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Report Summary
This report presents the results of a rapid desk-based review of academic and grey literature
on land issues in Sierra Leone, with a particular focus on literature from 2002 onwards. The
review explored land ownership and rights in both the Western Area and the other provinces
and the concept of land as an actual and potential driver of conflict (both violent and nonviolent).
While inequitable land access is believed to have been a driver of the civil war, there is a
lack of recent academic literature that connects land issues to existing conflict. However,
grey literature raises fears that land issues continue to be a simmering source of conflict.
Academic research from 2012 also suggests that investment projects have the potential to
reinforce existing inequalities and could stir resentment.
There is broad agreement in the literature that the present land tenure system and
administration need to be reformed in order to address both land access issues and labour
mobility. Despite the Government of Sierra Leone’s stated policies and legislation, women
still have limited opportunities to own land and land reform has made slow progress.
Although there is no firm data on the incidence of land disputes through courts, they are
believed to be on the rise. Women and outsiders are effectively excluded from access to
justice through the customary court system.
Academic literature suggests that power dynamics have changed in rural areas since the
war, but Paramount Chiefs and elders of landowning family lineages still hold more power
over local land allocation than locally elected councils. Chiefs have traditionally controlled
access to land by individuals of lower social status such as outsiders, women and young
men. There is some indication that inter-generational relations and relations between weaker
groups and chiefs have improved in recent years.
Among anecdotal sources, there is a significant perception of ‘land grabbing’ by foreign
companies involved in large bio-fuel and other projects, which cannot be easily verified due
to lack of accurate land use records or research. Anecdotally, NGOs, civil society and
human rights groups have documented outbreaks of violence in response to such projects.
Further evidence is required to draw firm conclusions on both foreign and domestic
investment in terms of their impact on access to land and their role in sparking land disputes
or violent conflict. NGOs are calling for greater transparency in land deals and informed
consent, which could help to mitigate the risk of conflict.

Structure of the paper
Following an introduction, this paper is divided into three sections:
Section 1 provides an overview of land issues in Sierra Leone, exploring the land tenure
and administration system, power dynamics, excluded groups and relevance to mining
operations, agriculture and food security.
Section 2 looks at land issues prior to and after the war, focuses on the potential impact of
large scale investment projects, provides a case study and considers resolution of conflict
through the courts and responsible investment.
Section 3 summarises the main findings and implications of the review.
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SECTION 1
Introduction
Purpose of the review
This paper is a desk-based study of land rights and conflict in Sierra Leone. The purpose of
the study was to inform DFID’s Country Poverty Reduction Diagnosis and to assist DFID in
prioritising its programme interventions for the next Sierra Leone Operational Plan. Through
a rapid literature review, the authors of this study sought to analyse the key land rights
issues in Sierra Leone and, more specifically, land as an actual and potential driver of
conflict. The study focused on the following questions:
What does the existing literature tell us about land rights (ownership and use) in both
the Western Area and the provinces in Sierra Leone?
What kinds of land conflicts (that have occurred in the last 7 years) have been most
frequently cited in research and grey literature?
How have land conflicts been resolved / how are they currently being resolved in
Sierra Leone?

Methodology
To source relevant information, the authors conducted tailored searches on Internet search
engines and academic journals (with full access through the British Library), and also
explored donor and NGO reports, and repositories of international development institutes
and think-tanks. The authors checked bibliographies and reference lists from academic
papers to find other sources. Additionally, the authors identified and directly contacted an
academic who has undertaken relevant field research in Sierra Leone in 2012, to gain
access to working papers that are pending publication.

Caveats
This is a succinct and rapid study and does not purport to provide a comprehensive or indepth analysis of all academic and grey literature on land and conflict in Sierra Leone.
Rather, it is intended to highlight major themes and to act as a signpost for further reading
and analysis. The annotated bibliography provides a summary for each piece of key
literature used in this study and a description of the type of evidence. The authors have
focused on post-civil war literature and information published after 2002. Given that much of
the literature refers to rural areas in Sierra Leone rather than Freetown and the Western
Area, this study reflects that emphasis. Finally, while this study has attempted to refer to
peer-reviewed articles that have been published in journals, in the course of the research it
quickly became apparent that there was a lack of rigorous, strictly academic literature on the
topic of land and recent conflict in Sierra Leone. We have therefore included a lot of grey
literature, including NGO and news reports which may draw on anecdotal information rather
than evidence in their assertions. While the quality and motivation of such grey literature
may be unknown, it still provides an insight into current perceptions of the issues at stake.
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Working definition of conflict
For the purpose of this study, the term conflict refers to incompatible or competing interests
between two or more individuals or groups. ‘Conflict’ is not used synonymously with
‘violence’ since it is possible to resolve competing interests peacefully (Haider, 2012).

