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The issues

Africa’s sustainable and inclusive growth and development 
– in line with the African Union Agenda 2063 and the 
Sustainable Development Goals of the United Nations 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, and in terms 
of successful transitions from a predominantly agrarian 
society to an urban–industrial society – will largely depend 
on the extent to which the land governance framework is 
recalibrated to address the inherent ownership and access 
challenges. The land policy, institutional arrangements and 
decision-making systems governing access to land, land use 
and rights recognition, and land use planning and regulation, 
will determine the types and quantity of incentives to 
enhance productivity and investments, efficiency of 
land use and the ways in which the benefits from land 
exploitation are distributed among stakeholders. That is 
why identity has recently emerged as a major consideration 
in land governance, as identity determines the probability 
of accessing land as well as the substantive nature and 
security of those rights. Identity issues have long been 
neglected in land policy formulation and implementation. 
Moreover, land continues to have significant social and 
cultural meaning among Africans. A policy-level review of 
the nature and impact of social identity dimensions and 
its impact on land policy and governance is imperative. To 
define and understand identity for the purposes of land 

policy, a number of factors can be considered, including 
ethnicity, race, gender, age, social class and political 
affiliation. This Policy Brief addresses the identity issue 
with respect to the following land governance aspects: 
land rights definition and security; participation in land 
reforms; land access; and how this impacts social groups, 
especially women, youth, pastoralists and farmworkers.

The land question remains arguably the most controversial 
issue of public policy debate in Southern Africa, especially 
on the issues of access, ownership, control and usage, and 
the implications for increased and inclusive production, 
market expansion, poverty reduction, and economic 
empowerment of the majority of the citizens in the 
region. Land is an economic, social (spiritual) and cultural 
resource in many African countries; hence the emotive 
nature of discussions around ownership and utilization. 
Access to land not only defines economic opportunities of 
production in the agricultural sector, where the majority of 
the African population is engaged, but also social status, 
and cultural and community affinities. The importance 
of land to development in Africa is demonstrated by the 
fact that approximately 60 per cent of the continent’s 
population is rural-based and derives its livelihood and 
income directly from crop and livestock production and 
related activities (Byamugisha, 2013). The contribution of 
the agricultural sector to the gross domestic product (GDP) 
in most countries in sub-Saharan Africa exceeds 25 per 
cent, and is as high as over 40 per cent in some countries, 
including the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Ethiopia, 
Guinea-Bissau, Rwanda, Sierra Leone, Togo and the United 
Republic of Tanzania, for example. The sector accounts 
for 20 per cent of agribusiness in some countries (ECA, 
2009). In addition, livestock production and pastoralism 
are major life-sustaining land-based economic activities 
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in the Sahelian countries and in the Horn of Africa. In 
Southern Africa,1 agriculture is a central economic activity 
for achieving poverty reduction, growth, and food and 
nutrition security, as it provides a livelihood that includes 
subsistence, employment, income and wealth creation for 
nearly 70 per cent of the region’s population, primarily as 
self-employed, small-scale farming households in rural and 
peri-urban areas (African Union Commission, ECA and AfDB 
Consortium, 2011). In the Southern African Development 
Community (SADC) region, agriculture contributes an 
average of 8 per cent of the region’s GDP, which rises 
above 28 per cent when the middle-income countries 
in the region – Botswana, Mauritius, Namibia and South 
Africa – are excluded (SADC, 2013). In the COMESA region, 
more than 70 per cent of the population lives in rural areas 
and thus land is a primary asset for socioeconomic survival 
and development. In Kenya, pastoralism is a key land-
based economic activity. Sixty per cent of the national 
livestock herd is owned and managed by pastoralists, and 
livestock accounts for at least 42 per cent of agricultural 
output and 10 per cent of total GDP. Similarly, in Ethiopia, 
livestock accounts for 40 per cent of the agricultural 
domestic product and 20 per cent of the total GDP (African 
Union Commission, ECA and AfDB Consortium, 2010a). This 
agrarian nature of African societies implies that land 
remains central to economic and social development; 
hence, the intense debate the land question has attracted, 
which has resonated strongly in countries such as South 
Africa, Namibia, Zambia and Zimbabwe, for example. As 
a principal source of livelihood and material wealth, land 
invariably carries cultural significance for the continent’s 
citizens.

