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Abstract. In recent decades, observatories have multiplied. Some of these observatories, known as land 
 
observatories, reflect the need for knowledge and information in view of the scale and diversity of land 
 
issues (large-scale land acquisitions, land reforms, land conflicts, etc.). A land observatory is a framework 
 
covering, on the one hand, data collection, storage and management, and on the other hand, production, 
 
analysis and reporting of information and knowledge. As such, land observatories are intended to be 
 
instruments  for  reducing  information  asymmetries, promoting  data  transparency  and  accountability, 
 
supporting informed decision-making, strengthening debates on land tenure issues and promoting citizen 
 
participation in land governance.  Beyond this rationale and its promises in terms of improved land 
 
governance, land observatories fail to be referenced or assessed, and for now it is impossible to know 
 
what tasks their fulfill. 
 

 

This paper presents in detail the results of a study on land observatories in Africa. It identifies four types 
 
of land observatories with different structures, roles and mandates, for which it assesses the factors of 
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success and failure in order to better equip them in view of informed and equitable decision-making over 

land. 

 

Key Words: Africa, diversity of land monitoring tool, land governance, land observatories. 
 
 

 

1. Introduction 
 

 

In recent decades, observatories have multiplied (Tonneau et al, 2017). The term "observatory" originally 

refers to an initiative dedicated to the understanding and prediction of a physical phenomenon (Piron et 

al, 1996). By extension, the term was used for observation systems often created by State institutions or 

local authorities to monitor the evolution of an economic or social phenomenon (national observatory on 

poverty and exclusion, observatory of racism, national observatory of delinquency, etc.) and to 

compensate "a manifest lack of knowledge or expertise" (Jospin, 1996). 

 

Some of these observatories, known as land observatories, reflect the need for knowledge and information 

in view of the scale and diversity of land issues (large-scale land acquisitions, land reforms, land 

conflicts, etc.). They are of interest to development donors, policymakers and civil society actors. This is 

highlighted by the interest received by the Land Matrix initiative, a global observatory on large-scale land 

transactions, or the national land observatory in Madagascar. A land observatory is a tool for data 

collection, storage and management on the one hand, and production of analysis and reporting of 

information and new knowledge on the other (Grislain et al, 2018). By virtue of their role and mandate, 

land observatories are intended to be instruments for improving the reliability of data, reducing 

information asymmetries, promoting transparency, and thus supporting informed decision-making in 

favor of citizen participation in land governance. 
 
Beyond this rationale and its promises in terms of improved land governance, land observatories fail to be 

referenced or assessed, and for now it is impossible to know what tasks their fulfill: are these objectives 

met? What effective role do land observatories play? Why at a given moment, actors are mobilizing and 

want to implement a land monitoring tool? 

 

Thereby, the purpose of this paper is twofold. On one hand, if the number of land observatories is 

increasing, the nature of these structures and their ambitions are still not fully understood. Taking into 



 
 

 

consideration their modes of governance, financial arrangements, institutional set-ups, as well as their 

missions and activities, is it relevant to speak about a land observatory as a standard tool or are there 

several types of land observatories? On the other hand, the objective of this paper is to understand the 

factors of success or failure of land observatories. Better understanding land observatories, and better 

grasping the elements of their sustainability, will allow us to better support them as a tool for informed 

decision-making over land. 

 

This paper presents the results of a study on land observatories in Africa. This study constitutes a first 

assessment of observatory initiatives (ongoing, in operation and which have failed) regarding land on the 

continent. Based on a (non-exhaustive) characterization of 22 land monitoring initiatives in Africa and an 

in-depth analysis of nine land observatories, this qualitative study analyses nine dimensions structuring 

the observatories. 