Background on land and conflict in Sierra Leone
Sierra Leone’s civil war is believed to have been partly fuelled by inequitable access to land
and unequal power relations (Richards et al., 2004) as well as conflict over minerals. A
scoping report for the UNDP (Moyo and Foray, 2009) has warned that urbanisation, foreign
and domestic investment, mining and property development are excluding the poor from
land access and this is a potential source of instability in the future. The International Growth
Centre has also claimed that reforming the customary land tenure system would greatly
improve Sierra Leone’s potential for growth in agriculture and industry (Johnson, 2011).
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SECTION 2
Overview of land rights, ownership and use
(Western Area and provinces)
Land tenure system
Both academic literature and grey literature refer to a dualistic or pluralistic system of land
ownership in Sierra Leone that is a legacy of the colonial era (Williams and Oredola-Davies,
2006; Unruh and Turray, 2006; Njoh and Akiwumi, 2012). A freehold system operates in the
Western Area (including Freetown), which is based on archaic British law, while land in the
rest of the country is governed by customary law. However, there are multiple forms of
customary law and in practice, there is an overlap between statutory and customary law
(Williams and Oredola-Davies, 2006). For example, statutory law allows non-natives to
acquire leaseholds in the provinces outside of the Western Area, although this is often
subject to the consent of local chiefdoms and local councils. Communal land is largely
family-owned (83%) in all districts outside of the Western Area (ActionAid, 2013a).
In their EU/DFID scoping study, Williams and Oredola-Davies (2006) claimed that
widespread confusion over land rights was having an impact on transaction costs and
leading to insecurity and corruption among land officials. There is a poor history of leasing
in rural areas due to landowning families’ fear of losing their land (Unruh and Turray,
2006) and with large-scale leasing considered to be insecure, this poses a constraint on
future investment (Moyo and Foray, 2009). While there is consensus among the authors of
the need to reform the tenure system, some authors (e.g. Unruh and Turray, 2006) warn that
attempts to impose freehold tenure in rural areas could meet opposition and
resistance. The concept of selling land in rural Sierra Leone is very different to Western
notions involving permanent and exclusive transfer, and is closely linked to the idea that land
cannot be permanently alienated from a lineage (Unruh, 2008).

Land administration
There is currently no system of registration of titles or cadastral mapping which covers the
whole country and there are few public records and limited data available about land users even in Freetown, only 200 land transactions were recorded in the official land register in
2006 (Williams and Oredola-Davies, 2006). Moyo and Foray (2009) allege that the systemic
weaknesses of the land administration system have created inaccurate land records,
corrupt land adjudication processes, competing claims of land ownership and
disputes over boundaries. War has also destroyed many official records (UNEP, 2010). In
the Western Area, lack of land titling has led to the use of fences, signs and watchmen to
protect land (Williams and Oredola-Davies, 2006), and there has reportedly been a trend in
that area for building first and second homes on dubiously claimed land (UNEP, 2010). In
urban areas, there has been a rise in illegal occupation of land due to the expense of urban
property and limited access to secure land by the poor for residential and non-farm use
(Williams and Oredola-Davies, 2006; Moyo and Foray, 2009). Much of the land around
Freetown is privately owned and there is an active property market (OECD report, 2007).
In rural areas, however, land transactions are informal and are not recorded by the state
(Freedom House, 2012). There are concerns among civil society groups and NGOs about
the lack of transparency and weak regulatory framework surrounding larger investor land
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deals and confusion about the availability of land for investment in rural communities
(Oakland Institute, 2011).

Land legislation and Government of Sierra Leone policies
As part of a policy to incentivise foreign investment, the Government of Sierra Leone
recently established the Sierra Leone Investment and Export Promotion Agency. In
qualitative research into the biofuel sector, Maconachie and Fortin (2013) have argued that
the government has mislabelled land that has been left fallow to recover from shifting
cultivation, as idle or under-used. They contend that the negotiation of leases and
compensation of land owners does not adequately address land access rights and fallow
periods that are determined by customary law.
While customary law is largely unwritten, it is enforceable in formal court, according to
the Law Reform Commission (Unruh and Turray, 2006; Unruh, 2008). The main pieces of
statutory legislation on land are: The National Land Policy, The Land Commission Act, and
The Commercial Use of Land Act. The National Land Policy of 2005 was the first
comprehensive land policy in Sierra Leone’s history and sought to bring coherence to land
ownership systems. While Unruh (2008) hailed it as a positive and innovative attempt to
marry formal and customary land tenure laws in practice, authors such as Williams and
Oredola-Davies (2006) have dismissed it as more rhetoric than concrete action to reform
land. Unruh (2008) has written in depth about land policy reform and the peace process in
Sierra Leone. He notes that customary land ownership is equivalent to title in the Land
Policy and that the Land Policy does not advocate a move towards a freehold land
market in rural areas (though freehold titles can be transferred in the Western Area).
Furthermore, the Commercial Use of Land Act acknowledged the role of customary
lineage members in leasing arrangements and other land transactions and makes
provisions for both informal yearly land access and more secure lease agreements and has
therefore gained the support of traditional elites.
Since December 2011, the government has developed and drafted a new land tenure
policy reform document, with assistance from the UNDP, that will deal with inequitable
access, ‘squatting’ in the Western Area, the land administration system, capacity in the
Ministry of Lands and commercial concessions.1 As of November 2013, this draft does not
appear to have been passed yet.

Power dynamics
Rural land in Sierra Leone is held by landowning lineages who can trace their ancestry
in the area (often dating back to pre-colonial times) and their extended families. Land is
allocated under a chieftaincy system that fulfils a crucial administrative and custodian role
(Richards et al., 2004; Unruh and Turray, 2006). Patrimonialism and the concept of
fundamental inalienability of land from these landowning lineages is believed to be a
durable institution in Sierra Leone (OECD report, 2007; Unruh and Turray, 2006) and land
transfers require the agreement of most members of a landholding family (Unruh and Turray,
2006). According to Williams and Oredola-Davies (2006), the inequitable and inefficient
nature of the land system works in favour of both urban and rural elites and allows them to
retain political and economic privilege. However, the landholding lineages may feel less
secure in their landholdings than prior to the war due to the lack of an enforceable legal
structure, demands for land by previously marginalised groups and the increasing interest in
1
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Information taken from unsubstantiated online news reports and an NGO paper, available at:
http://www.nachdenkseiten.de/upload/pdf/Study_Land_Investment_Sierra_Leone.pdf

land by foreign and domestic commercial actors who are connected to the formal law
(Unruh, 2008). But the state lacks the internal coherence to drive land reform and investors
can negotiate around the existing system (Williams and Oredola-Davies, 2006).
Millar’s (2013b) research into the effects of a large bio-energy project in rural Sierra Leone
suggested that an external company was able to wield power and gain legitimacy simply by
having the technologies to map local land and capability to draw up paper land lease
agreements. This further exacerbated inequality between the literate elites and illiterate
people who were already marginalised. The project was found to have potentially
destabilising effects because of confusion about the system of land acquisition,
misunderstanding of local dynamics of power and unfulfilled expectations. Local
people had mistakenly believed that they could hide land from the company because they
did not understand the company’s use of GPS and aerial mapping technology. Land-lease
payments were paid to male household heads representing the landowning villages in each
family, rather than individuals. Millar (2013c) conjectured that this could reinforce gender
inequalities and foster resentment between young men and elders.

