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About the project
LandCam: Securing land and resource rights and improving governance in the Cameroon

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

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 pour l’Environnement et le Développement (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 (Anti-hunger Network) 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.

This report has been compiled by RELUFA as part of the LandCam project and is funded by the European Union. 
Its contents are the sole responsibility of its authors and can in no way be taken to reflect the view of the European 
Union, IIED or CED.
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INTRODUCTION

Climate change is one of the world’s major concerns today, not only because of its potential impacts 
on the environment, but also because of its negative effects on agricultural production and therefore 
on food security.

In Cameroon, the Far North region is especially vulnerable to climate change. This Sudano-Sahelian 
zone is grappling with many environmental and social challenges, such as desertification, drought, 
natural resource degradation, flooding, and poverty. A large part of the population depends on 
natural resources and agriculture for their livelihood. In this regard, climate change is considered a 
major threat to achieving national poverty and food insecurity reduction goals. 

A number of responses to climate change mitigation and adaptation also help to fight desertification 
and land degradation and improve food security. Solutions that enable climate change adaptation 
and mitigation while contributing to tackling desertification include, inter alia, water harvesting and 
micro-irrigation, restoration of degraded land with drought-resistant and ecologically sustainable 
plants, agroforestry and other ecosystem-based agroecological practices and adaptation measures 
(IPCC, 2020). 

Cameroon’s National Climate Change Adaptation Plan (NCCAP), developed in 2015, covered the 
Sudano-Sahelian zone, which includes the Far North region. In the agricultural sector, for example, 
the Plan recommends promoting good climate change adaptation practices among farmers and 
prioritising adaptation actions in the Sudano-Sahelian zone, where the sector’s vulnerability to 
climate change is greatest. In addition, a project sheet relating to this Plan promotes the strengthening 
of local mechanisms for securing use rights and access to land ownership for key stakeholders, in 
particular indigenous peoples and rural women (MINEPDED, 2015).

In an effort to strengthen these mechanisms and help achieve Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
2 and 13, “Zero Hunger” and “Fight against Climate Change” respectively, this paper reviews some 
local land tenure practices in the Far North region with a focus on leasing. It examines the impact of 
land lease on the adoption of degraded land restoration and water management practices, which 
contribute to both climate change adaptation and the fight against desertification. It provides some 
recommendations for a wider adoption of these practices. With reference to the soil restoration 
techniques, this report focuses on the planting of nitrogen-fixing trees, the building of stone barriers, 
terraces, bunds, organic amendments, and the use of crop residues. 
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Methodology
Besides a literature review, which includes elements from the Far North region, we collected data in 
the Mbozo and Ouazzang communities, in the Meri sub-division, Diamaré division, Far North region, 
using a mixed approach (quantitative and qualitative). A quota-based, empirical sampling method 
was used. Two types of data collection tools were used:

• A structured questionnaire distributed to some 50 men and 50 women selected according 
to their main activity (notably agriculture) in each village, for a total of 100 individuals. The 
questionnaire focused on means of access to land, perceived levels of tenure security on the 
land they farmed, and whether they had adopted practices to restore degraded lands. It should 
be noted here that we regard land tenure security as the guarantee that the rights someone 
has over their land, whatever their nature, will not be challenged, and that if they are, they 
shall be upheld by the authorities; and

• A semi-structured interview with traditional authorities and community leaders (2 traditional 
authorities, 4 men and 4 women who are community leaders), in order to better understand 
the village’s history and the land tenure system that governs land management in the target 
villages.

Data was collected in these villages in June 2020. 
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01 ACCESS TO LAND IN THE FAR 
NORTH REGION

According to some traditional authorities and community leaders, access to land for the first 
inhabitants was granted through the “right of the axe or hoe” with the consent of the chief. 
Nowadays, access to land through clearing is disappearing due to the lack of ‘virgin’ land (Sougnabé 
et al., 2011). Lands are therefore passed on from father to son and are the main inheritance that a 
father can leave to his offspring. Inheritance is still a means of access that is extensively practised in 
rural areas. 

Land leasing is a more recent form of access to plots of land, but is now the most common form of 
access besides inheritance in the Far North region. It is carried out regardless of kinship or friendship 
ties (Sougnabé et al. 2011). 

