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This policy note aims to express the position of a group of actors 
concerned with land management in Cameroon. It is based on 
lessons learned from nearly half a century of implementing texts 
organising the last major land reform of 1974.

We dream of a country in which land is: 

1. A source of strength rather than conflict, which enables all 
communities to uphold the traditional values of their native 
land;

2. A basis for food security and cultural identity for all 
communities;

3. A tool which serves its development strategy, boosting 
local production for domestic consumption and exports, 
the distribution of natural wealth and the reduction of 
greenhouse gases.

The new reform is occurring in a context characterized by high 
population growth (a threefold increase in population from 8 million 
in the mid-1970s to 25 million in 2020 - which could become 50 
million in 2050 at the current growth rate), and by considerable 
pressure on land and natural resources that creates land scarcity in 

the areas most impacted by land investments (the outskirts of large 
urban centres and large-scale investment sites). 

There is no land policy document in Cameroon explaining the 
Government’s land management vision. Land issues encompass 
simultaneously the management of mineral resources, forests, 
wildlife, water, livestock, farming, as well as actions to reduce 
greenhouse gases. This transversal nature requires that the State 
specifies the land management objectives that will guide the actions 
of the Government and of all other actors in all these sectors.

Land management is one of the main causes of conflict in Cameroon. 
They include intra and inter-community conflict, and conflict 
between various claimants to land tenure rights. These conflicts 
are sometimes centuries-old and hinder both sustainable peace and 
production. The ongoing reform should work towards promoting 
peaceful land management, through the clarification of rules 
and procedures, to reassure all stakeholders and especially rural 
communities on the recognition and the protection of their rights. 

To join the initiative, contact us at the following address:
contact@cedcameroun.org
info@landcam.org
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1. Recognise that collective land tenure rights apply 
throughout the country

Collective land rights are a constant in Cameroon customary rights 
system. Indeed, all communities have undivided space and resources 
that cannot become private property. These spaces and resources 
are managed based on rules which the whole community is aware of, 
and people outside the community are excluded from decisions on 
how they are managed. One example is hunting areas in Cameroon’s 
forests. These areas co-exist with privately-owned spaces (e.g. 
those which contain houses or farms). During the initial years of the 
German protectorate, the colonial administration demonstrated its 
willingness to dismantle collective rights, by creating the concept of 
vacant, ownerless land, and by only recognising individual ownership 
rights of communities over their customary lands. However, over a 
century later, collective rights have survived and remain alive and 
well in all regions of Cameroon. 

Nowadays, collective rights are recognised as an effective means 
of managing land, and are deemed to afford better protection for 
forests and biodiversity than any land management system which 
marginalises local or indigenous communities. It is increasingly 
acknowledged that the recognition and protection of these land 
and resource management methods provides a guarantee to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions produced by deforestation. 

We call for each village to be granted, by law, property rights 
on its traditional territory. The rule must be that of “one village, 
one space”. These traditional lands shall be the inalienable 
collective property of the community and shall be managed 
in a participatory manner for the benefit of all community 
members, under the supervision of the Government and 
according to rules laid down by law.

2. Guarantee secure land tenure rights for all actors   

This involves recognising the land tenure rights of all local 
community actors, without any distinction, and improving the 
security of registered rights and investor rights.

Communities which hold collective or individual customary rights 
do not always register these rights, either because they cannot 
be registered (individuals are too young, impossible to register all 
collective tenure rights due to registration systems not being fit for 
purpose), or because they do not have the means or see the point of 
doing so. It is estimated that 85% of land in Cameroon is unregistered. 
A considerable section of this land is found in rural areas which 
are governed by customary rights. However, land governed by 
customary rights alone is particularly vulnerable. Customary lands 
are neither recognised nor afforded any specific protection. If a 
demand is made by a third party, they are deemed to be available 
and can be sold with no compensation for their traditional owners. 
The increase in investment and infrastructure projects drives 
dispossessed communities to move to resettlement sites which 
they or the Government have identified. Sometimes, whether at 
their own initiative or on the instruction of Government authorities, 
these communities settle on the native lands of other communities, 
which therefore sparks intra-community land conflicts.