Paramount Chiefs
The literature consulted recognises that Paramount Chiefs and community elders are the
key custodians of customary land systems, while allocation of land within extended
families is usually undertaken by family heads, in consultation with other male family
members. No significant land issues in a chiefdom2 are final until the Paramount Chief
approves them (Unruh, 2008). In his recent research, Millar (2013b) explains that in northern
Sierra Leone, a Paramount Chief has knowledge of the land itself and is a repository of
information on land agreements and people’s relationships to land. In the absence of formal
systems of land titling, the Paramount Chief arbitrates in inter-family and inter-village
disputes. Paramount Chiefs retained their traditional power and legitimacy throughout the
war (USAID, 2010) and assumed an important role in the aftermath, adjudicating over land
claims of returning refugees and displaced people (Unruh and Turray, 2006). This served to
re-establish both the chieftaincy structure and the customary land tenure system and the
chieftaincy’s power was further reinforced by the government’s decentralisation plan and the
2009 Chieftaincy Act (USAID, 2010). While the chieftaincy system has been a stabilising
force in some rural areas and is valued as an institution, there are concerns over its
potential for perpetuating exploitative relationships and corruption (Maconachie 2008;
Unruh and Turray 2006; Jackson 2007).
Following the 2004 Local Government Act there are now elected local councils across Sierra
Leone. However, the Act is vague about the relationship between chiefs and councils with
regard to land and local taxes and in practice, chiefs hold more power than local
councillors, particularly in areas rich in natural resources (Jackson, 2007).

Excluded groups
The customary land system makes it especially difficult for women, youth and
outsiders (‘strangers’) to access or invest in land (FAO, 2013). As Jackson (2012) notes,
the coexistence of formal and informal justice systems at a local level reinforces elites in the
countryside and prevents justice for excluded groups. The traditional justice system is
administered by Paramount and Section Chiefs. Unsurprisingly, a post-war study by CARESierra Leone (Hanson-Alp, 2005, as quoted in OECD, 2007) found that women, youth and
non-natives were more favourable to land reform than men from landed lineages. This study
2
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reportedly identified greater support for land reform in the south and east of the country, than
in the north, where only one third of respondents supported change. On the other hand,
Cartier and Bruge (2011) maintain that there is evidence that people may feel better
represented in a community ordered by customary land law, a chieftaincy system and
personal ties rather than impersonal statutory tenure systems and that access to land has
improved since the end of the war.

Youth
Sierra Leone’s conflict has been viewed as a ‘crisis of youth’ and a rejection of customary
institutions (Fanthorpe and Maconachie, 2010) as well as a manifestation of intergenerational conflict caused by unequal power relations (Maconachie, 2008). Many young
males migrated from rural to urban areas following the war. The reform of land tenure
systems is believed to be necessary to encourage modern labour mobility, stable
employment and young farming entrepreneurs (OECD, 2007). Some of the literature also
claimed that a cause of the civil war was a tension between exploited rural youth and
landowning elites (Richards, 2005; Maconachie, 2008; Mokuwa et al., 2011). Mokuwa et al.
(2011, p341) argued that the “fulcrum of exploitation” was farm labour, not land rents, and
this exploitation conceivably pre-disposed lower social classes to insurgency. This forced
farm labour was the result of fines issued by ruling elites in local courts, in connection with
disputes over marriage between elders and young men with weak social status (Mokuwa et
al., 2011). Paramount Chiefs helped to supply labour to landowners by controlling access to
land and forcing local youth to work off fines in agricultural labour (USAID, 2010). They also
prevented efforts to find alternative livelihoods (Akiwumi, 2012). Young men that have been
controlled by kinship obligations and chieftaincy systems have sometimes escaped
exploitation in their own village only to be exploited in the legal and illegal mining industry
(Akiwumi, 2012). There is some suggestion of positive change; Fanthorpe and Maconachie
(2010) have documented a rapprochement between local chiefs and former artisanal
miners, a renewed interest in young men towards farming in rural Kono district and a
decrease in intergenerational conflict in Kayima. The latter was previously linked to
chiefs’ management of land rights and mining revenues, according to local accounts
(Fanthorpe and Maconachie, 2010).