Invariably, property rights to land then affect economic 
growth and poverty reduction through direct and indirect 
channels, including productive use of land for crop 
and animal farming, land-related investments, efficient 
land transfers, credit market access and revenues 
for local government. Other land-based activities – 
such as mining, tourism, infrastructure development, 
manufacturing and energy development – are critical 
for livelihood, employment and income (KAS, 2003). For 
many communities in Africa, land is an important factor 
in the construction of social identity (class, ethnicity, 
gender, religion and political affiliation), the organization 
of religious life and the production and reproduction of 
culture, and is passed on from one generation to the next 
and within families. It has historical, political, cultural and 

1 Defined to include the member States of the Southern African Devel-
opment Community (SADC) and the Common Market for Eastern and 
Southern Africa (COMESA).

spiritual significance, and has been at the heart of political 
and socioeconomic developments, including the struggle 
for political independence on the continent (Byamugisha, 
2013). In Southern Africa, the national liberation processes 
motivated by the need to redress the racially skewed land 
ownership structure have had varied implications on the 
manner in which the land question is being addressed by 
the different countries (African Union Commission, ECA and 
AfDB Consortium, 2010b; SADC, 2013; Kagwanji, 2009). 
Given its multidimensional importance, land remains a 
source of conflict and contestation in Southern Africa, as 
its availability is critical to ensuring real and long-lasting 
improvement in social, economic and political well-being. 
Beyond agriculture, land is an important factor in Southern 
Africa’s economy through its contribution to tourism, 
manufacturing, nature conservation and services. Given 
this dependence on agriculture and the large numbers 
of people directly involved, the future of Africa is closely 
intertwined with the modernization and inclusivity 
of the sector (Rukuni, 2011). Livestock farming and 
pastoralism identify these communities, and this economic 
preoccupation and source of livelihood are passed on from 
generation to generation. 

In addition to access challenges, the low land and labour 
productivity in the sector across Africa continues to 
undermine the immense potential of the sector to contribute 
to socioeconomic development and transformation. For 
example, the average labour productivity in agriculture 
in Southern Africa is 30 times lower than in developed 
countries, and cereal yields in the region, which have 
remained between 1.5 and 1.7 tons/ha on average since 
2000, are below the rest of Africa’s average of 2 tons/
ha and the average of 8 tons/ha for developed countries. 
Although land productivity in the SADC region has grown 
by about 1 per cent per annum from the 1990s, it remains 
much lower than the productivity in other developing 
nations (SADC, 2013).

Furthermore, competing land uses – such as large-scale 
agriculture, urbanization, infrastructure, mining and 
protected areas – are exerting additional pressure on access 
to land as well as the risk of losing and/or not accessing 
land rights. These new land uses have complicated the 
land debate even more. However, the endorsement by the 
Heads of State and Government of the African Union in 
July 2009 of the Framework and Guidelines on Land Policy 
underlines the importance which the continent attaches to 



ECA POLICY BRIEF

3

Land, identity and socioeconomic transformation 
in Southern Africa

land reform as a prerequisite for poverty eradication and 
socioeconomic growth (Chimhowu, 2019).

The study

The study on “Land, Identity and Sustainable Socioeconomic 
Transformation in Southern Africa”, commissioned by the 
ECA Subregional Office for Southern Africa, reviewed the 
nature and impact of social identity dimensions such as 
race, gender, age, ethnicity, class and political affiliation, 
as well as farmer category on access to land, ownership 
and utilization, and on socioeconomic development in 
Southern Africa. The Policy Brief emanating from the 
study is of great importance because land, especially from 
the identity perspective, has recently emerged as an issue 
of intense policy debate in the region. The study sought to 
elaborate on the key issues, dynamics and policy options 
surrounding identity, and proffer recommendations to 
address challenges. The analysis of the identity issues 
focused on the experience in three countries – Namibia, 
South Africa and Zimbabwe – and elaborated on and 
highlighted the impact of identity on land governance 
and administration, and brought to light some of the 
challenges of not factoring in these identities. The study 
also interrogated the role and impact of continental 
and regional policy declarations and their impact on 
agriculture in the region, as well as the impact of large-
scale investments in the agricultural sector on productivity 
and livelihoods. The findings and recommendations of the 
study were presented to an expert meeting on 28 and 29 
November 2018 in Livingstone, Zambia (ECA, 2018). 

Land reform and identity issues
Land reform,2 defined narrowly as a redistribution of assets 
to attain more equitable distribution of farmland (Boyce 
and others, 2005), makes land available to a larger section 
of the population and thus has the potential to reduce 
(rural) poverty by allocating part of the agriculture income 
to poor households. It also has the potential to raise overall 
income levels by increasing land productivity. Empirical 
studies on agriculture and economic transformation in 
Taiwan Province of China and India demonstrated that 
land reform (Duan, 2015) resulted in increased incomes, 
higher standards of living, growth, human and physical 
capital accumulation, land productivity and real capital 
accumulation. In the case of China, the land-related 
drivers of economic transformation following reform were 

2 This Policy Brief adopts the broader definition of land reform, syn-
onymous with agrarian reform, to encompass a change in the way the 
land is owned, the methods of cultivation employed (utilization), as well 
as the relationship between agriculture and the rest of the economy, 
including its impact on socioeconomic development parameters.

land tenure,3 security and increased fluidity in the land and 
labour markets (Byamugisha, 2014). The findings confirm 
that land reform provided incentive to the cultivators to 
improve rice production, which then indirectly financed 
industrialization. Other analysts have demonstrated the 
direct relationship between land reform and human capital 
formation, as higher income from agriculture enables 
beneficiaries to invest in education and skills development, 
anchoring the transition of society from an agriculture-
based state of poverty to a human capital-based developed 
economy (Duan, 2015). 