It should be stressed, however, that the Lamido - or traditional chief - is the guarantor of lands. He 
devolves some of his management powers to the village chief (Lawan) or quarter head (Djaouro), 
yet remains the true guarantor of lands, which he manages discreetly. As such, these chiefs receive a 
royalty for the lands occupied by the people within their territories of jurisdiction. If this is not paid, 
the chief can seize the land from the person occupying and using it. However, if a person who has 
been farming the land dies, their children can continue to farm the land in turn1 .

Data collected in Meri district (Mbozo and Ouazzang villages) in June 2020 indicate that most 
respondents combine two to three modes of access to land (Inheritance, Leasing2 , and/or 
Sharecropping3 )

According to the graph below, inheritance is the most used means of access (73%), followed by 
leasing (56%).
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1 Group interview with members of the Mbozo Kae community in 2018.
2 In case of leasing, the farmer pays a cash rent to the landowner.
3 In case of sharecropping, the farmer pays the landowner with part of their production.
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However, only 27% of respondents acquired their land solely through family inheritance. This implies 
that people who have inherited land also need to rent other plots. This is explained by the fact that 
inherited plots are often insufficient to meet their needs, thus compelling them to rent additional 
land. As De Schutter (2010) cited by Brondeau (2014) points out, most African farmers suffer from 
the insufficient size of the plots they have, which are frequently below the sustainability threshold.

Therefore, it appears that annual tenants make up a significant proportion of producers in several 
villages in the Far North region (Kossoumna, 2018). This underscores the importance of access to 
land through leasing (56% in our sample) and warrants attention.

1.1. Characteristics of leasing and land tenure insecurity

Land leasing refers to the transfer of the right to use a plot of land in exchange for a fixed rent, 
indexed on the surface area (the latter may or may not be defined precisely by the actors); the 
crops grown are usually stated in the agreement between the lessee and the lessor. These are food 
crops, for self-consumption or for market purposes, or non-perennial “cash” crops (e.g. cotton…). 
The characteristics of the plot (e.g. its fertility rate, size and location) often have a bearing on 
the rent amount. The lease term is usually one year and may be renewed. However, in practice, 
it usually does not exceed a period of three years in order to prevent the tenant or his relatives 
from claiming ownership at a later stage. The lease is subject to restrictions, the first of which is 
a prohibition to plant perennial crops (Lavigne Delville et al., 2017; Sougnabé et al., 2011). This 
restriction is an indication of the insecurity landowners feel over their property, for, as Gausset 
(2004) asserts, customary owners fear that tenants will gain ownership of the land if they are 
permitted to carry out significant long-term investments.

According to the data collected in Meri, a large proportion of those (men and women) who feel 
insecure regarding the land they farm are tenants (Figures 2 and 3).
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In other words, about 80% of the interviewed people who rent land feel insecure as regards land 
tenure.
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Community members explain, by way of illustration, that if someone offers a higher rental fee to the 
landowner than that of the current farmer, they will immediately take the land away from the latter 
and give it to the highest bidder. Plots with good yields are often coveted by other farmers for the 
following year, thus prompting landowners to speculate on higher fees or even rent a plot to several 
people at once (Raimond et al., 2010). The lack of fertile land results in competition. In some cases, 
the landowner decides to seize the land from the farmer at the time of planting.  At that moment, 
it is too late for the farmer to find another plot to cultivate. They will almost certainly not be able to 
produce enough to cover their annual subsistence needs.

However, Sougnabé et al. (2011) believe that a tenant can feel secure compared to a landowner 
who has a permanent right to their plot. Land insecurity stems more from the fact that these rights 
(permanent or temporary) can be suddenly challenged or undermined (disputes between claimants, 
postponement of a sale, unexpected repossession of a leased land, etc.). This could therefore explain 
why even those who have inherited land can feel insecure about land tenure.

Whatever the case, feelings of tenure insecurity and restrictions on tenants negatively impact the 
adoption of degraded land restoration and climate change adaptation/mitigation practices, as 
demonstrated below.

1.2. Impact of land tenure insecurity and restrictions on tenants 

In the Far North region of Cameroon, land degradation resulting from desertification, and exacerbated 
by climate change, is reflected in declining soil fertility. Unfortunately, land tenants face many 
challenges in their efforts to improve soil fertility given the duration of the leases and the difficulty 
to plant trees (Sougnabé et al. 2011). 