Women
It is well-documented that women in Sierra Leone generally have less access to land
than men through inheritance, gifting, renting and purchasing (Abdullah et al., 2010,
ActionAid, 2013a). This is particularly true in the north of the country, where the strict
patrimonial system means that there are practically no female land owners nor powerful
female decision makers (Millar, 2013a). Although formal law supports women’s rights, there
are no bills acknowledging women’s independent rights to land and few women own land
(Abdullah et al., 2010; USAID, 2010). In 2007, the Devolution of Estate Act made it illegal
to prevent a woman from inheriting a husband’s property after his death and recognised
the rights of polygamous spouses, but as the Act only applies to an individual’s right to land
and not a family’s right to land it has not been recognised by Paramount Chiefs and has
been overruled by customary law in many areas, according to anecdotal reports (Irin, 2012).
According to an OECD report (2007), between 2000 to 2006, women comprised only 1-2%
of plaintiffs in cases presented to three customary courts in the south and east of Sierra
Leone. None of the women interviewed in a 2012 DFID survey (Maguire, 2012) had
heard of a satisfactory resolution of a land dispute through formal or informal justice
mechanisms and their ignorance about the marriage registration laws (and men’s
reluctance to comply) prevented them from being able to access land and property rights.
The Government of Sierra Leone has attempted to address these issues within its National
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Gender Strategic Plan (2010-2013) but implementation is progressing slowly and women
may not be aware of the rights to which they are entitled (ActionAid, 2013a). Despite the fact
that women outnumber men in areas such as farming (Abdullah et al., 2010) women’s
access to land is often dictated by fathers, brothers or husbands and the strength of their
lineage family within the chiefdom (FAO, 2013). However, some women in the Limba tribe in
northern Sierra Leone do have inheritance rights (USAID, 2010) and there is greater
possibility for land ownership for women in the Western Area (Williams and OredolaDavies, 2006). In the east and south of the country, women can also inherit and control land
or property and can become Paramount Chiefs (ActionAid, 2013a; Millar, 2013a).
Women in rural areas are often the head of household3 due to migration of men to urban
areas but are restricted from putting the family plots to use without the consent of male
family members, even in the event of absence or death of their husband (Kabba and Li,
2011; ActionAid, 2013a). Even when women do have access to land they may be denied
credit by financial institutions (Abdullah et al., 2010). Single women fare the worst and may
be allocated only a small portion of land, which can lead to women entering into relationships
just to secure a living (ActionAid, 2013a).

Non-natives
A common theme in the literature was discrimination against non-natives, strangers or
outsiders in rural areas. ‘Strangers’ are defined as locals without inherited land rights (Cartier
and Brige, 2011) and customary tenure prevents citizens from owning land outside their
birthplace, except in the Western Area (Kabba and Li, 2011). In the event of land disputes,
only local citizens have access to local courts and strangers are unable to plead their
cases directly which discourages them from pursuing complaints (OECD, 2007). However,
customary systems normally allow those with no kinship rights such as migrants or strangers
to access land under historically established community arrangements (Akiwumi, 2011;
Unruh 2008). Richards (2005) also mentions the exclusion of children of former slaves, who
particularly need access to land and agrarian opportunities.
Glennerster et al. (2013) studied ethnic diversity and local collective action in post-war Sierra
Leone and identified that after the civil war there was systematic movement of individuals to
areas where their own ethnic group was more numerous. They found that inter-ethnic
cooperation was strong and their respondents reported infrequent inter-ethnic physical
attacks and land disputes.
There is a note of optimism among several authors that the prerequisite conditions for
access to land have changed following the war and relationships have reportedly
improved between weaker community members and Chiefs (Cartier and Bruge, 2011;
Unruh and Turray, 2006; Fanthorpe and Maconachie, 2010).

Food security and agriculture
Almost half of Sierra Leone’s population were classed as food insecure in 2011 (WFP, 2011)
but agrarian issues have been overlooked by a regime focused on minerals (Richards, 2005)
even though two thirds of the population depends on subsistence farming (FAO, 2011).
Unruh (2008) links the problems of extreme food insecurity to a widespread problem of
restricted land access and large scale rural unemployment, despite the apparent existence
of arable land. Nevertheless, a 2011 GIZ/Bank of Sierra Leone report disputes the idea that
3
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large tracts of unused arable land are available and argues that only incremental
improvements in agriculture are possible.
While tenure insecurity among tenants may discourage investment in land and agriculture,
authors such as Unruh and Turray (2006) have pointed out that landowners’ fear of losing
their land (through competing claims by tenants using the land) is equally important in
constraining productive land use. They argue that if the customary landowning families
had greater tenure security they would have greater confidence to rent land out to
tenants, and pursue loans. Paramount Chiefs and landowning families believe they must
retain land to support shifting cultivation rather than more permanent forms of cultivation and
that this retention of land will ensure food security (Unruh and Turray, 2006). Kabba and Li
(2011) claim that while there has not been any major resentment against the customary
tenure system in Sierra Leone, it is characterised by issues that may provoke tension and
social instability and it leads to under-investment in agriculture. According to several authors
(Maconachie et al., 2006; Peters and Richards, 2011; Cartier and Bruge, 2011) it is primarily
access to labour and labour mobility rather than access to land which constrains
food production, since even those with formal access to land may not have the resources
to cultivate the land.

Mining and land use
In the most recent literature consulted in this review, mining was not a dominant concern in
the area of land and conflict. Mining operations throughout Sierra Leone affect traditional
resource-based subsistence communities and raise concerns over environmental
degradation of land, which has led to volatile situations such as disturbances involving 1000
miners in the Koidu mining area in 2007 (Akiwumi, 2011 and 2012). In a study of rutile
mining in south-western Sierra Leone, Akiwumi (2011) asserts that customary land use
protocols can be in direct conflict with external interests and subsistence livelihoods
can become marginalised through the loss of ecological resource bases. Furthermore, some
landholding families and Paramount Chiefs are prepared to overlook customary laws on land
use for monetary gain. Paramount Chiefs receive land rents in areas where there are
concessions for mining, quarrying and forestry through either formal or informal agreements
which operate separately from central government policy and oversight of resources
(UNEP report, 2010). As a result, Mende communities in the rutile mining area have been
forced to cultivate in upland areas because of scarce land for shifting cultivation and
women’s shallow-water fishing has been constrained (Akiwumi, 2011).
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SECTION 3
Land conflicts in Sierra Leone
Note that much of the information in this section comes from a limited number of grey
literature resources emanating from the NGO sector.