The two strands of land reform identified by Byamugisha 
(2014) are instructive for Southern Africa, as they can 
help understand how the region can unlock the potential 
contribution of land to socioeconomic transformation. 
First is redistributive land reform, which is primarily 
inspired to address social and economic injustices 
associated with unequal land ownership that may be a 
direct result of colonial rule. Furthermore, unequal land 
ownership is also a result of social dimensions, such as 
class, religion and ethnicity, for example. The redistributive 
form of land reform has strong efficiency and poverty 
reduction justifications, and has been underway in most 
Southern African countries since independence, with 
varying degrees of success (Byamugisha, 2013). Second 
is the reform centred on recalibrating land administration 
to improve land tenure systems and land administration 
efficiency. Such reforms included: the breakup of 
collective farms in China and Viet Nam in 1978 and 1988, 
respectively; the systematic land titling to individuals and 
groups in Thailand and Ethiopia; and the computerization 
of land administration in Uganda and Ghana (Byamugisha, 
2013).

Addressing the land tenure challenges, inherent in 
both traditional-customary and statutory – freehold 
or leasehold – land ownership, as well as the skewed 
distribution arising from settler colonization and land 
dispossession, and land identity dimensions, will be key 
to freeing and consolidating land to drive modernization. 
The conversion of subsistence agriculture into a modern 
commercial sector through land reform – whether to 
large commercial farms or small and medium-size farms 
using modern and intensive methods, but with inclusive 
participation – is a critical part of the transformation 
agenda. Importantly, the land reform process should be 
holistic and address manifestations of inequity in land 
ownership, including identity parameters. The identity 

3 Defined in this paper as the terms and conditions on which land is 
held, used and transacted.
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issues which affect access to land – race, ethnicity, gender, 
youthfulness, economic class, and worker and political 
affiliation – are critical in the reorientation of Africa’s land 
governance systems and to agrarian conversations, which 
are central to land utilization. Among these, race, ethnicity, 
gender, youthfulness, economic class, category of farmer 
and/or farmworker and political affiliation are identities 
of relevance to Southern Africa. The Identity issues are 
both historical and contemporary. Historical, spiritual and 
cultural antecedents partly explain patterns of land access 
and the associated social and political power over land. 
Addressing gender-based challenges in land access and 
the ability of women to engage in modern agriculture, 
as well as access to land by the youth and youth groups, 
are critical aspects for development and transformation. 
It is important that land reform does not reinforce or 
amplify pre-existing gender, ethnic, race, class, religious or 
wealth inequalities with respect to land access, as this can 
precipitate conflict.

An analysis of the perspectives on land and identity 
suggests that commentators have not invested as much in 
interrogating and understanding the alternative narrative 
to land ownership and how this foments various conflicts 
with indigenous and local peoples. There is need for more 
critical thinking and listening by scholars and policymakers 
to bring to the fore some of these latent but extremely 
important issues in dealing with the land question, land 

reform and development. Indigenous and local peoples 
continue to struggle to maintain or regain rights to land, 
identity and culture in the face of continued demand on 
land and land-based resources. Identity – as ethnic, racial 
and cultural orientation – is often invoked to determine 
who is included and/or excluded in the ownership of 
land. The need to correct the skewed distribution of 
land in favour of whites was indeed at the heart of the 
struggle for political independence in Africa. The skewed 
land tenure systems imposed by the powerful minority 
groups (colonialists) on the powerless indigenous majority 
undermined economic prosperity by restricting access to 
a key productive asset. After political liberation, however, 
land reform efforts continue to be variously impacted 
by identity issues, hitherto silent in the struggle. This 
“oversight” (Martin and Devitt, 2010; Gargall, 2010) is 
exemplified by the fact that – in most analyses of the 
land reform process in independent Namibia, South Africa 
and Zimbabwe – attention is focused on the transfer of 
land from white farmers to African farmers, number of 
hectares transferred, mechanisms of land acquisition and 
use of expropriation. The land reform process does not 
factor in issues of ethnicity and identity in society (Gargall, 
2010). The oversight on issues of land identity is often 
attributed to the preoccupation by liberation ruling parties 
with “nation-building” and “peacebuilding”, and the trend 
invariably ignores or suppresses other identity issues, other 
than race, in the reallocation of land post-independence. 

