Africa Land
Governance and
Colonialism

A Civil Society Perspective: Unpacking the Past,

Confronting the Present, Advocating for the Future
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How Colonialism Created Africa's
Dual Land System

Dispossession by Decree:

Colonial powers claimed ownership or trusteeship of all
land, often through the doctrine of terra nullius.

Registration

*  The Dual System:

They imposed a statutory system for settlers while
relegating indigenous rights to a marginalized, insecure
customary system.

*  The Shift:

Land was transformed from a communal resource into a
tradable commodity, leading to mass dispossession.

Informal Rights Formal Rights

Recording

Legacy:
This fracture remains the core source of tenure insecurity
and conflict today.




About 70% of Land is Vulnerable: The Insecurity of
Customary Rights

70%

of Sub-Saharan Africa's land is governed by customary tenure

The Reality:

Statutory law often fails to legally recognize and protect these rights, leaving

communities exposed to external pressures.

Legal Pluralism:
The co-existence of two systems creates confusion, corruption, and a legal v

Impact on Marginalized Groups:
This insecurity disproportionately affects women, youth, and pastoralists.
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Large-Scale Land Acquisitions Exploit Weak Governance

@ The New Actors:

Foreign investors, multinational corporations, and increasingly, powerful
domestic elites acquire vast tracts of land.

@ The Mechanism:

Exploiting the gap between customary and statutory law, corruption, and we
enforcement of land rights.

¢ The Impact:

Mass displacement, loss of livelihoods, food insecurity, and violent conflict o
resources.

These acquisitions are not "development deals"; they are a continuation of |
colonial-era dispossession.




Civil Society: Translating Policy into Action and
Accountability

Policy Advocacy: } - 5 ¢
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Evidence of Success: How CSOs are Reclaiming Land Rights

Securing Indigenous Rights

Successful legal battles and advocacy for territorial
recognition, exemplified by the Ogiek in Kenya who
secured long-term recognition of their ancestral lands
through persistent CSO-led advocacy and international
support.

Innovative Tools

Employing participatory mapping and technology to
document and secure customary boundaries, creating
verifiable records that strengthen community claims
and provide legal evidence of tenure.

Exposing Corruption

CSOs using investigative work and documentation to
expose corrupt land deals and abuse of power by
officials, holding governments accountable and
preventing illegal appropriation of community lands.

The Demand

CSOs calling for full legal recognition and
documentation of customary land rights, with growing
government responsiveness to these demands and
integration into national land policies.

When CSOs organize communities, provide legal support, and apply pressure on governments, land rights are secured and



Reporting for Land Justice and Accountability

| Investigate the Roots and correct narratives | Amplify the Vulnerable
Go beyond the immediate conflict to investigate the Center the stories of women, youth, and indigenous
underlying land tenure issues and systemic failures. communities whose rights are most at risk.

J§ Scrutinize the Deals | Highlight the Solutions
Demand transparency on large-scale land acquisitions Report on the successful advocacy and innovative work
and expose corruption and abuse of power. of CSOs driving land rights reform.
The Impact

Your stories can drive policy change, hold governments accountable, and empower communities to reclaim their land
rights and dignity.




Decolonizing Land Governance is Central
to Africa's Future

The Colonial Legacy is Not History

It is the current reality of land governance across Africa. The
fractures created by colonialism remain embedded in our legal
systems, institutions, and the daily struggles of millions.

Insecure Customary Rights are the Primary Vulnerability

When about 70% of African land lacks statutory protection,
communities become targets for exploitation. Securing these rights
is not optional—it is foundational to development and peace.

CSOs and Journalists are Critical Partners

Together, you drive accountability, amplify marginalized voices, and
translate policy into action. Your work is the engine of systemic
change and community empowerment.

‘The land belongs to the people. Reclaiming it is reclaiming our future."



THANK YOU
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