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Over half of Ugandan households consider agriculture to be the single most 

important source of their livelihood, and as such, land is a critical resource 

for the 42 percent of households that earn a living from subsistence farming 

(Uganda Bureau of Statistics, 2010; 2011) and for the 65 percent of the population 

employed in agriculture and hunting (Kaggwa et al, 2004). Taken together, land 

is of critical importance to many Ugandans, especially considering that 85 

percent of the rural population depend on it for their livelihood and income.

Uganda covers an area of 199,807.4 km² (Uganda Bureau of Statistics, 2011). 

Its population density has increased from 123 persons per km² in 2002 to an 

estimated 165 persons per km² in 2011 (Uganda Bureau of Statistics, 2011). Land 

is a “fictitious commodity” which is not produced through market mechanisms, 

however, and it is also a limited resource (Polanyi, 1994 quoted in Carmody, 

2011: 239). This means that increases in population density inevitably also lead 

to greater competition for a finite amount of productive land, heightening the 

potential for conflict to occur.

This backgrounder explores linkages between land conflict and Uganda’s 

system of land tenure, including the rights and institutions that govern access  

and use of land (Maxwell and Wiebe, 1999). Information from Uganda’s draft 

Summary

•	 Uganda’s dualist land tenure system is a root cause of conflict over land 

use and ownership. The current land tenure laws facilitate land alienation, 

threaten livelihoods and contribute to food insecurity.

•	 Given the nature of land disputes in Uganda, reform is needed to move 

forward and develop a land tenure system that works for the country. 

Examples of different models from other countries, like China, may offer 

inspiration for an improved system in Uganda.
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National Land Policy, the Uganda Land Act, and the National Development 

Plan forms the scope of analysis in the present case.

“Traditional African” verses “Global 
Western” Meanings of Land Ownership

Uganda’s constitution stipulates that “all land in Uganda shall vest in the 

citizens of Uganda and shall be owned in accordance with the following 

land tenure systems: customary, freehold, mailo and leasehold” (Republic 

of Uganda, 1998: 4985). A significant proportion of Uganda’s total land – 

81,122 km², or 40 percent – is under customary tenure. Broken down by 

region, and 76 percent of land in the north, 54 percent in the east, and 47 

percent in the west is under customary tenure (Republic of Uganda 2010: 

173).

Uganda’s central region is an exception, however, where 99 percent of 

the land is individually owned. These lands are divided into unregistered 

freehold mailo (71,331 km²), registered freehold mailo (15,585 km²) and 

leasehold (31,769 km²) (Republic of Uganda, 2010: 173). Mailo is a system 

that started in 1900, in which land in central Uganda – then known as 

Buganda – was divided between the King of Buganda, chiefs, notables and 

the Protectorate (British) Government of Uganda. Under the mailo tenure 

system, land ownership is held in perpetuity (Nyamugasira, 1996).

Uganda’s customary tenure fits the description of land ownership in the 

“traditional African sense” (Pottier’s 2007), in which land is a resource 

for which people have use-rights. In this understanding,  unconditional 

individual ownership of land is not allowed but access to land for individuals, 

in accordance with community authority, is encouraged (Ault and Rutman 

1979; Plattaeu, 2002; Atwood, 1990).

In contrast to customary tenure, Uganda’s freehold, mailo and leasehold 

systems are based on individual ownership (Macpherson’s 1964: 53-54), 

fitting a description of land ownership in the “global-western sense,” where 

land is individually owned, with exclusive rights, and acquired through 

formal contractual arrangements between seller and buyer (Ault and 

Rutman, 1979).

The majority of Ugandans, however, perceive ownership of land in the 

“traditional African sense,” according to a national survey where 75 percent 

About 
the 
Author

Norah Owaraga

Norah Owaraga is a Ph.D. candidate at the 

Department of Sociology, Faculty of Social 

Sciences, Makerere University in Kampala, 

Uganda. Norah’s research interests include 

social institutions, culture, food security, 

food studies and African knowledge systems. 

Norah is currently researching the dynamics of 

beliefs, practices, and food security amongst 

the Iteso of Pallisa in eastern Uganda. She 

holds a M.Sc. in development management 

from Open University, United Kingdom and a 

B.A. from Queen Margaret College University, 

Edinburgh, Scotland. Norah is a fellow of the 

African Leadership Initiative East Africa and 

a member of the Aspen Global Leadership 

Network.



3 Conflict in Uganda’s Land Tenure System 
﻿

www.africaportal.org  backgrounder  No. 26  May 2012

of respondents claimed they owned land (Republic of Uganda, 2010), 

although 95 percent of Ugandans do not have land titles (Ministry of Lands, 

Housing and Urban Development, 2011: 174).

