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Farmers’ Organizations and Land Pressure in West Africa 
Over the past five years, 50 to 80 million hectares of land have been the object of land transactions worldwide. Some recently 
published reports even indicate that, over the past 10 years, nearly 200 million hectares have been sold, rented, ceded or 
negotiated as part of large-scale land transactions. The numbers are difficult to estimate given the secrecy surrounding the 
contracts signed, but 70 million hectares have already been the subject of comparative analysis based on data from the field. 
[R2] [R5] Different words are used to describe this phenomenon: “land grabbing,” “large-scale land acquisitions or 
appropriations,” “land privatization and concentration,” “land investments.” More and more actors, however, agree that these 
dynamics—whose social, economic and environmental impacts are still poorly understood—need to be more fully regulated.  

Africa appears to be the zone most affected, with 134 million hectares of identified projects (the information on 34 million hectares of 
which has already been examined), and the phenomenon seems destined to spread at a time when the continent is undergoing 
changes. Indeed, Africa is facing both a demographic transition and an economic transition (rapid urbanization, low industrialization, 
heightened competition on international markets). These new acquisitions also bring about growing land tenure insecurity for people; 
some have moved without compensation, while others have no options other than farming and are already facing land access difficulties. 

West Africa in particular has not been spared. Initially less impacted than other zones (East Africa, Southern Africa), the phenomenon is 
currently growing in magnitude. Faced with increasing farm division and heightened land pressure, how are farmers organizing to secure 
their land? What strategies are farmers’ organizations and civil society developing locally and internationally? In concrete terms, what 
has the outcome been in the field? This brief offers to shed light on these questions, taking a more specific look at the dynamics 
underway in West Africa. 

1. The Land Rush Starting in 2008 in West Africa: Causes and Characteristics 

A. Overall Causes: A Three-Fold Food, Energy and Financial Crisis  

Worries about food availability following the 2008 crisis. 
States’ great vulnerability and their dependency on imported food 
products were revealed starkly with the 2008 crisis and the 
“hunger riots.” In many cities, the people demonstrated against 
the expensiveness of life, and countries became aware of the 
strategic importance of having adequate and affordable food 
without necessarily having to turn to the international market. The 
Gulf countries and emerging countries (India, China, South 
Africa) then began, through private companies, to invest 
massively in land with abundant water resources to grow grain 
(rice, wheat) for export to their countries. In this, we see a 
“delocalization” of agriculture. [R1] 

Land needed to produce biofuels. Implementation of the 
European directive on biofuels—which mandates the 
incorporation of 10% biofuel by 2020—also inflames considerable 
greed for land. The rent generated by this situation (the EU plans 
for 60% of its needs to be produced outside its borders) has 
inspired numerous biofuel (from jatropha or sunflower) and 
bioethanol (notably from sugar cane) production projects. [R2] 
Presented as an opportunity to utilize unproductive land (and 

therefore as not competing with food crops), the projects are 
being carried out in fertile areas where water is abundantly 
available (irrigation schemes for sugar cane crops, 
supplementary irrigation for jatropha). More than two thirds of 
large-scale land acquisition projects worldwide involve biofuel 
production.  

The search for new sites for investors. The financial crisis and 
popping of the housing bubble pushed equity holders to seek 
new investments. Since 2010, this has led to previously absent 
actors entering the agricultural field: pension funds, sovereign 
funds, capital investment funds, hedge funds, multinational 
companies, etc. These actors’ motivation is to obtain the 
maximum internal rate of return (IRR) on the capital invested. 
The IRR is often between 7% and 20% (and, according to some 
sources, could even reach 50% when there is no competition) 
because of the low remuneration of land (rent, purchase price) 
and labor (wages), the very low taxation (property taxes, taxes on 
activity, profits, transnational capital flows), and non-compliance 
with or absence of environmental regulations. [R2] [R3] [R13] 

B. The Driving Role of African Governments 

A development model founded on promoting the private 
sector and direct foreign investments. Faced with these new 
dynamics on the international scale, African governments have 
not remained passive and are developing proactive strategies to 
attract investors. The discourses of the majority of heads of State 
promote commercial businesses as the model of the future to 
modernize agriculture (the initial version of the Strategic Plan for 
Agricultural Sector Revitalization in Benin). “New actors” and 

“capital providers” are being called on to cultivate the land (the 
GOANA plan in Senegal, the agricultural entrepreneurship policy 
in Burkina Faso). Private investment is seen as a way to offset 
the structural deficit in public investments affecting agriculture, 
speed up economic growth, create new jobs, and right the 
countries’ trade balances. To these ends, States are creating, 
under the impetus of the World Bank, presidential councils for 
investment (in charge of undertaking reforms) and investment 
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promotion agencies (to facilitate investors’ efforts), and setting up 
tax incentives to attract private investors. [R3] [R4] [R13] 

Despite agricultural policies that claim to recognize the 
importance of smallholder farming. Yet, in several countries, 
agricultural framework laws were elaborated a few years ago, in 
conjunction with farmers’ organizations (the ASPFL in Senegal, 
the AFL in Mali). These laws recognize that smallholder farming 
plays a role in economic development that is complementary to 
the role played by other forms of agriculture. The same can be 

said of ECOWAP, ECOWAS’s regional agricultural policy. 
However, it is difficult to see how measures for smallholder farms 
could become operational in the countries’ investment plans. The 
structural reforms needed by smallholder farms have stalled 
(recognition of agricultural professions, land reform, trade policy 
revision, etc.) and the national budgets devoted to agriculture do 
not come close to attaining the 10% in the Maputo commitments. 
[R3] [R5] 

