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A year in agriculture Sustainable funds gain ground as 
investors seek better water management and reduced 
emissions

JAN FEB MAR APR MAY JUN

Sustainable agribusiness fund  
raises $452m 

ADM Capital Europe announced a final close for 
its Cibus Fund, after raising $322 million plus an 
extra $130 million in co-investments. The eight-year 
fund, which has so far completed six investments, 
is aiming for a 20 percent rate of return. A key part 
of its strategy is to apply new technologies, such as 
aeroponics, to grow food using fewer inputs. 

Saudis in massive 
Australian land deal 

The Saudi Agricultural 
and Livestock Investment 
Company penned a deal to 
purchase 200,000 hectares 
of cropping and grazing 
land, including a 40,000-
head sheep flock, in Western 
Australia. The transaction 
marks SALIC’s first investment 
in Australia and its first 
foray into sheep production 
globally. The government’s 
Foreign Investment Review 
Board eventually approved 
SALIC’s entry after a delay of 
several months.

Equilibrium closes indoor food-
growing fund

Real assets-focused Equilibrium Capital 
closed its first indoor agri vehicle on 
$336 million. Australian pension fund 
LGIAsuper is the biggest single investor, 
making a $112 million commitment. 
The Controlled Environment Food Fund 
will target indoor fruit and vegetable 
growing opportunities, particularly in the 
US, where greenhouse farming is less 
widespread than in Europe. 
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Agri-logistics emerges 
as attractive asset class 

Funds are increasingly 
investing in infrastructure for 
processing and distributing 
food in Australia. CBRE 
published data showing $1 
billion in agri-logistics assets 
have changed hands over 
the past two years. These 
are seen as defensive assets, 
due to the fact food demand 
is relatively invulnerable 
during a recession. Australian 
agri-logistics also promises 
higher returns than traditional 
farmland investments, and 
many facilities have huge 
potential to tap export 
markets. 

Blue Sky enters receivership after 
breaching loan covenant

Fund manager Blue Sky Alternative Investments 
was forced to appoint administrators after it 
breached a covenant on a loan from Oaktree Capital 
Management. The firm had endured a year of crisis 
after being accused of overvaluing its assets, with 
several top executives leaving in quick succession. 
The final straw came when Blue Sky breached its 
covenant on minimum recurring cash EBITDA on the 
Oaktree loan.

Texas TRS revisits 
farmland investments

The Teacher Retirement 
System of Texas is to consider 
farmland investments in 2020 
and beyond, amid falling 
asset prices. The TRS has 
largely avoided farmland 
investment since 2010, owing 
to very high prices. The 
firm believes that farmland 
could complement its $150 
million commitment to Paine 
Schwartz Partners’ Food 
Chain Fund. The blurring of 
lines between infrastructure 
and agri investing has been 
another factor persuading the 
firm to revisit its strategy.

Murray-Darling water prices reach  
all-time high

Average monthly water allocation prices in the 
Murray-Darling Basin increased by 139 percent 
between July 2018 and July 2019, representing 
the longest sustained period of high prices ever 
recorded. The trend is driven by a prolonged 
drought in the region, as well as an influx of new 
water-intensive agribusinesses. This has prompted 
the Almond Board of Australia to demand a 
moratorium on new water licenses.

Lack of GP experience holds 
back agri investing

Institutional investors want to deploy 
more capital into agriculture, but are 
deterred by a lack of experience among 
fund managers, according to a panelist 
at the Agri Investor Chicago Forum. 
The panelist told the forum, which was 
held under the Chatham House Rule, 
that doubt over managers’ capabilities 
is “one of the biggest issues hindering 
institutional interest outside of North 
America.” They added that even in 
the US, there are too few professional 
investors through whom capital can be 
deployed. Another expert said that more 
generalist firms that tried to exploit the 
knowledge gap could be caught out 
due to their lack of specific expertise. 
They warned that non-specialist fund 
managers that invest in agriculture tend 
to be process-focused and fail to think 
long-term.

MIRA reaches hard-cap on 
emissions reduction fund

Macquarie Infrastructure and Real Assets 
closed capital raising on its third agri 
fund after it reached the A$1 billion 
($680 million; €610 million) hard-cap. 
The fund has a 15-year term and is 
focused on both row cropping and 
permanent cropping, with a mandate to 
reduce carbon emissions. The fund will 
collaborate with several other bodies to 
develop clean energy models that can be 
shared across the farming sector.
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The Nuveen view Sustainable 
practices that extend the lifecycle 
of agricultural investments create 
enduring value for long-term 
investors 

By 2030, the world’s farmland 
will support a population of 
more than 8 billion people – an 

increase that will require a 25 percent 
boost in agricultural productivity. At 
the same time, the developing world’s 
middle class is likely to continue 
to shift its diet, consuming more 
protein, and subsequently increasing 
pressure on global grain supplies. 
Moreover, industrialization and urban 
development is encroaching upon the 
world’s finite farmland resources. And as 

Expert analysis by Sanaz Raczynski, head of sustainability, real assets at Nuveen

Long-term investment success in this 
sector demands sound and diligent 
stewardship. 

Deterring deforestation
At the heart of the world’s climate 
change challenge are two conflicting 
realities for investors in agriculture. 

First, the UN projects that today’s 
population of 7.6 billion will grow to 
9.7 billion by 2050, which will drive an 
ever-greater need for food, fibers and 
other agricultural products. Second, 
the reality of climate change demands 
that society address these needs 
through more efficient and sustainable 
agricultural approaches.

Climate change represents a 
significant threat to the long-term 
viability and productivity of agricultural 
assets around the world. The most 
visible aspects of this threat – severe 
storms and floods, droughts and 
wildfires, extensive erosion – have 
the potential to impact farmland and 
diminish value for investors. 

Not every threat is as visible as a 
natural disaster, however. Deforestation, 
for example, indirectly impacts 
agriculture by affecting weather 
patterns. Forests play an important role 
in stabilizing the amount of carbon 
released into the atmosphere, but 
scientists estimate that 15 percent of 
global carbon dioxide emissions are 
due to deforestation. Deforestation is 
a particular concern in regions of the 
world where agricultural development 
is occurring very quickly, such as in 
South America.

Agriculture is a big part of both 
the problem and the solution. 
Nuveen is working to protect against 
deforestation in Brazil and other 
regions by committing to sustainable 
farming practices and avoiding recently 
deforested areas when we acquire new 
farmland. 

For example, we adhere to the 
Brazilian Forest Code, which, among 
other things, protects forests on private 
properties and encourages restoration 
of legal reserves for native reservations. 
We protect more than 200,000 acres 
of native vegetation in Brazil, which 
guarantees that these areas will remain 
untouched in the future.

water becomes an increasingly scarce 
resource, agricultural regions with 
sustainable water supply will become 
implied exporters of water by virtue of 
their crop production.