Land and the civil war
It has been repeatedly cited in the literature that tension over land, alongside the highly
unequal distribution of other natural resources, was a key driver in the Sierra Leone civil war
(Richards et al., 2004; Hussein and Gnisci, 2005; Richards, 2005; Unruh, 2008; IRIN, 2012).
Amnesty International (1992) noted that in some areas of the country joining the rebel forces
led to the opportunity for people to take lands by force, and at the war’s peak, the
Revolutionary United Front (RUF) controlled large swathes of territory and diamond fields
throughout the countryside (Freedom House, 2012). Richards et al. (2004) and Hussein and
Gnisci (2005) explicitly identify the debilitation of customary and formal land and
property institutions as a major cause of rural marginalisation, disenfranchisement,
and poverty in Sierra Leone, all of which led to pronounced discontent.

Land and conflict in post-war Sierra Leone
It is believed that by the war’s end in January 2002 almost a quarter of the population, more
than one million people, were displaced either within or outside of the country (CIPU, 2001).
When thousands of Sierra Leoneans began to return home at the end of the conflict, many
found that their farmlands had been destroyed or occupied (IRIN, 2012).
Post-war land conflicts and disputes in Sierra Leone are believed to stem from problems of
land acquisition, contested land boundaries, multiple land sales, fraudulent
documents, conflicting authorities over land administration (involving land owning
families, traditional authorities and state bodies), land use conversion and the weakness of
the land adjudication system (Moyo and Foray, 2009). As such, systematic land issues
continue to be an underlying source of social conflict and political instability in the
country, which, according to a UNDP Scoping Paper, could precipitate more intensive
violence in the future (Moyo and Foray, 2009). The same paper goes on to suggest that land
disputes have been on the rise in Sierra Leone since the turn of the century (Moyo and
Foray, 2009), with land disputes now believed to be common place across Sierra Leone
(USAID, 2010). Substantiating this claim to some extent, a 2001-2006 study found that land
disputes accounted for up to 70% of higher court dockets in the Western Area (Unruh and
Turray, 2006).

Foreign direct investment (FDI) and ‘land grabbing’
It is well documented that the Sierra Leonean government is seeking to attract (mostly
foreign) agricultural investment through providing opportunities for large-scale land leases
for the development of agribusiness, notably for oil palm and sugarcane plantations for
ethanol production (Green Scenery, 2011; Melsbach and Rahall, 2012; Christian Aid, 2013).
The emphasis of this investment is perceived by many to be on commodities for export, and
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not food for local consumption, causing potential for conflict among varying user
groups (Oakland Institute, 2011; Christian Aid, 2013; Green Scenery, 2013; Millar, 2013d).
Not much is known about the extent of domestic investment in Sierra Leone from either grey
or academic literature. According to a 2009 study, the private sector in Sierra Leone is
heavily dominated by a handful of large foreign companies although there are many small
and medium sized enterprises and a sizeable informal sector (Nnadozie and Abdulmelik,
2009).
The Government of Sierra Leone (GoSL) provides financial incentives to encourage FDI.
General fiscal incentives include a 10-year tax holiday on agricultural investments in tree
crops and rice and zero import duty (Oakland Institute, 2011; Christian Aid, 2013). GoSL
also allows 100% foreign ownership in all sectors (Christian Aid, 2013).
The main justification for promoting large-scale land deals is the amount of ‘unused’ land
that is available in the country. However several researchers believe a closer analysis
reveals that land under the present bush-fallow farming system is already overused
(Bald and Schröder, 2011; Melsbach and Rahall, 2011). According to the 2011 in-depth
study on rural and agricultural finance in Sierra Leone by GIZ and the German Federal
Ministry for Economic Development and Cooperation, despite claims that just 11-15% of the
country’s arable land is being ‘used’ and that there is plenty of extra land available for FDI,
there is, in fact, no vast idle productive land under the current patterns of smallholder
upland cultivation and fallow rotation since vast swathes of land have already been leased
out for mining and mineral exploration (Bald and Schröder, 2011). While official data on
land use, conversion and transactions is not available, latest estimates suggest up to
500,000 hectares of farmland have been sold, leased or licensed to foreign investors, or
have been under negotiation (Oakland Institute, 2011).