 

C. The Necessary Reform of West African Land Law   

Legal dualism in land tenure management and poor 
recognition of customary rights. The acquisition of land by 
foreign actors is facilitated by the juxtaposition of two different 
systems of rights (the so-called “customary” system and the so-
called “modern” system), to which actors refer jointly. Indeed, the 
land laws arising from modern law have numerous applicability 
problems and do not generally recognize peoples’ rights to the 
land inherited from their ancestors. In the name of the “principle 
of public domain,” the State is the presumed owner of the land in 
the absence of rights recognized by the registration system 
(allocation of land titles by cadastral offices). This procedure is 
complex, long and costly (it was inherited directly from the 
colonial period), and populations have little recourse to land titles, 
referring in preference to customary land management rules in 
rural areas. In fact, most of the rights to the lands of smallholder 
farms are not legally recognized by modern management bodies, 
which places farmers in a position of land tenure insecurity. [R7] 
Generally speaking, with the exception of a few countries that 
recently adjusted their laws (law no. 034-2009 in Burkina Faso, 
the 2007 land law in Benin, the 1993 rural code in Niger), 
recognition of local rights in West African land policies remains 
very low. Pastoralism is also rarely recognized as a land use 
mode. In this way, pastoral zones are the first victims of the 
advance of the agricultural front under the effect of demographic 
pressure and land acquisition by new investors. 

Two opposing models of land tenure security. There are 

currently two opposing models in the debates on securing land 
rights: one model defends the generalization of private ownership 
in the name of economic efficiency (securing investments and 
developing a land market) and the other favors the recognition of 
local land rights in all their diversity (for which we speak of 
“bundles of rights”). Some laws (in Benin, for instance) are still 
ambiguous and do not chose between the two models, which 
keeps populations in a situation of land tenure insecurity. 
Procedures have been set up to recognize local rights, but at the 
same time land title allocation procedures are facilitated, which 
sometimes leads to the speeding up of land appropriations by 
foreign investors or local elites.  [R2] [R6] [R7] 

Refocusing of land control powers. This phenomenon has 
been intensified by the fact that, in most countries, States are still 
fragile. Although decentralization has been underway for several 
years, it does seem to have broken down in most cases. Several 
elements point to this: incomplete transfers of responsibilities, 
recovery of certain strategic prerogatives by States, lack of 
financial transfers, etc. Even when responsibilities for land 
management have been transferred (as is the case in Senegal 
where rural communities have the power to assign and withdraw 
land), the role of the State remains primordial and States are 
using all their resources to expand control over land (land 
allocation instructions given to elected officials affiliated with the 
presidential party, eviction of opposition officials from their land 
by administrative rezoning procedures, etc.). [R10] 

D. Concretely: What We Know About Land Transactions In West Africa 

Production or merely speculation: can we speak about 
investments? It is difficult to describe with precision the 
contracts signed between investors and host countries in West 
Africa as studies on the subject are partial and only examine the 
most emblematic projects. It seems, however, that there is a real 
diversity among the projects: some are devoted to biofuel 
production (several tens of thousand hectares in Burkina Faso 
and Mali), food crops (rice and wheat in the Office du Niger zone 
in Mali, the Senegal River Valley, Niger, etc.), and tourism 
(10,000 hectares managed by SAPCO on the Small Coast of 
Senegal). [R3] Not all announced projects are implemented, 
however. Worldwide, only 22% of known projects are in the real 
production phase, and 28% are advancing towards the 
production phase. Nevertheless, the land allocated—whether 
farmed or not—is no longer available for smallholder farming. 
Sometimes water resources are diverted to other zones, which 
makes access to these resources more difficult for the farmers 
already in place. The land, most of which has been ceded in 
short- or long-term leases, is the subject of very low or even no 
rent. We sometimes see forms of subletting land to local farmers 
by foreign countries (this is the case, for example, of a Chinese 
company in the Office du Niger zone). [R9] 

Characteristics of the contracts and allocations. Depending 
on the country, the authorities intervening in land allocation vary, 

but the State is always the main land manager, in the name of the 
principle of public domain, which was widespread in nearly all 
countries after their independence. With decentralization, laws 
have evolved to give new land management prerogatives to local 
governments (Senegal, Benin, Burkina Faso, etc.). Nevertheless, 
the contracts studied are often characterized by the fact that they 
are signed directly with the State, were not the subject of 
consultations with either local populations or local elected 
officials, and were not preceded by environmental and social 
impact studies. Considerable water use rights are often ceded in 
these contracts, but economic compensation is rarely specified. 
The promises made to local populations in terms of employment 
and social, economic or religious infrastructures are easily 
abandoned, because not formalized in contracts so that 
populations have no possible recourse. Generally speaking, the 
most productive zones (irrigable zones) and countries where 
governance is weakest are the most affected. [R2] [R4] 