For investors with a long-term 
investment horizon, global agricultural 
land presents a compelling investment 
opportunity – but one that also carries 
risk. Firms managing agriculture assets 
must employ rigorous sustainability 
practices, leveraging every tool at 
their disposal to mitigate that risk. 
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“ The reality of 
climate change 
demands that 
society address 
these needs through 
more efficient 
and sustainable 
agricultural 
approaches ”

We also invest in climate data that 
tells us about our risk exposure across 
different regions and crops compared 
against varying climate scenarios. As the 
largest farmland investor in the world 
and a long-time responsible investor, 
we are very much focused on mitigating 
the impact of climate change on 
agriculture systems and our agriculture 
investments, while also mitigating the 
impact of agriculture on climate change. 
It needs to go both ways in order to 
have an impact.

Data and technology has laid the 
groundwork for our diversification 
strategy across regions and crops, 
which allows us to mitigate risk. The 
combination of rich data sets and 
local experience means we can tailor 
our sustainability activities to each 
individual farm. We can then address 
threats to productivity in the short term 
while helping to ensure long-term 
performance and value. 

Why sustainability matters
Farmland investments are vital to 
meeting global demand for food. At the 
same time, fund managers have  
a responsibility to encourage 
sustainable practices and to be good 
stewards of the environment over 
the long term. In partnership with 
our tenants, local operators and farm 
managers, Nuveen fosters sustainability 
best practices and promotes investment 
in farming innovation to improve 
efficiency. 

Sound stewardship is imperative for 
us – it is fundamental to our long-term 
investment success and aligned with 
our corporate values. As we execute our 
investment strategy, we are committed 
to pursuing the UN-backed Principles 
for Responsible Investment Farmland 
guidelines, which we helped to  
develop in 2011 with other farmland 
investors.

The realities of climate change have 
only strengthened Nuveen’s resolve to 
keep sustainability at the forefront of 
our policies, strategies and practices 
every day. 

With data, technology and other 
tools, investors mindful of risk can 
navigate these challenges and 
opportunities. ■

Data powers farming revolution
Data and technology can play a major 
role in informing farmland investment 
and management approaches, 
potentially increasing alpha and 
managing risk for investors. From a 
global investment perspective, fund 
managers can conduct data analysis to 
understand how both macro trends and 
local attributes will impact and support 
financial performance. 

Our models consider the rising 
world population, changing dietary 
patterns in developing markets, as well 
as the reduction in arable land in the 
coming decades and how such factors 
will drive the supply-demand balance 
for food and fiber. We combine data 
from satellite imagery to understand 
historical land use patterns, while 
matching it to government global 
positioning system data used to 
substantiate land claims.

Data in action
California: Aerial image data drives water efficiency
In California’s Central Valley, nearly all of our tree nut operators have begun using 
aerial spectral imagery to optimize water and nitrogen use. High-resolution, 
multi-spectral images provide farmers with accurate, real-time information about 
the water and nutrient status of their plants. They also flag leaks and blockages 
in irrigation systems for the farmer to repair. Images captured throughout the 
growing season let farmers gauge their progress in addressing issues. When 
combined with soil moisture monitoring programs already in place, this data-
intense imaging technology helps to derive optimal value from every drop of 
water in this drought-challenged part of the US.

Brazil: Integrated data analysis reduces risk
Before we purchase farmland in emerging markets such as Brazil, we carefully 
assess data from a range of sources to crystallize our understanding of each 
asset’s history and to reduce risk. At times, it’s hard to find documents that 
confirm land ownership in the past, so title searches and farmland licenses 
may not be sufficient. So, we use satellite images, some dating as far back as 
the 1950s, to understand the historical use of land, cultivation patterns, any 
transformation or development, the presence of indigenous populations and 
environmental issues. 

We also review government GPS data – such as the Brazilian National Institute 
of Agrarian Reform electronic system – to substantiate ownership claims, 
indigenous territories and conservation areas. Such rigor is essential to reduce 
deforestation risk, respect the rights of indigenous peoples and preserve positive 
relationships with communities. 

Finally, not only do we conduct our own extensive analysis, but we also hire 
third-party experts to verify and confirm information from companies, farmers, 
tenants and lenders.
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Editor’s letter 

New ideas need 
roadmaps

Binyamin Ali
binyamin.a@peimedia.com

Binyamin Ali

You can’t plan to have a great idea. Inspiration has a knack of hitting you, sometimes 
arriving just when you need it. As Nuveen would certainly agree, the wonderful 
thing about responsible investing in agriculture is there’s so much of it that needs to 

be done.  
The climate change challenge facing global agriculture has most recently been laid bare 

by the UN’s Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. It estimates that between 21 
and 37 percent of total net carbon emissions can be traced back to the global food system. 

So we have to ask how we can achieve resource efficiencies at a scale where we can 
build credible circular economies. We 
must look for ways to improve how 
natural capital is managed and develop 
new solutions to improve productivity in a 
sustainable way on farms around the world. 

At the end of a year dominated by 
shocking images of the Amazon in flames, 
we need to find new practices to manage 
forest stocks and preserve these precious 
resources for future generations. And, 
perhaps most importantly, we must ask 
how we can collectively manage our 
increasingly scarce water resources. 

To this end, Agri Investor’s A-Z of responsible investing brings together a list of 26 key 
topics sustainable funds should be thinking about when they seek to invest responsibly. 

The themes illustrated here are by no means comprehensive. But they do offer a 
window into what members of the private equity investment space are thinking about.  

Our A-Z seeks to serve as a reliable map of some of the concerns that ought to guide 
those ideas. Our thanks go to Nuveen for helping us to flesh out the issues that matter 
most to agri investors. We hope it makes for interesting reading.

“ The wonderful 
thing about 
responsible investing 
in agriculture is there’s 
so much of it that 
needs to be done ”
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The thinking 
behind the A-Z

A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z

Illustrations: Lee Playle

What themes and issues are top of mind for 
managers, investors and advisors when they  
think about responsible investing in an agri 
investing context? 

Agri Investor teamed up with Brighton-based illustrator Lee Playle 
at our Responsible Investment Forum Europe event in London to 
find out.

Our idea was to create an illustrated A-Z wall based on 
suggestions from conference delegates of what each letter in the 
alphabet could represent, and you will find the results in the pages 
that follow. The challenge was as much a creative endeavor as 
a journalistic enterprise. Could our artist succeed in producing 
26 illustrations by the end of the forum? Would the resulting 
illustrated wall adequately encapsulate the breadth of vision of what 
responsible investing in agri investing means?

Ada Arevelo, vice-president of Avanath Capital Partners, 
believes so. “I think the wall is amazing. It’s a great collaborative 
work that shows just how far we’ve come in the ESG principles in 
our various sectors.”

Such was the popularity of the A-Z at the forum that we decided 
to turn it into this magazine. No one is claiming the themes we 
have selected to focus on in these pages – climate change, natural 
capital, productivity, resource efficiency, urbanization, water 
management, the XX chromosome and zero waste – are a definitive 
list of all the issues currently in play in the world of responsible agri 
investing. But there is little doubt they represent some of the most 
pertinent sustainability concerns and core agenda items in the agri 
investment community at this moment in time. ■
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Responsible investing in 26 letters
The  complete illustrated A-Z guide to the key issues  

for sustainable funds

A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z
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Illustrations: Lee Playle

A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z
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Climate change
Innovations to make agriculture more sustainable are vital to combatting climate change, 
writes Amy Carroll

Rapid population growth and changes in dietary habits 
mean global demand for food is expected to grow by up 
to 70 percent in the coming decades. Before reaching our 
plates, that food must be produced, processed, stored, 
packaged, transported, prepared and served. At every 
stage, food provisioning releases greenhouse gases. 

