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This study considers the ways in which land use is chang-
ing in the global South, and how these changes are linked 
to urbanisation. The different stages of the conversion 
process are analysed: changes in ownership, acquisition 
of land rights, land transactions, plot divisions, productive 
use through construction and property development 
(housing estates, building projects of various sizes, etc.), 
and fallow land (demarcated parcels that remain unde-
veloped). Large-scale land conversions generated by major 
development and infrastructure projects, industrial and 
extractive activities, and large-scale land grabs in rural 
areas have been widely examined over the past decade. 
But little has been written about how ordinary actors – 
residents, land rights holders, entrepreneurs and local 
elected officials – acquire plots of land and change the 
way they are used in order to build houses, develop 
economic activities or accumulate capital. Given that these 
activities are occurring on a huge scale, it is important to 
determine what drives them and how local administrators 
and political players navigate the systems that are supposed 
to regulate land conversions.

The pace of these conversions is accelerating due to a 
range of factors: urban growth at different levels, changes 
in local legal arrangements for accessing rural land, the 

rise of rural and urban land markets, and the increasing 
power of private and financial actors in land and property 
production and urban development. They are also gen-
erating far-reaching effects – causing environmental 
degradation, increasing socio-economic inequalities, 
pressure on family farms and sterilisation of fertile soils, 
exacerbating financial risks at many levels, and adding to 
the burden borne by the authorities responsible for deliv-
ering infrastructure and services. 

Land conversions need to be regulated. But the tools tradi-
tionally used for planning, zoning and protecting agricultural 
areas need to be adapted and expanded to facilitate coor-
dinated action on diverse public policies and across urban 
and rural sectors. The “Land Tenure and Development”Tech-
nical Committee draws on the study findings to suggest a 
number of avenues and principles to guide public action, 
support local actors and develop standards that recognise 
and frame their practices. Inclusive financial mechanisms 
are also essential for land to regain its primary function as 
a usable resource, along with tax systems that enable the 
revenues generated by land conversions to help fund local 
development, and support for participatory territorial plan-
ning approaches that take account of environmental issues 
and the need to maintain agricultural production. 
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The “Land Tenure and Development” Technical 
Committee is a working group composed of experts, 
researchers and land policy actors. Since its creation 
in 1996 it has worked with numerous French and inter-
national actors to support the French Cooperation’s 
strategic thinking and analysis of action on land issues. 

In addition to the White Paper by French Cooperation 
actors, other publications by the Committee include 
analysis of large-scale land appropriations (2010), a 
guide to due diligence of agribusiness projects that 
affect land and property rights (2014), a study on the 
formalisation of land rights in developing countries 
(2015), a document promoting a land-based commons 
approach (2017), a guide to the issues surrounding 
young people’s access to land (2020), and many other 
works and tools intended to improve our understand-
ing and efforts to address land-related challenges in 
the global South. Full versions of all these outputs 
can be found on the “Land Tenure and Development” 

portal (www.foncier-developpement.fr), which the 
Committee set up to provide access to quality infor-
mation in this field.

The UMR CESSMA Centre for Social Science Studies on 
African, American and Asian Worlds is a joint research 
unit that brings together researchers and teacher- 
researchers from l’Université de Paris, l’Institut national 
des langues et civilisations orientales (Inalco) and 
l’Institut de recherche pour le développement (IRD). Its 
mission is to analyse the historical and spatial configu-
rations of development and globalisation dynamics. The 
historians, geographers, sociologists, anthropologists, 
economists, demographers and urban planners who 
work in this unit share common social science practic-
es as they conduct interdisciplinary and comparative 
studies and exchanges with scientific partners in their 
fields of study. Their research extends from Central 
and South America to Africa and the Arab world, South 
Asia, South-East Asia and East Asia.

UMR Géographie-cités is an interdisciplinary research 
centre with an open science perspective that generates 
and disseminates new knowledge, bodies of knowl-
edge, expertise and methodological tools, and provides 
research-based training in territorial sciences. Taking 
space as its entry point, the centre uses analytical and 
visualisation tools to investigate and help improve the 
theoretical and methodological approaches to work 
on the social, political and economic changes that are 
occurring in our societies.

UMR LATTS is a multidisciplinary humanities and 
social sciences laboratory that specialises in cities and 
territories, public action and work. The researchers 
and teacher-researchers from CNRS, l’Ecole des Ponts 
ParisTech and l’Université Gustave Eiffel who work in 
this joint research unit analyse major societal transfor-
mations such as urban change, environmental crises, 
energy transitions and digital turning points through the 
prism of technical worlds, devices and infrastructures.
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The diversity of participants in this study and scope of their concerns and personal 
positions are reflected in this wide-ranging and comprehensive report.

The study report was presented at an extended feedback meeting on 28th March 
2022, attended by members of the ‘Land Tenure and Development’ Technical Committee. It  
does not necessarily reflect the views of the French administration. This document also  
exists in French and can be downloaded from the ‘Land Tenure and Development’ portal  
(www.foncier-developpement.fr). l

https://www.foncier-developpement.fr/
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PRÉFACE

gricultural, pastoral and forest lands all over the world are under threat. They are 
disappearing at a much faster rate than we think, and at scales that far exceed demand 

from urban and population growth. 

Much of the data on changes in land use are based on the extension of built-up land, 
on ‘visible’ signs of housing. But they do not capture the diverse actors involved or the logics 
and processes at work when land uses change. To fully understand the massive upheavals in 
the use of cultivated land and conversion of natural spaces for housing, we need to look at 
what is happening at plot level. Changes in land use do not always involve construction – the 
conversion process can take a long time and go through different stages: gradual fragmentation, 
fallow periods, enclosure and temporary use for other types of activity (market gardening, 
orchards) may all be precursors to construction. Even if nothing seems to be happening on 
a plot, the first transaction may herald a shift to a different type of land use and ultimately 
a permanent loss for agriculture or biodiversity. 

This study by the ‘Land Tenure and Development’ Technical Committee is based on nine 
empirical case studies from Africa and Asia. It is a timely invitation to turn our attention to 
these land dynamics and the logics that drive them, because land conversions have just as 
much (if not more) impact on the environment and rural resilience than the higher profile 
issue of large-scale investments. This is a matter that urgently needs to be addressed as it 
is already shaping the future of rural and peri-urban territories, with some land conversions 
happening far from existing urban areas in anticipation of planned public developments and 
the expected arrival of new cities. 

This book clearly describes the processes at work in land conversions, the practices 
followed by different actors, and the institutional, political and economic conditions that 
facilitate them. We must all heed the findings of these nine case studies, which provide 
concrete illustrations of the consequences of these processes. How can we curb these land 
conversions, which are mainly driven by a few groups of actors seeking to capture land rents? 
How can they be better managed and regulated so that legitimate housing needs do not 
lead to deliberate or unintentional processes of exclusion and dispossession? How can they 
be turned into opportunities to fund local authority budgets and finance local development? 
What mechanisms would be needed to use the capital gains they generate for the public 
good rather than boosting private investors’ profits or increasing the financial capital of certain 
economic and political elites?

A



4  |

Ordinary changes in land use linked to urbanisation in the global South

Finding appropriate responses to these issues will require joint responses to the various 
challenges facing affected territories, and a move away from sectoral approaches. This report 
suggests a number of possible avenues: creating the conditions for better local governance 
and decentralisation so that local authorities can fund themselves from a virtuous tax system 
rather than speculative and often poorly supervised operations; considering and prioritising 
the needs of the most vulnerable so that ‘sales in a context of agrarian distress’ are no longer 
their only option; thinking about insurance policy instruments to enable disadvantaged 
groups to cope with life’s accidents. Or even putting in place mechanisms for consultation 
and participation so that opposing interests can be addressed through negotiation (even if it 
is asymmetrical) rather than power struggles and conflict.

This book is part of the Land Tenure Committee’s continuing contribution to reflections 
on land policies. Its particular focus is on those ‘grey areas’ where institutional tinkering and 
‘ordinary’ actors’ practices are irreversibly changing the shape of rural landscapes. How can 
rural actors help change national and local legislation so that their legitimate land rights 
are recognised and secured, when certain local and national authorities or economic actors 
continue to control and capture the huge capital gains generated by operations arising from 
changes in land use?

Many countries are experiencing multiple crises that are likely to be exacerbated by 
the effects of climate change and population growth. It is imperative to address the issues 
raised in this book, not only to safeguard food sovereignty, preserve social links and protect 
natural and cultivated biodiversity, but above all, so that these countries can leave a healthy 
environmental legacy for future generations to come. l

Gilles Kleitz, Executive Director of Sustainable Development Solutions (SDS) – 
L’Agence française de développement (AFD)
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his report considers the ways in which land use is changing in developing countries, and 
how these changes are linked to urbanisation It uses the term “land-use conversion” 

to describe the transformation of cultivated or natural spaces into land that is destined for 
economic purposes other than agricultural activities, such as property development, self-
builds, hoarding or speculation. The different stages of the conversion process are considered: 
changes in ownership, acquisition of land rights, land transactions, plot divisions, productive 
use through construction and property development (housing estates, building projects of 
various sizes, etc.), and fallow land (demarcated parcels that remain undeveloped). These 
changes are taking place on different types of land, from cultivated fields to common areas 
and environmentally sensitive spaces. The sequencing of the stages and the actors involved 
in land conversions vary according to the context in which they occur. 

Large-scale land conversions generated by major development and infrastructure projects, 
industrial and extractive activities, and large-scale land grabs in rural areas have been widely 
examined over the past decade. But little has been written about how ordinary actors – residents, 
local land rights holders, local economic operators, local elected officials – acquire plots of 
land and change the way they are used in order to build houses, develop economic activities 
or accumulate capital. Even though this is a huge phenomenon, the different regulatory 
frameworks and public actors behind it have yet to be clearly identified. 

These changes in land use are the result of dynamics that began several decades ago 
with urban development at various scales, changes in local legal norms governing access to 
rural land, the growth of rural and urban land markets, and the increasing role and power of 
private and financial actors in urban planning, land delivery and property production. 

Observers of the dynamics of urban sprawl can see that land use is changing on an 
unprecedented scale (Part 1). Global observations show that built-up areas are generally 
increasing faster than demographic growth, although there are strong regional contrasts. 
And urban growth is not limited to existing cities: it also affects villages, which are being 
urbanised in more diffuse ways that are rarely recorded in official censuses. On a finer scale, 
it is important to determine how much land is being kept on hold as fragmented areas of 
fallow, and to understand the production logics behind this. It would be reductive to simply 
regard urban sprawl as the built environment encroaching upon natural or uninhabited areas: 
the fact that losses of agricultural and natural land now outstrip demographic growth means 

Summary 

T
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that we can no longer think about ‘urbanisation’ solely in terms of the continuous extension 
of existing urban areas. The dynamics involved are complex, multiform and changing, with 
land increasingly valued for its economic functions, as a safe haven and as a medium for 
money creation.

These land conversions involve a wide range of actors, logics and processes (Part 2 and 
Part 3). The report shows that they are not dual processes of urban and land production by rival 
rural and urban actors operating in formal and informal sectors, but a continuum of practices, 
actors, dynamics and competing interests. They involve multiple actors who may simultaneously 
or successively adopt contrasting practices (such as maintaining an agricultural activity and 
selling some of their land). This complex, shifting continuum is shaped by territorial dynamics 
(demographic pressure, environmental conditions), public policies (development projects, 
national land trajectories, property banking, financialisation of urban and land production), 
socio-economic and legal changes (evolving local land norms, climatic pressures on agriculture 
and fragile areas), and sometimes by social or individual trajectories (emergent middle classes, 
hopes and aspirations) that can develop particularly rapidly in countries in the global South. 

Decisions to change land use are influenced by a combination of factors. Agriculture 
is becoming a less attractive and less profitable activity, insecure tenure may drive people to 
transfer their rural land rights, and the actors who acquire them may need land for housing or 
as a savings vehicle. Changes may also relate to large public projects and housing developments, 
or neo-liberal reforms of land and property production that open up the sector to private 
interests. They therefore involve a whole range of actors with different economic and socio-
political profiles and unequal resources (available capital, access to credit, knowledge of 
regulations and capacity to influence them). But the balance of power is complicated, and 
cannot be read solely in terms of urban actors dispossessing rural actors of their land (Part 2). 

The circuits through which money flows upstream and downstream of land sales play 
a key role in these processes. The growth of bank credit is a major factor, although there are 
marked regional differences in the links between land markets and mortgage lending. In many 
cases, land is increasingly used as collateral for savings and speculative investments, and as 
a safe haven in the context of deregulation. A good deal of land is sold, bought, resold and 
divided into small plots but left largely undeveloped and uncultivated – which means that 
built-up land is not the only indicator of losses from the natural or cultivated environment 
(Part 3). Many land transactions and conversions are driven by the anticipated economic gains 
to be made from urban sprawl (involving a continuum of actors with very heterogeneous 
capital resources), but we also show the significant role that micro-transactions and parcel 
size play in these processes (holdings divided into micro-plots). Our findings in this respect 
complement previous studies on large-scale land grabs. 

These different forms of land conversion have marked impacts on the dynamics of 
urbanisation, and issues such as environmental degradation, socio-economic inequalities 
and the need for social protection, pressure on family farms and the sterilisation of fertile 
land, financial risks at many levels, and the burden on authorities to provide infrastructures 
and services. Some of these issues could be addressed through regulation (Part 4). The range 
of public policy sectors concerned means that these regulations cannot rely solely on classic 
tools for planning, zoning and protecting agricultural areas. The socio-economic and finan-
cial dimensions of these land conversions must be tackled head-on, along with the possible 
trickle-down effects on economic actors, interactions with the natural environment, coherence 
between different levels of public action, and the real capacities of regulatory actors. l
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his report considers the ways in which land uses are changing in the global South, and 
how these changes are linked to urbanisation. It follows on from previous work by the 

CTFD, particularly the White Paper on land governance and security of tenure in developing 
countries (2009),1 the study day on urban land held on 27th June 2017, and publications on 
large-scale land acquisitions (2016).

Asia, Africa and Latin America jointly accumulated 128,000 km2 of urbanised land between 
2000 and 2015, accounting for 73% of all changes in land use around the world during this 
period. Urban sprawl is increasing at the fastest rate on the African continent, where built-up 
areas have almost doubled since 1990, and at the slowest rate in Europe (Pumain, 2020). 

These changes in land use are taking place in a context of increasingly fragile natural 
environments, growing demand for housing and greater need for land assets. But as built-up 
areas and fallow land add to the effects of climate change, urban development must be 
balanced against the need to protect the environment, conserve water resources, safeguard 
groundwater recharge, and preserve plant cover. Rural initiatives need to take account of 
the growth of non-agricultural activities and increasing uncertainty about the reversibility of 
certain activities and climatic hazards. The study objective was to document these dynamics 
and identify key principles for action to better protect natural resources and agricultural areas.  

These changes in land use raise major issues and involve ever-increasing amounts of land. 
On the one hand, the commodification of land and changes in land use are key components 
of economic growth: they are concomitant with economic growth and are encouraged by 
emergence and infrastructure policies and reforms aimed at integrating the land, property 
and banking sectors into international financial circuits. On the other hand, these changes 
raise questions about the diversification of economic activities in rural areas and the trans-
formation of agricultural activities and rural livelihoods. They are the most obvious concrete 
manifestation of urban transition in most developing countries. Studying them enables us 
to question the trajectories of urbanisation, especially its impact on environmental issues, 
and efforts to protect the environment and biodiversity and mitigate the effects of climate 
change. Implementing the Sustainable Development Goals, especially SDG 11 and the New 
Urban Agenda, will require reflection on the “lands in the making” studied in this report.  

Introduction 

T

1. https://www.foncier-developpement.fr/publication/gouvernance-fonciere-et-securisation-des-droits-dans-les-
pays-du-sud/.

https://www.foncier-developpement.fr/publication/gouvernance-fonciere-et-securisation-des-droits-dans-les-pays-du-sud/
https://www.foncier-developpement.fr/publication/gouvernance-fonciere-et-securisation-des-droits-dans-les-pays-du-sud/
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In this paper, the term “changes in land use” refers to the conversion to residential use 
of previously natural or cultivated land. We wanted to examine the practices observed on the 
ground through field surveys or satellite images, rather than consider public decisions about 
classification or zoning – although these do play a role in conversion dynamics. The studies 
focus on changes that are linked to urbanisation, land uses connected with housebuilding 
and property development, and land hoarding or speculation related to nearby urban centres 
or the prospect of an advancing urban front. The studies do not cover land conversions for 
national- or regional-level infrastructure (roads, etc.) or linked to productive activities.2 We 
wanted to look at the land conversions undertaken by ordinary actors (residents, local land 
rights holders, economic actors, local elected representatives, etc.), the different economic, 
socio-political and interpersonal resources they use to make these changes, and how they 
navigate their variable, negotiated and sometimes very tenuous relationships with positive law. 

This approach enables us to look at land dynamics in a new way. Much of the analysis 
in recent years has been informed by pervasive neoliberal policies and the spectacular growth 
of international financial flows in urban production (Aveline-Dubach et al., 2020). These 
perspectives are important, given the radical changes that occurred in the frameworks for public 
action from the early 1980s onwards in the North and the early 1990s in the global South, as 
liberalisation and privatisation reforms reduced public spending, and decentralisation allowed 
the market to play an increasing role in the production and management of cities. These 
institutional changes facilitated new forms of capital accumulation in metropolitan areas and 
encouraged the financialisation of urban production, with new financial engineering techniques 
transforming land assets into financial assets. Urban spaces now compete to attract global 
financial flows, and urban property has become a significant speculative tool. Local leaders 
use city branding to capture these flows and channel them into daring urban projects and 
innovative new cities (Vishwanath et al., 2013; Cirolia and Berrisford, 2017; Croese, 2018).  

The links between changes in macroeconomic and institutional frameworks and the 
physical production of urban spaces identified in these studies support the argument that any 
analysis of land dynamics should also pay close attention to property and financial markets. 
David Harvey was one of the first to cast a more critical eye over these dynamics, highlighting 
the resulting dispossessions, deepening inequalities and widespread loss of State control over 
land (Sassen, 2014). There is now a significant scientific output on large-scale projects, free 
trade zones and new towns, expropriations for SEZs and infrastructures, and land grabbing 
by transnational actors.

However, these relatively broad analyses do not capture the local nuances of such 
change (Aveline-Dubach et al., 2020). Cities in the global South, and especially in Africa, are 
under-represented in urban studies, which therefore miss important local variations in three 
key aspects of the shift towards more neoliberal and entrepreneurial land dynamics. 

First, central and local governments in the global South still play a major role in land 
governance. Many post-colonial nations still hold large land reserves; and many use legislation 
on State lands to guide new urban developments and sometimes to capture land rents 
(Lorrain, 2017; Denis, 2011). Empirical research has also shown that some local and national 
government actors use their influence and political connections to intervene in the running 
and marketing of urban development projects (Labbé and Musil, 2017; Fauveaud, 2020). 

2. See in particular the CTFD’s work on special economic zones (SEZ). 
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Second, the appropriation of land resources – at different scales and by a wide range of 
actors – is still a major issue in these territories. Land continues to play a key role in savings 
and sometimes in access to credit, and is therefore highly sought after (Denis, 2017; Bertrand, 
2021; Bertrand and Bon, 2022). Rural research still tends to focus on land tenure rather than 
property investment, although some studies on rural land appropriation in the global South 
have started investigating the connections between urbanisation and land commodification and 
speculation. But these land dynamics are still examined through the prism of ‘land grabbing’ 
(Aveline-Dubach, 2017) and the dominant role played by transnational and government actors. 
There have been recent calls to sharpen the focus on urban demand and the endogenous 
logics driving diffuse acquisitions of small, more fragmented parcels, which are less visible than 
large-scale property development and infrastructure projects (Steel et al., 2019). When the 
focus shifts away from land grabbing, other factors that make land an attractive acquisition 
need to be identified, and more ordinary and mainstream dynamics taken into account 
(Choplin, 2020; Karaman et al., 2020). This shift can be seen in land and urban studies in 
India, a country whose size and 300 million-plus city dwellers make it a favoured laboratory 
for research on these issues. Recent studies on land conversions on the rural outskirts of Indian 
metropolises show that land acquisitions and conversions are instigated by small agricultural 
landowners, traditional village authorities, intermediaries, entrepreneurs and local land agents, 
who negotiate land access, the formalisation of land transactions and changes in land use with 
State officials (Cowan, 2018; Gururani and Dasgupta, 2018; de Bercegol et al., 2021). None 
of the actors involved in this kind of land-based ‘vernacular capitalism’ (Upadhya, 2020) have 
access to transnational capital. How they negotiate, calculate risks and anticipate capital gains 
has received less attention than the behaviours of large firms and government actors. The 
financial flows and changes in land use observed are closely linked with agrarian ownership 
structures, environmental conditions and local actors’ interactions with representatives of the 
State (Mukhopadhyay et al., 2020; Vijayabaskar, 2020). Studying them can therefore shed 
light on the dynamics of popular housing, land and territorial investment trajectories, and 
conversions of micro-parcels. 

The third point is that the legal status of land is central to these processes of change. Land 
ownership comes in many (often limited or partial) forms and can be transferred in numerous 
ways, creating multiple avenues for changes in land use: from the rapid dispossession and 
eviction of certain occupants to popular resistance, political or symbolic prohibitions, or legal 
delays to projects. Land tenure in developing countries is still largely analysed through the prism 
of customary rights, especially in Africa, although we are being encouraged to think of it more 
in terms of bundles of rights on a continuum of hybrid or negotiated legal practices structured 
by multiple norms. Studies show that rural land markets are vibrant, that concepts of land 
rights are changing, that there is a complex interplay between formality and informality, and 
finally, that urban demand plays a role in the commodification of rural land (Lavigne Delville 
et al., 2017). All of which point to the need for more crosscutting urban and rural studies.  

These studies show the importance of linking analysis of local land dynamics with glo-
balisation and the financialisation of economies, without over-emphasising the influence of 
global phenomena on local change. The aim here is to fill the gaps through a methodology 
based on case studies and scales of analysis that consider how political regimes and local 
economics of capital accumulation and circulation affect changes in land use. This detailed 
examination of how market relations are established combines urban and rural approaches, 
setting aside the ‘moral aspects’ of urbanisation and the commodification of rural land 
(Bertrand, 2021, p. 23), and focusing instead on the issue of inequalities in an attempt to 



12  |

Ordinary changes in land use linked to urbanisation in the global South

reach a nuanced understanding of who wins and who loses as land is converted to new uses 
connected with urbanisation, especially housing.

This book takes an empirical approach that considers the diverse interests and complex 
spatial configurations involved in these land conversions – unlike previous dualistic analyses 
of the land dynamics of urbanisation, which often overstate the role that urban interests play 
in determining rural people’s continued access to land, and the absorption of customary land 
rights into official or positive law. We focus on different stages of the conversion process: the 
acquisition of land rights, market transactions (when they occur), plot division and subsequent 
property development (housing projects, self-builds, etc.) and fallow land that is no longer 
used for agricultural purposes but remains undeveloped. The aim is to understand when, 
where and how changes in land use take place, and to identify the actors involved in these 
processes, possible strategies to resist these conversions, situations where several uses coexist 
(such as urban agriculture and housing), the timescales for these differentiated uses, and their 
anticipated returns. The hypotheses are that the social impacts of these conversion processes 
depend on the actors involved and, above all, on the stage at which they intervene. A major 
determining factor of social impacts is whether conversion takes place before or after rural 
landholders have transferred (or lost) their rights. 