Impacts of large-scale land investments
Despite the scale of investment there has been surprisingly little attention to the potential
risks that investments pose for poverty, food security, rural livelihoods, social cohesion and
peace (Christian Aid, 2013). Nor has there been much consideration of the real costs and
benefits of the land deals to the environment and domestic revenue generation (Christian
Aid, 2013). The vast majority of investments initiated since 2007 have yet to clear land
or to become fully operational, and, as such, their full impact is unclear (Oakland
Institute, 2011). Although impacts are in their earliest stages, the surge in large-scale foreign
direct investment (FDI) is being perceived by NGOs as deeply disruptive to customary
tenure norms, and concerns over their potential to promote conflict are increasingly being
raised (Freedom House, 2012; Christian Aid, 2013; Millar, 2013d). Christian Aid has
conducted a cost-benefit analysis on the impacts of three large-scale land investments in
Sierra Leone. Christian Aid estimates that since 2009 more than a fifth of the country’s
arable land has been leased to foreign companies for industrial-scale agriculture, and
alleges that this has mostly been to the detriment of local people and communities (Christian
Aid, 2013, p5).
ActionAid’s September 2013 report Broken Promises: The impacts of Addax Bioenergy in
Sierra Leone on hunger and livelihoods builds on qualitative community research to criticise
the Swiss company’s operations to export ethanol to the EU from sugar cane plantations in
the northern province of Makeni. Their research claims the investment project is negatively
impacting food security and land rights of local communities, despite its sustainable
certifications, backing from the EC, African Development Bank (AfDB) and Food and
Agricultural Organization of the United Nations (FAO), and other international donors
(ActionAid, 2013b). The company attempts to mitigate against loss of agricultural land
through the Farmers Development Programme (FDP) and training. ActionAid argues that
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people voiced discontent with the size of land allocated to them through the FDP; raises
concerns over compensation levels and their distribution; and finds that there was
inadequate free, prior and informed consent (FPIC) leading up to commencement of the
investment. Namati (2013) also claim that the project’s community consultations were
inadequate and that pledged benefits have yet to be realised. As the project is financed by a
number of multilateral and bilateral institutions, ActionAid calls on donors to demand that
Addax Bioenergy dramatically improves the lives of communities in the project area
(ActionAid, 2013b).
In an open letter to ActionAid in response to the report, Addax Bioenergy raise questions
about the document and the methodologies employed for gathering basic research data and
facts (Addax Bioenergy, 2013). They further claim that the project is being implemented ‘with
full dialogue and engagement of local communities’ (Addax Bioenergy, 2013: 1). The letter
reiterates that the investment has been heralded as a positive example by international
organisations such as the FAO and AfDB, the GoSL, and that the company is fully aware of
the context of the debate around land-related investments in Africa and as such is committed
to demonstrating that private investment can lead to a virtuous cycle of responsible and
sustainable development. In light of dialogue between various actors, Addax has indicated
that they may be willing to review the terms of the investment agreement, and Namati have
said they are looking forward to working with the company’s attorney in order to pursue
solutions (Namati, 2013).
More negative impacts of large-scale land investments are provided in the Oakland
Institute’s ‘Understanding Land Investment Deals in Africa: Sierra Leone’ report on four case
studies of foreign investments in land in Sierra Leone (Oakland Institute, 2011); Melsbach
and Rahall’s 2012 study of the impact of a large-scale land deal in the Malen Chiefdom
(Melsbach and Rahall, 2012), and; Gearoid Millar’s ongoing academic qualitative research
into land investment in northern Sierra Leone (Millar, 2013a; Millar, 2013b; Millar, 2013c;
Millar, 2013d).

Land investments as a potential and actual driver of conflict
Millar, in his research into a large-scale land investment in northern Sierra Leone envisages
four sites of potential conflict surrounding large-scale land deals: between genders;
between families and villages; between communities and the company; and between
generations (Millar, 2013d). Millar argues that the influx of substantial new resources has
the potential to create significant tensions between genders, with women having less chance
of being hired for wage labour, less chance of receiving land lease payments, and having
little say in how lease money is distributed or spent (Millar, 2013d). For Millar, land
investments bring “great potential” to spur conflict between the genders (Millar, 2013d).
Between families and villages, the establishment of set boundaries (needed for the lease of
land to investors) is said to go against local traditions and norms of regular renegotiation and
malleability (Millar, 2013d). The increase in property values of land, once investors move into
an area, has also hardened positions on ownership rights and may provide an impetus for
families and villages to engage in land conflicts in which they would previously have had little
interest (Millar, 2013d). In addition, youth groups feel that long-term leasing of land to
investors means that they have lost their claims to land for the next 50 years (Millar, 2013d).
Melsbach and Rahall (2012, p1) detail conflict which has already taken place between one
community and an investor:
“In one area, the community organised itself into the ‘Malen Land Owners
Association (MALOA)’. In October 2011 they issued a letter of protest directed
against the conditions of a local land deal, rent and compensation and the
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behaviour of the agricultural investment company in the area. Later that month,
landowners blocked the roads to the plantation; as a result, according to media
reports, 39 protesters were arrested. Fifteen people were accused of unlawful
assembly and riotous conduct, later to be released on bail. In September 2012,
when the company conducted surveys of lands in the neighbouring areas that
were not covered by the initial investment, there was again protest from the local
communities. Four people were arrested for refusing access to the company’s
delegation and villagers seized a computer from the company delegation and
handed it over to the police.”
Similar protests and clashes between communities and investors have been reported
since 2007 over diamond and rutile mineral mining in the Eastern Province and SouthWest (Akiwumi, 2012; Fanthorpe and Maconachie, 2010; Wilson, 2013; UNEP, 2010).
Wilson (2013) has examined the dynamics of company–community conflicts over diamonds
in Kono District from surveys of 240 households in four chiefdoms, semiformal interviews,
focus groups, and secondary data sources. He found that state and traditional leaders
favour industrial mining expansion over artisanal mining, which has reinforced
unequal power relations over access to land and diamond mining rights and bred
company–community conflicts in Kono District. He argues that the risk of conflicts could be
reduced by greater regulation that addresses the power imbalances.
Millar (2013d) suggests that there is real potential for further conflict over the new wave of
agri-business plantations. While the GoSL has reportedly attempted to clear squatters from
state land (OECD, 2007), the impacts are as yet unknown.

