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Foreword and Acknowledgements 
 

Nigeria is significantly endowed with natural resources. Of the total country area, 60% is 
agricultural land (Geomatics International et al., 1998) and much of the remainder contains 
important biodiversity and natural ecosystems. The country is well-endowed with water 
resources, averaging about 2,250 m3 per capita per year (FAO, 2005). Most states have 
extensive mineral resources, most of which un-quantified (Federal Ministry of Solid Minerals 
Development, 2004).  
 
Natural resources are very important to the livelihood of a large share of the Nigerian 
population. For example, agriculture accounts for 60% of the country’s workforce and 16% of 
GDP (2004 World Bank data). The dependence on natural resources is particularly strong in 
rural areas, which are home for the majority of Nigerians (59%), most of which are poor (67%) 
(World Bank, 2003). The natural resources endowment and the present socioeconomic context 
make natural resources one of the most important contributors to economic growth in Nigeria. 
 
However, these resources are often used inefficiently or unsustainably. Forests are being 
depleted at alarming rates (3.5% per year; World Bank, 2005a). Water is highly contaminated 
and access to safe water is below the average for the Low Income Countries group (49% in rural 
and 72% in urban areas; World Bank, 2006). A large share of agricultural land is dominated by 
small-scale farming, which is generally subsistence-oriented and does not stimulate investment. 
The mining sector is currently underexploited, but causes considerable environmental 
degradation at site level. 
 
The Bank agreed with the government of Nigeria, through its Ministries of Environment, 
Housing and Urban Development, and later with the Ministry of Agriculture and the Ministry of 
Solid Minerals and Steel Development, to develop an economic study analyzing some key issues 
in natural resources management (NRM) in Nigeria, with emphasis on the economics and the 
regulatory aspects of their utilization, as well as on environmental issues. The country has been 
showing uneven progress on each natural resource sub-sector with respect to its policy, 
regulatory and institutional aspects. It is important and timely to do a more in-depth review of 
the economic and environmental aspects of the main NR in Nigeria, and to share experience 
among sub-sectors. The main resources – land, water, minerals, forests, fisheries – share many 
common characteristics in terms of their policies, regulations, and institutions, in addition to 
common theoretical properties from an economic perspective. 
 
Given the size of the country and its many social, cultural and political complexities, it would not 
be possible to address all natural resources problems in a sufficient level of detail so as to more 
significantly advance our knowledge frontier. Given budget constraints as well, it was agreed 
that the study would focus on only two key resources – land and minerals – and concentrate the 
analyses primarily at the federal level.  
 
The study appears important from two different perspectives. First, all three resources are 
economically, socially and environmentally crucial for Nigeria. There are key common 
knowledge gaps on the three sectors, while they share many common properties from the 
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economic theory point of view. Also, all resources are well aligned with the Bank’s Country 
Partnership Strategy, which is placing a strong focus on non-oil sectors of the economy. The 
other perspective comes from the environmental sector: the Bank has just completed the CEA 
(Country Environmental Analysis) and the idea is to continue the policy dialogue with the sector, 
and to help strengthen its links to the economic sectors where the environment is important. This 
study would be a major opportunity to carry this out.  
 
It must be important to note upfront that we consider oil and gas critically important natural 
resources in Nigeria – given their crucial social, economic and environmental significance in the 
country. At the same time, analyses of the economic, environmental and social issues associated 
to their exploitation would be a more demanding and ambitious exercise. The Bank would be 
most interested in supporting such work and will pursue this through the ongoing agenda and 
dialogue maintained by both our energy and mining colleagues, particularly when focused on 
the Niger Delta region; but we wanted to launch a study more quickly to eventually motivate 
interest and later replicate to the oil and gas sector (the institutional aspects were reviewed in 
the recently completed CEA). The analyses of the proposed study concentrate on two broad sets 
of issues: (i) basic economics and regulatory issues of each NR; and (ii) environmental issues. 
 
This report contains the analyses made for the land sector.  An accompanying report does 
similar analyses for the mining sector.  Both reports have two parts each, one addressing the 
economic and regulatory aspects and the other addressing the associated environmental issues. 
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PART I – LAND TENURE ANALYSIS 
 

I.1 Introduction 
 
The scope and urgency of the threats to Nigeria’s rural land are no secret.  In 2005, a working 
group dedicated to formulating a national agricultural land policy began the process with a 
comprehensive articulation of the challenges facing Nigeria’s agricultural land.1 The litany 
included recognition that: 
 

• Agricultural land use in the country has been unsustainable, resulting in no fewer than 11 
types of extensive land degradation and significant degradation of water resources; 

 
• The country has not classified its land -- including its prime agricultural land -- according 

to its use capabilities, and thus has no foundation for allocating land among uses or 
creating the mechanisms and processes for such allocation;  

 
• The majority of Nigeria’s farmers are smallholders relying on subsistence-level 

cultivation practices; 
 

• The country’s agricultural labor pool is shrinking, and practices that promote better 
conservation of natural resources have been too limited; and 

 
• The rural areas of the country lack of basic and necessary infrastructure, including roads, 

water, and health and educational facilities.2

Land tenure issues receive some attention from the working group.  The proposed policy 
statement focuses on one element of the country’s formal land tenure system -- the national Land 
Use Act of 1978. The group suggests that the legislation hampers productive farming because 
some farmers may be unwilling to improve their land because the government can expropriate it, 
a certificate of occupancy is required for credit applications, and the law does not adequately 
compensate farmers for eviction from agricultural land.3

Nigeria’s Land Use Act is – by its terms and in its implementation and impact – unquestionably 
problematic.  However, the working group’s apparent concentration on a few aspects of the 
legislation, its failure to address the impact of the persistence of customary tenure in Nigeria, and 
its lack of reference to the country’s population of rural poor suggests a more systemic problem 
with the current approach to agricultural land management in Nigeria.4 At least as expressed in 

1 RECONAI, 2006.  Progress Report to National Coordinator NSPFS (January 12, 2006).  
2 See Proposed National Agricultural Land Use and Management Policy (2006), at 15-20. 
3 Id., at 21-22. 
4 Nigeria’s previous agricultural policy does contain reference to improving the quality of life for the rural 
population.  The policy was promulgated by the former Federal Ministry Agriculture, Water Resources and Rural 
Development in 1989, prior to the dissolution of the Ministry.  See also a discussion of the goals of a land use 
policy, which includes reference to equitable rights to food income, and employment for all aspects of society in 
G.O. Igugu’s 1998 paper, Land Use Plan for Nigeria in EVOLVING AN EFFECTIVE LAND USE PLAN, at 47. 
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the documentation on the proposed agricultural land policy, the working group is broadly 
focused on economic and environmental concerns.  While these issues are of significant 
importance, arguably as critical are the social and legal aspects of a national land policy, which 
are largely ignored.    
 
If the omissions endure through the process of drafting and adopting an agricultural land use 
policy, the result will short circuit the analysis of the causes of languishing agricultural 
productivity and consideration of all methods of increasing sustainable use of the country’s land 
and providing for the well being of the rural poor.  Unless the social and legal aspects of land 
policy are considered, the resulting policy will at best reflect a lost opportunity to address the 
competing systems of informal and formal tenure systems, to provide all sections of the 
country’s rural population with access to land and secure land tenure, and to develop legally 
legitimate tenancy and land markets.  At worst, a policy focused solely on increasing the 
productivity of land to the exclusion of social and legal considerations will incite the small 
farmers, pastoralists, rural poor, and socially and politically marginalized – whom the law strips 
of their land and means of survival – to resort to self-help and ultimately, violence. 
 
Structure. This part of the report analyzes how Nigeria’s land policy and legal framework can 
support efforts to meet the country’s expressed land policy goal of sustainable productivity and 
additional goals of equity and conflict avoidance.  Section 2 makes a brief overview of the links 
between land tenure systems, agricultural productivity, and equity; Section 3 makes a review of 
the customary and formal land tenure systems in Nigeria, and Section 4 makes the same for the 
formal land tenure system.  Section 5 summarizes the existing legal framework and its impact on 
productivity, equity and potential for conflict.  The last section concludes with specific 
recommendations for unlocking the potential in the country’s rural land to meet the needs of all 
of its people. 
 
Methodology. This study is based on a review and analysis of Nigeria’s past and current land-
related legislation and customary tenure systems, and desk research on various aspects of 
agricultural land5 allocation, use, and productivity in Nigeria.  The research included 
examination of a variety of studies relating to social issues in rural Nigeria and the comparative 
experience of other countries.  The desk research was enhanced by two weeks in Abuja, Nigeria 
in July - August 2006, which allowed for review of locally available research, discussions with 
Abuja-based consultants, travel to rural areas within the Federal Capital Territory (“FCT”), and 
interviews within FCT with government land officials, traditional rulers, village elders, and 
farmers regarding issues of land access, tenure security, land management and administration, 
and the impact of land laws.6

5 The study focuses on agricultural land and does not include a comprehensive analysis of significant issues 
regarding other non-urban land, most significantly grasslands and forests.  As the recommendations suggest, these 
types of land use require evaluation. 
6 FCT is unique in its status as a federal territory (versus a state) and its focus on the development of Nigeria’s 
capital, Abuja.  The rural areas surrounding Abuja are under enormous development pressure, and the nature of the 
federal government’s perspective on use of the farmland in the FCT, its implementation of the Land Use Act, and 
land acquisition program in general are assumed to be unique to Nigeria.    
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I.2 Land Tenure Systems, Productivity and Equity 
 
Nigeria currently supports a population of close to 132 million people drawn from approximately 
250 ethnic groups.   Sixty-one percent of Nigeria’s population lives in rural areas, and 70 percent 
of the country’s workforce relies on agriculture for their livelihoods.7 Those livelihoods are 
tenuous:  seventy percent of Nigeria’s people live on less than one U.S. dollar a day.8

Addressing Nigeria’s rural poverty requires understanding of the country’s land tenure systems.  
Land tenure systems are the socially-defined rules for access to land and use and control of land.9

Land tenure systems can be formal or informal: rules can be codified in statutes, reflected in 
project field manuals, based on unwritten understandings among people, expressed in cultural 
norms, or reflected in patterns of land use.  Within land tenure regimes, individuals, groups, and 
corporate entities can hold rights of access, use, and control of land.  Examples of forms of 
access include public or private ownership, leasing and renting, easements, licenses, and simple 
possession – all of which can be further broken down into specific rights and form layers of 
rights of access, use, and control over the same land.10 Because tenure systems are based on 
social relations and continually shaped and reshaped by political, economic, and environmental 
realities, they are evolving constructs, and far more organic than mechanical in operation.11 

Land tenure systems are simultaneously a reflection of existing social relations and the 
establishment of them.  As such, examination of the systems is a powerful means of 
understanding people’s use of the rural land, and developing appropriate land tenure systems is a 
method of achieving rural land policy objectives.  Land tenure systems are highly flexible and 
can include multiple features that may influence behavior and decision making, thus setting the 
stage for the achievement of policy objectives.  Failure to recognize the importance of land 
tenure systems and to understand the incentives that accompany certain land tenure systems can 
cripple a land management program at its conception.    
 
Accomplishing Policy Objectives with Land Tenure Systems

Objectives of an agricultural land system typically include increasing agricultural productivity, 
managing the land in a sustainable fashion, and supporting poverty alleviation and equality of 
land rights for the population of rural poor.  The land tenure systems employed should thus be 
structured so as to create incentives that support the achievement of these goals.12 Nigeria 
currently has all of the following types of tenure regimes:      

7 The World Factbook, 2006. http://worldfacts.us/Nigeria.htm 
8 2003 statistics, UNICEF, www.unicef.org/infobycountry/nigeria_statistics
9 Daniel Bromley, 1989.  Property Relations and Economic Development: the Other Land Reform, WORLD 

DEVELOPMENT 17: 867-877; see generally John W. Bruce, 1999.  Legal Bases for the Management of Forest 
Resources as Common Property, Community Forestry Note 14 (Rome: FAO). 
10 Bruce, 1999, at 11-14; Ruth Meinzen-Dick and Rajendra Pradhan, in Legal Pluralism and Dynamic Property 
Rights, CAPRi Working Paper No. 22 (January 2002), at 2-16. 
11 For discussions of property rights systems and land tenure regimes see generally Keijiro Otsuka and Frank Place, 
2001.  Issues and Theoretical Framework, in LAND TENURE AND NATURAL RESOURCE MANAGEMENT, ed. K. 
Otsuka and F. Place, at 9; Daniel Bromley, 1989.  Property Relations and Economic Development: The Other Land 
Reform, WORLD DEVELOPMENT 17, at 871-2; Ratcliff, 1976, at 21.   
12 This description is drawn from Daniel W. Bromley, 1992.  Property Rights as Authority Systems:  The Role of 
Rules in Resource Management, in EMERGING ISSUES IN FOREST POLICY, Peter Nemetz, ed. (Vancouver: UBC Pres), 
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• State property regime. The government owns the land and controls the use of the land 
and its resources. Nigeria nationalized its land in 1978, creating a state property regime.  
The formal land law, the 1978 Land Use Act, provides individuals and groups with land 
use rights under certain circumstances, but the government retains ownership. 

 
• Private property regime. An individual (or individual corporate entity) holds rights to 

land.  A private land tenure regime may be based on ownership rights, but can also 
include private leaseholds, usufruct rights, licenses, possession, and other forms of 
access, use, and control.  In Nigeria, individuals hold private use rights to land.   

• Common property regime. It is equivalent to a private property regime with one 
distinction: a group (versus an individual or single entity) holds collective rights to the 
resource.  The nature of the groups varies, and can include villages, tribes, extended 
families, collective cooperatives, and project-based groups.  The group has a defined 
membership, certain shared interests, and some interaction among members.  The group 
may or may not have ownership rights to the resources, and group members may hold 
individual rights in addition to those held collectively.    Under customary land tenure in 
Nigeria, a common property regime governs land held by a community. 

 
• Open access. In an open access regime, no restrictions are imposed on anyone’s access 

to or use of the resource.  Open access regimes may be created unintentionally, such as 
when a state fails to manage a resource and access and use is unregulated.  Grasslands 
and forests are examples of land that is (particularly in areas of low population) the 
subject of an open access regime. 

 

Rural land rights in Nigeria are governed by both informal and formal land tenure systems and 
include state, private, common property, and open access regimes.  The informal, customary 
tenure system includes cultural and traditional laws, social norms, religious tenets, and extralegal 
practices.  The formal land tenure system includes codified laws, regulations and procedures, and 
enforcement mechanisms and supporting institutions.   
 
As with many African countries with long histories of decentralized customary laws and 
practices, Nigeria’s effort to supplant its customary land tenure system with a formal system has 
not been successful.  Twenty-five years after its adoption, the statutory land tenure system 
appears superimposed over the often contradictory but equally (if not more) powerful informal 
customary system.  These dual systems, both functioning to some degree in most environments 
create a pluralistic legal environment.   
 