Indeed, agriculture currently accounts for 14 percent 
of greenhouse gas emissions. Livestock release large 
amounts of methane, which can also escape from manure 
and organic waste in landfills. Meanwhile, the processes 
of fertilizing soils, burning biomass, growing rice and 
producing fertilizers all contribute significantly, according 
to the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations. Deforestation, often associated with repurposing 
land for farming, accounts for a further 17 percent.

But while agriculture is a major contributor to 
climate change, the sector itself is also deeply affected 
by climate change impacts. Climate change alters the 
basics of productive ecosystems, such as temperature and 
rainfall. It impacts on natural resources, such as land and 
water availability, and as such, it affects food security, 
rural livelihoods and sustainable development at global, 
regional and local levels. 

According to the World Bank, a warming climate 
could cut crop yields by more than 25 percent, while 
extreme weather events can also have devastating effects 
on farmers, their land and crops. In addition, changes 
in temperatures and growing seasons might affect the 
proliferation of insects, invasive weeds or diseases. 
“Investors in the global food supply chain face significant 

exposure to losses and value destruction due to climate 
change impacts, from rising feed costs to increased 
livestock mortality,” says Aarti Ramachandran, head 
of research and development at the FAIRR Initiative. 
“Driving investments in responsible agricultural practices 
– such as regenerative agriculture projects to improve 
water management and soil health or diversification of 
agricultural systems – will be critical to protecting future 
returns and ensuring global food security.”

Indeed, transforming the agricultural sector and 
building resilience will require significant amounts 
of climate-smart investment. Agri investors must 
ensure climate change considerations are embedded 
in every aspect of their decision making, from asset 
selection to exit. In doing so, they will be able to unlock 
enormous economic potential and have a major impact 
on sustainable food production, mitigating climate 
change and achieving several of the UN’s Sustainable 
Development Goals. 

“Responsible investing is an important tool to mitigate 
and manage climate change risk exposure in agriculture 
investment portfolios,” says Sanaz Raczynski, head of 
sustainability for Nuveen’s real assets and private markets 
business. “By integrating climate change considerations 
throughout the investment and farmland management 
process and engaging with tenants and operators to 
adopt climate-resilient practices, a responsible investor 
can reduce exposure to climate change risk while also 
mitigating agriculture’s impact on climate change. It’s a 
win-win.”

A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z
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Natural capital
Conserving water is a major challenge for agriculture, especially in regions where resources 
are scarce. CEO Martin Davies explains how Westchester has helped to recharge aquifers 
while meeting irrigation needs

Preserving natural capital, and specifically making careful 
use of water, is a longstanding priority of Westchester, 
Nuveen’s farmland investment specialist. The passage of 
the Sustainable Groundwater Management Act by the 
California legislature in 2014 further emphasized the 
importance of managing water resources.

The challenges likely to result from implementing 
the SGMA, which places limitations on extracting 
groundwater, have prompted Westchester to work 
diligently in pursuit of viable solutions. One key strategy 
is the creation of groundwater recharge basins – sites 
capable of receiving deliveries of excess surface water, 
which then percolates through the soil and recharges 
the underlying aquifer. There are limited sites that are 
suitable for developing these basins, as they must have 
ready access to surface water deliveries and contain sandy 
soils that allow for water to percolate rapidly.

In late 2018, Westchester identified a 40-acre site 
well-suited for use as a recharge basin adjoined to a 
1,000-acre property targeted for pistachio development. 

With a good potential site for recharge identified, 
Westchester confirmed that the local water district 
would allow an individual landowner to receive ‘credit’ 
for the water it recharged (in some areas, recharged 
water belongs to the district rather than the landowner). 
Westchester then solicited bids from engineering firms to 
complete a thorough assessment of the site to determine 
the likely recharge rate and to design the pond to the 
specifications established by the water district.

Before beginning construction, Westchester requested 
and received a grading permit from the county and had a 
dust control plan approved by the Air Pollution Control 
District. With the necessary permits and approvals in 
hand, construction began in mid-August 2019 and was 
completed by the end of the month. Water began flowing 
into the pond on September 1.

Ample water supplies were available toward the end of 
2019 (the result of heavy rain and snow during the 2018-
19 winter). Westchester was therefore able to recharge 
over 1,000 acre-feet of water in just over two months. 
This represents enough water to irrigate about 285 acres 
of pistachios for an entire year.

Based on historical rainfall patterns and water 
availability, Westchester estimates that the project will 
recharge an average of 550 acre-feet (179 million gallons) 
of water per year. This amount is sufficient to ensure the 
sustainability of the underlying aquifer, in addition to 
meeting the irrigation needs of the pistachio orchard. In 
reality, larger quantities will be recharged in wet years 
(like 2019) and smaller quantities will be recharged in 
normal and dry years.

Through this investment in sustainable groundwater 
management, investors are able to achieve a 20-year 
internal rate of return of more than 14 percent, while also 
reducing long-term water supply risk.

Projects such as these are representative of the type of 
proactive management Westchester employs to improve 
property returns and benefit the environment.

A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z
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Analysis  

K E Y N O T E  I N T E R V I E W

From farmland to agribusiness, an evolving and growing population is  
creating a wealth of opportunities for this burgeoning asset class,  

says Nuveen’s head of real assets, Justin ‘Biff’ Ourso

Q What are the key demographic, 
environmental and geopolitical 

trends that are shaping the agri 
investing opportunity set today?
In terms of long-term, structural trends, we 
expect to see the global population grow 
by around 2 billion people as we head to-
wards 2050, to nearly 10 billion in total. 
We also expect to see continued growth in 
middle-income classes in developing coun-
tries, which will bring associated changes in 
dietary patterns, particularly around protein 
consumption. 

We see changing dietary patterns in de-
veloped countries as well. These tend to be 
centered on healthy and clean eating – with 
consumers being more selective about the 
protein types they consume. The other key 
long-term trend, of course, involves climate 

change. All investors are monitoring those 
risks and factoring it into their investment 
considerations. 

In terms of more immediate trends, I 
would point to the ongoing global trade 
disputes, which inevitably impact the glob-
al flow of agricultural commodities. That 
is something that has created short-term 
volatility in this sector. We are also moni-
toring weather conditions, including the 
drought in parts of Australia. The African 
swine flu epidemic, which has had devastat-
ing effects in China and which now seems 
to be spreading more broadly, will also have 
ramifications for agricultural markets as we 
head into 2020.

Q In light of those macro themes, 
which sectors and regions do 

you consider to be most exciting and 
which, perhaps, are you avoiding?
We address agri investing in two distinct 
ways. First, we invest in farmland real es-
tate. Second, we invest into the agricultural 
value chain itself, through either structured 
debt or equity of operating companies. As in 
many other asset classes, valuations are rich 
in a range of different sub sectors, but we do 
continue to see attractive long-term oppor-
tunities here. 