The approach we have chosen looks beyond the urban-rural divide and focuses on 
territorial dynamics. It even sets aside the concept of ‘peri-urban territory’, which is hard to 
pin down and therefore rather difficult to grasp. While these conversions often highlight the 
friction between rural and urban environments and their associated uses (agricultural versus 
extractive activities; protected spaces, forests and deserts versus housing, production and 
service activities, land capitalisation, etc.), it is no longer appropriate to think of urbanisation 
solely in terms of its previous manifestations through systematic peri-urbanisation or even 
the uniform conversion of agricultural land into built-up areas or development plots. Land 
can become a concrete vehicle for financial assets, a means of accessing credit, financialising 
urban production, transforming landscapes in an unprecedented way, and renewing and 
generalising forms of urban sprawl. In this sense, the issue is no longer a matter of containing 
urban pressure by setting limits or cordons around cities. 

The dynamics observed are complex, multifaceted, and driven by actors with different 
sources of legitimacy. The overlap between rural and urban goes well beyond classic ‘peri-
urban’ areas: cities still contain agricultural land, and metropolitan actors may have little or 
no direct influence on land purchases by non-agricultural actors (for continued agricultural 
use or as a savings and investment vehicle). Money, and how it is invested and circulated, 
is a key issue. This report focuses on the practices, negotiations and power relations in land 
conversions, rather than the rights theoretically provided by land ‘papers’, although these 
do play a role in land conversions. 

Our methodological approach is based on analysis of the dynamics of urbanisation at a 
sub-regional scale. It draws on recent contributions from remote sensing and international 
programmes that enabled us to assess these changes according to specific morphological 
criteria and harmonised national statistics. The report is also based on empirical case studies 
conducted by a group of researchers who specialise in the territories concerned (see the table 
below).3 The findings of these case studies, which used a common set of research questions, 
are presented in Volume 2 of this report along with synthetic and analytical maps.  

3. Although the global health crisis meant that it was rarely possible to conduct specific field surveys for this research 
programme, the case studies are all based on in-depth, empirical findings (previous surveys) and long-term knowledge 
of the areas concerned. 
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Introduction

The case studies vary. In order to move away from monographic studies, our aim was 
to highlight crosscutting processes, common types of land conversion and recurrent chains 
of action and practices. We also wanted to consider how processes vary according to the 
degree of demographic pressure, intensity of demand for housing, and the forms of property 
production, banking capital and household access to credit, timescales of emergence policies 
(large-scale projects, major infrastructures), level of integration into the global economy, and 
the attractiveness of and openness to transnational investments. 

The first part of this report looks at recent measures of urban sprawl and the dynamics 
of urbanisation explored through spatial analysis. It highlights the disconnect between 
slowing urban population growth and the expansion of built-up areas, and concerns about 
soil sterilisation on fallow or uncultivated but unbuilt land, which is accelerating on every 
continent. Irrigated and communal grazing land is being replaced by collections of small 
plots with very basic facilities that are left uncultivated for varying lengths of time, and kept 
or resold with a view to future urban and residential development. The top layer of the soil 
may be sold, making the change of use irreversible. 

Territory Title/topic  Researcher  

Senegal, Dakar region Land conversions related to 
the new town of Diamniadio

Philippe Lavigne Delville, Adama Sow

Benin, Cotonou 
metropolitan area

Land fragmentation and 
markets in a fragile urban  
and coastal corridor 

Claire Simonneau, Adeothy Adegbinni, 
Hugh Dato

Côte d’Ivoire, rural outskirts 
of Abidjan 

Parcelling projects undertaken 
by village landholders

Jean-Philippe Colin, Auréa Pottier

Kenya, rural fringes of 
Nairobi. Kitengela (Kajiado 
County) and Thika (Kiambu 
County)

Investor practices in rural land 
markets for private agricultural 
or semi-arid and pastoral land 

Bérénice Bon

Tanzania, rural outskirts  
of Dar Es Salaam

Actors, processes and 
mechanisms for regulating 
peri-urban land markets

Sina Schlimmer

Jordan, periphery of Greater 
Amman

Agricultural and pastoral land 
conversions by private housing 
cooperatives 

Myriam Ababsa, Murad Kalaldeh

Lebanon, camps on the  
border with Syria (Dalamieh)

Emergence and extension  
of Syrian refugee camps  
on agricultural land 

Faten Kikano 

India, Pondicherry region 
(Bahur)

Economics of micro-plots Éric Denis 

Burma, Yangon Land markets and access 
to common land for public 
housing

Valérie Clerc

TABLEAU 1 : Case studies conducted for this research
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The second, third and fourth parts focus on how land uses are changed, identifying the 
actors, practices and processes involved in three stages of conversion: decisions to change 
land use (Part 2), transfers or acquisitions of rights (Part 3), and subsequent land uses (Part 
4). This sequencing allows us to open the ‘black box’ of conversions and analyse the links 
between transfers of land rights and changes in use. It shows that there is no single model; 
these linkages can take various forms as conversion may take place before or after rights 
are transferred and can unfold in several stages – parcelling, sale, construction, etc. It also 
shows that the built environment is not the only marker of what is extracted from natural 
or cultivated settings, as many land transactions and changes in land use are driven by the 
sterilisation of unused land and the expected economic returns from urban sprawl.  

These sections reveal a wide range of actors with very unequal capital who find themselves 
competing for control of the land that is to be converted, the conversion process, and the 
income that it generates. They suggest that land is being financialised from the bottom up, 
as flows of financial capital are activated upstream and land sales take off downstream, 
thanks in part to the expansion of bank credit and land being used as a profitable savings 
vehicle. Land serves as a safe haven in contexts of financial instability, high inflation and lack 
of access to banking.

This part of the book also highlights the importance of micro-transactions at the plot level 
and the division of holdings into micro-lots. These processes are occurring alongside large-scale 
rural land grabs, which the academic literature has mainly studied in relation to international 
capital flows and large-scale projects that lead to the eviction of local communities. We can see 
that there are different types of urban configuration. For example, land conversions in areas 
close to fast-growing urban centres are mostly a response to collective or individual demand 
for building lots for city dwellers. The potential profitability of these land markets makes them 
an attractive target for speculators, and certain practices suggest that property development 
and speculative land accumulation are becoming professionalised. Other conversion zones 
are concentrated around infrastructures (the ‘road effect’) and major project sites that may 
be far from urban centres. Some case studies also identify urban expansion processes that 
do not lead to an influx of outsiders, in situations where the buyers come from surrounding 
towns or villages that are expanding and changing.

The final part of the book highlights the diverse regulatory issues associated with these 
land conversions, which cannot be addressed by a compartmented approach that focuses 
on a single land or zoning policy. Our findings also show that many local landowners enter 
the land market in an attempt to exert some control over anticipated shifts caused by climate 
change, as a strategy to diversify economic activities in the agricultural sector, or because they 
fear that land will be taken over by the State or other powerful actors. Insecure land tenure 
and precarious incomes drive people to sell their land rather than risk losing everything in a 
poorly compensated pre-emption, pointing to the links between urban transition, agriculture 
and environmental issues. Land conversions reinforce existing socio-economic inequalities and 
unequal access to resources, and generate new forms of inequality. The report closes with a 
number of proposed principles for action by public bodies and cooperation agencies, and the 
conditions needed for effective support for these territorial transformations. l
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Measuring urban sprawl:  
intense and diffuse urbanisation  

in the global South

he scale and modalities of urban sprawl are a hotly debated topic. Earlier analysis 
was limited by the observation methods available at the time, but advances over the 

last decade now allow us to use remote sensing data and the recent redefinition of urban 
agglomerations according to globally harmonised morphological criteria to better effect. 
We can:

>> accurately measure the extent of urban and rural agglomerations;

>> take account of the changes, increasing density and variations in land use from urban 
‘hyper-centres’ to the ‘deep countryside’; 

>> re-evaluate statistical records of urban populations in the global South, which previously 
relied solely on national censuses whose definitions varied from continent to continent 
and according to political biases in the categorisation of settlements;

>> determine the spatial orientations of these major demographic shifts and redistributions;

>> estimate the types and amounts of land likely to be converted, and model future changes 
in land use.

Estimating likely land conversions

Recent studies have used the trends observed between 1980 and 2010 to estimate 
the global amount of land likely to be converted to different uses. These studies are also a 
reminder that urban settlement is an extremely efficient form of land use: the majority of 
our planet’s inhabitants live in built-up areas that occupy just 0.6% of the earth’s surface. 

Nevertheless, it is alarming to consider Gao and O’Neill’s calculation (2020) that the 
total amount of urbanised land could rise from 1.1 million km2 in 2010 to 3.6 million km2 by 
2100, representing a 1.8 to 5.9-fold increase in urban areas around the world. 

Europe gained 15,000 km2 of built-up urban land between 2000 and 2010, and urban 
areas on the African continent increased by a further 17,000 km2 in this period. Chen et al. 
(2020) estimate that in 2040, some 50% to 63% of new built-up areas will be on previously 
cultivated land, and 30% to 44% on former forest and grassland, with an impact on overall 
agricultural production of 1% to 4%. 

1PART 

T
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4. https://africapolis.org/en

5. https://www.fct.unesp.br/#!/pesquisa/brasipolis/apresentacao/

6. https://suburbin.hypotheses.org/

Box 1

REDEFINITIONS OF URBAN AREAS, AND NEW SOURCES OF URBAN DATA

Definitions of urban areas vary from country to country, and even within the same 
country when different administrations recognise urban status in different ways. This 
means that the national census and the ministries in charge of cities may view urban 
areas differently. Some examples of national variations in what censuses regard as 
cities are shown below: 

>> Kenya: 2,000 or more inhabitants;

>> Tanzania: no numerical values for size and density, city status is more determined 
by political and economic functions and having large numbers of residents involved 
in non-agricultural activities;

>> Benin: 10,000 inhabitants or more;

>> Senegal: 10,000 inhabitants or more;

>> Côte d’Ivoire: 10,000 inhabitants or more, but the census also includes units of 
4,000-10,000 inhabitants where most residents are engaged in non-agricultural 
activities, and certain administrative centres.

The OECD report (2020) estimates that 80% of small African cities fall outside urban 
classifications, along with some large agglomerations with over 500,000 inhabitants.

According to the results of the research programme on subaltern urbanisation in 
India (Denis and Zérah, 2017), urban growth largely consists of the multiplication  
of localities with over 10,000 inhabitants that remain classified as villages. For  
example, the state of Bihar in northern India contains many villages with populations 
of between 10,000 and 60,000 people. In the southern state of Kerala, 1,072 local 
units with a population of over 10,000 were still classified as villages in the last census 
in 2011.

In 1993, Moriconi-Ebrard showed how the use of UN-Habitat data, which are very 
patchy, led to biases in comparative urbanisation studies (Moriconi-Ebrard, 1993). 
He created the globally harmonised Geopolis database for his thesis on the spatial 
distribution of urbanisation between 1950 and 1990. This is the most accurate database 
in terms of counting urban populations, but it does not allow for precise monitoring of 
the expansion of built-up areas. The Geopolis program uses cartographic records, aerial 
photographs and satellite images to determine the extent of built-up areas, and relies 
on census data to count populations. This methodology, which is applied worldwide, 
uses two criteria to compare the dynamics of urbanisation: (i) agglomerations with at 
least 10,000 inhabitants, and (ii) gaps of no more than 200 metres between any two 
buildings. In Africa the database is updated with the Africapolis programme,4 and 
in Brazil with the Brasipolis database.5 In India, the research programme Suburbin: 
subaltern urbanization in India6 also used the Geopolis method.

https://africapolis.org/en
https://www.fct.unesp.br/#!/pesquisa/brasipolis/apresentacao/
https://suburbin.hypotheses.org/
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The disconnect between demographic growth and urban 
expansion 

All the measures point to an increasingly marked disjunction between slower demographic 
growth in agglomerations and the continued acceleration of urban sprawl, particularly in 
developing and transitional countries, and China in particular (Denis, 2011; Shatkin, 2017; 
Aveline-Dubach, 2016). In other words, the expansion of built-up areas is increasingly dissociated 
from the function of living, leading to the de-densification of urban areas. In many cases, 
the main driver of urban expansion is the potential financial value of buildings rather than 
their use for various functions. Population dynamics still affect the way that cities expand, 
but demand varies considerably according to national and local contexts. 

Other databases are available to monitor the spread of built-up areas around the world 
in a diachronic and harmonised manner, such as Modis Land Cover Data (MODIS LC), 
Climate Change Initiative Land Cover Data (CCI-LC), Global Human Settlement Layer 
(GHSL), and LandScan Settlement Layer (LandScan SL).

The Global Rural Urban Mapping Project (GRUMP) uses NASA satellite data to model 
increases in built-up land, resource consumption, and losses of agricultural land and 
forests due to urban expansion over a 30-year period. The resolution of the estimates 
is highly aggregated and can therefore only give broad trends, which significantly 
underestimate the dynamics of dispersed urbanisation and the emergence of small 
towns and large villages.

After 2016, the World Bank, the OECD and the European Union agreed to propose 
harmonised data on urbanisation, and selected three forms of human settlement with 
varying degrees of density: cities (majority of the population in an urban centre), urban 
clusters and suburbs, and rural areas and villages or scattered populations. 

The European Commission supports the development of the GHSL database. This 
provides free, easily accessible data obtained from interpretations of satellite images 
of the morphological extension of the built environment with a resolution of 40m or 
250m; plus a population grid based on municipal- and district-level population data 
with a resolution of 250m, and synthesised data with resolution set at 1 km.

Data on the Degree of Urbanization is provided for the years 1975, 1990, 2000, 2015 
and 2018. These link population data and the footprint of built-up areas, and are 
presented according to three levels of density: urban centres (geometric grid of 1 km 
resolution with at least 1,500 inhabitants per km2 and a minimum total population 
of 50,000); urban clusters (contiguous cells of at least 1 km2 and 300 inhabitants  
per km2 and a total population of 5,000); and finally, the rest, i.e., rural areas.
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There is no linear correspondence between the physical expansion of built-up urban areas 
and variations in demographic growth in different countries and continents between 2000 and 
2015. Land artificialisation and new property developments are driven by many other factors 
apart from demographic growth. Land fulfils numerous economic functions that do not directly 
relate to population, and housing responds to different segments of demand. Changes in 
land use connected with urbanisation do not only occur in spaces around large metropolitan 
areas; they also happen in smaller areas, small towns and large villages. However, the tools 
for harmonised processing of satellite imagery are not good at capturing these diffuse trends. 
For example, half of all city dwellers in India live in towns with under 100,000 inhabitants, 
and villages are becoming urbanised as residents stay put rather than moving to metropolitan 
areas. Similar processes are under way in Egypt, whose ecumene is entirely urbanised and more 
densely populated than urban areas in Europe. The country currently faces an unprecedented 
standoff over land as the regime pushes through an elitist and speculative redistribution of 
the most habitable fringes of the desert. 

Several major regional trends can be identified. In South-East Asia, for example, residential 
migration is driving strong growth in cities and a decline in rural populations, which is also 
due to the changed status of rural agglomerations as urbanised villages become more densely 
populated. Diffuse urbanisation processes are under way in rich agricultural areas with very high 
population densities, such as the deltas (see in particular Fanchette’s work in Vietnam, 2015).

Latin America is the most urbanised continent in the global South. Even though most 
countries on this continent have completed their demographic and urban transitions, land 
is still being converted for residential development to provide homes for the middle classes 
and the poor, and for speculative purposes.

Figure 1

DISTRIBUTION OF URBAN BUILT-UP AREAS IN KM2 IN 1990, 2015 AND 2020

© Denis

Urban built-up Variation  
1990 to 2015

Urban  
population 

change

1990 2000 2015 in km2 in %

World 394,842 465,745 569,942 175,099 44.3 42.2

Africa 32,826 43,230 62,138 29,312 89.3 101.7 

Asia 138,813 171,802 226,471 87,658 63.1 39.5

Europe 100,075 108,485 118,627 18,552 18.5 1.6

Latin América  
and Car. 34,113 40,269 45,739 11,626 34.1 47.2

Northern America 81,555 93,809 107,888 26,333 32.3 35.8

Oceania 7,470 8,165 9,097 1,628 21.8 52.8
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In Africa, strong population growth in rural areas is driving change at the local level, 
in urban centres, metropolitan areas and also in secondary towns. The urbanisation rate in 
sub-Saharan Africa measured by population rose from 31% in 1990 to 50% in 2010 (OECD, 
2020). Urban pressure is spread across many small towns and a few large cities whose footprint 
is rapidly extending to form ‘metropolitan regions’, such as Khartoum in Sudan, or Luanda 
in Angola (OECD, 2020)..

Senegal has much higher urban densities than the other African countries covered by 
the case studies in this report. Its urban population is concentrated in the three largest coastal 
agglomerations of Dakar, Saint-Louis and Mbour; falling sharply in the rest of the country, 
which has only two agglomerations of 10,000 inhabitants and low rural population densities. 
The map of Kenya shows that its urban growth is also concentrated in cities with more than 
200,000 inhabitants (Moriconi-Ebrard et al., 2016).7 However, urbanisation in secondary 
towns and villages should not be overlooked, especially the urban area of Nakuru, which 
now has over 500,000 inhabitants and is expanding very rapidly, increasing its footprint by 
60% between 2010 and 2016 (Willkomm et al., 2020). Benin has relatively few medium-
sized agglomerations of between 50,000 and 500,000 inhabitants. These accommodate 
just 20% of the country’s urban population. At the other end of the scale the two largest 
conurbations, Cotonou and Porto-Novo, are absorbing the small and medium-sized towns 
that have emerged around them, forming a single agglomeration separated by just a few 
hundred metres of land awaiting development. Côte d’Ivoire is another country with high 
demographic concentration and spatial expansion (the capital, Abidjan, covers eight times 
more land than the country’s second largest agglomeration).

In West Africa, the distance between urban centres with over 10,000 inhabitants is a third 
of what it was 40 years ago. It is therefore important to consider the growth of small towns, 
where the conversion of land to non-agricultural, mainly residential, uses is particularly intense.

Identifying changes in land use

These studies on changes in land use reveal various trends, from built-up areas extending 
along communication routes to breaks in land use densities and territorial continua as 
agricultural parcels are fragmented and local production systems dismantled (Mering et 
al., 2010, in West Africa). Looking at secondary towns in Kenya that are experiencing very 
strong spatial and demographic growth, Willkomm et al. (2020) not only observe a shift from 
agriculture to construction between 2010 and 2019, but also changes in agricultural use, with 
certain crops being grown more intensively to meet increasing urban demand. They note that 
it is mainly small farms that are disappearing, and highlight the potential negative effects of 
land fragmentation on the long-term sustainability of agricultural activities.

Analyses of the different forms of urban expansion have identified several patterns, 
ranging from the consolidation and densification of old outskirts as in Lagos (Wang and 
Maduako, 2017) to the rise of more recent continuous urban areas that are quickly absorbed 
into extensive urban sprawl, as in the Harare region (Kamusoko and Chikati, 2017) and around 
smaller Ghanaian agglomerations (Kpienbaareh and Luginaah, 2019). 

7. www.africapolis.org

www.africapolis.org
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There are also studies on the ways that ecosystems are affected and changed by 
the extension and densification of peripheries; particularly the problems caused by land 
artificialisation, resource extraction, the overexploitation of sand quarries, and access to water 
(see, for example, Morshed et al., 2020 on Dhaka). Environmental scientists have explored 
the link between rainfall data and proximity to urban centres (Leblois, 2021, in Africa), and 
analysed the links between urban sprawl and increased pollution. 

Box 2

AFRICAPOLIS REPORT ON CHANGES IN LAND USE (OECD, 2020)

This report focuses on in-situ urbanisation in rural areas, citing the examples of 
Rwanda, a small country where villages have grown as migration has declined, and 
Togo, where existing villages in peri-urban areas around Lomé are expanding and 
new villages proliferating in a surge of unplanned construction (homes, garages, 
small apartment complexes, workshops, etc.). The report shows that new urban 
agglomerations are emerging in different ways across the continent. 

Urban networks are particularly dense in Nigeria and Egypt and, to a lesser extent, 
in Ethiopia, South Africa and Algeria. Five major urban clusters in North Africa, the 
Nile Basin, the Ethiopian Highlands, the Great Lakes and South Africa cover 10% of 
the total land area of the continent. The corridors of the Sahel and the steppes and 
savannahs between Somalia and Mozambique are least affected by urban growth, 
while South Sudan, Ethiopia and Mozambique have seen the highest increase in 
the number of urban areas since the 1950s. Behind this increase, the report notes 
that the reclassification of rural land as urban makes it increasingly difficult to dis-
tinguish between rural and urban areas. The emergence of agglomerations within 
larger metropolitan areas also poses certain problems. For example, the number of 
agglomerations in Egypt, Kenya, Libya and Rwanda has fallen, but existing agglo-
merations have grown and merged into conurbations. 

The report also notes a marked increase in the footprint of border towns, and 
‘saturated’ territories in countries like Rwanda and Burundi, where there is intense 
competition for rural resources and between agricultural and urban needs. 

Finally, it identifies ‘local forms’ of urbanisation and patterns of urban growth: linear 
coastal settlements, clusters of linear growth, spontaneous traditional settlements, 
dense development outside settlements, planned clustered settlements, scattered 
settlements, absolute dispersion (as in south-eastern Nigeria), and agglomerations 
of scattered constructions, which are greatly underestimated in urbanisation data. 
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The need to include fallow land in urbanisation measures 

Our local surveys lead us to believe that measuring urbanisation solely in terms of 
the expansion of built-up areas significantly underestimates its effects on land use. This 
report highlights the importance of fallow or wasteland – parcels that have been taken out 
of agricultural or pastoral areas and even forests or natural wetlands, but which are not 
immediately used for construction and thereby artificialised. A considerable amount of land is 
hoarded in expectation that its value will increase as demand rises when a new town is built 
nearby (even in unlikely landlocked areas far from existing urban centres). This expectation 
stimulates land transactions while the lots remain undeveloped. 

More work needs to be done on this, by identifying researchers on rural areas and 
agrarian systems who can spot subtle signs that agricultural land may be about to be left 
fallow (declining investment in inputs, scarce water resources, etc.). In short, the morphological 
approaches and databases developed to measure urbanisation around the world do not capture 
many of the land conversion processes that ultimately end in urban use. These databases 
rely solely on detecting buildings, but it should be possible to use cartographic inventories of 
unused land to better anticipate future urban developments. 

Our case studies show that we can identify a range of areas that have been taken 
out of agricultural use and natural environments and are contributing to irremediable land 
fragmentation through urban sprawl. This can be done by manually processing aerial and 
satellite images of new access roads, divisions into micro-lots, the installation of basic services 
and fencing, land and subsoil extraction and processing sites, workshops, and more subtle 
markers of private subdivisions of unoccupied land. However, this approach needs to be 
systematised with remote sensing experts.