According to many farmers, long-term lease granted to the same tenant would result in conflicts when 
the landowner wants to reclaim their field. In most cases, the contract is entered into verbally between 
the landowner and the tenant, often with no witnesses and in an unofficial manner (Kossoumna, 2018).  
And even if there are witnesses, they might have died or migrated.  The verbal contract is therefore 
subject to both the vagaries of preservation and transmission of speech. As time goes by, it becomes 
extremely difficult to refer to this given or accepted promise when a disagreement arises between the 
parties, or the heirs of both parties, or one of the parties and the heirs of the other party. The verbal 
nature of transactions is often the root cause of the conflicts that may arise and of the insecurity 
that actors deplore. In parallel, the written contracts advocated by some actors have not been fully 
successful, as the recognition of land rights through the issuance of “small papers”, in this context, is 
perceived as a provocation and a challenge to traditional authority (Kossoumna, 2018).

In the event of disputes, mediation is mostly performed before the traditional authorities. Land 
leasing is officially prohibited in some Lamidats4  (the land belongs to the Lamido and only he can 
give it away). When conflicts regarding land resources management are brought before the Lamido, 
tenants who have farmed the land for more than two years often win the case. Consequently, it is 
normal for landowners to decline long-term commitments to tenants (Kossoumna, 2018).  Some 
landowners may exploit this restriction on the lease duration when they specifically seek tenants 
who grow cotton, with hopes of reclaiming a plot fertilised with inputs the following year5  (Raimond 
et al., 2010). Meanwhile, land lessors, lacking any guarantee that they will fully reap the long-term 
benefits of investing in soil fertility improvement, focus on soil management strategies that maximise 
production over a short period of time, even if these strategies compromise soil fertility (Sougnabé 
et al., 2011). This means that annual tenants cannot embark on any soil improvement initiative, even 
though they represent a significant proportion of producers in several villages (Kossoumna, 2018).

4 Lamidat means ‘chieftaincy’ in the Fulani language, or territorial jurisdiction of the Lamido. The Lamidat covers a well-defined territory and wields 
centralised and hierarchical local power. Source: Lamidat - Encyclopédie Wikimonde

5 Indeed, SODECOTON facilitates access to inputs for cotton cultivation.
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This trend is confirmed by data collected in Meri. When comparing the awareness of and actual use 
of soil restoration practices among those who are “land insecure”, it appears that there are signifi-
cant gaps in the planting of nitrogen-fixing trees (36%) and the building of terraces (27%) and stone 
barriers (25%) (Figure 4). Indeed, as the mark of labour is a form of appropriation, planting trees 
or building stone barriers could allow the borrower to claim permanent rights over the land in the 
Sahelian farming system (GRET and IIED, 2001). The main reasons interviewees stated for not using 
these techniques were, in order of occurrence, the financial cost of the practice, the short-term 
lease, and the non-ownership of the land.
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02 DISCUSSION THEMES

2.1. Short-term leasing: an obstacle to the adoption of degraded soil restoration 
practices

As mentioned above, the lease term is usually one year and may be renewed. Generally, it cannot 
exceed three years in order to prevent the tenant or his descendants from claiming ownership at a 
later stage.

This short-term lease is a deterrent to the use of soil restoration practices that also contribute to 
climate change mitigation. Indeed, the restoration and preservation of environments require lengthy 
biological processes. Biological conversion processes (increasing soil fertility, restoring eroded areas) 
are only effective over time (Finet and Derkimba, 2015). Examples of approaches that provide 
multiple ecosystem services and functions, but take longer to yield results, include afforestation 
and reforestation, as well as the restoration of carbon-rich ecosystems, agroforestry, and the 
rehabilitation of degraded soils (IPCC, 2020). Unfortunately, the urgent nature of immediate needs 
and the constraints of the lease term prompt people to favour agricultural practices with short-term 
tangible results. When tenants carry out improvements, they cannot remove them when they leave. 
Moreover, they take the risk that the improvements they’ve made will result in an increase in rent. 
This would mean paying for an additional income that they themselves have generated (Cornet, 
2002, cited by Finet and Derkimba, 2015).