Table 1: Land tenure categories in Southern Africa (approximate percentage of national territory)

Country Freehold/
leasehold

Communal/
customary/tribal

Conservation/
minerals/ water catchments/other State 
land

Angola 6.0 est 51.0 est 43.0
Botswana 6.0 71.0 23.0
Democratic Republic of the Congo 8.9 est 28.0 est 63.1
Lesotho 22.0 77.2 0.8
Malawi 27.4 65.0 7.57
Mauritius 77.4 9.8 12.8
Mozambique 22.5 32.4 45.1
Namibia 36.3 41.0 22.7
Seychelles 22.0 69.0 9.0
South Africa 44.3 53.0 2.67
Eswatini 43.2 49.8 7.0
United Republic of Tanzania 6.6 47.4 46.0
Zambia 6.0 58.0 36.0
Zimbabwe 41.0 43.0 16.0

Sources: Various and Sam Moyo, 2011.
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However, land policy in the region is generally that the 
State possesses extensive powers over the land held under 
customary law. As shown in table 1, most of the land in 
Southern Africa is controlled by the State. 

On average, greater percentages of the land are held under 
customary and State land tenure categories compared 
with freehold. However, land governance systems in the 
region also generally aspire towards devolution of land 
administration to local government structures. There 
is therefore a degree of contradiction in that there is 
increasing State control along with devolution. Devolution 
in Southern Africa can therefore be explained in the 
general desire to assert State control at local levels – that 
is, decongesting State public administration systems to the 
village level rather than promoting local self-determination 
and self-reliance. Attempts towards greater recognition 
to customary land tenure systems are not necessarily 
couched in the need to address identity and identity issues; 
rather, the trend is more in redefining traditional leadership 
and value systems, and continuing to redefine the role of 
traditional leadership as an administrative process more in 
the service of the State. 

Most Southern African Governments have also historically 
been hostile towards traditional leadership systems, 
which they regarded as the former collaborators of the 
colonial Governments – hence, the link of tradition 
with ethnic divisions. An example is the action by the 
Namibian Government under the South West African 
People’s Organization (SWAPO), which introduced new 
legislation to reduce the powers of traditional authorities 
and erased homelands from the institutional architecture 
of Namibia through the Delimitation Commission of 1991. 
This subdivided the country with borders demarcated 
according to geography and economy, and not ethnic 
criteria, because they felt that these traditional leaders 
had agreed to the idea of colonial powers to give each 
ethnic group a “homeland” or territory over which they 
would enjoy exclusive rights (Gargall, 2010). Ginty (2010) 
refers to this oversight as a “no war, no peace” situation, 
or limited or restrictive understanding of peace as the 
absence of violence. 

It is instructive to expatiate on the elements of the 
concept of identity as employed in the contextualization 
of the study and in this Policy Brief. In that regard, the 
comprehensive definition of group identity is provided 
by Schermerhorn (1978, p. 12), who notes that an ethnic 

group (as an identity) is defined as a collective within a 
larger society having real or putative common ancestry, 
memories of a shared historical past, and a cultural focus 
on one or more symbolic elements, defined as the epitome 
of their peoplehood. Examples of such symbolic elements 
are kinship patterns, physical contiguity (as in localism or 
sectionalism), religious affiliation, language or dialect forms, 
tribal affiliation, nationality, phenotypical features, or any 
combination of these. A necessary accompaniment is some 
consciousness of some kind among members of the group. 

The analysis in this Policy Brief adopts the broader 
definition of identity to encompass elements such as 
ethnicity, cultural orientation, race, social class, gender, age 
and religion, all which are important rudiments in analysing 
and deconstructing land access and ownership in Southern 
Africa.

The Policy Brief emphasizes that land is the means of being 
as the commonwealth of people, rather than a commodity, 
and it offers people control over their destiny. It is a place of 
belonging and has a much deeper meaning to Africans than 
is often understood. Land has psychospiritual significance 
and is regarded both ontologically and teleologically as 
“territory” and not “property”. Property can be disposed 
of, whereas territory cannot. This is the essence and 
the meaning of land to Africans. These obligations and 
connections are sometimes misunderstood by non-
African land experts, and this often leads to misplaced 
policy options. Officially, all black Namibians, South 
Africans and Zimbabweans are “indigenous”, as opposed 
to foreign or outsider. However, there is still an unclear 
distinction between “indigenous” versus “first to settle” 
when addressing issues of identities, such as the Koi and 
San in Southern Africa. In reviewing evidence, one major 
finding is that often people and/or groups have more than 
one identity (Young, 2017). It is therefore important to 
factor in the notion of multiple land-related identities in 
Southern Africa as various combinations of, for example, 
race, ethnicity, language, class of farmer or land tenure, 
and political affiliation. Failure to recognize and address 
the ramifications of these social dimensions in any land 
reform process can result in conflict, which can invariably 
undermine the impact of the process on poverty reduction, 
inequality and unemployment.