Fallow land may be an indicator of abandoned farmland or land purchases awaiting 
short- or long-term conversion. The former owner may sometimes continue to farm the plot, 
and the purchaser may temporarily upgrade it by converting it to orchards, etc., and rent it 
out while waiting for a significant rise in land prices. Infilling irrigation channels or reservoirs 
and removing fertile topsoils for brickworks renders the land irreversibly fallow. 

In many cases, public statistics barely capture land that is left fallow, divided into micro-
plots and put on the market, as its use is not reclassified. It may stay classified as agricultural 
land because subdivision for building purposes is not permitted, although the changes may 
be noted in agricultural land censuses. In the Indian case study, these subdivisions are (partly) 
counted as long fallow land (see Box 4 below) – a rapidly growing category that now makes 
up 3.7% of the Indian ecumene. Cultivated land occupies 45.3% of the ecumene, and has 
done so for the past 50 years as a significant proportion of common grazing land is cultiva-
ted. India has only been able to increase its agricultural production through more intensive 
cultivation and by extending its irrigated areas (before 2010). Almost all agricultural land is 
harvested more than once a year. l
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Box 3

PROCESSED SATELLITE IMAGES OF MICRO-LOT DIVISIONS BETWEEN  
2010 AND 2020 FOR THE CASE STUDIES IN KENYA (BON, THIS REPORT), 
INDIA (DENIS, THIS REPORT) AND CÔTE D’IVOIRE (COLIN AND POTTIER,  
THIS REPORT)

Kitengela, Kenya, 2010

Kitengela, Kenya 2020

Bahour, India, 2003, 2011 and 2016 

Djimoni-Koffikro, Côte d’Ivoire, 1983 Djimoni-Koffikro, Côte d’Ivoire, 2021

Land uses in the village 
of Djimoni-Koffikro 

1983

Palm groves

Rubber 

Food crops

Pineapple for export

Pineapple for tinning

Coffee – cocoa

Selected coconut palms

Traditional coconut palms

Abandoned coffee

Fallow

Wetlands

Key
  Landholding boundary

1   Parcel number

Land use

Source: Field and land 
use surveys

Current and planned parcelling  
in Djimini-Koffikro

Key
Entire parcel subdivided
Subdivided parcel with  
approximate plot 
boundaries
Housing development

Land parcel number
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Box 4

EXAMPLES FROM INDIA OF COUNTING FALLOW LAND OTHER  
THAN CURRENT FALLOW 

These data are from the Ministry of Agriculture’s Land Use Information Statistics System, 
which provides some information on set-aside. They show a significant increase in 
the amount of land set aside for long periods. These statistics should be compared 
with field work findings.

Example 1 – Case study of Bahour, a village on the outskirts of Pondicherry city in 
South India (Denis, this report)

The data are for Pondicherry district.

-  2010-2011: 21,023 ha arable land / 11,951 ha non-agricultural uses / 1,236 ha 
long fallow land

-  2014-2015: 18,549 ha arable land / 12,165 ha non-agricultural uses / 1,432 ha 
long fallow land

-  2018-2019: 19,301 ha arable land / 12,466 ha non-agricultural uses / 1,880 ha 
long fallow land

Example 2 – Case of Panipat district in Haryana state  

Panipat is a fast-growing city in the Capital Region, 70 km from Delhi. It is the terminus 
of one of the regional metro corridors being built to connect Delhi with cities in the 
Capital Region.

The data are for Panipat district.

-  2010-2011: 190,747 ha cultivated land / 17,402 ha non-agricultural uses / 157 ha 
long fallow land  

-  2014-2015: 162,108 ha arable land / 18,749 ha non-agricultural uses / 388 ha long 
fallow land

- 2018-2019: 184,619 cultivated land / data not available / 619 ha long fallow land
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Upstream conversion processes: 
land sales and decisions  
to change rural land uses

and use conversions linked to urbanisation are the result of multiple processes generated 
by different logics and actors. We used a three-stage approach to chart these practices 

(sales, purchases, changes of use) and develop a typology of conversion processes. 

The most common changes in land use connected with urbanisation involve monetised 
transfers of land rights. The commodification of land (transition from inalienable status where 
land is transferred outside the market through inheritance, loans, etc. to transfers through 
market transactions) may predate urbanisation and involve transfers of rights to land that will 
be used for agriculture, but it is often associated with urbanisation because urban demand 
leads to commodification. Changes in land use are therefore linked to urban and rural land 
markets, land speculation, and the use of plots as cash reserves. These are not new themes; 
they are documented in rural anthropological and socioeconomic literature, and studies such 
as those compiled by Le Roy and Le Bris (1986) revealing the ‘disputed’ nature of local spaces 
and speculative local land practices in Abidjan, Mexico and Ouahigouya (Burkina Faso). Every 
layer of society is affected as land commodification and marginal speculative practices continue 
to gain momentum under the combined influence of urban demographic pressure, macroe-
conomic changes caused by globalisation and financialisation, social changes triggered by 
the education of rural and urban youngsters, and local economic changes (Bertrand, 2021). 
The rise of the middle classes stimulates these practices in many countries. Customary land 
tenure systems in Africa continue to be reinvented, particularly in rapidly changing areas, 
according to hybrid logics based on the socio-economic needs of family or lineage groups and 
whatever room for manoeuvre is left by the systems that regulate land tenure. Finally, these 
changes in land use affect large tracts of land, sometimes take subtle forms, and may extend 
well beyond urban areas. They also occur long before new urban developments materialise. In 
order to understand them, we need to take a broader view than that afforded by a dualistic 
vision of urban development and land production facilitated by official and unofficial channels 
and formal and informal investments. 

The focus here is on ordinary land conversions organised by local actors (residents, local 
land rights holders, local actors involved in property development and land acquisitions). This 
often happens through incremental land production, which we believe is a very important 

L

2PART 



26  |

Ordinary changes in land use linked to urbanisation in the global South

but under-documented topic, especially when compared with the scientific output on large-
scale projects, free trade zones, new towns, expropriations to create special economic zones 
and infrastructures, and land grabbing by transnational actors. Indeed, land conversions by 
ordinary local actors account for a considerable number of changes in land use whose spatial 
and financial scales have yet to be measured. Looking at our case studies, these ordinary land 
conversions appear to be just as significant as the changes brought about by major projects. 

Our approach therefore considers the diverse practices, actors and dynamics at work in 
these processes. In analytical terms, it reveals a continuum in these actors (with no automatic 
distinction between different categories of actor), and strong competition between them 
for access to land and control of the conversion process and the income it generates. The 
multiple actors involved may also simultaneously or successively follow contrasting practices 
(such as maintaining an agricultural activity and selling some of their land). This complex, 
shifting continuum is shaped by territorial dynamics (demographic pressure, development 
projects), socio-economic and legal changes (evolving local land tenure norms, climatic 
pressures on agriculture and fragile areas), and sometimes by social or individual trajectories 
that are particularly rapid in the global South (the emergence of middle classes, actors’ hopes 
and dreams).

Diverse types of rural land and actors

This section considers the upstream processes of conversion, their spatial dimensions, 
the actors involved and their motivations. Who drives or paves the way for changes in land 
use and land sales? Why do they do this, what are their motivations? What types of territories 
are involved, and what are the timeframes for these changes? 

Conversion processes involve different types of rural land. It may or may not be cultivated, 
and its soil type and fertility will differ according to the natural environment and the intensity 
of demographic and urban pressure in the region. Its agronomic and economic value will also 
vary: some land will have been developed, while other land will support villages, fallow land, 
pastures and agricultural crops. In some territories (West Africa, Jordan, India), massive new 
urban developments have materialised on customary and even sacred land (Adegbinni, 2018).

Finally, this land is controlled at various levels according to local modes of land 
appropriation: individual, family (at the level of more or less extended domestic groups) and 
collective (see Figure 2 below). Some land may have already been transferred to external actors 
for agricultural production (irrigated plots, orchards, market gardens, etc.) or for speculative 
purposes. Rural landholders may therefore be village authorities, family representatives, or 
individuals (rural or urban and/or originating from but not living in the villages concerned). 

Land sales and changes of use reflect spatial logics that cannot all be ascribed to the 
effects of advancing urban fronts. 

Our case studies cover different situations, from neighbourhoods in rapidly changing 
metropolitan areas (Benin) to places far removed from urban centres (Côte d’Ivoire and 
India). Access to urban centres is also a key factor driving developments along major roads 
and around infrastructures. 

Land conversions in some of the territories studied are linked to urban development 
plans and macroeconomic development strategies. Areas that are designated as development 
hubs may be relatively far from urban centres, such as the Diamniadio urban hub in the 
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Figure 2

DIVERSITY OF RURAL LANDS AND LANDHOLDERS

© Lavigne Delville

Dakar region of Senegal, which is connected to the centre of Dakar by major infrastructures 
(a motorway and regional express train).

Major public projects stimulate speculative buying around the project site, often prompted 
by expectations of ‘good deals’ to be made (Bertrand and Bon, 2022) and privileged information 
about new or reactivated State projects or public-private partnerships. For example, there has 
been intense land speculation in the Glo-Djigbe area north of the Cotonou conurbation, which 
was designated as the site for the international airport over 10 years ago (Magnon, 2013).

Pressure on land may also build far away in the hinterland, gradually triggering subtle 
changes well before the urban front advances. This pressure is driven, as in India, by a “shared 
belief in (...) the imminent advent of an urban transition and the possibility of emancipation 
from local allegiances (castes, extended families, clans...)” (Denis, 2016). In the next section 
we identify the logics or triggers of changes in land use. 

Long-term changes in rural societies and land tenure 
practices

Although changes in land use seem to be happening very quickly and to have accelera-
ted in recent years, they are nevertheless linked to long-term processes of structural change 
in rural societies. These processes affect local legal norms, the commodification of land, the 
conditions for local economic activities, and the prospects open to rural youth.  

Firstly, local legal norms in rural areas are affected by the huge upheavals caused by 
demographic growth, market integration, religious conversions, and young people’s desire for 
greater autonomy. To varying degrees, these are leading to the reconfiguration of domestic units, 
particularly the fragmentation of large family units (where they existed) and the emergence of 
the household (possibly polygamous) as an economic unit (Quesnel and Vimard, 1996; Raynaut 

Communal areas Village authorities 

Family parcels Head of extended fami/y 
LANDHOLDERS 

Individual  
parcels Head of rural household 

Individual  
parcels Urban and non-urban purchasers 
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and Lavigne Delville, 1997) that can still operate while the family landholding continues to be 
managed by the extended family group. The rules of inheritance are also changing, leading 
to the division of family holdings rather than transfers of undivided estates, and thereby 
facilitating the individualisation of land rights. In certain regions women are gradually being 
allowed to inherit some land (under Muslim law, women inherit a half-share).

These processes of individualisation may go hand in hand with the commodification 
of land, and may be longstanding or new, depending on the rural society concerned. They 
are driven by many factors, such as integration into market chains, distress sales, conversion 
strategies, adjustments related to the fragmentation of inheritances, offers from external 
actors, etc.8

As rights are individualised and land is commodified, bundles of rights (with separate 
administration and use rights) tend to shrink and become similar to property rights. Holders 
of land rights start to behave like landowners, and holders of agricultural use rights sidestep 
the regulations, as in the camps that have been set up in Lebanon on land currently zoned for 
agricultural use. These changes in legal norms are also the result of decades of land reforms 
favouring private ownership. In Kenya, for example, the land tenure regime governing Maasai 
land has gradually shifted towards private ownership, initially communal and then individual. 
These reforms are driving transactions today. 

Some countries still have multiple land ownership regimes. Mexico has three coexisting 
regimes of public, private and social (ejidos and communidades) ownership. When the 
‘certification’ of individual rights was introduced in 1992, it became possible to privatise ejidos, 
and property developers used this opportunity and social housing reforms to establish large 
land reserves on the outskirts of Mexican cities, at very low cost. Nevertheless, privatisation 
remains a slow process in Mexico, and most property development takes place on private 
land (Valette, 2020; Geneste et al., 2022).

8. For sub-Saharan Africa, see Colin (2017).

Box 5

LAND REFORMS AND SALES OF PASTORAL LAND IN JORDAN 

Most commercial practices around land sales in Jordan (Ababsa, see this report) flow 
from the 1953 land reform (conversion law), which opened up the possibility for tribal 
leaders who only held use rights to register pastoral land (miri) as private property (mulk). 

Most urban expansion has occurred on land that is classified as miri – State-owned 
pastoral land on which tribes were granted rights of use. Actors who only held use 
rights to this land have sold large tracts of it, signing contracts (hujja) with buyers in 
front of two witnesses. Although they are unofficial, these land rights are recognised 
by the public authorities when disputes arise during land regularisation or re-housing 
programmes. 

These sales practices are further encouraged by the new Land Ownership Act of 
2019, which cancelled all use rights to pastoral land (miri) and converted them to 
full ownership rights. 
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The development of land markets9 in certain rural areas is linked to these changes in legal 
norms, but does not necessarily happen in tandem with the legalisation of land rights. Land 
markets sometimes develop quickly, and the actors who are supposed to be the guarantors 
of inalienable rights to customary land holdings, community land (Jordan, Côte d’Ivoire) or 
even sacred land (Benin) may ignore their inalienability or find a way round it when they 
are first sold. A recent study on rural land markets in West Africa (Colin, 2017; Lavigne 
Delville et al., 2017) found that demographic pressure, changes in agricultural techniques, 
the monetarisation of rural economies, and the increased economic value of land with the 
transition from subsistence farming to market-oriented farming were driving a shift towards 
market transactions. Changes in local land tenure regulations in regions such as West Africa 
are influenced by generational change and villagers returning from urban or international 
contexts where land has already been commodified (Colin, 2017). But this kind of change 
is not mechanical. Colin and Lavigne Delville et al. (2017) emphasise its progressive nature: 
non-market transfers of land rights can subtly evolve into market transfers, for example, when 
token recognition of land rights becomes dues that are paid first in kind and then money, 
or when prices that were initially symbolic become based on the amount of land involved or 
anticipated profits. Similarly, legalisation is not necessarily the trigger for commodification – it 
sometimes comes at the end of the process. However, this commodification varies from region 
to region, even within West Africa, and land tenure arrangements within family farms may 
stay outside the market, even in densely populated areas. This is when urbanisation becomes 
a driver of commodification. 

The individualisation and commodification of land and rights in areas under urban 
influence are reinforced by the opportunities offered by urban buyers, the influence of 
urban lifestyles, and the emergence of an aspirational middle class in certain regions. The 
marginalisation of agriculture and people’s fear of losing their land to State or private projects 
also add to these dynamics. In West Africa, these shifts do not necessarily go hand in hand 
with complete individualisation, in which case sales are managed at the level of lineage 
segments that take account of how they will affect the distribution of family land between 
households (Magnon, 2013; Diongue, 2020). But financial opportunities also give rise to 
opportunistic sales by young people who normally do not have the right to sell, by holders 
of use rights that have been consolidated over time, and even by actors with no land rights 
at all, who swindle buyers and landholders. A comprehensive, process-based reading of the 
situation is needed (Colin et al., 2022; Colin and Bouquet, 2022).

Agriculture has become a less appealing livelihood almost everywhere due to its dwindling 
productivity, profitability and predictability. This noticeable decline is driven by two major 
factors: the fragmentation of land through inheritance, which makes small farms unviable; 
and the liberalisation of agricultural sectors, which pits local farmers against more productive 
or subsidised agriculture (Mazoyer, 2001). Another factor is climate change, and its effects 
on access to water (as in Benin and India, for example).

9. “Land markets are sets of market transfers of rights over land. A market transfer (or market transaction) occurs 
when there is a transfer of ownership or use rights from a transferor to a transferee in return for due consideration 
established according to a system of equivalence: the price. The concept of price does not necessarily entail the 
use of money: access to land that is exchanged for a share of the output, or even for labour, can be described as 
a market exchange. The transfer may involve different rights, such as rights of appropriation or use, and therefore 
does not necessarily involve all the rights on the plot” (Colin, 2017 p.6 d’après Colin, 2004).
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On another level, the emergence of camps on agricultural land in different parts of 
Lebanon can be directly ascribed to geopolitical tensions in the Middle East; which are also 
a direct explanatory factor for large-scale camps in Kenya, Thailand, Sudan and other parts 
of the world (Agier, 2014).

Finally, younger generations in rural areas are better educated but have less land than 
their elders, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa. As a result, they are developing new survival 
strategies. Social and economic relations between cities and the countryside are intensifying 
around land investments as rural people buy plots of urban land, and local people who have 
succeeded in the city invest in agricultural land, palm groves or livestock (Rangé, 2019). New 
land claims and individualised social protections are emerging and being put to the State by 
social advocates and village activists (Bertrand, 2021) – as seen in case study on Diamniadio 
in the Dakar region (Lavigne Delville and Sow, in this report).

The logics behind rural landholders’ actions

Rural landholders are the first to be affected by the changes described above. Landholders, 
customary owners, and holders of agricultural or pastoral use rights are being evicted from 
their land or participating in land sales and land use conversions. 

The fact that these actors do not have legally recognised rights weakens their position 
in the urbanisation process. They are at risk of eviction – either by the State, which regards 
itself as the legal landowner and evicts them before subdividing the land, with or without 
compensation; or by developers who have obtained land titles from the State. But the image 
of rural actors as powerless victims of urbanisation is not entirely accurate, since a lack of legal 
status does not necessarily equate to insecure tenure. Furthermore, rural landholders may be 
active participants in the land market regardless of whether they have legal documents to 
their land, either selling agricultural land or parcelling and subdividing their land themselves 
in order to sell it as housing lots. 

Therefore, rural actors are not passive in these processes; they participate in them to very 
varying degrees and for very varied reasons. The decision to convert and possibly sell land is 
driven by ‘offensive’ and/or ‘defensive’ rationales (Yung and Bosc, 1999). On the ‘defensive’ 
side are distress sales, sales to protect the vendor from likely dispossession, and sales of plots 
that have become too small to be shared between heirs; on the ‘offensive’ side are sales that 
will enable the vendor to reinvest in remunerative activities. The impacts of selling agricultural 
plots depend on the size of the available land holdings, the size of the family, the conditions 
of the sale (favourable or unfavourable) and opportunities for profitable reinvestment. Families 
who divide their land themselves in order to sell it generally keep most of the income from 
the conversion, while those whose land is expropriated receive compensation, which is often 
derisory. 

This section attempts to identify the wide range of rationales at work at the individual 
and territorial level, which may be combined, superimposed or successive. We start by 
emphasising the fact that agriculture does not totally disappear in these processes, and then 
discuss the multiple forms of engagement in sales, highlighting the ambiguous nature of 
consent within these transactions.
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l Continuity and change in agricultural land uses 

The picture that emerges from our studies is more complex than one of land uses simply 
changing from agriculture to other purposes. It shows that farmers often adjust their activities 
in nuanced responses to territorial change and markets for agricultural produce. 

Urban and peri-urban agriculture is a major activity in the global South. Its scale has been 
recognised by international organisations since the 1990s, and in 2010 the FAO calculated 
that it produces 15% of the world’s food (FAO, 2010). It is so important for food production 
that it not only continues despite urban sprawl on peripheral agricultural land, but may even 
be expanding in some places (Aubry, 2013). Hamilton (2014) estimates that 266 million 
households are involved in urban agricultural production in the global South, and the FAO 
estimated that 40% of urban households in sub-Saharan Africa were engaged in urban 
agriculture (FAO, 2012). Although these reports use different definitions of urban agriculture, 
they all note much higher rates of combined agricultural and urban land uses in the global 
South than in Northern countries. Rather than disappearing completely, agricultural activities 
in city centres and the outskirts of urban areas are being transformed.   

The spatial and functional relations between cities and agricultural areas in both the 
South and the North increasingly operate around a complex ‘agri-urban system’, with belts 
of agriculture and market gardens around cities being replaced by mosaics of intermingled 
uses (Poulot, 2014; Aubry, 2013; Ba and Aubry, 2011). 

It is important to note that changes in land ownership or status do not necessarily lead 
to immediate changes in land use. This is illustrated by the case study on Djimini-Koffikro,  
80 km from Abidjan in Côte d’Ivoire (Colin and Pottier, this report), where customary  
landowners often subdivide their land and continue to cultivate it.  Parcel boundaries shift  
and individual fragmentation increases, but there is no immediate change in the use of  
the land. 

More intensive peri-urban production

Advancing urban fronts may also lead to the intensification of certain types of agricultural 
production, particularly market gardening, which is linked with demand from new urban 
markets. 

Urbanisation does not always trigger a wholesale or immediate discontinuation of 
agricultural land uses. This is sometimes due to policies to support the agricultural sector. For 
example, research by GRET in Myanmar (Boutry et al., 2016) found that although speculators 
mainly target rice fields, there were few changes in land use before 2015 due to government 
policies to support rice-growing areas. This is also the case on the outskirts of Nairobi, where 
market gardens continue to serve the urban market, large horticultural estates still produce 
for export, and cash crops (coffee, tea, pineapple) are still grown thanks to subsidies from 
certain counties. Investors and speculators in these territories tend to target non-irrigated 
land used for agropastoral activities. There are numerous publications on these adjustments 
and reconfigurations of food production in various African contexts (Kuusaana and Eledi, 
2015; Thornton, 2008).
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Continued interstitial and specialised urban agriculture

Rather than disappearing from agglomerations, agriculture may be transformed and 
adapted as certain types of production are intensified, individual farms are relocated, and 
particular plots are secured and then surrounded by built-up land. Empirical research conducted 
in Bobo Dioulasso, Saint-Louis, Manila (Robineau et al., 2014) and Antananarivo (Defrise et 
al., 2019) identified various examples of this (see Box 6). 

Agricultural food production in confined areas focuses on items that are in demand in 
urban markets. For example, Antananarivo-ville produces 95% to 100% of the watercress 
consumed in the city, despite concerns about its safety (Aubry, 2013).

Box 6

EMERGENT AND RESILIENT URBAN AND PERI-URBAN AGRICULTURE  
IN TOGO, VIETNAM, BURKINA FASO AND MADAGASCAR

Pulliat (2017) shows that while pressure from urbanisation in Thailand and Vietnam 
is changing agricultural practices in peri-urban areas of Bangkok and Hanoi, it has 
not – yet – significantly changed how land is used. Surrounding areas (hinterland) 
are being integrated into urban systems rather than being replaced by them. The 
urban market and demand from Bangkok’s emerging middle class is stimulating 
diversification into high value-added foodstuffs (fruit, poultry, pork, dairy products) 
and the development of production chains and labels that meet high health, safety 
and quality criteria, while urban and peri-urban agriculture is expanding despite the 
intense pressure on land. In Hanoi, it is taking hold in unbuilt areas on the outskirts 
of the city and pieces of agricultural land that have been expropriated but have yet 
to be urbanised (such as An Khanh). Campaigners have also helped establish pockets 
of quality urban agriculture in green and vacant city spaces.

Robineau’s (2013) surveys show that urban farmers in Bobo Dioulasso keep going 
through a combination of mobility (growing produce in several places, using market 
garden plots and their own fields to support and feed the family) and informal 
arrangements with institutional actors and input suppliers that enable them to access 
the resources they need to farm and maintain certain productive spaces. Livestock 
are also being raised to meet new urban demand, but this activity usually goes under 
the radar. 