2.2. Tree planting: a perceived way of appropriating land

The planting of trees by tenants is regarded by landowners as an attempt to appropriate the land, 
thus tacitly the tenant is not allowed to plant trees on a plot. Restrictions on the tenants’ use rights 
(prohibition to plant trees or to dig a well) are intended to preclude a subsequent claim to ownership 
of the plot by the tenant (Lavigne Delville et al., 2017). This situation explains the low level of interest 
of many farmers in agroforestry and their moderate interest in planting or preserving trees on their 
plots. Yet afforestation, tree planting on degraded land and ecosystem restoration programmes can 
provide carbon sinks, while improving micro-climates, soil nutrient properties, and water retention 
(IPCC, 2020). 

2.3. The legal gap on indirect land tenure in Cameroon’s land law

Although very common in systems of access to land and resources, the various forms of indirect 
tenure seem to be greatly underrated in debates on land tenure, which mainly focus on ownership 
and appropriation rights (Le Roy, 1998, cited by GRET and IIED, 2001). In Cameroon, land tenure is 
officially secured by holding a land title. However, the process of obtaining a land title is beset with 
constraints that farmers find insurmountable. Moreover, this process does not apply to the land 
leasing system. Cameroon’s land law does not even mention it. In addition, these landowners who 
lease out plots have no land titles themselves, even though they are locally recognised as owners. The 
law is therefore completely blind to this state of affairs. Cameroon could therefore draw inspiration 
from Burkina Faso’s Law 034-2009 on rural land tenure (Box 1).
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As part of a policy to secure land tenure, the State should be concerned with providing an appropriate 
framework. It is therefore important to find other means to simplify the land tenure security 
achievement process for farmers, as this is the first step towards improving production. This will 
ease the adoption of innovations that are useful for climate change adaptation.

Box 1 : 
Local land charters in Burkina Faso

In 2009, Burkina Faso adopted Law 034 on rural land tenure, which lays down the land tenure 
system applicable to rural land as well as the principles of land tenure security for all rural land 
stakeholders. It defines rural land use rights, including rural land leasing. It institutionalises 
local land charters, which consist of “local land conventions that reflect local customs, habits or 
practices in land tenure, developed at the local level, and seeking to consider the diversity of 
ecological, economic, social and cultural contexts in rural areas in the application of this law” 
(Art.6, cited by Sanou & Hochet, 2012). It provides a framework for the purpose, content type, 
and defines the drafting, adoption, and validation process for charters.

Indeed, land charters are considered as tools to bridge the gap between State legislative 
frameworks and local land issues. A charter is drafted according to the land tenure needs and 
stakes as identified by the local community, following a detailed analysis of the land situation in 
the area or resource concerned.

Among other things, local land charters in Burkina Faso are able to regulate the terms of land 
transactions such as land gifts, transfers or loans. Article 13 of this law states, for example, that 
local charters must lay down rules for rural land loans, including the term of the loan, possible 
compensations, renewal conditions, the duration of the cessation of rural land use that may 
lead to the termination of the loan, the grounds for termination of the land loan by the lender, 
the conditions for their reclaiming the land, as well as the length of the notice period to be 
observed by the lender when exercising their right to reclaim, and the conditions under which 
heirs may continue the land loan contracted by their parent in accordance with the Personal 
and Family Code.

As such, land charters are instrumental in recognising and legitimising existing practices and, by 
doing so, in securing them when they benefit stakeholders, or in assessing their improvement or 
transformation when they do not. They also help to ensure sustainable conditions for the use of 
natural resources, enabling their renewal and thus contributing to curbing resource degradation 
in the areas where they are implemented (Fako Ouattara et al., 2011).

Source: Sauzion and Merlet, 2017
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CONCLUSION AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS

In conclusion, it appears that land leasing is the most common form of access to land besides 
inheritance in the Far North region. However, the majority of tenants feel insecure about their land 
tenure. This feeling, coupled with the constraints they face, limits their motivation to adopt practices 
that would enable the restoration of degraded land and adaptation/mitigation to climate change. 
The absence of any provision in the land law covering land lease markets does not promote land 
security for the people concerned. There is therefore a need to provide, through law and custom, an 
incentive framework for tenants in order to improve their security and encourage them to invest in 
improving the fertility of their lands.

Provided that land tenure security does not necessarily imply private property rights, regulating 
leasing markets6  can simultaneously promote security and flexibility in response to climate change 
(IPCC, 2020). Such regulation should meet the objective of providing tenants with a long-term vision 
to invest in the fertility of the lands they farm and offer sufficient stability without having to acquire 
the land. Customary landowners should also recognise the value of such investments. 