453-463.  More recently, Jonathan Lindsay references the four categories of rights regimes in Legal Frameworks 
and Access to Common Pool Resources, FAO Legal Papers Online No. 39 (September 2004), at 8.  Lindsay notes 
the concern raised by some that common property appears as a poor stepchild in the framework, rather than as 
equivalent to a private property regime.  Noting the potential for undervaluing common property regimes seems to 
address any misconception, at least at a definitional level.  
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By its terms, the formal system vested land ownership in the government, shifted the authority 
over land from traditional rulers to government officials, and restricted land alienation.13 
However, the overarching formal land law rarely reaches the majority of the country’s rural 
population.  Most rural residents are uninformed about the existence of the formal land tenure 
system and state ownership of land; they continue to use and manage their land in accordance 
with evolving local custom, and look to the traditional ruler or chief for administration of land 
and enforcement of customary laws and principles.14 

Many commentators identify the tenacity of the informal, customary system as responsible for 
the degraded state of the country’s rural land.  In the last decades, Nigeria’s agricultural 
productivity has failed to keep pace with the needs of an expanding population, and 
environmental degradation has accelerated.15 The reasons identified are as numerous as the 
subject’s commentators, but most believe that the system of customary land tenure is responsible 
for, at least in some measure, the lackluster performance of the country’s agricultural sector.  
Critics suggest that customary tenure is inherently insecure, leading to a reluctance by farmers to 
invest in the land, which in turn inhibits productivity. 16 Customary tenure is also tagged with 
inefficiency on the theory that inheritance patterns encourage small holdings and land 
fragmentation, which by their size and location often cannot take advantage of mechanized 
farming and modern techniques.  Observers have also charged the customary system with 
discrimination against non-natives and noted that holders of customary tenure lack formal title 
and therefore cannot pledge the land as collateral for loans, restricting their ability to invest in 
the land, and charge the system with discrimination against non-natives.17 

In recent years, researchers have reconsidered these assumptions about the inherent insecurity 
and lagging productivity attributed to customary land tenure systems.  Focusing specifically on 
traditional land tenure systems operating in African countries, studies indicate that in many 
circumstances farmers holding land under customary tenure systems have sufficient confidence 
in their future access to and use of the land to invest in the land and use it sustainably.18 Further, 
contrary to previous assumptions, the researchers found that individual ownership of land and 
formal land title are not necessarily preconditions to land investment or access to capital to make 

13 See discussion of the Land Use Act in section IV, below. 
14 See, e.g., S.M. Essang, 1981, Reflections on Some of the Provisions of the Land Use Act, in THE LAND USE ACT:
REPORT OF NATIONAL WORKSHOP, J.A. Omotola, ed., at 11.  
15 See B.A. Nekby and K. Klinkenberg, 1990.  Towards the Development of an Environmental Action Plan for 
Nigeria, World Bank SubSector Study, referenced in FAO, 1991.  NIGERIA: LAND RESOURCES MANAGEMENT 

STUDY, Phase II, Annex 5, Proposals for Quantification of Land Degradation (Rome, FAO). 
16 See e.g., Federal Ministry of Agriculture and Natural Resources, 1999.  EVOLVING AND EFFECTIVE LAND USE 

POLICY FOR NIGERIA, proceedings of the national seminar on land use policies and practices, Ibadan, July 19-23, 
1998, at 67 and 79-81.   
17 Id.; see also Ben Ahmed, 1999.  The Impact of Land Ownership Structure in Sustainable Land Use in Nigeria, in 
EVOLVING AN EFFECTIVE AGRICULTURAL LAND USE POLICY FOR NIGERIA, at 79-86.  Mr. Ahmed argues that the 
dominance of small landholders (less than two hectares) has adversely impacted productivity because small farms do 
not lend themselves to planning, mechanization, or necessary inputs. 
18 G. Feder and D. Feeny, 1991.  Land Tenure and Property Rights, World Bank Economic Review 5:1; John W. 
Bruce, Shem E. Migot-Adholla, and Joan Atherton, 1994.  The Findings and Their Policy Implications: Institutional 
Adaptation or Replacement, in Searching for Land Tenure Security in Africa, John W. Bruce and Shem Migot-
Adholla, eds.  (Washington DC: The World Bank), at 251-264. 
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such investment.  Rather, in cases where a customary tenure system provides for long-term, 
heritable rights to land, productivity did not suffer in comparison to freehold land.19 

In addition, studies indicate that other alleged shortcomings of customary tenure systems are not 
as prevalent and ingrained as once thought.  For example, hectare by hectare, small holdings are 
not inherently less productive than larger holdings; numerous factors beyond plots size (or 
shape) impact productivity.20 Likewise, fragmented holdings may not have an adverse effect on 
land productivity and may provide other benefits, such as the diversification of crop production 
and reduction of risk of crop loss in areas of varying soils, diverse land configurations, and pests 
and diseases.21 In both cases, numerous often very local and site-specific factors combine to 
determine productivity – not solely the tenure system.22 

Critics of Nigeria’s customary tenure system are, however, often no more enamored with 
Nigeria’s formal land tenure system, which is dominated by the 1978 Land Use Act (“LUA”).
Commentators charge that the law is poorly suited to encourage agricultural productivity, and, 
indeed, to manage rural land in general.23 They opine that the government’s broad acquisition 
powers may inhibit farmers’ investment in the land, and when the state seizes land, the 
compensation paid farmers is inadequate.24 

In short, the mere existence (or adoption) of a land tenure system, whether formal or customary, 
and whether focused on individual or communal rights or both, does not in itself guarantee a 
level of productivity.25 That said, some general principles have emerged: overall, systems that 
provide secure, transferable, enforceable land rights can increase land access, encourage 

19 Id., at 257-60; see also Mary Tiffen, 1996.  Land & Capital:  Blind Spots in the Study of the Resource-Poor 
Farmer in THE LIE OF THE LAND: CHALLENGING RECEIVED WISDOM IN THE AFRICAN ENVIRONMENT, Melissa Leach 
and Robin Mearns, eds. (London: International African Institute); Ben Cousins, et al., 2005.  Will formalizing 
property rights reduce poverty in South Africa’s “second economy?” PLAAS Policy Brief No. 18; and Ruth 
Meinzen-Dick, et al., 1997.  Gender, Property Rights, and Natural Resources, FCND Discussion Paper No. 29 
(Rome: IFPRI), at 7.  In Rwanda, concluded that the ability to bequeath rights a determining factor.  Farmers of 
parcels that could not be bequeathed were much less likely to improve them in any manner or with long term 
investments.  79% of the parcels that could be bequeathed were improved as opposed to 27 % of those that could not 
be improved.  Migot-Adbolla et al., 1991, at 166. 
20 Tiffen, 1996, at 177. 
21 Benoit Blarel, Peter Hazell, Frank Place, and John Quiggin, 1992.  The Economics of Farm Fragmentation,
WORLD BANK ECONOMIC REVIEW, 6:2, at 252. 
22 A study in Kenya and Ghana found no relationship between the land rights held by the farmer and productivity.  
There was similarly no relationship between the mode of acquisition and the yields.  No relationship between 
possession of land title and yields. Migot-Adbolla et al., 1991, at 168-69. 
23 In 1999, the Federal Ministry of Agriculture stated that the LUA had not had the desired beneficial impact on the 
rural landscape.  He noted that productivity was unchanged from the years prior to the LUA, landholdings contained 
to be fragmented, non-indigenous people are unable to obtain land, and farmers cannot use land as collateral for 
loans.  FMA, 1999, at 67-68.   
24 See e.g., submissions for THE LAND USE ACT: REPORT OF A NATIONAL WORKSHOP, 1998.  
25 See e.g., A. Brasselle, F. Gaspart, and J. Platteau, 2002.  Land Tenure Security and Investment Incentives: 
Puzzling Evidence from Burkina Faso, 67 JOURNAL OF DEV. ECONOMICS, and 374-75; T. Beasley, 1995.  Property 
Rights and Investment Incentives: Theory and Evidence from Ghana, JOURNAL OF POLITICAL ECONOMY 103:5; 
Bruce, et al., 1994, at 256. 
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economic growth, and reduce a pattern of environmental degradation.26 In contrast, tenure 
systems that thwart confidence in the nature and duration of land rights and restrict transfers 
predictably have less positive results.27 

Productivity and sustainable practices are, however, products of complex rural environments and 
elements of that environment beyond the land tenure system are equally important, such as the 
existence of credible institutional support for land rights, the functioning of other factor markets, 
access to extension services and technical assistance, the level of mechanization, and the 
diversity of sources of income and capital available to rural households.28 In addition, no single 
land tenure system works in all environments.  Crafting an appropriate framework tailored to 
achieve a country’s goals requires not only extensive knowledge of the current ground-level 
realities but space for the evolution of the system to meet new circumstances.  In general, 
flexible systems that provide for a duration of rights that give incentives to investment in and 
conservation of the land, that provide mechanisms and institutions under which land rights and 
responsibilities are certain, knowable, transferable, and enforceable, and that support the rights of 
all members of a population to have access to land and its production tend to create environments 
of productivity and stability.29 

With these broad principles in mind, the next two sections examine the nature of Nigeria’s 
informal and formal land tenure systems and identify some pressure points and gaps that may 
contribute to or detract from agricultural productivity, sustainability of the country’s land 
resources, and support for the livelihoods of the rural poor. 
 

I.3 Nigeria’s Customary Land Tenure System 
 
Despite the passage of the LUA, customary land tenure has continued relevance in Nigeria.  In 
many places, customary tenure is paramount.  The country’s rural population still considers its 
rights and obligations relating to land governed by customary law and administered and enforced 
by chiefs and other traditional rulers.  Even in the increasingly urbanized areas of FCT where the 
local governments have exercised authority under the LUA, village residents and farmers look to 
their chiefs and the principles of customary law for land allocations and to resolve land 

26 Klaus Deininger, 2003.  LAND POLICIES FOR GROWTH AND POVERTY REDUCTION (Washington DC: The World 
Bank), at 18-24; 40-42; Gershon Feder and David Feeny, 1991.  Land Tenure and Property Rights: Theory and 
Implications for Development Policy in THE WORLD BANK ECONOMIC REVIEW, 5:1, at 139. 
27 Id.; see also Bruce et al., 1994, at 255. 
28 Tiffen, 1996 at 184-85;  Frank Place, Joe Ssenteza, and Keijiro Otsuka, 2002.  Customary and Private Land 
Management in Uganda, LAND TENURE AND NATURAL RESOURCE MANAGEMENT: A COMPARATIVE STUDY OF 

AGRARIAN COMMUNITIES IN ASIA AND AFRICA (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press), at 231-32; Meizen-
Dick, 1997, at 7. 
29Deininger, 2003.  LAND POLICIES FOR GROWTH AND POVERTY REDUCTION (Washington DC: The World Bank), at 
18-24; 40-42; Feder and Feeny, 1991.  Land Tenure and Property Rights: Theory and Implications for Development 
Policy in THE WORLD BANK ECONOMIC REVIEW, 5:1; Tiffen, 1996 at 184-85;  Frank Place, Joe Ssenteza, and 
Keijiro Otsuka, 2002.  Customary and Private Land Management in Uganda, LAND TENURE AND NATURAL 

RESOURCE MANAGEMENT: A COMPARATIVE STUDY OF AGRARIAN COMMUNITIES IN ASIA AND AFRICA (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press), at 231-32; Meizen-Dick, 1997, at 7. 
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disputes.30 In its agricultural surveys more than a decade after the LUA was enacted, the 
government categorizes land as held in “ownership,” “family land,” or as rented land.31 

General characteristics of customary tenure. Nigeria’s customary principles and practices 
related to land are highly localized and have numerous often subtle variations.  Most, however, 
share the following general characteristics:32 

• Land “ownership.” Under customary law, land is regarded as owned by a universal 
deity, and held by a community and administered for the benefit of the community by the 
village head, chief, or oba (head chief).  The community may be a village or town with 
several different lineage groups, a single family, clan, or other grouping residing in a 
defined area.   

 
• Land management and administration.  The chief or other traditional ruler is 

responsible for managing the community land, making allotments to individuals and 
households, establishing the areas of communal land (e.g., washing areas, grazing land, 
market sites), setting rules regarding communal land and its resources (and in some 
circumstances, the use of land allotted to individuals), and adjudicating land disputes. 

 
• Land access for community members.  All members of the community are entitled to 

have use of a portion of land, which they traditionally receive through inheritance, 
allocation by the chief, leasing, borrowing, pledge, or gift.33 Separate members of a 
community may have separate rights to the same plot of land and the crops, trees, and 
improvements on that plot.  The multiple rights may have a range of durations, e.g., one-
time use, license to take production from fruit trees,  access for a cropping season, and 
perpetual rights of access to the land and its production. 

 
An individual member of a community desiring land can make a request to the chief or 
traditional ruler for an allocation of land on behalf of himself and his family.  The 
individual is responsible for clearing and cultivating the land and may be expected to 
make a tribute or gift to the chief in exchange.  If the family cultivates the land, it usually 
has perpetual rights to the land, with the land passing to each generation in turn.34 

30 Personal interviews with chiefs in Kwali and Kuje areas, FCT, conducted in August 2006. 
31 See e.g., Federal Office of Statistics, Agricultural Statistics Division, NATIONAL AGRICULTURAL SAMPLE CENSUS 

1993/4 (Lagos, 1996)(state-level data compiled at Annexes 1A and 1B). 
32 For discussions of Nigeria’s customary land tenure systems, see generally H.A. Oluwasanmi, 1966.  
AGRICULTURE AND NIGERIAN ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT (London: Oxford University Press), at 23-47; N.O. 
Adedipe, et al., 1997.  Rural Community Tenure Regimes and Private Landownership in Western Nigeria, LAND 

REFORM BULLETIN 1997/2 (Rome: FAO); and P. C. Lloyd, 1962.  YORUBA LAND LAW (London: Oxford University 
Press), at 13-28.  The general workings of customary tenure described in this section are also supported and 
confirmed by personal interviews with farmers and traditional rulers in Kuje, Kwali, and Gwagwalada areas of FCT 
in August 2006. 
33 See generally H.A. Oluwasanmi, 1966.  AGRICULTURE AND NIGERIAN ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT (London: 
Oxford University Press), at 23-47; N.O. Adedipe, et al., 1997.  Rural Community Tenure Regimes and Private 
Landownership in Western Nigeria, LAND REFORM BULLETIN 1997/2 (Rome: FAO); and P. C. Lloyd, 1962.  
YORUBA LAND LAW (London: Oxford University Press), at 13-28. 
34 Irene Hoffmann, 2004.  Access to land and water in the Zamfara Reserve, HUMAN ECOLOGY, Vol. 32, at 77. 
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BOX 1.     The Endurance of Customary Land T 
 
A young man in Kwali area of FCT helps his older brother cultivate a one-hectare roadside plot that 
his brother inherited from their father.  When he gets married, the young man plans to apply to the 
chief to obtain his own plot of land.  He expects he will receive two or three hectares to clear and 
farm.  He will make no more than a token payment for the land – to show his respect for the 
community and the custom.  He will be expected to use the land responsibly and to share his yields as 
may be necessary to serve the needs of his extended family and community.  He expects he will have 
other sources of income beyond the farmland. 
 
The young man understands that the land will be owned by the community but he will have the right 
to farm the land for his lifetime, and, like his father, he can pass the land to a son.  The young man 
was unfamiliar with the Land Use Act or the local government’s role in land allocation and 
administration. 
 
Personal interview conducted in Kwali area, FCT, August 2006. 

• Land access for “strangers.” Persons who are not members of a community (such as 
people who come to a territory as migrant laborers, pastoralists who wish to settle in an 
area, and people fleeing violence or poorer conditions elsewhere) do not have an 
automatic or presumed right to land, even if they reside in an area for a lengthy period of 
time and contribute to the community.  If a non-member wishes to obtain land in an area, 
the individual usually joins a household or receives assistance from a friend within the 
community who vouches for him.  If land is available, the community may allow the 
individual to have access to land.   

 
For example, in the Kuje area of FCT a man who was not native to the area had 
 obtained three hectares of land through his friendship with a highly placed 
member of the community, who spoke to the chief on his behalf. The non-native made no 
payment for the land, but made gifts to his friend and the chief.  Over the 25 years he 
held the land, he became well respected in the village, serving as Chief of Houses and 
Chief of Farmers, but he never had the full rights of one who was indigenous to the 
area.35 

The absorption of non-natives into regions through relationships with indigenous people 
and provisions for land access is one of the aspects of a customary tenure system credited 
with maintaining social stability.  When the migratory population becomes too large for 
the indigenous population to absorb and land becomes too scare and valuable, problems 
occur.36 

• Land use.   Traditionally the chiefs and obas established rules regarding the cultivation 
of land that were designed to benefit the community.  For example, an oba in a Yoruba 

35 Personal interview conducted in August 2006.  The government recent acquired the man’s land under the Land 
Use Act.
36 See for example, Karol Boudreaux, 2005.  The Human Face of Resource Conflict:  Property and Power in 
Nigeria, Global Prosperity Initiative Working Paper (George Mason University), discussed in section V. 
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community might limit the amount of crops grown for export in order to ensure sufficient 
surplus to feed the community’s indigent population.  More modernly, an individual’s use 
of the land, and his rights and responsibilities derive from a more individualized balance 
between the needs of the individual landholder and his family and the customary 
practices of the community.  Individuals are usually required to make use of land in a 
manner that benefits the family and community, but can otherwise make use of the land 
as they see fit.     

 
• Transferability. Traditionally, most customary laws allowed for landholders to alienate 

land temporarily through a variety of means, including leases, rental agreements, pledges, 
and loans.  Based on the theory that land is held in trust for ancestors and unborn 
generations, most communities traditionally prohibited permanent transfers.  Exceptions 
existed.  For example, some groups permitted land sales with the permission of all family 
members, village elders, and the traditional ruler, and in some groups individuals “sold” 
land by permanently pledging it in exchange for value, such as the forgiveness of a debt.  
However, as discussed more fully below, these exceptions ultimately became the rule 
across the country.  As Nigeria developed, its customary tenure systems adapted by 
allowing for broader and more individual land rights, which included a right to sell the 
land.37 

Customary land tenure in northern Nigeria. In northern Nigeria, Muslim customs and 
principles of Islamic law (which arrived with the Fulani conquest of the area in the 19th century 
and recognized individual land ownership) supplanted customary tenure in some areas.  When 
the British took control of the region in the early 20th century, they enacted the Land and Native 
Rights Proclamation of 1910, which identified all land in the region as “native,” gave the 
government all rights over native land, required occupants to pay tax, required the governor’s 
consent to any occupation or use of land and the issuance of certificates of occupancy, while also 
requiring the governor to give “regard to the native laws and customs existing in the district in 
which such land is situated.” The proclamation reflected into the regional Land Tenure Law of 
1962, and, most recently, the national LUA.   Foreshadowing the difficulty the LUA would have 
supplanting customary tenure, neither the British nor Islamic law took hold on matters of land 
tenure among the indigenous population of the northern states.38 

Customary tenure in southern Nigeria. The British did not extend the principle of state 
ownership of land into the southern region of Nigeria, and instead focused its legislation on land 
acquisition.  The Native Lands Acquisition Proclamation of 1910 prohibits non-natives from 
acquiring any land from a native without written permission from the governor.  The Public 
Lands Ordinance of 1917 empowered the state to acquire land for public purposes.  
Compensation for land seized was as agreed by the parties or its “market value” (recognizing 
there was no open market for agricultural land).  The laws do, however, recognize that individual 
and communities had absolute rights to land under the principles of customary tenure, and the 
formal acquisition laws existed in relative harmony with customary law.  