Defrise et al. (2019) show that the amount of cultivated land in Antananarivo city 
centre is dwindling, but at a slower rate than is generally estimated. Watercress is 
still grown on low-lying spots in built-up areas, with several crops produced each 
year. Although land prices might be expected to trigger a rapid decline in agricultural 
land use in these densely populated areas, where demand for building land is high, 
agricultural activities mainly continue due the local topography – land is hard to access, 
regularly flooded and difficult to backfill. The fact that it is held in joint ownership also 
contributes to its continued agricultural use, as renting land to cress producers enables 
landowners to signal that it is occupied, generate a limited but regular income, and 
avoid disputes over possible sales. 
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l Hybrid strategies combining agriculture, land sales, and/or land  
and property development

Some farmers use hybrid strategies to respond to the varying profitability of their land 
and local constraints and opportunities. These strategies may involve selling some plots and 
cultivating others more intensively. 

Studies in Togo (Bawa, 2017) show that market gardening and coconut production have 
intensified due to urban demand and unprofitable plantations being subdivided or sold. The 
fact that people in Benin and Togo are selling plots in order to buy more land further afield 
and invest in agricultural equipment, irrigation, inputs or plant protection products suggests 
that the costlier cultivation techniques required to meet urban demand can trigger land sales 
to finance investments.

l Multiple types of rural land sales: distress sales, potential and official 
dispossessions, trade in plots

The most common trigger for sales in areas where customary land is being commodified 
is financial constraints and the need to pay for day-to-day expenses, education, healthcare, 
emergencies or family events such as funerals and weddings. Emergency and distress sales 
have been documented since the 1980s and 1990s in West Africa (Colin, 2017), and are 
becoming more widespread in Kenya, Tanzania and Benin as land sales become commonplace 
and land prices rise in the outskirts of metropolitan areas. 

Lavigne Delville and Sow (this report) and Dato (2020) note that in contexts of legal 
pluralism and State takeovers of land for major projects, rural landholders may feel at risk of 
losing their land or having it expropriated for public use with minimal compensation. Intra-

Box 7

FORMS OF URBANISATION AND AGRICULTURAL LAND IN AFRICA  
IDENTIFIED BY THE AFRICAPOLIS 2020 REPORT

The latest OECD/SWAC (2020) report on the dynamics of African urbanisation found 
that urban growth does not always reduce the amount of land available for agriculture. 
It may be accompanied by an increase in agricultural land, as in Egypt and Sudan, 
which are introducing new irrigation techniques in desert areas and conserving irrigated 
agricultural land as built-up areas develop in desert zones. In the Sahel, production 
on family farms is increasing as agglomerations expand. 

Maps of urban growth in Rwanda show that some land control and preservation 
measures are being taken – buildings are concentrated on the ridges of interfluves 
that mark the dividing line between two watersheds, with the upper slopes reserved 
for food crops, the lower slopes for cash crops, and valleys used for irrigated crops.

The al-Rahâd irrigation programme in Sudan is an example of controlled urban growth 
in irrigated areas. Buildings are clustered in very dense built-up zones, generating 
spontaneous agglomerations, but irrigated land is kept for agriculture.
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Owner of agricultural land near the new city of Diamniadio, Dakar, Senegal, 2019  © Sow

family land conflicts can also lead to insecurity. Field surveys in Benin (Adegbinni, 2015) and 
Madagascar (Defrise et al., 2019) show that some people sell land soon after inheriting it 
because they are afraid that other family members will claim it. This can happen to women 
who inherit land without full family consensus. 

Resistance to rural land conversions and sales tends to be low in times of agricultural 
crisis. In Bahour, India (Denis, this report), problems accessing water and labour and inputs 
cost are driving farmers to part with land in an area that was once considered the local 
breadbasket, and to sell rice fields that used to yield three harvests a year. 

Some rural actors actively ‘trade plots’ (an expression borrowed from Benin) in order to 
make money on the side, buying and reselling holdings or plots as land prices rise on urban 
fringes. Farmers, customary owners and heirs may also trade plots (Benin), try their hand at 
property development (India) or act as intermediaries (Côte d’Ivoire) (see below).

Box 8

CONSENT, RESISTANCE AND A SENSE OF INJUSTICE -  
A REVIEW OF THE ACADEMIC LITERATURE 

The question of whether former occupants consent to changes in land use is  
an important issue, and a critical one when the relationship between old and new  
land users is constrained or asymmetric. The academic literature shows that the  
answer is complex and highly dependent on the context. In many settings the users 
concerned are modest rural actors or urban fringe dwellers with little economic or  
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political power, and little or no influence over large State or property development 
projects. Their semi-formal land status is easily revoked, and possible compensation in 
cash or kind likely to be limited. So how should we interpret their active involvement 
in land sales? 

On the one hand, it is clear that resistance to these conversions has not been very 
successful. The farmer and citizen movements that do exist in Benin are not very vocal 
(Simonneau, this report), and protests by villagers and farmers in the Diamniadio region 
in Senegal have at best only slowed down construction work, despite smallholders’ 
efforts to reinforce fences, make their presence felt, form interest and pressure groups, 
get their unions behind them, and demand fair compensation that takes account of 
all the crops and investments they have made in the land (wells, etc.). 

On the other hand, several authors stress the need to examine the conditions in which 
agricultural activities are undertaken in order to understand what makes people willing 
to sell (Vijayabaskar, 2020). Denis reports that a national survey conducted in India 
in 2013 indicated that 40% of farmers would leave the sector if other opportunities 
were available, because intensive agriculture and short crop rotations have depleted 
soils and water tables. Small farms may become an economic burden as unpredictable 
monsoons caused by climate change lead to uncertain yields, farmers take on heavy 
debts to buy inputs, and selling prices are volatile. Vijayabaskar and Menon (2018) talk 
of ‘dispossession by neglect’, citing underinvestment in agriculture and the neglect 
or even destruction of natural capital in the name of ‘development’ as key factors in 
land conversions that push farmers to part with their assets or actively participate in 
land and property deals. 

Adegbinni’s surveys in Benin show that younger generations are losing interest in 
agriculture due to growing uncertainties in the sector, particularly poor climatic 
predictability and inconsistent production. This raises the question of whether 
landholders freely consent to sales that are made in a context of agrarian distress.

Another factor is people’s fear of being dispossessed because their land rights are 
insecure. The case study from Côte d’Ivoire clearly shows how developers play on this 
fear and exploit concerns about negligible compensation to convince villagers to sell 
their land ‘before it’s too late’ (Colin and Pottier, this report).

There is a similar ambiguity in the debates around use of the term ‘gentrification’ to 
describe large residential projects in Hanoi. Potter and Labbé stress that the communities 
affected by these projects do not always feel a sense of injustice. They show that 
people are rarely displaced by them (housing is generally preserved) and above all, 
that such projects are seen as providing opportunities in emerging economies, where 
these economic and urban transitions are embraced, and their effects often regarded 
as inclusive (Potter and Labbé, 2021). 

Another key issue is the ‘manufacture of consent’, which should be understood in 
terms of the economic and environmental conditions needed to stay put, the political 
conditions of contestation, and the overall costs of losing a land asset in contexts 
where land ownership is not just an economic asset, but also a link to a community
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State urban development programmes and metropolitan 
planning as major drivers of change

The State and public authorities stimulate change at other levels when they make 
public land reserves available for sectoral policies (housing, industry, transport), use their land 
prerogatives to privatise land, and recover land by terminating semi-formal rights, making 
declarations of public utility and evicting occupants. 

Land conversions are also driven by large-scale social or ‘affordable’ housing programmes 
implemented as public initiatives or through public-private partnerships (Bredenoord et al., 
2014; de Bercegol et al., 2021; Gonçalves, 2016; Geneste et al., 2022), see Box 9. These 
programmes are often accompanied by public policies to reform the conditions for land 
access and introduce specific financial arrangements for housing production (see cases in 
India, Mexico, Kenya and Jordan mentioned in this report). Before property development 
was liberalised, housing developments in West Africa were mainly initiated by the public 
authorities and implemented by public or mixed economy companies. Nowadays, private 
development is on the increase.

The case studies from Kenya and Benin show the direct and peripheral changes brought 
about by infrastructure programmes, decisions to create special economic zones, and planning 
documents designating development zones – which push up land prices and herald or accom-
pany the arrival of new urbanisation fronts. Former land users/owners then feel pressured to 
sell up or accommodate other land uses in order to take advantage of rising land prices or 
avoid the risk of losing land to public requisition orders.

The case study on the village of Djimini-Koffikro (Colin, this report) shows how planning 
documents can affect local expectations and land conversion dynamics. When the Greater 
Abidjan master plan was approved in 2016, the location of its boundary 15 kilometres from the 
village led local people to expect that Djimini-Koffikro “would become the suburbs of Abidjan.” 
This inflated land prices, which have increased twentyfold in 20 years.10 Some landowners are 
subdividing their land in anticipation of changes in land use, surveyors are busy prospecting, 
and opportunistic economic actors are using the announcement of forthcoming urbanisation 
to encourage landowners to sell to them. As one opponent of the ‘DK Ville nouvelle’ project 
(which a law firm helped the village chief and a private company set up in 2019) observed, 
“They are trying to scare people into selling to the first person who makes an offer.”

In 2007, the central government in India put the estimated housing deficit at  
24.7 million dwellings, mostly for low-income households. National and regional state  
policy programmes were introduced to encourage the private sector to develop the rental  
and ownership market for so-called affordable housing, and thereby extend the supply of 
housing and the prospects of home ownership to a wider proportion of society. These schemes 
allow established property developers and landowners to construct housing on former agri-
cultural land. In some states, first-time buyers have been able to obtain government-backed 
loans from commercial banks since 2013. 

10. Nowadays a 500m2 lot will sell for 1 million FCFA (1,500 euros), compared with 50,000 FCFA (75 euros) in the 
early 2000s.
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Box 9

NEW HOUSING PRODUCTION TOOLS ARE DRIVING CHANGES IN LAND USE 

So-called ‘affordable housing’ programmes are accelerating changes in land use in 
Africa, Latin America and Asia, particularly in countries with emerging economies. 
These programmes are all intended to meet significant housing needs in contexts where 
public investment capacity is low, and a nascent middle class with stable incomes is 
emerging from a relatively precarious population. 

These programmes are supported by two sets of tools. The first are mechanisms to 
facilitate the conversion of agricultural or common land for developers, who are then 
expected to produce a certain amount of so-called affordable housing in return for 
facilitated access to land. The second are reforms of the bank financing system to 
enable low-income households to access mortgages, mainly through State-guaranteed 
credit. The combination of these two tools facilitates high-volume construction by 
freeing up land on the one hand, and on the other circulating financial capital from 
banks to households and from households to developers. 

This system does generate huge amounts of housing, but has been criticised for the 
cheap construction methods used to minimise production costs, the quality of the 
buildings, the frequent lack of services and facilities (which local governments are 
supposed to provide), and the fact that housing is still unaffordable for many in the 
poorest sectors of society (Ababsa, 2020; Bredenoord et al., 2014; de Bercegol et al., 
2021; Geneste et al., 2022; Gonçalves, 2016).

Construction on former agricultural land on the outskirts of Delhi, India, 2020  © Bon
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Kenya also moved in this direction in 2017, with the announcement of a national social 
housing programme, a broader reform of household credit, and national and county govern-
ments facilitating access to land and changes in land use for investors.

In Mexico, reforms introduced in 1992 in the context of agricultural decline boosted 
purchases of cheap peripheral agricultural land (Salazar Cruz, 2011) and paved the way for 
the possible privatisation of lands previously held under the ejido regime, which rendered 
them unsaleable and indivisible. The 1992 reform also allows members of communities whose 
land is being privatised to set up commercial land corporations, although developers tend to 
prefer former public or private agricultural holdings that have already been purchased and 
subdivided. This is due to longer administrative procedures for plans to develop communal 
agricultural land, and restrictions on the size of plots that can be developed on collective lands 
that are being privatised (Ribardière and Valette, 2019). Nevertheless, one of Latin America’s 
largest housing developments, Los Heroes in Tecámac, was built on former communal land 
that was decommissioned and developed by private investors. These land conversions can 
be ascribed to a combination of land policies, housebuilding and access to mortgage credit.

In several countries in the global South, increasingly ambitious new cities and 
multifunctional new urban developments are leading to the conversion of massive tracts of 
agricultural land, fragile coastal zones and other natural areas (Esposito, 2020; Van Noorloos 
and Kloosterboer, 2018; Watson, 2013). The creation of ‘new urban areas’11 in South Asia 
has seen an upsurge in this type of land conversion in Vietnam, Cambodia and India (Musil 
et al., 2020; Shatkin, 2017; Vijayabaskar and Menon, 2016), in major projects facilitated by 
land-based financing mechanisms and transfers of land rights to groups of companies, often 
in joint ventures that include foreign interests. Many African countries have showcase projects 
that include high-end housing, business districts, shopping or leisure centres and technology 
parks, such as the new towns of Diamniadio in Senegal (Diop and Timera, 2018), Eko Atlantic 
City in Lagos (Acey, 2018; Mendelsoh, 2018), the Route des Pêches tourist complex and Sèmè 

Examples of housing developments on the outskirts of Mexico City, 2019  © Valette

11. Khu do thi moi in Vietnamese.
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City innovation centre in Benin (Choplin, 2020), and Konza City technology park in Kenya 
(Van Noorloos et al., 2019). 

The infrastructures surrounding these new developments are a big pull factor for 
investors. Special economic zones also tend to have spillover effects on neighbouring areas, 
increasing land prices and land speculation (as in Madagascar and Senegal; see the CTFD 
study on SEZs12), and creating an undeniable ‘road effect’ in contexts where most people 
and goods rely on road transport to move around. 

A striking example of this is Kiambu County in Kenya, where several major road 
infrastructure projects are under way, including the Nairobi to Thika highway (Bon, in this 
report). According to Kinuthia (2020) quoted by Bon, land divisions increased by over 600% 
following the announcement of the Eastern bypass project in 2007. 

12. https://www.foncier-developpement.fr/publication/special-economic-zones-and-land-tenure-global-trends-and-
local-impacts-in-senegal-and-madagascar/

Box 10

CONTESTED STATE TAKEOVER OF LAND IN DIAMNIADIO, SENEGAL

In the mid-2010s the Senegalese government launched an ambitious urban develop-
ment policy aimed at decongesting the Dakar region and turning it into an international 
metropolis by creating urban centres on the outskirts of the Dakar-Mbour-Thiès triangle. 
The centrepiece of this initiative is a new town in the municipality of Diamniadio, 35km 
from central Dakar, which will contain a mixture of administrative infrastructures, sports 
facilities, residential areas that will eventually accommodate 350,000 inhabitants, indus-
trial zones, and modern international-level facilities. It is being constructed as a series of 
successive projects on a 1,500 - 2,000 hectare site registered in the name of the State. 
The ‘Diamniadio Urban Pole’ (PUD) was created by decree in 2013 and is managed by 
the General Delegation for the Promotion of the Diamniadio and Pink Lake Urban Poles 
(DGPU), which is directly attached to the Presidency of the Republic. This government 
body acts as the land agency that oversees land control and transfers of land titles to 
private developers in the hubs, and is also responsible for planning and developing 
infrastructures and primary public facilities (schools, health, security, etc.) ahead of private 
developments. The area affected by the Pole is registered as being outside the national 
domain, and therefore outside the territory of the communes concerned. 

The exact delimitation and surface area of the Pole have been much debated, and have 
yet to be settled. The decree creating the Pole indicates that it will cover 1,664 ha of 
land, most of which lies in the municipality of Diamniadio, while the map on Google 
Earth shows an area of 1,995 ha. This uncertainty seems to stem from the decree 
specifying the management rules for poles, which states that the perimeters of urban 
poles include “the land covered by the decree declaring it to be in the public interest 
and the adjoining land deemed necessary for its judicious extension.”

It is also worth noting that the Pole is being built on land that had been appropriated 
by various villages and used for rain-fed agriculture, irrigated market gardens, orchards, 
poultry farms and housing. Many farmers whose rights to use this land were suddenly 
called into question and whose land was expropriated refused to vacate their plots, but 
their individual and collective actions seems to have had little impact on the development. 

https://www.foncier-developpement.fr/publication/special-economic-zones-and-land-tenure-global-trends-and-local-impacts-in-senegal-and-madagascar/
https://www.foncier-developpement.fr/publication/special-economic-zones-and-land-tenure-global-trends-and-local-impacts-in-senegal-and-madagascar/
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Rather than rolling out gradually around agglomerations, changes in land use connected 
to these large State programmes tend to cluster in areas designated as development hubs, 
which are sometimes quite far from urban centres. This is the case with the Diamniadio Urban 
Pole mentioned in Box 10, which lies 35km from Dakar and is linked to the city centre by 
major infrastructures (a motorway and regional express train service). Major public projects 
stimulate land investment and speculation in the surrounding area by economic actors hoping 
to pull off ‘good deals’ (Bon in this report, see below), often based on privileged information 
about new or reactivated State projects or public-private partnerships. An example of this is 
the Glo-Djigbe area north of the Cotonou agglomeration, which was designated as the site for 
the international airport over 10 years ago (Magnon, 2013). Land pressures sometimes start 
to emerge far away in the hinterland, setting off subtle invisible changes well ahead of the 
urban front, in anticipation of future projects or even the publication of planning documents.

Local urban development schemes stimulate land 
conversions in different ways

At the local level, parcelling communal or village land paves the way for or triggers 
conversions. 

Parcelling is the division of land into lots in accordance with an official development 
plan that provides for future roads and public spaces. In clarifying the boundaries and often 
the owners of plots, parcelling contributes to a process whereby land becomes a good to be 
traded on the market. Although it takes different forms in different countries (in terms of the 
procedures and actors involved, and especially the place of customary rights holders), parcelling 
always generates revenues for the local municipality and opportunities for nepotistic practice. 
Plots are regularly redistributed among political patrons, accumulated by certain elected 
officials, and used to pay surveyors and other parcelling professionals (as in Mali, Senegal and 
various other countries). The ‘scramble to subdivide’ in many West African municipalities has 
been identified as one of the consequences of decentralisation reforms that failed to provide 
local authorities with sufficient financial resources or effective systems for raising local taxes 
(Bertrand, 2021; Dorier-Apprill, 2005). Compliance with urban planning standards varies, and 
spaces normally intended for communal services, green spaces and sports fields are frequently 
taken over or allocated for other uses. 

Landowners looking to cash in on urbanisation may ‘subdivide’ their land themselves 
in order to sell it off as residential plots, with or without the intervention of a surveyor to 
define the plot plan.

In Benin, the ‘presumed owners’ of plots can make a joint parcelling application, in which 
case operations are overseen by the communes and implemented by government-approved 
private surveyors and urban planners. This enables households that have acquired land through 
semi-formal individual transactions to determine the boundaries of their plot and secure their 
holding (sometimes after a house has been built on it). Until now, the relocation certificates 
issued after subdivision have provided secure tenure, although stakeholders pay dearly for this 
procedure in cash and kind – losing on average 40% of each plot to allowances for rights of 
way, public facilities and rationalisation of the overall parcel division (the so-called ‘reduction 
coefficient’). Delays and abuses in parcelling procedures have been widely criticised since the 
early 2000s, and attempts to get the State to resume control of subdivisions have been under 
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way since 2015. A national commission to ‘clean up’ parcelling operations is now in place, 
and several mayors and surveyors have been taken to court and jailed (Kakai, 2012; Banon 
and Jehling, 2020; Simonneau, this report).

Many subdivisions in Senegal are initiated by the mayor’s office or endorsed by them in 
the case of family subdivisions, but a good number are undertaken illegally because of the 
time required for administrative authorisation. Town halls are also encouraged to make large 
landholdings available to private developers as part of public ‘social housing’ initiatives such 
as the ‘One family, one roof’ and ‘100,000 homes’ programmes. Land fragmentation and 
subdivision lead to the unequal distribution of land parcels, which varies according to who 
initiated the process (town hall, landowners, surveyors or developers). In subdivisions initiated 
by private developers, former landowners receive plots equivalent to about 10% of what they 
lost; this compensation can rise to 20% or 30% in order to obtain the landowners’ consent to 
subdivisions initiated by town halls; and is highest in private subdivisions. Parcelling is always 
seen as a source of revenue for the municipal authorities, but is often also an opportunity for 
elected officials to line their own pockets or reward backers for their support (Diop, 2012). 
Town halls are routinely allocated a quota of subdivided plots to be assigned to local land 
applicants. Young people waiting for land are supposed to be in line for these plots, but are 
often overlooked in favour of political allies, and it is common for officials to keep a number 
of plots and sell them for their own profit.

Private land and property developers as catalysts of change

Land transactions and changes of use are also stimulated by private land and property 
developers, who have a vested interest in these dynamics and may use financial or social 
pressure to encourage landholders to sell their land. Private actors from various institutions 
intervene in many stages of land sales and development: surveying, demarcating and evalua-
ting land, preparing subdivision plans and development schemes, and constructing buildings. 

Land surveyors provide services for communes, private developers and sometimes 
landowning families, drawing up inventories and subdivision plans. In Senegal and Côte 
d’Ivoire, they are paid a percentage of the plots created by communes and private individuals, 
which makes them key players in the conversion and supply of plots.

Land parcelling specialists. The land acquisition companies observed in Kenya and 
Tanzania are specialist private operators that build up portfolios of large landholdings which 
are progressively parcelled out, sometimes formally subdivided, registered, and titled. In doing 
so they create a considerable amount of building land on the supply side, and put pressure 
on landowners to expand their holdings. Land acquisition companies have existed since the 
1960s in Kenya, and since the 2000s in Tanzania.

Brokers (coxers in Mali, démarcheurs in Benin and Togo, intermédiaires in French-speaking 
countries, and dalali in Swahili) provide increasingly professional services. In Africa, brokers put 
sellers and buyers in touch with each other, advise both parties on how to follow or circumvent 
legal procedures, and ease their passage through the administrative process (Adjahouhoue, 
2013; Bawa, 2017; Durand-Lasserve et al., 2015; Glele, 2014). Schlimmer notes that brokers 
in Tanzania (see this report) often come from the locality, villages or indigenous communities 
that own the land. They use their contacts and local knowledge to identify potential vendors, 
and work with urban intermediaries who can identify potential buyers. Increasingly strong 
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land markets and varied demand from members of the diaspora and other actors has led to 
the professionalisation of their activities and altered their relationship with local communities. 
Brokers in India also have to work within the caste system, although Upadhya and Rathod 
show how lower-caste actors in the Bangalore region are benefiting from changes in local land 
dynamics (Upadhya and Rathod, 2021). The role played by private brokers and the profits they 
generate are well documented in Southeast Asian countries, large-scale urban development 
sites (Leitner and Sheppard, 2018), and work on large-scale land grabs (Sud, 2014). 

Finally, national and international construction companies have been quick to move into 
countries that are particularly attractive to investors, once the legal route to the private sector 
has opened up and growth figures seem sufficiently promising (see next section). 

International institutions such as the World Bank encouraged Senegal and Burkina Faso 
to use financial and land facilities to bring private developers on board with public housing 
construction programmes, and they have become powerful players in the sector. There have 
been several property scandals in Senegal, with developers selling plots they did not own 
on credit and ruining the savers who had trusted them; and the State selling registered land 
cheaply to government allies who immediately made huge profits selling it to private and 
public developers at market price.