Regarding customary rights, the marginalised groups within 
communities -women and young people- sometimes face 
restrictions on access to land and resources, and accuse men and 
traditional authorities of unfairly managing traditional lands. The 
situation of indigenous communities, which are characterized by a 
way of life different from that of the mainstream groups (hunters-
gatherers in the forest and pastoralists-nomads in particular), is 
also most worrying.   

Licensed rights are generally challenged, especially when they 
result from direct registration. Similarly, when the State classifies 
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land in its private domain, or when it grants land concessions or 
long-term leaseholds, it cannot guarantee the peaceful enjoyment 
of these rights for awardees, as communities continue to claim 
customary rights over the relevant areas, leading to conflicts.

We call on the one hand for the State to recognize the 
collective and individual customary rights of communities by 
giving them ownership over the land, and on the other, the 
setting up, in close association with the relevant traditional 
authorities and government services, of mechanisms for 
identifying, recognizing and protecting the land rights of the 
marginalised groups, including women, indigenous people 
and the youth.

3. Ensure that communities are fully involved in land 
management 

Land management involves a diversity of stakeholders, some of 
whom may see their lives forever disrupted by Government’s 
decisions and ensuing actions. It is therefore important to ensure 
that all interested parties, and especially land-rights owners, even 
customary, are fully informed, consulted, and involved in decision-
making processes. 

We call for citizens, especially local residents, to be fully 
informed of projects that involve the transfer of their 
rights to land and resources, and be able to demand that 
their rights be upheld, where such rights are likely to be 
violated by proposed projects. Similarly, within communities, 
participatory mechanisms involving women, youth and 
indigenous peoples must be put in place to ensure equity and 
respect for the rights of all community members.

4. Improve community access to justice on land-related 
matters   

Most court cases concern land. In 2016, about 85% of cases before 
administrative courts and 65% of those before judicial courts were 
related to land and property. Yet only about 15% of the total area of 
the national territory is registered. The handling of land matters in 
courts is slow, and the large number of cases slows the administration 
of non-land court cases. 

We call for the creation of out-of-court settlement 
mechanisms of land disputes by community-centred 
mediation, backed by the State, prior to any referral to a 
judge. 

5. Improve the land administration’s effectiveness

The land administration remains quite distant from land users: 
the Ministry of State Property, Surveys and Land Tenure is 
not represented beyond divisional headquarters, and users in 
subdivisions and villages are obliged to travel long distances to 
access such services. A better articulation of land administration 
while associating local councils to land management would help 
address this limitation. 

In addition, it is important to achieve greater coherency between the 
laws and policies on land, forests, extractive resources, water and 
climate change in order to strengthen the integrated management 
of land and other natural resources.
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We call for local councils to be involved in land management, 
with staff working under the dual supervision of the council 
executive and local services of the land administration. 
Similarly, we suggest that the land tenure policy be designed 
in a way to foster effective linkages between land and other 
natural resources (forests, mines, oil, gas, etc.) in order to 
promote their sustainable management. Lastly, we propose 
the establishment of a single, central land register, listing 
all rights granted on land (including natural resources), to 
ensure coherency between them and to avoid overlapping 
incompatible rights.

6. Protect community lands for future generations

Requests for land usually target rural areas, which also host the most 
land-dependent communities.  Such demand is diverse (for medium-
sized plantations, agribusiness, major infrastructure, mining, 
forestry, the establishment of community or council forests, State 
land reserves, protected areas, etc.) and is gradually increasing. 

Global demand for agricultural commodities, the proximity of 
the European market, the rising cost of land and labour in Asian 
countries and the relative ease of access to land in African countries 
contribute to increasing the demand for land. It is therefore crucial 
that governments with an abundance of land manage such land as 
effectively as possible, so as not to deprive the weakest groups from
accessing land.

We call for community lands to be identified and protected 
against transfers for investment purposes. The State should 
be more rigorous in assessing land requests for major 
projects.