37 Lloyd, 1962, at 60-92; Boudreaux, 2005, at 20-29.  
38 Oluwasanmi, 1966, at 34-36; M.G. Yakubu and R.K.W. Gooneskere, 1981.  Implementation of the Land Use Act 
– Observations in Relation to the Northern States, in THE LAND USE ACT: REPORT OF A NATIONAL WORKSHOP, at 
117. 
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Tenancy. Nigeria’s customary tenure system allows for a diverse range of tenancy relations, 
which arose to meet local land needs of different communities.  Land leases, rentals, and 
borrowing arrangements provided land to a new or temporary population within a remote  
community (such as teachers or migrant laborers), or to relocated populations of professionals 
residing in urban areas and seeking land to farm on the outskirts of cities.  Other types of 
arrangements developed for specific crops, such as palm oil production, had their own terms, 
such as payment as a percentage of yield.39 According to a 1992-1993 survey of agricultural 
land in Nigeria, at that time, ten percent of landholders identified their interest in the land as 
some form of tenancy.  The number of landholders who rent in or rent out land in addition to 
holdings of family land or land held in ownership-like tenure is likely much higher. 40 

Evolution of customary tenure and growth of individualized rights.  Traditional customary 
tenure provides land access through community membership and creates the basis for an 
individual and household to have a stake in the community.  The customary system supports 
social stability through the use of natural resources, including land.  If there is sufficient land and 
other natural resources and low population density, the tenure system does not discourage the 
most productive uses of the land and sustainable use of the resources may not become an issue.   
 
However, with a rising population and pressure on natural resources, traditional customary 
tenure does not necessarily encourage the most productive use of land.  The lack of incentive for 
intensive farming is, in part, due to the traditional restriction on the sale of land held under 
customary tenure.   Traditional holders could not sell their land and thus move land to the hands 
of the most productive users in exchange for the greatest value.41 In addition, traditional 
customary tenure, which often allows multiple users of the resources on the same land, may lead 
to an unsustainable use of natural resources.  For example, if all community members have open 
access to water and timber on a plot on which a farmer has cultivation rights, and water and 
timber resources become scarce, the absence of active community management of those 
resources may cause resources to be depleted.  In contrast, if the farmer had exclusive, individual 
rights to the plot and its natural resources, he could exclude others’ use, and if he had the right to 
pass them to his children on his death, he would have the necessary incentives to manage them in 
a sustainable fashion.42 

In Nigeria, population growth, the commercialization of agriculture, taxation of individuals (in 
northern states), and the expansion of the money economy spurred the evolution of customary 
tenure to individualization of land rights and the development of an informal, active land market.    
 

39 Lloyd, 1962, at 60-90. 
40 See Federal Office of Statistics, Agricultural Statistics Division, NATIONAL AGRICULTURAL SAMPLE CENSUS 

1993/4 (ANNEXES 1A AND 1B).  The survey appears to have categorized people as holding land as owners, as a 
member of a family, as renters, and as squatters.  It does not appear that the survey collected data on how much land 
was rented in or out by farmers with family land or land in individual ownership.  However, based on anecdotal 
information, renting and leasing arrangements appear quite common among landholders and likely greatly exceed 
ten percent. 
41 Land transactions usually increase efficiency in resource allocation because those who have the ability to use the 
land productively will obtain land from those with low productivity.  Feder and Feeny, 1991, at 140. 
42 See Deininger, 2003. 
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In a survey conducted in 1992-1993, 51 percent of Nigeria’s rural land was held in 
“ownership”43 while only 31percent of landholdings were held by families or groups (see 
Annexes 1A and 1B).44 Anecdotal evidence suggests that despite the restrictions on rights 
imposed by the LUA and the lack of any formal title for the land, individuals continue to partition 
land in order to obtain greater control over a portion of land, while land sales have been and 
continue to be commonplace in rural areas.45 The market (both tenancy and sales) is, however, 
made illegal by the formal land tenure system and the LUA.

Issues of equity. The guaranteed access to land for all members of a community implied in 
customary land tenure systems supports equitable land policy objectives.  Accessibility of 
supporting institutions is as essential.   The poorest and most marginalized have fewer assets, are 
more likely to be illiterate, have less access to inputs and technical advice, and are more 
vulnerable to shocks.  This section of rural society is often less qualified for opportunities to 
diversify income sources and reduce their risk. Thus, the institutions of a customary tenure 
system that systematically protect and enforce land rights provide substantial benefits to the rural 
poor.46 

However, despite the many positive features of a customary tenure system, the system has some 
serious weaknesses.  The regional authority of traditional rulers, laws, and practices may not be 
capable of addressing increasingly sophisticated challenges to land rights and uses.  The system 
is also vulnerable to bias and abuse of power.  Chiefs and other traditional rulers have significant 
power and as hereditary rulers, they are in large measure unaccountable to their people.  As 
growth and development occur, the customary tenure system may not serve the best interests of 
all landholders.  The rights of small subsistence landholders or the socially marginalized may be 
compromised or extinguished as land increases in value.   
 
The potential threat is evident in findings from a study of commercial farms conducted in the 
Sokoto region.47 Over a ten year period, the fertile farming area witnessed a natural evolution 
from numerous small holdings to larger holdings.  Most of those acquiring commercial farms in 
the study group were wealthy members of the community with primarily non-agricultural income 
sources.  They obtained their farms through a mix of inherited land and purchases of smaller 
farms.   The landholding pattern was distinctive: the largest landholders (with farms of more than 
121 hectares) constituted only 23 percent of the group yet controlled 80 percent of the arable 
land.  Midsized landholders (between 41 – 121 hectares) were 33 percent of the group and had 
15 percent of the land, while those with the smallest landholdings (6-40 hectares) were the most 
numerous (43 percent of the group), yet controlled only five percent of the land.48 

43 Under the LUA, the state owns all land and the occupant does not have a freehold interest in land.  Nonetheless, 
the survey broke down landholdings into those considered owned, versus family land, rented land, or encroached 
land.  See Annexes 1A and 1B. 
44 Unfortunately, earlier surveys did not collect the same information (for example, looking at percentage of land 
cultivated by tenure pattern in 1986-1987), so the growth of individualization cannot be tracked. 
45 Mary Tiffen,, at 176.  Studies from Uganda suggest a similar pattern, resulting in an informal but very active land 
market.  See e.g., E. Troutt, 1994.  Rural African Land Markets and Access to Agricultural Land: The Central 
Region of Uganda (Makere Institute of Social Research and  Land Tenure Center: Madison Wisconsin). 
46 Deininger, 2003, at 24. 
47 Abubakur A. Labaran, n.d.  Land Appropriation for Capitalized Farming in the Sokoto Region, in PERSPECTIVES 

ON LAND ADMINISTRATION AND DEVELOPMENT, at 47-55. 
48 Id.
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The speed with which a small group of wealthy families took control of 80 percent of the arable 
land in an area is cause for concern.  While the growth of commercial farming evidenced by the 
study may assist overall economic growth, it occurred through, at least in part, a redistribution of 
land from subsistence farmers to wealthy non-farmers.  Depending on the circumstances, the 
redistribution may not offend principles of equity or have had a detrimental impact on the 
livelihoods of the poorer farmers, and it may have brought land under more productive use, 
created employment opportunities, and supported the establishment of small supporting 
businesses.  However, more information is needed to reach such a conclusion.  At a minimum, it 
would be useful to know details of the small landholders who sold their land, the terms of the 
sales, how the land was valued, whether the small holders become landless or purchased new 
land or made other investments elsewhere, what their sources of income were, whether there 
were opportunities for new industries and labor as a result of the growth of commercial farming 
in the area, and other details that would allow a comparison of their livelihoods before and after 
the sale.     
 
In addition to the evolution of customary tenure potentially compromising the livelihoods of the 
economically disadvantaged, women often lose ground as land rights become more 
individualized.  In traditionally paternalistic societies, women are rarely landholders.49 Under 
traditional customary tenure practices, women usually have access to land through their status as 
a daughter or wife.  As the system evolves to more individualized rights, the process usually fails 
to identify the land rights of women; not only do women fail to obtain the benefits of the more 
individualized rights, they often lose recognition of their traditional right of access.     
 
In most Yoruba groups, for example, when the original cultivator of raw land dies, the rights of 
use and occupation of the land pass to his sons.  His daughters will usually work on the land and 
receive some benefit of the production of the land until they marry, and in some communities, 
they may have a right to return to the family land in the event they are widowed, divorced, or 
abandoned them.  However, if a son partitions the land and takes his share, the land loses its 
character as family land and is deemed owned by the sons individually.  The daughters do not 
usually receive a share, further marginalizing a marginalized group.50 

I.4 Nigeria’s Formal Land Laws and Policies 
 
In contrast to customary tenure systems, which when unchecked can reinforce entrenched rural 
hierarchies and power structures, formal tenure systems can provide a welcome neutrality.  
Formal systems are often based on constitutional proclamations of equal rights, principles of fair 
treatment, and the rule of law.   The laws in formal systems are codified, public, and are usually 

49 In Nigeria, 14 percent of landholders were women (3.5 percent in the northern states).  See 1992-1993 agricultural 
land survey data, Annexes 1A and 1B. 
50 P.C. Lloyd, 1962.  YORUBA LAND LAW, at 78-82; see also Bioye Tajudeen Aluko and Abdul-Rasheed Amidu, 
2006.  Women and Land Rights in Nigeria, paper presented at the Fifth FIG Regional Conference Promoting Land 
Administration and Good Governance (March 8-11, 2006); L. Gray and M Kevane, 1999.  Diminished Access, 
Diverted Exclusion:  Women and Land Tenure in Sub-Saharan Africa, 42 AFRICAN STUDIES REVIEW 15, at 23-25. 
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applicable to all persons – regardless of economic status, ethnic group, gender, or other 
classification.51 

But formal systems are not magical.  Laws and policies do not, in themselves, alter behavior, 
especially deeply settled patterns of relationships and social systems.  Laws may not reflect 
applicable policy, or policy may not exist, leaving a void in which ill-considered laws are 
hatched.  Legal terms may be ambiguous or result in unintended consequences.   New laws may 
conflict with existing laws; they may lack support among implementers, or be unenforceable 
because a country lacks capacity.     
 
Nigeria’s formal land tenure system suffers from several of these challenges to its effectiveness:   
 

• Nigeria lacks a comprehensive land policy;  
• The country’s main land legislation (the LUA) is ill-suited to achieve its expressed 

objectives;  
• The LUA excludes the economically disadvantaged from obtaining secure land rights and 

threatens their existing rights; and  
• The country does not have the mechanisms and institutions capable of administering the 

formal system. 
 
National Land Policy

Land is at the center of rural livelihoods.  Land provides a place for shelter, and the ground from 
which a household can obtain food, income, and provide for its future.  Ideally, policies 
governing a population’s relationship to the land and to each other should recognize all aspects 
of that relationship, including the economic, social, environmental, and legal/administrative 
interests.  Comprehensive national land policies recognize these multidimensional aspects of the 
relationship between people and land and support interests of efficiency, certainty, equity, and 
environmental sustainability.52 

As referenced in the introduction to this section, Nigeria’s draft agricultural land policy focuses 
on supporting and encouraging the efficient and sustainable use of land.  To that end, the 
proposed policy objectives include: 
 

• Modification of the Land Use Act to improve land management and resource 
conservation through implementing strategies such as requiring safeguards against 
misuse of land as a condition of agricultural land grants, exempting holders of 
agricultural land under the Land Use Act from revocation of use rights (to encourage 
permanent investments in the soil, conservation practices), and requiring mandatory 
conservation practices for some uses. 

 
• Harmonizing existing laws at national, state, and local levels addressing agricultural land 

by enacting comprehensive legislation for the management and use of agricultural land.  

51 Thomas Carothers, 1998.  The Rule of Law Revival, 77 FOREIGN AFFAIRS, March-April 1998, at 95. 
52 Patrick McAuslan, 2003.  BRINGING THE LAW BACK IN: ESSAYS IN LAND, LAW, AND DEVELOPMENT (Burlington: 
Ashgate), at 9. 
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The proposed strategies for achieving objectives recommend the removal of the penalties 
for noncompliance and substitution of requirements of education and community 
participation in the preservation of land.53 

Both expressed objectives are critical to goals of agricultural productivity and the sustainability 
of the country’s agricultural land.  As noted in the recommendations in Section VI, including an 
additional goal of equity is warranted on its own merit and will additionally support the 
achievement of the expressed objectives. 
 
Nigeria’s Land Use Act of 1978

The national LUA has its origins in the Land Tenure Law of 1962, which was effective in 
northern Nigeria until the passage of the LUA. The LUA was enacted by the military 
government, with only minority support for the advisory body.  The LUA extended the basic 
legal framework of the regional law to the entire country, with a few revisions.  First, while the 
Land Tenure Act permitted transfer of use rights to indigenous people without permission and 
required approval for transfers to foreigners, the LUA requires government approval for all land 
transfers. Second, the Land Tenure Act granted compensation for seized land for the value of 
improvements and “inconvenience” to the landholder. The LUA only provides payment for the 
value of improvements. 
 
Purpose of the LUA. The LUA was conceived on the premise that customary tenure was a 
barrier to the appropriate and necessary utilization of land, and land speculators were driving up 
land prices, making government land acquisitions too costly.  The proponents of the LUA 
theorized that the new law would allow people with capital and entrepreneurial skills (regardless 
of ethnic group) access to agricultural land to engage in large-scale commercial farming and 
grant certificates of occupancy in order that land could be used as collateral for credit, resulting 
in a rise in agricultural productivity.  In addition, by nationalizing all land, land speculation 
would cease, and the government would have free rein to acquire land necessary for 
development at minimal cost.  Finally, the LUA was enacted in an effort to create a uniform legal 
environment on land matters throughout the country.54 

Core provisions.  The LUA’s key terms are as follows:    
 

• Government land ownership and control. The LUA nationalized all land in Nigeria, 
with the government holding land “in trust” and administering it “for the use and 
common benefit of all Nigerians.”  The state governor has authority over all urban land 
within the state, while the local government has authority over all other, i.e., non-urban, 
land.  The governor has discretionary authority to classify land as urban or non-urban.   A 
Land Use and Allocation Committee assists the governor in the implementation of the 
LUA, and a Land Allocation Advisory Committee advises the local government authority. 

 

53 RECONAI, 2006.  Progress Report to National Coordinator NSPFS (January 12, 2006); The Proposed National 
Agricultural Land Use and Management Policy (2006), at 15-20. 
54 S.M. Essang, 1981.  Reflections on the Provisions of the Land Use Act, in THE LAND USE ACT: REPORT OF A 

NATIONAL WORKSHOP, J. A. Omotola, ed. (Lagos: University of Lagos), at 10-13. 
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• Existing rural landholders required to register to secure rights.  Those in possession 
of land in a non-urban area, whether held under customary tenure or otherwise, using that 
land for agricultural purposes are entitled to seek registration of the right to use the  land 
through the local government.  Registration requires production of a sketch, diagram, or 
other description of the land and application on a prescribed form.55 

• Statutory occupancy rights and obligations. The governor may grant individuals a 
statutory right of occupancy for urban and non-urban land for any purpose.  Recipients of 
certificates of occupancy are: (1) obligated to pay the state for any unexhausted 
improvements on the land at the time the recipient takes possession; and (2) required to 
pay rent fixed by the state.56 Absent other applicable law, at the death of the holder of a 
statutory right of occupancy, the right shall devolve in accordance with the customary 
law in effect where the land is situated, provided that a statutory right of occupancy shall 
not be divided into two or more parts at the death of the occupier, except with the 
governor’s consent.  In FCT, statutory rights of occupancy are granted for 99 years, with 
one 45-year renewal.57 

• Customary occupancy rights and obligations. Local governments may grant 
customary rights of occupancy to land in any non-urban area to any person or 
organization for “agricultural, residential, and other purposes.”  The term for customary 
rights is 50 years, and may be renewed for a second 50-year term.58 Recipients of 
customary rights of occupancy cannot transfer any portion of the rights by assignment, 
mortgage, sublease, or otherwise absent approval of the governor (for sales) or the local 
government.  Absent other applicable law, at the death of the holder of a customary right 
of occupancy, the right shall devolve in accordance with the customary law in effect 
where the land is situated, provided that the customary law cannot deprive any person of 
a beneficial interest in the land.  The LUA permits local governments to grant customary 
rights of occupancy for the use of land for “grazing purposes,” but restricts the definition 
of “grazing purposes” to “only such agricultural operations as are required for growing 
fodder for livestock on the grazing area.” 

 
• Recipients of certificates of occupancy are: (1) obligated to pay the state for any 

unexhausted improvements on the land at the time the recipient takes possession; and (2) 
required to pay any rent amount fixed by the state.   

 
• Ceilings.  No individual can hold more than 0.5 hectares of undeveloped urban land, 500 

hectares of non-urban land, or 5,000 hectares of grazing land.   
 

55 State and local authorities have discretion to set fees for the application.  
56 The state may elect to reduce or waive rent if the governor believes it is in the public’s interest. 
57 The legislation does not include the duration of rights, but all government officials in FCT who we interviewed 
agreed that a 99 year term was required and located on the application form.  The officials stated that the 45-year 
renewal would be automatic assuming the land is put to the stated use.  No one interviewed opined on what would 
happen after the expiration of 144 years.  
58 The term is not contained in the legislation but in the “Form of Application” and often regulations. We were 
unable to confirm whether the term is standard for all states. 
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• Expropriation/revocation of rights of occupancy. A governor can revoke a right of 
occupancy (statutory and customary) for a public purpose or breach of any provision of 
the right of occupancy.  Local governments can revoke a customary right of occupancy 
and take any land for a public purpose so long as the land is: (1) non-urban; (2) not the 
subject of a statutory right of occupancy; (3) not within any area compulsorily acquired 
by the government; or (4) subject to any legislation regarding minerals or mineral oils.   
The occupier loses his or her right of occupancy upon receipt of notice of the revocation 
of the right.  

