performances (Hajer 2006, 73). To organize my
understandings of the context of representations of land property concentration,
the interplay between discourses and discursive practices was structured
according to the categories ideology and culture, regulations and institutions
and actual social relationships, all of which are layers of the social organization
of (land) property (Benda-Beckmann and Benda-Beckmann 1999).
In order to answer the forth sub-question, consideration was given to how the
traced discourses and discursive practices shape the land policy controversy as
a case. Understandings of what the actors’ representations of land
concentration “do with the case” emerged naturally. I understand them to be
the consequence of my deep involvement with the case.
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3 The history of East German land property
As property is always society-specific due to its organizing functions (BendaBeckmann and Wiber 2006) it is necessary to make sense of current
representations of East German land property relations against the background
of the region’s unique land property history. In today’s representations,
references to relevant historic events go back to the 1945-1949 land reform
which was carried out in the Soviet occupation zone (Hohmann 1985). The
subsequent collectivization of agriculture (including land property) in times of
the former GDR as well as the transformation to market economy in the course
of German Reunification in 1990 give today’s land property relations its
“fuzzy” character and make it a politically sensitive issue. History has brought
about property practices that do not only have impacts on today’s land
distribution but also on the social relationships between people mediated
though land.
Publications which describe the developments of East German agriculture
during former GDR usually distinguish three phases: land reform,
collectivization and industrialization. Some authors distinguish these phases in
more detail to put an emphasis on aspects such as work organization (Küster
2002) or “class struggles on the countryside” (Hohmann 1985, 16). Academic
literature on post-socialist East German developments with regards to land
property is rare, but Küster and Bauernkämper provide insights into what
happened with land property in the years after German Reunification
(Bauernkämper 2002; Küster 2002). Some critical publications also deal with
post-socialist land property in explicitly contributing to the described storyline
of “continuation”. They recognize that East Germany’s socialist land property
relations, including the agricultural structure, last until today and condemn the
spirit thereof. They consider land property concentration and related politics to
be a “class struggle against peasants” (Gerke 2008; Beleites, Graefe zu
Baringdorf et al. 2010). In the following, the transformation of East German
land property is separated into three different phases: land reform,
collectivization as well as post-socialist re-organization. The latter term is
chosen in order to avoid the ideology-loaded labeling “privatization” to be
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found in Eidson and Milligan (2003) or in policy documents published by
political actors. This cautious dealing with the topic helps recognizing the
“fuzziness” of post-socialist land property that from the point of view of
privatization programs appears in the form of “complex interrelations” of rights
and “the multiplicity of actors holding them” (Verdery 1999, 55).

3.1 Redistribution of landholdings in the course of the postwar land reform (1945-1949)
The foundation of the GDR and the related transformation of East German
regions in the Soviet Zone into the socialist economic system was preceded by
the post-war land reform which was called out by the Communist Party “just
over one month after Germany’s unconditional surrender to Allied forces”
(Eidson and Milligan 2003, 50). As described by Eidson and Milligan, “the
laws [of the land reform] prescribed expropriation of agricultural enterprises
with 100 hectares or more and also of smaller farms if they belonged to war
criminals or leading National Socialists” (idem, 50). The expropriated lands
were transferred into a land fund (Bodenfonds), together with farmland of state
farms and other administrative bodies (Hohmann 1985).
Following the principles of Marxist-Leninist agricultural theory the Socialist
Unity Party (SED) pursued a land property regime which supported the idea of
a “development of specialized large farms on the basis of collective property
and an adaption of rural working and living conditions to those in the cities”
(idem, 14). Lenin distinguished between six classes of rural society which
should all be treated differently according to their own interests in order to
make the socialist system function (idem, 13). Whereas estate owners and
wealthy farmers (Großbauern) should be expropriated and the impact of
middle peasants eliminated in order to decrease these social groups as potential
adversaries of the planned revolution, farmers of smaller size (Klein- und
Mittelbauern) constituted the group which should be the beneficiaries of land
distributions (Hohmann 1985, 13). In the medium term, this strategy aimed at a
proletarianization of the peasantry (Proletarisierung des Bauernstandes) to
finally use its labor in the socialist cooperatives (Beleites, Graefe zu Baringdorf
et al. 2010). On the long-term, it pursued national food supply and to deliver
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agricultural commodities to the industry according to the principle of highlevel self-sufficiency – both of which were the agricultural policy objectives of
the Soviet occupation zone and later, the GDR (Hohmann 1985).
As illustrated by Eidson and Milligan, “chief beneficiaries” of land
distributions were the so-called new farmers (Neubauern) “who occupied
almost 210.000 new farms in the Soviet zone” (Eidson and Milligan 2003, 51).
They “received proprietary rights to small plots”, but under constrained
conditions (Eidson and Milligan 2003, 51). They could not sell, lease or pawn
their landholdings, neither could they use them as securities for loan or for
“non-agricultural purposes” (ibid.). Other beneficiaries were landless
agricultural labors, ethnic German refugees from eastern Europe and other
needy persons (ibid.). In total, approx. 1.1 million hectares of land were
transferred to the land fund, whereupon 2.2 million hectares were redistributed
to private persons and 1.1 million hectares to state farms (Volkseigene
Betriebe, abbreviated as VEB) and other public enterprises (Hohmann 1985,
15).
The distributions led to an agricultural structure with an increased number of
farms and a decrease of their average size (Hohmann 1985; Eidson and
Milligan 2003). Those farmers who were the economically strongest were
eliminated by the reform (Hohmann 1985). In contrast to the socialist
transformation of Russia, the land was not nationalized, as stated above.
However, the consequences of these radical incidents led to an enormous
socio-structural upheaval on the East German countryside (Bauernkämper
2002). It should be noted that “explaining the goals of those who planned and
carried out the East German land reform […] remains controversial to this day”
(Bauernkämper 1996; quoted in Eidson and Milligan 2003, 51). Some
scientists consider the land reform as a first step towards a “purposive,
programmatically

determined

formation

of

a

collective

economy”

(Bauernkämper 2002, 29). Others argue that it was part of a denazification
which was formulated in the inter-allied resolutions of 1946 (idem)15. They do

15

Bauernkämper indicates that Marxist-Leninist ideology implicated a reductionist
conception of denazification which equated the expropriation of the landlords located
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not categorize the land reform to be a “first stage of sovietization” and rather
assume that the “partitioning of large-scale landholdings into small plots” just
facilitated collectivization which was called out seven years later (idem, 28 ff.).

3.2 Land collectivization for the constitution of a socialist
property regime (1949-1989)
After the described redistribution of land a “first culminating class struggle in
the countryside” came to the fore (Hohmann 1985, 16). The struggle was
strategically initiated by the SED in order to gain the constituted majority of
small farmers as allies on its way to build up the aspired socialist economy and
to socially isolate the middle- and large-scale farmers in order to eliminate
them completely (idem). Especially the formerly disadvantaged social groups,
such as rural workers, small farmers and women benefited at that time as they
were given the perspective to be professionally promoted to higher managerial
or administrative positions (Bauernkämper 2002). The social and economic
discrimination of middle and wealthy farmers led to a situation where “until
1953 approx. 700,000 hectares of arable land […] was given up, abandoned or
confiscated” (Hohmann 1985, 16).
The measures of discrimination and different treatments of “rural classes” were
conflictive interferences in the social structures on the countryside and were
not reacted upon without reservation and resentments (Bauernkämper 2002).
This made it difficult for the SED-regime to generate a rural solidarity (ibid.).
In July 1952, the delegates of the Second Party Conference of the SED voted to
initiate “an ambitious program” for the “construction of socialism” which
implied the creation of agricultural cooperatives (Landwirtschaftliche
Produktionsgenossenschaften, abbreviated as LPG) (Eidson and Milligan 2003,
52). Three types of LPG were distinguished, titled LPG Type I, II and III. They
differed with regards to their level of socialization of means of production
(Hohmann 1985). As illustrated by Eidson and Milligan (2003),
LPG Type I was a partially collectivized form, in which members pooled their
arable land and raised crops together but kept animals privately in their own

eastern of the river Elbe (the so-called “Junkers”) with the proclaimed “expropriation of
‘Nazi and war criminals’ without compensation” (Bauernkämper 2002, 72 f.).
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barns. LPG Type II, which occurred infrequently, was an intermediary form
involving the cooperative usage of arable land, forest, beasts of burden, and
farm machinery. LPG Type III was the fully collectivized form, in which land,
animals, machinery, and even farm buildings were pooled and managed by the
elected chairperson and his or her staff of ‘brigadiers’, or managers. (Eidson
and Milligan 2003, 52 f.)

The policy-makers’ idea was to convince the landowners of joining the
cooperatives, consolidating all single Type III cooperatives and then beginning
to merge local LPG into larger units encompassing several villages (Hohmann
1985; quoted in Eidson and Milligan 2003). But the collectivization campaigns
were carried out under the resistance of a “unified front against the rigorously
intervening SED regime” (Bauernkämper 2002, 33). Contrary to the
proclamations of the campaigns the voluntariness of collectivization “only
stood on the paper” (Beleites, Graefe zu Baringdorf et al. 2010, 8). In order to
maintain their autonomy, independent farmers first resisted the pressure to join
a cooperative and in the beginning of the collectivization phase the rather
partially collectivized forms of LPG Type I and II predominated. In reaction,
local authorities increased their measures of force by persuading, haranguing
and bullying farmers into joining the LPG. By the mid-1970s, all LPG had
been incorporated into Type III. (Hohmann 1985; Bauernkämper 2002; Eidson
and Milligan 2003).
It is worth underlining that the status of land property in the socialist
cooperatives is referred to in different ways. This underlines the “ambiguous”
character of property (Verdery 1999, 55) and reveals different historic
interpretations of relationships between persons mediated through land.
Whereas Werkentin simply uses the term “collectivization of land” (Werkentin
2010), Gerke interprets socialist land property to have been “anonymous” in
the cooperatives because practices in the LPG led to an decreasing importance
of the value of land ownership (Gerke 2008). He argues that this downgrading
of ownership is evident in that LPG members were wageworkers instead of
equal members of the cooperatives and did not voluntarily contribute their land
to the LPG (ibid.). Neither did the LPG members’ contribution of land allow
them to have a “democratic voice” (Bastian 2003; quoted in Gerke 2008, 49).
Other authors, such as Eidson and Milligan, mention that when joining the
LPG, farmers “retained their legal title but lost control of its use and yields”
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(Bauernkämper 1997; quoted in Eidson and Milligan 2003, 54). This loss of
control over their land often was the reason for them to resist collectivization
campaigns; entering the LPG was associated with a loss of power and
professional pride, besides the general fear of decreasing agricultural efficiency
and productivity (Bauernkämper 2002) – some authors equate the “withdrawal
of use rights” with a “factual expropriation” (Beleites, Graefe zu Baringdorf et
al. 2010, 8 f.). Küster emphasizes that land which was contributed to the LPG
as “shares” was collectively used but still remained private property of the
contributors (Küster 2002, 66). This interpretation obviously underlay later
property practices in the course of transformation to market economy, for
example, in legal complaints by actors who feel to have been expropriated in
times of collectivization (see next chapter for further illustrations).
In a study of 2006, the anthropologist Eidson extensively reflects on land
property in the LPG:
Arguably, however, the debunking of ideological notions of individual and
collective property, or private and public property, is not a perfectly
commutative exercise. When we expose public aspects of private property
[…] we qualify the ideology of private property without addressing issues of
legality or illegality. But when we expose the private appropriation of public
or collective property, we must leave the realm of property rights per se and
enter into a gray area stretching between use and abuse of property. Socialist
regimes seem to have been especially attuned to this asymmetry, apparently
because determining the proper use of public property was central to social
engineering and the maintenance of power. (Eidson 2006, 147 f.)

His statement makes clear that applying ideologically loaded property models
sometimes does not reveal much about the social world we want to understand.
The study of social relationships and power related to land property needs to be
carried out in different ways.
Between the late 1960s and the late 1980s, land was further concentrated in the
course of industrialization of the GDR agricultural system which “should be
the last step of the agricultural development ideologically planned by the
Marxist-Leninist classics” (Hohmann 1985, 18). In a first stage, the LPG were
transformed into specialized cooperatives, the LPG for crop production (LPG
Pflanzenproduktion, abbreviated as LPG (P)) and LPG for animal husbandry
(LPG Tierproduktion, abbreviated as LPG (T)) (Eidson and Milligan 2003).
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While the joining together of cooperatives in a single LPG Type III had been
carried out in individual villages, this transformation created “inter-village
units” (Eidson 2006, 157). Later, the specialized LPG were merged into socalled cooperative associations (Kooperationsverband) and federations of
agriculture and industry (Agrar-Industrie-Verband); whereas the cooperative
association was a horizontal and territorial integration in terms of a cooperation
between LPG (P) and LPG (T), the latter was a vertical and product-oriented
one (Küster 2002). Vertical integration facilitated, for instance, stage
production of animal husbandry or cooperation in particular domains, such as
in the production of crops, potatoes or ornament plants (ibid.).
The described developments were accompanied by an enormous expansion of
production, the replacement of manual labor by machinery and increasing
agricultural intensification in terms of a use of production-enhancing inputs,
such as pesticides or fertilizers (ibid.). They also resulted “in the decrease in
the number of cooperative farmers and agricultural workers, who were
rendered redundant by technological advances and absorbed in the industrial
sector” (Eidson and Milligan 2003, 54). Between 1960 and 1982, the number
of LPG was reduced from 19,000 to 4,000, while the percentage of the
workforce employed in agriculture fell from 17 to 11 percent of the total
(idem). With regards to social relations, the transformation of the LPG led to
conflicts and relationships of dependence among and between the LPG and
cooperations (Kooperationen, different to cooperatives). Whereas the LPG
chairpersons were in the difficult situation to constantly balance the interests of
the regime and the LPG members, conflicts arose between the differently
specialized LPG and among the supposed partners in the larger “units of
cooperation”, mostly due to a changing access to resources (Küster 2002;
Eidson and Milligan 2003). For instance, the LPG for animal husbandry were
dependent on the LPG for crop production because they “had little or no arable
land” and thus needed the fodder from their partners (Eidson and Milligan
2003, 55). As stated by Eidson and Milligan (2003), “many former members of
the LPG interpret the separation of crop production and animal husbandry as a
strategy of domination and control” (Eidson 1998, Schier 2011; quoted in
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Eidson and Milligan 2003, 55), describing it with the phase “divide and
conquer” (Eidson 1998; quoted in idem, 56).

3.3 Post-socialist re-organization of land property (1989-today)
The re-organization of land property after the formal16 decline of the socialist
system and the subsequent processes of post-socialist transformation must be
understood to have happened in two different legal-institutional spaces: the
space in which land rights in the course of the transformation of former LPG
were regulated and the space in which the governance of “public” or “stateowned” land was carried out. The latter category of land was the land that after
the 1945-1949 reform was transferred into the abovementioned land fund and
had further been cultivated by the GDR state farms. In contrast to land property
of the state farms, “the land cultivated by the LPG combined private property
and land reform acreage in roughly equal proportions” (Koester and Brooks
1997; quoted in idem, 57) By 1989, 82.2 percent of arable land in the GDR was
cultivated by 4,350 cooperatives. In addition, there were 580 state farms with
7.5 percent and 3,558 private institution (including the church) with 5.4 percent
of arable land (Korte 1997). The remaining 4.8 percent of arable land was in
personal use (ibid.).
In the following, the post-socialist transformation of land property will be
described according to the two legal-institutional spaces. It should be
mentioned that a detailed description of the processes and related debates
would go beyond the scope of this thesis. However, illustrating them is
essential for understanding the subsequent analysis of representations of
today’s East German land property relations.
The restructuring of LPG land
In order to regulate the transformation of land property which was used in the
LPG,

16

the

so-called

Agricultural

Adjustment

Act

I call the socialist decline a formal one in order to remember that in many publications however, with different foci - an informal continuation of land property relations is
analyzed, or at least indicated, in terms of property practices, which “conserved” the land
property regime of the GDR at different layers of social organization (Korte 1997;
Bauernkämper 2002; Küster 2002; Gerke 2008; Bastian 2010; Gerke 2010; Hirte 2014).
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(Landwirtschaftsanpassungsgesetz, abbreviated as LAG) was adopted by the
GDR parliament in June of 1990 (Eidson and Milligan 2003). It aimed at
guaranteeing the resolution of the Unification Treaty, signed by both German
states in September of 1990, that property should be restored to its previous
owners.17 In referring to Korte (1997), the restructuring of agricultural
enterprises was carried out under the following premises:
−

Private land property and the cultivation of the concerned land should
be restored and guaranteed according to § 1 of the Agricultural
Adjustment Act as applying legal framework.

−

In 1990, the agricultural enterprises had to adapt their organization
and structure to the new agricultural political framework of the EU
market and the according price and subsidy system as quickly as
possible and without a granted transitional period. (Korte 1997, 57 f.)

To regulate the restoration of land property, the LPG members had to make
several decisions. First, they had to decide if they wanted to continue the LPG
in an organizational form consistent with the laws of the Federal Republic of
Germany (FRG) or to liquidate it. In many cases, some members wanted to
continue and others decided to leave the LPG. In case of continuation, the
successors to the LPG further needed to decide on the legal-organizational
form of their agricultural enterprise. In the amended LAG of July 1991 the law
recognized the following possibilities, amongst others: a registered cooperative
(eingetragene Genossenschaft, abbreviated as e.G.), a corporation with limited
liability (Gesellschaft mit beschränkter Haftung, abbreviated as GmbH), a joint
stock company (Aktiengesellschaft, abbreviated as AG) and “a mixed form
combining a limited company and a limited partnership” (Gesellschaft mit
beschränkter Haftung und Kommanditgesellschaft, abbreviated as GmbH &
Co. KG). (Eidson and Milligan 2003, 58 f.) In the beginning of the reorganization phase, many decided for the registered cooperative because they
wanted to maintain the cooperative way of farming they were familiar with due
to their experiences in times of the GDR. By February 1992, when all LPG had
transformed into forms consistent with market economy of the FRG,

17

It should be mentioned, that “real estate that had been expropriated during the land reform
was exempted from the otherwise valid principle” (Eidson and Milligan 2003). This
“consolidation of the land reform” led to discussions which will be explained below.
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approximately 30 percent of them were registered as cooperatives. (Korte
1997)
In the case that some decided to continue and others decided to leave the LPG,
for instance, for reasons of age or because they wanted to start their own
agricultural enterprise as so-called “re-establishers” (Wiedereinrichter)18, the
leaving landowners, who “had usually retained their title, but now […]
regained control over the use of their land” received rents from those who
continued or, in case they started as re-establishers, they “could actually take
possession of their land or of plots of equal size and value”. (Eidson and
Milligan 2003, 58) It should be noted, however, that in the course of German
Reunification, 90 percent of employees dropped out of agriculture; one third
due to reasons of age and two thirds due to unemployment. A typical reason for
why former LPG members decided against re-establishing their own enterprise
was that professional responsibilities in the former LPG were specialized and
professionally separated managers and craftsmen and -women, such as milkers
or tractor-drivers. This hindered the latter group of persons from starting an
own business as they feared managerial requirements. Moreover, farm
buildings were scarce, which is why some of them could not start an own
business although they were in possession of land (Küster 2002).
Obviously, the LAG had the potential to provoke many discussions regarding
the redistribution and restoration of land property, a reason why it has been
amended several times. It created conflicting lines between the involved actors,
foremost between LPG successors and re-establishers: Whereas the former
were interested in limiting the outflow of assets of their enterprises the latter
wanted to receive their fair share of cooperative assets which, according to the
renewed LAG of 1991, consisted of inventory contributions, use rights (that
land owners had “granted” to the LPG) and contributions in form of labor.
(Korte 1997; Küster 2002; Eidson and Milligan 2003)

18

In public and legal disputes re-establishers were distinguished from the so-called “newestablishers” (Neueinrichter) who started farming after 1990 without property (Küster
2002).
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To valuate these contributions in a realist and fair manner was nearly
impossible and particularly cattle and technical assets produced in the GDR
were often underrated. An additional problem was the location and physical
condition of estates. On the one hand, it was difficult to exactly locate the plots
that landowners contributed to the LPG after an era where private property was
purposely undermined. Some plots were not accessible anymore because they
had buildings on them or roads that ran through them. On the other hand, some
estates that had been contributed to the LPG were now damaged due to erosion
as a consequence of agricultural intensification. An additional problem was
that in times of collectivization, the plots had been contributed in a cultivated
status and now were returned in a harvested one. (Korte 1997; Eidson and
Milligan 2003)
Another conflict occurred around the so-called “falsifications of accounts”
(Bilanzfälschung), a catchword which since 1991 was used in public to accuse
the successor enterprises of cheating leaving LPG members out of money. The
issue led to heavy controversies and was titled by the term “asset conflicts”
(Vermögensauseinandersetzung) in the context of legislations that aimed at
regulating the transformation of agricultural enterprises in the post-socialist era
(Küster 2002, 84). As stated by critical authors, the former LPG-heads had a
great impact on the transformation process due to their powerful position
within the elitist network of the GDR (Gerke 2008; Bastian 2010; Beleites,
Graefe zu Baringdorf et al. 2010). This network was managed by the SED and
consisted of East German agricultural politicians, officials of the lobby
organization Deutscher Bauernverband, formerly “Federation of Mutual
Farmers’ Assistance” (Vereinigung gegenseitiger Bauernhilfe, abbreviated as
VdGB)19 as well as leading employees in the local agricultural agencies (Gerke

19

The East German federal state divisions of the federal farmers’ association Deutscher
Bauernverband originate from the VdgB which in times of the socialist regime was the
“mouthpiece” of the SED. After the change of government in 1990 these divisions lobbied
as “farmers’ association of the GDR” for the successors to the LPG. In 1991, they were
taken over by Deutscher Bauernverband which formerly represented the West German
family peasant farms (familienbäuerliche Betriebe). In order to ease the conflicts of
interest and identities between the represented farmers in East and West Germany and to
maintain its powerful position, the association adapted its political mission towards a
representation of “private agricultural enterprises”. (Neu 2001) According to Bastian, the
institutional fusion of the VdgB with the West German Deutscher Bauernverband
facilitated a powerful fusion between West and East German elites (Bastian 2010).
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2008; Bastian 2010; Gerke 2010). Hirte (formerly named Küster) statistically
shows for Thuringia that the “transformation of the LPG […] was primarily in
the hands of the LPG-heads”: With a share of 46 percent, the former LPGheads represent the statistical group of establishers (besides former craftsmen
and -women, establishers with non-agricultural profession and establishers
coming from the West German federal states) which owned most of the arable
land in 1996 (Küster 2002; quoted in Hirte 2014, 283). This is interesting,
considering that they were often those who did not contribute land to the LPG,
“for instance, because they studied agriculture and did not originate from the
village or had a farming background” (idem, 286). Hence, accusations of
“falsifications of accounts” against LPG-heads can be considered as
particularly tension-loaded. In 2002, a group of experts of the University of
Jena published results of an investigation of the transformation of LPG and
related asset conflicts. The study shows that more than 95 percent of the
transformations were “flawed”, in most cases because the contributors of land
property did not agree to the process. (Bayer et al. 2002; quoted in Gerke 2010,
94 f.)
Governance of public land by state agencies
In a separate space of regulation public land governance was carried out; first
by the so-called state agency Treuhand-Anstalt, later by its successor BVVG.
Through a legislative act in 1990, the Treuhand-Anstalt was established by the
GDR parliament and the act was later incorporated into the Unification Treaty
(Eidson and Milligan 2003). The state farms, and thus the public land, “fell
under the control” of the agency which from then on was “responsible for the
privatization [!] of all state property” (idem, 57). As mentioned by Klages, it is
nearly impossible to determine the ultimate amount of land that was in public
hands in 1990, as the preceding developments of state property, i.e. the land
fund, “cannot be interpreted as ‘one-way streets’” (Klages 2001, 111).
Nevertheless, estimations indicate that in 1990, 1.34 million hectares of arable
land formerly cultivated by the LPG was transferred to the Treuhand-Anstalt,
whereas 350,000 hectares were transferred to the agency from the state farms
(idem). In addition, there were 2 million hectares of public forested land
(idem). In order “to accelerate its privatization”, the governance of agricultural
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land was outsourced in 1992 and the BVVG was founded and put in charge of
its management (idem, 150).
Since then, the agency is responsible for different tasks regarding the
“privatization” and redistribution of formerly “state-owned” land. Besides the
sale and lease of land, it manages the indemnification of and compensation to
those who were expropriated “on the territory of the GDR” according to the
Indemnification

and

Compensation

Act

(Entschädigungs-

und

Ausgleichsleistungsgesetz, abbreviated EALG) of 1994 (Klages 2001, 189).
Since the BVVG’s foundation, its land policies, in particular the EALG, were
amended several times. Discussions concerning the agency’s land governance
have mainly related to policies that affected proceedings with land reform
property, but also to the general accusation of contributing to a privilege of the
legal successors to the LPG, i.e. large, competitive agricultural enterprises,
with regards to the access of land (Gerke 2008). In addition, critics claim that
the BVVG practices cause skyrocketing land prices20 due to its privatization
policies of 2007 which introduced the possibility for BVVG sales and rents
through tender procedures (Gerke 2010; Herre 2013).
Küster states that approx. 1.6 million hectares of state-owned land – a quarter
of all arable land in the new federal states21 – was declared for lease in 1990
(Küster 2002). As already stated, most of this land was formerly expropriated
during the land reform between 1945 and 1949. This is why BVVG governance
of “public” land and the policies affecting the land reform issue are directly
related to each other (idem, 107). What is here referred to as “land reform
issue” was (and for some actors certainly still is) a long-term conflict between
different stakeholders: those who had been expropriated during the land
reform, those who received the redistributed land, those who started to lease
BVVG land after German Reunification (which mainly were successors to the
LPG as explained below) and the public land governance institutions on the

20

Tietz et al. (2013) indicate that in the new federal states the land sales prices, on average,
have increased from 4,200 €/hectare in 2007 to 8,800 €/hectare in 2011, which is a relative
increase of 112% (Tietz, Forstner et al. 2013, 88). By comparison, the sales prices in the
old federal states increased by 24% in the same period (ibid.).