National actors vs. foreign investors. A lot has been said in the 
press about investments by foreign actors covering large tracts of 
land (several tens or even hundreds of thousands of hectares). It 
nevertheless seems that, in West Africa, the acquisitions by 
national actors (members of the government, religious leaders, 
high army officers, businessmen, etc.) are largely preponderant. 
Involving small plots (a few tens or hundreds of hectares), they 
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are less visible from the outside but are felt more strongly by 
people in the field because of their effectiveness. These 
acquisitions generally do not call on the central government, and 
are negotiated locally, often for financial compensation. The land 

law reforms in Benin and Burkina Faso even seem to have sped 
up the race for land by national private actors. [R3] 
 

2. A Mobilization Structuring Itself Internationally and Within Countries 

A. Unanimously Decried on the International Scene, But to What Effect?  

Civil society sounding the alarm. The NGO Grain was the first 
to sound the alarm on this phenomenon in 2008 by placing all the 
press articles online and publishing its report “Seized!: The 2008 
landgrab for food and financial security”. [R1] In its wake, in 
November 2009, the major international civil society 
organizations, on the sidelines of the World Summit on Food 
Security, decried the grabbing of 40 million hectares of land 
worldwide, and demanded the implementation of “global agrarian 
reform that respects individual and collective/community rights of 
access to and control of land.” Stances and declarations have 
proliferated. The 2011 World Social Forum focused largely on this 
issue and concluded with the “Dakar Appeal” against land 
grabbing. For his part, Olivier De Schutter, United Nations 
Special Rapporteur on the right to food calls on States in regard 
to the commitments made in the framework of the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (2009), 
denounces the regulation principles proposed by the World Bank 
(2010), and appeals to the United Nations General Assembly in 
regard to the importance of viewing access to land as a condition 
for the attainment of the right to food (2011). [R6] 

Regulation attempts based on voluntary efforts by the 
private sector. Faced with these numerous outcries, 
international organizations are attempting to propose responses 
that call on companies’ ethics and social responsibility, but that in 
practice do nothing to curb the phenomena seen in the field. For 
instance, the World Bank and private investors are attempting to 
set up voluntary regulation mechanisms (the World Bank’s 
responsible investment principles, the Nairobi action plan for 
private investment, the European “responsible agro-investment” 
label proposed by the French Centre d’Analyse Stratégique). In 
reality, these efforts have no impact because they are dependent 
on investors’ good will. [R2] At the same time, other 
organizations are proposing to revise the very principles of land 
governance in countries. The FAO is working to establish 

voluntary guidelines on responsible governance of tenure of land 
and other natural resources, which aim to provide countries with 
practical advice on how to make land tenure governance a tool to 
fight hunger and poverty, protect the environment, promote 
economic development, and reform the public administration. 
France’s position, formulated following the collective analysis of 
land grabbing conducted by the Land Tenure and Development 
Committee proposes to better protect the rights of existing users, 
set up redistributive land taxation, and move beyond voluntary 
measures to regulate international investments. [R7] 

What positions have regional bodies taken? Clear stances are 
not really seen among regional areas of economic integration 
(ECOWAS, WAEMU). WAEMU’s involvement in large-scale 
projects in Mali is an issue. A development project covering 
11,300 hectares is, for instance, envisaged in the Office du Niger 
zone on rice-growing land that would be sold (to citizens) or 
rented (to foreigners) in plots ranging from 4 to 60 hectares 
depending on the type of farm. As for ECOWAS, its agricultural 
policy plans a harmonization of the investment and land codes of 
various countries so as to facilitate the free establishment of 
ECOWAS citizens and prevent the concentration of major private 
investments in countries where the law is less demanding. It is 
also in the process of preparing a framework for convergence for 
the implementation of land policies within ECOWAS, in 
compliance with the African Union’s framework and guidelines on 
land policy, which recommend promoting agricultural 
development by strengthening small farmers’ land rights, 
improving women’s access to land, and facilitating land 
transactions. Concretely, however, no regulation system to 
supervise these new acquisitions is in place, and the 
phenomenon could compromise the efforts in favor of local 
agricultural development (ECOWAP) and regional integration. 
[R3] [R9] 

 

B Original Strategies Emerging in FOs and National CSOs 

i) In Mali, a Legal Approach Based on Defending Local 
Populations’ Rights  
 

A coveted high-potential zone: the Office du Niger. The Niger 
Delta is the most promising zone in Mali, with extensive 
potentially irrigable land. It is the only zone in the country where 
the granting of land leases is authorized. The Office du Niger 
zone is said to have 2.5 million hectares of land that could be 
developed, but only 98,000 hectares are currently developed. 
This makes it one of the most coveted zones in the country and 
the subject of promotional efforts to attract foreign investors to 
the country (see the “Appel du Gouvernement Malien aux 
Investisseurs Nationaux et Etrangers” [Malian government’s 
appeal to national and foreign investors]). From 2004 to 2009, 
870,000 hectares of land were the subject of lease requests—the 
equivalent of ten times the amount of currently developed land 
and one third of all land that could be developed. 90% of these 
requests were submitted by Malians, covering 45% of the 
coveted land, in plots generally smaller than 50 hectares (80% of 
requests). [R9] 