Specific to agricultural real estate, those 
opportunities include permanent crops both 
in the US and elsewhere, including Australia 
and Chile. On the row crop side, we contin-
ue to be very selective, but find investable 
opportunities in several of the locations that 
we target.

In terms of agribusiness, we really focus 

The future  
of agri investing
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on identifying great management teams 
with which we can partner, primarily in the 
US and primarily revolving around the pro-
tein thematic, both animal and plant based. 
We also look to make investments aligned to 
food safety, logistics and automation trends.

Q Speaking of automation, what 
impact is emerging technology, 

such as the Internet of Things and 
artificial intelligence, having on the 
agri investment landscape?
We see technology as a game changer for 
agri investing, as well for the future of farm-
ing. 

We have had GPS guidance integration 
into US farming equipment for the past 12 
or 13 years, for example. The adoption rate 
of that technology has been rapid. Now, 
as we see the beginnings of automation in 
passenger vehicles, we expect to see similar 
integration into agriculture machinery in 
the years ahead. That could obviously have 
a material impact on labor costs, as well as 
farming efficiency. 

Even today, we are seeing the adoption 
of drones and aerial imaging, among other 
advances, that are all impacting the way in 
which we farm. In general, we have found 
that farmers and agribusiness companies we 
partner with tend to be very progressive in 
their thinking and in the implementation 
of technology. Everyone understands they 
need to become more efficient and sustain-
able, and so we expect to see ample oppor-
tunities to incorporate technology in the 
future.

During the underwriting process, the firm identified the opportunity to enhance the 
water efficiency of the asset, having witnessed leakage in the existing reservoirs and 
in the conveyancing of water around the property. 

Westchester initiated a capital expenditure program that included the 
construction and redevelopment of three large reservoirs. It adapted the vineyard’s 
infrastructure for mechanical harvesting. Irrigation upgrades, including the 
installation of reservoir and canal lining, reduced water usage by 50 percent. This 
resulted in lower operating costs, the future-proofing of the business and, of course, 
a positive environmental impact. 

Among its Californian vineyard assets, Westchester, Nuveen’s 
farmland investment specialist, has developed the 900-acre Oasis 
Vineyard in Monterey County, at a cost of around $30 million

Unlocking value through water 
management

Q What is your approach to ESG 
and sustainability in the context 

of agri investing?
For us, ESG and sustainability considera-
tions are foundational to agri investing. We 
look to integrate ESG factors throughout 
the investment process, beginning with due 
diligence, where we look at environmental 
site assessments and the incorporation of 
practices that could enhance the environ-
mental conditions of an asset. That ap-
proach continues through our responsible 
approach to asset management.

Transparency is also critical. We believe 
the way that we communicate around our in-
vestment activities is highly important. That’s 
why we are committed to reporting on our 
activities and progress toward implementing 
the UN-backed PRI Farmland Guidelines. 

And then we are also very focused on 
how we can mitigate the impact of climate 
change on our investments, and how agri-
culture itself affects the climate. To that end, 
we are building and adopting standards for 
sustainable agriculture that will increase the 
resilience of our assets and reduce their car-
bon emissions. 

We understand, for example, that de-
forestation is a primary contributor to 
greenhouse gas emissions. In response, we 
have worked on a deforestation policy in 
Brazil. This aims to prevent the depletion of 
forested areas on farms that we already own 
and halt further deforestation on farms that 
we intend to buy in the future. 

Q Beyond ESG, how would you 
describe your approach to 

managing agri assets?
We manage our agricultural strategies 
through two dedicated investment spe-
cialists. Westchester Group Investment 
Management leads our farmland invest-
ments, while AGR Partners is our partner in 
the agribusiness space.

With farmland, our approach is to build 
a globally diversified portfolio, investing 
across regions, as well as crop types. We use 
both leasing and operating models, depend-
ing on a range of considerations, including 
risk-adjusted returns, asset profile and depth 
of tenant market. We target food exporting 
markets, which tend to be the most cost 
competitive in the production of their par-
ticular food commodities, underscoring the 
logic of a global approach.

With regard to agribusiness, we focus 
on providing growth capital to best-in-class 

“We see technology 
as a game-changer 
for agri investing, as 
well for the future of 
farming”
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management teams. We look to support 
those companies in growing earnings by 
between 50 and 100 percent. The capital we 
provide is often used to fund platform exten-
sions or acquisitions but may also be used to 
address shareholder liquidity or intergenera-
tional transfers of ownership. We operate a 
partnership model and have a very deep and 
experienced team of investors and operating 
professionals who can add value and help 
support that desired earnings growth.

Q And how would you describe 
limited partner appetite for agri 

investing right now?
Our parent company, TIAA, started invest-
ing in farmland around 12 years ago and ap-
petite from investors has certainly increased 
over that time. As a distinct asset class, agri-
culture is still relatively immature compared 
to other natural resource investment areas, 
such as timber or energy. Nonetheless, to-
day, we see small and large public pension 
funds, in the US and internationally, ex-
pressing interest in agri investment, as well 
as sovereign wealth funds and increasingly 
corporate pension funds as well. 

Q How does agri investing stack 
up against other asset classes 

from an investor perspective?
Agri investing tends to be a very defensive 
and resilient asset class. Its attractive long-
term annualized returns are uncorrelated to 
traditional financial products such as fixed 
income and global equities. They also have 
low correlation to other real assets.

Q How competitive is the agri 
investing marketplace and how 

has that changed? 
Competitive dynamics have certainly in-
creased over the past 10-12 years. There 
have been quite a few new entrants and some 
of the big institutional investors are also 
starting to look at investing directly, as well. 
Valuations do appear to be going up, and so 
the way in which you source and underwrite 
investments is critical. But we do continue to 
see attractive investment opportunities, not-
withstanding the competitive conditions we 
have today.

Q Are there other challenges that 
investors should be aware of 

when it comes to agri investing?
I think investors need to be cognizant of the 
expertise required. It is a very specific skill 

set, whether you are investing in agricultural 
real estate or the value chain. Agriculture also 
tends to be even more inefficient and illiquid 
than other private asset classes, so sourcing 
and disposition can be difficult. 

And then we come back to the all-im-
portant ESG considerations. There is risk 
involved with an asset class where you are 
investing into farmland and food-related 
companies. You are dealing with issues close 
to people’s hearts, such as consumer health 
and climate change. Being able to invest and 
manage assets in the right way, while always 
being transparent and communicative, is 
critically important for both investors and 
managers today.

Q How does your agri investing 
business fit in with Nuveen’s 

broader focus on resource efficiency?
Resource efficiency, as a theme, spans both 
our agri investing and impact investment 
teams. It is about creating closed-loop cir-
cuits to ensure true sustainability throughout 
the entire process, and it is an area where we 
are seeing more investment opportunities. 

From an impact investment perspective, 
that could involve investing into recycling 
and waste management strategies, using 
new technology to improve outcomes. One 
step we have taken, particularly in Califor-
nia, is to incorporate solar panels on many 
of our farms. This allows us to combat in-
creased energy costs, but also, where possi-
ble, to transmit that energy back to the grid 
to enhance the sustainability of our assets. 