Responsible investment and government guidelines
It has been argued in the literature that land investments at present lack many of the
features required to comply with the principle of free, prior and informed consent (FPIC)
enshrined in the Guidelines of the Sierra Leone Investment and Export Promotion Agency
(Melsbach and Rahall, 2012), and in the majority of investment cases, formal grievance
mechanisms have not been established (Oakland Institute, 2011). It is argued that in Sierra
Leone, national guidelines for leasing land are still rudimentary (Melsbach and Rahall,
2012). The Oakland Institute (2011) study claimed a lack of transparency and public
disclosure in all four case studies. It further argued that none of the four case studies
adhered to World Bank principles for responsible agro-investment, nor to the set of core
principles laid out by the UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food, to address human
rights challenges posed by large-scale land acquisitions (Oakland Institute, 2011), with only
one of the projects having signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) with the GoSL to
protect the environment and prevent loss of local rights to land. While social health and
environmental impact assessments (EIAs), mandatory for large agricultural investments, do
acknowledge some of risks of large-scale industrial plantations, the Christian Aid report
criticises gaps in the EIAs, asserting that they are not rigorous enough (Christian Aid, 2013).
Questions regarding investors’ connections to the government have also been raised
surrounding land deals, and anecdotal allegations of corruption are becoming
increasingly widespread (Williams and Davies, 2006; Oakland Institute, 2011; Freedom
House, 2012). Given the range of problems and lack of due process highlighted in case
studies, civil society groups fear that agricultural investments in Sierra Leone may lead to
exploitation and conflict (Oakland Institute, 2011; Freedom House, 2012).
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Resolution
Land disputes (outside of Freetown), along with land allocation and access decisions,
have been traditionally dealt with by chiefs in Sierra Leone (Richards et al., 2004). The
system of local courts applying customary law is the only form of legal system accessible to
an estimated 70% of the population (Advocates for Human Rights, 2013). An aggrieved
person is usually thought to go to the lowest level of the chieftaincy structure, the village
chief, for assistance. Appeals and more serious disputes are taken to the sub-chief, followed
by the Paramount Chief (Unruh and Turray, 2006; Manning, 2009; USAID, 2010). Yet as
customary law regarding land is unwritten in Sierra Leone, though enforceable in statutory
court, customary mechanisms of dispute resolution tend to favour those already
holding power and resources (Unruh, 2008). Chiefs have been accused of arbitrary,
patriarchal, corrupt, and self-serving approaches to decisions in the past (Richards et al.,
2004). There is generally a lack of information on land disputes in terms of actors, causes
and institutional architecture although a DFID/EU scoping study (Williams and OredolaDavies, 2006) provide annexes of case study examples of land disputes in the Western Area
and Moyamba and also mention disputes among Creole families in Freetown over rival
claims stemming from polygamy.
As a more formal rule of law develops, aligning new land policy and laws to more traditional
customary tenure, and assessing how these will interact, is highlighted in the literature as a
key priority if disputes over land are to be effectively resolved (Unruh, 2008). The key to
conflict resolution over land, it is suggested, is an emphasis on agrarian justice,
including reform of customary land tenure in line with formal law (Richards, 2005). With
regard to land investments from outside investors, formal grievance mechanisms and
informed consent need to become enshrined in law and practice and companies held legally
accountable if conflicts are to be resolved peacefully and fairly (Oakland, 2011).

Recommendations
Various recommendations and guidelines emanate from the grey literature regarding land
tenure and land disputes. In summary, these are the following:
The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) should develop guidelines to elaborate
the Environmental Protection Act 2008. These should be legally binding for foreign
investment companies and protect local people and the environment (Melsbach and
Rahall, 2012; Christian Aid, 2013).
The tax policy surrounding the agricultural sector should be reviewed, with a view to
significantly reducing tax incentives for investment whilst increasing tax revenues to
invest in food security and agricultural development (Christian Aid, 2013).
Due to confusion over the availability of land, a comprehensive land survey and
inventory of ownership and use is required in order to protect smallholders. A
publicly available cadastre should show details of all existing large land leases. It is
believed that this is a prerequisite to designing a sustainable land management
system (Green Scenery, 2011; Oakland Institute, 2011; Christian Aid, 2013).
Building on comprehensive land use surveys and mapping, a clear definition of ‘used’
versus ‘available’ land should be established; this should consider all uses involved
in smallholder farming, including bush and fallow systems (Oakland Institute, 2011).
The GoSL should focus investment on sustainable smallholder farming and farmers
to improve food security and reduce poverty rather than encouraging large land deals
(Oakland Institute, 2011).
International agencies should lend their expertise to the GoSL in leading a land
tenure reform process that emphasises equitable and secure land access for all
Sierra Leoneans, including women and youth (Oakland Institute, 2011).
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Conclusion
This literature review has sought to analyse the key land rights issues in Sierra Leone and,
more specifically, land as an actual and potential driver of conflict. The main findings are
listed below.

Land use, rights and ownership
There is broad agreement that the present land tenure system (in which unwritten
customary tenure laws predominate outside of the Western Area) needs to be
reformed in order to address both land access issues and labour mobility.
Currently, there is no comprehensive system of title registration or mapping in the
country, which lays the foundations for competing claims to land.
Despite the Government of Sierra Leone’s stated policies and legislation, the
patrimonial lineage system remains strong and few women own land. Landowners
may face decreasing tenure security due to demands for land by formerly excluded
groups, government and foreign/domestic investors.
There is some indication that power dynamics have changed in rural areas since the
war, but Paramount Chiefs and elders of landowning family lineages still hold more
power over local land allocation than locally elected councils. They have traditionally
controlled access to land by individuals of lower social status such as outsiders,
women and young men. There is some evidence that inter-generational relations and
relations between weaker groups and chiefs have improved in recent years.