In contrast, the Ugandan government holds the view that land ownership in 

the “traditional African” sense is inefficient and delays development (Atwood, 

1990; Ault and Rutman, 1979; Barrows and Roth, 1990). The government 

argues that this understanding impedes the transformation of the country 

from a peasant-based culture to a modern economic society (Republic of 

Uganda, 2010: 173).

Dynamics of Dual Meanings in Uganda’s 
Land Tenure

The different interpretations of land ownership in Uganda are a major source 

of conflict. Government policy promotes greater individualization of land, 

which confers permanent use rights to individuals and enables the transfer 

or sale of land (Plattaeu, 2002: 19). The government also plans to take 

a transformational approach to customary tenure, issuing certificates that 

confer rights to convert customary lands into freehold tenure (Fitzpatrick, 

2005). This individualization of land ownership generates fears that legal 

land alienation (Shipton, 1990: 358) will lead to conflict as different parties 

assert their perceived access rights (Mpanga, 2011).

Presently, over 90 percent of domestic disputes in Uganda are related to 

land conflicts. Five percent (310,000) households are directly affected, and 

land often changes hands as a result of these conflicts, as opposed to 

through sale of property.

The manifestation of disparate views on land ownership between 

government and communities is best reflected in Acholiland, in northern 

Uganda. In this example, a corporate investor, the Madhavani Group, 

attempted to acquire 20,000 hectares of land for private ownership (Wacha 

and Jwee, 2011). The ensuing conflict pitted the ‘modernists,’ represented 

by the government and the Madhavani Group, against the ‘traditionalists,’ 

represented by the Acholi Land Forum (a non-governmental organization) 

and members of parliament from Acholi. The traditionalists successfully 

sought a court injunction to stop the sale.
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The Acholi-Madhavani Group case illustrated the complexities of the duality 

of Uganda’s land tenure: multilayered authority over land, disputes over 

ownership and the nature of user interests (Deininger and Castagnini, 2006; 

Fitzpatrick, 2005; Ministry of Lands, Housing and Urban Development, 

2011; Mabikke, 2011). In essence, chaos is built within Uganda’s current 

land tenure systems: the modernists preferring consolidation in the hands 

of the few for commercial crop production while the traditionalists prefer 

more equitable distribution within collective land ownership.

Land conflicts, such as the Acholi-Madhavani Group case, prevail in other 

parts of the north and other regions of Uganda as well. In the eastern region, 

for example, the government is duelling with the Bagisu and Bagwere ethnic 

groups over the Namatala wetland (Bita and Edyegu, 2011). In western 

Uganda, the conflict pits the Banyoro ethnic group, who assert ownership 

rights, against the government. In the central region, a corporate investor, 

the Mehta Group, wants to acquire 7,100 hectares of land in the Mabira 

National Forest, which has sparked massive protest demonstrations 

(Nalugo, 2011; IRIN, 2011). Also in the central region, there is conflict 

between mailo landowners and bibanja (tenants) holders (Mpanga, 2011).

Corporations’ Quest for Land

Large corporations are increasingly seeking land for commercial agriculture 

and investments in Uganda. For example, BIDCO, a consortium of North 

American, Malaysian and Singaporean investors, was recently granted 

thousands of hectares of land in Kalangala District by the government to 

establish an oil palm plantation (World Rain Forest Movement, 2009).

These activities have fuelled fears of land alienation among Ugandans, 

especially those living in rural areas. Corporate land investments also 

bring about environmental concerns. In the case of Kalangala, a region 

composed of 84 islands and mainly occupied by fishing communities, there 

is concern that toxic chemicals used for growing palm trees will wash into 

Lake Victoria and reduce fish stocks and other animal populations. This is 

expected to threaten the food security of the Kalangala communities who 

depend on the lake for food.

The vast tracts of land granted to BIDCO have already resulted in the 

destruction of a tropical forest that provided Kalangala natives with edible 
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plants, among other resources. BIDCO is expanding its land holdings 

by purchasing more land around its palm oil plantation; absentee mailo 

land owners are selling land to BIDCO, leaving former tenants destitute. 

As a result, alienated tenants are encroaching on a 200-metre protective 

embargo zone that separates the lake and cultivated land.

Searching for Ideas that Work

Uganda’s land policies are in need for revision to mitigate conflict and food 

insecurity; this should be done by strengthening the traditional African 

sense of land ownership. Looking beyond the borders of Uganda for a 

solution may offer useful ways forward. China offers an interesting case 

study on finding a common ground between land tenure systems which 

combine private use rights with public ownership. In this instance, land in 

China is collectively owned and distributed “on loan” to households (Pottier 

2007). The Western system of tenure that asserts that collective ownership 

of land is a disincentive to productive land use does not hold true in the 

case of China. China’s current five-year plan claims that farmers have 

benefited through the construction of a socialist countryside (European 

Union, 2011) in which “China will continue feeding itself very adequately for 

the foreseeable future on its small, household-operated farms” (Posterman, 

2001). Much can be learned by Uganda from the experience of others in 

finding a land tenure system that works.