21

This indication excludes forested land; including it increases the amount to a share of a
third (Küster 2002).
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federal and federal state levels. Whereas the first group was labeled as
“original land owners” (Alteigentümer) in the public and legal debate, the
second was named “new farmers” (Neubauern), “new settlers” (Neusiedler) or
“land reform beneficiaries” (Bodenreformlandempfänger) (e.g. Klages 2001;
Bauernkämper 2002; Gerke 2008).
Related (legal) disputes which will be illustrated in the following, are based on
the “consolidation of land reform”, which was declared in the Unification
Treaty in 1990 (Bauernkämper 2002). It is the acknowledgement of the
outcome of land distributions and has been justified by influential politicians,
including de Maizière, the last chairman of the council of ministers (the “GDR
government”), with the argumentation that the Soviet military administration
had agreed to German Reunification under the condition of consolidating the
land reform (Bauernkämper 2004). In her dissertation published in 2004,
Paffrath rebuts this justification, arguing that the Soviet military administration
did not articulate a prohibition of property restitution (ibid.). Rather, she
argues, the government under Kohl pretended the condition to retain property
and to finally be able to finance German Reunification with it ibid.).
One dispute evolved around the interest of the original land owners to retrieve
indemnification for their loss of land property during the land reform. This
claim for indemnification gained public attention when the original land
owners brought actions before the Federal Constitutional Court in 1991. The
court decided that the land reform consolidated in the Unification Treaty in
1990 was “irreversible” but “at the same time confirmed that ‘future payments
of compensation’ are consistent with the constitution” (Küster 2002, 109). On
the one hand, this stimulated the debate because the involved actors started
discussions about the scope of such payments of compensations. On the other
hand, the very decision to consolidate the land reform was debated. An
additional suit was filed by the original owners in 1996 but again rejected by
the Federal Constitutional Court (Bauernkämper 2002).
As above-mentioned, the development of the EALG law basically aimed at
regulating the indemnification of and compensation to the group of
expropriated original land owners and finally was adopted in 1994 after a long
and complicated procedure (Klages 2001). In reference to the procedure of
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adoption, an involved policy-maker stated that it “nearly goes beyond the
legislator’s room for maneuver” if all relevant stakeholders need to be
considered (Gattermann 1993; quoted in idem, 189). The law was revised
several times, officially, to the benefits of the original land owners who were
granted the possibility to repurchase expropriated land at reduced prices
(Küster 2002). This was actually against the fiscal interest of the state which
primarily pursued “fast and profitable privatization” (Klages 2001, 369) and
tried to avoid to “directly restore expropriated property” (Küster 2002, 110). In
fact, “many original owners are dissatisfied […] and complain that it [the
EALG] also allows for the legal successors to the LPG to buy inexpensive
state-owned land” (Eidson and Milligan 2003, 61). This is also brought
forward by Gerke who accuses the legal framework for having intended to
subsidy long-term leaseholders of the BVVG – former GDR elites and their
West German lobby groups (Gerke 2008). In his view, the EALG primarily
represents “a subsidy of East German agriculture from which 80 percent of
agricultural enterprises are excluded” (idem, 121). It is worth mentioning that
in 1998, the European Commission stopped the discounted EALG purchase
due to concerns with regards to a potential violation of EU state aid legislation
which, as a consequence, led to an amendment of the law (Küster 2002).
Another legal dispute mirrors the interest of the new farmers, the beneficiaries
of the land reform. For them, the consolidation of the land reform meant the
consolidation of their “full” land property rights, including the right to heritage
land to their heirs. This right to inheritance suddenly was repealed by federal
law in 1992 with the justification that land ownership should be tied to “proven
agricultural activity” (Küster 2002).22 As a consequence, East German federal
states induced the registration of state ownership over this land in the registries.
In the case of the federal state of Brandenburg, this happened 7,400 times
(Land Brandenburg 2010). This led to disputes between the federal states and
the new farmers’ heirs and in 2005 the latter brought action before the
European Court of Justice in order to get their land rights restored. Their claim
22

A “consequent consolidation” of the land reform in 1990 would have led to the situation
that “non-agricultural owners” would have received a part of the land – the new farmer’s
heirs who often did not work in agriculture anymore. This happened between 1990 and
1992, before heritage rights were abandoned (Küster 2002, 113).
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was rejected; however, Gerke indicates that the German government would
have had the possibility to legally influence the rejection (Gerke 2008). In
2007, the Federal Court of Justice finally judged to the benefit of a group of
new farmers’ heirs in Brandenburg. In the judgment “it is stated that the federal
state had abused its ‘representative power’” and that “the explanation of
‘having the right to gratuitously convey property’ was put forward without
consideration and was factually incorrect” (Mallwitz 2008). The judgment
provoked the so-called “land reform affaire” in Brandenburg, and
consequently, led to the federal state’s decision to restore the land rights of the
new farmers’ heirs in 2010 (Land Brandenburg 2010).
Most of the cultivated land in East Germany is leased instead of owned (Eidson
and Milligan 2003)23. In the governance of access to leased land the BVVG has
been an important player, especially in the beginning of the post-socialist era,
when it had much land under its control. It is widely acknowledged that most
of the land that the Treuhand-Anstalt/BVVG leased out during the transition
after 1990 went into the hands of the LPG or their legal successors
(Bauernkämper 2002; Eidson and Milligan 2003; Gerke 2008). Due to BVVG
policies, this kind of land distribution has been existing for many years because
the concerned lease contracts were first arranged for 12 years and later partly
extended to 18 (Land Mecklenburg-Vorpommern n.d.). The agency did not
publicly offer land until 2007. In most cases (discounted) land purchase has
been tied to prior long-term lease (BVVG 2012).
In the meanwhile, the BVVG started to publicly sell agricultural land through
tendering procedures. Today, it has sold almost all land that it had been
managing since 1992. This is due to the so-called “privatization principles” of
2007, a BVVG law which has allowed for “the sale of agricultural land at its
market value to a greater extent” (idem, 3). The aim of the principle is to
finalize land privatization until 2025 (Tietz, Forstner et al. 2013, 88). In 2012,
350,000 hectares of agricultural land remained under the agency’s control. This

23

This particularity still applies today: The statistics of the federal ministry of agriculture
indicate that the share of leased arable land was 70 percent of all arable land in 2013
(Bundesministerium für Ernährung und Landwirtschaft 2014).
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is approx. 5.6 percent of all agricultural land24 in the five new federal states.
(Horstmann 2010; BVVG 2012). Much debate has been on recent privatization
policies because they are accused of contributing to skyrocketing land prices
which cannot be re-financed by farmers. This is because the public tender
procedures lead to “speculative maximum prices” (Forstner, Tietz et al. 2011,
30). The constitution of prices in “direct” land purchases (in case formerly
leased BVVG land is sold to the concerned farmer by the BVVG), however, is
oriented towards the results of public BVVG tenders (idem). Obviously, this is
driving prices up.
Since 1992, the number of registered cooperatives (e.G.) had been decreasing
and many successors continued their enterprises in the form of GmbH or GbR25
which on average cultivated large shares of East Germany’s arable land in the
first years of the post-socialist era (Korte 1997). The establishment of large
agricultural enterprises, i.e. LPG successors, was considerably supported by
agricultural policies and critics attribute the described BVVG policies to have
contributed to this political preference. Korte (1997) observed this paradigm
shift towards a large-scale, industrial model as a discursive change in state
documents: Whereas in the government’s agricultural report of 1990
“’productive peasant agriculture’” was proclaimed as the favored agricultural
model, in the report of 1996 it was “’a productive, competitive, marketoriented […] agriculture’” (idem, 62).
Towards concentrated land property
According to Eidson, “the most striking result of privatisation [!] of the East
German agrarian sector has been the survival of the LPG, rather, their legal
successors” (Eidson and Milligan 2003, 59). This is also indicated by
Bauernkämper who mentions that in many cases former LPG-heads could
maintain their leading positions in the transformed LPG, with the consequence
that they still manage these enterprises in other legal forms today
(Bauernkämper 2002). Although concerned property statistics are missing for
24

Note: including forested land.

25

In agricultural statistics GbR are assigned to the category of “partnerships”
(Personengsellschaften), whereas GmbH are assigned to “legal persons” (juristische
Personen).
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those who search for it, at least it can be observed that large-scale industrial
agriculture with a tendency towards concentrated land property characterizes
today’s East German agricultural sector and thereby distinguishes it from the
old federal states. Whereas in the new federal states MecklenburgVorpommern and Saxony-Anhalt two-fifths of the agricultural enterprises
cultivate more than 100 hectares of arable land, in the old federal states
Schleswig-Holstein, Saarland and Lower Saxony this category of enterprises
makes up less than 20 percent; in the remaining federal states they merely
make up less than 10 percent (Klüter 2010, 142 f.). The difference between
East and West Germany with regards to farm size is remarkable (figure 3.1).

Figure 3.1 Percentage of farmland in Germany in farms over 100 hectares, excluding Berlin, Bremen and
Hamburg (Gerke 2015, 45).

The phenomenon of land property concentration is also at stake in other former
Eastern Bloc countries where, according to Gerke (2015), “the Soviet legacy
continues to influence land policies” (Gerke 2015, 45). In contrast to smaller
farms which exist in Western and Central Europe, in Eastern Europe countries,
including East Germany (but excluding Poland where the farmers resisted
collectivization), 20 percent of the farmland is managed by less than 1 percent
of all farm enterprises. The trend is part of a bigger picture of the EU: “While
an increasing number of small farmers are leaving the fields, a few sizable
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farms are expanding” (xxx). In addition to state-led land governance in the
former Eastern Bloc countries, Gerke traces this situation back to the EU
agricultural subsidies which, as a large part, are calculated according to the size
of farmland. (Gerke 2015, 44-45)
Described developments are accompanied by skyrocketing land prices of
agricultural land which, according to Herre, reflects “the new ‘interest in land’
of those with large amounts of capital” (Herre 2013, 66). Indications regarding
price

increases

vary;

whereas

the

farmers’

association

Deutscher

Bauernverband refers to an increase of 55 percent between 2005 and 2011, a
press release by the professional agricultural journal top agrar indicates an
increase of 84 percent between 2007 and 2011 (ibid.). For leased land, a price
increase of 27 percent between 2007 and 2010 is assumed (ibid.). Herre
attributes this trend “largely to the commercial production of bio-energy and
the participation of “financial and supra-regional investors” on the land
markets. (ibid.). For Gerke, BVVG policies have been a related relevant factor.
He argues that long-term leases have contributed to an “artificial shortage” on
the land markets and thereby have accelerated rental prices (Gerke 2008, 154).
As already mentioned, the increasing interest of investors in East Germany’s
farmland is recently discussed in the media under the catchword of “nonagricultural investors”. The German newspaper Die Zeit referred to the topic
under the heading “Money governs the fields”, followed by the sub-heading
“what started with the LPG now benefits capitalism: an increasing amount of
East German fields is owned by an increasing number of large enterprises
[…]”, thereby suggesting a connecting link between socialist and post-socialist
developments (Machowecz 2012). The newspaper Der Tagesspiegel asked “Do
speculators buy out the East?” under the heading “Land grabbing in East
Germany” (Schumann 2013). Without anticipating the following analysis it can
be mentioned that such statements have provoked attention to the topic to a
certain extent, even in the political sphere. Main concerns that have risen with
regards to the participation of investors refer to the erosion of East Germany’s
agricultural structure and the fear of an increasing power imbalance between
large enterprises concentrating huge amounts of farmland on the one hand and
other actors who (want to) participate on East German land markets on the
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other (e.g. Herre 2013). Hirte nicely conflates the developments of East
German land property into a picture, contributing to the storyline of
“conservation” in her own way:
From agricultural sociological perspective, the process in the new federal
states can be understood as a ‘double transformation’: After the first
transformation of agricultural structure after 1989, a second transformation
has been occurring for which the former one is a condition. This is because the
successors to the LPG are a suitable ‘gateway’ for the new agricultural giants
in the new federal states. (Hirte 2014, 277-278)

How other actors involved in representations of East German land policy
debates interpret and represent East German land property concentration
remains to be seen in the following analysis. It aims at giving insights into
making-makings referring to the phenomenon, mirroring the current fuzzy land
property regime. In the next chapter the emergence of the case will be
described: the investor-controversy, which I “constructed” in order make sense
of the various representations.

55

4

The investor-controversy as a case

When in 2014 I initially began to trace how the “land grabbing”-frame was
being vernacularized in East Germany in 2014, I first needed to gain an
overview and identified the actors who currently represent East German land
property relations to be. As stated in the methodology chapter, actors are
considered here to be individuals of social groups who are involved in
representations of East German land property concentration. Taken together,
these representations make up the case: the political controversy on the
question whether investors who participate on East German land markets can
and/or need to be regulated in different ways.
Obviously it goes beyond the scope of this chapter to mention all individuals
separately. Because most of them are part of social groups, such as initiatives
or associations, the mapping represents groups and not individuals. It is
assumed that to a certain extent the groups represent a position with regards to
East German land property concentration which is supported by all its
associated members. In the following, the involved actors are briefly described
with regards to their background and how they bear upon land policies, or
agricultural structural policies as a broader political field. I then illustrate how
the controversy emerges as semi-bounded case around the emblematic issue of
“(non-agricultural) investors”.

4.1 Mapping the actors
Actors of this mapping are not distinct because individuals might be associated
to or identify themselves with different organizations or initiatives at the same
time. As we will see in the analysis it even is a debated topic that in the field of
East German land policy-making many personnel ties exist between the
different actors. This is also subject of a report on the distribution of
agricultural subsidies in Germany, published by Friends of the Earth Germany
(BUND) in 2007 (Damm, Benning et al. 2007). In the report, the authors
illustrate that it is not unusual for German functionaries who operate in the
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field of agriculture consisting of farmers, lobbyists and politicians at the same
time.26 From the perspective of practice theory which focuses on (spaces for)
actors’ performances, the tenure of various positions makes them powerful
players in land policy-making.
The rather broad categories “farmers” and “investors” are created here in order
to include those actors who are not associated to the here listed organizations
and initiatives or identify themselves as their members or participants. In
addition, they clarify the present knowledge produced with regards to the two
groups of actors. It should be noted that due to Germany’s federalist system,
most associations and state institutions have branches on the federal as well on
the federal state level and thus have a social network on both levels.
Agricultural ministries at federal state level The legislative power over land
rights lies at federal state level since federalism reform of 2006 (Deutscher
Bundestag 2013a). Due to this circumstance, the ministries dealing with
agricultural issues at federal state level are relevant actors in administrative
processes with regards to the design of land rights and agricultural structural
policies in the broader sense. The ministries have engaged in the topic of East
German land concentration in different ways, depending on their specific
agricultural structure and history with regards to land property. For several
reasons, in Brandenburg, activities of investors on the regional land markets
have been discussed most frequently, as described in chapter 2.2. This is also
the reason why many actors presented in this thesis are located in Brandenburg.
Arbeitsgemeinschaft Bäuerliche Landwirtschaft e.V. (AbL) The farmers’
association stands for socially and ecologically sustainable peasant farming and
lobbies for a regulatory framework which supports this agricultural approach.
It was founded in 1980 and has 5,000 members.27 It mainly represents smalland middle-range farmers with regards to the farm size and its members work
in conventional as well as in ecological farming. The association is part of the
agricultural opposition in Germany and has the German membership within the
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As for the example of Udo Folgarts, a politician of the Social Democrats, see also the
newspaper article “Es liegt nicht nur ein Hund begraben” in der Freitag (Puschner 2014).

27

Information was confirmed by Georg Janßen, the federal director of AbL.
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progressive transnational peasant movement La Via Campesina. Together with
other organizations which are critical towards industrialization of agriculture, it
initiated the alliance AgrarBündnis e.V. which annually publishes the Critical
Agricultural Report since 1993.28 With regards to East German land policies,
AbL demands stronger regulations of the acquisition of land and farms in order
to curtail land concentration and protect “resident” farmers. In addition, the
association claims a fair distribution of formerly GDR-owned land in East
Germany, and hence, an amendment of BVVG policies. (AbL 2014; AbL 2015;
AbL n.d.)
One of the associations’ members is the farmer and book author Jörg Gerke
who wrote several publications on land policies in East Germany. As
mentioned in the previous chapter, he argues that the land property structure of
former GDR remains to be present in East Germany until today (Gerke 2008;
Gerke 2010).
Arbeitsgruppe Bodenmarkt/Land Brandenburg The temporary work group
on land market, called for by the Parliament of Brandenburg and commissioned
by the Government of Brandenburg in September 2013 was established in
order to work out solutions with regards to agricultural structural problems in
the federal state that are considered to result from activities of non-agricultural
investors and the effect that resident farmers are weakened in their capacities to
acquire (i.e. buy or lease) agricultural land (Landtag Brandenburg 2013a). The
group existed of the following professional associations, representing (young)
farmers, real estate owners and owners of forest: Bündnis Junge
Landwirtschaft e.V., Grundbesitzerverband Brandenburg e.V., Verband der
Landwirte im Nebenberuf e.V., Waldbesitzerverband Brandenburg e.V.,
Bauernbund Brandenburg e.V. and Landesbauernverband e.V.29 (Landtag
Brandenburg 2013a). Part of the work group’s tasks was to prove the necessity
of introducing a new law (Agrarstrukturverbesserungsgesetz) which regulates

28

The Critical Agricultural Reports are available
agrarbericht.de/index.php?id=86 (retrieved 16 May 2015).

29

The two latter ones are listed in this mapping as actors at the state level but they are also
organized as federal state actors; here, they are mentioned with the names they bear at
federal state level.

at

http://www.kritischer-

58

the acquisition of agricultural land at federal state level.30 (ibid). This was
stimulated by developments in the federal state of Baden-Württemberg where a
similar law was introduced in 2010 due to problems of competition with Swiss
farmers (Land Baden-Württemberg 2009) The work group submitted a report
in April 2014 in which it recommends not to introduce such a law but to amend
regulatory frameworks which exist at federal level (Ministerium für
Infrastruktur

und

Landwirtschaft

des

Landes

Brandenburg

2014).31

Furthermore, it emphasized that the complexity of the topic, the distribution of
regulatory powers among the federal and the federal state levels as well as the
variety of interests brought to the fore within the work group exceeded the
work group’s capacity of dealing with the issue in greater depth (Ministerium
für Infrastruktur und Landwirtschaft des Landes Brandenburg 2014).
BioBoden Genossenschaft e.G. (succesor to Biobodenfonds GmbH & Co.
KG) The closed-end real estate fund is associated to the social-ecological GLS
Bank with its headquarter in the West of Germany (Bochum). It was floated in
2009 with the aim to generate capital to be used to purchase farmland and
thereby “save” it on the long-term for ecological farming. The fund has three
shareholders: GLS Bank, GLS Treuhand e.V. and the foundation Stiftung
Evidenz. With the help of the fund, 2,550 hectares of farmland were purchased
in the reserve Biosphärenreservat Schorfheide-Chorin (Brandenburg) and
leased out to “resident” organic farmers. The latter saw themselves confronted
with increasing rental prices and losses of farmland due to expiring lease
contracts with the BVVG. At the same time, they observed an increasing
acquisition of land by investors. Meanwhile, the fund extended its activities to
other German federal states. (BioBoden Genossenschaft n.d.; Böthig and
Dobroschke, interview, 15 September 2014; Palme, interview, 15 September
2014)
The fund is controversially discussed; some argue that its engagement in land
purchase makes it a “non-agricultural investor”. Others emphasize that it does

30

As abovementioned, since federalism reform of 2006 the legislative power over land rights
is at federal state level (Deutscher Bundestag 2013a).

31

i.e. the laws Grundstücksverkehrsgesetz, Reichssiedlungsgesetz, Landpachtverkehrsgestz.
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not acquire land for speculative reasons but for the ethical purpose of saving
farmland for ecological usage.
Bundesministerium der Finanzen (BMF) The Federal Ministry of Finance is
located in Berlin and, according to a representative of the Federal Ministry of
Agriculture, has the supervisory control as well as the control of legality over
the BVVG and prepares concerning basic decisions. When it comes to
agricultural structural issues it closely works together with the Federal
Ministry of Food and Agriculture and must reach an agreement with the
competent departments. (Anonymous 3, telephone interview, 25 September
2014)
Bundesministerium für Ernährung und Landwirtschaft (BMEL) The
Federal Ministry of Food and Agriculture is located in Berlin and Bonn As
stated above, it closely works together with the Federal Ministry of Finance
concerning BVVG policies (Anonymous 3, telephone interview, 25 September
2014). It does not clearly position itself with regards to the concentration of
land property in East Germany: In its agricultural report of 2014 it presents
statistics which indicate the development of land concentration between 1970
and 2013 under the heading “ever few farms manage ever more land” without
commenting

on

this

trend

(Bundesministerium

für

Ernährung

und

Landwirtschaft 2014, 5). On its website, however, it mentions that German
land markets are recently confronted with drastic changes and challenges”,
such as the increase of sale and rental prices of farmland, increasing “activities
of non-agricultural investors on the land markets”, the establishment of
holdings in the agricultural sector as well as land use changes towards nonagricultural usage (Bundesministerium für Ernährung und Landwirtschaft
2015, n.d.). Moreover, the ministry organized the work group Bund-LänderArbeitsgruppe „Bodenmarktpolitik“ which elaborated a report on the current
situation

of

land

policy

between

April

2014

and

January

2015

(Bundesministerium für Ernährung und Landwirtschaft 2015).
Bund-Länder-Arbeitsgruppe „Bodenmarktpolitik“ The temporary work
group was commissioned by the heads of agricultural departments at state and
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federal state levels in January 2014 and was active until the submission of its
final report in March 2015.32 According to the website of the Federal Ministry
of Food and Agriculture, the group consisted of representatives of the Federal
Ministry of Food and Agriculture and corresponding divisions at federal state
level as well as of staff members of the Johann von Thünen institute which is
mentioned as a single actor in this mapping (ibid.). The work group’s task was
to “develop a target system for land policies and deriving options for action
with consideration of existing instruments of land law” (Bund-LänderArbeitsgruppe „Bodenmarktpolitik“ 2015, 9). According to the work group’s
commissioners, the investigation was necessary because a discussion on land
policy targets had begun in Germany (ibid.). Besides, they argued that the
current coalition agreement of 2013 requires to review “the legal instruments
and control of direct and indirect land purchase by non-agricultural and supraregional investors” (idem, 9).
In its final report the work group confirms a need for action in different
domains. Furthermore, it recommends the realization of existing legal
provisions with regards to land acquisition in a consequent and transparent
manner as well to further elaborate such instruments. Similar to the work group
Arbeitsgruppe Bodenmarkt which focused on the situation in Brandenburg, the
work

group

Bund-Länder-Arbeitsgruppe

„Bodenmarktpolitik“

asserts

conflicting positions among the group’s members which makes a common
examination of the topic quite complex. Different situations in and formulated
needs of the federal states hindered the work group from designing uniform
instruments at federal level. (idem)
Bündnis Junge Landwirtschaft e.V. The association is located in Berlin and
represents (young) farmers and new entrants who want to start working in the
agricultural sector. According to its statute, it aims at “supporting peasant
farming structures and food sovereignty as well as a sustainable, ecological and
social agriculture” (Bündnis Junge Landwirtschaft 2013, n.d.). Many of its

32

The termination of the work group’s activity (as well as of the work group Arbeitsgruppe
Bodenmarkt of the Federal State of Brandenburg) was informally confirmed by both the
anonymous informant of the Federal Ministry of Food and Agriculture on 3 July 2015 as
well Willi Lehnert from Bündnis Junge Landwirtschaft on 14 October 2014.
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members are graduates of Eberswalde University for Sustainable Development
and the agricultural apprenticeship Freie Ausbildung in Brandenburg. In 2013,
the association launched a “stop land grabbing” campaign in order to express
its strong resentments with regards to the current situation of land property
concentration and access to land in East Germany (ibid.). In particular, its
criticism aims at the dealing with formerly GDR-owned land through BVVG
policies (Bündnis Junge Landwirtschaft 2013).
Using the term “land grabbing”, it draws a line between the East German
situation and the “land grabbing” phenomenon which usually is discussed with
regards to countries of the global south. Thereby, it contributes to the
vernacularization of the “land grabbing” idea to the East German context.
Bodenverwertungs- und –verwaltungsgesellschaft (BVVG) Since 1992, the
state agency manages formerly state-owned land in East Germany (BVVG
2008). It operates under supervision of the Federal Ministry of Finance
(Anonymous 3, telephone interview, 25 September 2014; Anonymous 6,
telephone interview 7 October 2014). Its history, responsibilities and standing
within debates on East German land policies are illustrated in chapter 3.3.
Deutscher Bauernbund e.V. (DBB) The farmers’ association was founded at
state level in 199933 and represents private family farms in the new federal
states. Its slogan describes the association to be “Christian”, “conservative” and
attached to its native regions (heimatverbunden) (Bauernbund Brandenburg
2014). According to its website, it stands for “equal opportunities and social
justice in the course of the structural change of East German agriculture” and it
opposes the industrialization of agriculture (Deutscher Bauernbund n.d., n.d.).
Reinhard Jung, director of DBB in Brandenburg, considers his association to
take a political position which is “diametrically opposed to Deutscher
Bauernverband e.V.” (Jung, telephone interview, 29 September 2014). Within
the political debate on East German land concentration the association presents
a clear position. In a letter addressed to the Parliament of Brandenburg in 2014

33

Reinhard Jung, director of the federal branch of DBB in Brandenburg, confirmed in an
informal e-mail on 25 September 2015, that the federal branch in Brandenburg was already
founded in 1993 as „Landwirte-Verband Brandenburg“.
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it demands the strengthening of “resident” (ortsansässig) farmers who
increasingly have to compete with “non-resident” (auswärtig) investors
(Bauernbund Brandenburg 2014). Moreover, it attempts to push for the
continuation of the work group Arbeitsgruppe Bodenmarkt which temporarily
worked on the regulatory framework of land property on behalf of the
parliament until April 2014, as mentioned before (Bauernbund Brandenburg
2014). As for BVVG policies, it claims radical changes; in a position paper of
2011 it demands limitations of land acquisition with regards to the size of land
as well as the cancelation of all options for “direct” land acquisition, i.e. the
option for leasing farmers to purchase used farmland without offering a public
call for tender (Bauernbund Brandenburg 2011).
Deutscher Bauernverband e.V. (DBV) Founded in 1948, the farmers’
association is the largest in Germany (Deutscher Bauernverband n.d.a). As
illustrated in chapter 3.3, it partly emerged from the VdgB which in times of the
GDR worked on behalf of the SED-regime; however, the DBV claims its
political independency today. The DBV has 300.000 members and represents
their interests in a broad range of political fields (Deutscher Bauernverband
n.d.b). In addition to the representation of Germany’s rural population its target
is to support the rural areas as economic, cultural and recreational spaces
(Deutscher Bauernverband n.d.c). The association is commonly ascribed to be
the most powerful lobby group in German agricultural politics and well
organized at federal state and regional levels.
With a paper published in October 2014, the association positioned itself
towards land policies, whereby referring to entire Germany and not only to the
East German regions (Deutscher Bauernverband 2014). Therein, it recognizes
the recent rise of land prices as well as the emergence of external investors
which is why “many farmers are afraid of losing important areas of farmland
for their operational development” (idem, 1). Furthermore, it demands to
privilege “active farmers” in their access to land and claims that authorities at
federal and federal state levels must formulate their targets regarding land
policies in a more precise manner (idem, 2 f.).
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Enquete Kommission 5/1 „Aufarbeitung der Geschichte und Bewältigung
von Folgen der SED-Diktatur und des Übergangs in einen demokratischen
Rechtsstaat

im

Land

Brandenburg“/Landtag

Brandenburg

The

commission for a critical review of the SED-dictatorship in the federal state of
Brandenburg analyzed and debated the historical incidents and the aftermath of
the SED-regime between 2010 and 2014. It was commissioned by the
Parliament of Brandenburg and consisted of seven parliament members (Social
Democrats, Conservatives, Left, Greens) plus seven voluntary members
associated to the different parties. According to its final report, the
commission’s work was based on the conviction that a critical review of the
past is important for present and future democracy of the federal state.
Amongst other themes, the commission dedicated its work to the dealing with
(land) property in the course of political transformation, including the topics:
transformation of LPG, asset conflicts, dealings with agricultural land which
was affected by post-war land reform as well as the present agricultural
situation within the federal state. All these topics were controversially
discussed by the attending panel of experts. (Landtag Brandenburg 2014)
Farmers Obviously, this group of actors is very heterogeneous. Farmers in
East Germany have different practical and ideological approaches to farming
and sometimes identify with diametrically opposed (farmers’) associations or
other initiatives. It seems to be difficult to draw a line between farmers and
investors, sometimes even between farmers and politicians. While Siegfried
Hofreiter, founder of KTG Agrar SE34, became popular in the German press as
“the farmer who goes public” (Knödler 2011; Börnecke 2013) he presumably
would be considered as an investor by most observers based on the large
involvement of capital as well as the supra-regional activities of the company.
Another striking example related to the blurred boundaries between farmers
and other groups of actors is Udo Folgart who is member of the SPD group in
the Parliament of Brandenburg, manager of the agricultural business and LPGsuccessor Agro-Glien GmbH Paaren in Brandenburg and vice-president of the
Deutscher Bauernverband, amongst others (Puschner 2014).