The case studies show the wide variety of actors involved in land transactions, their 
different trajectories, professionalisation, access to capital – particularly international capital – 
and the ease with which they obtain licences (see below). What they also show is how these 
private actors add to the widespread pressure on rural landholders to sell their land, and to 
the dumping of officially or unofficially demarcated plots onto land markets.  l
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Land acquisition and distribution

ho is acquiring land on urbanisation fronts? Our case studies show that people purchasing 
plots come from diverse socio-economic backgrounds, ranging from individuals and 

low-income households to companies, cooperatives (of companies or individuals) and public 
actors. All have different economic and political opportunities to access rural resources. 

These case studies enabled us to identify the purchasers’ profiles and motivations on 
the one hand, and the conditions of access to plots on the other, taking account of financial 
flows, access to information and how the transactions occurred. 

Acquisitions are taking place in a general context of sharply rising land values, with 
building land selling for higher prices than agricultural land. These price dynamics may filter 
out certain types of buyer and reinforce inequalities in access to land and the ability to put it 
to economic use. The financial value of land depends on several factors, including its proximity 
to roads and major public or private operations, the presence or absence of services, access 
to water, and demand. 

In addition to having different abilities to access financial capital, buyers also appear at 
different points in the urbanisation process. The case studies conducted near rapidly expanding 
urban centres found that purchases in these areas are mainly driven by urban capital and 
city dwellers’ demand for building lots. Some actors make one-off, opportunistic purchases 
without necessarily having stable economic resources, others repeatedly buy and sell land or 
start by buying on their own and then join forces with other buyers on a more professional 
basis, allowing them to accumulate more financial capital and keep buying land. This fluidity 
makes it hard to classify buyers solely on the basis of their socio-professional profiles. 

The case studies also show the interplay between transnational and regional capital flows 
in major urban development projects. Large public and private operations on city outskirts are 
powerful catalysts for land sales and purchases in the surrounding area, feeding the economic 
expectations of diverse investors who bet on local land prices rising in the months or years 
to come due to prospective infrastructure projects and demand for housing or building lots. 

Research in rural areas further from urban centres found that most buyers come from 
neighbouring towns or rapidly growing villages, and that land transactions in some areas 
only involve local actors.

This section provides a non-exhaustive typology of the various actors that acquire plots, 
based on the different ways that they access financial capital, and their main motivations 
for acquiring land. 

W

3PART 
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Land transfers by public authorities

Some plots are acquired when the public authorities transfer land through sales or 
concessions. The State or municipal authorities transfer rights to land in their private domain 
through different types of contract: concessions, long leases or sales to individuals or companies. 
In most cases these sales follow ad hoc negotiations more or less loosely based on the 
land’s market value. In Senegal, for example, transfer prices for private State land have not 
been reviewed since 2011 – generating huge wealth for beneficiaries of these transfers and 
impoverishing the State. Government-organised land transfers may also target particular groups, 
as in Bahour in India, where the regional government purchases private land near villages and 
divides it into micro-lots that are assigned to lower-caste groups for housing (Dinh, 2016).

These modes of transfer evolve according to changes in the authorities’ political and 
administrative status, the progress of development schemes, and changes in land use and 
land tenure status, which are often associated with a change of land authority. 

In some cases, transfers are akin to (virtually free) land allocations to favoured political 
or business actors. 

Box 11

LAND ALLOCATIONS BY TOWN HALLS IN SENEGAL

Senegal’s decentralisation reforms of 1972 led to the creation of rural communities 
and rural councils whose responsibilities include managing national domain land 
within rural community boundaries. The State made the communes responsible for 
managing these unregistered lands, but retains the sole right to register them. This 
is usually done on the grounds of public utility, although it is quite common for such 
land to be registered or even sold without a declaration of public utility, despite a ban 
on transactions involving land in the national domain. 

The main method of converting agricultural land into urban spaces in Senegal is 
parcelling – where communes subdivide land from the national domain without 
registering it. List (2017) shows how these subdivisions are shaped by different kinds 
of ‘territorial alliances’. In some cases, property developers, the occasional housing 
cooperative, State agents and elected municipal officials have been involved in projects 
where the developers negotiate access to land in the national domain with elected 
officials, obtain land titles through the State, and then control the distribution of  
the newly created plots. Landowners are usually compensated with parcels taken  
out of a small proportion of the parcelled land, and some plots are given to the  
elected officials, State agents and surveyors who conducted the parcelling process.  
In some municipal initiatives, elected officials form an alliance with a surveyor in 
order to organise a parcelling process and negotiate an agreement with the technical 
services. Most of the plots created are then controlled by the elected officials, who 
distribute them to young people and their political supporters free of charge or in 
exchange for the cost of demarcation. They also keep some for themselves as part of 
their accumulation strategies. In fact, local elected officials own an average of about 
20% to 30% of subdivided plots in Senegal, meaning that political actors collaborate 
in rent capture.
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Convergent national and international investors in land 
acquisitions  

Acquiring large amounts of land in urbanisation fronts requires significant financial 
resources and sometimes involves global relationships. The situation varies from country 
to country, depending on their openness to international investment and levels of regional 
funding, particularly for road construction, which is often a draw for investors. These large-
scale urbanisation operations bring together public and private economic actors with different 
legal statuses: groups of property developers, investment fund managers and subsidiaries 
of companies that mobilise investment funds and bank credit from abroad or from national 
commercial banks. The advent of major operations changes the profile of land purchasers in the 
affected territories due to rising land values and the arrival or promise of new infrastructures, 
which attract urban capital.

Box 12

CHANGING PATTERNS OF LAND CONVERSION AND THE ARRIVAL  
OF TRANSNATIONAL CAPITAL IN SIHANOUKVILLE, CAMBODIA

There has been an unprecedented acceleration in property investment in Southeast Asia 
since the 2000s, fuelled by increased investment flows, the growth of foreign direct 
investment, the financialisation of national economies and the real estate sector, and 
the rise of new economic players such as China. This is reflected in the implementation 
of increasingly ambitious real estate projects and the construction of whole new cities.

Recent changes in Sihanoukville, Cambodia, illustrate the changing pace and scale of 
these property investments, and thus the evolution of land use conversions. This small 
tourist town, which is also the nation’s main port, is now home to several major urban 
projects developed through cooperation between Cambodia and China as part of the 
new Chinese international Belt and Road Initiative. The Cambodian government wants 
Sihanoukville to become an economic, logistical and industrial platform like Shenzhen.

This territorial development strategy has completely transformed Sihanoukville. Since 
2017, Chinese investments have fuelled the construction of new transport and 
logistics infrastructures (trains, highways, numerous special economic zones, airport 
and port expansions), and it is now the country’s second most highly populated city. 
China’s interest in the southern region of Cambodia has also led to an explosion 
of investment by private Chinese property developers in the gaming and tourism 
industry. The construction of over 150 casinos and development of online gambling 
have made the Cambodian gambling sector the largest in the region in the space of 
a few years. These investments have also driven urban megaprojects costing several 
hundred million or even several billion dollars, and the construction of numerous new 
cities around Sihanoukville and elsewhere in the region.

These development strategies and large flows of private capital have been the driving 
force behind the region’s “lightning urban development” – a term for the very rapid 
transformation of secondary cities and the urbanisation of vast, previously predominantly 
 

…/…
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National land acquisition and real estate companies are playing an increasingly active 
role in the whole process of purchasing, parcelling and marketing land. Property development 
in Senegal was historically entrusted to public structures like SICAP (Société immobilière du 
Cap-Vert) and SN HLM, but the last two decades have seen private developers play a much 
more prominent role in housing policies and urban projects financed by international aid, 
partly within the framework of ambitious public programmes aimed at massively increasing 
the production of serviced land and housing.  

Property developers are becoming much more diverse. They now range from family 
companies and individuals who obtain licences and consolidate their business as each project 
progresses, to real estate subsidiaries of large groups with access to global capital. The Indian 
government strategy for producing building lots and housing started to rely more heavily on the 
private sector in the late 1980s. The liberalisation of foreign investments from 2001 onwards, 
land reforms facilitating the assembly of building lots, and access to credit for professional 
property developers further supported this shift. Private operators in the real estate sector 
began to professionalise their activities, setting themselves apart from other ‘businessmen’ 
involved in real estate projects by joining professional associations, developing media profiles, 
and using foreign investment as a marker of credibility and respectability (Searle, 2016). 
Large agricultural landowners are also becoming fully-fledged players in property markets, 
negotiating shares in projects and securing high prices for their land (Balakrishnan, 2019). 
Our research also indicates that there are many other actors in the sector who play more 
discreet roles than these large real estate firms and landowners (see Part 4 of this report).

East Africa also has some very active land purchase companies. The Kenyan government 
started forming and encouraging such companies back in the 1960s, and they emerged more 
recently in Tanzania in the 2010s. Schlimmer (this report) found that they acquire agricultural 

rural territories through massive property investments that lead to the production of 
new living spaces and economic, transport and logistics sites. Most urban developments 
in Sihanoukville and the surrounding region are occurring in protected areas (natural 
parks) and coastal settings with poorly defined land tenure systems. This has led to 
land uses changing very rapidly and on an unprecedented scale. The quick profits to 
be made from speculation and money laundering through property and gambling 
are fuelling hunger for land, which is largely structured by the neo-patrimonial and 
clan-based organisation of the Cambodian State. This works in favour of public and 
private Chinese actors. Changes in land use are also politically significant, as China’s 
presence in the region is motivated by strategic military and commercial reasons as 
well as investment interests.

The lightning urban development in Sihanoukville region is not an exceptional case. 
Urban development in the global South is directly affected by its cities’ increasing 
integration into economic globalisation, the development of private property markets 
in these cities, the acceleration of South-South investment flows, and the rise of new 
economic powers such as China. These processes can have a profound impact on 
how land uses change in the global South, and on the social, economic and political 
consequences of these changes.

Gabriel Fauveaud, University of Montreal 
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Land acquired by a local developer in Tami Nadu, India, 2017  © Denis

land in Tanzania at relatively affordable prices, then get the land divided into several lots by 
company professionals or authorised external experts in surveying, valuation, division, and 
layout plans (which have to be validated by the local authorities). Some companies work 
closely with local governments, and set up public-private partnerships that enable district 
councils to recoup some of the profits generated by selling plots. The Kenyan case study 
(Bon, this report) shows how the entrepreneurs behind these companies use sales to build 
up their land portfolios and establish their credibility; highlighting the need to consider how 
these investors professionalise their operations, seizing an initial opportunity and using their 
sales profits to establish land purchase companies. 

All of these actors work closely with intermediaries when negotiating property bases 
and transferring parcels.

Individual initiatives, household projects, modest buyers

Demand for land on the outskirts of small and large agglomerations is still quite varied 
as it depends on the actors’ socio-economic profiles, needs and economic resources.

Much of the land that is taken out of agricultural production is converted in individual 
initiatives and modest projects undertaken by households that want to live somewhere cheaper 
and less congested than the city (Kihato and Royston, 2013; Andreasen et al., 2016). This 
market for building land sometimes includes very small plots, which enable poor people to 
obtain housing on metropolitan margins (Hanlon et al., 2019) and can provide opportunities 
for middle-class actors who don’t want to legally register their land transactions (see Bartels, 
2019, on Ghana). Levels of services and types of housing tenure in an area can change rapidly, 
as seen around Ouagadougou (Guigma, 2019) and also in Tunisia (Committee summary 25), 
where 30% of the total supply of land for housing changes hands without legal registration. 
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This makes it possible to satisfy demand from the middle classes, which are becoming more 
precarious and unable to access the increasingly selective legal channels dominated by private 
actors. The case study from Tanzania (Schlimmer, this report) shows that many middle-class 
urban actors conduct individual transactions with rural landowners who have inherited 
land in villages and hamlets or bought it from other villagers. The case study from Jordan 
(Ababsa, this report) shows how low- and middle-income urban households buy land directly 
from holders of use rights, without a recognised contract. And a major factor in the sale of 
agricultural plots in Myanmar (Boutry et al., 2016; Clerc, in this report) was the 2012 land 
laws, which recognised farmers’ right to transfer use rights by selling land and acknowledged 
the diversity of purchasers.  

The case study from Benin shows how the traditional customer base has broadened 
from high-ranking officials to include traders and people on modest incomes seeking smaller 
housing plots (Magnon, 2013; Simonneau, in this report).

In many areas covered by our case studies, micro-lots are mainly purchased with individual 
or joint savings. Some buyers pay in cash, or make several monthly bank transfers to the 
seller (an individual, family, company, cooperative, etc.) in order to get land at the best price. 

In contexts where private ownership is generally encouraged, new instruments are allowing 
a wider range of households to buy property after a long period when their creditworthiness 
questioned. Access to credit varies greatly across the countries studied, with providers 
offering different types of credit for different types of housing. Mortgages are mainly used 
to construct properties or buy finished houses rather than plots of land, which is prohibited 
in India. The banking system tends to be used to access housing rather than purchase plots 
of land, and property products and marketing channels that meet globalised standards are 
emerging. Kenya does permit loans to buy land, but banks are reluctant to lend to households 
without solid guarantees and usually grant short-term loans over three to five years, while 
loans for house building tend to last for 15 years or more. Investors who want to resell plots 

Subdivided farmland, acquisitions by low-income households and fallow land in Hlegu, Burma, 2019  © Clerc
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Fenced subdivided plot on the edge of the lagoon in Togbin, Benin, 2021  © Simonneau

without any capital outlay on property development rarely use bank credit to buy land, as 
this would prevent them from selling it on quickly. In Jordan, credit is mostly reserved for 
wealthier operators that can afford high interest rates (Ababsa, this report). Most property 
developers or land purchase companies that sell micro-lots work directly with commercial 
banks, but they can also turn to other credit organisations formed by church, individual or 
business cooperatives. In Mexico (Ribardière and Valette, 2017), households can obtain home 
loans through their formal or declared workplaces, which facilitate assisted home ownership 
through mortgages from public institutions. Sales in such cases are managed by property 
developers who operate directly out of these credit institutions. The system for accessing 
housing operates on the principle that employees have a ‘social right’ guaranteed by the 
Constitution, whereby employers have to pay 5% of staff salaries into a specific fund that 
employees can use to obtain a mortgage from their affiliated institution. 

The figures show that 80% of families in India had a deposit account in 2020, although 
48% of them had been inactive for at least 12 months (Denis, this report). There is some 
targeted government support for small land purchases, as seen in the case study on Bahour, 
where the regional government encourages households who can receive financial assistance 
to buy micro-lots, which then makes it easier for them to get credit from the bank to build a 
house. Poorer actors invest in parcels of agricultural land far from villages and hamlets, where 
they build houses with money from savings, cash, government assistance or various types 
of loan (from credit agencies, personal acquaintances, local entrepreneurs, etc.). But most 
micro-lots are purchased by ‘non-local’ investors who do not build on them. These investors 
may be farmers who have sold some or all of their land, or people of modest means who buy 
speculatively and are more interested in the land’s resale value than in using it immediately 
for a residential project.
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Diasporas also play an important role in both land transactions and the structuring 
of related services in their countries of origin. They are mainly interested in plots of land or 
housing that are ready for use, and which can be bought online or through sales intermediaries. 
Choplin (2020) notes that national property and land acquisition companies in Benin, Nigeria 
and Togo are adapting to this type of client and the need to provide guarantees. These 
companies rely on digital sales and secure payment platforms, using mobile apps, Facebook, 
Twitter, WhatsApp and Skype accounts. They send out drones to monitor sites, use YouTube 
channels to give advice, and hire specialist lawyers to verify sales agreements and register 
title deeds. In Kenya, companies that have gained credibility, built up land portfolios and are 
establishing overseas offices (mainly in the US and England) specifically target members of 
the diaspora, who are often wealthy. Kenyan commercial banks also have dedicated services 
for these clients. 

Land 70 km from Nairobi purchased in 2018 by a cooperative set up by members of the Kenyan diaspora who live 
in England and Ireland, 2022  © Bon

Box 13

MIGRATION, DIASPORAS AND LAND TRANSACTION DYNAMICS  
IN AN INCREASINGLY MOBILE AFRICA

Recent decades have seen dizzying rates of demographic growth on the African 
continent, and an acceleration in internal and international migration. The groups 
of migrants that emerge as diasporas in different countries are defined by many 
psychological, memorial, traumatic, spatial, economic, political and cultural factors 
(Grossman, 2018). Another important but rarely mentioned cross-cutting factor in their 
journey is land, particularly its function as real estate. Nowadays, the simple brutal 
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fact of dispersion (which also temporarily or permanently disrupts land dynamics in 
the places of departure) is overlaid with a more holistic attitude to dispersion that 
largely centres around ethnic origin. 

The primary attachment to land then feeds into a self-fulfilling prophecy in which 
individual and collective identity are ultimately embedded in the ‘land of the ancestors’, 
the constant thread that runs through diasporas’ land trajectories. They may be a 
simple migration project that mobilises different-sized plots and various types of 
more or less secure transaction (private sales, sales due to various financial pressures, 
security deposits, etc.) to individually or collectively enable prospective migrants to pay 
for the necessary documentation, security deposits, transport costs and contingencies 
associated with departure, which may include smugglers’ fees, etc. (Doevenspeck, 
2004; Promsopha, 2013). The initial conditions generally determine what kind of 
more or less secure transactions the prospective migrant and their family engage in, 
the extent to which their landholdings are diminished (Peyroux, 2020), and ultimately 
the strength of the migrant’s desire for land during their time abroad. Once they are 
settled abroad, the idea or even the ideal of ‘going home’ not only feeds into the 
definitional weight of the concept of diaspora, but also reinforces the migrant’s desire 
for land, which is simultaneously maintained by various cultural and social ties (ethnic 
and community groups, associations, tontines, festivals, rites and rituals whose frames 
of reference are imported from the country of origin and amplified). 

The same applies to economic integration through investment in rental or speculative 
properties (Nkenné, 2020; Tall, 2000), involvement in the migrant community’s property 
dealings (Ndour, 2021), and through the various supply networks that may support 
the ethnic economy (Ma Mung, 1999), providing particular local products that are 
closely bound up with their identity and whose production may require certain land 
arrangements. These differentiated relationships also inform attitudes to holidays 
(roots tourism, with specific residential infrastructures), retirement (a roof over one’s 
head in old age, supplementary income), and death (wanting to be buried in the 
‘land of one’s ancestors’). 

The political aspects of land dynamics are also becoming apparent as members of the 
diaspora increasingly participate in the political life of their country of origin, where 
certain sought-after positions may only be filled by residents. People’s status may 
also affect their land rights: in certain countries dual nationality is not recognised, 
foreigners are barred from land ownership (Kamdem, 2015) and newcomers have to 
use various stratagems and ‘deals’ to secure their precarious access to land. They are 
not helped by a financial differential that works in favour of members of the diaspora, 
who often have dealings with new urban elites and sometimes with forced migrants. 
Efforts by external partners such as the IOM (with the AVRR programme), UNHCR and 
other NGOs to receive and integrate forced migrants make them key players in land 
transactions, particularly when it comes to switching professions from, say fishing or 
nomadic activities to more sedentary farming (Kamdem, 2016).

Pierre Kamdem, Professor of Geography, Laboratoire Ruralités,  
University of Poitiers 
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Types of multiple ownership and links with corporate 
affairs

We focus on the role of domestic buyers rather than large-scale land acquisitions made 
with bank or market capital.

The case studies provide numerous examples of people owning multiple properties, with 
developers selling to first-time buyers, joint owners and family members. 

Researchers used quantitative data on registered land titles to develop precise social 
typologies of purchasers of new land titles. This enables us to use information on their socio-
economic profiles, reliance on bank mortgages, and the amounts of land and money involved 
in these transactions to determine their economic status and social position. Important studies 
in Mali by Bertrand (2019; 2021) and Camara (2017) used quantitative data from land registers 
to reveal the number of commercial elites involved in these transactions, sometimes working 
in competition with State agents and sometimes conniving with them. Bertrand (2019; 2021) 
shows that 20,000 land titles were registered each year from 2013 to 2015 in the cercle of 
Kati in the metropolitan periphery of Greater Bamako. The number of new titles registered 
corresponds to the division of head titles or registration of parcels on new land acquisition 
fronts and future subdivisions. According to Bertrand (2019; 2021), most people are unable to 
register land, meaning that ownership is heavily weighted in favour of market capital. These 
studies finally highlight the link between land acquisitions and commercial corporate affairs, 
which are motivated by the desire to invest money, grow profits or provide a guaranteed 
return if the business stagnates (Bertrand and Bon, 2022).

These results tie in with other findings, such as Bawa’s (2017) proposed economic 
stratification of buyers in Togo, which starts with traders and moves up to administrative 
officials and then developers, while noting the very limited number of women buying land. 
Twarabamenye and Nyandwi (2012) made similar findings in Rwanda, where the main buyers 
on the outskirts of secondary towns are local traders, followed by managers and employees 
of private companies, then civil servants. The analysis of land titles in Kenya generated similar 
results (Kinuthia et al., 2021), showing that businessmen and land purchase companies were 
involved in the most transactions. In the outskirts of Yangoon in Myanmar (Boutry et al., 
2016), most buyers come from outside the area where the transactions take place. They are 
often influential individuals with connections in the government, the army or the economic 
elite, and city dwellers looking for cheap plots of land. 

Pooling money to access land

Finally, our case studies examined the role played by co-operatives, groups and associations 
in cases where money is pooled by associations of company employees, public and private 
institutions, and groups of individuals. Pooling resources to buy land or finance a housebuilding 
contract with a developer can lead to a process of individualisation once the property is 
purchased or the houses are delivered. Members of these cooperatives may be entrepreneurs 
with large amounts of capital, or people who would have little access to land markets on their 
own. Pooling financial resources in order to access land or develop property enables many 
different types of actor to invest in plots at varying distances from urban centres. 
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In Jordan (Ababsa, this report), cooperatives set up by employees, civil servants and 
engineers have focused their activities on the outskirts of Amman, where they buy agricultural 
land on the edge of serviced building areas in the expectation that its value will increase when 
these spaces are integrated into planned zones. These cooperatives are formed so that members 
can acquire land for less, avoid paying certain charges on transactions, and reduce the cost 
of servicing the land. The holding is then divided into micro-lots, each member acquires a 
lot, and the cooperative is dissolved when the land lots are registered.

In Kenya (Bon, this report), cooperatives known as sacco are very active in urbanisation 
fronts. They have more diverse profiles than cooperatives in Jordan, are legally protected, 
and include staff from private businesses (telecommunications companies, banks, etc.), public 
enterprises, civil servants, individuals, religious groups, professional groups, members of the 
diaspora, etc. Members of these cooperatives aim to use collective savings and investment 
to access property in a context of rising land values and charges on transactions and building 
permits. When land is acquired as an investment, the titles obtained after a holding is 
subdivided are quickly shared among members of the cooperative or sold on the market. 
Cooperatives are rarely dissolved after just one investment, and some have built up large 
land portfolios, buying and marketing lots, and adjusting their land acquisition strategies by 
focusing on more expensive land that can be sold on to wealthier buyers. People can belong 
to more than one cooperative (through their company or group of friends, for example) and 
use different procedures for transferring and saving money, although most funds go through 
a bank account registered in the cooperative’s name. This enables individuals to accumulate 
several lots of land and participate in various real estate projects. Some of the individuals we 
met, often young professionals, also form self-help groups to consolidate collective savings, 
decide on an investment, and sometimes consolidate the group by turning it into a cooperative. 
Money is pooled in different ways according to the group or cooperative concerned. This may 
be done through monthly bank transfers or members contributing a share of their salary or 

Building works on land purchased by a civil servants’ cooperative in Amman, Jordan, 2021  © Kalaldeh
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depositing a small amount every Friday, for example. Members often organise their activities 
through WhatsApp groups.