References

Amoru, Paul (2011). “Guns, Politics on Amuru District’s Land.” The Monitor, 

October 4.

Atwood, A. David (1990). “Land Registration in Africa: Impact on Agricultural 

Production.” World Development 18, no. 5.

Ault, David E. and Gilbert L. Rutman (1979). “The Development of Individual 

Rights to Property in Tribal Africa.” Journal of Law and Economics 22, 

no.1.

Barrows, Richard and Michael Roth (1990). “Land Tenure and Investment 

in African Agriculture: Theory and Evidence.” The Journal of Modern 

African Studies 28, no. 2.



 6 The Africa Portal

www.africaportal.org  backgrounder  No. 26  May 2012

Bita, George and Daniel Edyegu (2011). “Bagisu, Bagwere Clash.” Sunday 

Vision. October 11. Available at: http://www.sundayvision.co.ug/detail.ph

p?mainNewsCategoryId=7&newsCategoryId=428&newsId=654066.

Carmody, Pardraig (2011). The New Scramble for AFrica. Cambridge: Polity 

Press.

Deininger, Klaus and Raffaella Castagnini (2006). “Incidence and impact of 

land conflict in Uganda.” Journal of Economic Behaviour & Organisation 

60.

Dong, Xiao-Yaun (1996). “Two-tier Land Tenure System and Sustained 

Economic Growth in Post-1978 Rural China.” World Development 24, 

no. 5.

European Union: The Delegation of the European Union in China (2011). 

“CBI.” China’s Twelfth five year plan (2011-2015) - the full English version. 

May 11. Available at: http://cbi.typepad.com/china_direct/2011/05/

chinas-twelfth-five-new-plan-the-full-english-version.html.

Fitzpatrick, Daniel (2005). “’Best Practice’ Options for the Legal Recognition 

of Customary Tenure.” Development and Change 36, no. 3.

IRIN (2002). “Uganda: Kibale Violence Blamed on History and Settlements.” 

IRIN, Humanitarian News and Analysis. April 8. Available at: http://www.

irinnews.org/report.aspx?reportid=31027.

_____ (2011). “Uganda: Simmering Tension over Forest Give Away.” 

all Africa.com. September 7. Available at: http://allafrica.com/

stories/201109071317.html.

Kaggwa, R., R. Hogan and E. Gowa (2004). Land Use Change, and 

Degradation and Human Welfare: Lessons Learned from the Lake 

Kyoga Catchment Area. Policy Brief, Nairobi: UNDP-UNEP Poverty-

Environment Initiative.

Lucima, Okello (2011). “The Monitor.” Border Markers Fueling Land 

Disputes. November 27. Available at: http://www.monitor.co.ug/News/

Insight/-/688338/1279716/-/rq5fd9/-/index.html.



7 Conflict in Uganda’s Land Tenure System 
﻿

www.africaportal.org  backgrounder  No. 26  May 2012

Mabikke, Samuel B (2011). “Escalating Land Grabbing in Post-conflict 

Regions of Northern Uganda: A Need for Strengthening Good Land 

Governance in Acholi Region.” LDPI International Conference on Global 

Land Grabbing (6-8 April 2011), IDS University of Sussex. Land Deal 

Politics Initiative.

Macpherson, Crawford Brough (1964). The Political Theory of Posssessive 

Individualism — Hobbes to Locke. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Maxwell, Daniel and Keith Wiebe (1999). “Land Tenure and Food Security: 

Exploring Dynamic Linkages.” Development and Change 30.

Minstry of Lands, Housing and Urban Development, Ministry of Lands, 

Housing and Urban Development (2011). “The Uganda National Land 

Policy.” Final Draft, Kampala.

Mpanga, David F.K. (2011) “Land Fragmentation for Speculative Profit can’t 

be termed Development.” Saturday Monitor. December 3. Available 

at:  http://www.monitor.co.ug/OpEd/Commentary/-/689364/1282908/-

/12of3c3z/-/index.html.

Nalugo, Mercy (2011). “MPs Oppose Mabira Forest Give Away.” The Monitor, 

August 16.

Nyamugasira, Warren (1996). “Structural Adjustment, Land Reform, and 

Disenfrachisement in Uganda.” Development Practice 6, no. 4.

Posterman, Roy (2001). “Land Tenure, Food Security and Rural Development 

in China.” Development 44, no. 4.