7. Review the system for large-scale land lease   

Large-scale land transfers are one of the main sources of land 
conflicts in rural areas. In Cameroon, transactions are handled 
on a case-by-case basis, solely on criteria of fertility, accessibility 
and profitability. The main land-intensive crops (rubber and oil 
palm) grow in forested areas. Consequently, this is leading to 
the progressive conversion of natural forests for agribusiness, 
while social issues (such as the land needs of local communities) 
and environmental considerations are overlooked. The contracts 
entered into with investors do not sufficiently protect the interests 
of the State and communities. Some companies seeking land do not 
use the whole of the surface area in question, and very few optimize 
their productivity. Keeping land inside concessions without using 
it, or under-using it, deprives neighbouring communities of the 
opportunity to continue their productive activities in these areas, 
and deprives the State of the possibility to assign them to uses that 
are more beneficial to the public purse or the community. 

We call for the State to introduce a moratorium on large-
scale land transfers until the new land legislation enters into 
force. The government should, in the meantime, conduct a 
performance audit of the concession-holding companies, 
the findings of which could inform the land reform process. 
Lastly, we suggest that the Government impose restrictions 
on the granting of land concessions (limiting concession 
sizes, identification and protection of existing rights before 
concessions are granted, identification of areas prohibited to 
large-scale land transfers, etc.) to avoid increasing pressure 
on the land.
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8. Improve the expropriation, compensation and 
retrocession system 

The State may carry out expropriations in the public interest, for 
the implementation of projects serving a public purpose. Those 
affected by expropriation should receive fair and prior compen-
sation. The compensation system in Cameroon contains weak-
nesses that the reform could help to correct. The recurring com-
plaints of compensation victims generally relate to the following: 
(1) information on exact surface areas for expropriation; (2) com-
prehensive identification of people affected; (3) comprehensive 
identification of property destruction; (4) damage covered by the 
compensation; (5) compensation amounts; (6) payment terms; and 
(7) the dispute resolution process.

It is also noted that the rate of compensation provided for

expropriations in the public interest is very often applied to all 
property destruction in rural areas, even when companies act out-
side the scope of a public purpose declaration. 

We call for the new legislation to specify the scope of the 
concept of public purpose and the terms and conditions of 
its implementation by the administration, as well as giving 
precisions on its potential beneficiaries. It will also be 
necessary for such legislation to provide for the possibility of 
judicial recourse on the use of the public purpose provisions. 
The compensation regime should take into account all 
damages suffered, including unregistered lands and resources 
even where physical improvements or development were not 
made by the victim, be they individual or collective holdings. 
Similarly, the rates of compensation should be revised 
upwards to correspond to the replacement value of destroyed 
property. Finally, the State has an obligation to re-establish 
or improve the lives of victims of expropriation; this may 
necessitate compensation packages that go beyond the simple 
replacement value of property and could include public service 
delivery, job training and other public subsidies.
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FORWARD
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In recent years, and due to the pressure on land, many actors 
have gained notoriety for their creativity in privately grabbing 
land, sometimes in violation of the legislation in force (by unduly 
registering National Lands, the private property of the State, or 
even Public Lands). Similarly, the implementation of certain land 
concessions has led beneficiaries to grant themselves more rights 
than those officially granted by the State.

Immediately after the reform legislation has come into force, a 
series of measures must be implemented to restore  trust between 
communities, the Government and the private sector on land 
management:

a. Perform a land ownership audit by analysing title deeds for 
large surface areas (over 10 hectares for rural areas, and 
over 3 for urban areas), to verify compliance with the laws in 
force when they were issued. 

b.  Perform an audit of land concessions for agro-industry, to 
analyse their compliance with the relevant legislation. 

c.  Perform an audit of all retrocessions of private land from the 
Government to communities.

d. Conduct an audit of Public Lands to assess the respect of its 
integrity. 

e.  Create an inventory of all expropriations for public purpose 
where those affected did not receive compensation for all of 
their rights, and implement a payment schedule. 

f.  Implement multi-stakeholder dialogue processes to manage 
land at a local level, to effectively manage resources, and to 
prevent conflict between different users (holders of granted 
rights and holders of land use rights). These processes could 
be built around local councils, and would bring together 
traditional authorities, representatives of marginalised 
groups within communities, and the main investors using the 
land in the council.