 

2. Materials and Methods 
 

 

2.1 Identification and selection of land observatories in Africa 
 

 

The first step was to list all the structures, with or without the name "land observatory", but whose main 

object of study is the monitoring of land dynamics. To do this, an internet research was conducted for 

each country on the African continent with the key words "observatoire du foncier" and "structure 

foncière" for French-speaking countries and "land observatory" and "land structure" for English-speaking 

countries. In addition to internet research and discussions with resource persons, a literature review was 

carried out in particular with documents obtained from land observatories and land structures/institutions 

as well as reports from experts who analyzed and/or supported the setting up of land observatories. A list 

of 22 land monitoring initiatives (abandoned, ongoing and in preparation phase) has been established 

(Figure 1). 

 

Subsequently, on the basis of this list, we selected all the structures/initiatives, for which information was 

available, contacts identified and ensuring observatory specific functions (data collection and/or 

production, monitoring and evaluation of land dynamics, dissemination of analyses, etc.). This step 

identified nine land observatories in Africa that were further analyzed. The nine observatories identified 

are located in Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Chad, Madagascar, Mali, Senegal, South Africa and Uganda. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1. Census of land monitoring initiatives in Africa 



 
 
 
 

 

2.2 Implementation 
 

 

The study on Africa land observatories involved the development of an analytical grid that included nine 

sections, each corresponding to nine dimensions structuring the observatories namely; emergence context, 

institutional anchoring, financing method, geographic scale of activities, topics covered, activities carried 

out, method of collecting land data, tool for disseminating the analyses produced and the objectives of the 

activities carried out. 
 
This analysis tool served as a support for all interviews conducted during the study, for the protocol for 

data collection to be the same for all observatories studied. 

 
 

A total of 24 interviews (Skype and face-to-face during field missions) were conducted with the following 

organizations and stakeholders: land observatories, Ministries (land, agriculture and fisheries), civil 

society organizations (Solidarity of the stakeholders on land in Madagascar, National Consultation 

Council of Rural Groups in Senegal, etc.), research office (INSUCO in Burkina Faso), research and 

academic sector (Agricultural and Rural Foresight Initiative and the Senegalese Institute of Agricultural 

Research in Senegal, Cirad, University of Pretoria, etc.), associations (Association for the Promotion of 

the Livestock in the Sahel and the Savanna in Burkina Faso) and land experts. 

 
 

Field visits were conducted in Senegal, Burkina Faso, where a large number of actors were interviewed 

(national land observatory, UEMOA Commission, INSUCO, Action and Land Research Group, 

Association for Promotion of the Livestock in the Sahel and Savanna, etc.), as well as Madagascar, 

through the land observatory in Madagascar which allowed to meet many Malagasy land actors as well as 

to collect information on the internal questions of the observatory (governance mode, themes treated, 

etc.). 



 
 

 

3. Results 
 

 

3.1 Emergence factors of land observatories 
 

 

The implementation of a land observatory is part of a particular context, marked by the importance of 

local and national land issues, conducive to the emergence of initiatives, debates and reflections around 

land issues and the establishment of land monitoring instruments. Among these land issues, land reforms 

undertaken in many African countries (Burkina Faso, Madagascar, South Africa, etc.) have created 

monitoring and evaluation needs regarding the application of new land policies. This is the case of the 

land observatory in Madagascar, created in February 2007 with the initial objectives of analyzing the 

progress of the reform, assessing its impacts and proposing relevant guidelines. This is also the case in 

South Africa, that has implemented a redistribution and land restitution reform since 1994, and where the 

observatory (launched in 2014) allows monitoring the ownership and size of land properties. Other major 

land changes may lead to the emergence of a land observatory. For instance: large-scale land acquisitions 

(Uganda), the discrepancy between a legal framework (privileging the State domain) and land tenure 

practices (Mali). 