34

Formerly KTG Agrar AG.
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It appears that there are many vague attributes which are ascribed to different
types of farmers, for example “peasant”35, “family, “ecological, “industrial or
“conventional” farmers. The distinction between these types is a controversial
topic among involved actors as shown in the article by Thomas (2015) about
current debates on the term “peasant farming” (Thomas 2015).36 In this thesis I
undertook a rough separation between conventional and ecological farmers –
the criterion of (non-)ecological farming methods was the only criterion of
distinction.37 Often I also encountered the construction of the binary “smallscale” and “large-scale” farming. Here, too, common definitions are lacking.
Nevertheless, it is worth mentioning that due to the huge difference between
the agricultural structures in East and West Germany it might happen that a
West German farmland size framed to be “large-scale” might be called “smallscale” in East Germany.
FIAN Deutschland e.V. The human rights organization wrote a critical
contribution on the topic of land concentration in East Germany as a chapter in
the study “Land concentration, land grabbing and people’s struggles in
Europe” published in 2013 by the Transnational Institute in Amsterdam. The
author Herre points to the problematic developments of concentrated land
property with regards to East Germany’s agricultural structure. He identifies
the “BVVG privatization [!] policies” as well as “big investors who managed to
acquire large tracts of land in eastern Germany […] from 2007” as central
problems in the political sphere. (Herre 2013)
Investors Similar to the group of farmers, it is difficult to define this category
of actors since investors who buy or lease land on East German land markets

35

In this thesis, “peasant” is used as a translation for the German word “bäuerlich”. There is
a wider debate behind the term. It is touched upon in chapter 5.1.3.

36

In an interview with Jörg Gerke, he told me that even within AbL (which in its name
contains the term “peasant”) there is much disagreement on how to define the term (Gerke,
telephone interview, 28 February 2015).

37

Standards of ecological farming can vary as well, of course; however, ecological farming
here means farming which is certificated with an eco-label (EU/national and label of one
of the regional producers’ associations). I should note that I consider KTG Agrar SE to be
a conventional producer, although a large share of its produces is ecologically certified. I
do so because it is a highly capital-intense and -oriented producer and with the EU
certification sets lower sustainability standards to its farming methods than producers’
associations do.
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can be involved in different economic activities with different strategies and
interests. There is much discussion about “(non-agricultural) investors” in East
Germany without having clarity about their actual participation and impacts on
the regional land markets. The line between the characteristics “agricultural”
and “non-agricultural” is hard to draw simply because commonly used
definitions are lacking and the status of “farmers” varies across different legal
spheres (Forstner, Tietz et al. 2011). For some, this ambiguity is what makes
the topic particularly worth discussing. Investors most frequently mentioned in
German newspapers in relation to the acquisition of farms and huge amounts of
farmland in East Germany are the companies KTG Agrar SE, Steinhoff
International Holdings, JLW Holding AG/Lindhorst Gruppe, Südzucker AG
and AgroEnergy AG (e.g. Burger 2013; Schumann 2013). According to the
newspaper Der Tagesspiegel (2013) these investors, whose economic activities
range from the production of biogas and furniture to the management of
agricultural investments, control (i.e. lease or purchase) between 16.000 and
39,000 hectares of farmland, most of which is located in East Germany
(Schumann 2013). The Johann Heinrich von Thünen-Institute (see actor
description below) made a first attempt to define the different types of
investors in its reports of 201138 and 2013. In the reports the authors focus on
the activities of “non-agricultural and supra-regional investors on the German
agricultural land market”, arguing that this group of investors is what in
German public has been discussed controversially during the last years. In the
report of 2011, the authors analyze activities of investors who are involved in
the acquisition of farmland and entire agricultural businesses. They distinguish
between three types:
[…] persons or institutions who/which
1. are not engaged in farming and purchase land which they rent out to
farmers;
2. originate from non-agricultural sectors but (intend to) engage in farming;
they purchase or lease land in one region and operate the farm themselves
or by a farm manager;

38

In 2013, the report of 2011 was published in English language as an article in the German
Journal of Agricultural Economics (Tietz, Forstner et al. 2013).
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3. originate from the agricultural sector, but are ‘supra-regionally’ active;
that is, they purchase or lease land in various regions, and manage the
farms themselves and with farm managers, but are not perceived as
integrated into community life. (Tietz, Forstner et al. 2013, 90)

However, the authors indicate that there are further types of investors:
investment funds, large commercial energy producers, church and charitable
organizations [!] and land management companies (Landgesellschaften)”
(idem, 90).
In the report of 2013, the authors focus on those investors who do not purchase
entire businesses but capital shares in corporate farms in the form of “legal
persons” (juristische Personen). Here, the authors distinguish between seven
types based on criteria such as residence, existence of a farm manager who
does not hold shares of the company’s capital, additional acquisitions of shares
by the participating shareholders, industry membership related to these
additional shares as well as the participation quota in the company. Although
the “foreignization of agriculture” (Sauer and Pereira Leite 2012) is debated in
the literature as a prominent phenomenon of farmland investment, the authors
indicate that international investment companies do not operate in Germany.39
(Forstner and Tietz 2013b; Tietz, personal communication, 6 February, 2015).
An additional categorization of investors is carried out by Brunner in his
Master’s thesis on “land grabbing in East Germany from the perspective of
“accumulation by dispossession” (2014). To facilitate a proof for
“financialization of agriculture” in East Germany, Brunner distinguishes
between three types: joint stock companies from the agricultural sector, nonagricultural investors as well as private equity funds. Brunner’s criterion of
distinction is the origin of the companies’ capital. Whereas companies of the
first type originally accumulated their capital from agricultural production and
went public with economic growth, companies of the second type come from
non-agricultural sectors, such as the health or real estate sectors. The third
category presents companies involved in speculations in agricultural products

39

Later on during the study (29 June 2015), the KTG Agrar SE announced that a Chinese
company is going to participate in the company with a share of 9.03 percent (KTG Agrar
SE 2015).
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and land. They invest in farms and associated farmland and re-sell it after
having achieved pleasing returns (Brunner 2014, 43 ff.)
Johann Heinrich von Thünen-Institut The research institute, often referred
to as Thünen-Institut, is a federal research institute in rural areas, forestry and
fisheries and is “under the auspices of the German Ministry of Food and
Agriculture” (Johann Heinrich von Thünen-Institut, n.d.). According to its
website, it “develops scientific basics as decision-making helps for the policies
of the German government” (Johann Heinrich von Thünen-Institut, n.d.). Its
reports on “non-agricultural and supra-national investors on the German
agricultural land market” of 2011 and 2013 are frequently mentioned sources
of evidence in discussions about the topic (Forstner, Tietz et al. 2011; Forstner
and Tietz 2013a). The institute contributed to the work group Bund-LänderArbeitsgruppe „Bodenmarktpolitik“ which is listed as actor in this mapping.
Within the investor-controversy, the institute’s independency (and hence
credibility) is controversially discussed since it is close to the German
government.
Organischer Landbau in Bienenwerder e.V. The farm collective consisting
of approx. 20 persons is located near Müncheberg (Brandenburg) and is active
in agroecological farming.40 Some of its members are also politically engaged
and work as speakers and activists on agricultural issues. They have
connections to other progressive agricultural movements or initiatives, such as
Bündnis Junge Landwirtschaft e.V., AbL or La Via Campesina. The farm saw
itself involved in a land dispute with BVVG between 2010 and 2014 and
thereby confronted with “land grabbing”. It strongly opposes current practices
of land distribution in East Germany and expressed its resentments through
demonstrations and public presentations. One of the members also created a
self-made (unpublished) magazine with the title “Land grabbing in East
Germany – we are in the midst of a sale”.41

40

The farm’s website is available at http://olib-ev.org/, retrieved on 17 March 2015.

41

The front page of the magazine is used as front page of this thesis.
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4.2

“(Non-agricultural) investors” as emblematic issue

Before I show how actors represent and construct land property discourses
through discursive practices I want to disclose what triggered me to construct
an “investor-controversy”. During my research I often was confronted with
actors’ interpretations on the question whether there is a political controversy
on East German land property at all. As a researcher with an interpretive
approach this question was important to reflect upon because obviously
interpretations of “what is happening” differ from actor to actor. I had to decide
if I understand ongoing practices as an existent political controversy, or even,
making it the case of my study. The decision was particularly difficult because
a political controversy on East German land property is not framed as such in
public; neither is it characterized by a lively argumentative exchange between
different parties. It rather presents itself as a an issue brought to the fore by
critical actors who oppose the status quo of land property concentration in
Germany through different practices of resistance on the one hand and
reactions in the media, on the (federal) state policy level and the scientific
sphere on the other. In the following, I explain why I interpret an investorcontroversy to be “existent” and why the term “(non-agricultural) investor”
functions as emblematic issue, a linguistic device which stands for something
to happen in the field of East German land policy. I am far from understanding
the term as “fulfilling a key role in institutional change” (Hajer 2005) with
regards to the East German context (as Hajer does in his investigation of the
controversy around “acid rain”) because far-reaching changes in the field of
East German land policy are still missing. But I do think that the term brought
concerned discussions on the political agenda and triggered practices of
involved actors to a certain extent. Moreover, it splits representations of land
property relations into different discourses on investors acquiring control over
East German land, which will be presented in chapter 5.
Most of the persons I interviewed seem to perceive that there is a conflict with
regards to East German land property “out there” which is in any way related
to the activities of investors who buy or lease land on the regional land
markets. However, they frame it in various ways and emphasize different
aspects and spaces wherein the perceived conflict lies. Whereas some actors
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frame investors’ practices as a problem, others doubt their negative impacts or
simply, their mere existence as a group of actors. They find it hard to
demarcate investors from other actors who buy or lease land in East Germany
and question whether it makes sense to have discussions about them at all.
Willi

Lehnert

of

the

critical-oppositional

initiative

Bündnis

Junge

Landwirtschaft frames the investors’ activities as a problem and identifies a
conflict which is related to the phenomenon that smaller agricultural businesses
are outgunned by investors in their attempt to buy or lease land:
It is difficult to identify a conflict. I agree it has not reached the political level
yet. […] The conflict can be identified primarily at the grassroots level. In
those places where people are affected by it. Smaller agricultural businesses
which have been rented their land, whose lease contracts are exceeding and
who now try to get access to the land by re-applying for it. And who are
simply outgunned, whether it is purchase or lease. Because others can simply
pay more money. This is why the conflict only exists on the local level. (Willi
Lehnert, telephone interview, 23 May 2014)

Further, he emphasizes that
“[…] we have all the land which is managed by the BVVG but which
increasingly is made accessible to a type of agriculture which is questionable.
A large-scale, investor-based agriculture which actually is oriented towards
short-term profit rather than a sustainable regional development” (ibid)

Stefan Palme, an organic farmer in Brandenburg who leases land from the
BioBoden Genossenschaft tells the same story. He forecasts that the current
East German agricultural structure “will increasingly fall under the control of
agroholdings and capital investors” (Palme, interview, 15 September 2014). In
an interview he frames the activities of non-agricultural investors as a problem
and criticizes that discussions around the topic “are conducted half-hearted”
(ibid.). He admits that the political work group in the federal state of
Brandenburg, the work group “Bund-Länder-Arbeitsgruppe” between the
federal and federal state levels as well as the Thünen reports published in 2011
and 2013 deal with the topic on the policy level but he does not see that they
have fruitful outcomes: “In the meanwhile time passes and every year in which
nothing happens is a lost year” (ibid.).
Axel Vogel, chairman of the Green Group in the Federal State Parliament of
Brandenburg, frames the process of land property acquisition by investors as
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“land grabbing” whereby drawing a line to the global phenomenon of land
concentration:
“We were the ones who claimed that land grabbing also exists in Germany.
But not in the sense that South Korea leases 100,000 hectares here, it is rather
that non-agricultural investors take several thousands of hectares under their
control, through purchase or lease and with KTG Agrar who in the meanwhile
controls more than 300,000 hectares we have the perfect example.” (Vogel,
interview, 16 September 2014).

From the statement follows that in Vogel’s view a conflict of land
concentration is at stake which is forced by the acquisition of farmland by
investors.
With the ecological dairy farmer Christina Schuler, located in Thuringia, I
talked about her problems with getting access to farmland for the small
agricultural business she started as a newcomer in a village. Although she does
not relate her own difficulties to acquire land with activities of “investors” her
talk nevertheless reveals her perception of an ongoing discussion about them:
“[…] the story in the newspapers is land grabbing, a huge capital market,
capital flows in the land market, everything gets expensive, a big deal is
happening here” (Schuler, telephone interview, 12 September). Media attention
to the topic was also confirmed by Wolfgang Krüger, chairman of the expert
committee on agricultural law of Deutscher Bauernverband. He seems to
associate investors with hedge fonds, but denies their existence in Germany:
[…] the press sometimes calls me: Where are the Chinese locusts who
possibly buy out the land like in Africa? We establish – you can also find this
in the interim report of the “Bund-Länder” work group and you certainly also
know the report of the Thünen institute – we do not know about hedge fonds
or locusts which acquire land here in East Germany or in the old federal states.
(Krüger, telephone interview, 23 September 2014)

This tendency to perceive a discussion about investors concentrating land
property but regarding it as a polemic media sensation is also brought to the
fore by Robert Frowein, executive director of AgroEnergy, a company based in
Hamburg which offers investment management of farmland and agricultural
businesses in East Germany (see actor-mapping). Frowein mentions that land
has been discovered by investors as objective of investment during the last
years and that “this is interesting for the media” (Frowein, telephone interview,
12 September 2014). Further, he expresses his resentment towards the German
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farmers’ lobby which complains about high land prices and hopes “that many
journalists deal with the topic in order to batter the capitalist who now buys
land” (ibid.).
Independently of one another, Martin Petrick, agricultural economist from the
Leipniz Institute of Agricultural Development in Transition Economics (IAMO)
and another anonymous scientist in agricultural economy state that they
perceive ongoing debates on investors as not based on scientific evidence.
Whereas

the

anonymous

agricultural

economist

describes

concerned

discussions as “distorted” and admits that he cannot understand the
“sentimentality which sometimes characterizes the discussion” (Anonymous 5,
telephone interview, 12 September 2014), Petrick speaks of “the problem that
there is no problem”:
There certainly exist these buzz words of non-agricultural investors, land
grabbing, agroholdings, latifundia, new latifundia in East German agriculture.
I position myself quite skeptical with regards to these issues. I am not very
convinced that we really have or talk about a problem [regarding land
concentration] which is supported by evidence. (Petrick, telephone interview,
28 August 2014)

Some critical actors find that there has never been a real discussion about East
German land property relations, or that it has only emerged very recently.
Johannes Erz who started a small agricultural business in Brandenburg and is
active in the progressive initiative Bündnis Junge Landwirtschaft states:
[…] the topic [of land policy] has not been discussed since German
Reunification. Not at all! And we [Bündnis Junge Landwirtschaft and fellow
campaigners] initiated the discussion a bit and now people start to talk about
it” (Erz, telephone interview, 22 September 2014).

The author, farmer and member of the oppositional farmers’ association AbL,
Jörg Gerke, has a similar view. In his writings he rather analyzed past East
German agricultural structural policy (including land and BVVG policies).
However, in an interview he confirmed that the recent topic of investors
participating on land markets is very much related to past East German land
policy, as past decisions contributed to an agricultural structure which now
attracts the investors. With regards to land policy as a broader topic he
mentioned that “there was never a real discussion which went beyond the
claims of the agricultural lobby”, whereby referring to the lobby of Deutscher
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Bauernverband and its influential branches at the federal state level. When in
the interview I pointed to the commission of inquiry (Enquête-Kommission) in
Brandenburg which during the last years dealt with land property in the former
GDR and in its aftermath he answered:
[…] what happened in Brandenburg in the context of the Enquête-Kommission
is an exception in many respects. Indeed, the development of East Germany’s
agriculture, particularly in Brandenburg, has been critically reviewed in public
and there [within the commission of inquiry] the topic of BVVG has been
touched upon but…We may consider this as an exception. But if you look at
the reception in the media, it was about the asset conflicts, the transformation
of the LPG-successors or other aspects with regards to the agricultural
structure, these themes indeed have been dealt with in Brandenburg. At best,
the BVVG was touched upon. (Gerke, telephone interview, 28 February 2015)

Although he rather refers to the topic of BVVG policies than to investors it
becomes clear that from his perspective the overall topic of East German land
property gains less public attention than it reserves.
Several interviewees raised concerns about the way how current developments
of land concentration are discussed, pointing to the difficulty to define who a
land renting or purchasing (non-agricultural) investor is. They emphasized that
involved discussants base their claims on different observations, i.e. propose
solutions as reactions to different problem-frames. This confirmed my personal
perception of a controversy, a debate in which controversial knowledge is used
in order to frame problems or solutions.
In an interview, Franz-Christoph Michel, an advocate located in Brandenburg
specialized on land property disputes told me that he was invited by the work
group on land market in the Federal Parliament of Brandenburg “where twenty
experts discussed the topic during three afternoons”:
And when one of them said, okay, let us summarize this, now we bring it to
the point, the twenty experts realized that during three afternoons they had
been talking at cross-purposes for many, many hours. […] Because everyone
had different associations with the term ‘agricultural business’ or ‘resident
farmer’. […] And it is an exciting topic [laughs] that perfectly allows for
talking at cross-purposes. (Michel, telephone interview, 7 October 2014)

This was also brought to the fore by an anonymous employee of the BVVG
who underlines that “the assessment or the categorization of good or bad
investors, of good and bad cultivators is very difficult for everyone being
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involved” (Anonymous 6, telephone interview, 7 October 2014). Further, he
shares his perception about ongoing discussions:
We are currently observing attempts to set criteria as a first step: Who are
actually agricultural investors? Who are non-agricultural investors? Which
developments would we like to see and which developments do we want to
avoid? Related to this, the Thünen institute published two reports which have
become referential data in committees or discussions on the policy level. And
all these reports have in common to assert the difficulty of first defining: Who
is a farmer and who is not? (ibid.)

The anonymous interviewee’s concern is shared by Uwe Greff who is manager
of the land fund BioBoden Genossenschaft, associated to the social-ecological
GLS bank which aims at “saving” farmland for ecological cultivation (see
actor-mapping). In his view, the public discussion about non-agricultural
investors is quite new and has started much later than other debates related to
East German land distribution, for example, the land policies by the BVVG or
the impact of biogas production on the regional development. He finds the
discussion about investors difficult as it “is conducted in a very imprecise way”
(Greff, telephone interview, 30 September 2014). Greff asks similar questions
to those raised by the interviewed BVVG employee:
Who is actually a non-agricultural investor? […] the one who after German
Reunification came to Brandenburg to start farming and bought an agricultural
business with industrial capital he gained in Bavaria – has this farmer ever
been a non-agricultural farmer? […] Or the entrepreneur who now says, okay,
I want to buy a farm and I invest a larger amount of money, who invests more
money in the region than single farmers, is this farmer still a non-agricultural
investor after ten years? For me, these arguments are raised a bit imprecisely.
(ibid.).

These interview statements confirm my perception that a controversy on
investors is “going on” and that it plays a role for those actors who are affected
by or confronted with the topic of East German land property concentration.
My desk research as well as conducted interviews reveal that the “investorissue” triggered the publication of policy reports, press releases and practices
of resistance with regards to current developments of East German land
property relations. It might be wrong and too simple to say that these practices
have been initiated because investors participating on East German land
markets have become a controversially discussed issue. Rather, my
interpretation is that discussions about land concentration in East Germany and
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the frequent emergence of the term “investor”, or “non-agricultural investor”,
have mutually reinforced each other.

Figure 4.1 Slide: “’Non-agricultural investors’ – hype around a trendy issue or is there more behind it?”
presented by Forstner and Tietz on the annual conference of the research association Gesellschaft für
Wirtschafts- und Sozialwissenschaften des Landbaues e.V. on 26 September 2013 (Forstner and Tietz
2013b)

The introductory slide of a presentation given by the authors of the
abovementioned Thünen reports during a scientific agricultural conference in
2013 (see figure 4.1) illustratively shows that the topic of investors is a topic of
public discussion. The authors use it to promote their research project on
activities of “non-agricultural investors on the German land market” and state
that the “acquisition of farmland and agricultural businesses by investors is
controversially discussed” (Forstner and Tietz 2013b). The heading of the slide
reads “’Non-agricultural investors’ – hype around a trendy issue or is there
more behind it?” and in the colored boxes the speakers present slogans they
came across during their investigation, for example, “Active farmers should be
prioritized over investors” or “Entry of investors causes unease” (Forstner and
Tietz 2013b). The slide once more indicates that to a certain extent investors’
activities have recently become a subject to scientific practices and a public
issue, understood to be “a contemporary situation with the likelihood of
disagreement” (Cooper 1989, 6). As emblematic issue “non-agricultural
investors” seem to “mobilize and polarize” and represent themselves as
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“referential points in the political debate” (Weiland 2008, 142). The document
must be interpreted as a promotion of the authors’ research project;
nevertheless, it became obvious during my research that the investigations
conducted by the Thünen institute are often referred to by diverse actors
involved in representations of East German land property relations as presented
in the following analysis.
Weiland who studies emblems in the context of agricultural policy conflicts
emphasizes that in contrary to metaphors the connection between the sign and
the signified is not definite in an emblem (ibid). In policy-makings, actors give
different meanings to signs which is why emblems are ambiguous (ibid.).
Therefore, the analysis of emblems in the political context requires to
“elaborate which different meanings, concepts, problem-frames and discourses
underlie an emblem” (idem, 141). This will be done in the next chapters in
which I will show two controversial discourses that are traceable within the
identified controversy. They are split up by the emblematic issue of “(nonagricultural) investors”. The discourses are generated by the involved actors’
discursive property practices and center the question of whether investors who
buy or lease land in East Germany must and can be regulated differently
(“regulation”-discourse) or not (“non-regulation”-discourse).
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5 Discursive property practices
As stated in the previous chapter the investor-controversy does not represent
itself as a lively argumentative exchange between parties on the topic of East
German land concentration or policies. It rather can be found in practices of
resistance on the one hand, and cautious (political) reactions or silences on the
other hand. The two discourses that I identified during my research seem to
serve as argumentative structure for the actors’ knowledge formation about
past and present land property relations. In the following, I will demonstrate
how they are represented and constituted through discursive property practices.
Whereas the regulation-discourse constructs a reality in which a different (or
stricter) regulation of investors who acquire land in East Germany is possible
and/or needed, the non-regulation-discourse forms oppositional knowledge, i.e.
suggests that investors cannot and/or should not be regulated more strictly than
to-date.42
As stated earlier, property is defined here as relationships between people
mediated through things, in this case, East German farmland. A layered
approach to property relations gives valuable insights into land property
discourses as it facilitates to look at the different spheres of social organization
at which post-socialist and arguably fuzzy East German land property becomes
manifest. Property practices stand as discursive practices in the focus of
investigation, whereas the layers of ideology and culture, regulations and
institutions as well as actual social relationships are applied to structure the
analysis. It should be noted that according to the concept of “discursive
practice” applied in this thesis, it is important to look at the discursive practices
which make the discourses “come alive”, besides focusing on who is involved
in a specific practice and why (which still is important from the perspective of
practice theory). This is why the distinction between the two discourses is not
black-and-white in terms of actors: It is not that only non-critical actors

42

“Non-regulation” is understood in this thesis as political activities maintaining or
legitimizing the status quo of land property relations. I acknowledge that this is a form of
regulation, too – it is a “political project” performed by actors and does not occur by
coincidence.
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represent or construct the “non-regulation”-discourse. In parts, they might be
contributing to the “regulation”-discourse, too, and vice versa.