It would therefore be appropriate to: 

• Understand and identify the dynamics of local land tenure practices and 
the existing land tenure arrangements, as well as the functions of the 
latter:   This can be done by reviewing the various actors involved (their economic and social 
status, the inter-relationships, their mutual social obligations), their allocation of resources, 
the characteristics of the “market” for these resources and the objectives they pursue through 
a given agreement; the type of land or crop involved; and the mechanisms for handling any 
disagreements or conflicts. An agreement is mainly determined based on: 

 ˗ The scope of the rights granted (nature, duration, renewal); 
 ˗ The respective contributions to crop management; 
 ˗ The shared responsibilities in the production process; 
 ˗ The types of remuneration and payment terms; 
 ˗ The scope for negotiating the terms of the agreement; 
 ˗ The procedures for entering into an agreement; and 
 ˗ The mechanisms used to monitor compliance with commitments and to secure 

coordination between the parties (GRET, IIED, 2001).
• Propose a range of security options, which suit the needs of the various 

stakeholders,  according to locally acceptable and practicable procedures, while ensuring 
that land registration does not become the only procedure for recognising real rights (GRET, 
IIED, 2001);

• Define land transaction rules, especially for indirect land rights markets 
(leasing, sharecropping, etc.): Establish the landowner’s rights and those of the lessee / 
farmer, the duration of the contracts, the modalities for setting rents, breaching a contract, 
etc. (Lavigne Delville et al., 2017);

6 The “land market regulation” is a set of measures which, whatever the scale, seek to influence these markets in order to steer them in a desired 
direction, and thus counteract, at least partially, the effects deemed negative or anticipate the dynamics underway (Lavigne Delville et al., 2017).
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• Specify legal conditions and procedures under which agreements 
freely entered into between local actors, and in accordance with rules 
and procedures acceptable to them, are considered valid by the State, 
provided that they do not harm other local rights holders: The different 
institutional agreements that exist in a given region are base on accepted norms, and sometimes 
on local validation procedures (witnesses, written documents). Complying with these rules, 
and in some cases, the presence of witnesses to attest to the existence and contents of the 
contract, provides ‘intrinsic’ validation (that is, within the social group concerned). This is a 
prerequisite for the contract to gain legitimacy in the eyes of local actors, and for the local 
arbitration bodies to consider it. It is an indispensable aspect of establishing security. If recourse 
to external arbitration is necessary, a locally legitimate contract can only be recognised if it is 
also subject to ‘extrinsic’ validation by the State. In fact, effective land tenure security can only 
be obtained when these intrinsic and extrinsic validations are combined, thus compensating 
for the shortcomings of arbitration systems and the negative effects of the pluralism of norms 
(GRET, IIED, 2001);

• Enshrine local land charters in the land law currently being revised, and 
ensure a truly participatory and inclusive process when drafting them 
(see Box 1, with reference to the realities in Cameroon); 

• Provide local land administrators (traditional authorities and regional 
and local authorities in this case) with information on climate-related 
risks and on methods of adaptation and risk reduction in the Sahelian 
environment to enable them to make timely decisions on land management. This may be 
supplemented with financial and technical support; and

• Ensure that stakeholders involved in land governance and the fight 
against climate change are coordinated: Land management and climate policies 
should therefore be strengthening each other to provide opportunities to safeguard resources, 
build social resilience, facilitate ecological restoration and foster multi-stakeholder participation 
and collaboration.  
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In Cameroon, the Far North region is especially 
vulnerable to climate change. This Sudano-Sahelian 
zone is grappling with many environmental and social 
challenges, such as desertification, drought, natural 
resource degradation, flooding, and poverty. A large 
part of the population depends on natural resources and 
agriculture for their livelihood. In this regard, climate 
change is considered a major threat to achieving national 
poverty and food insecurity reduction goals.

A number of responses to climate change mitigation 
and adaptation also help to fight desertification and 
land degradation and improve food security. However, 
addressing land security is an important factor for the 
sustainability of these responses.

In an effort to strengthen these mechanisms and help 
achieve Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 2 and 
13, “Zero Hunger” and “Fight against Climate Change” 
respectively, this paper reviews some local land tenure 
practices in the Far North region with a focus on leasing. 
It examines the impact of land lease on the adoption 
of degraded land restoration and water management 
practices, which contribute to both climate change 
adaptation and the fight against desertification. It 
provides some recommendations for a wider adoption 
of these practices.
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