A meeting between Government representatives on the one hand, 
and the other stakeholders (communities in all their diversity, the 
private sector, civil society organisations, particularly research 
organisations) on the other hand, would allow for an in-depth 
discussion on land reform. 

The next Land Tenure Week organised by Landcam could provide a 
forum to initiate dialogue.
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About the project
LandCam: Securing land and resource rights and improving governance in the Cameroon

Timeline: February 2017 - January 2022

The LandCam project aims to develop innovative approaches to facilitate inclusive 
dialogue at the national level, based on lessons learned from past experiences, to improve 
land governance.
LandCam promotes learning, throughout the ongoing reform of Cameroon’s land legislation 
and will contribute to building the capacity of actors at the local, regional and national 
levels. LandCam works with key stakeholders across Cameroon to improve customary and 
formal rights to land and natural resources by piloting innovations in land governance at 
the local level and contributing to sustainable policy reforms.
New spaces will be created for more informed, effective and inclusive dialogue and analysis, 
with the participation of stakeholders. LandCam will monitor changes on the ground, 

monitor legal reforms and share lessons learned nationally and internationally. 

Who are we?
IIED, CED and RELUFA are the organisations implementing the LandCam project, working 
closely with a wide range of partners in Cameroon and internationally.

This document was produced with the financial support of the European Union. Its contents 
are the sole responsibility of its authors and can in no way be perceived as reflecting the views 
of the European Union.

While not involved with the production of this publication, the International Development 
Research Centre (IDRC), the Arcus Foundation, Green Livelihoods Alliance (GLA), the 
International Land Coalition (ILC) and Friends of the Earth Netherlands also support some 
activities implemented in connection with LandCam.

International Institute for Environment and 
Development (IIED)

IIED promotes sustainable development by linking local 
priorities to global challenges. IIED supports some of the 
world’s most vulnerable populations to make their voices 
heard in decision-making.

Centre for Environment and Development (CED)

CED is an independent organisation working to promote 
environmental justice and protect the rights, interests, culture 
and aspirations of local and indigenous communities in Central 
Africa. As an active member of several networks, the CED 
has succeeded over the years to mobilise allies to influence 
positively legal frameworks, monitor natural resource 
exploitation activities, sustainably build the capacities of 
dozens of local communities, and produce important scientific 
and advocacy documentation.

Réseau de Lutte contre la Faim (RELUFA)

RELUFA (Network for the Fight Against Hunger) is a platform 
of civil society and grassroots community actors created in 
2001, which aims to address systemic problems that lead 
to poverty, hunger and social, economic and environmental 
injustices in Cameroon. The RELUFA’s work is based on three 
programs: Equity in Extractive Industries; Land and Resource 
Justice; and Food and Commercial Justice.

In partnership with: 
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Cameroon has committed itself to a process of law 
reform in the main sectors of natural resources (forests, 
mines, land). This process offers a unique opportunity 
to increase coherency and complementarity amongst 
sectoral laws, and to increase the overall efficiency of 
land and resources governance. At the request of the 
Government of Cameroon, stakeholders, including 
civil society organizations, were invited to contribute 
to the land reform process. Expressing the position 
of a group of organizations and citizens interested 
in land management in Cameroon, this document is 
based on the lessons learned from forty-five years of 
land management since the last major reform in 1974 
and on new developments in this domain. It also draws 

inspiration from proposals made by civil society to the 
land administration and from international law. Five 
principles are proposed to guide the reform, with the 
vision that land law should be constructed in a way 
that is both participative and inclusive of individual and 
collective land rights, secured by an efficient, prompt 
and inexpensive justice system, and an administration 
that protects the rights and interests of beneficiaries 
and communities holding legitimate land rights. In 
addition, measures are proposed to restore a climate 
of trust between communities and the administration 
in charge of land management after the texts resulting 
from the reform are implemented. 
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