Only 3% of investors (18 projects) request leases on plots 
ranging from 2,500 to 100,000 hectares in size. The nature of 
these projects is diverse: 8 are carried by foreign companies to 
produce oilseeds (United States, Canada, Spain, Sudan, Burkina 
Faso); 4 by foreign States through sovereign funds to produce 
food crops (Libya, China, Saudi Arabia and Burkina Faso); and 6 
by inter-State economic organizations to develop rice production 
for the national or sub-regional market (CEN-SAD and WAEMU) 
or by foreign donors (Millennium Challenge Corporation, United 
States). These last projects are unique in that they propose to 
then redistribute the developed land to local farms, while the 
other projects are based on managed production and agricultural 
labor. [R9] 

FOs are organizing to defend smallholder farmers by calling 
on the courts and the media. In the field, these projects are a 
very painful experience for populations, whose existence is 
denied by the central authorities and who find that their own 
villages have been expropriated while they themselves are not 
always compensated. For instance, the clashes were particularly 
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violent in the community of Samana Dougou Bamana, where the 
army was deployed to support the investors and the resisting 
peasants were jailed. [R8] To support these local struggles, 
Malian farmers’ organizations did not sit on their hands. Very 
early on, they denounced the situation in the Office du Niger zone 
and called on the State to live up to its responsibilities. For 
instance, in November 2010, Sexagon, AOPP and CNOP 
organized the Kolongotomo farmers’ forum, which was repeated 
the following year, bringing an international dimension to the 
struggle thanks to the support provided by Via Campesina for the 
organization of the Nyéléni farmers’ forum. This forum left 

considerable room for farmers’ testimony, and made it possible to 
draw up a plan of action focused on strengthening local 
populations (policy and technical training, building alliances with 
the media, setting up legal aide systems (“legal clinics”), support 
for people’s resistance, setting up watchdog units, etc.), and 
strengthening national advocacy to influence State policy (calling 
on Members of Parliament and international organizations to live 
up to their responsibilities, advocating for land reform and for a 
policy promoting food sovereignty, etc.) (see the Nyéléni 
conference’s final declaration). The CNOP is also in the process 
of preparing two complaints against the State of Mali.  

 

Successful Mobilization by Social Movements Against an Illegal Project by the Chinese Company Covec 
In May 2010, 500 hectares of land were delimited in the rural commune of Yékébougou, in Kati Prefecture, for mining. The peasants in 
the zone, who had not been informed of the project, appealed to the Union (an organization defending the rights of the poor). The Union 
reacted very quickly and managed to stop the project after one year of efforts. A review of the steps that led to this outcome: 
24 May 2010: UNION visits the field to meet the farmers who had been expropriated, and contacts the Chinese workers and their 
manager in Bamako. The meetings with the representatives of the villages concerned make it possible to understand that the land 
allocated did not match the land that had been indicated. The mayor himself was not consulted on the project; he was just informed of it 
by the State once the decision had been made. – 11 January 2011: Letter to the Governor of Koulikoro and Prefect of Kati. – March 
2011: Submission of a report to the President of the Republic. – 11 March 2011: Submission of a letter containing a market declaration. – 
18 March 2011: Meeting between the Union’s delegates and the Minister of Local Government, who promises to set up an inter-
ministerial commission. – 22 April 2011: Creation of the commission. – 13 June 2011: Field visit by the commission and assessment of 
the land already used by the Chinese company. – 14 June 2011: The Chinese company is convoked by the Prefect of Kati. – 15 June 
2011: The Union wins. The Prefect of Kati demands the immediate cessation of the work for non-compliance with standards, and 
compensation of the farmers effected by the work already done (source: Grain 2011). 

 

ii) In Senegal, a Political Strategy of Allying with Civil Society 
to Push the State to Undertake Land Reform  
 

Land reform in Senegal: an eventful story between FOs and 
the State. In Senegal, land issues have been at the heart of 
farmers’ organizations’ concerns since the start of the 2000s. 
Faced with the proposed reforms to Law No. 64-46 on the 
national domain suggested by the State, the CNCR launched a 
vast grassroots consultation process involving local elected 
officials, farmers, and ranchers from more than 270 rural 
communities (or ⅔ of the rural communities in the country) which 
led to a national workshop in 2004 to communicate farmers’ land 
reform proposals. This work made it possible to block the land 
component of the initial version of the agricultural framework law 
proposed by the State, which allowed for two different legal 
statuses: the granting of land titles to commercial companies, and 
the preservation of the status quo with simple revocable usage 
rights (allocation rights) for smallholder farms. This land 
component was ultimately withdrawn from the agro-sylvo-pastoral 
framework law, the content of which was revised considerably 
under the influence of the CNCR. A thematic working group run 
by the Ministry of Agriculture was then formed to prepare the land 
reform, but nearly simultaneously the President of the Republic 
nominated a National Reform Commission on land rights made 
up almost exclusively of members of the Ministry of the Economy 
and Finances and from which FOs were excluded. After having 
proposed, in a written document in 2008 that was not made 
public, a reform favoring the creation of vast “intensive 
investment zones” to facilitate the reception of private investors 
(land registered in the State’s private domain), this commission’s 
work ended.  