 
 

Nevertheless, many African countries have undertaken reforms of their land tenure system since 

independence (Liberia, Namibia, Zimbabwe, etc.) without being accompanied by the creation of a land 

observatory. If the context of land issues and reforms can facilitate the creation of a land observatory, this 

is not a sufficient condition. Always in relation to the context, the institutional landscape is also 

essential to the emergence of a land observatory. The risk of institutional confusion in the case where land 

initiatives/structures are already in place may hinder the implementation of land observatories. In 

Madagascar, for example, there was no existing research or expertise structure on land. Thus, the land 

observatory could not be perceived as a competing organization. Conversely, in Senegal, the emergence 

of the national land observatory as a structure for monitoring and evaluation of the application of land 

policy (led by the National Commission for Land Reform before its dissolution in May 2017) is made 

difficult, in particular, because of the existence of the national observatory of land governance (ONGF), a 

militant structure whose main mission is to alert land grabbing in Senegal. In addition, since the end of 

the 2000s, the member organizations of the Framework for Land Reflection and Action in Senegal 

(CRAFS) have jointly developed, endogenously, a system for monitoring and defending the land rights of 

communities in response to illegitimate attributions of land to actors outside the communities. Without 



 
 

 

taking the name, the functions of watch and defense of land rights, which are the components of the 

CRAFS system, can be considered as an observatory of land allocations that do not respect the rights of 

the populations concerned. As a result, the bearers of the ONGF, namely farmers' organizations and civil 

society organizations, underline the probable competition (capture of funding) between the national land 

observatory and the land monitoring structures (ONGF, CRAFS monitoring) already existing in Senegal. 

 

Land issues and changes (land conflicts, land acquisitions, land reforms, recognition of local land rights), 

generate questions and debates, create injustices and are sources of conflict. As a result, actors are 

mobilizing to propose solutions, to put these issues on the political agendas. They are civil society 

organizations (Uganda), donors (Burkina Faso), farmers' organizations (Senegal) or the academic world 

(South Africa). The creation of land observatories is to be initiated by a combination of endogenous 

actors (civil society organizations, peasant organizations, state) and exogenous actors (international 

donors, foreign governments). The implementation of an observatory is part of a particular context 

(changes in the land domain, lack of land information) and must be carried out by actors committed and 

supported by donors willing to finance the project. Indeed, the emergence and durability of a land 

observatory depends heavily on the sources and amounts of funding. Regarding the nature of the land 

observatories funding, we show here that foreign funding (donors, government, foundation) that 

contributed to the creation of observatories. In the majority of cases (seven cases out of eight), the 

observatories were able to emerge thanks to external funding. The nature of donors is heterogeneous, 

namely: public development agency (French Development Agency, Swiss Cooperation), international 

network of intergovernmental organizations and civil society (International land coalition), international 

organization (IFAD, FAO), foreign government. 

 

Finally, behind the contexts of creation (land reform, large-scale land acquisitions), the institutional 

landscape (existing land structure or not), the presence of donors willing to finance the observatory 

project and the interest of decision-makers and the public opinion to the establishment of a tool for 

monitoring and evaluation of land dynamics, hides the question of the legitimacy and acceptance of land 

observatories. If there are various creative processes and types of observatories, the implementation of 

such a structure is always accompanied by a need for legitimacy and must be accepted by the actors 

(State, civil society, communities). The case of Senegal is a significant example. In a country where land 

structures are already existing (CRAFS monitoring, ONGF), the emergence of a new initiative is debated 



 
 

 

because it does not appear legitimate in the eyes of some actors (farmers' organizations, civil society 

organizations, NGOs). 

 

3.2 Institutional anchoring and mode of governance of land observatories 
 

 

Three types of institutional anchoring were identified in the framework of the study: an observatory 

attached to a Ministry (Madagascar, Chad), a civil society observatory (Senegal) and a multi-stakeholder 

observatory (South Africa, Uganda). Each of these anchoring involves advantages and constraints. 

 

The anchorage of an observatory to a Ministry, induces advantages (access to information, legitimacy 

to gather actors, proximity to decision makers) and constraints (image of the observatory, room for 

maneuver). 