Pottier, Johan (2007). Anhtropology of Food —- The Social Dynamics of 

Food Security. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Republic of Uganda, (2010). National Development Plan (2010/2011 - 

2014/2015). Washington: IMF Publication Services.

_____  (1998). The Land Act — CAP. 227. Act of Parliament, Kampala: 

Uganda Printing and Publisihing Corporation, 1998.

Shipton, Parker (1990). “African Famines and Food Security: Anthropological 

Perspectives.” Annual Review Anthropology 1.

Uganda Bureau of Statistics (2011). “Statistical Abstract.” Kampala.



 8 The Africa Portal

www.africaportal.org  backgrounder  No. 26  May 2012

_____ (2010). “Uganda National Household Survery 2009/2010: Socio-

economic Module.” Abridged Report, Kampala.

Wacha, Joe (2011). “Uganda Radionetwork.” Acholi Cultural Institutions 

Accused of Aiding Madhvani to “grab” land. April 11. Available at: http://

ugandaradionetwork.com/a/story.php?s=.

Wacha, Joe and Wilfred Lamony Jwee (2011). “Judge Orders Madhavani to 

Answer for Fraudulent Amuru Land Transaction.” Uganda Radionetwork. 

August 8. Available at:  http://ugandaradionetwork.com/a/story.php?s=3

2758&PHPSESSID=632737c43a014090a488d147140b3432.

World Rain Movement, (2009). “Uganda: BIDCO Oil Palm Plantation 

Expansion will Further Put at Risk Communities Livelihoods.” June. 

Available at:  http://www.wrm.org.uy/bulletin/143/Uganda.html.



9 Conflict in Uganda’s Land Tenure System 
﻿

www.africaportal.org  backgrounder  No. 26  May 2012

About The Africa Portal

The Africa Portal is an online knowledge resource for policy-related issues 

on Africa. An undertaking by the Centre for International Governance 

Innovation (CIGI), Makerere University (MAK), and the South African 

Institute of International Affairs (SAIIA), the Africa Portal offers open access 

to a suite of features including an online library collection; a resource for 

opinion and analysis; an experts directory; an international events calendar; 

and a mobile technology component—all aimed to equip users with research 

and information on Africa’s current policy issues.

A key feature to the Africa Portal is the online library collection holding 

over 3,500 books, journals, and digital documents related to African policy 

issues. The entire online repository is open access and available for free 

full-text download. A portion of the digital documents housed in the library 

have been digitized for the first time as an undertaking of the Africa Portal 

project. Facilitating new digitization projects is a core feature of the Africa 

Portal, which aims to improve access and visibility for African research.

www.africaportal.org

The Africa Portal is part of the Africa Initiative project.

Africa Initiative

The Africa Initiative (AI) is a multi-year, donor-supported program, with three 

components: a research program, an exchange program, and an online 

portal. A joint undertaking by CIGI in cooperation with Makerere University 

(MAK), the Africa Initiative aims to contribute to the deepening of Africa’s 

capacity and knowledge in five thematic areas—conflict resolution, energy, 

food security, health, and migration, with special attention to the cross-

cutting issue of climate change. By incorporating field-based research, 

strategic partnerships, and online collaboration, the Africa Initiative is 

undertaking a truly interdisciplinary and multi-institutional approach to 

Africa’s governance challenges. Work on the core areas of the initiative 

focus on supporting innovative research and researchers, and developing 

policy recommendations as they relate to the program’s core thematic areas.

Masthead
Series Manager 
Erica Shaw

Series Editor 
Brandon Currie

Series Coordinator 
Hayley MacKinnon

Designer 
Steve Cross

Copyright © 2012 by The Centre for 

International Governance Innovation

The opinions expressed in this publication 

are those of the authors and do not 

necessarily reflect the views of The Centre 

for International Governance Innovation or its 

Board of Directors and/or Board of Governors.

This work was carried out with the support 

of The Centre for International Governance 

Innovation (CIGI), Waterloo, Ontario, 

Canada (www.cigionline.org). This work 

is licensed under a Creative Commons 

Attribution-Non-commercial — No 

Derivatives Licence. To view this licence, 

visit (www.creativecommons.org/licenses/

by-nc-nd/3.0/). For re-use or distribution, 

please include this copyright notice.

First published in 2010 by The Centre for 

International Governance Innovation

The Centre for International Governance Innovation 

57 Erb Street West 

Waterloo, Ontario N2L 6C2, Canada 

www.cigionline.org



57 Erb Street West
Waterloo, Ontario N2L 6C2, Canada
tel +1 519 885 2444   fax +1 519 885 5450
www.cigionline.org

www.africaportal.org