The shift to a strategy of allying with civil society to 
withstand the rush to grab land. Starting in 2008, the 
proliferation of projects involving biofuel development and the 
arrival of “capital providers” in agriculture encouraged by the 

head of State’s policy (GOANA, REVA Plan) gave a new 
dimension to the land issue. Several civil society organizations 
(ActionAid, ENDA Pronat, Cicodev) and research institutions 
(IPAR) took an interest in this new phenomenon and attempted to 
analyze the dynamics underway in the field. The compilation of 
this work seems to show that the phenomenon is much more 
extensive than assumed: nearly 600,000 hectares are said to be 
coveted, 42% of which by national actors. [R10] Civil society is 
alarmed by this situation, all the more so as it is a burning issue 
in certain areas of Senegal: conflicts in the periurban area around 
Dakar directly involving the head of State in Bambilor, revolts that 
led to one death in Sangalkam following the removal of the head 
of the rural council through administrative re-zoning, allocation of 
larger tracts of land than those held by the rural community of 
Mbane in the Senegal River Delta, plans to allocate 20,000 
hectares to produce biofuels in Fanaye, etc. 

Setting up joint actions through CRAFS. In order to join 
forces, support as best as possible injured populations and 
strengthen advocacy on land reform, many farmers’ and civil 
society organizations have come together within a common 
framework: the Cadre de Réflexion et d’Action sur le Foncier au 
Sénégal (CRAFS [framework for reflection and action on land in 
Senegal]). Its objective is to share information among 
organizations, step up tracking of cases of land grabbing, support 
people’s fight to preserve their land, and advocate for land reform 
that recognizes and secures local rights. For instance, the CNCR, 
a member of CRAFS, is currently in the process of updating its 
land reform positions to appeal to the future candidates in the 
presidential elections. CRAFS has also been particularly active in 
supporting the population in Fanaye, which was threatened by 
plans to produce biofuels on 20,000 hectares of the land 
reserved for stock farming. Following a revolt by the people that 
led to three deaths, the President of the Republic ultimately 
decided to suspend the project and look for another area for the 
investor. 
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Struggle to Preserve the Dolly Ranch in Senegal 
The Dolly ranch is a large agropastoral reserve stretching over a total of 110,900 hectares whose development dates back to 1968. It is 
currently the last haven for animals in the country’s northern and central zone, trapped between the hydroagricultural developments in 
the Valley and the advance of the groundnut basin’s agricultural front. Despite the annual passage of more than 10,000 bovines and 
more than a million small ruminants, the ranch has for several years been in danger of disappearing. Part of the ranch was allocated to a 
religious leader, the Khalife General Mourides, and although he declined this offer following popular protests, this decision was not 
followed by any administrative acts. The ranch’s legal status is therefore unclear today, and the ranch is threatened by the whittling away 
of its land as the barbed wire fences encircling it have mostly been destroyed. In addition, the pastoral water infrastructures have not 
operated properly since their management was transferred to local actors. 
Faced with this dangerous situation, CERFLA, a CRAFS member organization, organized a large forum in November 2011 to develop 
joint reflection on the ways and means to secure pastoral land and save the Dolly ranch. This forum led to a 4-point action plan: (i) 
develop advocacy to obtain an administrative act officializing the ranch’s pastoral vocation; (ii) improve the safety of people and assets in 
the Dolly ranch; (iii) renovate the pastoral infrastructures that have deteriorated considerably (ranch fencing, hydraulic equipment, 
vaccination pens, etc.); and (iv) improve collaboration among community organizations in the Dolly zone so that they can elaborate and 
enforce a code of behavior for natural resource management (source: CERFLA, 2011). 

 

iii) In Benin, an Approach Based on Regulating Investments  
 

A certification system that offers insufficient security for 
Beninese farmers. In Benin, reflections on land tenure have for 
several years been guided by Synergie Paysanne (SYNPA), an 
organization belonging to PNOPPA. The union has long decried 
the abuses observed in implementing Law No. 2007-03 
governing the rural land tenure regime in Benin. Indeed, the law 
recognizes a double system of rights registration: land titles and 
rural land certificates (recognition of customary rights), which can 
then be transformed into land titles. Plans are in place to 
elaborate rural land plans (RLPs) that would be set up on village 
level, following widespread consultation so as to identify and 
formalize these different rights. Nevertheless, the certificates 
offer only precarious security because they can be contested by 
third parties and, on the contrary, they facilitate the emergence of 
land markets based on private law, strongly encouraged by the 
policies promoted by the State (Plan Stratégique de Relance du 
Secteur Agricole [agriculture sector strategic revival plan], MCA, 
etc.). There is therefore a risk of land concentration to the 
detriment of smallholder farms. [R11] 

A discreet but real rush for land. Studies were conducted by 
SYNPA in 2009 and 2010 on land purchases in recent years in 
four communes of Benin, thanks to the support of SNV and the 
CCFD. These studies help identify the magnitude of private 
investments in land (which have been speeding up since 2008: 

80% of land purchases over the past four years took place during 
2008 and 2009). These studies also show that most of the 
investors made use of Beninese intermediaries, including local 
development NGO executives, to facilitate land acquisition. 
Sometimes, small farmers have also been intimidated and  
pushed to sign contracts with investors even though the 
economic terms of these contracts do not favor them. The 
corruption of local elites (district heads, the royal family, etc.) also 
seems to be extensive, and investors have not kept their 
promises in terms of social infrastructures. 

