
The impact of demographics on financial markets  

was the focus of the 2011 Robeco Summer University.  

There, Klaas Smits, Robeco’s Head of Food & Agri 

Strategies, met up with Charles Riemenschneider, Director 

of the Investment Centre of the United Nations’ Food and 

Agriculture Organization (FAO), to discuss the roles  

that private capital and foreign investment will play in  

boosting global food production.

The world population is steadily growing –  
and getting richer. The agriculture sector has  
to produce a lot more food to feed everyone.  
Can we do it?

Charles Riemenschneider	

I	think	we	can.	I	think	the	biggest	problem	these	days	is		

not	supply	availability.	It’s	the	income	of	the	population	in		

the	poorest	parts	of	the	world.	That’s	why	we	have	hunger.		

We	see	an	opportunity	in	the	future	for	improving	the	lot	of	

those	people	by	investing	in	agriculture,	particularly	those		

of	smallholder	producers	in	developing	countries.

How important is private investment going  
to be in closing the gap?

Charles Riemenschneider	

Private	investment	is	clearly	going	to	be	the	most	important.	

Agriculture	is	essentially	a	private	activity.	It’s	not	something	

like	health	and	education,	which	in	many	countries	are	

largely	run	by	governments.	So	the	vast	bulk	of	investment	in	

agricultural	productivity	in	the	future	will	have	to	occur	from	

the	private	sector.

Klaas Smits	 	

I	feel	that	private	investment	will	probably	have	the	biggest	

impact	–	in	terms	of	increasing	volumes	per	hectare,	as	well	

as	reducing	post-harvest	losses	due	to	pests,	for	instance,	by	

improving	infrastructure	–	in	South	Asia	and	in	parts	of	Africa,	

where	the	money	is	most	needed.

Where can the private sector usefully get involved?

Charles Riemenschneider	

Clearly,	there’s	a	need	to	improve	the	productivity	of	

agriculture	in	the	world.	And	there	are	opportunities	there,	

whether	it’s	in	fertilizer,	in	better	seeds,	in	better	use	of	

irrigation,	to	the	extent	that	existing	technology	can	be	

dispersed	in	a	way	so	that	the	poorest	in	the	world	have		

an	opportunity	to	use	it.	That	will	be	an	opportunity	that		

many	private	companies	could	take	advantage	of.

Klaas Smits  

From	an	investment	perspective,	we	also	see	opportunities	

in	smaller	projects,	in	non-listed	companies.	In	fact,	what	

they	need	to	scale	up	their	business	is	capital.	Still,	as	an	

industry,	we	still	have	a	long	way	to	go,	because	I	see	a	large	

gap	between	recognizing	the	need	to	increase	production	

and	actually	doing	it:	farmers	often	don’t	have	the	money	or	

the	facilities	to	improve	the	productivity	of	their	farms.	Who	is	

going	to	make	it	happen?

Why is it that improvements in infrastructure  
would do a lot to improve production?

Charles Riemenschneider 

It’s	very	important	to	have	markets	for	smallholder	producers.	

Right	now,	the	reason	that	many	farmers	are	subsistence	

farmers	is	because	they	don’t	have	the	ability	to	sell	any	place	

else.	So	you	need	roads,	you	need	storage,	you	need		

the	things	that	make	a	value	chain	in	these	countries.	I	think		

that’s	where	a	lot	of	public	investment	needs	to	be	made.		

And	I	think	these	are	important	public	investments	–	and	why	

we	in	the	industrial	world	need	to	continue	to	support	official	

development	assistance	to	agriculture,	which	has	declined	

rather	dramatically	over	the	last	20	years.

But could it be replaced by private investors,  
in storage, for example?

Charles Riemenschneider 

torage	is	certainly	such	an	area	but	things	like	roads	and	ports	

and	the	like	are	much	more	traditionally	public	investments.	

And	these	will,	I	think,	in	many	cases	continue	because	there	
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are	significant	public	benefits.	No	farmer	is	likely	to	build		

their	own	road.

Klaas Smits  

It	sounds	like	public	and	private	make	a	logical	combination.	