In Senegal (Lavigne Delville and Sow, this report), housing cooperatives are often formed 
on a professional basis. They have diversified since the 1970s, and are currently mainly 
composed of middle-class individuals, civil servants from the same department, workers from 
the same company, or nationals from the diaspora who have difficulty finding housing on 
their own. These individuals come together to buy large holdings, and sometimes to negotiate 
bank loans and contract developers to build dedicated ‘housing projects’. Relationships with 
developers vary – cooperatives may buy a portion of a subdivision, ask the developer to find 
a plot for them, or come to the developer with the land they want to build on. 

In Benin (Simonneau, this report), there is growing collective demand for subdivision 
and reparcelling by individual owners. This is different from the demand from cooperative 
structures because it comes in the wake of a series of individual, sometimes long-standing 
transactions on contiguous land. l

Land in Kenya bought and subdivided by a civil servants’ cooperative. To date, only one member has started building 
a house, 2021  © Bon
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Downstream: What is being  
done with converted land?

his section considers the downstream side of transactions, looking at what is done with 
land after a transaction has taken place and plots have been taken out of agricultural 

use. The case studies show that land is used in various ways, not simply for housing or 
generating a quick economic return through property development.

Some buyers put money into their land as soon as they have acquired it, investing 
capital in construction or installing basic amenities, while others leave their plots vacant. All 
the case studies for this book show an increase in speculative land acquisitions that become 
urban spaces, sometimes after very long periods of inactivity. This is not new in itself (Crousse  
et al., 1986), but the fact that actors from every strata of society are involved in these practices 
is unprecedented. The very rich used to buy agricultural land and livestock as an investment, 
but now mainly buy (peri-)urban land, and have been overtaken by the middle classes in the 
race for land titles. Low-income households are also acquiring land as a means of saving or 
making money.

These different uses can be seen in landscapes dotted with individual or collective 
housing projects at various stages of construction, and visible markers of private ownership 
and parcelling on vacant plots (cones, barriers, fences, walls, painted signs), which are 
often used to secure land in areas where speculation and malpractice are rife (double sales, 
monopolies, etc.).

This diversity of uses makes it hard to control development and protect natural resources 
in affected territories.

The following pages identify the main uses made of land, and consider the economic 
value accrued through property development on the one hand, and set aside on the other. 

T

4PART 
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Examples of markers and fences in Kenya: bits of wood, posts, barbed wire, walls, line of trees and gate,  
2022  © Bon

Parcelling and subdivision operations

The division of public and private land into lots to be sold as building land is a key activity in 
land conversions. These subdivisions – which are different from land parcelling – are being 
carried out on a massive scale on urbanisation fronts. 

Parcelling refers to the official division of a piece of built or unbuilt land according to an agreed 
development plan that includes provisions for roads and public spaces, and thus sources of 
income for public bodies. It therefore implies that the development is officially recognised, and 
that there is a plan for it. This plan may be summary, and will not necessarily implemented 
– it may not materialise on the ground, roads that are built may not be maintained, and 
public spaces may not be developed. The standards that apply to such plans and extent to 
which they are observed vary greatly, from the simple demarcation of plots to earthworks, 
road construction, creation of public spaces, and installation of basic services (water pipes, 
electricity lines, drainage channels, etc.). Some of the case studies found that surveyors are 
paid in kind, with plots. 
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In Mali, for example, the production of housing plots was liberalised in the 2000s, bringing an 
end to the public monopoly on government social housing programmes (Bertrand and Bon, 
2022). Landowners have to comply with planning standards, and ensure that the new lots 
they produce to be sold by the town hall are as agreed with villagers and elected municipal 
officials. Most projects simply demarcate the allocated parcels without creating land titles for 
them, even though the communes are supposed to register them in the name of the State. 
Permits for subdivisions are often based solely on the authorisation for plot demarcation as 
other components of the land development have not been implemented.

Land fragmentation can also be regularised during parcelling operations, as seen during the 
restructuring of urban neighbourhoods in Benin in the 1980s and 1990s. So-called parcelling 
and land consolidation operations allowed parcels and roads to be regulated after the land 
had been appropriated and even occupied (Simonneau, this report). Land may also be divided 
during parcelling without prior authorisation by its customary owners, so that it can be sold in 
lots under registered sales agreements (see Part 2). Comby (2000) observed that purchasers 
of such plots only own “a sort of share to be developed in future parcelling operations on 
the consolidated land, which the administration will eventually do to retrospectively provide 
for roadways and set out a regularised plot grid.“ 

In Côte d’Ivoire, there was a huge surge in the parcelling of agricultural land in the village 
of Djimini-Koffikro between 1983 and 2021 (Colin and Pottier, this report). In most cases 
this happened when siblings inherited family land, and preceded any change of ownership 
through market transfers. To ensure that the parcelling is officially recognised, landholders 
need to obtain a certificate of customary ownership, approval by the Ministry, and then 
register the parcels.

Wall round an uncultivated plot on a subdivided landholding in Togbin, Benin, 2021  © Simonneau 
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The case study on Kenya (Bon, this report) shows that land is often simply divided into 
parcels and left undeveloped, without even reserving rights of way for subsequent services. 
This happens on rural concessions, community grazing areas and private land, and sometimes 
on holdings a long way from urban centres where water is hard to access and groundwork 
costs are high.

Construction on newly parcelled land in Djimini-Koffikro, Côte d’Ivoire, 2023  © Colin

Walls around two unused plots of subdivided land in Konza, Kenya, owned by entrepreneurs from Nairobi, 2021  © Bon
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Box 14

AN ECONOMY BUILT AROUND MICRO-LOTS

Land that is divided into very small lots is often left unused for long periods. The lots 
then become commodities that are traded in chain transactions. 

Urban studies still tend to largely overlook these transactions and the life cycle of these 
micro-plots – how they evolve in terms of their use, surface area and financial value. 
Karaman et al. (2020) pick up on certain aspects of the process, and their concept of 
plotting urbanism centres around individual strategies for urban development and more 
intensive land use linked to these processes of commodification. They also recognise 
the marked socio-economic differences between the original owners of these plots 
and their subsequent occupants, but pay less attention to the working-class actors 
involved in these divisions, or more generally to the investors’ social profiles and 
economic stratification, and the amounts of land and money involved in this process.

Plot sizes in our case studies vary according to their distance from urban centres and 
the type of project involved. In Kenya, for example, average plot sizes are between 
200m2 and 350m2; in India the average ranges from 100m2 to 150m2 and 200m2; in 
Jordan, housing plots average 300 m2; and in Nigeria, average plot size is between 
150m2 and 300m2 (Joshua et al., 2021). In Benin, plots have become smaller and 
smaller over the decades: the standard size in colonial settlements was between 625m2 
and 900m2; nowadays it is 300m2 to 400m2 in Cotonou, and 500m2 in peripheral 
secondary towns. 

Transaction prices are determined by the plot’s location, proximity to urban centres, 
road infrastructures and major projects (planned or completed), the level of land 
certification (which reflects the level of security), the vendor’s socio-economic profile, 
and anticipated use. Interpersonal factors are also very important in building market 
value and in the transactions that shape these land markets. For example, land  
prices in the Togbin district in Benin (Simonneau, this report) are 45 million FCFA 
(70,000 euros), compared with 3 million FCFA (4,500 euros) in secondary towns 
such as Bohicon.

Economic advancement through property development 
and self-builds

Our case studies show how the economic value of land is increased by various property 
development projects aimed at different groups of clients. These projects range from low-rise 
self-builds to small turnkey and off-plan houses or properties for the rental market to social 
housing programmes. 

Some of the plots within a single subdivision may be used for house building, while others 
remain vacant. Developers and builders come from diverse backgrounds, are not all licensed, 
and can take a long time to complete their projects depending on their available capital. 

The study on Bahur in India found small landholders undertaking unauthorised de-
velopments on very small housing plots, and developers from the region buying micro 
plots to build on and then sell. Field surveys (de Bercegol et al., 2021) also show that the 
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developers building low- and high-rise 
apartment blocks or individual houses 
on the outskirts of Faridabad, a fast-
growing city about 30km from Delhi, 
have local roots and often come from 
the area they are developing. They use 
their local support networks, land or 
property assets and capital from their 
economic activities to build high-rise 
buildings and gated housing, or to buy 
and consolidate agricultural land. Most 
are new to property development. They 
include local entrepreneurs and traders 
who are diversifying their activities, and 
agricultural landowners (not exclusively 
from the upper agrarian castes) who 

have managed to turn themselves into property developers and builders. Rather than selling 
their land to the highest bidder, they rely on government support programmes to provide the 
start-up capital needed to subdivide and build on their plots themselves.

Housing under construction in Mapinga, a suburb of greater 
Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, 2019  © Schlimmer

Box 15

FARMERS TURNING TO PROPERTY DEVELOPMENT IN THE DELHI REGION  
OF INDIA

In 2015 India introduced a nationwide home ownership programme known as the 
Affordable Housing Scheme. The two pillars of this programme, which relied on the 
productive capacities of the private sector, were reform of the finance system to 
facilitate residential mortgages for households, and simplified mechanisms for private 
developers to convert agricultural land. This paved the way for a massive upsurge in 
so-called ‘affordable’ housing, enabling first-time buyers to obtain subsidised 20-year 
loans at an interest rate of only 3%, subject to income and family criteria. Developers 
are supposed to complete projects within four years, with 20% of the loan paid to 
the builder at signing and the remainder released in six-monthly instalments over 
two and a half years. This means that developers obtain all the capital needed for the 
project in two and a half years, without having to advance it themselves. To facilitate 
construction, the State introduced tax reductions and exemptions from charges, 
reduced the price of materials and lowered standards to maximise output. In return 
for all these benefits, which minimise risk and ensure that high demand can be met 
quickly, the government sets the initial sale price.

The Gupta family is a typical example of farmers-turned-developers – local people 
with no education, no English, and insufficient economic resources to go directly into 
property development, who are now constructing high-rise buildings on their land. 
Their ADORE project in Sector 86 of Faridabad, some 40 kilometres from Delhi, was 
initiated by one of three brothers, who had worked as an intermediary for investors 
and property companies seeking information about available farmland in order to 
negotiate with its owners. In 2014, he used the knowledge gained from this experience 
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and what he knew about the Affordable Housing programme to convince his brothers 
to decline an offer from a company that wanted to buy their land. They felt that 
they could use the programme to develop their land themselves, as they didn’t have 
to provide any capital for construction, and launched the first phase of the project 
in 2015. The construction of the first 840 homes was completed in 2018, and the 
second phase is now under way with two 530-unit blocks under construction. Having 
optimised their costs, they stand to make an estimated 30% profit on each flat they 
sell and have amassed a small fortune through this project. In 2020 they were able 
to use capital gains from other property developments to purchase several plots of 
agricultural land 30 kilometres from Faridabad..

Rémi de Bercegol, Bérénice Bon, Karen Lévy  
(surveys conducted in Faridabad in 2019 and 2020)

Buildings constructed by the three Gupta brothers in Faridabad, India, next to their 
original village home in the centre of the photograph, 2020  © Bon

Affordable housing programmes implemented by small property companies in Mali 
also rely on government schemes to support bank credit for buyers. The buildings in these 
programmes are often poorly constructed. 

In Senegal, there has been a huge increase in property development in the Bambilor-
Sangalkam area on the outskirts of Dakar, where ‘Sunday gardeners’ from the capital used 
to buy land for intensive market gardening, poultry farming and orchards. As land use in this 
area shifts towards residential and housing plots, local land markets are serviced by public 
and private developers, housing cooperatives, customary owners, the local authority, the 
State and intermediaries.  

Developers in Senegal, Benin and Kenya (see case study atlas) are also building upmarket 
developments and gated housing aimed at wealthy clients, the upper middle-classes and 
members of the diaspora. 



62  |

Ordinary changes in land use linked to urbanisation in the global South

Some major property developments deliver infrastructures that are directly financed by 
the project or funded through public initiatives; others may only provide basic facilities. The 
latter are aimed at lower-income clients who are unable to pay service charges and often 
have to find their own way of accessing basic services, usually by digging wells and installing 
solar panels. This can damage the fabric of houses and apartment blocks, and is particularly 
problematic for high-rise buildings. Examples of this can be seen in the outer suburbs of India, 
where building density standards are low (reduced requirement for green spaces, minimal 
spacing between tower blocks, no obligation to provide residents’ parking spaces, etc.) and 
developers are required to complete construction quickly. The extremely low cost of labour in 
India has significant impacts on the quality of construction: labourers are poorly trained and 
still use traditional practices that are ill-suited to modern buildings, and because labour is so 
cheap, property developers limit the use of machinery and cranes whenever possible on the 
grounds that it is too expensive to rent or purchase them. These construction practices cause 
numerous defects (multiple leaks, flaking plaster, exposed ironwork and spalled concrete, 
broken lifts, etc.) and raise serious questions about the stability and durability of the finished 
buildings. 

Finally, the case study from Kenya 
(Bon, this report) shows that it can 
take a very long time for land uses to 
change to housing. This study follows the 
trajectories of cooperative members, low-
income households and businessmen who 
spent a decade waiting to build and live 
on their plots, while other cooperatives 
moved in and built access roads, and 
various investors, newcomers and local 
people sank boreholes so that they 
could sell water to new arrivals in the 
neighbourhood.

Sit tight and wait: land as speculative capital 

Changes in land ownership do not necessarily lead to immediate changes in use. Some 
buyers put capital into property development as soon as the purchase is completed, while 
others minimise their investment and may leave the land fallow or divide it into micro-parcels 
and sell it on, sometimes into a chain of transactions. The latter type of purchaser focuses on 
the projected increase in the land’s market value rather than its immediate use, particularly 
for housing. These micro-conversions are becoming very widespread in both Asia and Africa. 

Some investors in Kenya wait at least two or three years before reselling, while others 
move quickly and only wait a few months for land values to rise. Land bought for resale is 
often purchased with cash rather than credit (mortgage), and the proceeds of subsequent 
sales feed into local economies as they are used to replenish commercial activities in the city, 
acquire other landholdings, invest in agricultural activities or sink boreholes. Individuals and 
companies involved in land acquisitions in the rural fringes of Lagos, Nigeria, also wait an 
average of two to three years before parcelling and reselling or building on land they have 
bought (Thontteh and Babarin, 2018). Investors in the outskirts of Yangon in Myanmar also 

Wells and boundary markers on vacant plots in Kitengela, 
Kenya, owned by a cooperative, 2021  © Bon
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rarely change land use immediately, preferring to wait for land values to rise or to obtain the 
capital needed for property development (Boutry et al., 2016).

These speculative expectations are based on assumptions that cities will appear, housing 
will be built, and demand will develop; assumptions that intensify as soon as major public 
or private operations are announced and regional or national allocations made for road 
infrastructures. Each case study provides maps which show that these speculative acquisitions 
are concentrated around major projects, while riskier purchases and more diffuse transactions 
tend to involve more remote plots with lower land values that may be far from urban centres, 
around remote villages or in inaccessible natural settings. Land acquisitions and parcelling on 
rocky substrates with very limited access to water are often organised by mobile vendors as 
the groundworks for housing operations would be very expensive on this type of land, well 
beyond the means of local authorities that are nevertheless responsible for servicing the land. 

Rather than being resold immediately, land is also used to build capital, to consolidate 
an inflation-proof nest egg that can be passed on to heirs, used for marriages and as a form 
of social protection (healthcare, children’s education, etc.). In Benin, land is divided into small 
plots but never officially parcelled out, and is left unbuilt to function as a financial reserve 
(Simonneau, this report). In Tanzania, land acquisitions on the rural fringes of Dar es Salaam 
are a ‘passive’ savings and investment strategy (Schlimmer, this report); parcels are kept as 
security, to be sold at a later date if the owner needs to raise some money. Land professionals 
and local government officials often cite speculation as the main reason why individuals and 
groups from outside the county or village acquire land.

Land is also a favoured form of access to bank credit. Land ownership can therefore 
provide openings to money creation, as a bank loan secured with a plot feeds into other 
activities in the urban or rural economy. The link between land acquisitions, bank pledges 
and mortgages is not new, but it does now involve more numerous and diverse actors. Using 
land titles for mortgages provides easier access to both commercial credit and loans from 
cooperatives or money lenders – who may themselves be landowners who are monetising 
their land capital (as in the case from Bahour in India, see Denis, this report). 

Plots markers in Bagamoyo, on the outskirts of greater Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, 2018  © Schlimmer
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Our case studies also show the links between the development of market transactions 
and the privatisation of water or access to natural resources. When plots are left vacant after 
being purchased, it is very common for the stones on them to be sold to nearby construction 
sites, or for topsoils on arable land to be used to make bricks. The case study from India 
shows how this can lead to the irreversible sterilisation of agricultural land. Bartels (2019) 
describes how land in Greater Accra is acquired by investors seeking to appropriate and 
market water sources, and analyses the consequent inequalities among new residents who 
are dependent on itinerant and domestic water vendors and wells on other land. They can 
dig a well if the quality of their soil allows it, but then need to obtain authorisations from 
people in the surrounding villages, with very little follow-up from the local authorities. Our 
researchers found landscapes in Benin covered with fences and wells for small temporary 
market gardens (Simonneau, this report), and boreholes around urbanisation fronts in Kenya, 
where access to water is used as a selling point for microplots. Holdings that have been bought 
and subdivided by cooperatives often contain just a few new houses, numerous uncultivated 
plots, and a couple of wells that the buyers have dug in order to sell the water from them. 

Procedures for authorising and formalising changes of use

The procedures for authorising and formalising changes of use are not linear or systematic. 
They relate to different levels of the conversion process:

>> Transfers of land rights; 

>> Parcelling and subdivisions (which may or may not comply with current regulations) 
that lead to change from agricultural to residential use;

>> Construction (building permits).

Each level may be informal, legal, formalised or retrospectively regularised, independently 
of the other levels; and each may involve multiple steps to authorise and formalise changes 
of use. These procedures cover a range of stages, practices and situations that may ultimately 
be legally recorded in the land register. 

Micro-lots in Bahour, India, 2018  © Denis
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A legal framework is therefore not a condition for the commodification of land and 
changes of land use: empirical data show that conversions and commodification occur 
inside and outside legal frameworks. It is also important to distinguish between formalising 
ownership, formalising changes of use, and legalising these processes.

Médard and Duvail (2020) consider the concept of formalisation in their recent work on 
Kenya. When talking about the formalisation of ownership or sales contracts, the authors are 
referring to local authorities’ arrangements for issuing documents, which may not necessarily 
be legal. They use this concept to explore the legitimisation of ownership and changes of 
use between State control and the market, which is not the same as legalising rights to a 
plot. Legalisation can reduce transaction costs and buyer insecurity, but it is not linked to the 
dynamics of commodification as market transfers still take place outside the legal frameworks 
for registration.

In some cases, transfers of property rights are legalised but changes of use are not 
authorised or registered according to the ordained procedures. Our case studies found 
numerous instances of actors registering property titles, but then sidestepping certain aspects of 
registration and plot demarcation, not registering sales contracts, and not applying for building 
permits. Even in very formal investment channels, there are some points in the conversion 
process where mechanisms and procedures are adjusted or circumvented. Authorisation, 
registration and formalisation may occur downstream of the transaction and/or at the change 
of use. In Senegal, some of the land allocations made by town halls effectively legalise illegal 
transactions, many parcelling operations are unauthorised, and building permits are rarely 
sought. In Bahour in India, land use can be changed without prior authorisation. And in Togo, 
Bawa (2017) shows that land transactions and subsequent conversions of unregistered rural 
land in urbanisation fronts are agreed without State intervention, according to customary 
rules and unauthenticated sales certificates.  

The interaction between different political and administrative levels is an important 
factor in these processes. Decentralisation reforms have often devolved responsibility for the 
management of local land transactions and conversions to local authorities, while central 
governments retain responsibility for the regional planning and infrastructure guidelines 
that stimulate these processes. Our case studies found evidence of nepotism, political power 
games and local trade-offs between deconcentrated or decentralised authorities. There are 
also differences in the way that transactions are monitored and archived at different political 
levels, which can be attributed to the financial dividends generated by managing transactions 
and formalising changes of use at the local level. For example, requests for changes of use in 
statutory planning documents are rarely refused once the transfers of property rights have 
been registered, as charges are frequently made for these changes. Zoning is often used to 
determine changes in land status, such as when municipal boundaries are extended, a village’s 
administrative status changes to a municipality, or when development zones are demarcated 
and announced, with land use plans that are often accompanied by a change in land authority. 

In Tanzania, for example, new zoning introduced when villages were reclassified as 
municipalities set out the land occupancy rights to be granted to investors, which financial 
and banking institutions recognise as an assurance that changes of use will be permitted. 
In Jordan, cooperatives that have acquired and subdivided land on the outskirts of Amman 
have put pressure on local authorities to change the way the land is zoned and install services 
on it; while GRET’s work on land markets in villages on the outskirts of Yangon in Myanmar 
(Boutry et al., 2016) shows that land uses are changed under the guise of requests to extend 
village boundaries. 
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New land reforms in Kenya distinguish between built-up land and so-called ‘non 
productive’ land – or, to put it more bluntly, land that does not generate revenues for 
national or local political authorities. These reforms target land acquired by investors who 
have not applied for a change of use or have paid minimal preparation costs and left their 
land uncultivated, and who have therefore not paid the charges required for changes from 
agricultural to residential or other uses. Recent legislation limiting the size of transferable plots 
on peri-urban land favours investors with stable finances who will put capital into developing 
their land. They can buy bigger holdings, increase the size of transferable plots in accordance 
with the new reforms, pay for certain facilities and then adjust their market strategies by 
moving closer to urban centres or areas where the regional government enforces regulations 
less strictly or simply ignores national recommendations. 

Insecurity and land conflict

Many land conflicts on urbanisation fronts arise when agricultural land is registered in 
the name of urban actors, causing certain members of rural communities to lose out. The 
issue here is not so much the conservation of agricultural land, as how the income it generates 
is distributed. In Senegal, for example, the 1964 law on the national domain is supposed to 
protect rural areas – land is only supposed to be registered in the name of the State, but this 
rule is widely disregarded. Numerous conflicts are caused by developers using their national 
or local political connections to obtain land without the agreement of its rightful owners. 

More than one of our case studies found that insecurity is an issue for both local and 
external actors. Local actors see their land legitimacy diminishing, while external buyers may 
discover that ‘their’ land has already been sold, and newcomers and investors from elsewhere 
(working-class and wealthier actors) also face increased competition for access to land and 
natural resources, especially water. 