 
• Public purpose. “Public purpose” is broadly defined in the LUA as including purposes 

for the use of the government or general public, to obtain control of land for development 
of industries and public works, for economic, industrial, agricultural, urban, and rural 
development, and for educational and other social services. 

 
• Compensation. A holder of a certificate of occupancy is entitled to compensation for the 

value of his or her unexhausted improvements on the land at the time of expropriation.  
Compensation includes an amount equal to: (1) any rent paid by the occupier during the 
year in which the right of occupancy was revoked; (2) the replacement cost of any 
buildings, installations, or improvements, less depreciation; and/or59 (3) the value of any 
crops on the land.  The Land Use and Allocation Committee handles disputes regarding 
the amount of compensation.  

 
• Alternate agricultural land/resettlement. Where land for which a customary right of 

occupancy was revoked was used for agricultural purposes by the occupant, the state 
shall allocate to the occupant alternate land to be used for the same purpose.  Where a 
right of occupancy is revoked on land that includes a residential building, the government 
may (in its discretion) offer the occupant resettlement in another place or area in lieu of 
compensation.  

 
• Enforcement. The High Court has jurisdiction over matters relating to a statutory right 

of occupancy and any claim relating to compensation payable under the LUA (except if 
the amount of compensation paid cannot be challenged).   Area courts, customary courts, 
or other equivalent judicial bodies have jurisdiction over customary rights of occupancy, 
including rent payable. 

 
• State authority. The LUA authorizes the National Council of States to draft regulations 

implementing the LUA,60 and each governor is empowered to set fees and establish forms 
for the certificates of occupancy.  

 
• Supremacy of the LUA. The terms of the LUA are effective without regard for any 

conflicting laws (including the Constitution).  No court shall have jurisdiction over any 
challenge to the vesting of land in the state and the authority of the state to grant statutory 

59 A conjunction is not included in the statute.  If “and” is presumed, then the occupier will be entitled to 
compensation based on all three categories of investment, as applicable.  If “or” is implied, the occupier would be 
entitled to one of the categories. 
60 We were unable to obtain copies of any regulations or rules in effect in any of the states or the FCT. 



18

and customary certificates of occupancy.  Similarly, no court challenge can be made to 
the amount or adequacy of compensation under the LUA. Land tenure and the acquisition 
of land are listed in Nigeria’s Constitution as matters requiring an act of the National 
Assembly for any amendment or revision.61 

Implementation of the LUA

Overall, implementation of the LUA has been spotty.  The law was enacted without a national 
educational campaign, and in many cases, the officials, staff, and institutional support required to 
administer the new law were inadequate.  Twenty-five years after the adoption of the law, studies 
(albeit limited) and anecdotal evidence suggest a general lack of public awareness of the law, 
especially in the rural areas.62 

The LUA’s lack of traction is in part due to the nature of its mandate: the law nationalized all 
land but required no action evidencing the change.  The law did not, for example, require a 
systematic survey or registration of rights.63 For the vast majority of the country’s population, 
therefore, there was no evidence that their land rights had changed.   
 

BOX 2.     Notice by Survey 
 
In the areas surrounding Abuja, the local government surveyors conduct surveys upon receipt of notice 
that the government seeks to site a development, such as a new housing colony or hospital, or an 
individual or entity seeks land.  Upon receipt of the application, the surveyor conducts a survey of the 
relevant area.  Land in the area is classified as residential, commercial, light industrial, or farmland, and 
new development is supposed to take into account the classification of land.  In many cases, 
commercial and residential development must use farmland; otherwise, there would be no area in 
which to expand.   
 
Farmers in FCT state they learn of the government’s plan to take their land for development when the 
surveyors arrive. 
 
Personal interviews with surveyors and small farmers in Kuje and Gwagwalada areas, August 2006. 

Instead, notice of the changed character of land ownership is restricted to circumstances where 
the government acquires land, a third party seeks land in an occupied area and makes application 
for use rights, or an existing landholder applies for a certificate of occupancy.  Unless a 
landholder or community is the subject of one of these actions, ignorance of the LUA will 
continue; the traditional authorities who have lost power over the land, and local elites who 
benefit from application of customary law and practice to their landholdings, have no reason to 
promote the formal law.    

61 Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, 1999, Schedule Two, Part III. 
62 See e.g., A. Akinbode, 1985.  The Role of Traditional Rulers and Local Governments in Land Management 
Policy, and Sara Berry, 1985.  Fathers Work for their Sons: Accumulation, Mobility, and Class Formation in an 
Extended Yoruba Community, in A. Akinbode, et al., eds, THE ROLE OF TRADITIONAL RULERS AND LOCAL 

GOVERNMENTS IN NIGERIAN AGRICULTURE (Ilorin, 1987); Paul Francis, 1984.  For the Use and Common Benefit of 
All Nigerians: Consequences of the 1978 Land Nationalism, AFRICA 54:1, at 5-28. 
63 States and the FCT may impose some requirement by regulation.  For example, FCT and Oyo state require 
registration of land transactions with the land offices in those locales. 
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Indeed, they have considerable reason not to.  In order to obtain a certificate of occupancy, the 
landholder must pay a series of fees, beginning with a “file opening fee” of between N 20,000 
and N 30,000.64 Application fees, surveys costs, and various additional charges may double that 
amount.   Once the certificate is granted (a process that averages 6-9 months but can require 
much longer), the landholder is required to pay the local government an annual rental fee or tax 
for the use of the land.  Thus, a household holding two hectares devoted to cultivation under 
customary law, with no requirement to pay tax on the land, will likely spend more than the 
annual income from the land to obtain the certificate and will also be required to pay tax on the 
land in the future.  Most significantly, the certificate has bought them little security:  according to 
government officials interviewed in FCT, when they search for land on which to site new 
projects and developments, they will note if certain landholders have certificates of occupancy, 
but those certificates will not prevent land acquisition if that land is considered the best site.65 

It is hardly surprising, therefore, that even if they have knowledge of the LUA, few farmers have 
sought to formalize their rights under the law.  In Oyo, the effect of the “voluntary” nature of the 
law’s protections is starkly evident.  In one study, researchers reviewed 220 applications for 
certificates of occupancy filed in the 1978-1989 period.66 Only four of the applications (1.8 
percent) were made for undeveloped rural land.  During the study period, applications for land 
were submitted by private business people, government officials, and traditional rulers.  Even 
though half the country’s population is engaged in agriculture, not one application for rural land 
was submitted by anyone identified as from the agricultural sector.  No applications were 
received from any member of the lower economic sectors of society.67 

The Oyo findings are consistent with the information provided by local government authorities 
in the Kwali, Kuje, and Gwagwalada areas surrounding Abuja:  no certificates of occupancy 
have been issued to anyone in lower economic brackets.  Few if any certificates have been issued 
to women.  Farmers provide confirmation.  None of the handful of farmers interviewed 
(including one farmer with 100 hectares) had registered his land or applied for a certificate of 
occupancy.  Some were unaware of the LUA. Those who were aware of the law believed the 
cost of registration to be high, the process lengthy, and that no good would come of it.68 

Impact of the LUA

According to the government, the LUA has assisted Nigeria in the development of its urban 
centers and corporate farms by allowing easy acquisition of land.69 Perhaps most notably in 

64 The fees in this example were quoted by officials in FCT and local consultants familiar with practices in Delta and 
Kaduna. 
65 Personal interviews conducted in August 2006 with local government authority surveyors, chairmen, managers of 
registration office, and heads of agric and natural resources departments in Kuje, Kwali, and Gwagwalada areas. 
66 Donald C. Williams, 1992.  Measuring the Impact of Land Reform in Nigeria, JOURNAL OF MODERN AFRICAN 

STUDIES, Vol. 30 No. 4, 587-608. 
67 Id., at 600. 
68 Personal interviews conducted with in August 2006 with farmers and local government authority surveyors, 
chairmen, managers of registration office, and heads of agric and natural resources departments in Kuje, Kwali, and 
Gwagwalada areas. 
69 Federal Ministry of Agriculture, 1999, EVOLVING AN EFFECTIVE LAND USE POLICY, at 67. 
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FCT, the LUA has been an effective tool for the acquisition of land required for the development 
of Abuja and the surrounding areas that support the city.70 

Overall, however, commentators have witnessed little change in the patterns of landholding in 
rural Nigeria.   In 1999, the Federal Ministry of Agriculture stated that the LUA had not had the 
desired beneficial impact on the rural landscape.  He noted that productivity was unchanged from 
the years prior to the LUA, landholdings continued to be fragmented, non-indigenous people are 
unable to obtain land, and farmers cannot use land as collateral for loans.71 In many (if not most) 
areas, customary law continues to govern land and traditional rulers maintain their authority.72 

Impact on investment and productivity. Credible evidence of the impact of the LUA on 
agricultural productivity and land degradation is limited.73 Most farmers whom we interviewed 
in FCT who had knowledge of the LUA and the government’s right to take their land stated that 
the law had no impact on their farming decisions or the productivity of the land.  They continue 
to plant trees with long maturities, improve the soil with manure and fertilizer, and would invest 
in irrigation systems if those actions otherwise made sense to them.  As one farmer stated:  “I
must believe I will have the land.  How can I think otherwise?  I must have hope.”74 Another 
farmer stated he might be tempted to increase his investment in this land if he knew the 
government would acquire the land.  He understood that he would be paid for the investment 
made.  He did not know, however, whether he would make a profit.75 

Large-scale developments may ultimately provide the most significant data on the impact of the 
LUA. In Kwali area, a private company targeted a 10,000 hectare area occupied by between 
2,500 to 3,000 small indigenous farmers for development into larger farms (10-40 hectares each) 
for people migrating to the area or people looking for investments in land.  Working with the 
local government authority, the company plans to buy out the small farmers.  In other projects, a 
private company or government has made payments ranging from between N 9,000 and N 
200,000 per household, depending on the size of the plot, improvements, the landholders’ status 
in the community, and their negotiation skills.   
 
Impact on governance. The structure of local land governance altered with the advent of the 
LUA.  At least on paper, local government authorities and the Land Allocation Advisory 
Committee replaced the authority of traditional leaders in rural areas.  However, in many areas 
the committees are reportedly not functioning and the rural populations continue to look to their 
chiefs on matters relating to land.   
 

70 Personal interviews with officials from Federal Capital Territory Administration in August 2006. 
71 Federal Ministry of Agriculture, 1999, at 67-68. 
72 Id., at 601-05 and Table 5. 
73 We have found no research conducted or studies done on this specific issue. 
74 At least in the small sample interviewed, other than planting trees, there appeared little investment in the land 
overall.  We spoke with no one who had built an irrigation system, erected greenhouses, terraced the land, protected 
the boundaries, or other types of investment. 
75 Personal interviews conducted in FCT, August 2006.  A study conducted in Uganda found that a law permitting 
acquisition of land caused some to invest more heavily in the land.  Frank Place, Joe Ssenteza, and Keijiro Otsuka, 
2001.  Customary and Private Land Management in Uganda, in LAND TENURE AND RESOURCE MANAGEMENT,
Keijiro Otsuka and Frank Place, eds. (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins), at 231-32 
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The law contains very few standards for interpretation, implementation, and enforcement.  State 
and local officials have highly discretionary power over land allocation, siting of new 
developments, land occupancy, land transfer, and appropriation of land.76 The discretion and 
lack of transparent processes leaves room for rent-seeking and corruption.77 

Further support for the broad authority of local government officials is found in the limitations 
on remedies under the LUA. While an individual can bring a claim in court as to whether he or 
she is entitled to compensation for land taken, the amount of compensation paid cannot be 
challenged.  In addition, no court has jurisdiction over any challenge to the vesting of land in the 
state and the authority of the state to grant statutory and customary certificates of occupancy. 
 
Impact on rural poverty. Based on the limited information available, the government’s ability 
to acquire land for development and create a tax-paying class of land users in the rural areas has 
been in large measure at the expense of the small farmers.  While statistics regarding the amount 
of land seized by the government, the amount of compensation paid, and numbers of people 
successfully relocated  are unavailable,78 it is more likely than not that the law’s appropriation 
provisions are creating a class of landless peasants in a country that historically had little 
landlessness.  In addition, while we have been unable to find any records of the nature of land 
taken, the amount of communal land has likely been reduced, and rural residents have likely lost 
access to forests, to which they traditionally had access and from which they derived fuel wood, 
fodder, food, and non-timber forest products.79 

In FCT, anecdotal evidence suggests that since the date the LUA was enacted, thousands of 
indigenous farmers had been moved from their small holdings in Kuje, Kwali, and Gwagwalada 
areas.  Chiefs in these areas report that in some cases, the farmers received no compensation and 
have not received any alternate land suitable for farming.  In other cases, the farmers received no 
more than N 2,000 for a two-hectare plot.  Some areas identified by the government for 
relocation of farmers have poor quality soil, have no access routes, and are farther from markets, 
and the farmers are reluctant to move.  One chief reports that a group of small farmers in his 
jurisdiction were moved from valuable roadside land by the local government authority.  The 
government official gave the landholders N 1,000 each.  None was provided with suitable 
alternate land.  The government official put the acquired land  in his own name for a personal 
investment.    
 
Government officials agree with the farmers and chiefs that limiting compensation to 
improvements is inadequate, but they do not have the money to pay more, and the law does not 
require greater payments.  In some cases, a developer seeking land inhabited by farmers will 

76 See article by Peter Koehn, 1987.  Political Access and Capital Accumulation: an analysis of state allocation 
processes and beneficiaries in Nigeria, 12 AFRIQUE ET DEVELOPPEMENT No. 1, at 179, which notes that through 
exercising their discretion, state officials barred access to land of all but the wealthy and politically connected. 
77 For a discussion of the law’s creation of a corrupt and untrustworthy management structure, see Boudreaux, 2005, 
at 33-35. 
78 We requested these statistics at the national level and in the local area councils we visited.  We were told no 
statistics are maintained. 
79 The loss of access to common pool resources is usually borne more heavily by the poorest and most marginalized 
in a community because they rely more heavily on such resources and have the least ability to seek other 
alternatives. 



22

make private payments to the farmers, based on whatever the developer will negotiate.  The 
government officials note that these payments may be even smaller because the people do not 
know the value of their improvements or what they can demand.  The process lacks any review; 
no person or entity can challenge the authority of the state to issue certificates or occupancy or 
the amount of compensation paid to landholders for land seized under the LUA.  Thus, once an 
agreement for an amount is reached, the farmer has no avenue for complaint. 

 
BOX 3.     From Landholder to Landless 

 
In the Kuje area of FCT, a farmer who cultivated his plot of three hectares for the past 25 years was 
evicted by the government, which is erecting a housing development.  The farmer had cleared the land 
and planted guava, mango, and cashew trees, and cultivated sugar cane and maize.  He earned an 
income of approximately N 300,000 annually from his plot.  He supported his two wives and 14 
children. 
 
The government paid him N 200,000 as compensation based on the value of his trees because they are 
considered “improvements.”  The amount does not compensate him for even a full year of income from 
his land, yet the amount was considered high.  He believes he was able to obtain the amount he did 
because he paid for an estimate of the value of his trees and presented it to the government.  He is also 
of high status in the community because he is Chief of Houses and Chief of Farmers.  He plans to 
travel many kilometers away, find new land and start over.  He is 50 years old. 
 
Personal interview, August 2006 

Other formal land and land-related laws 
 
The LUA overshadows Nigeria’s other formal laws that impact land rights and relations.  But 
other laws do exist, including:  
 

• Grasslands law. Nigeria has a national law requiring states to set aside at least 10 
percent of their land for pastoralists and nomads.  Only a handful of states have complied, 
and the law is considered ineffective and unenforceable because the pressure on land for 
sedentary farming is too great. 

 
• Islamic law.  Nigeria’s northern states are predominantly Muslim and governed by 

Shari’a law.  The law includes principles relating the inheritance of land, marital property 
rights, and the property rights of women who are abandoned and divorced.  Islamic law 
governs inheritance of property to the extent not inconsistent with the LUA. Thus, to the 
extent that a Muslim man has land rights, he can pass those rights to his children in 
accordance with Islamic law, which provides that female children receive one-half of the 
share given a male child.80 

80 In practice, Muslim women in Nigeria appear unable or unwilling to assert even that reduced percentage share; the 
1992-1993 survey found that while 14 percent of women  countrywide were landholders, only 3.5 percent of women 
in the northern Muslim states were landholders.  See Annexes 1A and 1B. 
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I.5  Impact of Legal Pluralism 
 
A land tenure system can assist in providing communities with secure land rights, encouraging 
investment in land, and promoting economic growth and social stability.  However, where two 
conflicting land tenure systems operate – even if each operates well individually – far different 
results may occur.  Competing tenure systems create ambiguity and confusion.  Doubt about the 
proper occupants of a plot of land and the sanctioned uses of land results in insecurity of tenure, 
creates inefficiencies, and impairs the transferability of land.   As such, a pluralistic legal 
environment impacts agricultural productivity and equity, and can create social tension and 
ultimately incite conflict.81 

Impact on Agricultural Productivity and Economic Growth

When Nigeria enacted the LUA in 1978, Nigeria’s evolving customary rural land market became 
illegal.  The new law rerouted the road to land through the government.  Removing traditional 
authority from chiefs, obas, and village heads, the government took control of all new allocations 
of land.  In addition, the law made all transactions and transfers of interests in land, including 
tenancy arrangements and transfers of use rights, subject to government approval.  
 