5.1 Ideology and culture
Together with rights, institutions and social relationships, ideologies and
culture are “part of wider contexts” which “constitute a set of potential factors
motivating, constraining and enabling actual dealings with property” (BendaBeckmann and Wiber 2006, 25). As for the case of the investor-controversy
this means that normative considerations on “what property is or should be, for
which purposes it should be used and why” (Benda-Beckmann and BendaBeckmann 1999, 29) determine knowledge-constituting discursive practices. In
the following, the discursive practices are analyzed at the layer of ideology and
culture.
5.1.1 The land and how it should be used
Often, discussions on the necessity of stronger regulations of investors
acquiring East German farmland revolve around normative considerations on
how land should be used within a society. During my research, I observed that
representations of land property are often embedded in opinions on land use
and farming methods.
Many critical actors associate the activities of “non-agricultural” or “nonresident” investors with farming methods that are “destructive” for both the
population and the environment in East Germany’s rural regions. The term
“low-loader

farming”

(“Tiefladerlandwirtschaft”)

is

often

used

in

interpretations of concentrated land property as part of the industrialized
agricultural project and the erosion of the agricultural structure. The
association of part-time farmers (Verband der Landwirte im Nebenberuf e.V.)
is engaged in the investor-controversy lobbying for a legal framework which
guarantees dispersed private land property (Reichard, interview, 21 June 2014).
One of the associations’ discursive practices is its membership in the work
group “land market”43 in the federal state of Brandenburg. Jens Reichardt,

43

For an overview of consulted actors in the work group Arbeitsgruppe Bodenmarkt of the
Federal State of Brandenburg see its final report published on 9 April 2014, available at
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president of the federal state division in Saxony-Anhalt, applied the “lowloader”-metaphor in an interview:
If there is an investor who buys 10,000 hectares and there are 100 family
farming businesses, don’t you think that these 100 families would not
contribute to the life in the villages? It is a question of scale. [For a resident
farmer] the return can only be generated with farming. […] Agriculture
certainly will be low-loader agriculture one day. They have groups of workers
who rove around and come with the low-loader […] and during 24 hours they
plow and cultivate everything. (ibid.)

His account uncovers several underlying values. First, dispersed land
ownership is desirable for society, or for East Germany’s rural regions. This
can be reached with agricultural businesses controlling smaller plots of land in
comparison to ones with larger amounts of land. Second, Reichardt’s
description of investors declares their anonymity and thus contributes to an
atmosphere of opacity in which investors are perceived as a threat. This is part
of the storyline that “no one really knows what the investors do and where they
come from”. And third, the “low-loader”-metaphor presents industrializing
agriculture as a negative development.
Palme is engaged in the same discursive practice, pointing to the negative
effects of “low-loader” farming practices by large agro holdings which have
local branches in the region operating on behalf of the holding:
For the region it is absolutely negative […] The agroholding does not feel as
responsible as if it would be directly located in the region. […] And the type
of cultivation is related to the question of where the cultivator has his or her
center of life. I care more about my farm when I live on it. This is different
from someone saying, I don’t care about the farm, I come with the low-loader
and bring my machines […] when finally the crop is ready for yield. (Palme,
interview15 September 2014).

The interviewee here contrasted centrally managed agro holdings with
“resident” farmers who take responsibility for the regional development.
Many critical meaning-makings with regards to land distribution imply the
construction of the dichotomy “sustainability” versus “capitalist economy”. An
interview with an anonymous employee of a federal ministry in one of the new

http://www.lausitzbranchen.de/medienarchiv/cms/upload/pdf/2014/AG_Bodenmarkt_Bericht.pdf,
on 8 June 2014.

retrieved
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federal states is representative of an often applied storyline which presents East
German land concentration as part of a questionable market-oriented
agricultural development. The interviewee described the investors’ activities as
contributing to the land concentration process and blamed this process for
causing accelerated land prices and the situation that expensive land cannot be
re-financed by ordinary farmers who do not have non-agricultural capital for
land purchases (Anonymous 2, 10 September 2014). Moreover, he framed
unemployment in the rural regions and an enormous economic pressure on
farmers as related problems and interpreted the situation to be part of an
productivist (agricultural) economic paradigm which stands in opposition to a
sustainable management of the rural regions. In the interview he applied the
“up-or-out”-terminology (“Wachse oder weiche”) which in Germany is often
used by opponents to describe an agricultural development under the principle
of capitalist economic growth: “In order to remain competitive und to
guarantee the family income agricultural businesses need to grow
economically. Those who cannot keep up, have to drop out” (Mölders 2008,
170 f.). Some critical actors described the structural outcome as “feudal”
property relations” (Klüter 2010, ; Vogel, interview, 16 September2014),
referring to land concentration “at times of late feudalism in the 19th century”
(Klüter 2010, 63).
The above presented values are part of the regulation-discourse because they
appear in arguments in favor of a change of the status quo, a market-oriented
development of the East German agricultural structure, accompanied by the
phenomenon of land concentration. They presented a reality in which
sustainable farming methods are necessary to keep the soil and natural
resources usable for next (farmers’) generations. Concerned statements assume
that this goal is obtainable by farms owning smaller amounts of farmland
which are resident in the regions, caring for their environment and contributing
to the social life on the countryside. The advocate Michel declared that these
are everyone’s values:
When I go out to the streets with a microphone and ask pedestrians, what do
you like better that the land around your city is cultivated by an anonymous
holding or by five farmers who are located in the region and have been
engaging in farming since three centuries? I predict, ten out of ten will answer:
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By the farmers, of course. This is the agricultural structural aim of the broader
society. (Michel, telephone interview, 7 October 2014).

Michel’s statement can be considered as a plea for a change of land property
relations in East Germany, contributing to the claim that large-scale land
acquisition by investors need to be curtailed.
Above mentioned values stand in contrast to those brought to the fore by actors
who have a rather “neutral” or positive view on land-controlling investors.
They underlie economic arguments which emphasize agricultural production
and (EU) market competition.
In an interview, the agricultural economist Martin Petrick mentioned that he
cannot observe a critical tendency of land concentration in East Germany and
underlined his statement by referring to the findings of the Thünen reports
which “clearly concluded that there is no increase of activities [of nonagricultural investors]” (Petrick, telephone interview, 28 August 2014). Instead
of using the “up-or-out”-terminology he spoke of “structural change”
(“Strukturwandel”) in agriculture and naturalized the tendency of concentrated
land property by describing it to be part of market adjustment (ibid.). From his
point of view, the priority is to “productively use the land” as valuable natural
resource in order to increase food production:
And if it transpires that the land is used more productively by large farms
supported by financial investors than by a farmer with 20 hectares who has
been operating his or her business over generations than this would have a
good side as well. (ibid.)

Benjamin Meise who is a conventional farmer with 3,500 hectares located in
Brandenburg applies the narrative of market adjustment, too.
We currently have a structural change, it is fully under way. We have a market
adjustment, with regards to the farm sizes, I particularly observe this in the
dairy sector. […] On the land market this is similar. Actually, those who
cannot afford the land prices will drop out, will have to stop their businesses.
Whether they want it or not. (Meise, telephone interview, 7 October 2014)

Further, he described the bankruptcy of agricultural businesses as natural part
of market adjustment which “hurts” single farmers, however, “there will
always be someone who continues” (ibid.). As example he mentions “wealthy
candidates who are keen on purchasing and taking over farms, especially here
in the region” (ibid.).
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From Meise’s perspective, land property should be primarily used to guarantee
food security and he associates this with “efficient” land cultivation, industrial
farming methods and socialist times:
From a food policy perspective, as long as the land is cultivated, possibly also
by actors who maybe can do this in a better way…We also have to ask
ourselves, are we competent enough to do this? We also want to be efficient
and effective. And this is also where the market pushes us. Maybe even more
than this has happened under communism. As long as the land can be used to
guarantee food security (ibid.)

The German government and Germany’s largest farmers’ association
Deutscher Bauernverband assume that there is no contradiction between
sustainable land usage and industrial farming methods. They seem to avoid a
clear positioning and use vague language in regard to the usage of land
property and construct the picture that land should simply be used as diverse as
possible. This becomes obvious, for example, in an interview with the
agricultural

minister

Christian

Schmidt

in

the

economic

magazine

agrarmanager, provided as a press release by Federal Ministry of Agriculture:
Today, the agricultural sector manages high requirements. It is in the area of
tension between economic necessaries and social and ecological responsibility
for sustainable and entrepreneurial actions. A political or even ideological
model is not important to me. It is clear that I am in favor of agricultural
values which imply a careful treatment of the soil and animals.
(Bundesministerium für Ernährung und Landwirtschaft 2015)

When he was asked in the interview about his opinion about stricter regulations
of investors’ land acquisitions he pointed to the responsibility of the federal
state level to take such regulations into consideration, apparently referring to
the distribution of competencies since federalist reform (ibid.).
In an interview with an anonymous employee of the agricultural ministry the
interviewee showed the same behavior. Instead of revealing his position with
regards to land property usage he emphasized the “area of tension” wherein
land policy lies (Anonymous 3, telephone interview, 25 September 2014).
After a description of the different stakeholders who are interested in the access
and acquisition of land he mentioned that it is difficult for the state to make
decisions on the most desirable usage of land property:
Different ideas of agriculture exist in the different agricultural businesses and
types of organization. This is absolutely clear. But I think this is very natural
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and it depends on the concerned business and type of organization. But from
the perspective of the state, of course, it is difficult to say that family farms,
which have stronger emotional ties to their land, should be the ones which
should be advantaged or privileged in the access to land. (ibid.)

His account can be interpreted to contribute to the storyline that – if desirable
at all – it will be hard to regulate the East German land market in a stricter way.
It should be noted that the interviewee’s overall perception was that currently
action is not urgently needed yet and that further developments with regards to
land concentration first need to be observed (ibid.).
One of the Deutscher Bauernverband‘s main political goals is “to bundle the
diversity of interests in one entity” (Deutscher Bauernverband 2011, n.d.).
From its practices it becomes clear that the farmers’ association aims at
representing a wide range of diverse farmers in Germany. Observers interpret
this as a strategy to maintain its members and its powerful position in German
agricultural politics which is illustrated in more detail in chapter 5.3.2.
However, in a position paper on land policy the association raised concerns
with regards to a “concentration of property that is harmful for market
competition” and land prices (Deutscher Bauernverband 2014, 1 f.), its
representative Krüger emphasized in an interview that it does not make a
difference for the association “how farmers are organized” (Krüger, telephone
interview, 23 September 2014). Here he referred to the different legalorganizational types of agricultural businesses. Whereas the association
underlines the importance of treating all types equally, other actors who plead
for stricter regulations contribute to the storyline which states that the legalorganizational type of “legal persons” is the one that causes the trouble.
According to their observations, “legal persons” are the large-scale successors
to the LPG which are the dominant industrial agricultural businesses in East
Germany and most interesting for investors when it comes to farm (and thus
land) purchases (Gerke, telephone interview, 28 February 2015; Reichardt,
interview, 21 June 2014). The advocate Michel interprets the Deutscher
Bauernverband’s silence regarding “legal persons” as an indication for its
primary interest in keeping these businesses as well-paying members:
They are the paying members of the Bauernverband. Well, die Bauernverband
as the biggest lobby group does not position itself at all with regards to this
topic. In contrary: It always proclaims its big mantra: No, we have to maintain
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all legal forms and it is great that through these investments we will generate
and maintain jobs and in this way capital flows into the country. It does not
find it too bad that these structures exist. (Michel, telephone interview, 7
October 2014).

I interpret the practices by the German state actors and Deutscher
Bauernverband as discursive practices which represent the non-regulation
discourse. They construct a picture of land property usage in which a
sustainable, non-distorted land market can imply industrial and investor-driven
land cultivation. This assumes that there is no urgent need for changes
regarding current land property relations. In an article of the magazine
agrarmanager with the heading “Unoriented – in search of an agricultural
political model” the described interpretation is put into question:
It is difficult to curtail non-desirable developments of the land market, such as
holding structures or non-agricultural investors, without harming the market
and at the same time taking into account the interest of all property-holders
and cultivators in a balanced manner. A basis for additional infringements of
fundamental rights should be to concretely formulate related public interest
objectives as a desirable political model. So far, politics fail to formulate a
clear position. A clear commitment to a concrete desirable agricultural
structure is missing in Germany. (Agrarmanager 2015)

The author seems to contest the non-regulation-discourse by advocating that
stricter regulations of land property distributions are needed in case we want to
have non-distorted land markets. Further, he or she states that this would only
be possible if land policy objectives are formulated in a clear manner.
It appears that practices with regards to agricultural values and farming
methods either promote a peasant or sustainable farming model or do not
emphasize a specific kind of model. Whereas practices within the regulation
discourse suggest, that only the “sustainable way” is an option, practices
interacting with the non-regulation-discourse insist that there are multiple
ways.
5.1.2 The land and to whom it belongs
Meaning-makings concerning land distribution and “who is the right land
property-holder” are central in discursive practices which construct and
represent discourses within the investor-controversy. I started my research
because the “land grabbing”-frame employed by critical observers of current
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East German land concentration attracted my attention to the topic. My data
shows, that many actors arguing within the regulation-discourse believe that
the land must remain in control of resident, “real” farmers and contrast the
latter with “non-agricultural” or “non-resident” investors. Those who represent
the

non-regulation-discourse

in

their

practices,

however,

emphasize

professional freedom for everyone and thereby claim that regulations of the
access to land are not needed or even undesirable. Interestingly, the “land
grabbing”-frame faded into the background during my research because only a
few actors naturally employed it in their social accounts. Nevertheless, I will
show what makes the term for them to be an appropriate one or not.
When I observed the actors’ practices regarding normative considerations of
who should own the East German land I was often confronted with strong
constructions of the dichotomy “investor vs. farmer”, although it also became
clear that there is no clarity (or no will to clarify) of what the two categories
actually mean. I interpret the construction to be a strategy of demarcation by
those who feel like “real” farmers and who make “investors” responsible for
negative developments with regards to East German land property relations in
general as well as for their indiviual difficulties to maintain their livelihoods as
farmers. In an interview with Reinhard Jung, representative of Deutscher
Bauernbund in Brandenburg, this dichotomy was constructed very obviously.
When he described the identity of the farmers’ association he stated,
[…] we represent the private farmers in Brandenburg, the private ones are
those who started farming after German Reunification and in the meanwhile
built up strong peasant family farms and we are not afraid of these investors,
but they minimize our conditions of production, this is an unfair competition.
[…] But, of course, we have this unfavorable situation, that in the East –let’s
call them locusts, vultures – that they take over the decayed GDR-structure
and they gad around and make life difficult for us. (Jung, telephone interview,
29 September 2014)

„Peasant family farms“ are contrasted here with “investors” who are given the
destructive connotation of „locusts“ and „vultures“. The interviewee presents
the agricultural structure without investors as a “strong” one, which is
characterized by “cultivators who own the land they use and who work and live
in the region (ibid.). Then he describes the recently developing “countermodel” which “downgrades” the original one: Via the “intermediate stage of
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communism and agribusiness the added value is “sucked out” of the regions
(ibid.). Jung’s statement is not only interesting because of the contrast he
constructs between different social groups controlling land property. It also
reveals the relevance of the post-socialist land property regime, because the
socialist time is presented here as the basis for today’s developments on the
land markets.
The prerequisite that property-holders or land-controlling cultivators should be
„resident“ in the regions where they cultivate the land is shared by many
actors. The term “residence” (“Ortsansässigkeit”) has even become a key
concept in the investor-controversy (for further illustrations see chapter 5.2).
For example, the Green Party and the Christian Democrats commonly
submitted an application to the Federal Parliament of Brandenburg with the
title “Strengthening resident farmers – using the federal legislative competence
for the protection of the agricultural land market” (Landtag Brandenburg
2013a). And the final report of the work group Bund-Länder-Arbeitsgruppe
„Bodenmarktpolitik“ consisting of state and federal state actors reveals that the
group dedicated much discussion to the criterion of “residence” (Bund-LänderArbeitsgruppe „Bodenmarktpolitik“ 2015).
When talking with the farmers Schuler, Böthig and Dobroschke about access to
land they emphasized a simple statement: Farmers need access to land to be
able to autonomously live and work on it. Whereas Schuler said in an interview
that „of course, all farmers need land, without land you simply cannot start
[farming]“ (Schuler, telephone interview, 12 September 2014), Böthig and
Dobroschke shared the opinion that “land should finally be used to feed the
people who live on it” (Böthig and Dobroschke, interview, 15 September
2014). Further, they claimed that land should be leased to those farmers who
want to work on the land, who want to conserve it and produce on it (ibid.).
Although these statements do not explicitly pretend that stricter regulations of
investors are needed, they emphasize that those people who work and live on
the land should have the control over it. This thought is part of the political
idea of land sovereignty, which is “the right of working peoples to have
effective access to, use of, and control over land and the benefits of its use and
occupation” (Borras Jr and Franco 2012, 1). It “goes beyond viewing land just
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as a resource”; obviously, this opposes the idea of primarily conceiving of land
as an investment proposition.
In an interview with Robert Frowein, executive director of AgroEnergy GmbH
– within the investor-controversy commonly categorized as a prominent
example of a “non-agricultural investor” speculating on land, Frowein
expressed his resentment towards the abovementioned idea that land should
belong to “farmers”:
[…] any argument which says that land should only be owned by farmers and
farmers should be given the chance to buy land under appropriate conditions is
not justifiable in my view. Or at least I cannot see a justification. This
subsidizes a single societal group. […] Why should a farmer, have the
possibility to pay less for this valuable good land than others? […] It is normal
that there is a competition with regards to means of production. Someone who
can invest in it and who is satisfied with the returns can buy it. Why should
single groups, professional groups, societal groups or other groups be
privileged? I don’t see any reasons for this. Why should others be
discriminated? I don’t understand this. (Frowein, telephone interview, 12
September 2014)

In contrary to the previously presented interpretations of who should own the
land and to whom should be granted access to it, Frowein perceives it as
discrimination if the state interferes on the land market with regulations that are
advantageous for “farmers”. His statement can be considered as a strong plea
for professional freedom and reveals a liberal understanding of land property as
an economic resource.
This liberal view on the topic was shared by the anonymous employee of the
BVVG who asserted that investors’ activities can have positive or negative
effects and who emphasized that state interventions on the land market are
difficult to justify by the state:
For us, for the state, it is difficult to say that only the one who has a stronger
emotional tie to his or her land should be the one who should be privileged
when it comes to the purchase of land. There, caution is required. […] But
there I primarily act according to the principle of the free play of market
forces. (Anonymous 6, telephone interview, 7 October 2014)

For him, the question of who should have access to land is a “delicate” one:
What gives me the right to interfere in the domain of land – even if it is a
special mean of production? To say, I steer the distribution of land […] by
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saying this person gets the land and I take it from another person or deny the
other person the purchase of land? This is a delicate question. (ibid.)

His account legitimized the status quo of non-regulation by pretending that
land market regulations are difficult for the state to enact.
In line with the Deutscher Bauernverband’s general claim to represent the
largest range of Germany’s farmers possible (see illustrations in the previous
chapter), its representative, Krüger, emphasized in an interview that the
association is in favor of dispersed agricultural ownership, no matter in which
legal-organizational form (Krüger, telephone interview, 23 September 2014).
Further, he mentioned that Deutscher Bauernverband is against property
concentration that harms competition on the regional land markets. These
normative considerations oppose the perception of actors who believe that
investors – often in the form of “legal persons” – need to be purposely denied
the access to land because they are the ones who cause property concentration
which finally distorts the land markets and leads to negative effects for society.
Several actors who critically observe the tendency of East German land
concentration contributed to the vernacularization of the term “land grabbing”
to the German context, most notably Bündnis Junge Landwirtschaft with its
stop-land-grabbing campaign as well as the Green Party in the federal state of
Brandenburg. It should be noted here that these actors do not only use “land
grabbing” as a concept of political struggle in reference to large-scale land
acquisitions by investors. They also employ it to express their resistance
against post-socialist land property relations, which becomes evident in the
conservation of large-scale agricultural structures and the management of
formerly state-owned land by the BVVG. On 21 February 2014, the political
foundation Heinrich-Böll-Stiftung (politically close to the Greens) organized a
public expert discussion with the title “Land grabbing in Brandenburg – what
can we do about it?” at Eberswalde University of Sustainable Development.
The organizers invited critically involved actors to share their experiences and
opinion on the topic.44 The regulation-discourse which underlay the event
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The
expert
discussion
was
filmed
and
is
available
at
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N6F6kxiaSgM, retrieved on 22 June 2015. Five of the
eight present speakers were also consulted as experts for this thesis.
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becomes obvious when reading the event announcement published by the
Heinrich-Böll-Stiftung:
Land grabbing has become a phenomenon which also needs to be discussed in
relation to the East German rural regions. The specific purchase of land by
speculators and non-agricultural investors is hardly noted in public, but has a
radical impact on agriculture. Agricultural land has become an objective of
investment during the last years. In Brandenburg, land seems to be a secure
investment, too. Capital companies and big corporations largely buy
agricultural businesses and associated land. This is supported by the relict of
LPG-structures and is facilitated by current politics. The state-owned
Bodenverwertungs und -verwaltungs GmbH [BVVG] is commissioned to give
remaining land only to the highest bidder in order to make maximum profit.
(Heinrich-Böll-Stiftung 2014)

Obviously, the organizers of the event perceive it as a negative development
that investors participate on East Germany’s land markets. A linkage is made
between the East German context and the phenomenon of “land grabbing” on
the European or global scale. What is specific to the East German case is that
the representation of the regulation-discourse is supported by the storyline of a
continuing socialist land property regime.
Whereas this scenario is ascribed to have a specific historical pathway, the
“land grabbing”-frame facilitates to embed changes of East German land
property control into a transnational context. A description of “land
concentration” in a petition to the European Parliament titled “Preserving and
managing European farmland as our commonwealth: A CSO Call for a
sustainable and fair EU governance of farmland” is representative of this
context construction. It was signed by a consortium of European critical actors,
amongst them the German actors Bündnis Junge Landwirtschaft, the youth
group of AbL and FIAN Germany:
For decades, the Common Agricultural Policy and national agricultural
policies have predominantly encouraged the modernisation [!] of European
agriculture, in the shape of specialization [!], mechanization [!],
intensification, and land consolidation. […] The overall policy focus on large
farms means that small to medium-scale farms – most of which are
economically and environmentally sustainable – are lacking the necessary
support (e.g. access to credit, grants, etc.). The latter also tend to be evicted in
their access to land by the former, in the current context of mostly unregulated
land markets. Finally, large to very large farms are more difficult to take over
for new entrants. (European Confederation Via Campesina, Terre de liens et
al. n.d.)
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Although the signing actors do not use the term” investor”, they observe that
land is taken over by large farms and demand regulations to the benefits of
“small to medium-scale farms”.
The emerging statement that East German land concentration is part of a wider
European development has mainly been boosted by “expert knowledge”
presented in two studies: “Land concentration, land grabbing and people’s
struggles in Europe” (2013) and “Extent of farmland grabbing in the EU”
(2015), both of which were initiated by the Transnational Institute in
Amsterdam (Herre 2013; Kay, Peuch et al. 2015). They approach “land
grabbing from a political economy and human rights based perspective which
sees land grabbing first and foremost as the capturing of the decision making
power over how land is to be used, by whom, for how long, and for what
purposes” (Kay, Peuch et al. 2015, 15). This opposes the interpretation that
land grabbing “implies that a transaction is illegal nor, depending on one’s
point of view, that it is bad on all fronts” (ibid.).
It is interesting that this meaning-making with respect to “land grabbing” by
those actors who are contributing to the vernacularization of the term is not
being taken over by the actors involved in the East German investorcontroversy. Although the term was known by all interviewees – by some of
them it was even naturally used in their talks – the term is interpreted quite
differently, in particular when it comes to references to the East German
context.
Some interviewees associated the term with the financialization of land as part
of capitalism. For Reichardt, part-time farmer and representative of the
farmers’ assocation Verband der Landwirte im Nebenberuf, it is “to take away
land with, usually, non-agricultural capital” (Reichardt, interview, 21 June
2014). He had particularly been realizing the interest in (East) German land by
investors since the financial crisis and most notably observes the development
in skyrocketing land prices. The advocate Michel focused on the criterion of
“non-agricultural capital”, too. He mentioned the furniture company Steinhoff
as a “land grabber par excellence” because it “uses non-agricultural capital to
100 per cent” (Michel, telephone interview, 7 October 2014). Vogel, chairman
of the Green Group of the Federal State Parliament of Brandenburg associates
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the term with land acquisitions investing non-agricultural capital, too, but also
emphasized the huge amounts of hectares involved (Vogel, interview, 16
September 2014).
An anonymous scientist in geography and the anonymous employee of a
federal state ministry defined it as process of property concentration
(Anonymous 4, telephone interview, 6 October 2014; Anonymous 2, 10
October 2014), whereas the organic farmers Böthig and Palme independently
from one another associated “greed” with the term (Böthig, interview, 15
September 2014; Palme, interview, 15 September 2014).
Although the term pretends that land is “taken away” from one person by
another, only two interviewees explicitly used such a framing. The organic
farmer Palme asserted that the term is appropriate in the East German context
because there are a few actors who “are so greedy to simply take away
something that is lacking for others as a consequence” (Palme, interview, 15
September 2014). The sociologist Hirte emphasized that the land is taken away
from those people who live on it: “For me, land grabbing is not only a juridical
category. Rather, I believe […] it is about hindering the locals – just as it
happened in the countries of the global south – from cultivating their land. And
this is currently happening in the East [of Germany]” (Hirte, telephone
interview, 14 October 2014). As in his publications, Gerke emphasized that
“land grabbing” is a result of “corrupt” East German agricultural politics since
1990:
If we speak of land grabbing in East Germany, or a sale to external investors
we need to ask ourselves: Which role do East German agricultural politics
play for this since 1990? […] The sale to investors who are not resident –
from my perspective it is not that relevant if they originally come from the
agricultural sector or not…The characteristics, conditions why it [and
grabbing] is possible at all: unsecure property structures, unsecure and corrupt
administrative bodies and governments…these are aspects which play a role in
third world countries and which enforce and lead to land grabbing. Und all
this also happens in Germany. (Gerke, telephone interview, 28 February 2014)