The Policy Brief emphasizes that land is the means of 
being as the commonwealth of people, rather than 
a commodity, and it offers people control over their 
destiny. It is a place of belonging and has a much 
deeper meaning to Africans than is often understood. 
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Land has psychospiritual significance and is regarded 
both ontologically and teleologically as “territory” 
and not “property”. Property can be disposed of, 
whereas territory cannot. This is the essence and 
the meaning of land to Africans. These obligations 
and connections are sometimes misunderstood by 
non-African land experts and this often leads to 
misplaced policy options.

Land access challenges 

Women generally have weaker land rights

Although in the SADC region, women contribute more than 
60 per cent to total food production, provide the largest 
labour force in the agricultural sector and, in some member 
States, perform more than 70 per cent of agricultural 
work, they are minority owners of land. Literature on land 
ownership across Southern Africa concurs that women’s 
access and rights to land are generally restricted and are 
not at the same level as those of their male counterparts. 
This situation is evident even among Southern Africa’s 
privileged white African races, where males still dominate 
the land sector. As Utete (2003) observed in Zimbabwe, 
from 12 to 18 per cent of black women owned land on 
their own, compared with 4 per cent of white women who 
owned large-scale commercial farms and 5 per cent of 
black women who controlled land in previous resettlement 
areas and communal lands. On customary laws and their 
impact on women’s rights, the literature is split along two 
divergent views. The dominant school of thought is a 
Euro-centric notion that customary law is intrinsically and 
historically discriminatory to women and thus undermines 
ownership. However, there is a growing alternative 
Afro-centric school of thought that contemporary 
disenfranchisement of women is mostly a result of colonial 
dislocation of traditions that concentrated the land in 
the hands of men (Chigwedere, 2000). While the “truth” 
may invariably lie somewhere in between these opposed 
schools of thought, the situation is complicated by the 
continued dichotomy of legal dualism and the contestation 
between customary and statutory law. Chimhowu (2019) 
observes that the ambivalence in the treatment of 
customary tenure accounts for some of the challenges in 
the sector, including aspects such as ownership of land by 
women. Furthermore, despite these contestations, women 
have weaker land rights, and this remains an impediment 
to development, given the dominance of women in the 
agriculture sector. Analysts concur that land ownership 
is key to bargaining in the land market, and affects the 
ability of women to participate in the land market and in 

negotiations. The figure below shows that, in Namibia, 
women still did not own as much land as men even, under 
freehold which is hinged under statutory law.

Freehold agricultural (commercial) land ownership in 
Namibia by sex

 
Source: Namibia Statistical Agency, 2018.

The youth have limited access to land 
Access to land by youths remains a challenge in Southern 
Africa. Studies have identified the positions held by youths 
in the region to include the desire to own land, be it 
residential or agricultural, and the desire to access finance 
to invest in productive use of land. Failure to provide land 
to youths has undermined the ability of Africa to benefit 
from its burgeoning youth population. An estimated 60 
per cent of population is under 24 years of age; possesses 
greater energy and education; is better equipped to handle 
modern agricultural technology and entrepreneurship; 
and can reverse the ageing trend of the African farming 
population, where the average farmer is 60 years of age 
(Byamugisha and Ansu, 2017). Impediments to the full 
participation of youths in land-related activities include: 
(a) unfavourable land tenure systems and customary 
practices; (b) overreliance on inheritance, which limits 
choices in terms of timing, size, quality and location of land; 
(c) the lack of resources to rent or buy; (d) undeveloped 
land markets; and (e) the lack of legal protection of land 
rights. While Africa-specific data are scanty on youth 
access to land, global surveys indicate that access to land 
by youths is limited. For example, a global survey of rural 
youths, including those from Africa, found that 52 per cent 

Male Ownership of Freehold 
Agricultural land, 2845 (77%)

Female ownership of 
freehold Agricultural 
land 830, (23%)
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of the young farmers mentioned access to land as the 
most challenging constraint when they started farming, 
while more than half of the respondents who were not 
practicing farmers mentioned access to land as one of the 
main factors that restrained them from starting a farming 
activity (FAO, CTA and IFAD, 2012).

Land as a contested political issue
Land ownership remains a highly contested political 
issue in some Southern African countries, including 
Namibia, South Africa and Zimbabwe. This has been 
so since the early 1800s, when European colonization 
forced indigenous people off their land, displaced them 
from fertile lands, and forced them into wage labour for 
sustenance. The limited availability of land, the historical 
dispossession and its skewed ownership make it a 
contested political issue, for which post-colonial political 
leaders have to make policy choices. Those policy choices 
often generate controversy, as different constituencies and 
groups – the advantaged and disadvantaged – from land 
ownership and distribution processes, tend to defend their 
interests, and make their cases for (re) distributive gains. 
Indeed, the elite in society, including the political elite, also 
often become part of the vested interest groups in the 
land reform process. Contestation over land sometimes 
become violent, as disadvantaged groups, communities 
and identities do not feel that the pace and dynamics of 
reforms are good enough and sufficient to ensure land 
rights and promote an inclusive economy. Indeed, not only 
has land assumed a political issue, but also an electoral 
campaign factor, through which political parties seek to 
mobilize the citizenry and garner votes. Thus, in the land 
reform process, political leaders and decision makers are 