If the young man farming his brother’s land next to the road in Kwali area knew of the LUA and 
complied with it, at the time of his marriage when he sought his own one-two hectare plot to 
farm, he would go to the local government authority and make an application for land.  Land that 
he could have received for little or no monetary cost from the chief requires an application 
process that may take up to a year, a payment of perhaps N 40,000, and liability for annual rent 
to the government.  If the young man wishes to rent in more land, lease out his land, or sell his 
occupancy rights he must obtain permission and pay the local government as much as 20 percent 
of the value of his land at the time of sale.  
 
The young man will likely select a much more attractive alternative:  ignore the formal law and 
continue to look to customary law and the traditional ruler in the area for authority over the 
management and administration of land.  However, the land rights he receives through 
invocation of the system of customary tenure will be less secure, and values and terms of 
transactions more likely to be skewed because the existence of the formal law, which conflicts 
with the operations of customary law and is capable of trumping customary law.   
 
Creating further insecurity, parties to a transaction no longer have an effective forum for the 
resolution of problems and claims that arise relating to land.  The LUA vests jurisdiction over 
disputes relating to its provisions exclusively with the High Court,  undermining the traditional 
adjudicatory role of the chief and elders.82 Nonetheless, traditional village dispute resolution 
systems continue to operate.  Despite their technical lack of authority over the subject, the chiefs 
in FCT report handling hundreds of land disputes a year, the vast majority of which are claims 
raised by the those in the middle and lower income levels, the poor, and the socially 
marginalized.   

81 See e.g., Boudreaux, 2005; see generally Deininger, 2003, at 160-63. 
82 Customary courts may entertain claims relating to eligibility for a customary right of occupancy. 
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The attraction of the traditional dispute resolution mechanisms and institutions is understandable.  
Even if the traditional rulers’ authority to resolve land disputes lacks legal legitimacy, the chiefs 
and other traditional rulers know the history of the land and landholdings and their personalities 
and procedures are known to rural residents.  Furthermore, traditional dispute resolution 
procedures are highly participatory, allowing the parties opportunities for compromise and 
settlement, and giving appropriate consideration to the past and future relationships of the 
parties, the social hierarchy, and accepted norms.   
 
In contrast, more formal legal proceedings take place before adjudicators who are usually 
unknown to the parties.  Their rulings carry a presumption of impartiality and the application of 
uniform standards.  Most conclude with a ruling as to a winner and a loser.  While in some cases, 
these formal resolution forums may provide more equitable results for the poorer sections of 
rural society, the risks are higher: for individuals with limited assets, the guarantee of some type 
of a compromise ruling is preferable to the risk of a total loss, even if there is a possibility of a 
total win.  In addition, while a judge may have the appearance of impartiality due to the judge’s 
distance from the rural community, the judge may also not have a proper context for an 
appropriate resolution, and thus the adjudicatory process is considered untrustworthy in design.83 

The existence of dual tenure systems, each with its own enforcement mechanisms and 
institutions, creates an opportunity for forum shopping for those with the economic ability, social 
status, and confidence to do so.  The wealthier members of society are repeat players in the legal 
and dispute resolution systems; they know their relationships with traditional rulers and the rules 
and procedures governing formal court actions, and they can anticipate outcomes.  They can 
structure their land transactions to fit legal requirements, and select the forum that best serves 
their interests.   
 
Not surprisingly, the middle class and particularly the rural poor have far fewer options, and their 
ability to select among those that are available is limited.  They are less familiar with formal 
proceedings, less comfortable in environments that rely on written documents and established 
procedures, and they are unlikely to be able to devote the time and money necessary to engage in 
formal legal proceedings.  They are more likely, therefore, to rely on the traditional rulers – 
whose decisions on most land issues are without legal validity and unenforceable in the formal 
legal system.   
 
Impact on Equity

As the discussion in the previous sections suggests, Nigeria’s formal land tenure system supports 
the interests of wealthier, mostly urban populations at the expense of the poorer members of 
society.  The cost to obtain occupancy rights within the formal system is prohibitive (both in 
financial terms and time) for all but the wealthy, and the rights granted do not ultimately protect 
against appropriation of the land.  Thus, the middle and poor sections of the rural population 
remain within the customary system.  However, their land rights, which are predictable and 
secure within the system of customary land tenure, are wholly unprotected in the formal system.    

83 Thomas Carothers, 1998.  The Rule of Law Revival, 77 FOREIGN AFFAIRS, March-April 1998, at 95. 
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The state has the authority to acquire their land – often their most valuable asset – without 
providing compensating relief.     
 
Potential for Conflict

In many areas of Nigeria competing claims for land, coupled with the lack of an articulated land 
policy and inadequate or nonexistent mechanisms for resolving disputes, have created conflict or 
the potential for conflict.  The costs of conflict are enormous in terms of human life and well 
being, infrastructure, and lost productivity.  In one study in Uganda, unresolved conflicts reduced 
output on a plot of land by 30 percent.84 

In Nigeria, the needs of nomadic pastoralists versus sedentary farmers have been a continuing 
source of tension and conflict.  In one of the most violent episodes, 53,000 people were killed, 
tens of thousands were displaced, and thousands of homes were destroyed in Plateau state 
between 2001 and 2004.   While issues of ethnicity and religion fueled the situation, the violence 
erupted over competing claims to land.85 

BOX 4.     Conflict in Plateau State 
 
The residents of the area included numerous ethnic groups who over generations had invested in the 
land, developed a customary land tenure system that included individualized rights to land, and a 
variety of mechanisms for contracting over rights to land, including rental agreements, short term 
leases to herders, and the right to sell.   
 
As population grew and the diversity of that population increased, the demand for land and the 
transaction costs for bargaining for land rights increased.  Customary practices traditionally handled 
non-natives through adoption into a family or small community or a short-term loan of land.  The loans 
of land allowed nomadic Fulani herders to access land on which to graze their livestock, while the 
customary owners benefited from the manure and access to dairy products.  As years passed, 
population increases, enlarged cultivation areas, and herders remaining in the area for longer periods 
combined to put the land under enormous pressure.  The LUA exacerbated the situation by 
simultaneously (1) restricting landholders’ ability to enter into contractual arrangements to transfer land 

84 Klaus Deininger and J.S. Castagnini, 2002.  Incidence and Impact of Land Conflict in Uganda, World Bank 
Discussion Paper (Washington DC: The World Bank); see generally Deininger, 2003, at 160-62 
85 For a comprehensive description of the conflict and history of the region, see Karol Boudreaux, 2005.  The 
Human Face of Resource Conflict:  Property and Power in Nigeria, a Global Prosperity Initiative Working Paper 
(George Mason University) and sources cited therein. 
86 Id., at 50-51, citing findings of Human Rights Watch, Africa Division.  Another heterogeneous community 
struggle with competing populations.  In the highly fertile Jos Plateau, valuable land and heterogeneous populations 
create the same mix that ignited conflict in Plateau state.  Irrigation technology that allowed for increased vegetable 
and fruit production was introduced in the Jos Plateau area during the 1991-2001 period.  Region benefited from 
increased production: studies found more children in school and household assets increased.  However, serious 
problems lie just beneath the surface.  In order to obtain the high yield, farmers have been farming continuously 
without fallow and rely on inputs to maintain soil.  Over the ten year period, pests and diseases have increased, 
requiring further inputs.  The water supply has decreased.  The natural resources are under pressure and, in addition, 
different ethnic groups compete for the land – the Berom, Hausa, the original migrants who developed the land 
when mining operations in the area ceased, and in the dry season the Fulani.  The local government failed to define 
land rights acceptable to the various groups, the groups had no local land dispute resolution forums within which to 
advance their grievances, and violence erupted.  Gina Porter, F. Harris, et al., 2003.  Markets, ethnicity and 
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absent government approval, (2) granting herders a potential to obtain rights to up to 5,000 hectare 
parcels when tied to an agricultural enterprise, while farmers were limited to 500 hectares, and (3) 
removing most of the customary dispute resolution mechanisms and devaluing the social norms that 
homogeneous groups could rely on to ensure compliance with land rights.  When the LUA removed the 
local leaders’ authority over land to the government it removed the incentive that local groups had to 
deal with each other, coordinate their land uses, and cooperate.  Under the LUA, landholders must rely 
on the local government to define and enforce land rights; in this case, the government failed, at a cost 
of 53,000 lives.86

In FCT where the government is acquiring land at a rapid pace, the chiefs’ paramount concern is 
that the situation will become violent.  According to the chiefs, thousands of small farmers are 
continuously evicted from their land by government officials who have no understanding of the 
subsistence nature of the livelihoods of these farmers.  Few have substantial improvements on 
their land that the government will consider in making compensation payments, and they offer 
the farmers a pittance, often N 1,000 or N 2,000.  The farmer accepts the amount in cash, often 
squandering it because he is unused to receiving an amount like that in a lump sum.  The land 
offer by the government for resettlement is often poorly sited, the plots are too small, or no land 
is offered.  The farmer and his family are landless and quickly become destitute.  As one chief 
said:  “I try to work with the government officials and my people.  But I am not a magician.  My 
people are desperate and confused.  My people have lost their land and they have been given 
nothing.  If this continues, I am worried what the people will do.”87 

I.6  Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
Efforts to increase the productivity and halt the degradation of Nigeria’s agricultural land require 
understanding the competing formal and informal land tenure systems and the impact of the 
pluralistic environment on the rights of all sections of the population.  The formal legal 
framework fails to account for the customs and traditions of Nigeria’s rural population, or to 
provide support for existing land rights and institutions.  When the law is enforced, it enhances 
the position of the wealthiest members of society at the expense of the small, poor, and 
marginalized farmers.  The law takes land from those who are least able to survive loss of their 
most valuable asset, offers inadequate compensation in its place, and provides no competent and 
accessible avenues for complaint.   
 
The situation is, however, far from hopeless.  Assuming the political will exists for changes to 
the legal and policy framework, a number of actions are likely to assist in increasing 
opportunities for agricultural growth, reduction of land degradation, and increased equity and 
social stability.   
 
1)     Conduct comprehensive research of the ground level land tenure realities

environment in a vulnerable landscape: the case of small-scale vegetable production on the Jos Plateau, Nigeria, 
1991-2001, THE GEOGRAPHIC JOURNAL, Vol. 169:4, 370-381. 
87 Personal interviews with chiefs and elders, August 2006. 
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• General research. As an initial matter, determination of the best strategies for 
addressing agricultural productivity, sustainability, and equity requires a comprehensive 
understanding of the ground level realities.  There is a dearth of information about 
Nigeria’s agricultural land tenure systems.  A minor example:  multiple papers make the 
concluding statement that Nigeria’s agricultural productivity suffers for the fragmentation 
of land.  However, the 1992-1993 survey indicates that 70 percent of households have a 
single plot, and only three percent have more than one plot.  In order to shape land policy 
and objectives, an accurate understanding of the landholdings and functioning of land 
tenure systems is necessary and should be conducted with consideration of the needs of 
the local communities and farmers as the starting point.  Prior to determining the nature 
of any action, it is essential to have a firm understanding in all regions of the country 
about how land is held and used, who is on the land under what terms, how the land is 
being cultivated, how land markets are functioning, the nature of the pressures on the 
land in various areas, the nature of land disputes and the mechanisms for managing them, 
what institutions are operating at state and local levels, and how the formal and informal 
systems are impacting the rural population.    

 
• Women’s land rights. In 1992-1993, 14 percent of rural landholders in Nigeria were 

women.  In the northern Islamic states, only 3.5 percent of rural landholders were 
women.  Where women have control over the production and income from land, they are 
more likely than men to use those assets to support the welfare of the children and entire 
household.   Ensuring that women have equal access to land and control of its production 
and income will have a positive impact on the livelihoods of the country’s rural poor and 
provide essential security and support for a highly vulnerable group, particularly in areas 
coping with the impact of HIV/AIDS.88 

• Survey. Determine precisely what information exists regarding Nigeria’s land.  If the 
information is inadequate for managing land uses and protecting natural resources, 
determine what type of survey might be conducted to fill the gaps.  Ensure that any 
surveys conducted include communal land. 

 
2)     Consider revisions to existing policy and legal framework

• Expand the proposed agricultural land policy to include considerations of equity.
The country’s policy objectives should consider expressly including an interest of equity 
in order to ensure that gains in sustainable productivity are not at the expense of the 

88 See e.g., Agnes R. Quisumbing et al, 1995.  Women the Key to Food Security, Food Policy Report: International 
Food Policy Research Institute. Father’s Money, Mother’s Money, and Parental Commitment:  Guatemala and 
Nicaragua, in ENGENDERING WEALTH AND WELL-BEING: EMPOWERMENT FOR GLOBAL CHANGE, Rae Blumberg, et 
al., eds. (Boulder: Westview); Bina Agarwal, 1994.  A FIELD OF ONE’S OWN: GENDER AND LAND RIGHTS IN SOUTH 

ASIA (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), at 27-33; Diana Deere and Magdalena Leon, 2001.  EMPOWERING 

WOMEN (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press).The increased rights must be supported with capacity building, 
access to inputs, technical assistance.  In Kenya, a project that provided women with the same level of education, 
inputs, and experience as men increased the maize, cowpea, and bean yields.  See Stephan Dohrn, 2006.  Governing 
Land:  Reflections from IFPRI Research, summary of presentations at IFPRI workshop held in Washington DC on 
December 15, 2005, available at www.ifpri.org. 
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country’s rural poor.89 The goal of equity in land policy supports agricultural 
productivity and the sustainability of the country’s natural resources: equitable access to 
land and control of its production allows individuals from all sections of the population to 
have an interest in the country’s natural resources and a stake in how that resource is 
managed.  Equitable access encourages participation in society, which in turn contributes 
to social and political stability.90 

• Harmonize the agricultural land policy and laws with other land laws and policies. 
The country’s agricultural policy and laws will be most effective if they are considered 
and drafted with an awareness of other types of land, land interests, and uses, including 
forestland, grazing land, and urban and peri-urban land.  

3)     Revise the Land Use Act

• General. The harm and potential harm caused by the LUA is enormous and should be 
sufficient to support the national-level legislative action necessary to allow for the 
revision of the law.91 If the legislative body opens the law for revision, the process 
should be conducted with the objectives of the land policy in mind.   

 
• Customary land tenure. The LUA should expressly recognize the validity of customary 

law in key areas, such as granting legal status to customary transactions in land and land 
allocation and including traditional rulers as required members of bodies governing 
land.92 The law should allow for group rights to be granted to rural land, as appropriate.93 

The Resolutions emerging from the Stakeholders’ workshop (referenced in footnote 95) 
recommend returning ownership of land to the traditional owners.  While the interests of 
equity might be best served by such an approach, it appears an unlikely possibility absent 
significant changes in the political environment.  Until that day arrives, we believe that 
much of the value of land ownership can be realized by holders of long term, certain, 
transferable, and enforceable use rights to land.94 

• Land registration. Consider a simple, no-cost means of registering customary land uses 
that relies on local procedures, and systematically undertake the registration for all rural 
landholders.  Require land to be registered in the name of husband and wife for married 

89 McAuslan, 2003, at 9. 
90 Id., at 10-11. 
91 Recommendations advanced at a Stakeholders’ Workshop on Review and Amendment of the Land Use Act, 
sponsored by the Nigerian Economic Summit Group and funded by USAID, include a recommendation that the 
LUA be de-listed from the Constitution.  See Stakeholder Resolutions at 
http://www.nesgroup.org/programmes/xhome.aspx?pcode+21.
92 J.A. Omotola, 1981.  The Land Use Act and Customary System of Tenure, in THE LAND USE ACT: REPORT OF A 

NATIONAL WORKSHOP, at 41 (suggesting that customary tenure rules regarding transfer of land should be 
preserved).   
93 Group rights are useful and desirable where there are economies of scale in managing the resources, such as 
securing borders of a forest and where there is low population density and high environmental risk.   Deininger, 
2003, at  29.  
94 China example – impact of 30-year use rights. 
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couples (formal and customary marriage), in the names of women individually as heads 
of households, or the family lineage, as appropriate. 

 
• Land allocations. Traditional rulers and chiefs should have a substantive role in land 

allocations, including the sitting of new developments and public projects.  If land rental 
or tax is applied to agricultural land, consideration should be given to a system that is 
affordable for subsistence level farmers. 

 
• Land use and transfer rights. Land use rights should have defined, renewable terms 

(set forth in the national law), with durations that encourage investment and terms that 
allow holders to transfer those rights through inheritance and individual agreements for 
rental, lease, and pledge of those interests.  Land uses that include sustainable farming 
practices, afforestation, and other conservation and reclamation measures should be given 
incentives. 

 
• Appropriation of land. The definition of “public purpose” and “public interest” should 

be reconsidered to reduce the amount of discretion and restrict its application to very 
specific types of development.  The state should be required to make any landholder 
whole when land is appropriated; resettlement should be a mandatory part of a 
compensation package.  A make-whole remedy includes categories such as compensation 
for income lost, payment for reduction in earning potential, the value of improvements, 
resettlement costs, training in new job skills, etc. Payment should be prompt (with a 
penalty for delay), and the process subject to an independent review panel with authority 
to alter the government’s plan. 