In this statement it becomes once again evident that “investors” are the
“baddies” of the regulation-discourse. Moreover, Gerke’s employment of the
attribute “external investors” reveals that he refers it to the geographical
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dimension instead of with regards to economic sectors. This stands in contrast
to above mentioned interpretations and shows the blur of the controversy.
Interviewees who are rather non-critically involved in the controversy did not
find it appropriate to apply the “land grabbing”-frame to the East German
context or even completely denied its usage. Whereas an anonymous employee
of the federal state ministry said that land concentration in East Germany is not
land grabbing “because everyone gets land somewhere” (Anonymous 2,
telephone interview, 10 September 2014), the Thünen-author Tietz mentioned
in an informal telephone conversation that he believes that most of the
associations and politicians deny that land grabbing exists because they
associate it with developing countries and “land deals do not occur in the same
dimension here” (Tietz, informal telephone conversation, 6 February 2015).
The anonymous BVVG employee naturalized the activities of investors by
explaining their economic interest in land: “From my point of view, we cannot
observe land grabbing, as it is claimed by single stakeholders in the debate.
Rather, it is as simple as there are companies which seek to make money from
agriculture.” (Anonymous 6, telephone interview, 7 October 2014).
In contrary to the acceptance of the term by the academic peer group around
the Transnational Institute of Amsterdam illustrated above, the anonymous
agricultural economist explained that among his colleagues “land grabbing” is
not a recognized concept at all:
This is a typical example of something that is ideology-loaded and used
somewhere in an undifferentiated manner. I do not like this at all and in
science the term actually is outlawed. If someone comes up with land
grabbing [laughs] the others will furrow their brows, especially the
economists. Of course this has to do with good legal and institutional
structures which do not exist in many parts of the world where the problem is
present. To violently evict someone obviously is something which is not
legitimate. But why should I not have the possibility to purchase land
somewhere, or to participate on the market as competitor? I do not understand
why I should not be allowed doing this per se. Actually, it often also enhances
the development and there should be fair market competition without
monopolist effects. (Anonymous 5, telephone interview, 12 September 2014)

The anonymous interviewee clearly distances himself from (actors using) the
term “land grabbing” and explains that for him land grabbing implies a
situation of “bad governance” which he does not observe in the East German
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context. He emphasized the liberal notion of “free market competition” as a
criterion of priority-setting in land policies, which clearly represents the nonregulation-discourse.
The argumentative structures which determine the views on how the land
should be used diverge widely. However, two poles emerge from the date: At
the pole of regulation there is a reality in which land should belong to the
“smaller”, “family” or “resident” farmers to secure their sovereignty in a
competing agricultural system and protect them (and the agricultural system)
against “(non-agricultural) investors”. At the other pole interpretations imply
that, according to an “up-or-out” understanding, there should not be a
regulation with explicitly favors a specific group of actors. The assumption is
that the market, and thus those with the necessary capital will regulate land
distribution.
5.1.3

“Best” types of land property

Most of the discursive practices which contribute to knowledge formations
with regards to land property categories (for example, private or public
property) are related to discussions about the privatization policies of the
BVVG (see next chapter for further illustrations). My research indicates that
aside from these discussions, actors are not involved in everyday practices that
reveal their reflection on property categories of land, not even in their political
propaganda. The actors only shared their views on it when I asked for the
“right” property type of East German land governance in conversations. Many
of them reacted in an irritated way to my question because I opened an
intellectual space which apparently is far away from their everyday context.
Those actors who argued that private ownership of land is needed in order to
stimulate productivity in the agricultural sector and provide an economic
incentive for cultivators to do efficient work were those who in general do not
perceive investor’s activities on East German land markets as a threat. Actors
who are critically involved in the investor-controversy seemed to have a rather
neutral view on the topic of property types or raised alternative ideas to the
“master-category” of private ownership (Benda-Beckmann and Wiber 2006).
In the following I illustrate the actors’ “hidden” thoughts on land property
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types which came to light on demand. Only some of the presented practices are
publicly “observable” ones.
A plea for private ownership was brought to the fore by the interviewed
employee of the BVVG who thinks that “there is no alternative to private
ownership” (Anonymous 6, telephone interview, 7 October 2014). He does not
perceive investors’ activities as a problem and seems to relate private
ownership with productivity:
[…] there are no global players who are active in the new federal states, as
sometimes asserted. And from my point of view we cannot observe land
grabbing activities as asserted by single interest groups. Rather, there are
companies which simply try to obtain returns in agriculture and which have
understood that there is much to gain with the large-scale structure and huge
farm sizes in the new federal states. (ibid.)

Moreover, he believes that there are only a few cases in which the status of
land as state property leads to a situation in which the state can fulfill its
obligations better than under conditions of privately owned land (ibid.). The
statement pretends societal stability as long as land is entitled to individuals
through private land rights.
An anonymous scientist in the field of agricultural economy cannot think of a
different property category either and associates the topic with discussions on
land privatization by the BVVG: “Sure, the BVVG manages huge amounts of
farmland, but the aim is to privatize. I believe we cannot think about it [land
property] differently” (Anonymous 5, 12 September 2014). His account must
be interpreted within the context of the entire interview in which the economist
applied a liberal approach to land property. Basing his arguments on
neoclassical economic theory he stated that private property is needed because
it stimulates productivity in the agricultural sector (ibid.). He emphasized that
he cannot observe distortions of the land market caused by investors who
acquire East German farmland and that large agricultural businesses are
advantageous because they boost East Germany’s economic development
(ibid.).
Even the organic farmer, Stefan Palme, who is beneficiary of the land fund of
the BioBoden Genossenschaft and opposes the process of land concentration in
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Brandenburg, finds it hard to think of an alternative way of entitling persons to
land:
This is a good question. I think this is a problem without a solution…there is
no response to that. Because there are no alternatives…Actually, nothing
really works. Because private ownership always has the disadvantage that it
causes processes of [land] concentration. And fewer and fewer people have
access to it. Because land always goes to the landlord with available capital,
and this has to do with the economic situation of a large agricultural business
in comparison to a small agricultural business. […] And on the other hand,
[…] if I treat land as collectivized property, we had this in the past, then I do
not care about the soil. It is an issue which affects several generations. I need
to care for the fertilization, the humus balance, for many things. There, I need
to think on the long-term. And if I have the lease contract in mind or only use
rights that I am given by the state, then there is no economic incentive to do
this [sustainable treatment of the soil]. (Palme, interview, 15 September 2014)

Unlike the employee of the BVVG he observes a threatening accumulation of
farmland by investors. His statement underlines that he does not see the perfect
situation in East German farmland to be governed as either private ownership
or through state administration: On the one hand, he is concerned that privately
owned land is increasingly accumulated by a few (economically) powerful
landholders, on the other hand he fears a scenario similar to the “tragedy of the
commons”, a decline of a responsible and sustainable treatment of land in case
it is not privately owned by individuals (Hardin 1968). With respect to the
latter scenario he also refers to the neglectful treatment of land in times of
former GDR, obviously associating it with the industrialization of agriculture
by that time.
Such historical linkages were also drawn by other interviewees which
illustrates that the history of East German land property still plays a role for
how it is represented today. Interestingly, the actors referred very differently to
land property in the GDR. In an interview, the organic farmer Martin Suhr
talked a lot about East Germany’s socialist past and the agricultural system
under the GDR regime which he experienced firsthand in Brandenburg.
Although he did not start to talk about categories of property on his own
initiative he shared his views on the question whether private ownership is the
“right” property type to govern land:
I came across this question already 20 years ago when I lived in Trebnitz. […]
By that time I was far more conservative. It [the question] smells like
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socialism and communism and Maoism and so on. I must admit, today I think
differently about it. When I observe what happens here, this cannot be alright.
(Suhr, interview, 17 September 2014)

His considerations on land property are saturated by political ideologies as he
asserts a binary between conservative and socialist approaches to property.
Later in the interview, he explained that what is alarming in his region is that
investors who come from other parts of the country invest huge amounts of
non-agricultural capital in the region’s farmland. The scenario of having a
different land property regime in East Germany seems to be a worthwhile
counter-idea for tackling the apparent problems he identifies.
Axel Vogel is chairman of the Green Group in the federal state parliament of
Brandenburg which since several years is involved in practices opposing the
land concentration process in East Germany, particularly in Brandenburg. For
example, the group supports the campaign of Bündnis Junge Landwirtschaft
“against land grabbing and exploding land prices” and demands regulatory
instruments with regards to the distribution of farmland and its acquisition by
investors (Bündnis 90/Die Grünen Brandenburg 2014a; Bündnis 90/Die
Grünen Brandenburg 2014b). When Vogel was asked in an interview about his
normative considerations on land property he also drew a line to the status of
land property in the former GDR. In his view, it would have been desirable to
maintain the property structure which existed in 1990, when due to the
incidents of the 1945-1949 land reform there was no private land property of
more than 50 hectares:
Actually, there were only small landholdings. And state property which was
managed by the Treuhand. And I would not have had any problems to keep it
in this way. In the way that land property which is under management of the
Treuhand is leased out on the long-term by the federal state. Because this
would have allowed for control of what happens to it. The opposite occurred.
The land has partly been sold, although it was federal state land. (Vogel,
interview, 16 September 2014).

His proposition of an alternative agricultural structure without large private
landholdings can be considered as a discursive practice which represents the
regulation discourse. Obviously, for Vogel regulatory changes are needed in
order to hinder investors from acquiring huge amounts of farmland.
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Two actors who are involved in land property practices from an ecological
perspective emphasized that for them it does not play a role which form land
property has, as long as the land is treated in an environmentally friendly way.
Uwe Greff, fund manager of the BioBoden Genossenschaft explains that
[…] at GLS bank we think that land is not a commodity. Whether property is
held by private persons or for non-profit purposes or by the state is not
important in the first place. The question is how we treat the land. And the
situation today is that land has become a commodity, a process which
developed during the last centuries. (Greff, telephone interview, 30 September
2014)

Here he uses the commodification-frame which is often applied in critical
accounts on neoliberal projects of natural resource management. It implies the
perspective that nature, and land in particular, is not a commodity in itself – “it
may be subjected to a logic of commodification insofar as it is appropriated
according to institutionalized principles of exchange, private ownership and
profitability” (Brenner and Theodore 2007, 155).
Greff’s thought on a sustainable treatment of the soil is shared by an
anonymous scientist in geography located in Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania
who underlines that the type of property is not the most relevant factor in
decisions on how a society should govern its land; rather, it is important that its
cultivators have ties to it because their future livings depend on it:
What plays an important role from my point of view is the question of what
concretely happens to the land. For example, if land has been privately owned
by a family for over 300 years and the family wants to make its living from
the land in the future, then it can be expected that it will treat it properly and
will not poison it with chemicals […] In contrary, if there is someone here in
Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania – and this happens a lot – who owns land,
who is not located in the region and maybe is not even a farmer but employs a
manager and the manager is not necessarily interested in that the land is not
agriculturally useable in the future […] These, of course, are completely
different conditions under which private ownership can be applied to land.
(Anonymous 4, telephone interview, 6 October 2014).

The latter two accounts show that the value-loaded (ecological) perspective
from which the actors involve themselves in the investor-controversy
determines the way how they represent East German property relations to be.
Moreover, they contribute to knowledge formations with regards to the
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regulation-discourse as negative ecological impacts are associated with
profitability and “non-resident” landholders.
An argument against private ownership was raised by Paula Gioia who is
agricultural activist and organic farmer45 on a cooperative farm in
Brandenburg. She is engaged in several critical-oppositional organizations in
Germany but also on the global level, for example Bündnis Junge
Landwirtschaft, the youth group of AbL as well as in the transnational
peasants’ movement La Via Campesina. Her memberships can be considered
as discursive practices resisting global developments of land concentration and
the commercialization of farmland. Between 2010 and 2014 her farm saw itself
in a dispute with the BVVG; according to the BVVG privatization principles,
the state agency publicly advertized land from which the subsistence of the
farm was dependent (Gioia, telephone interview, 3 November 2014). The farm
managed to keep the land, but faced difficulties to compete with the land prices
offered in the concerned auction (ibid.). When Gioia talked about the BVVG
policies in an interview she raised several questions, revealing that she opposes
the idea of private land ownership: “[…] this privatization policy, I do not like
it. Why should the land be sold at all? Why can it not be common property?
And that people simply have use-rights instead of purchasing it to acquire
private property rights?” (ibid.) Further, she mentioned why she has a critical
view on the excludability of private land ownership:
[…] if I think that private ownership is the right property type? I think, it is
not! It is not necessary. Because it excludes so many people who cannot afford
to acquire private land rights. And for me, land is like water and air (ibid.)

In order to show their resentments towards land privatization the members of
Gioias’ farm made the topic public as protesters and speakers in different
settings. For example, on 17 July 2013 they demonstrated in front of the BVVG

45

In her self-description, Paula mentioned that she conceives of herself as a „peasant“ and
not as a „farmer“. Since I do not differentiate between the terms in my thesis, I here stay
with the term “farmer”, referring to a farming individual. However, I see a reason for that
she insits being a farmer. In critical agrarian literature (as well as strongly claimed by the
transnational peasants’ movement La Via Campesina which Paula is part of) “peasants”
are understood to be a social category which during the capitalization of agriculture
experienced a societal “subordination” which resulted, and continues to result, in the
undermining of “the livelihoods of the global peasantry” due to social and economic
pressures (Akram-Lodhi and Kay 2009, 4 f.).
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in Berlin to stop the concentration of land property. The description of their
protest video on YouTube reads: “Its [the BVVGs’] sales policy makes [land]
prices skyrocketing to levels that are no longer affordable and it offers our
fields, forests and lakes to unscrupulous speculators and other profit-makers”
(Organischer Landbau in Bienenwerder e.V. 2013). The statement can be read
as a plea for natural resources as common properties, belonging to all members
of society.
Another, less radical, practice of resistance against land privatization is the
agricultural cooperative Ökonauten e.G. which has been founded in early 2015.
It consists of citizens located in Berlin and Brandenburg and “aims at saving
land, cultivating it and returning the yields to its members” (Ökonauten 2015,
1). In a an interview with the newspaper Der Tagesspiegel the cooperative’s
members explained that the project is also a reaction to “land grabbing” in
Brandenburg and the “acquisition of farmland by major investors” (Bebber
2015). The cooperative can be considered as an organization which personifies
the idea of collective land property on a small scale.
The here presented discursive practices contribute to the construction of the
two identified discourses; whereas private land ownership is a legitimized
property type in the non-regulation-discourse, the question of the “right”
property type is treated in neutral or critical manners in practices pretending
that the status quo of land property relations is problematic and must be
changed (regulation-discourse).

5.2 Property regulations and institutions
If there is one lesson to be learnt from history and scientific research alike, it
is that the social significance of law cannot be derived from the
conceptualisations [!] and objectives which are inscribed into and/or
associated with the legal texts themselves. Law does not do things by itself,
whatever objectives or functions may be associated with it. (Benda-Beckmann
1992, 9)

Property values and ideologies, which as a property layer were subject of the
previous subchapter, “enter into legal concepts, rules, rights and obligations”
and “tend to be more specific in their definition of the property status of
resources and the legal consequences in terms of rights and obligations“
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(Benda-Beckmann and Benda-Beckmann 1999, 30). But since “categorical”
regulations and institutions evolve over time and cannot be considered as
coherent frameworks they may differ greatly from ideologies, values and
philosophies (Benda-Beckmann and Wiber 2006, 16 ff.).
Besides the function of the law to legitimate control over and access to the
means of existence and production” it also establishes “offices, organizations
and institutions through which legitimate power can be exercised [!] by
authoritative rule- and decision making” (Benda-Beckmann 1992, 1). It easily
becomes a subject and medium of struggle (ibid). This can also be observed in
the investor-controversy which to a large extent implies meaning-makings of
regulations and institutions which are designed and established in order to
govern East German land.
Discursive practices representing East German land property concentration at
the legal-institutional layer of social organization reveal that legal provisions
are not as definite as one might assume and do not always mirror the values
and ideologies that are articulated by involved actors with regards to land
property relations. Moreover, law-makings and institutions seem to be
saturated with power and are contested. At this legal layer, too, it holds that
interpretations differ a lot, and constitute and represent the regulation- as well
as the non-regulation discourses. This is object of the following sections.
5.2.1 The legal framework: a toothless tiger?
My research indicates that the legal framework which regulates East German
land markets plays a crucial role in ongoing debates about land property
concentration.46

The

German

Law

on

Real

Estate

Transactions

(Grundstücksverkehrsgesetz, abbreviated as GrdstVG) is a central instrument to
legally steer the land markets and finally, shaping land property relations – it
foresees a “healthy” land distribution (Forstner, Tietz et al. 2011, 19).47
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This has also been found in investigations by Forstner and Tietz 2013.
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The “heart” of German land market regulation is the GrdstVG together with the Law on
Land Leases (Landpachtverkehrsgesetz) and the German Reich Settlement Act
(Reichssiedlungsgesetz) (Bund-Länder-Arbeitsgruppe „Bodenmarktpolitik“ 2015, 55).
Since most informants are involved with interpretations of GrdstVG and references to the
three legal provisions partly seem to be made interchangeably, I here focus on GrdstVG.
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According to the law, “all land transfers have to be notified, and those above a
certain size (two hectares in most Länder [federal states]) must be approved by
a responsible administration office” (Tietz, Forstner et al. 2013, 87). In case the
administration office finds that a certain land deal would lead to unhealthy land
distribution “the competent state agency (Landgesellschaft) may exercise its
pre-emption right [Vorkaufsrecht] and transfer the parcel in question to a
farmer, at the same price as specified in the original purchase contract” (Tietz,
Forstner et al. 2013, 87). Critiques claim that the law does not prevent from
concentration of land property and the increasing emergence of “non-resident”
buyers of land (e.g. Ministerium für Infrastruktur und Landwirtschaft des
Landes Brandenburg 2014, 5). Different causes are mentioned in relation to the
perceived problem of non-prevention: Some actors emphasize that indirect land
acquisition is not touched by the law since the purchase of capital shares are
not traceable (Forstner and Tietz 2013a, i). Moreover, in a minor interpellation
by several members of the parliament submitted in 2013, it is stated that the
law leaves room for “arbitrary decisions” with regards to the access to land and
“hinders the establishment of new agricultural businesses because it is oriented
towards the buying interest of farmers who are already active” (Deutscher
Bundestag 2013b, 1). However, other actors seem to perceive of the law as an
effective one. In Tietz et al. (2013) it is stated that “by many experts, its
preventive effect is also often recognized” (Tietz, Forstner et al. 2013, 87).
There have been several attempts by the new federal states to establish an
equivalent

law

to

GrdstVG

on

the

federal

state

levels

(Agrarstrukturverbesserungsgesetz) in order to counteract the “’increasing
purchasing interest by non-agricultural investors on the agricultural real estate
market’” (Goetz 2012; quoted in idem, 5). As mentioned in chapter 4.1, this is
possible for the federal states since federalism reform of 2006 and has already
been exercised by the federal state of Baden-Württemberg. Whereas in the
federal states of Saxony and Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania the Left
submitted requests for such a law, Saxony-Anhalt has been trying to implement
it since 2011 (Forstner and Tietz 2013a). In Brandenburg, as illustrated in
chapter 4.1, the Christian Democrats and the Greens have made attempts to
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change the regulatory framework of land acquisition (see also Forstner and
Tietz 2013a).
These initiatives on the policy level can be considered as discursive property
practices because they constitute knowledge about land property relations as
solution-frames. Without having full clarity about actual land property
concentration, or referring to a common problem-frame, they propose that
problems with regards to the agricultural structure, or the emergence of
investors acquiring East German land, can be solved if the legal framework
will be changed. I argue that the initiatives contribute to both discourses that
are identified in this thesis: On the one hand, the very initiative to frame the
making of a new land law as a solution pretends that the status quo of land
property relations is problematic and must be changed, thereby contributing to
the regulation-discourse. On the other hand, my research reveals that to-date
none of these initiatives has led to actual amendments or new laws, although
the political sphere seems to deal with the topic already for some years.
Additionally, the two work groups having dealt with East German land policies
on the federal level and in Brandenburg are not active anymore.48 This creates
the general atmosphere that the regulatory framework cannot be changed
because it appears to be too difficult. Or, in case politicians claim that existing
regulations are sufficient, official inspections of the regulatory framework
serve as a confirmation of the status quo, i.e. function as an instrument to
legitimize the current force field of land policies. This claim of sufficiency has
been made, for example, by the work group on land market commissioned by
the government of Brandenburg:
A comprehensive amendment of the regulatory instruments of land
governance on the federal state level – based on the model of BadenWürttemberg – is not declared to be necessary by the work group on land
market. […] However, the work group on land market does consider an
amendment of the German Law on Real Estate Transactions which
strengthens resident farmers […] to be generally meaningful. (Ministerium für
Infrastruktur und Landwirtschaft des Landes Brandenburg 2014, 2)

A similar conclusion has been brought to the fore by the agricultural minister
of the federal state of Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania, Till Backhaus, who

48

As abovementioned, this has been confirmed by informants.
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asserted that “a consequent application of the existing regulatory framework is
sufficient” (LU 2012; quoted in Forstner and Tietz 2013a, 8).
Nevertheless, many interviewees perceive a discrepancy between the original
intention and the efficacy of the land law which underlines the abovementioned
statement that “law does not do things by itself”. Obviously, this particularly
holds when in the course of the capitalization of agriculture new arrangements
of land control are occurring. Observations with regards to an increasing
concentration of land property by “non-agricultural investors” contrast to
interpretations of the intention of the law to deny land purchase “in cases
where the purchaser is a non-farmer and there are local farmers who need to
increase their farm size” (Tietz, Forstner et al. 2013, 87). These discrepancies
seem to be examples “where property law frameworks remain stable, yet
concretised [!] property relationships and economic organization [!] undergo
significant change” – as “categorical and concretised property relations” they
“change with different speed” (Benda-Beckmann and Wiber 2006, 28).
In an interview, Reichardt, representative of the German association of parttime farmers, asserted that the GrdstVG is based on the assumption “that it is
not a good situation when farmers do not own the land” (Reichardt, interview,
21 June 2014). Further, he framed it as a problem that the GrdstVG is not
effective in cases of “indirect” land transactions and presented the group of
legal persons (juristische Personen) as the core issue:
Legally it [the activities of “non-agricultural” investors”] can only be
prevented if there is an actual direct land market. This means to directly make
a contract on the purchase or lease of farmland. If the change of ownership is
entered in the trade registry instead of the land registry then the legal
provisions are not effective anymore. This means […] we are talking about the
problem of legal persons. (ibid.)

The interviewee here presents an analysis which often emerges in critiques of
the GrdstVG: Legal persons, the group of agricultural businesses which
according to official statistics49 cultivate most agricultural land in East
Germany, attract investors due to their large-scale structure. It is stated, that

49

According to Ministry of Food and Agriculture, the legal-organizational type of legal
persons controls 51% of East Germany’s agricultural land (Bundesministerium für
Ernährung und Landwirtschaft 2014, 3).

103

related land transactions are not regulated by the existing legal framework
which finally paves the way for land property concentration. In the report of
the work group “land market”, consisting of actors of the state and federal state
levels, the problem that land transactions sometimes are not transparent and
traceable, is described as follows:
Part of the structural change in the East German federal states occurred in
relation to the legal persons through the take-over of entire agricultural
businesses. […] Particularly, in the East German federal states we can partly
observe company networks and holding structures. (Bund-LänderArbeitsgruppe „Bodenmarktpolitik“ 2015, 15)

The report also indicates that some corporate networks, such as holdings, are
not covered by statistics and that this is why the actual control over farmland
and the companies being involved in non-traceable land acquisition cannot be
commented upon (idem).
An ineffective legal framework is also observed by the organic farmer Palme
who metaphorically describes the GrdstVG as a “toothless tiger”:
Actually the land law aimed at setting limits – which does not correspond to
reality. So that we do not have unhealthy land distribution or speculative
incentives. This is why actually only a farmer is allowed to buy land, so that
no one comes and says, I now want to buy farmland and speculate on it […].
[…] But the German Law on Real Estate Transactions is a toothless tiger,
because in East Germany it is hollowed out due to purchase of entire
businesses. And these purchases do not require approval. (Palme, interview,
15 September 2014)

Palme’s statement advocates a need for changing the „toothless tiger“ into an
effective legal provision – effective for him seems to be a law which curtails
the investors’ activities.
Perceptions of the ineffectiveness of the legal framework are differently
referred to by the interviewees who talked about it. Whereas Palme described
the issue as a “hollow of law” (ibid.), Reichardt calls it a “circumvention”
(Reichardt, interview, 21 June 2014). When I used the term “evasion of law” in
an interview with the politician Vogel, he underlined that from his point of
view it is not an “evasion” (Vogel, interview, 16 September 2014), whereby
indicating that the actual nature of the land law is politically intended instead
of something which cannot be controlled or rendered more effective. The
political intention which underlies law-making was also emphasized by the
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farmers Suhr and Gerke. Suhr mentioned that it actually is a simple thing to
regulate land deals: “We actually should say: the land goes to the farmer and
not to a non-farmer. It actually is a simple story. In Germany, every shit is
regulated. And there, all of a sudden, we have an entirely free economy!”
(Suhr, interview, 17 September 2014). Gerke also emphasized that a different
regulation is possible; his position constructs and refers to the storyline of a
continuing maintenance of the GDR-cadre, as most of his analyses do (Gerke,
telephone interview, 28 February 2015).
In some interviews I observed a perceived reality that land access is denied to
needy farmers due to investors’ activities on the land markets although a
concerned legal regulation exits which aims at regulating these activities. This
indicates that categorical property relations expressed by law can differ a lot
from concretized ones – according to von Benda-Beckmann and Wiber “they
are different social phenomena and constitute different constraining and
enabling elements for social interaction” (Benda-Beckmann and Wiber 2006,
25)
Other actors, however, referred in a less alarming way to the existing
regulatory framework, which rather creates the atmosphere that there is no
urgency for regulatory change. In reference to the GrdstVG, the anonymous
interviewee of the Federal Ministry of Food and Agriculture stated:
Whether it is already a sufficient protection or whether protection should
possibly be reinforced, these are also the considerations being made in the
Bund-Länder-Arbeitsgruppe [the work group at state and federal state levels].
I think we will always have non-agricultural investors. Currently, we have the
problem and the phenomenon due to the overall economic situation, a rather
above-average interest in agricultural land and in investments within the
agricultural sector. This is not a bad sign per se, but of course it must be paid
attention to that farmers do not completely fall by the wayside. (Anonymous
3, telephone interview, 25 September 2015).