We	can	help	on	storage	facilities,	so	the	farmer	can	store		

his	produce	and	decide	when	he	wants	to	sell	it.	That	means	

he	doesn’t	have	to	sell	it	at	the	moment	that	he	harvests	it.	

And	if	there	is	infrastructure,	his	produce	can	be	transported		

to	a	place	where	it	can	be	distributed.

	 	

Public/private partnerships: is that a way forward?

Klaas Smits  

If	you	have	the	access	to	the	right	partners,	then	you	can	

actually	make	a	big	difference.	It’s	crucial	that	you	understand	

where	your	strengths	and	weaknesses	lie.	As	an	asset	

manager,	we	have	strong	knowledge	of	individual	companies	

but	in	other	aspects	we	need	the	help	of	local	organisations	

and	organisations	such	as	the	FAO.	Such	public	organisations	

can	advise	and	support	governments	on	infrastructure	

strategy.	Private	investors	can	then	build	on	this	strategy	by	

investing	in	facilities	that	complement	the	transport	network,	

thereby	creating	an	environment	in	which	produce	can	reach	

customers	just	when	it	is	needed.	Forging	such	a	combination	

should	be	a	win-win	situation.

	 	

There’s a trend for state actors such as China  
and the Gulf states to buy land. Will that squeeze 
out private investors?

Charles Riemenschneider 

I	don’t	know	that	there’s	been	so	much	purchase	of	land.	

There	have	been	more	leasing,	and	different	kinds	of	

arrangements.	I	think	some	of	the	initial	reporting	on	that	

perhaps	overstated	what’s	actually	gone	on.	But	I	think	there	

is	certainly	more	concern	about	food	security	in	some	very	

big	and	important	countries,	be	it	China	or	the	Middle	East,	

where	they	have	now	recognized	that	agriculture	and	food	is	

an	important	area	that	they	need	to	invest	in.	In	the	long	run,	

that’s	good.	Having	sufficient	investment	is	what’s	going	to	be	

necessary	to	get	the	production	that	we	need	going	forward,	

as	long	as	it’s	done	in	a	responsible	way.

Isn’t there still a lot of suspicion in many parts of 
the developing world about foreign investment in 
such a core industry for national security?

Charles Riemenschneider 

There	are	certainly	concerns.	One	of	the	things	we’ve	been	

promoting	in	the	FAO	are	responsible	agricultural	investment	

principles,	that	look	at	how	the	investment	from	outside	

might	be	used	to	support	food	security	in	the	country.	Is	it	

sustainable?	Is	it	having	a	negative	environmental	impact?	

These	are	important	considerations	that	should	go	into	any	

agricultural	investment.	And	I	think	the	best	investors	are	ones	

who	follow	those	kinds	of	principles.

Klaas Smits  

What	is	important	in	investing	in	food	and	agri	is		

succeeding	in	expanding	productivity	and	increasing	food	

security.	That	way,	there	are	positives	for	both	the	host	

countries	and	the	investor.	Giving	the	farmer	the	freedom	to	

access	the	market	and	sell	his	crops	at	the	time	of	his	choosing	

offers	clear	benefits	for	the	investor.	That’s	the	project	going	

forward	from	my	perspective.	We	only	want	to	be	involved	in	

projects	which	are	going	to	contribute	to	the	solution.

These are the edited highlights of a discussion that took  

place at the Robeco Summer University in The Hague on 2 July 

2011. To watch the full interview, and to see more demographic-

related content, go to www.robeco.com/su2011
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Robeco at a glance
Founded in Rotterdam in 1929, Robeco is a pure-play  

asset manager. Utilizing an active investment style, it offers  

a full range of products in both traditional asset classes  

(equity, fixed income, money markets) and alternatives  

(private equity, hedge funds, managed futures) for a balanced 

mix of institutional and retail clients in selected markets across 

the globe. The company’s core investment capabilities are 

complemented by a ring of specialist investment boutiques.  

A global leader in responsible investing, Robeco has assets  

under management of EUR 150 billion / USD 201 billion  

(as of 31 December 2010). Robeco is 100%-owned by Rabobank.