Countries such as Kenya and Benin are starting to digitise procedures, setting up digital 
platforms to register titles and transactions in order to prevent the same land being sold 
several times. National governments are also encouraging people to declare changes of land 
use, although there are regional variations in how this is done. Land agents who work with 
members of the diaspora support legal procedures to register land titles as they the reduce 
the risk of buyers becoming embroiled in the increasing number of illegal transfers, and use 
specialist lawyers to deal with different stages of registration.

Summary

Conversion processes take different forms and are influenced by many factors, such 
as the location of the land, local legal norms and political and administrative practices, 
local economies and access to capital, monetary land values, etc. These factors partly 
depend on national political and economic frameworks, and partly on territorial factors 
such as proximity to urban centres, infrastructures and forthcoming major projects, or 
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changing agricultural yields, which are themselves subject to environmental change. 
Landholdings and parcels evolve with land fragmentation and changes in their monetary 
value, use and surface area.  

Figures 3 and 4 below provide visual overviews of these processes. Figure 3 focuses on 
the ways that rural land uses change according to the actors and chains of action involved 
(public and private actors; land fragmentation, sales, fallow); while Figure 4 highlights the 
different levels of access to capital (local, national, international) and highly differentiated 
changes in use, from leaving land fallow or simply subdividing it to building houses on 
it and then connecting it to services and infrastructures. As well as showing the marked 
contrasts between these processes, these figures also reveal the interconnections between 
large- and small-scale processes, such as when major projects lead to land being left fallow 
so that it can be resold or built on at a later date (Figure 5). l

Figure 3

LIFE CYCLE OF A PARCEL: CHANGES IN ITS MONETARY VALUE,  
USE AND SURFACE AREA

© Bon, Denis, Lavigne Delville, Simonneau, Gangneux Kebe 
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Figure 4

PATHWAYS TO LAND CONVERSION 

Figure 5

MAJOR FACTORS IN AGRICULTURAL LAND CONVERSION

© Lavigne Delville, Bon, Simonneau, Gangneux Kebe, Denis

© Bon, Denis, Lavigne Delville, Simonneau  
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Figure 6

TYPOLOGY OF LAND CONVERSION PROCESSES ACCORDING TO LEVELS  
OF ACCESS TO CAPITAL AND CHANGES OF USE

© Bon, Denis, Lavigne Delville, Simonneau

Waiting - Fallow land  
- Prospect of resale 

Construction  
and facilities 

Significant access 
to national and 
international  
financial flows 

Limited and local 
access to financial 

resources 

lndividual micro - 
plots for self - 

builds and housing Land acquisition 
and fragmenta-
tion by pooling 

resources

Property 
development by 
national actors

Major private 
and/or public 

private projects 
and construction 

sites on large 
holdings

Long-term 
professional buy-  
and-sell strategies

Creation of a land  
portfolio linked to 

market capital

Property assets 
built up with 

people’s savings

Source of capital and amount raised

In
te

n
si

ty
 o

f 
ch

an
g

es
 in

 u
se





|  71

Ordinary changes in land use linked to urbanisation in the global South

Regulatory and monitoring  
issues and tools

hese land acquisitions and conversions will continue as urbanisation progresses, with 
diverse strategies and practices for acquiring and accumulating land and subdividing 

registered holdings. They involve a wide range of actors with disparate motivations, different 
economic resources, and unequal capacities to appropriate land resources. There are public 
strategies in place to regulate affected territories, but they seem to have minimal influence 
on these land dynamics and do little to address the many socio-economic and environmental 
issues associated with these largely uncontrolled or easily negotiable land conversions. 

>> Environmental issues are largely overlooked in urban policies, large infrastructure 
projects and even calls to protect flood zones, coastlines and other vulnerable areas. 
Soils and subsoils are essential, non-renewable resources that store carbon, recycle 
organic matter and filter surface water. Subdividing land restructures the environment 
as more wells and boreholes are sunk, wood, stones, topsoil and other resources are 
extracted, surfaces are transformed by new access roads, walls and fences, and land is 
artificialised by construction or newly cultivated holdings. These practices can contribute 
to soil compaction, erosion and loss of organic matter, changing water flows and 
sealing soils in settings where the effects of climatic variability are often very localised. 
A significant drop in the water table can exacerbate localised droughts, as changes in 
the soil and subsoil affect microclimates already altered by longer dry spells and shorter 
and sometimes more intense rainy periods. Preserving woodlands in and around cities 
helps reduce temperatures in residential areas, where new arrivals often take over the 
management of wastewater services – which also contribute to groundwater pollution 
if they are not properly monitored. Reversibility is an important factor in protecting soil 
fertility and groundwater recharge capacities during urbanisation.    

>> Inequalities, socio-spatial justice, financial inclusion and social protection are fundamental 
issues in these urbanisation processes. Land acquisitions and conversions reinforce or 
generate inequalities between rural landowners and (sometimes predatory) newcomers, 
and between working-class and wealthier urban actors competing for access to land, 
facilities and services. Certain practices should not simply be regarded as problematic, 
but also considered as responses to the socio-economic situation. These responses vary 

T

5PART 
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according to whether the actors want land as an asset to store their savings, as a hedge 
against inflation (a form of social protection), or for housing. Public policies rarely examine 
the socio-economic conditions that facilitate or encourage this land market – unequal 
financial capacities amplified by abundant liquidity in urban production and the crisis in 
an often heavily indebted agricultural sector. But the main drivers of land conversions 
are economic and financial, reflecting the fact that it is far more profitable to buy, sell 
and subdivide land than it is to farm it.

>> These processes will affect the future of agricultural production and food security and 
sovereignty. Are sales of agricultural land evidence of agricultural decline and ‘agrarian 
distress’? While the amounts of land vary, small farms are most affected by this emerging 
trend; and although large farms are better protected, many land conversions lead to 
the sterilisation of fertile soils. Agricultural activities continue unabated in some areas, 
while producers in others are adjusting their crops in response to urban influences and 
demands, and working to maintain soil fertility so that they can sell their produce on 
the urban market. 

>> Financial risks. Potential speculative bubbles and uncertainties about the resale value of 
some mortgaged land leave investors exposed – not only those with unstable economic 
resources, but also commercial banks and other financial institutions.

>> Potentially unsustainable residential areas. Land markets are developing more quickly 
than local government capacities to plan, monitor and service new housing. Failure to 
provide new residential areas with the necessary infrastructures and services leads to 
vacant and degraded housing, impoverished neighbourhoods, a broader deterioration in 
residents’ quality of life (conditions of mobility, access to services), and health inequalities. 
Sectoral housing and infrastructure policies need to do more to tackle service provision 
and local public finances. Local governments may have little room to manoeuvre or 
incentive to act when the revenues generated by land transactions give them a direct 
financial interest in land markets (income from taxes, registration charges, fees for 
changes in zoning, new housing on recovered land, etc.). They are often responsible 
for monitoring and regulating land transactions and conversions, but lack the financial 
and institutional capacities to do so. Another problem is their lack of accountability to 
their constituents. 

>> Increased risk of land conflicts in sought-after spaces. Land transfers and conversions of 
agricultural, natural or grazing land into building lots usually involve negotiations at some 
level. Customary landholders, large landowners and farmers may willingly initiate these 
transactions themselves, or succumb to pressure from investors, the land administration 
or land brokers. These processes provide unprecedented opportunities for some actors, 
but also accentuate inequalities in local communities. New arrivals often have problems 
accessing basic services that appear on planning documents (road layouts, spaces reserved 
for public infrastructures, etc.) but do not always materialise in practice, and are rarely 
monitored or maintained when they do exist. Local governments then have to manage 
the possibly contradictory expectations of different groups of actors (former farmers 
and new arrivals) and deal with all the problems associated with resolving tensions and 
conflicts over land. These disputes may involve individuals acting on their own behalf, 
mobilise group networks or play out in collective arenas.
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>> Planning and zoning tools are inadequate, unable to deal with urban exceptionalism, 
infrastructure needs and mega-projects, or the intense demand for housing. Authorised 
zones rarely provide enough housing to meet people’s needs, and speculative behaviours 
make it even more inaccessible. Authorisations are often retrospective, and plans are 
frequently passed because of the revenues the development will generate. Public policies 
that include mechanisms to control land transactions (plot sizes, types of investor) filter 
out certain types of investor and favour actors with private capital to invest in peri-urban 
development. Powerful actors can adjust their market strategies to these mechanisms, 
by moving to different territories and negotiating with different actors, for example. 

The numerous issues raised by these land conversions indicate that a broad, crosscutting 
perspective is needed to analyse and consider how best to regulate them. Sectoral policies 
and legislation (especially on rural versus urban affairs, irrigated versus dry lands, or acquired 
rights for particular disadvantaged groups) often create legal gaps and grey areas that are 
open to exploitation at various stages in the land conversion process.

Updated analytical frameworks for thinking on public 
policies

One of the key lessons learned from this research project is that we need to adopt a 
systematic, crosscutting approach to territorial development. Land is not the only sector 
in play. It is equally important to consider three other crucial issues that affect conversion 
dynamics: adapting agricultural practices to climate change, meeting housing needs, and 
seeking solutions to financial exclusion and lack of social insurance.

>> Environment, natural resources and climate change: more specifically, a systematic 
approach entails moving from an urbanistic view that rationalises urban expansion, to an 
approach that takes account of the specific environments in which these changes to land 
use and living conditions take place (Vanuxem, 2018). The concept of urban bioregions 
(Magnaghi and Bonneau, 2014) is based on a territorial approach that considers an 
environment’s specific characteristics and human and non-human relationships: actors’ 
practices, specific political organisations, cultural, industrial and other types of heritage, 
and flora and fauna ecosystems. Introducing a sustainability perspective into a political 
ecology approach enables us to consider how to manage environmental capital and 
undeveloped land, and how to incentivise sustainable management of vegetative cover, 
water resources, etc. when local authorities are allocated land. Cities will have to face 
the accelerating environmental pressures associated with climate change (increasingly 
uncertain and scarce rainfall, flooding, torrential rains and landslides, more frequent heat 
waves, rising water levels and coastal erosion), which will entail looking after vegetative 
cover and maintaining or restoring permeable soils, wetlands and watercourses.

>> Agricultural production: the key issue here is agricultural activities and yields, and their 
predictability in the face of environmental stress. A comprehensive approach to this issue 
requires concerted action to address the growing uncertainty of agricultural activities, 
support in understanding the changes agriculture will face due to climate change, pressure 
on natural resources and the price of inputs and labour, and rural people’s aspirations 
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(particularly rural youth – see the CTFD study on young people’s access to land and the 
dynamics of changing agrarian structures). The food system also needs to be rethought in 
a more global way, in order to promote more localised food systems capable of producing 
nutritious, healthy and sustainable food. Special attention should be paid to peri-urban 
market gardens, which are under particular threat even though they are essential in 
producing healthy food that is accessible to very large numbers of people.

>> Financial, social and educational inclusion: land acquisitions provide the basis for social 
insurance and popular savings schemes to cover social, educational and health expenses. 
It is imperative to act on this driver of land use conversions, and promote the universal 
expansion of financial inclusion and social insurance schemes (in the broad sense) in 
precarious urban and rural contexts. 

>> Access and rights to housing: supporting grassroots housing production rather than 
retrospectively regularising it is a crucial step in rationalising land resources and providing 
access to networked infrastructures for basic services and travel needs. Securing the right 
to adequate housing in well-serviced territories (Rolnik, 2013) is an objective that can 
only be achieved by using local building knowledge to produce dense neighbourhoods 
with the resources they need for basic infrastructures.

l Regulation: the need for an enlightened, shared vision and reflection 
on the conditions for effective public action

As the dynamics at work in these land use conversions are unlikely to lose momentum, 
something needs to be done to mitigate their adverse environmental, socio-economic and 
territorial impacts. However, it is not easy to implement regulations in this sector due to the 
complex interests at play and the contradictory effects of poorly coordinated sectoral public 
action at various levels. 

Regulatory efforts will need to acknowledge and engage with the power relations 
between the diverse actors and interests involved. With this in mind, it seems more realistic 
to think about regulating territorial dynamics rather than introducing strict controls to confine 
the spatial extent of urban sprawl. Regulation in this sense involves mechanisms that help 
balance the different needs and interests at play in particular spaces and times, which can 
never be totally stabilised (Dubresson and Jaglin, 2002). It is a process of finding compromises 
between different issues (environmental and social justice issues, for example), resolving 
conflicts between different actors, and also supporting wealth creation.

Formulating public strategies to regulate land conversions requires certain upstream actions 
to: (1) clarify the current situation, which is often opaque but tolerated or negotiated with 
public actors (civil society activists and newly elected officials sometimes ask for a diagnosis 
of the situation, or even a land audit); and (2) define a desirable future where shared land 
capital is managed in ways that do more than simply protect ownership systems. All parties 
need to have a shared social, environmental and territorial ambition, supported by a clear 
political will. Only then will it be possible to arbitrate between actors with divergent interests 
and unequal capacities for action and anticipation, and to adjust the treatment of various 
issues according to different legal, political and economic mechanisms that may be specific 
to each territory. The objectives of the public strategy need to be defined: is it supposed to 
guide sales? Support development? Resolve conflicts? Strengthen public actors’ capacities 
to intervene? Or protect peri-urban agriculture? 
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Finally, this strategy should combine territorial ambitions with clear policies. This will 
require pragmatic reflection on the conditions for effectiveness. A wide range of policies and 
regulatory instruments can be envisaged, and the most promising ones selected according 
to the particular political and social context, and the very concrete institutional conditions, 
opportunities, competences, etc. that will help or hinder implementation of the strategy. 

l Different regulatory approaches and levels

Peri-urban areas have become a public issue in several countries, which have implemented 
policies and regulatory and control mechanisms that involve residents, farmers and landowners 
to varying degrees. The approaches taken vary from country to country. 

Regulations may relate to changes in land ownership, changes in land use, or construction 
certificates, and consist of monitoring land transactions or the processes whereby land uses 
change. The desire for regulation is often expressed through national policies to tackle 
agricultural issues or financial risks, or to protect natural resources; and through local 
management tools such as legal categories of land use, taxation, registering transactions, 
programmes to digitise transactions and register titles and cadastral information, or local 
development plans and building permits. 

The economic and institutional context, which may or may not facilitate or incentivise 
land conversions, can also be regulated. This means that many sectoral public policies can 
indirectly influence the regulation of land use conversions: 

>> National land policies naturally have a bearing on matters such as the classification of 
land uses, expropriations, the development or privatisation of public land reserves, and 
major land and land tax reforms. 

>> Macroeconomic, financial and fiscal policies also come into play, mainly through major 
development projects and bank credit reforms (mortgages) that broaden the range of 
households that can access credit and are a major stimulus for urban sprawl. 

>> Agricultural and trade policies play an important role in stabilising farmer incomes and 
means of production or, conversely, in exacerbating the agrarian distress observed in 
certain regions. 

>> Social and housing policies and the support they provide for working class citizens are 
crucial in regulating the logic of urban and peri-urban land markets. 

>> Environmental policies relating to biodiversity conservation, nature reserves, and natural 
resource extraction norms should also be linked to urban issues. 

>> Decentralisation and devolution reforms affect local governments’ financial capacity 
(taxation, fees on subdivisions, transactions and zoning changes), monitoring capacity 
(communal subdivisions, boundary and zoning changes) and ultimately their ability to 
monitor changes in land use. 

Finally, citizens may mobilise to demand or initiate regulations to protect land that is 
slated for major projects, or to protect and defend common goods such as classified areas, 
wetlands, forests, pastures, coastlines, etc.
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l Recognising and resolving contradictory public actions

The final factor to consider in land conversion dynamics is possible contradictions between 
different levels of public action. On the one hand, national emergence policies stimulate urban 
sprawl through major projects, financialisation, and different kinds of support for housing 
production and the property sector. Economic actors’ initiatives and expectations are taking 
precedence over the State’s desire for supervision and planning, and the huge financial interests 
at play are accelerating territorial change in increasingly remote areas far from urban centres 
where land is less expensive. At the other end of the scale, lower-income actors who acquire 
microplots for housing, as a form of insurance against health risks, or to enable them to access 
resources and build up capital for an economic project or secure their children’s future are 
also participating in the financialisation of land that has been taken out of agricultural use.

Conversely, pressure from voters and civil society to heed public debate on the 
artificialisation and monopolisation of land in peri-urban areas is strengthening the political 
will to find strategies to regulate, limit and guide urban expansion. Concerns about working-
class access to housing and the need to support or even redevelop peri-urban and urban 
agriculture in order to shorten food supply chains are creating some pushback against liberal 
approaches that favour market-based development of peri-urban land in order to increase 
local income streams. Policies that promote market dispersion and artificialisation are under 
increasing pressure from environmental issues. As the need to model sustainable cities grows 
ever more acute, it is also important to acknowledge that environmental efforts to enhance 
local landscapes may also contribute to land scarcity and thus social exclusion as land prices 
rise. Land conversions must be considered in the context of increasing and increasingly 
contested metropolitan fragility. 

This raises several dilemmas, as better support, structuring and rationalisation can increase 
costs in ways that conflict with efforts to improve social inclusion. More effective regulation 
requires institutional willingness and capacity in contexts where State and local government 
officials are often involved in land speculation. Many local administrations are already weak, 
and they are further limited when political actors use them to protect or even enhance their 
own land interests and electoral prospects. The common interest is undermined by local 
elected officials and public actors who use the land registry, urban planning procedures, the 
agricultural sector or the justice system to enlarge their personal land portfolios and boost 
their incomes and assets. Even where corruption is not involved, it is important to understand 
that many land conversions flow from negotiated norms or legal practices that serve not only 
political interests and local elites, but also enable ordinary people to access land and housing. 

Government mechanisms are also used by diverse (and sometimes unexpected) actors 
with unequal economic resources and needs. This can disrupt other types of regulation and 
expose contradictions between different modes of public action. For example, instruments 
to facilitate the construction of affordable apartment blocks in the outer suburbs often 
include no measures to ensure that local developers consider their environmental impacts 
(soil pollution, heavy groundwater pumping, sand extraction), which then have to be dealt 
with by the local authorities.

There are also questions about the role that compartmented sectoral interventions by 
international institutions play in land conversions. Despite their increasing focus on these issues, 
their preference for particular urban, rural or sectoral approaches can lead to inconsistent 
strategies, as seen in two recently commissioned WAEMU studies on urban and rural land 
markets (see Box 15). 
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Box 16

CONTRADICTORY RECOMMENDATIONS FROM STUDIES ON URBAN AND 
RURAL LAND MARKETS COMMISSIONED BY THE WEST AFRICAN ECONOMIC 
AND MONETARY UNION (WAEMU)  

WAEMU published two studies on urban and rural land markets in 2017. 

Proposals in the WAEMU study on urban land markets (African Agency for Urban 
Planning and Development, 2017) aim to “promote and develop the urban land 
market in the WAEMU region” by consolidating the legal, fiscal and institutional 
environment (SO1), the economic and financial environment (SO2), urban planning 
and management tools (SO3), and actions to strengthen governance (SO4). 

The study recommends a legal and institutional approach to regulating transactions: 
identify measures to regulate the market (Project 5) and generalise delivery of final 
property titles (Project 13), with precedence given to identifying business opportunities 
rather than regulating existing land transactions. Project 5 (control over land markets) 
aims to identify the actors in each country’s urban land market, establish their activities 
and roles, and “measure the business niches in each centre of activity in order to 
control their exploitation and reduce negative externalities in the urban environment 
and surrounding rural land reserves.”

The recommended approach to peri-urban areas, which are characterised as having 
“a dynamic relationship”, is based on “exchange relations between rural and urban 
economies”, with

>> Harmonised planning through the establishment of urban areas (Project 9);

>> The introduction of green belts (Project 11);

>> Awareness raising and information about planning documents and land  
acquisition procedures (Project 12).

The main thrust of the recommendations is to harmonise legal and institutional 
arrangements at the WAEMU level (standardise planning, similar set-ups for 
professional bodies, etc.) and generalise land titles (land registration and conservation, 
Project 13) to support a mortgage housing market that is accessible to people on 
low incomes. Even though this seems unrealistic, the model of constructing and 
financing housing by developing mortgage credit seems to have been accepted 
without reservation.

WAEMU study on rural land markets (Lavigne Delville et al., 2017a and 2017b; Merlet 
et al., 2017). This study takes a socio-anthropological and pluralist approach. Its main 
recommendation for regulating transactions centre around four aspects of rural land 
markets: 

>> Securing transactions; 

>> Differentiated rules according to the spaces and actors concerned; 

>> Rebalancing actors’ relationships to make land markets more equitable and 
economically efficient; 

>> Discouraging unproductive and speculative purchases. 
…/…
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Recommendations  

The diverse dynamics at play make territorial planning and management at different 
scales extremely challenging. It is important to establish a strict framework for changes in land 
rights and land uses that recognises the complex strategies involved and facilitates sustainable 
territorial development while leaving working-class actors sufficient room to manœuvre and 
access the land they need for housing, to fund their life projects or secure their children’s 
future. Some suggested guidelines for action based on our findings are presented below.

l Strengthen dialogue between research and public action on land 
management in rural/urban interfaces  

Measures to limit land conversions will not work if they take no account of stakeholders’ 
needs. Regulatory and zoning measures are ineffective in tackling situations where people act 
out of necessity, distress, or the basic need to survive (deteriorating agricultural conditions, 
housing shortages): it is important to understand the upstream logics and economic expectations 
that drive land transactions, and their potential outcomes. This requires: 

>> Better understanding of land’s value as a form of insurance, the survival/heritage 
mechanisms that stimulate popular land markets, and how they relate to policies on 
financial inclusion (access to credit) and proposed universal insurance policies (health, 
education, etc.);

>> Support for popular alternatives to insurance-based land capitalisation. 

These socio-economic issues should be considered in terms of multi-actor governance 
rather than vertical and sectoral governance. Thinking around governance should regard 
resident communities as the main land actors in the locality, consider how their means and 
needs affect their capacities, and take account of what is happening outside the political and 
administrative boundaries of urban areas. 

Participatory processes should be prioritised, and legal mechanisms that authorise 
enforceable citizen territorial planning are to be encouraged. As there are still very few 
studies on the empowerment of local governments in rural/urban interfaces where land is 
increasingly commodified, it would be useful to analyse how local authorities use their new 

In operational terms, the study recommends regulatory mechanisms that are 
“pragmatic, simple, rooted in reality and consistent with institutional capacities”. 
The priority in regulating land markets is to ensure that contracts for both legal and 
non-legalised plots are secure. They can be secured with minutes of family council 
meetings or by formalising long-term leases in writing. In terms of land management, 
the local, communal and inter-communal rules that define spaces, uses and possible 
changes need to be clarified in a way that is consistent with development policies at 
different scales. Measures to rebalance the market, such as encouraging rentals, could 
make the economic environment more secure for producers. The final suggestion is 
to introduce an annual tax on unproductive land in order to discourage speculative 
land acquisitions.
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institutional mandates and decentralisation funds to prevent certain transactions or leverage 
urban investment. 