The interviewee does not conceive of the status quo as a situation which
requires immediate political action. On the contrary, the statement pretends that
farmland investments can also be a chance. The anonymous employee of the
BVVG minimized the call for action as part of the regulation-discourse by
emphasizing the existence of an interest-led land conflict:
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Land concentration to a too large extent…There the legislator has set
limitations by means of the GrdstVG which speaks of an unhealthy land
distribution. It is obvious that those who currently do not have access to land
demand for limitations earlier and want to apply different criteria.
(Anoynmous 6, telephone interview, 7 October 2014)

In reference to current efforts made by the Bund-Länder-Arbeitsguppe he
reacted pessimistically and without expressing his regret with regards to his
negative expectations:
There will be something like a fine-tuning of the Law on Real Estate
Transactions and the Law on Land Leases […]. Maybe the federal states will
be given more space to exhaust all their possibilities. But beyond that I do not
expect the work group to have great success. (ibid.)

The interviewed scientist in agricultural economics does not even conceive the
regulatory framework as an ineffective one. In the interview he stated: “And
we have a Law on Real Estate Transactions which actually requires approval of
every land purchase. There is always a certain possibility of intervention”
(Anonymous 5, telephone interview, 12 September 2014).
The here presented interpretations of land property at the legal-institutional
layer show that discrepancies exist between categorical (normative
specifications of e.g. property-holders, objects and rights attached to these) and
actual (observed reality) land property relations; for example, in a way that
“formal property rights do not necessarily imply that the social actors holding
them are able to derive material benefits from the natural resources to which
those rights apply” (Sikor 2006, 5). They also reveal a void between articulated
values and legal concepts. These interpretations influence the construction of
the regulation- and non-regulation-discourses. For example, the perceived
discrepancy between the societal value that “land belongs to the farmer” and
the observation that the legal framework does not recognize this value,
constitutes knowledge assuming that it is ignored that there is a problem which
needs to be solved (regulation-discourse). Regarding the void between values
and rights, interpretations of the term “(un)healthy land distribution” applies as
example: There seems to be a void between a perceived “unhealthy” land
distribution and the concept of “healthy” land distribution mentioned in the
GrdstVG. These perceptions contrast to non-regulation-practices which
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contribute to the analysis that amendments of legal provisions are unrealistic,
or that farmland investment is a chance for economic development.
5.2.2 Law-making and the construction of categories and concepts
“(Un)healthy land distribution” is one of the few key concepts and categories
which are constructed and defined in law-making land property practices.
According to Bacchi (2009), concepts and categories are central to “governing
processes”, relate “to competing political visions” and are “hotly contested”
(Bacchi 2009, 8 f.). It can be enlightening not to accept them “as given but to
see how they function to give particular meanings to problem representations”
(idem, 9). In the investor-controversy I observed several striking concepts and
categories which are being constructed by involved actors; for example,
“residence” as a criterion to distinguish between “farmers” and “non-farmers”,
or the categories of “investors” and farmers” themselves. These constructions
can be considered as discursive practices representing and contributing to
regulation- as well as non-regulation discourse, which will be illustrated in the
following.
Svenja Schünemann who assisted the Green politician Vogel in an interview,
observed a hairsplitting with regards to definitions of categories and concepts
during

a

meeting

of

the

work

group

Bund-Länder-Arbeitsgruppe

Bodenmarktpolitik”:
They have initiated the amendment of the Law on Real Estate Transactions on
federal state level. But they had problems with concepts which continue to be
vague, for example, how can we define the demarcation of a “resident
farmer”? There has not been a consensus within the work group. The
Bauernverband – this is part of the report as a dissenting opinion – made a
proposal, I think, 30 kilometers around the farm. But there has not been an
agreement on this and it was proposed to commission a scientific investigation
on it. (Schünemann, interview, 16 September 2014)

Apparently, the work group dedicated a lot of space to definitions of the
criterion „residence“, as already illustrated in chapter 5.1.2. This pretends that
a clear definition of the term is a prerequisite to solve “the” problem – a
problem which is not even commonly agreed upon but perceived by many
actors to be an increasing land property concentration caused by investors’ land
acquisitions. As already analyzed with regards to the actors’ interpretations of
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the legal framework in the previous chapter, here the same phenomenon
occurs: Attempts are made to change the regulatory framework in the notion
that the status quo of East German land property relations need to be changed.
However, the failure of commonly defining who a “resident farmer” is creates
the atmosphere that change is not possible.
“Healthy” or “unhealthy” land distribution often is central to discussions, too.
For example, it was presented as key concept during the hearing in the Federal
State Parliament of Brandenburg on the topic “Strengthening resident farmers –
using the federal legislative competence for the protection of the agricultural
land market” on 30 May 2013 (Landtag Brandenburg 2013b). During the
hearing, the farmers’ association Deutscher Bauernbund was particularly eager
to push for definitions of the concept. The attendant representative, Jung,
emphasized the necessity to define the concept more precisely:
If the majority believes that land should belong to the people who live and
work on it, and that added value should remain in the region, then we should
make the effort to define it […], what does a healthy or unhealthy land
distribution mean to us, particularly with regards to Brandenburg? (Landtag
Brandenburg 2013b, 19)

His statement assumes that a change of the regulatory framework is possible
and needed. When the attendants were asked whether they are in favor of
establishing a work group on land market50 he pointed to the urgency he
perceives with regards to the issue:
I think that it is reasonable. We do not need to turn the world upside down for
this, but there is the aspect of “unhealthy land distribution”. If we clearly
define it and apply it to the situation today, I believe that such a work group
can be very reasonable, but we also need to start it. Because we all know: It is
a rapid development. (idem, 21 f.)

The agricultural engineer Andreas Tietz (who is the author of the frequently
mentioned Thünen reports) as well as the sociologist Hirte showed a skeptical
attitude towards the definition of concepts, underlining an ineffective
hairsplitting in law-making processes. Tietz stated in an informal telephone
conversation that politics cannot define concepts but concrete laws. In the
conversation he asserted that it is possible to limit the number of hectares an

50

The hearing took place before the work group’s kick-off in September 2013.
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agricultural business is allowed to own. He seemed to be convinced that stricter
regulations would steer the land market towards an agricultural structure which
is not “harmful”, however, without putting an emphasis on the urgency for
regulatory changes (Tietz, informal telephone conversation, 6 February 2015).
Hirte put much emphasis on the urgency of regulatory change in an interview.
But from her perspective, land markets can better be steered via the EU
agricultural subsidy system instead of constructing categories:
As I said, what would be most efficient is the regulation via money [EU
agricultural subsidies] and not trough the demand for more concrete concepts
which should lead into more concrete laws. Because […] the GrdstVG does
not apply to KTG51. And everyone can fall into the category “farmer”. You
simply need to define it. There you can set whatever limits. (Hirte, telephone
interview, 14 October 2014).

Her statement shows that she does not see much sense in the definition of
concepts, such as “farmer” or “non-farmer” in discussions about the regulatory
framework of land property, but rather proposes other regulatory actions to
curtail the economic activities of big land acquiring players such as KTG
Agrar, for example, through a change of the EU subsidy system.
Interestingly, interviewed actors who are framed in the media as “investors”
employed the concepts “investor” and “residence” in conducted interviews in
order to demarcate themselves from the “baddies” occuring within the political
controversy. Their social accounts are interesting ones with regards to their
constructions of the regulation- and non-regulation discourses since they
present different problem definitions and underlying claims for what should be
regulated than usually presented within the investor-controversy.
Frowein of AgroEnergy stated that his company does not act like investment
funds which lease out the land to farmers after having purchased land
(Frowein, telephone interview, 12 September 2014). He denied that
AgroEnergy is a “non-agricultural investor” and underlined that the company
manages the purchased farms on its own, i.e. has its own staff working on the
concerned farms (ibid.). For Frowein the aspect that the company has resident
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Here, Hirte refers to the company KTG Agrar SE which in the media often is framed to be
the biggest “land grabber” in East Germany – experts guess that the company controls
more than 30.000 hectare farmland in East Germany (Burger 2013; Schumann 2013).
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staff on its farms seems to be the major criterion for being a legitimate land
acquiring actor. Tietz from the Thünen institute, however, emphasized that
AgroEnergy still concentrates land property in the sense that it acts like a
controlling umbrella for the farms – and thus the land – which it purchases
(Tietz, informal telephone conversation, 6 February 2015); and the acquisition
of control by a few actors over ever more agricultural land, no matter in which
form, is what actors who are critical towards land property concentration seem
to fear (Herre 2013).
Förtig of KTG Agrar employed in an interview the categories “investor” and
“farmer” (here “agricultural producer”) in order to present the company as
legitimate actor:
What from our point of view as agricultural producer has become
difficult during the last years, or which is a challenge, is the emergence
of institutional investors who assess and consider the farmland as asset
class and who often do not have a feeling for which [land] prices you
can pay from agricultural production. And this is why we are under
pressure like every other farmer (Förtig, telephone interview, 6 October
2014).
The interviewee’s statement shows an attempt to frame KTG Agrar as a farmer
who suffers from high land prices like all farmers do. In this way, Förtig
abrogates the binary “investor” versus farmer” and shifts the problem
definition from land property concentration to high land prices, whereby
remaining silent about that there might be a relation between the two aspects.
It should be noted here that the farmers who I interviewed were not so much
involved with defining what for them terms like “residence” or “farmer” mean.
I interpret this to be so because their everyday lives in most cases are far away
from land law- and policy-making. However, they employed these terms in
their talks, too, which shows that they are part of the investor-controversy:
They are actors making sense of what they hear in the media and from
colleagues because the topic is a relevant one for them as it (possibly)
effectuates their livelihoods. The organic farmer Dobroschke, for example, was
very concerned with the criterion of “residence” in an interview. Referring to
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the perceived problem that the state agency BVVG sells land to “investors” via
their subsidiary farms on the local level he stated:
When together with the Biobodenfonds [BioBoden Genossenschaft] we
discussed with them [the BVVG], they kept on telling us: The farmers who
purchase the [BVVG] land are all resident farmers. It is no one else. They are
not industrials. Well, this is only partially true. Because Steinhoff or other
industrial magnates hold a share of 2 percent of any agricultural business in
Podunk, this is how they purchase land…and this is how they become resident
farmer. (Böthig and Dobroschke, interview, 15 September 2014)

In this statement, too, the concept of “residence” is highly connected to the
binary construction “farmer” versus “investor” (here “industrial”). It reveals
the interviewee’s perception that the land should not be controlled by the latter
and shows his mistrust in land governance by the state agency BVVG.
It appears that categories and concepts split up underlying knowledges into the
identified discourses: Depending on how the actors’ practices are embedded in
the political controversy, they are used to either challenge or legitimize the
status quo. In most of the cases the contentious question is whether definitions
are possible and/or applicable or not. Especially among the group of policymakers this seems to lead into a hairsplitting of categories and concepts and
contributes to a reality without the possibility for improvisation.
5.2.3 BVVG contested
Within the investor-controversy discussions about the BVVG seem to be the
most historic ones. This is not surprising since the state agency arose during the
transformation from a socialist to a capitalist land property regime and
manages land property which has become “fuzzy” due to multiple land right
changes. The BVVG is so much contested within the controversy that for me as
observer it is striking that it has been remaining a stable part of the legalinstitutional framework of the East German land property regime until today.
According to Sikor and Lund (2009), “property is intimately connected with
authority, in the sense of legitimate (or rather successfully legitimized) power”
(Weber 1976; quoted in Sikor and Lund 2009, 8). They state that “authority
characterizes the capacity of politico-legal institutions […] to influence other
social actors” – also in the domain of rights, privileges, duties and obligations
relating to property (idem, 8). From this perspective, the continuation of the
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BVVG can be explained by its success in maintaining authority within the East
German land property regime. It also follows that “the intimate connection
between property and authority becomes very apparent when authority
relations are overlapping or change over time” (idem, 8). This also holds for
the investor-controversy where the BVVG’s authority is contested within a land
property regime in transition; the latter is becoming a force field entered by
land acquiring investors through favorable structures on the one hand and
being politically mobilized by critical organizations and initiatives on the other.
Land property functions as a momentum of struggle.
Since the BVVG’s land policies receive much critical attention in relation to the
topic of land property concentration the data I collected tends to represent and
construct the regulation- rather than the non-regulation discourse. Whereas the
regulation-discourse can be identified in critical claims that the state agency
contributes to the maintenance of an East German large-scale agricultural
structure and accelerating land prices which attract investors and make farmers
of smaller scale go bankrupt, the non-regulation discourse occurs in discursive
practices which emphasize the state agency’s path dependency and pretend that
relevant decisions with regards to its policies have already been made and are
not changeable anymore.
The latter storyline occurred several times in conducted interviews, for
example, in an interview with the anonymous agricultural economist:
Certainly BVVG is an organization which plays a crucial role, which needs to
put to put its cards on the table and to create transparency regarding its
business conduct. Certainly, relevant decisions have been made after German
Reunification in the nineties […] and certainly this had a relevant impact on
land property relations today and how agricultural structures have developed.
[…] We could have long debates about it and we already did that in Germany.
[…] But we will not get around coming to terms with the status quo and the
involved actors already did that. (Anonymous 5, telephone interview, 12
September 2014).

The interviewee’s interpretation illustrates that the discussion in Germany
about the role of the BVVG in the development of post-socialist land property
differs a lot from other actors, for example Gerke and Horn, who emphasized
that there little or no discussion on it (Erz, telephone interview, 22 September
2014; Gerke, telephone interview, 28 February 2015). The perception that
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involved actors came to terms with the status quo deviates from my
observation of property practices of resistance.
The social account also represents the BVVG policies as not changeable and
that change is not needed. This has also been mentioned by the anonymous
representative of the Federal Ministry of Food and Agriculture:
I think that most relevant decisions have been made in the nineties. Whatever
we think aboutit. And the distribution of the remaining 200.000 hectares
which still are in the hands of the BVVG will not lead to a situation that the
agricultural structure will completely be destroyed or develop negatively, nor
will it help to reach everything which has not been reached before with the
remaining 200.000 hectares. For this we are already too advanced in the
privatization process. (Anonymous 3, telephone interview, 25 September
2014).

Here, the main argument for not amending BVVG policies is that it would not
make a difference anymore. Although the Bauernbund is in favor of stopping
land property concentration and the participation of “non-agricultural
investors” on the land markets this has also been raised by Jung who represents
the farmers’ association in Brandenburg. Jung mentioned the BVVG policies as
one of the most determining factors for changing the status quo of land
property relations (besides the EU agricultural subsidy system and the
GrdstVG); however, he admitted that the Bauernbund is not eager to focus on
the BVVG in its lobbying work: “They should get rid of it as soon as possible
and then it’s over” (Jung, telephone interview, 29 September 2014).
The anonymous employee of the BVVG represented the non-regulation
discourse by reducing the conflict between the BVVG and its stakeholders who
are interested in land to a natural conflict between buyers and sellers:
What is mainly discussed in relation to the BVVG is its tender procedures and
the principle to sell the land to the one with the highest bid. And this is how
the BVVG is considered in public. Of course, it is a conflict of interest between
the seller and the buyer. One actor wants to make as much money as possible
and the other one wants to afford as little as possible. It is just like in real life.
(Anonymous 6, telephone interview, 7 October 2014)

In contrast, it became obvious that many interviewees perceived the conflict
going beyond a mere conflict between buyers and sellers. They seemed to see
BVVG land policies as a cause for a threatening process of land property
concentration and considered it to be a relevant parameter for social change,
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arguing that BVVG land governance must be to the benefits of the agricultural
structure in East German regions instead of profit-making by the state.
During the expert discussion “Land grabbing in Brandenburg – what can be do
about it?” organized by Heinrich-Böll-Stiftung on 21 February in Eberswalde,
the speaker Carlo Horn, who is farmer and consultant to organic farms in
Brandenburg, underlined that the question of BVVG policies is a democratic
one: “We have the unique historic chance to leave the [BVVG] land in the
hands of the state – no matter if it went there in wrong or right ways – and to
decide in a democratic process what we want to do with it” (Heinrich-BöllStiftung 2014, minute 63). Other actors emphasized the democratic aspect of
land governance by questioning the legitimacy of the BVVG as institution.
The advocate Michel mentioned in an interview that
“the ΒVVG is a state organization which belongs to the state, to the federal
republic, but which also develops a kind of independent existence or is eager
to make much money for the financial ministry. Hence, it is not the state
which has an interest in its farmers and says, you are a good [wo]man, we
want to support you, this is our mission and this is why we want to do
something for you. Maybe it was like this in the beginning. (Michel, telephone
interview, 7 October 2014)

Further, Michel raised his concerns about the frequency of court procedures
that BVVG is involved in due to its policies:
I consider it to be alarming that…it should be food for thought for a stateowned company, when it loses disputes in court so frequently and possibly is
not compliant with law. But it is like the tax office [Finanzamt], for the tax
office it also doesn’t matter who or what is right, it just has the task to collect
money for the financial minister. (ibid.)

Here the interviewee presents the BVVG as profit-oriented state actor which
applies methods that are not legitimate, or even illegal. His statement that the
BVVG develops an “independent existence” reveals the concern that the
institution is acquiring power which goes beyond its formal authority, i.e.
which it is not granted to it by society.
Even the anonymous BVVG employee said in an interview that he is not sure
about the form or role of the BVVG within societal constellations: “First of all,
we must ask ourselves, is the BVVG a state institution, is it subject to politics or
is it a normal company? It might be somewhere in the middle of these forms”
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(Anonymous 6, telephone interview, 7 October 2014). The organic farmer
Böthig raised the concern that the BVVG is associated to the Federal Financial
Ministry but still is a GmbH (corporation with limited liability). It was obvious
that for her it is a dubious idea that a state-owned company manages and sells
“public” land according to profit-oriented principles (Böthig and Dobroschke,
interview, 15 September 2014).
The presented social accounts show that the BVVG is contested with regards to
its mere existence as a land-regulating institution. They also show mistrust by
the actors in the BVVG’s authority and thus in the current situation of land
property relations at the legal-institutional layer of social organization.
Michel’s and Böthig’s observations of the state seeking profit by selling or
renting out BVVG land also raises the question: Is the BVVG land public or
state property? Is it private property and commercialized to the benefits of the
state government’s cash-flow budget? Or, recognizing that it formerly was
owned by those who lost it in socialist times, is it actually expropriated
property? It is obvious that interpretations of what BVVG property actually is,
is rooted in the actors’ meaning-makings related to the overall political
controversy.
As mentioned above, problem-frames in relation to the state agency mainly
occur in terms of claims that the practices of the institution contribute to
skyrocketing land prices and the maintenance of East Germany’s large-scale
agricultural structure. Thus, they are similar to the problem-frames in relation
to the GrdstVG (which refers to all land transactions), yet, discussions about
the BVVG have a slightly different touch because first, for many it is a relic of
a transformation of one land property regime to another, and second, it
manages land which is in the hands of the state – which for some actors means
that it in the hands of the citizens who live in the state.
This shifts the state agency’s policies, particularly its criteria of land
distribution in the focus of the debate. The organic farmer Dobroschke stated:
The worst thing is that in the entire story there is no idea of sustainability.
Rather, the one with the highest bid gets the land and that was that. The idea
that you can destroy structures with it does not exist in this kind of thinking.
The BVVG makes money at any cost, that’s that. And there are no other ideas
behind it. (ibid.)
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The possibility and necessity of setting criteria of sustainable land governance
to BVVG policies and the relation thereof to the emergence of investors
acquiring East German farmland was also emphasized by the organic farmer
Palme and the author and the organic farmer Gerke. Whereas Palme underlined
that sustainable criteria for BVVG land distribution should have been set
already during the transformation of the East German land property regime in
the nineties (Palme, interview, 15 September 2014), Gerke criticized that
concerned politicians do not make use of possibilities to design land policies
which prevent from a “sale to external investors”:
If you think of the position of East German agricultural politicians, they were
and are still able to decide about the access to land. Statements have been
raised, we do not have anything to do with the BVVG, but this does not hold
true. All BVVG policies are based on decisions between the state and the
federal states. […] Actually, there are no decisions in relation to the BVVG
which the state made against the federal states. And if we have here an
unwanted sale to external investors, we need to ask: Are BVVG lease
agreements terminated if an external investor takes over a farm? This is
possible, you can terminate it in due time. […] Then we wouldn’t have KTG
in this dimension today. Or other investors. (Gerke, telephone interview, 28
February 2015).

Thus, Gerke makes concerned politicians of the federal states responsible for a
continuation of the status quo of land property relations. He strongly clarifies
that amendments of BVVG policies are possible and a question of political will.
The anonymous representative of the Federal Ministry of Food and
Agriculture, however, represented the possibility to amend the state agency’s
policies in a less optimistic way. He referred to EU law which determines the
regulatory framework of German land property in the sense that the German
state must sell the land “at market value” and is not allowed to set “arbitrary”
conditions to land distribution52 (Anonymous 3, telephone interview, 25
September 2014). A similar point was raised by the anonymous interviewee of
one of the new federal states’ ministries (Anonymous 2, telephone interview,
10 September 2014). The politicians’ statements contrast with the account by
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The interviewee here referred to the EU commission communication on “state aid elements
in sales of land and buildings by public authorities” (97/C 209/03) which is available
online
at
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legalcontent/DE/TXT/?uri=CELEX:31997Y0710%2801%29, retrieved on 24 July 2015.
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the advocate Michel who told me about his experience that in BVVG court
cases the courts do not show a great interest in the EU regulatory framework:
The BVVG says we need to sell at high prices because otherwise it would
grant prohibited state aid […] but this is only the BVVG’s interpretation and
not a legal provision. It is rather a decision the BVVG refers to in order to
defend its price policy […]. This is a topic which I am confronted with from
time to time in my professional life because in every court case dealing with
the BVVG’s price policy, the BVVG refers to this decision by the EU
commission. And I never experienced that a court had a real interest in this
[laughs]. (Michel, telephone interview, 7 October 2014)

From these contradictory interpretations it follows that different storylines
construct the different discourses which are identifiable within the investorcontroversy. They either pretend that the status quo is not set in stone or the
contrary thereof. They also show that different actors refer to different legal
regulations and actors in power or charge, e.g. the federal state, the state or the
EU level. These aspects are characteristics of “legal pluralism” which can be
understood as “different legal orders [that] are conceived as separate entities
coexisting in the same political space” (Sousa Santos 1987, 297). Another
example of this phenomenon is that in 2014 the BVVG as one element of land
property regulation brought action against the GrdstVG as another element
(Land Sachsen 2014) – an incident which can be considered as an action by the
state against the state.53 These practices reveal that East German land property
relations are saturated with potential for conflict at the legal-institutional layer
and make the case under investigation hard to grasp.
Besides contestations of the BVVG as an institution and its criteria for land
distribution, I observed many practices which construct the storyline that
BVVG policies, particularly its tender procedures, lead to skyrocketing land
prices which exclude ordinary farmers from and attracts “non-farmers” to the
East German land markets.54 The problem-frame implies that ordinary farmers
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The court judgement of this legal conflict was made on 16 July 2015 and was in favor of
GrdstVG. This means that in the future (as in the past) BVVG land sales can come under
scrutiny if the responsible agency declares that there is a “gross disproportion” between the
reached price and the actual market value (EuGH 2015, n.d.).

54

For some actors it is also part of the storyline that accelerating land prices on the BVVG
land market spill over to the private land market (Behring, telephone interview, 29 October
2014; Gioia, telephone interview, 3 November 2014; Krüger, telephone interview, 23
September 2014; Michel, 7 October 2014; Vogel, interview, 16 September 2014).
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cannot re-finance high land prices with the money they generate by farming.
The economic pressure on farmers was expressed by several interviewees. The
conventional farmer Meise explained:
These tender policies – whoever participates in these auctions – have
contributed to the fact that prices have skyrocketed. Five years ago we paid
2,000, 3,000 Euros for a hectare on the private market. Now we are almost at
15,000 Euros. This is an immense value increase. […] For us, the BVVG is
difficult. They have exorbitant price expectations and they say, you can either
pay this or we offer the land in the tender procedure. 20 percent [of our land is
leased from the BVVG and this] is a huge share. You cannot simply give it
away. And then thoughts and the political question arise: Whose turn is it
instead? […] And if then the KTG is active in the region, they possibly also
rent the land out after having purchased it. […] I consider it as a problem that
they [actors like the KTG Agrar] pay land prices, either purchase or rent,
which cannot be re-financed on the long term. (Meise, telephone interview, 7
October 2014)

Meise’s statement reveals his worry about the future of East German land
property relations and the increase of land prices as well as land property
concentration by investors in particular. His economic situation seems to be
highly affected by the practices of the state agency. Similar concerns have been
raised by the organic farmer Behring who illustrated his legal dispute with the
BVVG in an interview (Behring, telephone interview, 29 October 2014). His
farm is highly dependent on the land he leases from the BVVG and when the
state agency informed him that it is going to terminate the lease agreement he
was confronted with the situation of not being able to re-finance the high prices
that were demanded for the BVVG land he had been cultivating. In referring to
the economic pressure which the BVVG policies put on his business he said:
It actually happens that the BVVG demands prices which are in no relation to
other land prices. And unfortunately it happens that such prices get around
[spread throughout the land market]. I mean, it is not a secret, the BVVG is
eager to announce the prices that it receives. […] The next consequence for
me will be, and this is a bit dramatic, the lease agreement will last five more
years and then it is obvious that that the BVVG will do everything to terminate
the lease agreement. I will have to accept that I will finally lose my land then.
And this is also the reason why all the other farmers finally consent to BVVG
conditions. Because they know, if they don’t accept the demands they will
lose their land (ibid.).