An argument based on compromise and limiting land 
concentration. Beninese civil society seems divided on the 
relative roles of agribusiness and smallholder farms. Indeed, 
some NGOs view investors and biofuel projects favorably, 
advancing the interest of opening the country to foreign investors 
in agro-industrial value chains. Others, however, denounce the 
risk to smallholder farms and focus their advocacy around five 
issues: the new land law, the development of biofuels, the 
government’s agricultural policy (PSRSA), the massive purchase 
of farm land, and the implementation of the Millennium Challenge 
Account (MCA). Farmers’ organizations have succeeded in 
developing active advocacy on land policy (SYNPA blocked the 
MCA’s attempts to divert the initial objectives of the 2007 law) 
and agricultural policy (PNOPPA’s review of the PSRSA to shift it 
towards supporting smallholder farming). 

 

SYNPA’s Involvement Fighting Attempts to Divert the Objectives of the Land Law by the Millennium Challenge Account (MCA, 
an American Development Program) in Benin 
In 2009, SYNPA discovered that the accomplishments in the new land law of 2007 seemed to be threatened by the MCA Benin, which 
had just published a white paper in which it proclaimed that the dualism of the 2007 law was a major impediment to investment. SYNPA 
then elaborated a critical examination of that version of the white paper in order to begin advocacy on the risks of the MCA Benin’s 
strategy. Indeed, it would seem that the MCA Benin, which was entrusted with producing 300 Rural Land Plans (RLPs), proposed 
harmonizing the land regime, generalizing registration and land titles while customary rights are still widely held by small farmers, 60% of 
whom are illiterate. 
At the end of 2011, under pressure from the MCA, Benin was about to provide itself with a code on private and state-owned land that 
was supposed to harmonize all laws governing land from 1965 to the present, including customary land management practices. Although 
involved in the discussions prior to the adoption of this text, civil society organizations only saw some of their amendments included in 
the text submitted to the National Assembly for passage. The text carries considerable risk of seeing the development of land transfers to 
the detriment of small farmers. To block this draft, all organizations have come together in a “National Alliance for a code on private and 
state-owned land that is consensual and respectful of economic, social and cultural rights.” This alliance is in the process of launching a 
petition to the people of Benin to raise awareness of the risks that weigh on the country’s agriculture, in particular by requesting a size 
restriction on allocations of 50 hectares for individuals and 100 hectares for groups and companies (source: SYNPA, 2011). 
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iv) In Burkina Faso, Elaboration of an Economic Argument 
Based on Agribusiness’s Real Productivity 
 

A law to improve land tenure security that bears the mark of 
farmers’ proposals. Burkina Faso has just elaborated a new law 
to improve land tenure security in rural areas (Law No. 034-
2009), which recognizes customary rights (affidavits of 
possession). While previously, all land was included in the State 
domain, land is now divided between State-owned land, land 
owned by local governments, and land owned by individuals. This 
law is the result of a broad participatory process that saw the 
effective involvement of Burkinan organizations, in particular the 
Confédération Paysanne du Faso (CPF). 

Included on the national land tenure security committee from the 
start, the CPF conducted field work with the support of an outside 
firm to analyze the management modalities for undeveloped land and 
developed land (loans, rentals, grants), and identify with other actors 
the issues at work (local leaders, policy makers, religious figures, 
women, and young people). The CPF also received support from the 
Groupe de Recherche et d’Action sur le Foncier (GRAF), which 
allowed it to formulate alternative proposals for land reform by 
focusing on a few fundamental principles: not make the State the 
sole owner of the land; and take into account regional specificities, 
and women’s, youth’s and migrants’ difficulties accessing land. Over 
the course of thirteen regional consultation workshops organized by 

the government, the CPF was able to have its representatives—520 
people in all—carry its proposals. These proposals were prepared by 
the CPF prior to each meeting thanks to the sharing and critical 
analysis of the document submitted by the government and the 
provision of arguments to defend the CPF’s proposals. The 
orientations of the CPF were able to be incorporated in the law, 
although some aspects are still unsatisfactory: little security for 
migrants who have long been present but whose land rights are 
limited to the obtention of simple loan agreements, and not taking 
into account land concentration in agribusiness (the CPF 
recommended limiting the amount of land that can be allocated and 
establishing a deadline for the return of the land if it is not developed). 

A study that challenges conventional wisdom on agribusiness. 
These last demands have not yet been taken into account by the law, 
but the CPF is continuing its advocacy, backed by the studies 
conducted by GRAF and in particular the 2011 study on the impact of 
agribusiness on land tenure and agricultural modernization (see 
details at the end of this newsletter). Contrary to official discourse on 
the productivity of agribusiness, this study shows that the new 
investors are often much less productive on a per hectare basis than 
smallholder farming and do not contribute to local development as 
one might expect: the jobs created are poor, and the taxes paid to 
local governments or the State, minimal. Instead, to modernize 
agriculture, this study encourages supporting a new type of 
smallholder farms, “large smallholder producers” (LSPs). [R12] 

 