Environmental and climatic changes in these urbanisation fronts should also be studied, 
with more interdisciplinary approaches, participatory science and better dissemination of survey 
data to the authorities and civil society. Environmental scientists have started investigating 
this issue by analysing pollution and pressures on agricultural soils and groundwater in peri-
urban contexts (Tankari Dan-Badjo et al., 2013; Sorensen et al., 2015), but have so far focused 
on water stress and irrigation initiatives that concern producers (Simon et al., 2004). Clear 
links are sometimes made between the increasing commodification of land and privatised 
access to water (Bartels et al., 2018), but there is little focus on how the ecological context 
influences land transactions and resistance or adaptation to urban demands (Bertrand and 
Bon, 2022). Upstream data are needed on groundwater volumes and properties, and the 
agronomic and ecological conditions of artificialised land (Chéry et al., 2009). It would also 
be useful to revisit the concept of artificialisation in light of the prolonged fallow periods, 
extraction activities and temporary cultivation associated with peripheral urbanisation. Some 
authors argue that we should move away from an exclusionary definition of artificialisation 
(non-natural and non-forest land), and instead consider a gradient of soil disturbances – 
abandoned land uses, sealing, contamination, presence of vegetation. This would involve a 
shift from statistical categories of artificialised soils based solely on soil cover or the extension 
of built-up areas (for a summary, see Desrousseaux et al., 2019). Pollution in remote areas 
that are undergoing urbanisation also needs to be examined, as well as the possible health 
risks from dust raised by the increasing number of vehicles using unpaved roads, potential 
new zoonoses, and brownfield sites that are major breeding grounds for mosquitoes carrying 
diseases such as dengue and chikungunya.  

In order to measure changes in land use and future urbanisation, we need to be able to 
count the number of plots that are left fallow (subdivided or otherwise). In the vast majority of 
cases, fallow land is not returned to productive use. Plots often go unwatered and may even 
have their topsoil sold, but are still counted as agricultural land while they are not built upon, 
even if it is years since they were last cultivated. The extent to which land uses have changed 
remains largely invisible as it is not captured by the statistics; and the measurements that are 
taken are usually gathered by rural and/or agricultural administrations, which look at them in 
terms of agricultural production and very rarely share them with urban administrations or land 
registries. This raises the issue of intersectoral information production and sharing between 
rural, agricultural, urban, environmental and water resource administrations. Land that is 
categorised as ‘wasteland’ should become a shared marker for detecting and anticipating 
change on urban fronts, or indeed any land. Participatory approaches could be developed 
to encourage local people to report wastelands (sharing geolocated photographs, etc.) so 
that the health risks associated with stagnant water, or fire or flood risks can be managed.

>> Attempts have been made to tax undeveloped land (see Box 18, or the Kenyan case 
study in this report), but it is very hard to tax wasteland that is not recognised as building 
land. It would have to be taxed because of the lack of cultivation, which would not be 
popular.

>> This raises the question of how the observation of noticeable changes in land use can 
link into changes in regulatory tools (new territories to be taken into account, new 
regulations, etc.).  
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Box 17

MECHANISMS AND TOOLS FOR LOCAL AUTHORITIES 

Knowledge of the situation and dynamics at play, relevant expertise, and territorial 
coordination are vital factors in defining and steering policies to address planning, 
structural and regulatory issues. Increasingly powerful technical tools are becoming 
available (such as satellite imagery with raw or processed data, see Box 1: Redefinitions 
and new sources of urban data), along with participatory territorial engineering 
techniques for prospective urban planning and thinking that involve all the different 
actors who make up cities. If local authorities are to use these tools effectively, they 
need to prioritise their urban policy objectives, organise themselves accordingly, and 
have the human resources and expertise needed to pursue these objectives. These 
are all organisational and financial challenges. 

One way of tackling these challenges is to set up urban planning agencies, which are 
mandated to deal with these territorial and land development issues, bring together 
diverse resources and technical expertise, and are designed to serve their members, 
whose nature and number vary according to the country and agglomeration concerned. 
There are various models of urban agency around the world: from the Institute of Urban 
Research and Planning in Curitiba, Brazil (IPUCC, https://ippuc.org.br/) to agencies 
in Morocco whose tasks include conducting studies for urban development master 
plans, monitoring their implementation, and providing technical assistance to local 
authorities and public establishments responsible for urban planning. A number of 
these urban agencies are listed in the Metropolitan and Territorial Planning Agencies 
(MTPA) network. 

The French Development Agency (AFD) has contributed to the emergence of these 
tools, working in partnership with the Fédération Nationale des Agences d’Urbanisme 
(FNAU) and its members at the international level. It has published a guide to creating 
an urban planning agency (https://www.fnau.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/
guide-afd-fnau-a4-v19-1.pdf) and supported specific initiatives such as the Greater 
Antananarivo urban planning agency (IPAM) in Madagascar, which opened in 2020. 
IPAM’s mission is to disseminate knowledge, advice and urban expertise to help 
develop the agglomeration that includes the urban commune of Antananarivo and 
37 peripheral communes. It is structured around two objectives: to act as a shared 
resource centre for knowledge of the Greater Antananarivo area, and to play a key 
role in construction of the city by providing advice and expertise. It is expected to 
contribute to better managed urban development through knowledge, technical 
expertise, advice and territorial coordination.  

Some agencies have set up specific land observatories. The Urban Planning and 
Development Agency for French Guiana in the French Overseas Territories set up an 
observatory to improve monitoring of the territories’ land and property markets (whose 
opacity and complexity were distorting prices), learn more about their land reserves 
and potential for urban projects, and make the data public via an open portal (https://
www.geoguyane.fr). Other bodies and mechanisms to help clarify various aspects 
of urban dynamics include regional organisations such as the Centre for Affordable 
Housing Finance in Africa (CAHF). Rather than a single model, there is a series of tools 
and mechanisms that can be adapted to the needs of local authorities in the South 
and help them meet the challenges of managing their territory and preserving their 
agricultural land. 

Alix Françoise, French Development Agency

https://ippuc.org.br/
https://www.fnau.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/guide-afd-fnau-a4-v19-1.pdf
https://www.fnau.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/guide-afd-fnau-a4-v19-1.pdf
https://www.geoguyane.fr
https://www.geoguyane.fr
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l Engage with conflicting interests: negotiation is preferable to power 
struggles and conflicts, even if it is asymmetrical

Participatory mechanisms are needed to rebalance the power relations between actors 
whose divergent interests and capacities for action leave some parties in an extremely vulnerable 
position. These mechanisms could include: 

>> Holding genuine public enquiries ahead of large-scale private projects and initiatives 
that wish to be included in public utility recognition procedures;

>> Reviewing the fines and penalties payable by members of the administration or local 
elected officials who are found guilty of corruption, issuing illegal certificates or taking 
decisions that conflict with legal provisions and thereby causing local people to lose 
their legitimate land rights;

>> Organising consultations in territories with high rates of land conversion, with multi-
stakeholder territorial planning mechanisms, where they exist.13 

The potential revenues generated by land conversions can result in the public authorities 
having conflicting interests in these processes, making them both part of the problem and 
part of the solution.

Another consideration is the levels at which regulations should be set. As land conversions 
usually extend beyond communal boundaries, inter-communal bodies (where they exist) 
can be agents of reflection and action. Including other institutions (families, the State, user 
groups, etc.) in discussions about food security, environmental justice and other issues can 
help communities build a collective vision of what they are losing and what they are gaining 
through land conversion and urbanisation processes. 

This recommendation draws on the lessons learned from decades of participatory  
processes, especially those relating to large-scale rural land grabs. One key lesson learned  
is the importance of the conditions in which these processes are implemented, and the 
need to: 

>> Ensure that participation is transparent and open to economic actors and investors who 
are often regarded as disruptive;

>> Encourage the use of objective mechanisms to enable affected actors to express their 
opinions, and give realistic presentations of the projects’ negative effects as well as their 
positive impacts (Durand, 2019; Leblond, 2019); 

>> Remember that civil servants, representatives of public administrations (taxes, land 
registry, agriculture, etc.) and local elected officials are often landowners or investors 
themselves, and may therefore have a personal interest in urban development. More 
independent and frequent local consultation procedures are needed to improve on the 
current system, which gives elected local politicians powers to plan and modify land 
uses (legislative frameworks and urban planning codes cannot always guarantee that 
the common interest will be served). 

13. Such as the major consultation process for the Niayes 2040 project.
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l Developing legal regulations that support social and environmental 
justice

The speed at which land conversions are occurring is partly due to the legal uncertainties 
surrounding the process. Changes to certain legal statutes could improve the way that 
responsibilities are shared, particularly environmental responsibilities:

>> Strengthen co-ownership by new residents in developed areas by giving them joint 
responsibilities for environmental issues and including them in reflections on the legal 
framework for soil and subsoil ownership. There could be more specific checks on 
groundwater exploitation (hydrogeological studies and sanitation inspections), natural 
resource extraction, overexploitation of groundwater for agricultural activities and 
irrigation, and the construction of wells and boreholes; along with legislation setting 
out provisions for groundwater protection or recharge.

>> Civil society could support citizen land trusts as an alternative way for residents to take 
practical action on land issues, protect land and support local agriculture (see Terres de 
liens in France, cooperative statutes in various countries, Community Land Trust). These 
citizen land trusts could link up with actions to preserve existing rural commons and 
secure pastoral commons by including transhumants.

Existing land and exploitation rights should be respected and secured:

>> Avoid forced sales and dispossessions, even of ‘informal’ rights;

>> When land is expropriated, ensure that proper compensation is paid and solid mechanisms 
for reparation and managing complaints are in place. Land should only be expropriated 
if it is in the public interest, or if the landholder does not agree with a locally approved 
collective project (plots in the middle of the project site). Compensation should take 
account of the farmers’ loss of livelihood and enable them to rebuild sustainable 
livelihoods;

>> Enable rural farmers to postpone projected sales by helping improve farm incomes, 
facilitating access to credit and agricultural insurance, and supporting collective initiatives 
that enable farmers to continue their agricultural activities (agricultural land groups, 
etc.);

>> Formalise and secure purchases of unregistered land;

>> Help secure and facilitate access to land for the most vulnerable members of society 
through social agreements that make land available to women’s and youth groups, land 
reserves for future generations, etc.

l Use planning and forecasting instruments to harmonise different 
sectoral approaches and timeframes 

Compartmentalised public actions can lead to contradictory efforts and unanticipated 
territorial effects in the short or medium term. Various steps could be taken to counteract 
these perverse effects: 

>> Link infrastructure planning (particularly for roads) with land management policies to 
improve the management of emerging zones and areas where speculative land purchases 
are increasing; 
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>> Understand and anticipate the spatial dynamics that sectoral policies generate, especially 
economic emergence policies regarding SEZs, new towns, affordable housing and tourism 
development;

>> Develop and encourage the implementation of clear, simple standards that provide, if 
possible, a minimum framework for development and parcelling processes,14 such as 
minimum criteria for the following aspects of communal development plans: wetlands, 
water circulation, minimum town planning standards (roads, public spaces, connections 
to essential services), maintaining agricultural spaces, and environmental standards. 

l Support local management capacities  

All of our case studies highlight the importance of local management, particularly for 
decentralised and devolved services previously undertaken by central authorities such as 
national environmental agencies. But local management bodies often lack the necessary 
capacity for action and are poorly coordinated with other institutional levels. A better balance 
between responsibilities and capacities at different institutional levels is needed. This could 
be achieved by:

>> Continuing to strengthen local authorities’ financial, technical and human capacities, 
particularly in processing and archiving land and environmental data;

>> Where necessary, setting up specific land management training courses to help local 
authorities and land administrations recruit qualified staff;

>> Promoting cross-sectoral coordination tools and platforms; 

>> Putting in place public information systems (public displays at town halls and 
deconcentrated service offices) for more transparent governance of development and 
subdivision operations;

>> Setting conditions for the negotiation and approval of private developments;

>> Developing recurrent and conditional financing arrangements for parcelling groundworks 
so that they don’t become money-spinners for public and private actors (such as 
conditional investment funds held by ministries or communities).

14. This recommendation picks up on some of Tribillon’s work on African cities, particularly Tribillon (1993). 

Box 18

LOCAL FINANCE IN RAPIDLY URBANISING REGIONS 

The international aid and economic research community has long debated local finance 
in the global South. This debate was particularly lively when decentralisation reforms 
were at their height in the 1980s and 1990s, and came back into focus in the late 
2000s, fed by reports and initiatives by local actors, organisations such as the Lincoln 
Institute for Land Policy (LILP) and the International Centre for Tax and Development 
(ICTD), and the joint OECD-UCLG initiative to set up a World Observatory on Subnational 

…/…
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15. With support from the Asian Development Bank, AFD, the Council of Europe Development Bank, the French 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the United Nations Capital Development Fund, and the Development Partners Network 
on Decentralisation and Local Governance (DeLoG).

16. Land consolidation in peri-urban areas of Benin is an example of this. Berrisford et al. (2018) refer to Global 
Land Tool Network country reports and exchange visits to discuss the potential of land consolidation in Africa, 
citing publications such as Fourie, C. (2004), Land Readjustment for Peri-Urban Customary Tenure: The Example of 
Botswana, Earthscan press, London, and Adam, A. G. (2015), Land readjustment as an alternative land development 
tool for peri-urban areas of Ethiopia, Property Management, No. 33(1), pp. 36-58.

Government Finance and Investment (SNG-WOFI) in 2017.15 The Global Land Tool 
Network is also a centre for resources on local finance.

Analysis of major trends in local government revenues in the global South show that 
overall revenues are low, and mainly based on State transfers (which account for 58% 
of local government revenues in Africa). This reduces local governments’ autonomy and 
their capacity to fulfil their mandate to deliver urban services and amenities. Levels of 
investment and expenditure are also low: local governments in Africa account for just 
19% of public investment, compared with 36% and 41% globally (OECD/UCLG, 2019).

There has been a particular focus on sources of local revenue that enable local 
governments to become financially autonomous and to finance urbanisation – to 
provide the services and facilities they are responsible for in both existing cities and 
surrounding areas undergoing rapid urbanisation (Paulais, 2012; OECD et al., 2022; 
Bahl et al., 2013; Goodfellow, 2015). Land-based taxation also returned to prominence 
in recent years against a backdrop of urban development and sustained urban growth, 
with key publications by authors such as Berrisford et al., 2018, Cirolia and Mizes, 
2019, and Walters et al., 2016.

Property taxation mechanisms are a feature of their work, following the economic 
theory that land and property are immobile assets and therefore suitable targets for 
local taxes. These taxes are usually raised on built-up land, although unbuilt land and 
sales of building rights are sometimes taxed too, as are leases on public land (land 
leasing) in countries with British-style land laws. Money can also be raised through land 
readjustment, where land patterns are restructured and some land may be transferred 
into the public domain for infrastructures. This facilitates major development operations 
that can be partly funded with money from landowners.16 

Land value capture or ground rent also feature prominently in this line of thought. Land 
value capture is a set of tools that enables public authorities to take advantage of rising 
urban land values, particularly when building new infrastructures. This can be done by 
making landowners or developers whose land increases in value pay capital gains tax 
(betterment levies), or getting developers to make financial or in-kind contributions 
(developers exactions). These tools are mainly used in emerging economies where land 
prices are soaring (Brazil, India, Colombia). They require significant public capacity for 
implementation, and are less widely used on the African continent, where land tenure 
systems are complex and land information is lacking. 

Academics have paid less attention to vacant or fallow land, which is rarely taxed 
(Franzsen and McCluskey, 2017). This type of land is often exempt from taxation, 
either because it is located outside urban areas (in contexts where only urban areas or 
built-up land are taxed) or because it is technically difficult and socially unacceptable 
to tax (because it is hard to identify the owner, or because it is customary rural land, 
not connected to urban services, or is in a rural area where incomes are very low). 
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Rural land taxes generally depend on the legal status of the land. Taxes often only 
apply to registered or titled land, and countries such as Kenya, Botswana, Lesotho, 
Uganda and Zimbabwe only charge property taxes in urban or developed areas. In 
some countries (such as Mozambique and Tanzania), all land is owned by the State 
and is not taxable. It can be leased, but rent collection is generally low.

Tools for taxing vacant urban land are more commonly available. Franzsen and 
McCluskey (2017) note that vacant or undeveloped land in urban areas of Africa is 
taxed in countries with Anglo-Saxon systems, such as Botswana, Kenya, Namibia, 
South Africa, Swaziland and Zimbabwe. Francophone countries such as Benin, Burundi, 
Central African Republic, Chad, Congo, Côte d’Ivoire, Gabon, Madagascar and Togo 
have a specific tax for this type of land, although it is rarely enforced. A few countries, 
such as Botswana, Liberia, Namibia and South Africa offer tax incentives to develop 
urban land in order to reduce land vacancy in densely populated areas. For example, 
vacant plots in Pretoria, South Africa, are taxed at over six times the rate of residential 
land. In Namibia, tax penalties apply to unused land in planned urban development 
areas, with rates doubling if the land remains vacant for two years, and quadrupling 
after five years. 

Latin America has some fairly longstanding examples of this kind of tax (Haas and 
Kopanyi, 2017; de Araujo Larangeira, 2003). Porto Alegre in Brazil introduced a vacant 
land tax in 1988, along with the new state constitution, and applied it relatively 
effectively to the small number of owners (65) holding vacant land in the city. In 
Colombia, Bogotá charges tax on vacant land at a rate that triples over a ten-year period 
if the land is not developed. The city can also reclaim land that is left undeveloped for 
more than two years and put it up for public auction. The city of Mexcali in northern 
Mexico introduced a staggered tax that increases by 25% each year the land is left 
vacant. This was considered particularly successful as it not only generated a twelve-
fold increase in municipal revenues, but also prompted many owners to register their 
properties in order to avoid paying the tax. The tax was not staggered in Mexico City 
and other urban areas across the country. Metropolitan areas in the Philippines have 
the option of applying a 5% surcharge on vacant land, which is now enforced in most 
cities, and Quezon City in Metro Manila charges 3% tax on vacant land near national 
highways (McCluskey and Franzsen, 2013). 

The studies also examine the performance of existing tax systems, looking at tax 
management and administration, governance, and the political issues associated with 
land taxes. Updating land information in fast-growing regions is a huge challenge, 
especially in sub-Saharan Africa, whose specific characteristics, complex land tenure 
systems and legal pluralism make it hard to maintain land databases (Franzsen and 
MacCluskey, 2017). The social contract between citizens and local public authorities 
is sometimes tenuous, especially when these authorities are newly installed; and the 
volume of international aid in some countries can also dampen the political will to 
implement local taxes. 

Finally, there has been no focused reflection or concrete experience with brownfields 
on the outer edges of urban areas. A first step would be to conduct dedicated 
empirical research to document them and determine why taxing them seems to be 
such a challenge.
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This study considers the ways in which land use is chang-
ing in the global South, and how these changes are linked 
to urbanisation. The different stages of the conversion 
process are analysed: changes in ownership, acquisition 
of land rights, land transactions, plot divisions, productive 
use through construction and property development 
(housing estates, building projects of various sizes, etc.), 
and fallow land (demarcated parcels that remain unde-
veloped). Large-scale land conversions generated by major 
development and infrastructure projects, industrial and 
extractive activities, and large-scale land grabs in rural 
areas have been widely examined over the past decade. 
But little has been written about how ordinary actors – 
residents, land rights holders, entrepreneurs and local 
elected officials – acquire plots of land and change the 
way they are used in order to build houses, develop 
economic activities or accumulate capital. Given that these 
activities are occurring on a huge scale, it is important to 
determine what drives them and how local administrators 
and political players navigate the systems that are supposed 
to regulate land conversions.

The pace of these conversions is accelerating due to a 
range of factors: urban growth at different levels, changes 
in local legal arrangements for accessing rural land, the 

rise of rural and urban land markets, and the increasing 
power of private and financial actors in land and property 
production and urban development. They are also gen-
erating far-reaching effects – causing environmental 
degradation, increasing socio-economic inequalities, 
pressure on family farms and sterilisation of fertile soils, 
exacerbating financial risks at many levels, and adding to 
the burden borne by the authorities responsible for deliv-
ering infrastructure and services. 

Land conversions need to be regulated. But the tools tradi-
tionally used for planning, zoning and protecting agricultural 
areas need to be adapted and expanded to facilitate coor-
dinated action on diverse public policies and across urban 
and rural sectors. The “Land Tenure and Development”Tech-
nical Committee draws on the study findings to suggest a 
number of avenues and principles to guide public action, 
support local actors and develop standards that recognise 
and frame their practices. Inclusive financial mechanisms 
are also essential for land to regain its primary function as 
a usable resource, along with tax systems that enable the 
revenues generated by land conversions to help fund local 
development, and support for participatory territorial plan-
ning approaches that take account of environmental issues 
and the need to maintain agricultural production. 

O
rd

in
ar

y 
ch

an
ge

s 
in

 la
nd

 u
se

 li
nk

ed
 t

o 
ur

ba
ni

sa
tio

n 
in

 t
he

 g
lo

ba
l S

ou
th

. H
H

ou
si

ng
, c

ap
ita

lis
at

io
n,

 a
gr

ic
ul

tu
ra

l c
ha

ng
es

The “Land Tenure and Development” Technical 
Committee is a working group composed of experts, 
researchers and land policy actors. Since its creation 
in 1996 it has worked with numerous French and inter-
national actors to support the French Cooperation’s 
strategic thinking and analysis of action on land issues. 

In addition to the White Paper by French Cooperation 
actors, other publications by the Committee include 
analysis of large-scale land appropriations (2010), a 
guide to due diligence of agribusiness projects that 
affect land and property rights (2014), a study on the 
formalisation of land rights in developing countries 
(2015), a document promoting a land-based commons 
approach (2017), a guide to the issues surrounding 
young people’s access to land (2020), and many other 
works and tools intended to improve our understand-
ing and efforts to address land-related challenges in 
the global South. Full versions of all these outputs 
can be found on the “Land Tenure and Development” 

portal (www.foncier-developpement.fr), which the 
Committee set up to provide access to quality infor-
mation in this field.

The UMR CESSMA Centre for Social Science Studies on 
African, American and Asian Worlds is a joint research 
unit that brings together researchers and teacher- 
researchers from l’Université de Paris, l’Institut national 
des langues et civilisations orientales (Inalco) and 
l’Institut de recherche pour le développement (IRD). Its 
mission is to analyse the historical and spatial configu-
rations of development and globalisation dynamics. The 
historians, geographers, sociologists, anthropologists, 
economists, demographers and urban planners who 
work in this unit share common social science practic-
es as they conduct interdisciplinary and comparative 
studies and exchanges with scientific partners in their 
fields of study. Their research extends from Central 
and South America to Africa and the Arab world, South 
Asia, South-East Asia and East Asia.

UMR Géographie-cités is an interdisciplinary research 
centre with an open science perspective that generates 
and disseminates new knowledge, bodies of knowl-
edge, expertise and methodological tools, and provides 
research-based training in territorial sciences. Taking 
space as its entry point, the centre uses analytical and 
visualisation tools to investigate and help improve the 
theoretical and methodological approaches to work 
on the social, political and economic changes that are 
occurring in our societies.

UMR LATTS is a multidisciplinary humanities and 
social sciences laboratory that specialises in cities and 
territories, public action and work. The researchers 
and teacher-researchers from CNRS, l’Ecole des Ponts 
ParisTech and l’Université Gustave Eiffel who work in 
this joint research unit analyse major societal transfor-
mations such as urban change, environmental crises, 
energy transitions and digital turning points through the 
prism of technical worlds, devices and infrastructures.

Cover photo: © Bérénice Bon 2022

Technical Committee“Land Tenure and Development”