Land as an actual and potential driver of conflict
Tensions over land, alongside the highly unequal distribution of natural resources,
were a key driver in the civil war (see Richards et al., 2004; Hussein and Gnisci,
2005; Richards, 2005; Unruh, 2008).
The perceived emphasis of foreign investment on export commodities rather than
food for local consumption, has potential to cause conflict although impacts are in
their earliest stage as most acquisitions have taken place in the last six years.
There is a lack of recent academic literature concerning land as an actual and
potential driver of conflict. However, recent academic research from 2012 (Millar,
2013) suggests that investment projects could reinforce existing inequalities, cause
tension between genders and potentially stir resentment where there are
misunderstandings of local concepts of land and unmet expectations.
There is a significant perception of ‘land grabbing’ by foreign companies involved in
large bio-fuel and other projects among anecdotal sources, which cannot be easily
verified due to lack of accurate land use records or research.
Analysis of the relationship between land, conflict and mining in the past seven years
did not feature heavily in the literature consulted, although there were some
references to violent outbreaks caused by diamond and rutile mining operations and
their environmental impacts.
Anecdotally, NGOs, civil society and human rights groups have documented
outbreaks of violence in response to these projects.
Further evidence is required to draw firm conclusions on foreign investment in terms
of its impact on access to land and its role in sparking land disputes or violent
conflict. No significant literature was identified on the effects of domestic investment.
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Resolution of conflicts on land
There is no firm data on the incidence of land disputes through courts, but they are
believed to be on the rise. Women and outsiders are effectively excluded from
access to justice through customary court systems, which tend to favour existing
elties.
Many NGOs have called for greater transparency of land investments, formal
grievance mechanisms and adherence to international environmental standards.
They also highlight the need for comprehensive land surveys, and more accurate
definitions of ‘used’ and ‘available’ land that reflect traditional shifting cultivation
practices. Such measures may be instrumental in mitigating the risk of conflict in
future.

Implications
While this was not a comprehensive study, the review clearly identified a lack of evidence
and a need for official land use data and further research into land-related conflicts and their
resolution.
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document it provides a set of guidelines for GoSL on how to address the negative
impacts of large-scale land investment raised in the report.

Argues that evidence of post-war social change can be found outside of donorfunded interventions. In Kono District new forms of social activism have emerged
since the end of the civil war. This is linked to the decline of artisanal mining, the
expansion of large-scale industrial mining, and renewed interest in farming among
the youth.

This document provides a series of Green Scenery organisational briefings from
September 2011. It is largely critical of large-scale land in investments in Sierra
Leone, and whilst referencing academic and grey literature sources, it may
present quite a high level of emotive organisational bias.

This paper by the Sahel and West Africa Club (SWAC) Secretariat of the OECD
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Sierra Leonean non-governmental organization Green Scenery in August 2011.
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Council and Administration, government organisations, the EU delegation and
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This paper, and the three Millar papers that follow, are based on six months of
fieldwork in 2012 evaluating the local experiences of a large bio-energy project in
rural northern Sierra Leone, where a foreign-owned company has leased 40,000
ha of land. Millar interviewed individuals in 12 villages within the project land
lease area. These four papers are all pending publication; two have already been
submitted to journals.
This particular paper presents Millar’s qualitative data comparing the hopes of
women in villages yet to see any work on the part of the company with the
experiences, and often disappointments, of those who lament it. Millar argues that
these women had no say in the decision, experience few benefits, and largely feel
disempowered by this process of ‘development’.
This paper describes how various technologies are deployed to make local land
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legible to the corporate eye and explains how such processes are experienced on
the ground. The author argues that such technologies of diffusion disrupt
traditional modes of authority and allow corporations to apply power, but limit their
contribution to peace.

This paper describes how local people experience the project and explores
whether employment, income, and land-lease payments can provide
remuneration/reparation that is not forthcoming from the state.

This article presents ethnographic data from Sierra Leone to illustrate the
destabilizing and potentially conflict inducing effects of Foreign Direct Investment
(FDI). It argues that the dominance of the ‘liberal peace’ paradigm in international
policy has recently combined with a surge in ‘land grabs’.
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Primary research uses econometric tools, applied to data from a randomized
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and southern Sierra Leone. Maintains that peasant disputes over marriage
continue to demonstrate a class divide in isolated rural communities. Disputes in
local courts mainly involve a village elder suing a young man with weak social
protection. High court fines are paid off in the form of coerced farm labour. It is
argued that grievances over this exploitation fed insurgency.

This Scoping Mission Report, commissioned for the Ministry of Land, Country
Planning and the Environment, by the UNDP, identifies the key land policy and
land tenure reform and administration challenges facing Sierra Leone. It is based
on extensive consultations with a wide range of stakeholders and review of
available literature, undertaken in July 2009. The paper includes a section on land
disputes and a chart of incidences of land disputes by region.

This report provides background information on the institutional and political
context of Sierra Leone, the current macroeconomic situation, the state of food
and agriculture, and the current investment climate. It documents detailed
information regarding four land investment deals currently being carried out in
Sierra
Leone.
This paper assesses the extent to which customary governance in Sierra Leone
can be held responsible for an increasingly unstable two-class agrarian society. A
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case is made for regarding the civil war as being an eruption of long-term,
entrenched agrarian tensions exacerbated by chiefly rule.
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Renner-Thomas, A.
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policy. AuthorHouse:
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This book may be useful for further reading on land policy in Sierra Leone, but
was not used in this study due to time constraints. It provides an overview of the
history and constructive criticism of the dual land tenure system and offers some
proposals for reform in light of stated government policies.

Theoretical and Conceptual
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Paper prepared for the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) in
connection with the Livelihood Support Programme The study examines: 1) rural
social dynamics and land tenure; 2) tenure security and land access; 3) the labour
problem; 4) mechanization issues for agriculture; 5) loans and land as collateral;
6) leasing and partnerships, the options for investment; 7) the problem with
changing to freehold; 8) legislative reform; and, 9) themes from Mozambique’s
land policy reform experience.

In this article John Unruh argues that the stakes are high for successfully
connecting postwar land tenure laws with informal socio-legal realities in Sierra
Leone. He argues that a primary issue is the presence of a large population
without access to land, tenure insecurity discouraging investment, large-scale
food insecurity and rural unemployment while significant swathes of arable and
previously cultivated land stands idle.
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tenure, political economy of land reform, policy context and options for
intervention. See annexes of this paper for case study examples of 2006 land
disputes in Western Area and a land dispute in the provinces (Moyamba) as well
as analysis of national land policy and the land related legal framework.
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