 
• Accountability. Processes under the LUA should be transparent and all documents 

available to the public.  Eliminate the supremacy clause from the LUA and allow anyone 
aggrieved by the operation of the LUA standing to bring a claim in any forum.   

 
• Enforcement. Create a legally legitimate, accessible forum for land disputes, including 

all disputes relating to the LUA.  Set time limits for resolution and provide for legal aid 
for those with economic and social issues limiting access to the forum. 

 
4)     Institution building

Land rights are only as good as the institutional support for them, and for the productive and 
sustainable use of land.  Equitable access and control of land requires strong supporting  
institutions that are accessible to the poor and socially marginalized.  Nigeria would be assisted 
by an inventory its institutions, with an eye toward created holistic institutional environments 
that combine legal literacy with land rights enforcement mechanisms and accessible dispute 
resolution forums.  Similar attention should be given to institutions providing technical support, 
credit access, extension services, and technical advice to small farmers.  
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PART II – ECONOMIC ANALYSIS OF LAND DEGRADATION 
 

II.1 Introduction 
 
Land degradation has been often thought to be one of Nigeria’s most important natural resource 
management problems (FAO, 2002; Odemerho, 1992).  It is commonly thought that more than 
50% of the country’s surface is degraded (USAID, 2002; Satellitebild et al., 1999).  Land 
degradation is often blamed for reducing agricultural productivity and increasing sedimentation 
of reservoirs.  If land degradation problems are as severe as thought, they are likely to have 
serious impacts on agricultural growth and on the welfare of a significant proportion of the 
population. 
 
This second part of the report undertakes an economic analysis of land degradation by reviewing 
existing data on land problems in Nigeria’s rural sector.  In particular, it examines the trends in 
agricultural productivity at national and state level and seeks to determine if land degradation is 
the leading cause of declining or stagnant agricultural yields in the most affected states.  This 
effort is constrained by a severe and pervasive data limitation which prevents a full analysis. 
 
Structure. Section II analyzes the trends in land use and agricultural productivity at national 
and state levels.  Section III undertakes an economic analysis of the on-site effects of land 
degradation on productivity.  Section IV discusses potential incentives for land conservation by 
analyzing farmers’ behavior towards land degradation and farming practices.  Section V provides 
some conclusions and recommendations, identifying areas where further analyses are direly 
needed. 
 
Methodology. The report is based on a comprehensive review of most recent studies related to 
land use, land degradation and agricultural productivity in Nigeria.  The information was 
complemented by discussions with government institutions departments95 and local statistics 
collected during a two-week mission to Abuja (July – August 2006).  New estimates and 
analyses were done by the consultant. 

 
II.2     Trends in Land Use and Agriculture 
 
Nigeria’s Human Development Index of 0.453 places it 158th among 177 countries in the 
UNDP/HDI in 2005 (OECD, 2006).  Table 1 illustrates the distribution of the poor in urban and 
rural areas as well as per main geographical region.  Overall, about 52% of the Nigerian 
population is poor.  Poverty affects 60% of the rural population and is especially widespread in 
the country’s north.  The country’ poorest states are Jigawa, Kebbi, Kogi, Bauchi and Kwara 
(Federal Office of Statistics, 2005).  As the greatest proportion of population is employed in 
agriculture, land represents a crucial factor for improving the welfare of people, especially the 
poor. 

95 Institutions consulted include the Federal Bureau of Statistics, the Federal Ministry of Agriculture and Natural 
Resources, the F.C.T. Abuja Department of Agriculture, the International Institute of Tropical Agriculture (IITA) in 
Kubwa, Abuja, and the Agricultural and Natural Resources Departments in Kuje and Gwagwalada. 
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TABLE 1 – Poor Population by Sector and Zone  
 

Sector/Zone Poor Non-poor 
Urban 

 Rural 
 Total 

40.1 
60.6 
51.6 

59.9 
39.4 
48.5 

South-South 
 South East 
 South West 
 North Central 
 North East 
 North West 
 Total 

47.6 
31.2 
40.2 
58.6 
64.8 
61.2 
51.6 

52.4 
68.8 
57.8 
41.4 
35.2 
38.8 
48.4 

Source: Federal Office of Statistics, 2005. 
Note: The table considers $1/day poverty line (World Bank definition). 

The most important economic sector is oil and gas - including crude petroleum, natural gas and 
oil refining – with 35% of the gross domestic product (GDP) in 2004.  Agriculture comes in 
second place, contributing to about 26% of GDP (FAO, 2005a) and employing 60% of the total 
working population (FOS, 2005).  Other natural resources form the resource base for the 
livelihood of a large proportion of Nigerians, particularly in rural areas that are home to about 
52% of total population (FAO, 2006). 
 
Agriculture is dominated by small-scale farms, with an average size ranging from 0.5 ha in the 
humid south to about 4 ha in the dry north (FAO, 2005).  About 50% of farms have less than 1 
ha in size and more than 85% of farms are smaller than 5 ha (Federal Office of Statistics, 1999).  
Nigerian climate allows cultivation of a variety of crops, some of which differ from a region to 
another.  Cassava, yams, cocoyams and sweet potatoes are usually found in the south; yam, 
sorghum, maize, cassava, millet, cowpeas are characteristic to the middle belt; whereas millet, 
cowpeas and guinea corn96 are usually found in northern Nigeria (Geomatics et al., 1998). 
 
Once a food exporter to other countries in the region, Nigeria is now a net food importer with a 
negative external trade balance of US$1.4 billion (FAO, 2005a).  During 1994-2004, the per 
capita production of several crops dropped considerably – Figure 1.  It is argued that a large 
proportion of this decline is a result of the rapid population growth which limited the country’s 
ability to meet the food needs at national level (Geomatics International et al., 1998). 
 
Land use Trends

The most recent land use inventory in Nigeria dates back to 1995, when Geomatics International 
et al. (1998) assessed the changes in land cover based on land use maps and interpretation of 
satellite images from 1976/78 and 1993/95.  This resulted in a very comprehensive land use 
inventory classified according to no less than 34 categories of land use.  For the sake of 
simplicity, Table 2 shows only the most relevant categories of land use and the associated 
changes between 1976/78 - 1993/95 and groups the remainder under the ‘other’ category.  The 

96 a drought-resistant variety of sorghum. 
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fact that the most recent land use inventory is more than a decade old is an indicator of the data 
limitations encountered in Nigeria. 

 
FIGURE 1 – Trends in per Capita Production of Major Crops in Nigeria 
 

TABLE 2 – Principal Land Uses in Nigeria 
 

1976/78 1993/95 
Land Use Category % of 

country 000 ha 
% of 

country 000 ha 
Change 
(000 ha) 

Intensive (crop) agriculture 36 32,200 40 36,500 4,300 
Extensive (grazing) agriculture 18 16,600 21 18,700 2,100 
Floodplain agriculture 1 900 2 2,000 1,100 
Extensive agriculture with denuded areas 0 300 1 900 600 
Plantations/projects 0 300 1 600 300 
Dominantly shrubs/grasses 13 11,400 9 8,200 -3,200 
Dominantly trees/woodlands/shrubs 17 15,100 9 8,100 -7,000 
Forest1 7 6,600 6 5,500 -1,100 
Other2 8 7,500 11 10,400 2,900 
Total 100 90,900 100 90,900 0 

Sources: Geomatics International et al., 1998. 
Notes: 1 Includes disturbed forest (going from 1.6 to 2.1% of the country’s area), undisturbed forest (from 2.9 to 

1.3%), mountain forest (0.7%), riparian forests (from 0.8% to 0.6%), forest plantation (from 0.1% to 0.2%).  
 2 Includes gullies, dominantly grasses, discontinuous grassland, shrub/sedge/graminoid freshwater 

marsh/swamp, grassland, natural water bodies, urban, sand dunes, mountain grassland, reservoir, rock 
outcrop, graminoid/sedge freshwater marsh, salt marsh/tidal flat, alluvial, mining areas, canal. 

Source: based on FAO, 2006a 
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Agriculture is the dominant land use in the country, covering about 65% of country’s land.  In 
1995, shrubs/grasses and trees/woodlands/shrubs covered 18% of land area and forests 
represented 6%.  During 1978 – 1995, agricultural land expanded by 8.4 million ha, or 9% of the 
country’s area.  This is equivalent to an annual increase of about 0.5% of total land.  A more 
detailed analysis based on NOAA imagery shows that most of the agricultural expansion (6.9 
million ha) occurred during 1990-1995.  That gives an expansion rate of about 1.4 million 
ha/year or 1.5% of total country’s area (Geomatics International et al., 1998). 
 
Crop agriculture is the most important land use, covering 36.5 million ha or 62% of total 
agricultural land; followed by grazing, with 18.7 million ha or 32% of total agricultural land. 
Table 3 shows in detail the changes of other land uses into crop agriculture and grazing land.  

 
TABLE 3 – Dominant Land Use Changes into Extensive and Intensive Agriculture 
 

Intensive 
Agriculture

Extensive 
Agriculture

Changes from 
Other Land Uses

000 ha 000 ha 000 ha %

Area with no change 24,800 7,900 … …
Changes from:     

Extensive agriculture 5,341 … … …
Intensive agriculture … 3,154 … …
Dominantly shrubs/grasses 1,435 2,305 3,740 28 
Dominantly trees/woodlands/shrubs 2,659 4,245 6,904 51 
Dominantly grasses   474 474 
Floodplain agriculture 97   97 
Disturbed forests 616   616 
Undisturbed forest 393 179 572 
Riparian forest 210 54 264 
Discontinous grassland   86 86 
Forested freshwater swamp 341   341 

Shrub/sedge/graminoid freshwater marsh/swamp 239 118 357 

 

21 
 

Total  36,131 18,515 13,451 100 

Source: Based on data provided by Geomatics International et al., 1998. 

 
Table 3 suggests that: 
 

• 80% of the expansion of agricultural land is at the expense of areas covered by 
trees/woodlands/shrubs (51%) and, to a lesser extent, by shrubs/grasses (28%); 

• there are also conversions between cropping agriculture and grazing land; about 5.3 
million ha of grazing land were converted to crops by 1993/95; at the same time, about 
3.1 million ha of cropping land were converted to grazing land. 
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Trends of Agricultural Yields

National level trends.  Understanding the problems of rural land in Nigeria requires a 
preliminary analysis of the agricultural sector and trends of important crops.  Agriculture is a 
growing sector in Nigeria.  Real agricultural GDP increased by 4% per year in the last decade 
(FAO, 2005a) and the value of crop production rose annually by 6% during 2000-2004 (NBS, 
2005).  Cassava and yam are the most significant crops, together occupying more than 84% of 
total land cultivated with roots and tubers in 2000 – Figure 2.  Sorghum, millet and maize are 
important staples, covering a similar proportion of the grain-cultivated area.  This section 
analyzes the trends in production and yields of selected crops i.e. cassava, yam and maize during 
the last four decades.  

 
FIGURE 2 – Area Cultivated with Major Crops 
 

Source: built on data provided by the Federal Ministry of Agriculture and Natural Resources, 2000 

 
Figures 3 and 4 depict the evolution of total production and yields in the last four decades.  
Production of cassava increased by 6 times, yam by 10, and maize by 5.  The considerable 
increase in crop production (especially after the 1980s) is mainly a result of the expansion of 
cultivated area.  Yields of each crop also increased throughout the whole period.  Increase in 
maize yields (by 2.1 times) was more substantial than that of cassava (1.2 times) and yam (1.5 
times).  
 
National average yields can be compared to those obtained in other sites of Nigeria.  For 
example, the experimental station of IITA in Kubwa produces about 7 – 10 t/ha of maize, 60 – 
90 t/ha of cassava and about 30 t/ha of yam; these numbers are 4-5 times higher than average 
yields at national level (Francis Adunoye, Farm Manager IITA, personal communication, 
Kubwa).  The higher yields obtained in experimental stations is often a result of several factors, 
such as use of higher-yield crop varieties, better soil fertility and  adequate use of farm inputs in 
space and time. 
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FIGURE 3 – Production of Major Agricultural Crops  
 

Source: based on data provided by FAO database 
 

FIGURE 4 – Yields of Major Agricultural Crops 
 

Source: based on data provided by FAO database 
 

Worldwide, Nigeria stands out as the most important cassava producer, with about 38,000t per 
year (IITA, 2005).  Despite this, the average yield (11t/ha) is considerably lower than that of 
some Sub-Saharan countries such as Ghana (14t/ha), Uganda (13 t/ha) and Guinea Bissau 
(16t/ha).  It is also lower than that of other important world cassava producers, for example 
Brazil (13 t/ha) and Thailand (18 t/ha) – Figure 5.  Some of these differences are due to 
differences in climates, soils and agricultural practices.   
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FIGURE 5 – Cassava Yields Throughout the World 
 

Source: IITA, 2005 
 

State level trends. National level trends of agricultural productivity may mask problems of 
rural land at a local scale.  An analysis at a finer level, e.g. state or local level, can help 
determine whether land degradation is occurring locally and shed light on its causes.  With this 
purpose, we look at trends of agricultural yields at a more detailed scale and estimate their 
annual change over an extended period of time.  
 
We examine trends in maize yields.  Although maize accounts for 11% of agricultural land in 
Nigeria and 20% of staples area, it remains an important staple after sorghum and millet (Federal 
Ministry of Agriculture and Natural Resources, 2000).  In addition, as maize is the focus of 
several analyses in Sub-Saharan Africa, data on maize is more easily accessible than that on 
other crops.  
 
Data collection is based on a comprehensive review of local statistics provided by official 
institutions97 during the mission in Abuja.  The most detailed level of data disaggregation is the 
state level.  Because of climatic changes in Nigeria, e.g. droughts and irregular rainfalls, an 
accurate estimate of the average changes in yields should be calculated over a few decades.  
Unfortunately, data made available during the visit in Abuja revealed only an eight-year trend of 
maize yields at the state level, during 1991-1998.  According to discussions with local 
consultants, data for longer periods can be found only in the respective states.  
 
Based on the trends of maize yields, we estimate the average annual changes of yield for each 
Nigerian state.  Table 4 presents all the estimates, while Figure A1 illustrates the trends for 
selected states.  The table reveals that twelve states have significant yield declines, of more than 
50 kg/ha/year: Yobe, Borno, Kwara, Abia, Delta, Niger, Katsina, Osun, Anambra, Kano, Kogi, 
Ogun.  Maize is particularly important in six of these states: Borno, Kano, Katsina, Kogi and 

97 Federal Bureau of Statistics, Federal Ministry of Agriculture and Natural Resources, F.C.T. Abuja Department of 
Agriculture. 
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Ogun.  Declining yields in these states are not necessarily a result of land degradation, as they 
might be a consequence of several other factors such as falling input use and rainfalls variability.  
If however these data could be considered sufficiently accurate to provide real yield trends98, 
then they could be suggesting that these states are exposed to significant effects of land 
degradation.  In addition, other states might also be subject to land degradation effects, to the 
extent that observed increase in yields is smaller than that which would occur under improved 
soil conditions. 

 
TABLE 4 – Mean Annual Change in Maize Yields, 1991-1998  
 

States 
Maize Area 

(000 ha) 
Mean Yield (t/ha) 

1991-1992 
Mean Yield (t/ha)  

1997-1998 
Mean Annual Change 

in Yield (kg/ha) 
Abia 56.8 2.3 1.6 -136 
Adamawa 38.4 2.1 3.2 20 
Akwa Ibom 31.5 1.1 1.3 49 
Anambra 25.1 2.3 2.3 -65 
Bauchi 69.5 1.7 1.2 -9 
Benue 103.1 1.9 2.2 -30 
Borno 102.6 2.5 1.3 -157 
Cross River 46.2 1.0 2.0 163 
Delta 46.8 3.5 2.0 -133 
Edo 50.8 2.0 1.6 -7 
Enugu                                   43.3 2.0 1.9 0.8 
FCT Abuja 2.9 1.8 3.5 -24 
Imo 65.8 2.1 1.8 -3 
Jigawa 4.2 0.7 0.5 -18 
Kaduna 358.8 2.4 2.1 -26 
Kano 137.2 2.0 1.5 -81 
Katsina 248.2 2.2 1.4 -108 
Kebbi 15.1 1.3 3.8 46 
Kogi 210.6 1.4 1.1 -50 
Kwara 75.8 1.9 0.9 -149 
Lagos 30.7 1.9 2.2 50 
Niger 329.7 1.9 1.1 -130 
Ogun 110.4 2.0 1.5 -77 
Ondo 92.2 2.1 2.0 84 
Osun 55.0 2.3 1.5 -117 
Oyo 183.1 1.2 1.4 27 
Plateau 138.2 1.2 1.6 80 
Rivers 107.3 1.6 1.9 72 
Sokoto 15.8 0.6 1.1 10 
Taraba 215.7 2.4 1.1 -16 
Yobe 1.6 1.4 0.6 -165 

 

Sources: columns 2-4: Federal Ministry of Agriculture and Natural Resources, various years; column 5: own 
calculations based on data provided by Federal Ministry of Agriculture and Natural Resources. 
 

                                                 
98 A short-period trend such as this can be incomplete by not showing the real evolution of an indicator over time. 
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To better assess whether land degradation is taking place, it would be necessary to examine 
trends in total factor productivity, that is, yield per unit of all inputs – while correcting for the 
effects of weather variations and other exogenous factors.  The recent Country Environmental 
Analysis (World Bank, 2006b) carries out a regression analysis of cereal yields to farm inputs 
such as fertilizers and other factors affecting yields, such as rainfall.  The analysis is undertaken 
over a 44-year time frame (1961 – 2004) and uses aggregated data at national level from FAO 
database.  It appears that during 1980 – 2003, cereal yields declined from 155 kg/ha to about 58 
kg/ha.  The drop was accompanied by a sharp decline in fertilizer consumption and erratic 
patterns of rainfall.  Overall, the analysis does not point out to any conclusive result which could 
be applicable to the whole country. 
 