 

Table 1. Advantages and constraints of institutional anchoring of an observatory to a Ministry 
 

 Advantages  Constraints 
  

  Be informed and able to participate in   Housed within the State, the observatory 

ministry meetings ;   can be perceived as a control entity or a 

  Access administrative  data with  the structure  promoting  and  applying  the 

approval of supervisors ;  directives of the State ; 

  Have  the  credibility  to  bring  together   Being in the State can involve explicit 

actors  from different  horizons  (private censorship actions or generate reflexes 

sector, civil society, research, of self-censorship 

administration) around the same table ;  

  Being close to the decision makers to  

answer their questions and advise them.  
     

 

The constraints linked to the attachment of the observatory to a Ministry concern (i) the image of the 

observatory which can be perceived as an entity applying the directives of the State and (ii) the freedom 

of action and expression of the observatory with regards to the State. That said, in practice, they are to be 

qualified and solutions can be found. Indeed, in Madagascar, the observatory, attached to the Ministry in 

charge of land, has always avoided being perceived as an entity of state control by highlighting its 

research dimension, its objective position, the diversity of its partners as well as its autonomy. Thus, the 



 
 

 

independence of the Madagascar land observatory is ensured by three elements namely: (i) the members 

of the team are not officials, (ii) the financing comes mainly from external partners and (iii) the 

observatory has its own bank account and signing authority. 

 

As part of a civil society observatory, the steering is carried out by civil society organizations. This is the 

case of the national observatory of land governance in Senegal. An observatory of civil society implies 

benefits (citizen participation, advocacy role) and constraints (image of the observatory, centralized 

governance). 

 

Table 2. Advantages and constraints of a civil society observatory 
 

Advantages  Constraints  
  

  Control and citizen participation in land   Image of the observatory. Composed of 

governance ; civil society organization, the 

  Role  of  advocacy  and  counter-power observatory  can  be  perceived  as  very 

especially in the creation of information. militant  and  therefore  the  information 

 produced  will  be  considered  impartial 

 and partisan ;   

   The governance of the observatory can 

 be   centralized   around   the   most 

 influential organizations.  
     

 

The national observatory of land governance in Senegal is an observatory of civil society made up of 

farmers' organizations (more than twenty on the whole territory), associations and NGOs, which aims to 

be open and useful to the different actors, including public actors. All the peasant organizations and civil 

society that structure the observatory, are members of the CRAFS. Nevertheless, in practice, the 

observatory is carried and governed by three main actors: the National Council for Consultation and Rural 

Cooperation (group of farmers' organizations) and two international NGOs: the Research and 

Technological Exchange Group (GRET) and Enda Pronat. These three structures have a very important 

network, a strong legitimacy and visibility both nationally and internationally and a solid knowledge of 

land issues in Senegal. As such, criticisms have been raised about the governance of the observatory and 

particularly the involvement of other structures that is considered weak. 



 
 

 

In theory, a multi-stakeholder observatory is intended to be inclusive, associating on an equal footing 

the State (via the Ministries), the civil society (peasant organizations, civil society organizations, 

associations, NGOs), local authorities and the private sector. The functioning of the observatory must 

then be ensured by all the actors. A multi-stakeholder observatory induces advantages (inclusive 

observatory, diversity of funding sources) and constraints (problem of neutrality, centralized governance). 

 

Table 3. Advantages and constraints of a multi-stakeholder observatory 
 

Advantages Constraints 
  

  Inclusive observatory associating all the   For civil society organizations, the state 

holders  of  land  issues  :  State,  civil can not be an actor in the development 

society, local authorities and the private and application of  the law and at  the 

sector ; same  time  be  an  observer  of  the 

  Sources  of  funding  from  the  four implementation of the land policy ; 

colleges of actors. It would be risky for   Centralized governance around an actor. 

only one of the colleges to contribute to  

the functioning of the observatory.  
  

