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The tenure gap and its influence on socio-ecological conditions
Margaret B. Holland, Allison C. Kelly, Yuta Masuda, Brian E. Robinson
Improving land tenure security often relies on reconciling discrepancies between statutory
and socially-defined land tenure rights1. Insecurity can persist when there is no
formal/statutory recognition of socially-defined tenure rights that exist at the local level
(RRI, 2016). There also may be a gap between legal “on-paper” tenure rights and their actual
recognition, implementation, or defense “on-the-ground.” We can describe these
discrepancies as a tenure gap, where there is incongruence between “on-the-ground” rules
and rights used to manage land, and the land rights as seen in the eyes of the state. These
two main components of the tenure gap2 may vary in severity and location, and be influenced
by historic and political forces, making it elusive to measure and one of the outstanding
challenges in securing land tenure. Our study investigates and systematically characterizes
the tenure gap within a set of ten developing countries by asking local land tenure experts to
assess local situations where they work through their knowledge, experience, and
perceptions. We see this research as advancing the growing literature on land tenure
security, human well-being, and conservation by filling a challenging but important
knowledge gap.
Land tenure security is recognized across disciplines and fields for its effect on land use and
investment decisions. Improved land tenure security can help landholders feel more
confident about investing in land uses with longer-term payoffs, potentially improving
human well-being and conservation outcomes (Mendelsohn, 1994). In this sense, it is
becoming a priority consideration among development and conservation practitioners,
particularly those advancing land-based programs, such as agricultural intensification or
payments for ecosystem services (Bruce et al., 2010).
Rights and Resources Initiative and Landmark (WRI) have advanced national-level
assessments of the legal security of indigenous and community lands across countries (Alden
Wily et al., 2015; RRI, 2012, 2014, 2015; White & Martin, 2002). These research programs
focus primarily on one side of the tenure gap: the status of legal recognition of community
and customary land tenure at the national level. A recent review of the literature on land
tenure security interventions and their effects on development outcomes carefully defines
the effort to narrow the tenure gap as “fostering compliance with legitimate land tenure
rights” (Payne et al., 2015). The review finds that the most common tenure security
intervention in their sample, land titling, was successful broadly at both fostering compliance
1

We rely on definitions of tenure developed for the FAO’s voluntary guidelines on the responsible governance of
tenure (guidelines). The guidelines recognize “[tenure] systems may be based on written policies and laws, as well as
on unwritten customs and practices” and define ‘legitimate’ land tenure rights to include rights that may or may not
be formally recorded (FAO, 2012).
2
A third component exists when, regardless of the actual de jure or de facto tenure security status, landholders’
perception of his or her status may be at odds with written policies and laws (van Gelder, 2010). Education and
outreach interventions are being studied to address this gap (Naughton-Treves & Day, 2012; Odong, 2016; Santos,
Fletschner, & Daconto, 2012); we focus on the other two components of the tenure gap.
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and achieving development goals, although there was some evidence to the contrary. Other
literature has cautioned against considering tenure formalization a uniformly successful
intervention to improve tenure security, highlighting the need to analyze the specific policy,
social, and environmental settings (Deininger & Feder, 2009; Knox et al., 2007; Sunderlin et
al., 2008). Similarly, clarifying tenure does not necessarily guarantee certain improvements
related to conservation and human well-being (Robinson et al., 2014). Importantly for our
work, this recent literature expresses the need for additional research on the tenure gap
(Lawry et al., 2014; Payne et al., 2015).
Specifically, our research explores the following:
a. How do land tenure experts define tenure security in the context of their work?
b. Relatedly, are the two types of tenure gaps described above key elements in the
tenure insecurity they have witnessed?
c. Is addressing these gaps therefore a priority in their work?
d. Where and how severe are the tenure gaps (both formal/statutory vs. sociallydefined and “on-paper” and “on-the-ground” components of tenure gaps), and
how are they evaluated?
Additional survey questions explore whether experts consider tenure gaps as associated
with changes in ecological conditions, whether tenure gaps influence changes in human wellbeing (e.g., household income, empowerment, agricultural productivity, community
resilience, etc.), and the factors experts think drive the tenure gaps. We use in-depth
structured surveys (n=70) and interactive on-line mapping to characterize the tenure gap in
locations (n=130) with which the experts are intimately familiar by asking them to specify
the spatial extent and resolution of the gap to the best of their ability.
Our main objective has been to gather qualitative, quantitative, and spatial data to
characterize, identify, and assess the characteristics and impacts of tenure gaps in the places
where they occur. Here we present preliminary insights from this systematic survey across
all countries, and offer case study illustrations of both components of the tenure gap in case
examples from Colombia, Guatemala, India, and Indonesia. This research study builds from
the proposition that socioeconomic and environmental outcomes will be improved if existing
pro-community and pro-poor laws and regulations related to tenure are upheld, enforced,
and defended, and if socially-defined rights are recognized and formalized. We see the
results from this study as offering critical information to conservation and development
organizations about one of the major obstacles to strengthening and clarifying land tenure
for local stakeholders.
References
Alden Wily, L., Veit, P., Smith, R., Dubertret, F., & Reytar, K. (2015). Guidelines for Researching, Scoring and
Documenting Findings on “What National Laws Say About Indigenous & Community Land Rights.” Retrieved
from www.landmarkmap.org
Allendorf, K. (2007). Do women’s land rights promote empowerment and child health in Nepal? World Development,
35(11), 1975-1988.