At state level, it is impossible however to undertake a similar regression analysis, because of the 
lack of data on inputs levels.  Even when available in very few years, data usually refer to sales 
of inputs instead of actual use; in addition, they do not include the amount of non-commercial 
fertilizers (manure) which is often used by poor communities.  These are only a few of the 
limitations encountered during the analysis.  
 
 
II.3  Declining Yields and Land Degradation 
 
Land Productivity Problems in Nigeria 
 
A variety of factors affects rural land and its productivity in Nigeria.  Significant problems linked 
to land are: 
 

- Inherent low fertility.  Nigerian soils are tropical soils which have low productivity 
anywhere in the country.  USAID (2002) suggests that almost 50% of the country’s soils 
fall into the low and poor classes of productivity.  Satellitebild et al. (1998) find that 
nearly 54% of the country’s area is covered by poorly drained soils which are often prone 
to gully erosion (Table 5); 

 
- Irregular rainfalls.  Droughts or low rainfall levels in specific periods affect productivity, 

such as during 1976-77, 1983-84, 1987-88, 1993-94 (FAO, 2006; Olaniran, 1991); 
 

- Inadequate use of farm inputs.  Farmers often use fertilizers in insufficient quantities, 
averaging about 5.5 kg/ha, or less than half the already low average of 13.6 kg/ha in Sub-
Saharan Africa (World Bank, 2006a).  Moreover, use of fertilizers without soil testing 
may induce nutrient imbalances in soil, affecting productivity in the long run (Federal 
Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development, 2003). 

 
- Land degradation.  Land degradation is reflected through the loss of actual or potential 

productivity or utility as a result of natural or anthropic factors (Eswaran et al., 2001).  In 
Nigeria, the fragility and intensive use of soil contribute to its degradation.  Land 
degradation is believed to affect especially the southeastern part of the country (Sherr and 
Yadav, 1997); 
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TABLE 5 – Soil Types in Nigeria 
 

Soil Type Surface  
(000 ha) 

% country 
area 

Characteristics Location 

Poorly 
drained  

11,600 54 These soils prevent water infiltration 
and promote surface run-off. They are 
prone to gully erosion.  

All over the country 

Well-
drained 

15,600 17% Two thirds of this area are fluvial 
soils. They have coarse texture and 
good infiltration capacity. 

South (along the coast), 
north-east and along 
major water courses. 

Thin  14,500 16% These soils are found both on flat and 
in mountain areas and have high 
potential for erosion. 

All over the country 
(esp. in the Plateau 
State area and in north-
west)  

Aeolian 
soils 

11,600 13% These soils include fossil and active 
dunes formations 

North and north-east 

Total 92,300 100%   
     
Source: Satellitebild et al., 1999 

 
There is no consensus on which factors contribute most to declining yields in Nigeria.  However, 
land degradation is often blamed as the leading cause.  The 1990 Global Assessment of Soil 
degradation (GLASOD) estimated that 27% of land had suffered some form of degradation in 
previous years in Nigeria.  Land degradation is believed to take several forms – soil erosion, 
desertification, compaction, salinization, nutrient depletion, etc – of which erosion and nutrient 
depletion are considered the main threats.  For example, about 35 million m3 per year is lost to 
gully erosion (Mbagwu, 2000).   Gully erosion is particularly severe in Plateau, Adamawa and 
Cross River states as well as in the southeastern Nigeria as a result of the run-off from high-
intensity rainfalls (Owuama, 1997).  
 
Land degradation can cause both on-site and off-site effects.  On site, it can result in lower yields 
(and hence, lower revenues) or in the need for higher input levels (and hence, higher costs) to 
maintain yields (Lal, 1987).  Off-site, degradation can cause problems such as sedimentation and 
changes in hydrological flows (Hamilton and King, 1983; Chomitz and Kumari, 1998).  Adverse 
off-site effects can also occur in the absence of on-site effects e.g. if agro-chemicals contaminate 
water.  More recently, degradation has been thought as contributing to global problems such as 
climate change, by reducing soil ability to store carbon (Pagiola, 1999; Lal and Logan, 1995).  
On-site problems have usually been thought to be most important in developing countries, 
though more recently attention has focused on off-site effects, particularly in Asia and Latin 
America (Pagiola, 2002). 
 
Estimating the Impacts of Land Degradation: Earlier Studies 
 
Estimating the magnitude of land degradation and its consequences is difficult.  Assessing on-
site effects is straightforward in theory, by using the production function approach for example; 
in practice, however, it proved empirically difficult, because of lack of appropriate data on the 
yield impact of degradation.  Moreover, the site-specificity of soil characteristics limits the 
applicability of data collected in one location to analysis of problems at another.  Efforts to value 
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off-site effects are also constrained by insufficient data, mainly because of the unclear cause-and-
effect relationships in both space and time (Walling, 1988). 
 
This report focuses only on the on-site effects of land degradation on agricultural yields.  Some 
assessments of land degradation undertaken in Africa are worth mentioning.  On a global scale, 
Lal (1998) valued an annual loss of 75 billion tons at a cost of about US$400 billion per year, or 
approximately US$70/capita.  Lal (1995) estimated yield reduction in Africa due to past soil 
erosion in the range of less than 2% for none or slight erosion to 40% for severe erosion.  He also 
estimated the average yield reduction due to erosion at 9% for Africa and 6.6% for Sub-Saharan 
Africa.  
 
In Sub-Saharan Africa, estimated annual on-site losses from degradation range from 1% of 
agricultural GDP in Madagascar, Mali and South Africa to as much as 8% in Zimbabwe (Bojo, 
1996).  Three different studies from Ethiopia however have resulted in estimated annual losses of 
less than 1% (FAO, 1986), 4% (Bojo and Cassells, 1995) and 5% of agricultural GDP (Sutcliffe, 
1993).  The three different results demonstrate however the weakness of the data and the 
dependence on the assumptions made (Pagiola, 2002).  We found only a few studies estimating 
the impacts of land degradation in Nigeria.  Most of them focus at local level.  For example, 
Mbagwu et al. (1984) and Lal (1987) estimate that erosion can cause yield reductions of 30-90% 
in some root-restrictive shallow lands99.  
 
A study financed by the Federal Government of Nigeria and the World Bank attempted to 
estimate the annual cost of soil erosion in each Nigerian state (Satellitebild et al., 1999).  In 
particular, the Satellitebild study attempts to measure the on-site effects of erosion on 
agricultural productivity and income in 1995.  Erosion estimates are based on the USLE 
(Universal Soil Loss Equation) method adapted to the country’s conditions.  Valuation of 
agricultural yield losses is based on the change in production function and results of an 
experimental research undertaken by Lal (1985).  Box 5 summarizes the main results. 

                                                 
99 It is not clear however on which period of time this yield reduction occurs. 
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BOX 5. Valuing Soil Degradation in Nigeria  

 
Satellitebid et al. (1999) undertook a comprehensive assessment of soil degradation in Nigeria for the 
country’s Federal Department of Agricultural Land Resources.  Based on satellite imagery of each state, 
the study classifies the soils according to their drainage characteristics and risk of erosion.  It finds that 
about 25% of the country’s area is covered by soils with extensive gully erosion, of which 80% are poorly 
drained.  The most severe erosion seems to occur in the southern and central parts of Nigeria, as a result 
of the high rainfall erosivity combined with intense cultivation pressure. 
 
Erosion. The study estimates erosion by using the USLE method adapted to Nigerian conditions.  Erosion 
measurements are based on data collected at erosion measurement sites built in each of the five agro-
ecological zones of the country100.  Total erosion is estimated at about 334 million t (~ 3.6 t/ha) in 
1973/76 and 418 million t (~ 4.5 t/ha) in 1993/1995; that represents an increase of 25% between the two 
periods.  The change in erosion varies largely from state to state. As expected, it is higher in states with 
steeper slopes (1-5%).  Substantial increases of more than 50% occur in Taraba (213%), FCT Abuja 
(113%), Sokoto (62%), Kaduna (62%) and Bauchi (52%). 
 
Losses in agricultural productivity.  To assess the impact of soil loss on agricultural productivity, the 
study assumes that maize is a representative to all other major crops produced in Nigeria.  This is because 
data on erosion- yield loss relationship is available only for maize. Lal (1983) examined the impact of soil 
erosion on maize productivity of an alfisol at the International Institute for Tropical Agriculture (IITA) in 
Ibadan.  He found that the greatest productivity losses do not necessarily occur in areas with steeper 
slopes which are usually more seriously eroded101.  The study applies Lal’s coefficients and estimates that 
the states most affected by losses in agricultural yields are Abia (10.8%), Akwa Ibom (9.7%), Edo (8.6%), 
Imo (8.1%), Delta and Kogi (7.1%) and Rivers (6.9%).  In general, annual losses in maize yields are 
found to range between 1.7% in Sokoto and Kebbi states and 10.8% in Abia state. 
 
Forgone returns.  To estimate the farmers’ net returns forgone to agricultural productivity losses, the 
study applies the yield loss figures to the net returns from maize for each state.  The highest net returns 
forgone of about N 700 – 1,000/ha occur in Anambra, Rivers, Delta, Imo and Enugu.  These are basically 
the states characterized by high maize productivity (1,600 – 2,300 kg maize/ha), medium to high levels of 
productivity losses (5.6 – 8.1%) and low slopes (0.1 – 1.4%).  For the whole Nigeria, the net returns 
forgone for maize production due to soil erosion amount to N 831.5 million or US$9.7 million.  
Considering a 10 - year time horizon and a 10% discount rate, the present value of net returns forgone of 
maize due to one year of soil average loss would amount to more than N5,000 million or US$60 million 
for the country as a whole.  That would correspond to about US$73 million in 2005, or 0.4% of the 
agricultural GDP, or US$0.5 per capita.  Assuming that the yield loss of other crops are proportional to 
that of maize and considering that maize represents only 8% of the country’s agricultural GDP, the total 
agricultural loss due to erosion would reach US$912 million in 2005, that is, 5% of the agricultural GDP, 
or US$6.5 per capita. 
 
SOURCE: Satellitebild et al. 1999 
 

                                                 
100 The site in Kaduna served as a model site. 
101 For example, he estimated the reduction of maize yields on 1% slope plot (0.26 t/ha/mm) was two or three times 
higher than that on 5% slope plot (0.1 t/ha/mm) or 10% slope plot (0.08 t/ha/mm). Lal explains that this can be 
attributed to the fact that run-off increases sharply on these flatter plots where infiltration declines faster due to rain 
splash. 
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Adjusted to 2005 prices, the results show an annual cost of land degradation of about US$912 
million or 5% of the agricultural GDP102.  In relative terms, the estimate is slightly lower than the 
average for Sub-Saharan Africa and comparable to that of Ethiopia (Sutcliffe, 1993).  In per 
capita terms, the cost of land degradation is only US$6.5/capita, that is, a very low value 
compared to the average African estimate of US$70/capita, even taking into account Nigeria’s 
large population.  
 
Table A1 in the Annex presents the Satellitebild study’s estimates of erosion, yield loss and 
forgone income due to soil degradation in each Nigerian state.  At the state level, the analysis 
suggests that significant declining yields (>80 kg/ha) due to soil erosion occur in Abia, Edo, Imo, 
Anambra, Enugu, Ondo, Kogi, Cross River and Osun.  In other states, such as Rivers, Delta, 
Akwa Ibom, declining yields have little relationship with erosion.  
 
The Satellitebild study is constrained by several limitations.  Erosion estimates should be 
regarded with caution, as: (i) the use of USLE usually overestimates the magnitude of the real 
impact; (ii) and only one erosion test site was used to quantify erosion for each agro- ecological 
zone in Nigeria.  Also, the estimates on productivity losses are not precise, as: (i) they are based 
on results of only one experimental research which are not necessarily consistent with 
agricultural conditions in every area of the country; (ii) though maize is an important cereal in 
Nigeria, it is not the most representative product, such as yam and cassava.  The study recognizes 
these limitations, but defends its calculations as tied to limited data availability103.  
 
Estimating the Impacts of Land Degradation: Further Analyses 
 
Because of these constraints, the results of Satellitebild study have only indicative meaning for 
the losses at the state level.  However, the study can be considered to provide a ranking of the 
states which most likely are exposed to declining yields due to high erosion rates.  This section 
relates the Satellitebild study’s predicted erosion rates to the actual trends of annual maize yields, 
as provided by local statistics at the state level.  In other words, we attempt to verify if there is 
indeed a direct relationship between the actual erosion rates and the average annual change in 
maize yields.  The analysis is made for all Nigerian states. 
 
To establish the link between erosion and annual changes of yields, we use state level data on:  
(i) annual change in maize yields previously estimated by this report (Table 4, column 4); (ii) 
estimated erosion rate in each state, as provided by Satellitebild study (Table A1, column 3 in the 
Annex).  Figure 6 illustrates this relationship. Erosion rates vary between 1t in Borno and 
13.9t/ha in Edo; meanwhile the changes in yields vary between an annual loss of 135kg/ha in 
Abia and a gain of 163kg/ha in Cross River.  
 
 
 
 
    

                                                 
102 Calculations were based on information on GDP and % of agriculture taken from World Bank (2006c) 
103 Such limitations suggest that the results presented in Table 5 are far from accurate. For example, the annual yield 
loss of 11% in Abia state is likely to be highly overestimated. 
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FIGURE 6 – Relationship Between Erosion Rate and Changes in Maize Yield 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sources: data on changes in maize yields are author’s estimation based on actual trends of maize (Table 4); data on 
erosion rate is based on Satellitebild study (Table A1 in the Annex). 

 
Overall, the figure shows no direct link between erosion and yields changes.  In fact, yield 
decline seems to occur in most states, independently of erosion.  No pattern can be drawn either 
for the ten states identified on the basis of Satellitebild study as most likely to be affected by 
declining yields due to erosion (Abia, Edo, Imo, Anambra, Enugu, Ondo, Kogi, Cross River and 
Osun).  With respect to these states, the figure shows four clusters: 
 

(a) Cluster A: annual yields increased in Cross River and Ondo, characterized by high 
erosion rates; 

(b) Cluster B: annual yields remained almost stagnant in Imo, Enugu and Edo, characterized 
by high erosion rates; 

(c) Cluster C: only Abia, Osun, Anambra and Kogi seem to have high declining yields and 
high erosion rates; 

(d) Cluster D: other states such as Yobe, Kwara, Delta, Niger, Borno, Katsina, Kano, Ogun 
seem to experience declining yields unrelated to erosion. 

 
The four states exposed to high declining yields and high erosion rates present different 
characteristics among themselves.  Table 6 presents some information related to the importance 
of maize and poverty issues in each state.  Kogi stands out as one of the poorest states of Nigeria 
(after Jigawa and Kebbi) where maize is a major crop.  In the other states, poverty is well above 
the national average and the area covered by maize seems to be less important.  
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  TABLE 6 – Population and Poverty in Selected States  
 

States Maize Area 
(000 ha) 

% of Population Incidence of 
Poverty 

Abia 56.8 2.6 22.3 
Anambra 25.1 3.1 20.1 
Kogi 210.6 2.4 88.6 
Osun 55.0 2.4 32.4 
Nigeria 4000 100 54.4 

 

Source: Federal Ministry of Agriculture and Natural Resources, 2000 for the second column; Federal Office of 
Statistics for the third and fourth columns. 
 
Within the limits of the available data, this analysis suggests that on-site land degradation most 
likely affects four Nigerian states: Abia, Osun, Anambra, Kogi. In other six states – Cross River, 
Ondo, Imo, Enugu and Edo – land degradation did not seem to have recently caused declining 
yields at the state level.  There, land degradation could still play an important role if the 
aggregate change in maize yields is smaller than what would have been without degradation.  
Observing the differences in maize yield changes on un-degraded lands compared to degraded 
lands would require an analysis at a more detailed level, for example plot level. 
 
Although data weaknesses make it difficult to arrive at strong conclusions, fears of catastrophic 
damage from soil erosion do not seem to have been realized in Nigeria.  To make these results 
conclusive, a deeper analysis is needed, especially in Abia, Osun, Anambra and Kogi, based on 
more complete sets of data on agricultural yields, erosion patterns and use of inputs.  As 
previously noted, field visits to these states will most likely contribute to gathering a more 
complete series of data. 
 
 
II.4     Incentives for Land Conservation 
 
Dealing with land degradation and potential incentives for land conservation requires a thorough 
understanding of the farmers’ behavior related to land degradation and farming practices.   Many 
earlier studies argued that because farmers are tradition-bound or uninformed, they tend to adopt 
cultivation practices that often degrade the soil.  More recent studies indicate that farmers in 
developing countries are rational (Popkin, 1979) and well-aware of the properties of the soil and 
of the problems that inappropriate soil management can cause (Forsyth, 1994; Kiome and 
Stocking, 1995).  They also have the local knowledge critical to improve soil conditions (Chokor 
and Odemerho, 1994). 
 