Q Finally, what do you believe the 
future holds for agri investing?

We are certainly very positive about the asset 
class at Nuveen. Notwithstanding the com-
petitive conditions we see, we believe there 
are ample attractive opportunities to deliver 
risk-adjusted returns. Sustainability consid-
erations will continue to be at the forefront, 
for both investors and managers – and not 
just when it comes to the integration of sus-
tainable practices in the investment process. 
The way in which you measure and commu-
nicate your impacts to broader stakeholders 
will also become increasingly important in 
the years ahead.

Lastly, I would reiterate the significance 
of technology adaption both at a farm level 
and in the agribusiness value chain. Adop-
tion of technology will play a crucial role 
in driving value creation and ultimately in 
delivering attractive risk-adjusted returns. ■

“Agriculture is still 
relatively immature 
compared to other 
natural resource 
investment areas, such 
as timber or energy”
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Productivity
Sustainable practices led to resilient crops and businesses for two Australian farm operators, 
writes Westchester’s Martin Davies

Healthy, well-managed soil is integral to ensuring 
agricultural productivity. Sustainable soil management 
means different things to different operators in different 
environments. But in a row crop system it ultimately 
comes down to the use of agricultural practices that 
support the health of both the crops and the ecosystems 
in which they grow.

Two Westchester-managed properties in Australia 
embody these beneficial practices. Minimum or no-till 
farming techniques, compaction management and 
variable-rate nutrient application serve as examples of the 
daily practices used in their farm operations.

For the past 25 years, one of Westchester’s row crop 
farmers in Western Australia has run his farm business as 
a no-till operation. In doing so, he has set the standard 
for a sustainable-farming practice that has become 
increasingly popular in the region and across Australia. 

No-till farming is key to managing the arid climate 
and some of the lighter soil types in Western Australia, 
where maintaining soil structure and conserving moisture 
is critical to the farming system. By leaving the earth 
minimally disturbed, soils can retain more water and are 
more resilient and fertile. Additional water is conserved 
by leaving the previous season’s crop residues in place 
– forming a protective cover over the soil, reducing 
evaporation, minimizing run-off and erosion, and 
sequestering carbon.

Selecting machinery is a key part of the equation 
and the design and width of all equipment is carefully 
considered. This allows the farmer to achieve optimal 
timing of key cropping operations, apply inputs evenly 
across the field and efficiently retain crop residues and 
minimize soil compaction.

Meanwhile, on the other side of Australia in 
Queensland, two brothers together with their families 
own and operate a fourth-generation sugarcane farming 
business. They have worked methodically for a decade 
to improve sustainability outcomes for farms they own 
and operate by addressing soil compaction and nutrient 
management challenges.

Soil compaction has become a greater problem 
over the years as farm equipment has become larger 
and heavier. To address this, the brothers are widening 
crop-row spacing on their farms, which means changing 
implements and increasing tire width to spread the 
load and reduce stress on the soil. It took the family 
seven years to implement these practices on their own 
properties. They are now in the process of making the 
same changes for properties they operate under their 
lease relationship with Westchester.

The family is also utilizing nutrient management 
strategies and variable-rate applicators to reduce nutrient 
run-off and preserve surface water quality, while also 
improving crop yields and reducing costs.

A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z
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Resource efficiency
The depletion of the planet’s natural resources compels a more circular approach to how we 
build, use and dispose of things, says Nuveen’s Rekha Unnithan

Our planet is under pressure from a rising population 
and growing per capita consumption of energy and 
materials. We must use our finite natural resources more 
wisely and efficiently to sustain quality of life for future 
generations. The old model of extracting, using and 
disposing of natural resources needs to be replaced with 
circular supply chains, where materials are treated more 
thoughtfully.

Technological advances are creating opportunities to 
improve efficiency and reduce carbon intensity across a 
variety of sectors linked to natural resources, including 
agriculture, municipal and industrial material recycling, 
freshwater resources and building materials. 

Nuveen’s investments in this area are varied, from 
using next-generation window glass, to reducing waste 
in the fresh produce supply chain, to investing in systems 
that bolster recycling efforts in India. This strategy does 
not require us to compromise on return expectations. 
On the contrary, inefficiencies in linear supply chains, 
increased regulations and increased consumer demand for 
sustainable products are creating a business environment 
where sustainable innovations can thrive.

In the natural resource space, there are many 
problems – like specific waste streams or inefficient 
industrial processes – that can be improved through 
technological advances. We get excited about companies 
where the initial benefits – from a single installation, 
for example – can scale to create a much larger impact. 
Our job is to make sure the business case is sustainable 
so it can be rolled out widely enough to move the needle 
across that sector. 

For example, we’re invested in a company called 
View, which has invented a new, high-tech generation of 
window glass. This can reduce a building’s lighting, heat 
and A/C energy use by 20 percent while also creating 
a healthier workplace. We’re excited about View not 
because it can make one or two buildings greener, but 
because it can be rolled out widely and create a new 
standard for glass in the built environment.

We ask ourselves a similar set of questions each time 
we evaluate an investment in this space. As we are focused 
on companies at the stage of commercialization, we only 
pursue technologies that are fully proven. We also dig 
deep into potential execution risks, especially around 
construction, and want to see evidence for strong market 
demand and pricing. And we’re always asking ourselves 
if the management team has the right mix of skills to 
execute on its vision. 

Directly or indirectly, climate change touches nearly 
everything connected to resource efficiency. First, it is 
causing some of the problems we’re trying to solve. To 
give just one example, the challenge of growing enough 
food to feed the world is made harder by increasingly 
volatile weather. Second, most of the opportunities we 
look at are designed to reduce emissions in one way 
or another. There are tremendous emissions benefits 
from repurposing waste, reducing transportation miles, 
making supply chains more circular, and limiting resource 
extraction rates. There is not one silver bullet that can 
slow climate change on its own. Instead, we want to be 
part of a broader movement to transform a range of 
resource-intensive activities.

A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z
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Urbanization
Urbanites are accelerating demand for convenient, healthy protein, creating opportunities in the 
agricultural value chain, writes John Goodreds of AGR Partners

There have been numerous urban consumer food trends over 
the last decade, from the Keto diet to a growing list of tech-
enabled food delivery options. One of the more prominent 
has been rising demand for convenient, healthy foods. 
Consumers are increasingly seeking proteins and on-the-go 
food options that have not undergone extensive processing 
and therefore do not contain added and often hard-to-
pronounce ingredients. 

This change in demand patterns has been driven by a 
better understanding of the health benefits of protein in a 
balanced diet. Alongside this, there is a growing global middle 
class that is able to buy higher-value protein-rich snacks 
and on-the-go meals. The intersection of these trends has 
created a rising global demand for healthy, convenient animal 
and plant proteins. AGR Partners, Nuveen’s agribusiness 
investment specialist, is keenly aware of these trends and has 
made several investments that are expected to benefit from 
them. On the animal protein side, AGR has an ownership 
stake in Almark Foods, one of the largest producers of hard-
cooked eggs and related egg products. Independent research 
has shown that eggs are a high-quality source of protein and 
other nutrients, and their relatively low price point has made 
them a staple of the American diet for decades. 