The Confédération Paysanne du Faso’s Strategy to Influence the Rural Land Tenure Security Law 
In order to be involved effectively in the elaboration of the land tenure security law, the CPF developed a strategy based on four lines of 
intervention: (i) strategic alliance with decision makers; (ii) monitoring and observing the land situation of smallholder farms (SFs) in the 
field; (iii) complicity with State agents and civil society; and (iv) mobilization of the grassroots members around CPF’s discourse on SFs. 
For this, it relied on several allies: GRAF as a technical ally, major financial partners (the EU, AFDI, Oxfam, IFAD, FAO, GRAD), and 
alliances with civil society (SPONG, CBDF, Recif-ONG, LCB). 
Today, to consolidate the accomplishments and continue land advocacy, the CPF has decided to maintain the watch system in favor of 
tenure security for SFs (setting up a specialized commission on land tenure within the CPF), set up a recording system (minutes, reports, 
reviews, etc.), continue awareness-raising and the use of various materials (land information system), and train and inform the 
grassroots on information on land-related laws. The CPF is also continuing its active participation in national bodies for land tenure 
security (CONA/SFR, CN Transhumance) and implementation of the law (source: CPF, 2011). 

 

Conclusion: A Battle on Two Fronts—Laws and Policies   
The food crisis of 2008 made all countries aware of the 
importance of their agricultural systems and the value of 
farmland, but this resulted in a call to the private sector through a 
“discount sale” of land to new (domestic or foreign) actors rather 
than increased support for smallholder farms and the securing of 
their land rights. [R5] Yet, several studies have proven the link 
between a country’s land tenure regime and its economic 
development (GDIP, 2009). The challenges for smallholder 
farming in Africa are therefore now more numerous than ever and 
require action on several fronts. 

Enforce National and International Law  

First, it is vital to improve transparency in contracts (contract 
content, results of environmental and social impact assessments) 
and consultations with local populations. This requires countries 
to deepen decentralization and strengthen citizen oversight of 
public action (local consultation on investments affecting their 
territory, continuation of the transfer of responsibilities to local 
authorities, establishment of property taxes, etc.). Countries need 
to develop adequate institutions to organize these consultations 
and guarantee the quality of consultation. Internationally, it will 
also be necessary to set up a more binding legal framework for 
international investments (even though this goes against the 

“doing business” approach promoted by the World Bank). This 
requires that countries avail themselves of true legal, financial 
and technical expertise and adjust their laws if necessary (see 
the measures put in place in Liberia and Latin America). But they 
must also establish court systems with the power of “knowing” 
when transnational companies (parent companies and 
subsidiaries) violate fundamental rights and punish these 
violations. A shift in international law is vital to address  
transnational investors’ and States’ current lack of legal 
accountability in regard to the fundamental rights set forth in 
international covenants.  [R2] [R3] [R13] 

Change Land Laws to More Fully Recognize Farmers’ and 
Ranchers’ Rights  
Experts and civil societies in developing countries all demand 
greater recognition and consolidation of local land rights. Without 
returning to customary systems, bearers of inequalities, the aim 
is to recognize the diversity of existing rights in a given territory, 
and establish management rules that are defined by local 
populations and can be approved and formalized by the various 
systems of authority (traditional and modern). [R7] Instead of 
relying on private ownership and land titles, this system would 
allow populations to assert their rights much more simply and be 
able to operate without fear of one day being deprived of access 
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to land and natural resources (joint definition of land uses and 
recognition of rights holders based on lineage, household or the 
individual as applicable). This requires countries to avail 
themselves of and implement clear and transparent land policies 
based on true public debate. For this, farmers’ organizations and 
civil society must be involved in institutional land policy 
frameworks, as was the case in Burkina Faso, for example. [R6] 

Implement Coherent Agricultural and Trade Policies that 
Support Smallholder Farming in Priority and Improve their 
Environment 

To be secure on their land, smallholder farmers must also be able 
to develop their land better. With the 2008 food crisis, States 
became aware of the need to invest massively in agriculture so 
as not to depend on international markets, and have set up 
ambitious plans centering on boosting agricultural production. 

These efforts must be sustained over the long term and better 
targeted by involving farmers’ organizations more fully in 
investment decisions and mobilizing a larger share of national 
budgets (at least 10%, in compliance with the Maputo 
commitments). To support these efforts, all policies must be 
implemented in a coherent manner (trade policy to regulate 
international competition and stimulate intra-community trade of 
products from local smallholder farms, investment policy, 
industrial policy, etc.). This is truly a societal choice because 
agriculture in West African countries occupies from 50% to 80% 
of workers but still suffers from a structural financing deficit and 
unfair trade conditions. Food is a highly strategic domain in this 
region, one that can not be entrusted solely to the private sector. 
[R2] [R3] FO
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 R1 Seized: The 2008 landgrab for food and financial security, Grain, October 2008, 13 pages This report was the first to alert the general public to the magnitude of 
“land grabbing” worldwide and the risks it raises for small farms. 
http://www.grain.org/article/entries/93-seized-the-2008-landgrab-for-food-and-financial-security?locale=en 
 
R2 Land tenure and international investments in agriculture: a report by the High Level Panel of Experts (HLPE) on food security and nutrition, Committee on 
World Food Security, July 2011, 68 pages. This study examines the characteristics of the large-scale land acquisitions observed in developing countries, and in sub-
Saharan Africa in particular. Noting the poor positive impact on smallholder farms and food security, it recommends several measures to better regulate this phenomenon.  
http://www.fao.org/fileadmin/user_upload/hlpe/hlpe_documents/HLPE-Land-tenure-and-international-investments-in-agriculture-2011.pdf 
 