 

This observatory scheme underlies a governance based on balanced participation and involvement of all 

stakeholders. The objective being that this mode of governance makes it possible to avoid the 

instrumentalization or the specialization of the observatory by an actor and thus to ensure the neutrality of 

the observatory. In practice, the equal participation of actors in the governance of the observatory is not 

balanced. This is particularly the case of the land observatory in South Africa. In theory, the observatory 

is a multi-stakeholder platform, bringing together ministries, state and private enterprises, universities, 

research institutes, civil society organizations. All decisions are supposed to be taken collectively. The 

technical team of the observatory (composed of the coordinator, a Cirad researcher and a professor from 

the University of Pretoria), in collaboration with the steering committee (composed of 21 members: 

academia, civil society, government, farmers' association ...) and the Flemish government make the 

decisions together. Nevertheless, in practice the governance of the observatory remains highly centralized 

and managed solely by the University of Pretoria. Symbol of this centralized governance, the coordinator 

of the platform and the only permanent employee of the observatory is under contract with the University. 

In addition, the observatory is a project based within the University and is not an independent entity and 

in fact marks the weight of the University of Pretoria in the governance of the observatory. 



 
 
 
 

 

3.3 Financing method and sustainability of land observatories 

 

The study on land observatories in Africa shows that sources of funding can come from national and/or 

international partners. In the case of a national source, funding may be internal to the observatory 

(membership fees, annual fees, products of the observatory activities such as the Burkina Faso land 

observatory) and/or external to the observatory (Ministry such as the Chad land observatory through the 

Ministry of Higher Education, Research and Innovation). When it comes to an international source, the 

nature of funding is multiple: public development agency (French Development Agency, Swiss 

Cooperation, USAID), international financial institution (World Bank), foreign government (Flemish 

government), international organization (ILC, IFAD, FAO). Observatories, depending on their ability to 

leverage funding and form partnerships, may have a single (Chad, South Africa, Uganda) or multiple 

(Madagascar, Burkina Faso) funding source. 

 

A single source of funding involves constraints and risks. Risk regarding the sustainability of the 

observatory. Indeed, if the financial partner decides to stop financing, this leads to the closure of the 

observatory. This was the case of the Mali land observatory (1994-1998). Throughout its period of 

existence, the financing of the observatory was exclusively provided by the Caisse Française de 

Développement. But the cessation of its financing by the French Develoment Agency led to its definitive 

end in 1998. There is also a risk of dependence and loss of freedom of action and expression. According 

to a Report on land observatory experiences in French-speaking Africa (Mali and Madagascar) the 

financial set-up of the Mali land observatory seems to have undermined the neutrality of the observatory. 

 

Other observatories have favored multiple sources of funding. This is the case of the Madagascar land 

observatory. During the period 2007-2009, the observatory is attached to the coordination cell of the 

National Land Program, it benefits from international financing from the French Development Agency 

and the Debt Reduction-Development Contract (C2D) implemented by the French Development Agency 

and the International Fund for Agricultural Development for an amount of 75,000 euros per year. Once 

autonomous (Decree 2010 - 745), the budget of the observatory has undergone a clear evolution. From 

2010, international funding gradually increased to € 100,000 and € 150,000 and nearly € 200,000 per 

year, with half of the budget being allocated to human resources (excluding external support staff). The 

observatory benefits from a variety of partners that have followed one another over time: French Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs, French Development Agency, Swiss Cooperation, IFAD, World Bank, with also ad 

hoc funds for specific studies (FAO, ILC, etc.). In addition, the observatory also benefits from a 



 
 

 

government contribution. The diversity of the financial partners induces stable financing allowing the 

Madagascar land observatory to remain more than 10 years in spite of the phase of political and economic 

crisis (2009 - 2014) and to recruit and constitute a team of 10 people. 