Behring’s story can be interpreted as a story of struggle over land as a natural
resource, but also over his identity as a farmer. I observed that stories of
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farmers who are negatively affected by BVVG policies quickly spread
throughout the network of actors who are involved in the investor-controversy.
For example, Meise told me that he is engaged with the topic of BVVG price
hikes through his active membership in the Bauernverband (Meise, telephone
interview, 7 October 2014). And Behring mentioned that he tried to align
people in his region by introducing them to the subject. Thus, such negative
stories about realities that farmers see themselves confronted with can be
interpreted as discursive practices which are crucial for the construction of the
regulation-discourse. They can be considered a basis for strong opinions
claiming that current East German land property relations must be changed.
The storyline of BVVG price hikes is not only employed by those actors who
have a very critical view on East German land property concentration; it is also
represented by Deutscher Bauernverband which within the investorcontroversy remains rather silent when it comes to claims of changing the
status quo. In a press release with the title “Price hiking sanctioned by the
state?” on 14 August 2014 the farmers’ association blamed the BVVG’s tender
procedure for causing increasing land prices and finally making it difficult for
“resident” and young farmers to get access to land (Landesbauernverband
Brandenburg 2014). It also represented the state agency as a profit-oriented
institution:
While the Federal Ministry of Food and Agriculture undertakes extensive
actions to consult civil society groups for the safeguarding of a healthy
agricultural structure, federal politics create a financial situation in which only
financially strong investors can afford to buy land. Does only money makes
the world go round? (ibid.)

The Bauernverband’s employment of the storyline was sharply criticized by
other actors who stated that the farmers’ association instrumentalizes the
storyline in order to clientelistically serve the interests of its members. Whereas
Gerke imputed the Bauernverband to use the term “price hike” as a political
slogan to lobby for low prices in cases of “direct” land acquisition55 (Gerke,
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To remember, “direct” land acquisition is part of the BVVG policies and refers to the
option for leasing farmers to purchase cultivated farmland without offering it in a public
call for tender. Since Gerke’s analysis implies that many members of Deutscher
Bauernverband are large-scale farms which exclusively have been leasing BVVG land
since the state agency’s foundation in the nineties (e.g. Gerke 2008) he argues that
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telephone interview, 28 February 2014), the Green politician Vogel stated that
the farmers’ association is only in favor of applying the criterion of “residence”
to the regulatory framework because it wants to safeguard its members without
having a real interest in “defining what a healthy agricultural structure is”
(Vogel, telephone interview, 16 September 2014).
The latter statements construct the regulation-discourse by social demarcation:
Vogel and Gerke distance themselves from Deutscher Bauernverband by
representing the association’s employment of the “BVVG price hike” storyline
as unauthentic. It almost seems as if, from their perspective, the storyline
“belongs” to the discourse coalition they identify with and obviously the
Bauernverband seems not to be part of this perceived coalition.
The contesting and non-contesting practices in relation to BVVG and its
policies evolve around the question of whether policy change is meaningful or
possible, as in practices dealing with the rest of the regulatory framework.
Here, too, the discourses create a force field in which the actors perform their
realties and arguments. It even leads to entirely different statements by my
informants: Whereas one informant told me that EU law is a limiting factor for
German land governance, another informant made the experience that in BVVG
court cases no one is interested in it.

5.3 Social relationships
As touched upon in the previous analysis, representations of East German land
property concentration are also produced at the layer of social relationships,
which “show[s] the distribution of property among concrete (groups of)
persons” (Benda-Beckmann and Benda-Beckmann 1999, 32). The layer differs
from ideologies and legal regulations in the way that it is less normative and
more concrete; it shows “which bundles of rights people actually have” (ibid.).
Obviously, related claims vary within the complex web of East German land
property practices which at the layer of social relationships unfold in the
(un)making of land property related knowledge, (historically) rooted power

Deutscher Bauernverband lobbies for low prices so that industrial agricultural actors can
cheaply buy land at the option of “direct” land acquisition.
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relationships and the constitution of broader discourse coalitions which keep
the regulation- and non-regulation-discourses “alive”.
5.3.1 The (un)making of land property knowledge
It turned out that land property and how it is represented by numbers and
“expert knowledge” functions as a momentum to define social relationships
within the case. It is hard to grasp what currently happens on the East German
land markets and in relation to property concentration processes by means of
quantitative data. For example, land ownership statistics do not exist in
Germany and holding structures are not traceable (Anonymous 3, telephone
interview, 25 September 2014; Tietz, informal telephone conversation, 6
Feburary 2015). Nor is there an official overview of court cases and judgments
dealing with BVVG land policies (Michel, telephone interview, 7 October
2014). Land property statistics and related “expert knowledge” are produced,
avoided and contested as much as political opinions. In fact, related numbers
and how the actors refer to them are political acts. As discursive practices, they
have an impact on representations of East German land property concentration.
They are perceived as “meaningless”, “lacking” or are legitimized by the way
how actors naturally refer to them. Finally, the reference to “hard facts” within
the controversy says much about the social relationships among the involved
actors as it is part of their “boundary work”. My data primarily indicated the
construction of a boundary between (close-)government actors

and

government-critical actors as illustrated as follows.
The advocate Michel challenged two types of knowledge in the same interview
account: First, he offended announcements by the BVVG in which the agency
justifies its land policies. And second, he criticized that the non-documentation
of holding structures on the East German land markets lead to the general
wrong assumption that the BVVG exclusively sells its land to “resident”
farmers:
If you read the BVVG’s announcements or somewhere else: What kind of
clamor is made on non-agricultural investors? ‘We sell 90 per cent to resident
farmers.’ […] This is only half the truth. The GmbH which belongs to KTG is
a resident farmer. If non-agricultural capital on this way leads to the
acquisition of land, if you analyze this, then in the statistics this is a purchase
by a resident farmer. (ibid.)
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In Michel’s opinion there is no clarity about the acquisition of BVVG farmland
by holdings in form of quantitative data. His mistrust towards the BVVG’s
announcements must be interpreted against the background of the entire
interview in which he represented the agency as a profit-oriented actor which
does not operate to the benefits of ordinary farmers but to the benefits of the
federal budget. In this way he drew a boundary between actors who have a
“real” interest in the support of farmers and the BVVG, i.e. the state, for which
he assumes that it does not.
The organic farmer Böthig showed the same mistrust in facts produced by the
BVVG as state actor. When he complained about the “profit-oriented” principle
underlying the agency he said: “The BVVG makes money at any costs. […]
Besides the fact that they fake their statistics and use this as the basis for
justifying their high prices” (Böthig and Dobroschke, interview, 15 September
2014). Afterwards, the attendant farmer Böthig added: “The BVVG really is a
mafia-style organization. So evil.” (ibid.).
The interviewee Gerke also showed a big mistrust in knowledge produced by
the state. When I talked with him about the statistics on leased and owned land
which is provided on the website of the Federal Ministry of Food and
Agriculture he said:
I do not believe that these statistics represent things correctly. If you think for
example of a GmbH, a GmbH with two decisive managers. And these
managers as private persons have 100 hectares each and lease it to the GmbH.
Is this categorized as leased or [privately] owned land? I do not believe in
these statistics. (Gerke, telephone interview, 28 February 2015)

Then, he criticized that state actors use numbers in order to hide East
Germany’s large-scale agricultural structure:
If you look at the “legal persons”, if they have 1.500 hectares and the
ownership share is 500 hectares…In West Germany we have businesses with
an average size of 50 hectares and an ownership share of 50 per cent which
means 25 hectares. We are talking about completely different dimensions
[comparing the agricultural structures in East and West Germany]. A few
agricultural elites [Großagrarier] brought a huge amount of land under their
control after German Reunification. What usually happens over several
generations happened here just in a few years. The federal statistics always
talk about relative numbers. This is exactly why they use relative numbers,
because absolute numbers are much more interesting in that context. (ibid.)
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This implies the assumption that state actors purposely compare the
agricultural structures of West and East Germany in order to represent East
German land concentration [in terms of land ownership shares] as marginal.
Consequently, it also suggests that the state has “something to hide”. It can be
considered as a social positioning by Gerke towards the state in terms of that
concentration processes are ignored and hid by state actors.
A demand for clarity on East German land property relations by means of
“hard facts” is also reflected in three interpellations submitted by the political
opposition between 2012 and 2013. They implied questions to the government
concerning the effects of “land privatization” by the BVVG on the agricultural
structure (Deutscher Bundestag 2012), reform proposals for the GrdstVG
(Deutscher Bundestag 2013a) and the conditions for a potential BVVG land
transfer from the federal to the federal state level (Deutscher Bundestag
2013c). The government’s responses disclosed a lacking of data in relation to
East German land market regulation and the effects thereof. The interpellations
are considered as relevant property practices as they represent the regulationand non-regulation discourses in contestations and justifications of state
practices concerning East German land property.
The disclosure of “lacking” data is not the only factor which within the
investor-controversy leads to an atmosphere that “no one really knows what is
happening” on the land markets of East Germany’s regions. When I attended
an informal network meeting of farmers and activists in the region MärkischOderland in Brandenburg on 17 September 2014, the attendees stipulated on
how to oppose the price hike of land caused by the BVVG and the “sale to nonagricultural investors” which in their view is related to this price hike
(Anonymous 7, participant observation, 17 September 2014). During the
meeting, several individuals emphasized that the BVVG land management is
the “topic of consensus” in their villages but it is hard for them to oppose it
because no one knows who owns which plot of land. They wished to have an
overview about land distribution in their region in order to be able to formulate
political claims. They also criticized that after the BVVG tender procedures the
BVVG does not publicly announce who received the plot of land which was
offered. According to some attendees this lack of transparency leads to mistrust
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among the farmers who try to get access to land and hinders them from
cooperation in a situation in which they think cooperative practices among
them would create a strong political opposition resisting accelerated land prices
and the developments in their region. The participant observation was valuable
for me because I understood how the unmaking of land property knowledge
effects social relationships among farmers who see themselves confronted with
land property concentration.
Another striking contestation of land property knowledge occurred in relation
to the Thünen reports published in 2011 and 2013. I observed that some actors
used the knowledge accumulated in the reports as evidence that there is land
concentration in East Germany, whereas others used it to demonstrate the
contrary. In this way the reference to the reports constructed the regulationand non-regulation discourse. For example, the agricultural economist Petrick
mentioned:
Regarding the question of increasing East German land concentration, I did
not see any study which really demonstrated it. In fact, it is not easy to do this
and I must admit that maybe this is because no concerned data exists. But, of
course, there is much information on land property relations and particular on
the agricultural structures in East Germany. From my point of view, it holds
incorrect that there is a serious or highly problematic tendency. The opposite
is the case. You certainly know about the study by the Thünen institute of
2011 which investigates the activities of non-agricultural investors in
Germany? They clearly conclude that there has not been an increase of such
activities. And it was a study which explicitly was involved with collecting
data related to the topic. (Petrick, telephone interview on 28 August 2014)

The anonymous representative of a ministry of one of the new federal states,
however, asserted that the Thünen reports do show that there is land
concentration and pointed to investigations in the second study related to the
Oderbruch region in Brandenburg (Anonymous 2, telephone interview, 10
September 2014). The different meaning-makings of contents provided by the
reports once more demonstrated the vagueness of the controversy and the role
the Thünen reports plays in it.
Besides the different interpretations of the reports, the latter were also subject
to statements claiming that produced data is not valid. The related storyline is
that the Thünen institute as knowledge producer is close to and financially
dependent on the federal government and the government wants to hide land
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concentration effects in order to maintain the status quo of East German land
property relations. During the summer meeting of the AbL youth group in June
2014, some members mentioned that the Thünen institute would never have
different findings than the “non-critical” ones it currently produces
(Anonymous 1, participant observation, 21-22 June 2014). In their opinion this
is because it consults with the government (Anonymous 1, participant
observation, 21/22 June 2014). A similar remark was made by the anonymous
scientist in geography in an interview:
But this is absolutely logical. The Thünen institute can only survive with state
funding meaning, it is not very non-partisan. Or, to put it differently, you
cannot expect that the Thünen institute slaughters the cow that it milks.
(Anonymous 4, telephone interview, 6 October 2014).

This relationship between knowledge production and its funding by the state
government was also underlined by the organic farmer and activist Erz who
emphasized that the current age of science is characterized by the dependency
of project funding and private capital:
The first thing is: In which age of science do we live? We live in a time, where
research and science is limited in terms of time and money. […] Which
means, the authors of such a study are always interested in being
commissioned with a follow-up project. […] They are pressured to use
formulations which do not have a strong explanatory power. […] And the
other thing is, but this is only an assumption, that the Thünen institute is very
close to the conventional domain [of agriculture]. The big companies are
directly connected to it. Also the universities and elite establishments
[Kaderschmieden] in the conventional domain, Göttingen, Hohenheim and
how they are all called, they continuously influence the Thünen institute. This
means that opinion making will always be towards intensification and
conventional agriculture. (Erz, telephone interview, 22 September 2014)

Apparently, Erz does not grant credibility to the knowledge produced by the
Thünen institute. In this way he socially positions himself against state-led land
policies and knowledge production which substantiates them. When he told me
about a political meeting on federal state level which he attended as
representative of the initiative Bündnis Junge Landwirtschaft he mentioned that
the session was closed by experts with the statement that we do not know yet
about the effects of land concentration (ibid.). According to Erz’ description he
replied, ‘I would like to warn of such a statement, because you can see the
effects. It’s as simple as that. I can show you the effects!‘ (ibid.).
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The presented contestations of knowledge production by the Thünen institute
can be considered as discursive property practices attempting to resist the
status quo. They put expert knowledge into question, pointing to the realties
that farmers or scientists see themselves confronted with in their everyday
lives. From a boundary work perspective, they seem to be close to the “land
grabbing”-frame and related scientific studies analyzed in chapter 5.1.2. The
boundary separates calls for urgent action from interpretations which – if at all
– lead into vague recommendations of “consequently apply[ing] the existing
regulatory framework” of land property as well as to “further develop” related
instruments (Bundesministerium für Ernährung und Landwirtschaft 2015). Yet,
the knowledge produced by the Thünen institute is a frequently mentioned
source of evidence in discussions about the topic. Thereby, it seems to make
the institute a powerful player within the controversy and to contribute to some
vagueness within it, “feeding” the regulation-discourse which understands
vagueness as postponing substantial regulatory amendments. The vagueness
about the topic contrasts to the clear struggle for land which is led by actors
who oppose the current situation.
5.3.2 From power and participation
When I talked to farmers or representatives of farmers’ associations who feel
negatively affected by East German land policies and the effects thereof, it
became obvious that the regulation-discourse underlay their interpretations and
led to representation of land property relations as power relationships.
Attributions of power were mostly related to the farmers’ association
Deutscher Bauernverband, the BVVG and investors as indefinite group of
actors. Such power attributions by farmers went along with descriptions
demonstrating that current socioeconomic structures do not allow for them to
fully participate as political or market players.
The farmers’ association Deutscher Bauernverband which is the largest
agricultural lobby association in Germany was subject to many descriptions of
power. As already touched upon in the actor-mapping the German agricultural
lobby consists of a dense web of personnel ties and the farmers’ association
seems to play a crucial role in it. Many farmers emphasized that the association
has powerful connections to politicians and the private sector (e.g. Behring,
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telephone interview, 29 October 2014; Böthig and Dobroschke, interview, 15
September 2014; Gioia, telephone interview 3 November 2014; Meise,
telephone interview, 7 October 2014; Palme, interview, 15 September 2014;
Reichardt, telephone interview, 21 June 2014). The perceived influence the
association has on agricultural politics, and thus on East German land policies,
was put in a nutshell by the Reichardt: “Since Horst Seehofer [agricultural
minister between 2005 and 2008], agricultural politics has no longer been
making in the Wilhelmstraße in Berlin [location of the Federal Ministry of
Food and Agriculture] but in the Claire-Waldorff-Straße” [location of
Deutscher Bauernverband] (Reichardt, telephone interview, 21 June 2014).
Reichardt also stated, that in political negotiations on land policies his
association Verband der Landwirte im Nebenberuf has little room for
maneuver, whereas Deutscher Bauernverband has much influence (ibid.).
Palme made a similar remark. The descriptions of his attendance of a session of
the

working

group

Bund-Länder

Arbeitsgruppe

“Bodenmarktpolitik”

demonstrated that the political proposals of Deutscher Bauernverband have
much weight (Palme, interview, 15 September 2014).
Some interviewees interpreted the power of Deutscher Bauernverband as
created by a historical path dependency of social relationships within the force
field of East German land politics, similar to the storyline of continuation
described in the previous analysis. Thereby, they underlined that the
association serves its political clients which they describe to be the postsocialist players of agribusiness. Jung, for example, underlined that Deutscher
Bauernverband is a direct successor organization to the VDGB (see chapter
3.3) when mentioning that “until today politics continue to privilege the largescale structures” (Jung, telephone interview, 29 September 2014). I interpret
his account to purposely employ the storyline of continuation in order
delegitimize the association’s existence – on the one hand by pointing to its
socialist origin (which for him seems to have a negative connotation) and on
the other hand by expressing his resentments towards the historical path
dependency of post-socialist land property relations which implies the
participation in agriculture of some actors and the exclusion form it of others.
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An interview with the representative of Deutscher Bauernverband, Krüger,
demonstrated that the association is eager to deconstruct above described
“(post-)socialist” attributions. This again revealed that the history of East
German land property relations plays a crucial role for meaning-makings
today. Krüger was the only interviewee who reacted in an irritated way when I
asked him questions on “post-socialist land property relations”. He stated, “In
your question you talk about ‘post-socialist developments’ in East Germany. I
resent this, of course. Actually the way you formulate your question is already
based on prejudices” (Krüger, telephone interview, 23 September 2014). Then
he added:
“Where do we live? In socialism? We have private-law structures. […] Postsocialism, you also find this in Soviet Republics where certain political
structures have been maintained. […] But ‘post-socialist’ is not really related
to [our] economy because all businesses had to transform to private-law
structures – to their responsibility, this is why I have some difficulties with it.
(ibid)

In his statement he clearly dissociates himself from the storyline that socialist
agricultural elites have been surviving within the force field of land property
relations until today. He underlines this by pointing to private property law and
economic self-responsibility – both of which are flagships of the current
capitalist land property regime.
Power relationships were also expressed by farmers in relation to the practices
of the BVVG. The advocate Michel who accompanies court cases dealing with
BVVG land conflicts explained that many farmers fear from the state agency
and perceive it as a “big moloch”:
Many come to me: ‘Tell me, do we actually have a chance against the BVVG?’
This was kind of the picture the farmers had. That you are somehow
confronted with a big moloch, as in past days, when you faced the landlord
against whom you did not have a chance anyway. (Michel, telephone
interview, 7 October, 2014)

The described feeling of powerlessness among farmers with regards to BVVG
practices was also experienced by the farmer Dobschroschke and the farmers in
his neighborhood. In an interview he illustrated:
And in 2004 we started to concretely think about what will happen in the
future. Because our lease agreements exceeded in 2014, it was clear that in the
upcoming 10 years something serious will happen and we must be prepared
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for this. And in this situation I was in contact with my neighbors and
colleagues and continuously heard that they had the same problems [with
inceasing BVVG prices of land on lease]. And when the Treuhand56
employees were sitting in our kitchen and again wanted to negotiate about
prices and told me, Mr Dobroschke, you are not supposed to talk about prices,
you are supposed to be told about them, there I realized what they wanted.
They are afraid that one knows about the other. (Böthig and Dobroschke,
interview, 15 September 2014)

The interview with Dobroschke revealed power and powerlessness. It reminded
me of the network meeting I attended in Brandenburg on which farmers and
activists deliberated on how to oppose BVVG policies. It had the same
atmosphere of “no one knows what is actually happening”. The farmer Meise
expressed a similar feeling of “being at the BVVG’s mercy”:
What we see is that land prices skyrocket and that many people own land
which they do not cultivate. Honestly, as long as we [his conventional
agricultural business] are not in a monopoly position I have a bit the
impression that for us, the BVVG is at least has an oligopoly on the land. It
becomes evident because to a limited extent it can do anything it wants with
us. (Meise, telephone interview, 7 October 2014)

Another observation of power relationships was described by Palme when he
told me about the effect of the entering of “investors” in the land market of his
region:
The problem that I see is the accumulation of several farms, a certain
oligarchization. That it is possible that an owner can concentrate 3, 4, 5, 6, 7
or more businesses and in this way can exercise market power which is
harmful for village life and from an economic perspective. And there are
many problems related to this. For example, in our neighborhood, there is a
company, Steinhoff Holding, which has 5, 6 villages under its control. And if
there is a landowner located in this region which doesn’t want to lease to
Steinhoff…Well, this doesn’t work. Because the distance is too long, so that it
doesn’t make sense for the others to go there only for 10 hectares. And this is
also why Steinhoff takes advantage of the situation and pays bad rental prices
to the lessors. (Palme, interview, 15 September 2014)

As a second aspect of socioeconomic power by “investors” Palme mentioned
the land property structures which result from the above described situation of
rental price-making. He also observed that the economic power of “investors”
becomes visible in the up- and downstream agricultural sectors: “If I have, for
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Dobroschke here still refers to the BVVG’s predecessor organization Treuhand which can
be interpreted as a post-socialist practice in itself.
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example, a fourth of the land in the district, I can totally blackmail the local
trader of agricultural machines, the local craftsperson or the local wageworker”
(ibid.).
The experiences which farmers make as participating or marginalized social
and economic actors in their regions or in land-policy making reveal the power
dynamics they feel confronted with in their struggle for land as identityendowing element and base of their livelihoods. I argue that these experiences
of power and powerlessness lay a crucial foundation for their perception that
East German land governance needs an urgent change. The force field also
reveals a tendency of actor coalitions which become visible when recognizing
the existence of the regulation- and non-regulation-discourses underlying the
interplay of opposing and justifying performances in relation to the status quo.
In the last analysis chapter I outline these discourse coalitions and briefly
illustrate their practices in the broader field of agricultural politics.
5.3.3 Discourse coalitions
My research reveals that within the investor-controversy storylines play crucial
roles in the creation of realities making sense of past and present East German
land property relations. They are used by the involved actors to conceptualize
the world as it is and should be in relation to the phenomenon of land property
concentration. According to Hajer, the “discourse-coalition approach suggest
that politics is a process in which different actors from various backgrounds
form specific coalitions around specific storylines” (Hajer 2005). I observed
that this also holds for the East German case and how the involved actors
employ certain land property storylines has been presented in the preceding
analysis. However, I argue that it is not possible to categorize the actors into
discourse-coalitions in a clear-cut manner. From the perspective of practice
theory, the actors who I observed, interviewed, and engaged with are
performers as their practices shape and are shaped of discursive structures at
the same time. The duality of their individual motivations as well as the
structures they are involved with change or dissolve over time and space. This
makes the actors operate in varying (political) contexts and their categorization
into coalitions difficult. Nevertheless, I do see the tendency that the force field
I investigated separates (close-)government and government-critical actors in
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their practices of defending or opposing the status quo of East German land
property concentration. Whereas the regulation-discourse is used as
argumentative structure by offensive actors such as grassroots initiatives,
oppositional farmers’ associations or parliamentary oppositions, the nonregulation-discourse rather allies defensive actors who work for the
government, are close to it or obviously benefit from the large-scale, industrial
agricultural sector. Of course, it is too simple to say that every storyline splits
the involved actors into the two identified coalitions. For example, the storyline
of the “BVVG price hike” is employed by both government-critical actors and
by Deutscher Bauernverband which I interpret to be rather non-critical, if not
government-close. Only by analyzing social demarcations it became obvious
that the critical actors perceived the storyline as “reserved” for their purposes
and in this way created a group boundary which excludes the farmers’
association.
My research reveals that land policy has connections to and effects on many
other agricultural topics, such as rural development, environmental
management, EU subsidies or market and price regulation.57 Besides the
discursive practices representing East German land property concentration to
be, I also observed practices within both discourse-coalitions which serve as a
“glue” of alliance in German agricultural politics as a broader policy domain.
The coalition representing the regulation-discourse often works together in
agricultural political alliances which advocate for a sustainable agriculture and
peasant farming [bäuerliche Landwirtschaft], opposing the “up-or-out”paradigm (see chapter 5.1.1). An example is the alliance AgrarBündnis e.V.
with the annually published “Critical Agricultural Report” [Kritischer
Agrarbericht] as its main project (AgrarBündnis n.d.). Another critical network
consisting of 40 organizations and initiatives leads the campaign “My
agriculture” [Meine Landwirtschaft] which since 2011 yearly organizes a large
demonstration in Berlin under the slogan “We are fed up” [Wir haben es satt]
(Meine Landwirtschaft n.d.).
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It should be mentioned that the production of bio-energy is also a prominent topic related
to East German land concentration and increasing land prices (Herre 2013). Since the
relation was not highlighted by my informants it not in the focus of this thesis.
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The actors which can roughly be categorized in the coalition representing the
non-regulation discourse rather work together in “expert” committees or via
personnel ties on an informal level as mentioned in the actor-mapping. Their
collaboration is less visible as political meetings are often not open to the
public and the connections between state actors, government-close lobby
groups and the industrial agricultural industry are hard to detect. However, the
power positions described in relation to “investors”, Deutscher Bauernverband
as a strong lobby group or the BVVG as state agency operating on behalf of the
government indicate that the actors form a strong alliance which seems to keep
the regulation-discourse dominant in representations of East German land
concentration.
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6 Conclusion
To conclude this research I will here summarize my findings against the
background of the main research question which reads:
How do actors represent East German land property concentration to be and
what are the effects of such representations?
Several land rights changes since 1945 and the transition from a socialist to a
capitalist land property regime in the course of German Reunification lay the
basis for how East Germany’s rural areas are characterized today: by a largescale agricultural structure which now seems to open the gateway for the
concentration of huge amounts of farmland by capital-intense “(nonagricultural) investors”.
The historical transition of East German land property sets the basis for today’s
meaning-makings of what East German land property relations is, was and
should be. The preceding analysis shows that representations of East German
land property concentration, conveyed by diverse practices, are based on
various – and often conflicting – interpretations, experiences and ideologies.
They are deeply rooted in East German land property history which endows
them with their specific post-socialist character.
The research shows that knowledge related to East German land property
concentration is constituted through the interplay between discursive practices
and discourses. The latter are represented or constructed by the involved actors,
serving as underlying argumentative structures to make sense of past and
current land property relations and related policies. From the perspective of
practice theory it was studied how the actors as “performers” produce
perceived realities within their scope of possibilities and how these realities, in
reverse, influence their practices. These practices imply, for example,
storylines used at short-hand in discussions, political actions, silences, social
attributions or the construction of metaphors, categorizations and concepts.
Analyzing discursive property practices let emerge the case of investigation
from the data: the political controversy on “(non-agricultural) investors” who
seem to increasingly participate on East Germany’s land markets. They are
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pictured by many actors in the status quo of (concentrated) land property which
in this thesis is anthropologically understood as social relationships mediated
through land.
The emblematic issue of “(non-agricultural) investors” splits representations of
land property concentration in two underlying discourses which were identified
as argumentative structures in the East German case: the regulation- and the
non-regulation discourses. Studying how they are performed by the involved
actors revealed much about how land property becomes manifest at the
different property layers of social organization, such as ideology and culture,
regulations and institutions as well as social relationships.
The regulation-discourse is constructed by rather critical-oppositional actors,
such as oppositional farmers’ associations with a focus on sustainable peasant
(bäuerlich) farming, grassroots initiatives or parliamentary oppositions at state
and federal state levels. It assumes a reality in which “(non-agricultural)
investors” participating on the regional land markets are an epitome of the
commodification of land as part of the industrial agricultural project. Within
the discourse, investors’ activities are blamed for causing alarming land
property concentration which urgently must be regulated by the state. In fact,
concerned claims even go beyond this – they assert that amendments of current
legal provisions and regulative institutions are possible and criticize that nonregulation is an expression of a lacking political will. Problems attributed to
current developments of land property concentration are skyrocketing land
prices which cannot be re-financed by farming as well as a socioeconomic and
environmental erosion of East German rural areas. Additional problem-frames
are a loss of a democratic control over the agricultural system and an
undermining of the right of “small- to medium-size”, “peasant”, “family” or
“resident” farmers to control over land. Some actors use the term “landgrabbing” to refer to such problems, thereby vernacularizing it from the global
to the East German context. A frequently occurring practice is the employment
of the storyline of “continuation”: It assumes that socialist land property
relations have been conserved until today and come to the fore as power
relations dominated by the post-socialist state agency BVVG, Germany’s
largest farmers’ association Deutscher Bauernverband or land acquiring and
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capital-intensive investors and holdings – all of which are assumed to maintain
and benefit from a powerful network of elites having “survived” the former
socialist GDR system. “Expert” knowledge and political committees which in
recent years tentatively attempted to reconsider East German land policies are
represented within the regulation-discourse as actors who postpone or block
changes of the status quo. Perceptions of social change being “long overdue”
indicate that new arrangements of land control seem to alter more rapidly than
land property at the legal layer of social organization.
The non-regulation discourse, however, suggests that the phenomenon of East
German land property concentration should not and/or cannot be regulated
differently than to-date. In this constructed reality there is no threatening land
property concentration in East Germany and practices of resistance are rather
perceived as exaggerated or inappropriate. Most of the actors who are involved
with practices representing – and thereby maintaining the domination of – the
non-regulation discourse are close-to-government or state actors and the rather
indefinite group of powerful players and investors who benefit from the current
land property regime. Instead of conceiving of the concentration process and
related structural changes as an “up-or-out” development, the storyline is that a
“structural change” (Strukturwandel) is underway, being a natural consequence
of a desired free play of market forces. The latter is understood to be necessary
to efficiently use land as means of production in order to assure food security
and societal stability. Thus, within the non-regulation discourse land property
is approached in a liberal notion, proposing private land ownership as “best
type” of property and prioritizing free market competition over egalitarian land
access and distribution. Hence, immediate action to regulate land acquisitions
by “investors” differently (or more “effectively” from the point of view of the
regulation-discourse) is not considered to be necessary. Many practices
representing the discourse create an atmosphere which suggests that a different
regulation of land acquisitions is not even possible. For example, they assume
that it is too late to change the contested BVVG land policies because BVVGmanaged land is almost sold out. Or, that the German state cannot intervene in
the land market because this would distort land transactions to be carried out at
“market value” – described as an essential requirement of EU law. Produced
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close-to-government “expert” knowledge, working groups at state and federal
state levels as well as government responses to oppositional minor
interpellations seem to produce vague or resigning knowledge in relation to
land property concentration and involve with a hairsplitting of categories,
concepts and categorizations. In this way they contribute to the dominant
atmosphere that the phenomenon cannot be controlled.
Identifying these discourses and related discursive practices revealed the force
field in which East German land property relations are embedded; however, not
so much as a lively and direct argumentative exchange between the opposed
actors, but rather as offensive practices of resistance of the status quo by some,
and its maintenance and/or defensive justification by others. Still, it unravels
much social positioning among the involved actors which demonstrates the
social significance of land property.
A further effect of knowledge formation within the discourses is that different
actors have competing claims over East German land. Land conflicts seem to
be heavily based on different world views and value systems, and, through the
discursive engagement of the involved actors, create an atmosphere which is
characterized by a high degree of uncertainty in terms of what is happening on
the regional land markets. This is even reinforced by a striking lack and/or
contestation of numbers and “hard facts” describing the phenomenon of land
property concentration. So far, there have not been made substantial
amendments of the regulatory framework to curtail the tendency of land
property concentration. Understanding legal provisions and policies as (an
outcome of) performativity and discursive practices, the maintenance of the
status quo can be traced back to the predominance of the non-regulation
discourse.