As farmers experience directly the effects of on-site problems, they generally have a direct 
incentive to respond to them.  If a farmer is to choose between a soil degrading and conserving 
practice, he will choose the one who provides the highest net benefits.  Figure 7 depicts 
simplistically the evolution of the farmer’s net returns associated with the degrading and 
conservation practices.  Under the degrading practice, yields and hence returns gradually fall.  
Under the conserving practice, stable yields can be achieved after an initial investment.  If the 
long-term benefits exceed the short-term costs, we expect the practice to be adopted unless a 
constraint prevents it. 
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FIGURE 7 – Incentives to Adopt Conservation Practices: Conceptual Framework 
 

 
 
Source: Pagiola (1998) 
 
 
Several examples around the world demonstrate that, in many cases, farmers adopt conservation 
practices if the net returns are positive.  For example, most farmers in the Kithui/Machakos of 
Kenya have adopted some form of conservation practice (Tiffen, 1994; Pagiola, 1994), while in 
El Salvador they have done so in over one-half of fields on moderate and steep slopes (Pagiola 
and Dixon, 1997).  It should be noted that some conservation practices were adopted also in 
certain parts of Nigeria.  For instance, use of agro-biotechnology techniques by poor farmers in 
Oyo and Osun states have substituted fertilizers and considerably increased maize yields – Box 
6. 
 
Many factors can affect the adoption of conservation measures, by limiting their profitability 
from the farmer’s perspective.  Endogenous factors include the rate and severity of damage to 
soil, the impacts on productivity, the value of lost production, the cost of investment and 
maintenance, etc.  Exogenous factors include the poverty, the insecure land tenure, government 
policies, etc.  As all these factors vary substantially, even in small areas, it is not surprising that 
the extent of adoption of conservation measures also varies substantially.  We discuss below the 
influence of some important exogenous factors to adopting conservation measures.  
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BOX 6. Poor Farmers Adopting Agro-Biotechnology Techniques in Nigeria 
 
Soil infertility is a common problem in the tropics including in Nigeria, where continuous cultivation 
without adequate nutrient replenishment often result in a steady decline of crop productivity. Salami and 
Osonubi (2002) present a case study where the use of the biotechnology of vesicular arbuscular 
mychorrhiza (VAM) resulted in both higher (or sustainable) yields per unit of land and improved soil 
fertility.  
 
The strategy consists in the VAM inoculation with the application of tree/shrub legume prunings through 
Participatory Rural Appraisal. It was implemented in the Oyo and Osun states of southwestern Nigeria in 
areas of savanna, forest-savanna transition zone and lowland humid tropical rainforest zone. The specific 
villages were Agboye, Ajibode, Lahan, Elewonta, Olubu/Alawe and Ilupeju. Introduction of this agro-
biotechnology resulted in maintaining or increasing the crop yield with every year of cultivation. 
Moreover, mulching of crops with tree-legume prunings, in addition to VAM inoculation turned to be a 
good substitute for fertilizer application – see Table below.  
 
Effect of VAM and mulching on maize yield (t/ha) of the farmers in Oyo and Osun 
 

                       Agboye        Ajibode       Ilupeju     Elewonta          Lahan             Olubu/Alawe 
VAM +MU         1.67            2.41             1.81           1.82                1.82                      2 
F                          1.72            2.46             1.89           1.97                1.95                      2.08 
VAM                   0.95            1.41             1.26           1.24                1.30                      - 
MU                      0.72            1.43             0.88           0.93                0.92                      - 
-VAM-MU          0.64            0.62             0.85           0.83                0.86                      1.03 

VAM+MU = inoculated with VAM plus mulching; F = fertilizer applied; VAM = inoculated with VAM; 
MU = mulching applied; -VAM-F = uninoculated and unfertilizers. 
 

SOURCE: Salami and Osonubi (2002). 

 
 
Institutions.  Institutions often play a critical role in conservation decisions.  A key institutional 
factor is the security of rights to land. Given the long-term nature of conservation investments, 
incentives to undertake them would be lower if farmers fear losing their land (Ervin, 1986).  On 
the other hand, lack of titles is not always synonymous with tenure insecurity.  A substantial 
literature demonstrates that many traditional African land tenure systems do not result in tenure 
insecurity even in absence of titles (Place and Hazell, 1993), Margulis and Hughes (2005). 
 
As indicated in Part I, in Nigeria, an informal and a formal land tenure system coexist.  Under 
the informal customary system, land has traditionally been held by communities and 
administered for their benefit.  The formal land tenure system is based on the Land Use Act of 
1978 which vested land ownership into the government, shifting authority over land from 
traditional rulers to government officials.  The Federal Office of Statistics (1999) sustains that in 
Nigeria, the security of land tenure is a key determinant for the types of crops chosen, as the 
majority of food crops and cash crops are grown on owned land and family land against rented 
land or squatter (Table 7).  At the same time, as also indicated in Part I, there is a lack of credible 
evidence of the impact of the Land Use Act of 1978 on yields and land degradation; most 
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farmers interviewed in the Federal Capital Territory104 stated that the Land Use Act had no 
impact on their farming decisions or the productivity of their land. 

 
TABLE 7 – Distribution of Land Holdings by Types of Crops 
 
Type of crops Family land Owned Rented Squatters Other 
Food crops 40 46 8 3 2 
Cash crops 50 30 20 - - 
Food & cash crops 32 58 5 2 2 
Food  & tree crops 41 43 10 6 2 
Cash & tree crops 36 45 8 10 1 
Food, cash and tree crops 39 49 7 2 2 

 

Source: Federal Office of Statistics, 1999, quoting NASC 1993/1994 

 
Poverty.  Poverty plays an important role in land degradation and adoption of conservation 
measures.  Some argue that poverty tends to limit the adoption of conservation decision by 
causing poor farmers to emphasize short term over long-term benefits and limiting their ability to 
undertake investments (Holden et al., 1998; Reardon and Vosti, 1997).  By contrast, others argue 
that poorer households may have greater incentives to conserve soil than better-off households, 
because they face greater losses if failing to do so105 (Pagiola, 1995).  
 
In practice, poor farmers often undertake a variety of investments, such as in livestock, tree 
crops, children education and other assets with long-term returns.  The example in south-western 
Nigeria of the poor farmers adopting agro-biotechnology techniques to replenish the soil fertility 
and increase the maize could be relevant.  Another example in Kenya shows that in the case of 
Kitui/Machakos, even expensive conservation measures have been widely adopted by poor with 
no access to formal credit markets (Tiffen et al., 1994; Pagiola, 1994).  
 
Access to credit.  Access to credit and its lack have both been considered reasons for 
degradation at various times.  For example, Salinas et al. (1993) argue that formal credit 
encourages degradation by financing production in fragile areas; not financing conservation; and 
encouraging the use of agro-chemicals.  On the other hand, Van Doorn (1992) notes that access 
to subsidized credit was an important factor motivating farmers in El Salvador to participate in 
an FAO soil conservation project.  Lack of credit may lead to land degradation if substantial 
investments are needed to conserve the land.  On the other hand, Pagiola (1994) finds that most 
farmers in Kithui Kenya were able to build terraces despite a complete lack of access to formal 
credits. 
 
As in other African countries, access to credit is difficult in Nigeria106.  A national level 
household survey reports that only 6% of households use credit107 (Federal Office of Statistics, 
                                                 
104 who had knowledge of the LUA and the government’s right to take their land 
105 However, if no sustainable productive technology is able to increase the farmers’ net returns, the farmers will 
have no other choice but continue to apply the degrading practice. 
106 In the frame of the Land Use Act of 1976, applications for credits necessitate certificates of occupancy. 
107 Interestingly, use of credit is higher among female farmers compared to males (7.2% vs. 5.6%). This is quite 
surprising, given that previous studies claim less accessibility by women because of gender constraints. 
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1999).  No evidence was found concerning the impact of credit availability on agricultural 
practices.  However, as expected, 77% of farmers with no access to credits are extremely or 
moderately poor (Table 8).  Improved access to credit may well contribute to improved land 
management, but it remains doubtful that lack of it is a major reason for land degradation.  

 
 TABLE 8 – Access to Credits and Poverty (%) 
 
 No credit Friends & 

Relatives 
Community  
People’s  
Banks 

Agric. 
Credit 
Banks 

Other 
Comm. 
Banks 

Coop. 
Society 

Local 
Lenders 

Trad. 
Contrib. 

Extremely poor 49 38 45 41 36 29 43 35 
Moderate poor 28 36 30 29 27 36 26 33 
Non-poor 23 26 25 31 37 36 31 32 

 

Source: Federal Office of Statistics, 1999 quoting NASC, 1993/1994 
 
 
II.5 Conclusions 
 
In Nigeria, evidence of rural land degradation causing significant on-site impacts on agricultural 
productivity is inconclusive.  At the national level, the slow but steady increase of yields does 
not suggest significant damage from soil degradation.  If land degradation is occurring at this 
level, it is not sufficiently severe as to cause an actual decline in yields.  It is possible however 
that land degradation may result in a slower rate of yield growth that would otherwise have been 
achieved.  The only available study attempting to estimate the effects of on-site erosion on 
agricultural production results in 5% of agricultural GDP, a lower figure than the Sub-Saharan 
average.   
 
The above should not hide that land degradation could be a very serious problem at the local 
level in specific states.  The attempts made in this paper to estimate the effects of land 
degradation on agricultural yields at the state level were constrained by limited data not only on 
farm inputs (which is a common problem in many developing countries) but also on agricultural 
yields over a time frame longer than a decade.  Bearing in mind these shortcomings, the analysis 
points out that the states most likely to be exposed to significant on-site land degradation are 
Abia, Osun, Anambra, Kogi.  A deeper analysis is needed especially in these states, based on 
improved sets of data of agricultural yields, erosion patterns and use of inputs.  
 
When on-site effects of land degradation are an issue, farmers usually have the incentives to take 
action if the long-term benefits of a conservation measure exceed the short-term costs.  Even so, 
constraints such as poverty, land tenure or access to credits may prevent farmers to make the 
socially optimal decisions.  For example, Kogi stands out as the third poorest state in Nigeria 
where maize is an important crop; at the same time, poverty in Abia, Osun and Anambra is well 
above the national average and maize seems to be less important.  It is clear that land degradation 
and its influencing factors are site-specific and differ substantially from place to place.  Under 
these conditions, designing policies to address these problems at the state, and in particular at the 
local level, would be more effective than targeting them at a national level. 
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ANNEX 1A – Land Tenure Patterns, 1993-94 (% of Total Agricultural Land) 
 
State Owner 

Ship a 
Family 
land b 

Rented Squatter Other Average 
holding (ha) 

Abia  38 33 25 4 0 0.47 
Adamawa 58 27 7 5 3 4.29 
Akwa Ibom 41 37 16 3 3 0.45 
Anambra 53 32 11 3 1 1.19 
Bauchi 40 49 5 3 3 2.47 
Bayelsa n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Benue 60 30 4 3 3 2.47 
Borno n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Cross River n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Delta 35 39 23 2 1 0.56 
Ebonyi n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Edo 49 30 16 3 2 1.14 
Ekiti n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Enugu 42 37 15 4 2 1.43 
Gombe n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Imo 47 36 13 2 2 0.79 
Jigawa 83 11 2 2 2 3.81 
Kaduna n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Kano n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Katsina 69 23 5 2 1 5.01 
Kebbi 73 23 2 1 1 0.05 
Kogi n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Kwara 35 42 11 9 3 1.07 
Kogi 41 34 11 9 5 1.33 
Lagos 41 25 16 11 7 0.34 
Nasarawa n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Niger 65 22 6 5 2 2.75 
Ogun 38 36 21 3 2 0.58 
Ondo 50 33 12 3 2 0.84 
Osun n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Oyo 41 43 9 5 2 1.27 
Plateau n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Rivers n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Sokoto 70 23 3 2 2 1.50 
Taraba n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Yobe 65 30 2 2 1 6.52 
Zamfara n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
FCT 50 22 5 20 3 1.72 
 
Source: Elaborated based on state reports of the National Agricultural Sample Census 1993/4, dated 1996. 
a - This category includes land held in “ownership like” tenure. 
b - Land held in customary tenure 
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ANNEX 1B – Household Landholdings 1993-94 (% of Total Agricultural Land) 
 
State Average Size 

(ha) 
HHs With no 

Ag. Land  
HHs with 
1 Holding  

HHs with > 2 
Holdings  

Women 
Holders  

Abia  0.47 26 73 1 31 
Adamawa 4.29 17 67 16 19 
Akwa Ibom 0.45 20 77 3 17 
Anambra 1.19 27 73 1 27 
Bauchi 2.47 9 88 3 10 
Bayelsa n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Benue 2.47 15 84 1 2 
Borno n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Delta 0.56 51 48 1 32 
Edo 1.14 43 57 1 13 
Engu 1.43 22 74 4 28 
Gombe n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Imo 0.79 14 85 1 44 
Jigawa 3.81 3 94 3 1 
Kaduna n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Kano n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Katsina 5.01 8 89 3 3 
Kebbi 0.05 5 92  2 
Kwara 1.07 39 55 6 6 
Kogi 1.33 29 67 4 14 
Lagos 0.34 95 4 1 18 
Nasarawa n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Niger 2.75 22 72 6 5 
Ogun 0.58 59 37 4 15 
Ondo 0.84 35 62 3 15 
Osun n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Oyo 1.27 52 45 3 18 
Plateau n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Sokoto 1.50 6 91 6 1 
Taraba n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Yobe 6.52 12 85 3 3 
Zamfara n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
FCT a 1.72 33 59 8 2 
 
Source: Elaborated based on state reports of the National Agricultural Sample Census 1993/4, dated 1996. 
a - The Federal Capital Territory is not a state and all FCT land is now classified as urban, but is included for 
comparison. 
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ANNEX 2 – Yield Trends in Selected States 
 
FIGURE A1 – Maize Yield Trends and in Selected States 
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FIGURE A1 – Maize Yield Trends and in Selected States (Cont’d) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: based on Federal Ministry of Agriculture and Natural Resources, 1991 – 1998 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: based on data provided by Federal Ministry of Agriculture and Natural Resources, 1991 – 1998 
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TABLE A1 – Estimates of Erosion, Losses in Agricultural Yields and Forgone Returns 
 

Erosion Crop loss Forgone income 

State Loss 
73/76 
(t/ha) 

Loss 
93/95 
(t/ha) 

Change 
(t/ha) 

Change 
(%) 

Slope 
(%) 

Yield 
(kg/ha) 

Yield 
loss 

(kg/ha) 

Yield 
loss 
(%) 

Net 
returns 
(N/ha) 

Net 
returns 
forgone 
(N/ha) 

Abia 11.8 12.5 0.7 6% 1% 1,215 131 11% 4,103 442 
Adamawa 3.9 5.6 1.7 44% 4% 1,499 39 3% 7,938 207 
Akwa Ibom 8.3 8.2 -0.1 -1% 1% 1,364 132 10% 6,114 592 
Anambra 12.9 13.6 0.7 5% 1% 2,300 128 6% 18,750 1,043 
Bauchi 2 3 1 50% 2% 1,300 29 2% 5,253 117 
Benue 6.3 8.6 2.3 37% 2% 1,425 73 5% 6,938 355 
Borno 0.8 1.1 0.3 38% 1% n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. 
Cross River 7.3 8.3 1 14% 3% 1,872 109 6% 12,972 755 
Delta 5.2 5.4 0.2 4% 0% 1,746 125 7% 11,278 807 
Edo 12.9 13.9 1 8% 2% 1,502 129 9% 7,980 685 
Enugu 10.8 13.2 2.4 22% 2% 1,895 108 6% 13,287 757 
FCT Abuja 2.3 4.9 2.6 113% 3% 1,512 35 2% 8,113 188 
Imo 11.1 11.7 0.6 5% 1% 1,615 130 8% 9,503 765 
Jigawa 1.4 2 0.6 43% 1% 932 30 3% 287 9 
Kaduna 1.7 2.8 1.1 65% 2% 2,058 24 1% 15,478 181 
Kano 3.3 3.5 0.2 6% 1% 1,680 36 2% 10,380 222 
Katsina 2 2.7 0.7 35% 1% 1,300 27 2% 5,250 109 
Kebbi 1.5 1.7 0.2 13% 1% 1,005 17 2% 1,270 21 
Kogi 10.1 10 -0.1 -1% 3% 1,159 82 7% 3,351 237 
Kwara 3.1 3.8 0.7 23% 2% 1,216 38 3% 4,109 128 
Lagos 1.7 2.3 0.6 35% 0% 1,679 78 5% 10,363 481 
Niger 1.9 2.5 0.6 32% 2% 1,142 21 2% 3,117 57 
Ogun 6.7 6.1 -0.6 -9% 1% 1,538 74 5% 8,458 407 
Ondo 10.6 10.2 -0.4 -4% 2% 1,845 101 5% 12,608 690 
Osun 10.7 9.3 -1.4 -13% 2% 1,580 86 5% 9,033 492 
Oyo 4.8 5.5 0.7 15% 2% 1,000 55 6% 1,200 66 
Plateau 4 5.4 1.4 35% 3% 1,700 42 2% 10,650 263 
Rivers 2.1 2.2 0.1 5% 0% 1,878 130 7% 13,053 904 
Sokoto 1.3 2.2 0.9 69% 1% 1,200 21 2% 3,900 68 
Taraba 1.8 5.6 3.8 211% 5% 1,271 50 4% 4,861 191 
Yobe 0.9 1.2 0.3 33% 1% n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. 

 
Source: Satellitebild et al., 1999 

 