obviously not oblivious to the identity dimension of land 
redistribution programmes. Identity factors of gender, 
youth, community and ethnic bases constitute part of 
the political calculus in the land reform agenda. This is so 
that issues of fairness, equity and justice form part of the 
political discourse and criteria in the public domain for land 
reform exercises. Yet, ensuring access to land by different 
identity groups has to be balanced with the challenge of 
facilitating increased agricultural productivity, especially 
in a region characterized by dwindling agricultural 
production and growing food insecurity. Thus, decision 
makers have to factor in different social, economic and 
political considerations in land reform design, policies and 
implementation.

A number of countries, in developing their national land 
policies, have considered land access from different 
identity perspectives, as typified in table 2.

The data show the various identities that affect land access 
and control to include gender, citizenship, ethnicity and 
vulnerability of certain groups of people.

Land reform and farm sizes: Large-scale farms, smallholder 
family farms and race
In Southern Africa, debate on efficacy of land redistribution 
is awash with emotion and bias, and two major views 
remain: (a) land redistribution erodes economic and 
human rights – a view largely held by the landed class; 
and (b) land redistribution is the main vehicle for social 
justice and economic empowerment – a view largely held 
by the landless and the previously and/or contemporarily 
marginalized. The debate extends to efficacy of large 

Table 2: Political choices on land policies that influence land access to different identity groups

Political 
choice South Africa Namibia Malawi Eswatini

United 
Republic of 
Tanzania

Zambia Zimbabwe

Access to 
land X X X X x X X

Access to 
gender X X X X x X X

Access to 
non-citizens X X X x X X

Access to 
vulnerable 
groups

X X X X

Access to 
investors X X X x X X

Source: Various but adapted from Van der Mollen, Silayo and Tuladhar (2008).



ECA POLICY BRIEF

8

Land, identity and socioeconomic transformation 
in Southern Africa

farms versus small family farms in the distribution of land. 
Identity thus plays a huge role in determining the policy 
position on large versus small family farms. This explains 
why, in Southern Africa, sentiment on land falls into two 
broad categories along racial lines: (a) black-authored or 
centred narratives mainly support land redistribution, 
citing social justice in view of colonial land dispossessions; 
and (b) white-authored or centred narratives mainly blame 
land redistribution for deepening economic decline, and 
polarization internationally. It is thus not debatable that 
land remains a sensitive issue, which has the potential of 
tearing the nation apart if not handled with care. The most 
extreme case, of course, is South Africa, where by the end 
of apartheid, approximately 86 per cent of total agricultural 
land (82 million ha) was owned by the white minority, who 
constituted only 10.9 per cent of the population at the 
time and 8 per cent in 2017. It is still estimated that today 
about 67 per cent of the country’s total farmland is owned 
by commercial entities, while only 15 per cent is occupied 
by 2 million smallholder farmers (Stats SA, 2017).

The threats and opportunities posed by the mushrooming 
of large-scale land-based investments (LSLBIs) across the 
African continent needs to be factored into discussions 
on the reform process. The displacement of the poor 
from their land through distress sales, and in some cases 
through land grabbing by local elites and international 
companies, creates social challenges that need to be 
addressed for sustainability of the reforms. The failure 
of LSLBIs has been ascribed to factors such as uncertain 
institutional environments and the difficulty of doing 
business (AU Land Policy Initiative, 2014).

Farmworkers are marginalized
The issue of land rights for farmworkers on commercial 
farms is a particularly important land identity issue. Land 
rights for farmworkers were nonexistent in colonial times, 
and continue to be dubious after political independence, 
especially as most farmworkers have minimal retirement 
incomes and largely still have no rights to retire on the 
farms they may have been born on, and/or worked on until 
retirement. Farmworkers also have limited to no burial 
rights on these commercial farms. Farmworkers do not 
have defined and secure rights, or access to residential land, 
and are marginalized in the land reform process. The issue 
assumes greater significance in the context of land reform, 
where the policy question is what rights farmworkers 
enjoy when white-owned farms are redistributed. With 
respect to Zimbabwe, Sachikonye (2005, p. 37) observes 
that the land and tenure reforms have paid “little attention 
to the 200,000 farmworker households that have been 

displaced by the process in Zimbabwe”. Land reform failed 
to set land allocation quotas for former farmworkers, 
which undermined opportunities for them to gain access 
to resettlement land and, in some cases, newly settled A2 
farmers resist mandatory granting of residency rights to 
former farmworkers in their farm compounds (DRDLR, 
2017; NEPRU, 1991). Similarly, in South Africa, State 
policy has failed to respond to the complexity of the 
situation, where 759,127 households with an aggregate 
population of 2,732,605 people (5.28 per cent of South 
Africa’s population) lived in farm areas of South Africa in 
2011, of whom 592,298 households with a population of 
2,078,723 people lived on farms. At least 91.2 per cent of 
the farm area population was comprised of South African 
citizens, and at least 4.9 per cent was not, and policies have 
failed to respond to granting secure housing, tenure rights 
and other services that span beyond housing and tenure to 
this diverse population group (Stats SA, 2011). However, in 
Namibia, the concentration of farmworkers is far less due 
to the dominance of livestock ranching, which requires less 
farm labour (Karamata, 2006; NEPAD Agency 2016).

