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Pride of Ownership

Land Tenure and Conflict Resolution

N SEPTEMBER 5, 1995, the US State Department
announced a breakthrough in the peace
process in Bosnia. Resolution of the conflict
was finally in sight. However, the news was
not all positive. John Shattuck, US Assis-
tant Secretary of State for Democracy, Human
Rights, and Labor, announced that the property
of Bosnians in Serb territory would be confis-
cated unless those individuals returned to claim
their land and participated in an elaborate pro-
cess to certify their ownership of it. At this key
juncture in the peace process, the negotiators had
still not fully addressed a very serious underly-
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ing cause of the conflict: land tenure.

In the wake of the Cold War, the world has
seen the proliferation of situations in which
countries emerging from a significant political
transition, a civil conflict, or a natural disaster
could benefit from timely provision of assistance.
Given the opportunity and the risks facing na-
tions in such situations, the international com-
munity must respond quickly and efficiently. In
the past several years, the world community has
responded most frequently with traditional di-
saster relief or with the most common tactics for
long-term programs of sustainable development,
which include the reintegration of dislocated
populations, the demobilization of soldiers, the
restoration of elementary security and infrastruc-
ture, and the creation of political institutions.
However, the important issues related to land
ownership in the recovering society are often
overlooked. This omission may become one of
the most serious threats to global tranquillity.

In addition, the international community is
beginning to realize the relative importance of
conflict prevention strategies, and such strate-
gies have begun to supersede the resolution and
response strategies of the past. Land tenure
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analysis presents an opportunity to bridge the
gap between prevention and response and to
address a root cause of social strife. It also
moves beyond conflict identification and
analysis to the implementation of measures to
prevent conflict. While the US government has
standardized, and continues to perfect, proto-
col for peacekeeping activities—traditionally
involving military troops, police forces, and,
in recent years, civilian experts—the issue of
land tenure has yet to be assigned the priority
in this process that its crucial importance de-
mands.

Some assert that the potential for increased
democratization will depend on reductions in
economic inequalities, including disparities in
land ownership. Similarly, there is a great need
to prevent or mitigate food crises, especially in
economies in transition. Inability to resolve
property disputes may mean worsening food
security and continued social tension and con-
flict. Lack of clear land ownership principles
often causes social conflict and obscurity in the
land market, leading to instability and strife.
The formation of racial or ethnic alliances is
often driven by their members’ concern over
their property interests. However, in the long
run, these alliances often become ends in them-
selves, and those societies may spiral toward
genocide, as in Bosnia or Cambodia.

Consequently, land tenure concerns must
be addressed before they spiral out of control.
Alternatively, if conflict is already taking place,
dealing with underlying property issues is im-
portant as a prerequisite for the lasting sup-
pression of ethnic or racial conflict. Nations
and societies experiencing land-related
troubles face difficulties that range across a
wide spectrum of severity. Most of the points
on this spectrum can be assigned to one of
three categories: land conflicts, civil strife, and
reconciliation.

Both land conflicts and civil strife may stem
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Until land tenure conflicts are resolved, thousands of refugess will remain displaced.

from ethnic conflict, income inequality, inequitable land
distribution, statutory policies conducive to land grab-
bing, and other such factors. Although they have similar
causes, land conflicts are generally much more localized
and specific than civil strife, but they may be just as vio-
lent and may lead to the more widespread phenomenon
of civil strife. In Africa, examples of land conflicts can be
found in Kenya, Tanzania, Mauritania, and Ghana.

In recent years, Kenya has been plagued by violence in
rural areas against members of politically dominant eth-
nic groups who have acquired land through the nation’s
land market, the most active in Africa. In Tanzania, the
rapid expansion of farming is producing intense conflicts
between farming operations and pastoral communities.
Sources within Mauritania indicate that land reform is a
particular concern in the Senegal River Valley, which is
precisely the area where thousands of black Mauritanians
were forcibly expelled from their homes. Land tenure is-
sues in this area cannot be separated from human rights
concerns. And, in Ghana, ethnic violence has become a
crucial concern. At Weija, outside Accra, clashes are tak-
ing place over a land dispute between the people of Sempe
in Accra central, who claim ownership of the area, and
settlers from Weija. Land tenure systems in Ghana differ
from the southern to northern portions of the nation, and
this has led to clashes between settlers and the traditional

owners of the land they occupy.

Nations facing civil strife experience political or ethnic
conflicts of which land disputes are a major or partial
cause. Examples can be found in Somalia, Rwanda, Gua-
temala, and Mexico. One factor leading to the collapse of
national coherence in Somalia was anger over unfairness
in resource distribution, the marginalization of
pastoralists, and the transfer of valuable urban or irri-
gated land into the hands of clans associated with the
government. The head of the UN mission in Somalia, re-
tired US Admiral Jonathan Howe, told a receptive crowd
of hundreds of Somalis, “You must concentrate on dis-
arming and restoring law and order in your land. You
must use the mechanisms you have established to allow
you to resolve property disputes and to live together again
in peace as good neighbors.” The problems in the area of
Kismayu center around a complex property dispute be-
tween two clans, both of which lay claim to the same
residences. Moreover, shifting clan borders may help to
teed long-term disputes over land tenure.

Former Rwandan Prime Minister Faustin Twagira-
mungu has said that his nation faces “three major prob-
lems—refugees, security, and land—and all three are
interlinked.” In that country, property disputes are pit-
ting some of the estimated 600,000 Tutsis against Hutus
moving back from exodus two summers ago to find squat-
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