The company’s eggs are cooked, not boiled, which is 
a more cost efficient and hygienic method that results in 
better uniformity and uses less water. The eggs are then 
automatically peeled, passed through a saline solution as an 
additional food safety step, and placed into vacuum-sealed 
packages which have extended shelf life (thereby reducing 
food waste). Almark’s six-pack product is ideal for home 

consumption, while its two-pack is suited to on-the-go 
consumers. 

AGR’s investment and operational assistance helped 
the company grow its footprint in the US south-west by 
constructing a new plant in Yuma, Arizona in 2018. This 
increased the company’s production capacity while reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions and freight charges to West Coast 
customers.

In plant proteins, AGR has invested in a leading almond 
processor, Treehouse California Almonds. Treehouse 
doesn’t grow almonds; it efficiently provides the essential 
processing step needed to transform raw field almonds into 
a wide variety of value-added almond products. Hulled and 
shelled almonds are a key part of mixed-nut and fruit-and-
nut trail mixes – both are categories that have grown in line 
with increased demand for convenient, healthy proteins. 
Treehouse also produces almond products (such as roasted, 
sliced and diced almonds) that are important ingredients in 
many confectionary and cereal products. 

Over the last few years, one of Treehouse’s fastest 
growing product lines has been almond meal, which 
is used in almond milk and as a wheat flour substitute. 
Another has been almond butter, a common replacement 
for peanut butter and an ingredient in many snacks and 
beverages. These newer uses have been growing strongly 
as they address nutritional, allergen and convenience 
attributes increasingly demanded by today’s consumers. 
AGR’s investment has helped provide the capital and 
governance needed to facilitate continued growth in this 
expanding plant protein segment.
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K E Y N O T E  I N T E R V I E W

Q What does impact investment 
mean for Nuveen and how does 

it fit within your broader investment 
strategy? 
We define impact investment as the inten-
tional investment practice of creating both 
risk-adjusted financial returns and measur-
able social and/or environmental outcomes. 
The focus of our impact investments in pri-
vate markets is in private equity and real es-
tate where there are significant capital gaps 
and where we believe we can actively invest 
in solutions to benefit people and the planet. 

Q What investment themes are 
you focused on? 

Our three thematic areas for impact in-
vestment are affordable housing, inclusive 
growth and resource efficiency. Affordable 
housing is a real estate strategy that’s focused 
on preserving affordable housing stock in 
the US, keeping rents affordable for existing 

tenants and implementing energy retrofits, 
for example. The idea is to provide stability 
of housing for the working American. 

Inclusive growth is a private equity strat-
egy. It is global in nature. We invest roughly 
half our capital in emerging markets and 
half in developed markets. The thesis is that 
low-income customers are paying customers 
and that those customers are underserved. 
We look at areas like financial services – 
credit, savings, insurance, remittance – and 
find companies that are exclusively targeting 
that low-income demographic. The prod-
ucts need to be designed differently. The 
approach to customer acquisition needs to 
be tailored. But we believe these are profita-
ble and sustainable business models that can 
have significant inclusive benefits. 

Resource efficiency is a private equity 
investment practice, focused on bringing 
efficiency to value chains in multiple sectors 
from real estate and agriculture to manu-

facturing. It can either involve companies 
providing services to those value chains or 
disrupting the value chains themselves. It 
may be investing in companies improving 
energy efficiency in buildings, for example, 
or it may be about reducing waste.

Q How have the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals helped 

frame your investment approach?  
We were investing for impact well before 
the SDGs were created, but many of the ar-
eas that the SDGs have identified as being 
important for investors and stakeholders to 
consider are closely aligned with the invest-
ment areas we have chosen. Affordable hous-
ing fits nicely with the SDGs around sus-
tainable cities and climate action. Inclusive 
growth fits nicely with reducing inequalities 
and eliminating poverty. Resource efficiency 
also fits with climate action because of the 
focus on waste reduction and CO2 emis-

As the popularity of impact investing  
grows exponentially, maintaining standards is key,  

says Nuveen’s Rekha Unnithan

Scaling with integrity
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The agricultural sector employs more than half of the workforce in India. 
Smallholder farmers, holding no more than two hectares, own close to 90 percent of 
farms. But these farmers are often exploited by middlemen, while the ups and downs 
of global commodity prices, along with weather and disease events that affect crop 
yields, mean they struggle to maintain steady incomes. Despite policy support from 
the Indian government, banks have been slow to lend to the sector.

Started by an agricultural lending veteran, Anil Kumar SG, Samunnati is a 
specialist non-bank lender that can navigate these agricultural risks. Samunnati sees 
itself as more of an ecosystem solutions provider than just a lender: it offers several 
agricultural lending products, but also market linkages and advisory services to its 
clients. 

In May 2019, Nuveen led the Series D financing round with a $20 million 
investment in the company. “Samunnati has studied and tailored its solutions to 
India’s critical agricultural value chains, impacting significant numbers of smallholder 
farmers,” says Nuveen’s co-head of impact investing, Rekha Unnithan. “And as it 
increases its reach, we’re seeing it truly fulfill its mission to make markets work for 
smallholder farmers.”

Nuveen invested in Samunnati, a non-bank lender to smallholder 
farmers, in May 2019 

Driving change in Indian agriculture

“Impact is integral 
to the way we think 
about exit”

sions reductions in the metrics. Resource 
efficiency is tied to the circular economy and 
responsible consumption as well. 

We also make investments in healthcare 
and learning outcomes, which marry with 
the SDGs too. This has been our approach 
since before the SDGs existed, but investors 
increasingly want to see their impact quanti-
fied in the context of the broader SDGs and 
our strategy translates very well.

Q How has your underlying 
investor responded to your 

impact strategy and has this changed 
over time?  
Our primary investor today is our parent 
company, TIAA, a provider of financial ser-
vices for non-profit organizations, and we 
are in discussions about our portfolio with 
other long-term potential investors. We 
have built the portfolio over eight years and 
invested a little over $1 billion, and TIAA’s 
attitudes towards the portfolio have been 
positive. You have to remember that when 
we started to invest in this deliberate way, 
there was very little evidence that it would 
work. At that point, impact investment was 
just two years old. We were very much ask-
ing our investor to place their trust in us.

As a result, the investor was focused 
on process as much as on outcomes. They 
wanted to know what our approach to deal 
selection, risk mitigation and underwriting 
would be. To an extent, those conversations 
have now evolved because we have been 
able, not only to deploy capital successful-
ly, but to quantify the investment returns, 
and more importantly the impact returns, 
that have resulted. Those are all trending 
very favorably which means the underlying 
investor is bullish about the strategy and is 
deploying more and more capital each year.

Q So, what is your approach to 
investment decision-making and 

what are the challenges associated 
with assessing impact potential?
We have created an impact investment man-
agement system, internally, with the help of 
our ESG and sustainability colleagues. This 
gives us a roadmap to follow on an invest-
ment-by-investment basis, and also at a 

portfolio level. We have set portfolio-level 
impact objectives, articulated our theory 
of change and considered what does, and 
doesn’t, qualify in each thematic. It’s very 
easy to say something is impactful based on 
gut feeling, but you need that management 
system to support consistent evaluation.