R3 Investissements et régulation des transactions foncières de grande envergure en Afrique de l’Ouest, Sahel and West Africa Club (OECD/SWAC), November 
2011, 70 pages. This study examines land transactions in 5 countries, identifies the effects of regional laws and frameworks on these acquisitions, analyzes the 
mechanisms by which populations can participate and ways to strengthen these mechanisms (local agreements), and then formulates several recommendations. 
http://www.landcoalition.org/fr/publications/investissements‐en‐afrique‐ouest  
 
R4 Land deals in Africa: What is in the contracts? Lorenzo Cotula, IIED, March 2011, 66 pages. This report analyzes 12 land acquisition contracts and their broader 
legal frameworks. By examining contract details, which are often not transparent and over which public opinion and local populations generally have no say, this report 
aims to promote informed debate on the subject. http://pubs.iied.org/pdfs/12568IIED.pdf 
 
R5 Land and Power: The growing scandal surrounding the new wave of investments in land. Oxfam International, September 2011, 58 pages. This study shows 
that residents regularly lose out to local elites and domestic or foreign investors because they lack the power to claim their rights effectively. For Oxfam, companies and 
governments must urgently adopt measures to improve populations’ land rights so that relationships between them are more balanced and so that these projects can 
contribute to food security rather than weaken it. 
http://www.oxfam.org/en/grow/policy/land-and-power 
 
R6 Report of the Special Rapporteur on the right to food. Olivier De Schutter, 65th session of the United Nations General Assembly, August 2010, 27 pages. 
This report suggests strengthening customary land tenure systems and traditional property rights rather than instituting individual titling and a land market to improve 
protection of land users. It also emphasizes the importance of redistributing land to attain the right to food, and argues that priority should be given to development models 
that do not lead to evictions or increased land concentration. 
http://www.srfood.org/images/stories/pdf/officialreports/20101021_access‐to‐land‐report_en.pdf  
 
R7 Large-scale land appropriations. Analysis of the phenomenon and proposed guidelines for future action. Technical Committee on “Land Tenure and 
Development”, June 2010, 58 pages. This document is the outcome of collective reflections on this new phenomenon by the members of the Technical Committee on 
Land Tenure and Development. It analyzes the drivers of two phenomena that work together (privatization and concentration), and analyzes the stakes before formulating 
several recommendations. http://www.foncier‐developpement.fr/wp‐content/uploads/appropriation__en_web‐finale.pdf  
 
R8 Understanding Land Investment Deals in Africa. Country Report: Mali, Oakland Institute, September 2011, 69 pages. This report  is part of a series of seven 
case studies conducted in Africa (Ethiopia, Mali, Mozambique, Sierra Leone, Sudan, Tanzania and Zambia) to determine the social, political, economic, legal and 
environmental repercussions of land acquisitions. To do so, it takes an in-depth look at four case studies of investments in land in the Office du Niger zone. 
http://www.oaklandinstitute.org/sites/oaklandinstitute.org/files/OI_Mali_Land_Investment_report.pdf 
 
R9  Afrique contemporaine, 2011/1 No. 237, Special report on agricultural investments in Africa. This journal sheds light on the issues through several articles that 
successively cover the Malagasy and Malian cases, agrofuel, the very complex land tenure issue, China’s agricultural investments in Africa, and finally, the new South 
African agricultural model. http://www.cairn.info/revue-afrique-contemporaine-2011-1.htm 
 
R10 Les acquisitions de terres à grande échelle au Sénégal : description d’un nouveau phénomène, Initiative Prospective Agricole et Rurale (IPAR), May 2011, 
45 pages This study attempts to shed light on the dynamics observed in Senegal (Vallée, Niayes, Saloum) to analyze the types of investments made, their local impacts, 
and people’s reactions to them. http://www.ipar.sn/IMG/pdf/Etude_ATGE_IPAR.pdf 
 
R11 Agricultures familiales et société civile face aux investissements dans les terres dans les pays du Sud, Coordination SUD, July 2010, 135 pages. Based on 
six case studies (one of which in Benin), this summary attempts to identify the major characteristics of new land investments, pinpoint the risks to local populations and the 
resulting mobilization, and then formulate possible lines of thought and action to face these new challenges. 
http://www.coordinationsud.org/document-ressource/agricultures-familiales-et-societes-civiles-face-aux-investissements-dans-les-terres-dans-les-pays-du-sud/ 
 
R12 Agrobusiness au Burkina Faso. Quels effets sur le foncier et sur la modernisation agricole ? GRAF, January 2011, 77 pages. Without taking an initial stance 
on the matter, this study examines the realities of agribusiness in the context of Burkina Faso. It analyzes the real performance levels and economic, social and 
environmental impacts of agribusiness. Then, it examines which agricultural models to promote by putting forth the new concept of “large smallholder producer” (LSP). 
http://www.graf-bf.org/IMG/pdf/Edition_Agrobusiness_Burkina_GRAF.pdf 
 
R13 L’accaparement de terres à grande échelle dans le monde : le rôle des firmes multinationales, AGTER, September 2011, 7 pages. This article provides an 
overview of land grabbing worldwide before taking a closer look at the role of multinational companies and the frameworks that govern international investments. 
http://www.agter.asso.fr/article695_fr.html 
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