Land governance systems are weak and inefficient
The inefficient nature of land administration systems and the 
lack of supporting policies can impede the development of 
agriculture. Weak land governance frameworks impact on 
land access and utilization in Southern Africa, and thus the 
need to recalibrate the system for efficiency (Chimhowu, 
2019; Byamugisha, 2014, AU Land Policy Initiative, 2013). 
The weak system of land governance fails to protect land 
rights, and results in blurred and overlapping rights and 
the subsequent misuse by traditional and religious powers 
or political well-connected elites in accessing land. The 
important elements in a good land governance framework 
which needs recalibration include the crafting of policies 
and laws that protect and recognize existing rights, the 
establishment of institutions, the introduction of land-
use planning, the introduction of taxation for non-use of 
land, identification and management of State land, creation 
of information warehouse on land ownership, and the 
unhindered facilitation of access to institutions mandated 
to administer land issues. 

Pastoralists tend to be discriminated against in land reforms

The overall conclusion is that different identities exist 
in all African countries, and public policy should factor 
these into the land reform process to ensure equitable 
and fair access to land for all citizens.
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In Namibia, South Africa and Zimbabwe, pastoral settlement 
and development schemes were not fully accommodated 
in land reforms. Although group ranching has been tried in 
many African countries, only a few ranches have survived. 
Experiences in Kenya and Botswana with cooperative 
ranching is that most communal area stock owners are 
not prepared to cede control over their animals to some 
other person or institution, especially when it means that 
the only benefit they receive from their livestock will be in 
cash. Land reforms have been prioritizing national demand 
for land and land-based natural resources for agricultural 
production, conservation initiatives and mining, and these 
activities threaten pastoralist land-use systems (USAID, 
2013; FAO, 2017). It is recommended that Governments 
develop a pastoralist land rights certification strategy, 
where pastoralists are provided with legal and other 
protections for the land and other natural resources on 
which they depend. 

Policy options

The study provides options and recommendations for 
member States, Regional Economic Communities and 
stakeholders for infusing and incorporating land identity 
issues into land policy and governance frameworks as 
follows.

Member States should:

a. Analyse issues of identity and land, listen and think 
with those affected, and establish bases for improving 
land policies in the interests of defining, protecting 
and enforcing rights of those at risk of loss or exclusion 
due to identity differences, including race, ethnicity, 
gender, age and political orientation; 

b. Adopt harmonized land policy, and legal and regulatory 
frameworks, in line with regional and continental 
aspirations, through the domestication of the requisite 
regional and continental frameworks on land and 
socioeconomic transformation;

c. Prioritize harmonization and integration of customary 
laws (codify customary law) with statutory laws, 
to eliminate legal duality and minimize the risk of 
those marginalized groups governed largely by 
customary law from the risk of exploitation and 
further marginalization, and ensure that statutory 
law recognizes and protects customary tenure rights 
before the registration process;

d. Improve and harmonize land-related laws and 
institutions, including introducing explicit legal 
provisions on gender, youth, people with disabilities 
and other identities on access to land;

e. Ensure that land reforms, including formal regulation 
and registration, do not turn communities into squatters 
on their own lands, by protecting and strengthening 
customary land tenure and community governance to 
include family land, homes, forest, rangeland and lands 
held collectively;

f. Strengthen land governance (including land 
administration) and tenure security as an anchor to the 
important role of land in the early stages of structural 
transformation, by providing adequate financial 
resources and securing land rights for vulnerable 
groups and those living in poverty;

g. Establish decentralized systems of land administration 
and adjudication systems down to community level, to 
facilitate ease of registration and administration; 

h. Develop laws and regulations that provide for 
registration of group rights, as well as those that ensure 
that spouses are co-owners of land and their rights 
are protected, and avoid prematurely substituting 
customary tenure with statutory tenure without 
extensive analyses; 

i. Develop a strategy for small farms (small family 
farm strategy), to lift rural peoples into rural middle 
classes through increased agricultural productivity, 
agro-processing initiatives and development of the 
domestic market, and therefore a basis for effective 
leverage of urban and rural manufacturing;

j. Introduce effective national land monitoring systems 
to ensure that changes in land governance result in 
improved conditions and sustainable development 
opportunities for all, especially for vulnerable groups 
and those living in poverty;

k. Introduce reforms and modernization strategies 
targeting the customary tenure system, to align with 
structural transformation initiatives;

l. Develop a transparent and accessible land market 
(both sales and rental), by introducing appropriate 
policies and regulations, to enable all stakeholders, 
including youth and women to acquire land – this also 
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includes facilitating access to finance by vulnerable 
groups, as well as reserving land for these groups;

m. Impose higher taxes on large-scale unused land, to 
encourage productive utilization and investment on 
large-scale owned land; and

n. Develop systems for geo-land mapping to address 
land ownership and control issues of various identity 
groups along agriculturally suitable and unsuitable 
lands.