136

7 Discussion
If there is one thing that I have learned from this research project it is that
fighting oneself though the jungle of representations of East German land
property concentration can be a though and dizzying performance. On my way
to making sense of my data, I had many confusing moments which
continuously demanded my interpretation. This led to my main argument, that
is: actors dealing with the phenomenon of East German land property
concentration represent the issue within the ongoing political controversy on
“(non-agricultural) investors” and such representations constitute and are
constituted through the two conflicting discourses of regulation and nonregulation. I will here reflect on the theoretical and methodological framework
of this journey and interpret it with regards to its contributions to both
scientific literature and society.

7.1 Theoretical and methodological reflections
The theoretical framework I applied operationalized representations of land
property in an innovative way. It merged the concepts of discourse (Hajer
2002; Bacchi and Bonham 2014) and property (Benda-Beckmann and BendaBeckmann 1999) under the umbrella of practice theory (Arts, Behagel et al.
2013). The element of practice which lies at the interface between the applied
conceptualizations of discourse and property was exactly what I wanted to
investigate in order to answer my research question. I called this conceptual
interface “discursive (land) property practices” and deconstructed it at the
property layers of ideology and culture, regulations and institutions as well as
social relationships. This facilitated me to get acquainted to the wide range of
meanings that those actors who are involved with East German land property
concentration give to the phenomenon. In this way I could construct the
investor-controversy as the case of my study and trace the discourses which
constitute knowledge on East German land property within this controversy.
I should note here that studying discourses in the light of practice theory
confronted me with a conceptual challenge. Like Behagel (2012), I wanted to
study practices “as the sites where contestations and hence politicization [!]
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become real” (idem, 35). However, whilst practices theory conceives “of social
reality first and foremost as constituted by activity” (idem, 41), the
construction of meaning, in discourse theory, is understood to be a “relational
activity, where signifiers or discursive elements only acquire meaning in
relation to each other” (ibid.). This is why I wondered how discourse can fit
together with practice and be material and thus powerful and political,
considering individuals as “performers” (practice theory) instead of “subjects”
of power (discourse theory). As Behagel (2012) puts it, “viewing the social as
material […] is not self-evident” (ibid.). However, I applied this subjectivist
approach, following Bacchi (2014) who argues that discourse is inherently
material as it makes things happen (Bacchi and Bonham 2014). With regards to
my research this meant to conceive of discourse – understood as constitution of
knowledge or argumentative structure – as having an effect on the material,
socioeconomic developments of East German land property. In this way I
developed a policizing approach to the case.
The interpretive research design of this study did not seek for the
generalizability of findings. Rather, it facilitated me to make sense of the
puzzle I faced before the research: What is going on in East Germany about
land property and conflicts? And why do people claim “land grabbing” to be
out there, or, on the contrary, see the property relations developing around land
as normal, efficient and desirable? The “abductive reasoning” (Schwartz-Shea
and Yanow 2012, 28) I applied, led to the accumulation of in-depth knowledge
on the topic and case under investigation. Through the iterative process of
finding the surprising, the relevant, and impulses contributing to an
explanation, I developed my main argument. This opens up possibilities to
create linkages to similar or conflicting (case) studies and ideas.
Several characteristics of my research approach contrast to positivist research,
thus also making it impossible to produce objective and replicable knowledge.
The case of the investor-controversy is a construction as a result of individual
interpretation, endowing it with its particularity. It emerged from the data
through the individual meaning-makings of both the informants and my
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involvement as a researcher.58 Related to this, the selection of research units
was highly dependent on access, relations and situations “in the field”. For
instance, my personal engagement in a Germany-wide network of actors who
have rather critical attitudes towards (East German) land property
concentration made it relatively easy for me to approach critical actors. In
contrast, I was confronted with the denial of access by some relevant
informants who are not part of my network; for example, politicians or
representatives of land-acquiring companies who I suppose to have rather noncritical opinions about the current land property regime. To fill this gap it
would

be

worthwhile

to

conduct

further

research

which

exposes

representations of these groups of actors.
Access to the field was also determined by my language and location. The fact
that I am a German native speaker was a door-opener for field visits and
interviews. That I do not originate from East Germany (nor did I live in the
region during the time of research) shaped the way I grounded myself in the
field. For example, I could not visit a relevant event59 and had to conduct most
of the interviews by telephone. This shaped my relations with the field and
surely had an impact on the “production” of data. However, I did not perceive
this as a limitation to research since I tried to switch data collection techniques
where needed and always tried to interpret social accounts in context. It even
had an advantageous side: It helped me to extricate from the field and thus
manage the ethnographical challenge of being “intellectually poised between
familiarity and strangeness” (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007, 89). A further
aspect which determined the extent to which I grounded myself in the case was
the time span of research. I had time to “find” the case and involve myself in it
for around 12 months and, of course, the findings would have got richer the
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I believe that different themes would have been generated if I had talked to different actors
and at another time. An example is the theme of biogas production as a driver of largescale land acquisitions in East Germany which is hardly presented in my research although
there are hints that it is plays a crucial role in debates (Forstner, Tietz et al. 2011; Brunner
2014; Kay, Peuch et al. 2015).
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I speak here of the public expert discussion with the title “Land grabbing in Brandenburg –
what can we do about it?” organized by Heinrich-Böll-Stiftung on 21 February 2014 in
Eberswalde/Brandenburg. I watched the discussion later on youtube and took “fieldnotes”
of it.
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longer I had conducted the research. In order to cope with this limitation and to
generate trustworthy data I talked to actors also about the findings that I
perceived to have generated and in this way checked for their acceptability.
On my journey of understanding representations of land property I was
confronted with some ethical issues in relation to political sensitivity. Because
I think that sharing these experiences is valuable for similar studies, I will
briefly outline here how I coped with them. I learned that East German land
property is a political sensitive issue because its post-socialist character rapidly
leads discussions into assignments of guilt concerning past incidents on the one
side, and emotions of feeling offended on the other. In addition, the community
of actors dealing with East German land policy is well-connected which is why
the actors often know each other and from each others’ practices. In order to
not provoke (even more) conflicts and to avoid blaming someone I employed
certain strategies. First, when desired by the informant, I offered an
anonymization of sources and personal details of social accounts. Second, in
several cases, I sent the interview transcript to the concerned interviewee for a
check because he or she demanded for it. Third, in some cases I doublechecked with the informant to what extent I may refer to his or her statements
made. And fourth, the fact that all data are available in German language meant
that I had to freely translate them to English which had the risk to change the
sense of meaning-making and cause distorted representations. I tried to cope
with this by simply translating as conscientiously as possible. With the first
three strategies I took the risk that amendments of transcripts or field notes
would gravely distort or erase my data. Surprisingly, however, the informants
did not demand the withholding of relevant information.

7.2 Scientific reflections
My case study shows the complexity of practices related to current
developments of land property concentration. This complexity was particularly
puzzling to me when I started the research project. It got less surprising, when I
absorbed what East German land property actually is: historically rooted social
relationships between the people who live on the land, cultivate, acquire or
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govern it. This applies in particular to East Germany as a post-socialist region
where history has clearly left its marks.
Stressing this, I consider the study as a contribution to anthropological research
on land tenure, especially on perceptions and framings of the transformation
period and in the post-socialist setting. It goes beyond the dominant liberal
paradigm with its one-sided focus on the monetary valuation of land (Hann
1998; Humphrey and Verdery 2004). As Hoebel (1996) puts it, “the essential
nature of property is to be found in social relationships rather than in any
inherent attributes of the thing or object that we call property” (Hoebel 1966;
quoted in Hann 1998). The multiple functions that land property has for social
organization were shown with the analysis of the actors’ discursive property
practices. Investigating them at the different property layers disclosed that land
property has more to offer than the allocation of a scarce resource. In East
Germany, it endows farmers with identity, incites actors to establish a
collective view on societal stability, gathers activists to express their
resentment towards industrial farming and creates perceptions and feelings of
power and powerlessness.
My research enriches the literature on post-socialist land property in the light
of the recent history of property transformation, and in terms of providing indepth knowledge on the East German case from the perspective of practice
theory. This is particularly valuable considering the literature gap which I
identified beforehand. Getting grounded in the actors’ practices facilitated to
understand the case as a force field in which some oppose the status quo,
whereas others maintain or justify it. The fuzziness of land property within this
field – which contributed to my initial feeling of being drowned in a jungle of
representations – is the specific character that anthropologists already
identified for other post-socialist regions (e.g. Burawoy and Verdery 1999;
Hann 2002). What these studies have in common is to argue that imposing and
dismantling

collective

ownership

in

times

of

“collectivization”

or

“privatization” is not a matter of simply “creating new ownership rights but of
transforming […] property relations” (Verdery 2004, 139). In the light of
Verdery’s argument, representations of land property concentration – including
the storyline of continuation – must be understood as a matter of
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transformation, too. Open protest against state-led land governance and the
perceived reality that powerful players of former GDR elites maintain and
benefit from today’s land property regime can be understood themselves as
transforming social relationships because they are (and provoke other) social
positioning.
Land property is never without historical roots and political transformations
seem to have an enormous impact on the matrix of values that land property
regimes consist of. My observation that conflicts over East German land are at
stake 25 years after the fall of the Berlin wall shows that changes of land
property regulations enormously shake society and – as shown with the East
German case – even result in further amendments, like a “domino effect”
(albeit, without a start). In this sense I follow Sikor who studies land property
politics in post-socialist settings. He argues that “these reconfigurations of rural
property are possible because the larger political-economic and cultural
transformations have left a ‘social vacuum’ in post-socialist Central and
Eastern Europe” (Sikor 2006, 121). In referring to his colleagues he adds that
“the radical nature of the larger transformations combines with the massive
assault on property relations to throw most basic social rules and values
associated with land up into the air” (Burawoy and Verdery 1999; Sturgeon
and Sikor 2004; quoted in Sikor 2006, 121). The conflicting discourses that I
identified within the political controversy on “(non-agricultural) investors”
illustrate exactly this restructuring of rules and values. However, it was
interesting

to

see

that

not

all

discursive

practices

expressed

the

acknowledgement of social significance. My impression was that particularly
when discussions on (non-)regulations got technical in terms of policy- and
law-making, aspects such as ideology, values and social relationships mediated
through land tended to fall by the wayside. Does this need to be so? I interpret
it to part of the domination of the non-regulation-discourse.
What caught my initial attention to the topic of investigation was the increased
employment of the “land grabbing”-frame in relation to the East German
situation. Although my involvement with the case shifted my thoughts away
from the vernacularization of the term, I do think that my research contributes
to land grabbing literature. Whereas most publications approach the
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phenomenon from a structuralist approach (e.g. Borras Jr and Franco 2012;
McMichael 2012; Sassen 2013), I show with my study that investigating it in
an interpretive way gives valuable insights into what experienced land property
concentration does with the people who are concerned with it. It thus goes
beyond the structuralist “black box” and demonstrates the fears and political
struggles which are related to it – opening up thoughts for social change.

7.3 Societal reflections
The force field of East German land politics is at a crossroads. The “land
grabbing”-frame has never been as present in the German media as in recent
years. Voices of resistance against the status quo of East German land property
have been raised louder through grassroots campaigns, demonstrations and
other public events. They express strong resentments towards state-led land
governance and demonstrate the struggle for land in which the opposing actors
seem to find themselves, albeit with humble effects. However, dominant
involvements with East German land property concentration are characterized
by passivity. It is telling that state-led working groups having dealt with the
question of whether and how to regulate activities of land-acquiring investors
in East Germany recently came to resigning conclusions and terminated their
commitment, rendering themselves unaccountable or incapable of dealing with
the issue.
To-date, there have not been made substantial amendments of the existing
regulatory framework to tackle land concentration. I find this striking for three
reasons: First, there is noticeable socioeconomic change of East Germany’s
countryside in terms of decreasing workforce in agriculture, the bankruptcy of
farms as well as the loss of infrastructure in the regions – problems which
sooner or later will demand political attention and effort.60 Second, the
government’s passivity contrasts to the growing resistance of critical
politicians, activists as well as farmers who experience the negative impact of
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For statistics see: agricultural statistics provided by the Federal Ministry of Food and
Agriculture (Bundesministerium für Ernährung und Landwirtschaft 2014) and the final
report by the Enquete Commission 5/1, chapter 5.3.4 on “Structural developments in
agriculture in the federal state of Brandenburg” (Landtag Brandenburg 2014).
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land property concentration first-hand in their villages. And third, it is
incomprehensible considering the common perception that the case is marked
by much obscurity with regards to “(non-agricultural) investors” and their
activities on the land markets. All aspects need attention in further research.
We need to know more about East German land property concentration and the
effects it has on society.
I argue that changes of East German land property will depend on the extent to
which critical voices will be raised, and heard on other side of the force field.
Another crucial factor will be how the era of making “gold with yield”
(Fairbairn 2014) will develop. Conceiving of East German land property
concentration to be part of the global “farmland investment boom” (Fairbairn
2014, 777), it remains to see how the land markets will interact. However, I am
rather skeptical with regards to changes of the status quo. The “logic of
practice” (Bourdieu 1990; quoted in Arts, Behagel et al. 2013, 7) presented in
this work demonstrates that (land) governance is an outcome of knowledge
constituted in the duality of structure and agency. This is why social change
will not happen overnight, not least because of the post-socialist path
dependency of East German land property relations. Additionally, capital-weak
farmers – those who are most affected by the negative consequences of land
property concentration – often do not have the capacities to organize
themselves and lead a political struggle.
Coming back to my prediction that (discursive) changes of the status quo of
land property relations will depend on the extent to which the force field will
be shaken up I do see capacities for improvisation in the civil society sphere. It
is remarkable how the coalition of actors demanding a different land property
regime has triggered land politics and the media to, at least, discuss the topic.
Although my impression is that towards the end of my research project the
attention to it decreased again,61 however, I predict that it will play a role in

61

My perception is based on the observation that the topic of land property concentration (or
“land grabbing”) got less present in the media and political campaigns, and that the
„expert“ groups on the state levels are not active (anymore). This was confirmed by Willi
Lehnert, the campaign manager of Bündnis Junge Landwirtschaft, who, however, asserted
that the topic continues to play a role at the grassroots level and is still being discussed on
the meetings of Germany’s farmers’ associations (Willi Lehnert, informal telephone
conversation, 14 October 2015).
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future debates on land sovereignty in Europe (Kay, Peuch et al. 2015) as well
as in the recent “rise of urban food planning” which forecasts that the question
of farmland control in the urban periphery will be essential when planning how
to feed the cities of tomorrow (Morgan 2012). Pioneers are already on the rise:
farm collectives such as Organischer Landbau Bienenwerder, the citizens’
cooperative Ökonauten or the activities of Bioboden Genossenschaft/GLS bank
or all aim at safeguarding farmland for sustainable usage and to bring it into
citizens’ hands.
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Annex
Interview guide (per theme):
Personal involvement
− His/her personal confrontation with the topic of East German land
property relations/land concentration
− His/her personal involvement in East German land policy debates
− His/her involvement in concrete practices in order to influence current
land policy debates
Problems and solutions
− Perceived problems with regards to East German land property
relations
− Perceived past, present and future solutions with regards to East
German land property relations
− Perceived (historical) failures of state politics/policies
− Perceived (historical) failures of legal provisions and the institutional
framework
− Perceived (historical) failures of concrete persons, politicians, parties
Status quo
− Perceived relevance of the transformation process (GDR to FRG) for
the status quo of land property relations/land concentration
− Feelings of injustice/resentment with regards to the status quo
Abstract considerations on land (property)
− Reflection on the symbolic/existential/other significance of land
(property) to the interviewee or to other actors
− Reflection on the “best” type of property
− Interpretation of the term “land grabbing”
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Snowball sampling question
− Who else is involved in the controversy from a similar or opposing
point of view?
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List of informants
Name of
informant
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Type and date of
personal
communication

Documentation

Anonymous 1

Members of
youth group
of AbL

Participant observation
Notes
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annual summer meeting
on 21 and 22 June 2014,
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Anonymous 2

Representati
ve of one of
new federal
states’
ministries

Telephone interview on
10 September 2014,
approx. 60 minutes

Notes

Anonymous 3

Representati
ve of the
Federal
Ministry of
Food and
Agriculture,
Berlin/Berlin

Telephone interview on
25 September, 68
minutes

Full transcript

Anonymous 4

Scientist in
geography

Telephone interview on
6 October 2014, 61
minutes

Full transcript

Anonymous 5

Scientist in
agricultural
economy

Telephone interview on
12 September 2014, 40
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Full transcript

Anonymous 6

Employee of
BVVG
Bodenverwer
tungs- und
verwaltungs
GmbH

Telephone interview on
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minutes

Full transcript

Anonymous 7

Members of
Bündnis
Junge
Landwirtsch
aft e.V.,
Organischer
Landbau in
Bienenwerder e.V.,
farmers of
the region
MärkischOderland,

Participant observation
of a network meeting on
the topic “land grabbing
in East Germany” on 17
September 2014,
organized by
Organischer Landbau
in Bienenwerder e.V.

Notes
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(amongst
others)
Behring, Ralf

Farmer,
Behringhof
am Gamengrund,
Gemeinde
Höhenland/B
randenburg

Telephone interview on
29 October 2014, 21
minutes

Full transcript

Böthig, Heike
& Dobroschke,
Ulf

Farmers, Gut
Peetzig GbR,
Angermünde
/Brandenburg

Interview on 15
September 2014,
Angermünde/Brandenburg, 42 minutes

Full transcript

Erz, Johannes

Farmer,
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Erz,
Vierlinen/
Brandenburg
; member of
Bündnis
Junge
Landwirtsch
aft e.V.

Telephone interview on
22 September 2014, 53
minutes

Full transcript

Förtig, Benedikt Member &
& von Loë,
spokesman
Seraphim
of the
executive
board of
KTG Agrar
SE,
Hamburg/Ha
mburg

Telephone interview on
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minutes

Full transcript

Frowein, Robert Executive
director of
AgroEnergy
GmbH,
Hamburg/Ha
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Telephone interview on
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Full transcript

Gerke, Jörg

Telephone interview on
28 February 2015, 59
minutes

Full transcript

Farmer,
Rukieten/
Mecklenburg
-Western
Pomerania;
author;
member of
AbL
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Gioia, Paula

Farmer,
Organischer
Landbau in
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Müncheberg/
Brandenburg
; food
activist

Greff, Uwe

Manager of
Telephone interview on
the land fund 30 September 2014, 56
Bioboden
minutes
Genossenschaft
(succesor to
BioBodenGesellschaft
GmbH & Co.
KG/GLS
Gemeinschaftsbank,
Bochum/
North RhineWestphalia

Full transcript

Hirte (formerly
publishing as
Küster), Katrin

Scientific
staff member
at the
Research
Institute for
comprehendsive Analysis
of Economy,
Linz/Austria

Informal telephone
conversation on 14
October 2014

Notes

Telephone interview on
14 October 2014, 64
minutes

Full transcript

E-Mail on 15 January
2015

Text

Telephone interview on
29 September 2014, 40
minutes

Full transcript

Jung, Reinhard

Managing
director of
the federal
state
association
of
Brandenburg
of Deutscher
Bauernbund

Telephone interview on
3 November 2014, 58
minutes

Transcript
(selection)
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e.V.
Krüger,
Wolfgang

Chairman of
the expert
committee
on
agricultural
law of
Deutscher
Bauernverband e.V.

Telephone interview on
23 September 2014, 35
minutes

Full transcript

Lehnert, Willi

Campaign
manager of
stopplandgrabbing
.de / Bündnis
Junge
Landwirtschaft e.V.

Telephone interview on
23 May 2014, approx.
60 minutes

Transcripts and
notes

E-Mail on 12 July 2014

Text

Informal telephone
conversation on 14
October 2015

Notes

Meise,
Benjamin

Executive
Telephone interview on
director of
7 October 2014, 75
Fürstenminutes
walder
Agrarprodukte
GmbH/
agrafrischgroup,
Steinhöfel/Br
andenburg

Full transcript

Michel, FranzChristoph

Lawyer
specialized
in
agricultural
law,
Templin/Bra
ndenburg

Telephone interview on
7 October 2014, 68
minutes

Full transcript

Palme, Stefan

Farmer, Gut
Wilmersdorf
GbR,
Angermünde
/Brandenburg

Interview on 15
September 2014,
Angermünde/Brandenb
urg, 68 minutes

Full transcript
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Petrick, Martin

Agricultural
economist at
IAMO, Halle
(Saale)/Saxo
ny-Anhalt

Telephone interview on
28 August 2014, 62
minutes

Reichardt, Jens

Part-time
Interview on 21 June
farmer in
2014, Bad Nauheim, 40
Saxonyminutes
Anhalt,
federal
chairman of
Bundesverband der
Landwirte im
Nebenberuf
e.V.

Transcript
(selection)

Full transcript

Informal telephone
conversation on 20
August 2014

Notes

Full transcript

Schuler,
Christina

Farmer,
Tonndorfer
Schlossmilch
, Tonndorf/
Thuringia

Telephone interview on
12 September 2014, 50
minutes

Suhr, Martin

Farmer,
Beerfelder
Hof,
Steinhöfel/Br
andenburg

Interview on 17
Transcript
September 2014,
(selection)
Steinhöfel/Brandenburg,
84 minutes

Tietz, Andreas

Scientific
staff member
at the
Institute of
Rural
Studies/Thün
en Institute,
Braunschwei
g/Lower
Saxony

Informal telephone
conversation on 6
February 2015

Notes

Vogel, Axel &
Schünemann,
Svenja
(assistant)

Chairman of
the Green
Group in the
federal state
parliament of
Brandenburg

Interview on 16
September 2014,
Potsdam/Brandenburg,
40 minutes

Full transcript