We try to quantify the depth, scale and 
risk of impact for every prospective invest-
ment. Each company will be different. A 
more mature company with an established 
product may have low risk and simply be 
looking for capital to scale impact. Anoth-
er earlier-stage business may be entering a 
market that doesn’t have evidence of impact 
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“Investors increasingly 
want to see their 
impact quantified 
in the context of the 
broader SDGs and 
our strategy translates 
very well”

delivery. There the impact risk will be high-
er, but the depth of potential impact will 
also be higher, because the opportunity is 
completely untapped. Articulating those 
dynamics is important for investment de-
cision-making and we are in the process of 
translating that into a scoring system.

That all happens at the outset. If a deal 
is approved, we will then typically take a 
board seat where we will be highly vocal 
about impact metrics and ensuring they are 
material to the business. If we invest in a 
company with a view to reducing waste, we 
will want to know the number of tonnes that 
have been diverted from landfills, for exam-
ple. We do not think these considerations 
should be in any way distinct, or separate, 
from core business metrics. The company 
should be measuring them anyway.

Q What role does impact play in 
your preparations for exit?

Impact is integral to the way we think about 
exit. Typically, we buy multi-family proper-
ties in order to keep affordability levels in 
place, for example. But how can we be sure 
affordability will be preserved when we sell? 
Sometimes you can just have a long-term 
deed restriction that prohibits anyone from 
raising rents above affordable levels. This 
means you are looking for an aligned buyer 
that knows that the existing business strat-
egy makes sense. In other situations, you 
may be able to get government subsidies 
that enforce long-term affordability as part 
of a trade-off for tax abatement, for example. 
This would ensure affordability post-exit 
and so is a failsafe method for preservation.  

With private equity, the science is a 
little bit less exact. When we first entered 
this area, we were concerned that a big 
bank might come in and buy a low-income 
product portfolio and change the business 
model. But the reality is that doesn’t hap-
pen. If a big bank is buying a financial inclu-
sion lending company, it is because it wants 
access to that customer and so there is no 
incentive to mess with the product base. We 
also sometimes exit into the public markets, 
in which case there is a whole set of gov-
ernance standards to monitor the company’s 
sustainability over the long term.

Q How do you approach balancing 
financial and impact objectives?  

We only do investments that meet both. 
We do not look at investments that have the 
potential to generate fantastic returns but 
that may, or may not, have a positive impact. 
That’s not our remit. We will only invest in 
companies that have a clear impact thesis. 
But if that impact thesis does not translate 
into the financial returns that we need, we 
will walk away as well. We are extremely dis-
ciplined on both fronts. 

QTo what extent have the  
SDGs helped to create a 

common language around impact, 
and to standardize impact  
measurement?  
The SDGs have definitely given practition-
ers like us an additional ability to articu-
late what we have already been doing. But 
there is an argument that they may even 
have caught on too much from a marketing 
perspective. Everyone now has them inte-
grated into their marketing deck.

In fact, I believe that the impact invest-
ment market is at an inflexion point regard-
ing scaling with integrity. It is something 
that is really important to me personally, as 
well as to Nuveen. I am involved in an in-
dustry initiative to create a series of princi-
ples that define what is, and isn’t, an impact 
investment process, for example.

It provides a framework to help in-
vestors evaluate impact managers around 
diligence, underwriting, ESG standards, 
measurement and exit. It also demands 
third-party verification that can in turn 
offer investors comfort as they look to de-
ploy increasing sums of capital in this area. 
I think this type of standard is absolutely 
critical.

QHow do you expect impact to 
evolve as an industry?

We are now hearing about billions of dol-
lars moving towards impact, which is great. 
But I do think we need to be humble and 
to recognize that lots of problems cannot 
be solved purely in this way. Governments, 
or public sector stakeholders, really need 
to address these issues. Climate change, 
in particular, is not going to be solved 
through investment alone.  

I also think that impact investors should 
consult more with universities and other 
research organizations about how we can 
make these vital changes effectively, to en-
sure that investment decisions are based on 
evidence and that our investment activities 
actually do have an impact. You need to 
know what the problems are and then go 
back and measure if you are actually mak-
ing a difference. Just pushing dollars is not, 
in itself, a mark of success. ■
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Water management
Amy Carroll explores how new techniques and technologies are enabling farms to conserve 
increasingly scarce water resources

Water is the most critical resource for sustainable 
agricultural development worldwide. Approximately 
70 percent of global freshwater consumption is used 
in the agricultural sector. Meanwhile, the Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations predicts 
that agriculture will require 50 percent more water by 
2050 to meet the growing food demands of an expanding 
population. 

At the same time, however, water resources are 
increasingly being diverted from agriculture for domestic 
and industrial use. Poor water efficiency also means that 
water scarcity poses a serious and growing risk to food 
security and environmental sustainability. Less than 65 
percent of applied irrigated water is actually used by the 
crops for growth, according to recent research in Greece. 
Investment in water management must therefore be a 
priority for any responsible agri investor.

Improving water management is vital both in rain-fed 
and irrigated agriculture. Different techniques cover a 
wide range of different agricultural systems and climactic 
conditions across the world, drawing on varying water 
sources including surface water, groundwater, rainwater 
harvesting, recycled wastewater and desalinated water. 
Managing floods, droughts and drainage to conserve 
water and benefit ecosystems is another important aspect. 

Climate change, inevitably, will have a significant 
impact on water resources. The timing of seasonal rainfall 
patterns will shift. In some regions, crop yields could even 
improve as a result of climate change, while in others 
climate change will lead to increased stress on already 

scarce water. Severe flooding and drought events will 
become more common, with associated costs for farming 
assets.

All of these impacts make improved management even 
more of a priority. There is an urgent need to produce 
more crop per drop of water, without negative impacts 
on downstream water quantity or quality. Approaches 
may include optimizing irrigation scheduling and more 
efficient irrigation systems, such as drip irrigation. 

Soil fertility also needs to be improved to ensure 
that crop growth is not limited by nutrient or physical 
constraints and that every drop of water can be fully 
used for growth. Efficient water uptake by crops can 
be achieved, for example, through demand-based 
irrigation scheduling that takes account of the water 
needs of different crops at each stage of their growth, 
along with the prevailing environmental conditions. 
In addition, agricultural water use can be made more 
efficient by minimizing soil evaporation losses relative 
to plant transpiration in the field. “Responsible water 
management is critical in agricultural investing,” says 
Christopher Peacock, chief executive and founder of 
Aquaoso Technologies, a public benefit corporation with 
a mission to build a water resilient future.

“Understanding if there is enough water available for 
operations and using the right technologies to maximize 
water application while reducing excess nutrient or 
fertilizer runoff is especially important. Most investors 
should have water management plans in place to account 
for excessively wet and dry years.”
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XX chromosome
Women often do the bulk of farming work in developing countries, but do not share in the 
benefits, writes Amy Carroll  

Women are the backbone of the rural economy, especially 
in developing countries. More than one billion people 
currently work in agriculture around the world. In 
emerging markets, 43 percent of those workers are female 
– and the figure is far higher in some regions. However, 
these women often lack access to education, financing, 
land, new farming practices, technologies and innovations 
that can help them improve crop yields. 