SADC should:

a. Introduce regional frameworks and policies that define, 
protect and enforce rights of those at risk of loss or 
exclusion occasioned by identity differences, including 
race, ethnicity, gender, age, political orientation and 
religion; 

b. Establish regional mutual accountability mechanisms 
for monitoring the implementation of continental and 
regional land policy frameworks, so that they remain 
relevant and effective in achieving the intended 
transformation, and establish a platform for sharing 
experiences on land reform; and 

c. Develop a common regional policy on large-scale land-
based investments (LSLBIs) that promotes inclusive 
investments that contribute to broad-based capital 
formation, to assist regional Governments and other 
stakeholders to sharpen the requisite policy, guidelines, 
results frameworks and monitoring systems. The 
regional framework should be informed by the African 
Union Guiding principles on LSLBIs in Africa, and 
should include a road map for domestication.

Development partners should:

a. Collaborate with the African Union Commission and 
its technical institutions, including the African Union 
Development Agency, to update the continental 
framework on land to incorporate issues of identity 
and land as critical in the attainment of the aspirations 
of the African Union Agenda 2063 and the United 
Nations Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development; 
and

b. Support capacity-building for SADC and COMESA, 
to enable them to provide effective leadership, 
coordination, build partnerships, promote policy 

advocacy, and operationalize comprehensive 
monitoring and evaluation frameworks to track 
progress and mobilize resources, and to actualize a 
fund for land policy reform from stakeholders.

To support regional land reform and structural 
transformation initiatives, academic and research 
institutions should:

a. Collaborate to undertake detailed empirical studies 
to support policymaking on land and socioeconomic 
transformation at both national and regional levels, 
and disseminate the findings of such research; and

b. Conduct research on land governance and related 
areas to address the challenges of inadequate and 
country-specific data and training requirements. 

Implications for Southern Africa

Identity considerations in land policy and governance: 
Substantive land rights and associated procedural 
rights ought to encompass land identity considerations. 
Agricultural and rural transformation starts with raising 
labour and land productivity for the largest number of 
people as possible – especially marginalized groups such 
as women, youths, minorities and people with disabilities. 

Land policies and laws should build on and respect local 
practice and identities: The centralized and top-down 
approach in land tenure reforms tends to increase the 
risk of losing land rights for marginalized stakeholders. 
Hence, there is a need for Governments to avoid outdated 
colonially-derived system that turn communities into 
squatters on their own lands. Instead, Governments should 
incorporate customary land tenure into national law, by 
ensuring that titling and registration protect existing 
unregistered rights rather than undermine them, especially 
for vulnerable groups.

Regional member States need harmonized policies to 
guide LSLBIs: The huge interest in Africa’s land is more 
speculative than productive, as the majority of LSLBIs are 
not operational and/or viable years after deals are signed 
and land transferred. LSLBIs also appear to underestimate 
the challenges of market and institutional failure. For 
domestic stakeholders, failure is often a double tragedy, 
as vulnerable groups have already lost access to their 
livelihoods, and the new land use has resulted in limited 
local benefits. Regional Governments therefore need 
robust policies, criteria and procedures in line with the 
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African Union Principles and Guidelines on LSLBIs. They 
should domesticate the principles to create a level playing 
field across the region.

Continental frameworks need to be integrated into 
national development plans and strategies: Member 
States need to domesticate the continental land policy 
and governance frameworks. However, States have been 
slow in adopting and implementing land governance 
frameworks and ensuring that they are integrated into 
national development plans, strategies, budgets and 
implementation frameworks.

International experiences on land reforms are 
instructive: The most successful Asian economies have 

pursued an agricultural development-led industrialization 
pathway. “Small-scale but efficient, rather than large-scale, 
mechanized and efficient” is a more relevant strategy 
for agrarian conditions such as those in Southern Africa, 
given the limited resource base. Rural transformation 
should be part of a holistic and all-encompassing national 
development strategy to break out of the dualism approach 
to development. There is a need to expand domestic 
markets by raising labour and land productivity and incomes 
of as many rural people as possible; foster convergence 
between rural and urban areas, and create backward 
and forward linkages between them; and support family 
farming through agricultural policy instruments extended 
and adapted to the needs of smallholder farmers.
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