DRAFT – DO NOT CIRCULATE
Ali, D.A., Deininger, K., Goldstein, M. (2014). Environmental and gender impacts of land tenure regularization in
Africa: Pilot evidence from Rwanda. Journal of Development Economics, 110, 262-275.
Bruce, Wendland, K., & Naughton-Treves, L. (2010). Whom to pay ? Key Concepts and Terms Regarding Tenure and
Property Rights in Payment-based Forest Ecosystem Conservation. Tenure Brief.
Deininger, K. (2003). Land Policies for Growth and Poverty Reduction. World Bank and Oxford University Press:
Washington D.C.
Deininger, K., & Feder, G. (2009). Land Registration, Governance, and Development: Evidence and Implications for
Policy. The World Bank Research Observer, 24(2), 233–266. doi:10.1093/wbro/lkp007
DFID. (2007). Land: Better Access and Secure Tenure for Poor People. Department for International Development:
London, UK.
FAO. (2002). Land Tenure and Rural Development. FAO Land Tenure Studies 3. Food and Agriculture Organization
of the United Nations: Rome, Italy.
Knox, A., Giovarelli, R., Forman, M., & Shelton, M. (2008). Integrating Customary Land Tenure Into Statutory Land
Law. USAID.
Knox, A., Kes, A., & Milici, N. (2007). Mending the Gap Between Law and Practice: Organizational Approaches for
Women’s Property Rights.
Lawry, S., Samii, C., Hall, R., Leopold, A., Hornby, D., & Mtero, F. (2014). The Impact of Land Property Rights
Interventions on Investment and Agricultural Productivity in Developing Countries : a Systematic Review.
Campbell Systematic Reviews, 1, 104. doi:10.4073/csr.2014.1
Mendelsohn, R. (1994). Property Rights and Tropical Deforestation. Oxford Economic Papers, 46, 750–756.
Naughton-treves, L., & Day, C. (2012). Lessons about Land Tenure, Forest Governance and REDD+. Case Studies
from Africa, Asia and Latin America. Madison, Wisconsin.
Odong, F. B. (2016). Mind the Gap: Bridging the Divide between Land Policy and Practice. In 2016 World Bank
Conference on Land and Poverty (pp. 1–19). Washington, DC: The World Bank.
Payne, G., Mitchell, J., Kozumbo, L., English, C., & Baldwin, R. (2015). Legitimate Land Tenure And Property
Rights : Fostering Compliance And Development Outcomes. London.
Robinson, B., M.B. Holland, L. Naughton-Treves. (2014). Does secure land tenure save forests? A meta-analysis of
the relationship between land tenure and tropical deforestation. Global Environmental Change 29:281-293.
RRI. (2012). What Rights? A Comparative Analysis of Developing Countries’ National Legislation on Community
and Indigenous Peoples’ Forest Tenure Rights. Washington, DC.
RRI. (2014). What Future for Reform ? Washington, DC.
RRI. (2015). Who owns the world’s lands? A global baseline of formally recognized indigenous and community land
rights. Washington, DC.
RRI. (2016). Closing the Gap: Strategies and scale needed to secure rights and save forests. Washington, DC.
Santos, F., Fletschner, D., & Daconto, G. (2012). Enhancing Inclusiveness of Rwanda ’ s Land Tenure Regularization
Program : Initial Impacts of an Awareness Raising Pilot. In 2012 World Bank Conference on Land and Poverty
(pp. 1–36).
SIDA. (2007). Natural Resource Tenure: A position paper for SIDA. Swedish International Development Cooperation
Agency: Stockholm, Sweden.

DRAFT – DO NOT CIRCULATE
Sunderlin, W. D., Hatcher, J., & Liddle, M. (2008). From Exclusion to Ownership? Challenges and Opportunities in
Advancing Forest Tenure Reform. From exclusion to ownership Challenges and opportunities in advancing
forest tenure reform.
van Gelder, J. L. (2010). What tenure security? The case for a tripartite view. Land Use Policy, 27(2), 449–456.
doi:10.1016/j.landusepol.2009.06.008
White, A., & Martin, A. (2002). Who Owns the World’s Forests ? Washington, DC.