Research from the UN Food and Agriculture 
Organization reveals that if women had the same access 
to resources as male farmers, they could lift between 
100 and 150 million people out of hunger. These female 
farmers could re-invest their increased income into health 
and education, thereby taking a significant step towards 
meeting the UN’s second Sustainable Development Goal, 
which aims to end hunger and malnutrition by 2030.

There is also more work to be done to increase female 
representation in the STEM subjects. Progress is being 
made, but in Africa, for example, only around 25 percent 
of agricultural scientists are women. Furthermore, female 
entrepreneurs in the agribusiness space are still struggling 
to attract the same level of investment as their male peers. 
Just 7 percent of agri-foodtech deals and 3 percent of the 
record-breaking volume of dollars invested into the sector 
in 2018 went to female-led teams, according to a report 
by AgFunder, Karen Karp & Partners and The New 
Food Economy.

The report found that a structural bias exists which 
prevents female founders and CEOs from accessing 
capital. But it also points out that investors are missing 

a trick, as women may be best positioned to lead 
innovation, particularly around challenges including 
climate change and global health. 

Indeed, the IFC has made closing gaps between men 
and women in agribusiness a priority because of its broad 
development impact and strong role in reducing poverty. 
The IFC is calling on the private sector to follow its lead, 
in the belief that ‘gender-smart’ solutions in agribusiness 
can increase the sector’s productivity and profitability – 
and lead to stronger, more integrated value chains. 

“Women do most of the work in agricultural supply 
chains but are typically excluded from the decision-
making process. Investing in gender equity in agriculture 
supply chains has been shown to improve productivity 
and quality. Furthermore, it is critical to building the 
resiliency of supply chains, such as coffee and cocoa, 
which will increasingly be threatened by the impacts of 
climate change,” agrees Aarti Ramachandran, head of 
research and development at the FAIRR Initiative.

There is still clearly a long way to go towards 
eliminating the gender gap in agriculture, but it is worth 
pointing out some of the innovations currently being 
developed by female agri scientists. These range from 
microchipping slugs in order to monitor the mechanisms 
behind their patch formations, allowing for the reduction 
of the use of pesticides, to a solution to combat cavity 
spot in carrots. One British female scientist, meanwhile, 
is currently using the science behind home-pregnancy 
tests to detect the presence of diseases which can devastate 
vegetable crops.

A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z



December 2019    •    Agri Investor    23

Zero deforestation
Amy Carroll reports on how investors are leading the way in eliminating deforestation from 
their supply chains 

It is impossible to overstate the economic, social and 
environmental importance of forests. They are enormous 
repositories of food and water; they provide ingredients 
for countless medicines; they are home to vast swathes of 
animal and plant species; and they play a crucial role in 
sequestering carbon and thus mitigating global warming.

But the demand to produce ever more food, in order 
to feed a rapidly growing human population, has led to an 
ongoing process of deforestation and land degradation. 
According to NASA’s Earth Observatory, if current rates 
of tropical deforestation continue, the world’s rainforests 
will vanish within 100 years. 

Almost three quarters – or 70 percent – of this 
deforestation is directly linked to the production of 
agricultural commodities. Specifically, 40 percent of 
deforestation can be ascribed to four commodity-based 
activities – palm oil, wood, paper-based products and 
cattle farming. 

And yet, there is no clear evidence that initiatives to 
combat deforestation are having the desired effect. At 
least 10 million hectares of tropical forest continue to be 
lost and degraded every year, with commercial agriculture 
responsible for well over half.

“Forests provide important ecosystem services to all 
of us. They store water, regulate rainfall and contain over 
half the planet’s biodiversity. Most importantly, they play 
a crucial role in climate change,” says Paul McMahon, 
managing partner at SLM Partners.

“Forests also act as a major carbon sink, and the 
protection and expansions of forests will be needed to 

offset emissions from fossil fuels. It is essential that we 
find ways to grow food while limiting deforestation. The 
good news is that it can be done, by making better use of 
non-forested land and by embracing agroforestry systems 
that integrate food production with trees.”

Recognizing their responsibility, major corporates 
from McDonald’s to Unilever have pledged to eliminate 
deforestation from their supply chains and many agri 
investors are leading the way in halting this destructive 
practice. But there is still a long way to go.

It can be challenging to encourage farmers to change 
to more sustainable practices, when the availability of 
fertile land represents their ultimate security. But agri 
investors are increasingly contributing to this education 
process with time and financial resources. Indeed, as the 
tide of public and political opinion turns, it is imperative 
that they do so. To ignore deforestation brings financial 
risk, regulatory risk, fundraising risk and reputational risk 
– let’s not forget the KitKat boycott over palm oil content. 

As a long-term investor, Nuveen, for example, has 
committed to a zero deforestation policy, avoiding recently 
deforested areas when acquiring new farmland. It adheres 
to the Brazilian Forest Code, which protects forests on 
private properties and encourages restoration of legal 
reserves for native reservations, protecting more than 
226,000 acres of native vegetation in the country.

The firm has also introduced deforestation cut-off dates 
for fives biomes in Brazil. It is working to educate, not only 
those who manage the farms that it owns, but also those 
that it hopes to own in the future. 
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Last word

Points of view on sustainable agriculture

“People have reporting 
fatigue, generally, 
and nobody wants 
to read a 120-page 
sustainability report”
ERIN HEITKAMP of Pipeline Foods 
on the need for standardization of 
metrics for ESG reporting

“Investment is 
stepping up in Africa 
but there needs to be 
more opportunities for 
companies to invest, to 
promote more active 
engagement”
KEES BLOKLAND of Agriterra on 
sustainable investing in African 
agriculture

“You are going to 
have to move up the 
profitability rank in 
order to handle the 
increased costs of water”
ROD STIEFVATER of RTS Agribusiness 
says investors will have to adapt to 
growing water scarcity in California

“Forests provide 
value as the only 
commercially-viable 
means of sequestering 
carbon”
GIIN’s PETER MURPHY argues that 
increased income from ecosystem 
services will contribute to the value of 
timber assets

“I would not 
underestimate the 
power of customer 
advocacy to change the 
system”
Bain Capital’s CHRIS COZZONE notes 
that consumers are pushing for more 
sustainable farming practices 

“The most successful 
farmland managers 
incorporate sustainable 
farm and supply 
management as a core 
component”
Insight Investment’s DETLEF 
SCHOEN on how complying with ESG 
standards adds value to assets

“Innovation in 
agriculture is 
desperately needed 
across the world to 
make our planet more 
sustainable”
Australian investor MIKE CANNON-
BROOKES argues that new practices 
are vital to combating carbon 
emissions

“If you asked me one 
sector which private 
equity has ignored 
substantially, it’s food 
and agri”
SRINI NAGARAJAN of CDC Group 
thinks firms should look more closely 
at Asia’s agriculture sector

“They have the 
financial know-how, 
they have the in-
country experience, 
they have experience 
fundraising”
SUZANNE GABOURY of FinDev 
explains why women should play a 
bigger role in agri investing
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