 
 

 

3.4 Thematic addressed and main activities of land observatories 

 

Fields of observation relating to land are numerous: agricultural, forestry, maritime, grazing ... Among the 

land observatories studied, the main field of observation concerns rural land and to a lesser extent urban 

land. In connection with the diversity of the fields of observation, the themes likely to be treated by an 

observatory are also multiple; land ownership monitoring, large-scale land acquisitions, monitoring and 

evaluation of land reforms and policies, land conflicts, etc. The study revealed that the gradual rise of an 

observatory concerning the number of themes treated is easier. For example, in Madagascar, the 

observatory emerged by being first specialized on a specific issue, namely the monitoring of the land 

reform. Then, as and when of its maturity and its recognition, the observatory treated other fields of 

observation and thematic. For an observatory endures over time, it is necessary that the topics addressed 

interest policymakers and donors in order to collect funding, that the work is relayed by the media and 

meet a demand of the population. Thus, in Uganda, in the same logic as the observatory in Madagascar, 

the primary mission of the observatory is the monitoring of large-scale land transactions, being at the 

same time a hot topic, a key theme for donors (Land Matrix), a concern for decision-makers (the Land 

Matrix website has identified 23 land deals concluded in Uganda) and an issue for local populations (land 

grabs causing population displacement and conflict). Conversely, the Burkina Faso land observatory is 

criticized for the overly ambitious nature of its five-year observation plan (2015-2020). The observatory 

has 14 fields of observation that affect rural land and urban and peri-urban land. Many observers believe 

that this plan is too ambitious and does not guarantee quality results. 

 

The analysis of the main activities of the observatories made it possible to highlight what distinguishes 

the observatories from each other. The national observatory of land governance in Senegal, as a militant 

observatory, advocates because it is carried by and for civil society. The land observatory in Madagascar, 

as a research structure, provides training, produces primary data and supervises theses and internships. 

The land observatory in Uganda, as a land monitoring structure, has for main mission the collection of 

land data from the structures holding data (Ministry of Land, Housing and Urban Development) and then 



 
 

 

disseminate them widely. Each observatory, according to its ambitions and mandates, will have disparate 

activities and underline the diversity of land observatories forms. 

 
 

 

3.5 Factors of success and failure of land observatories 

 

Although there is no uniform observatory model that can be transposed to all national contexts, the study 

has shown that the success of a land observatory depends on several main factors. A context marked by 

significant land changes responding to a need for knowledge and information that can legitimize the 

implementation of an observatory. A favorable institutional landscape (that is marked by the absence of a 

structure working on land) for the emergence of a structure for monitoring and evaluating land changes. 

The active presence of a community of actors (donors, policy makers, civil society, researchers, experts) 

interested in monitoring land changes and also donors ready to finance the implementation of land 

observatories. The success and sustainability of a land observatory depends also to a large extent on its 

ability to take into account and find ways to circumvent obstacles related to access to land data. Indeed, 

access to data is a problem that is part of the everyday life of land observatories. Because land data and 

analyzes are very political and sensitive, the availability of free and publicly available data by state 

institutions is often incomplete. Finally, the success of a land observatory depends on the upstream work, 

on the quality of the feasibility study, on the relevance, openness and inclusiveness of debates around the 

definition of roles and mandates (information, knowledge production, advocacy, lobbying, etc.) of land 

observatories. 

 

The emergence and durability of a land observatory can be called into question if certain conditions are 

not respected. The main factors of failure of a land observatory are related to the low visibility of the 

observatory and the analyses produced; the overly ambitious nature of the fields of observation and the 

themes treated, as well as the nature of its funding. If the observatory has only a source of financing, then 

there is a sustainability challenge for the observatory (case of the land observatory in Mali) and a risk of 

dependence towards the only donors. 



 
 

 

3.6 Land observatories typology 

 

In-depth analysis of the nine land observatories has identified four types of land observatories in Africa 

with different roles and mandates 

 

The first type of observatories can be defined as whistleblowers, as is the case of the national observatory 

of land governance in Senegal. In this case, the observatory gives visibility to its members and legitimizes 

their presence in workshops and debates organized around land issues. The role of whistleblower is to 

weigh in the public debate and warn against negative impacts for a group of actors, a community of 

interest (peasants, civil society organizations, local population), of certain land dynamics. Illustrative of 

this is for example the monitoring of evictions of peasants caused by large-scale land acquisitions. 

 

The study also identified observatories as a land watch tool (South Africa and Uganda). Land watch 

consists of (i) identifying/searching data relating to land, (ii) grouping them by more or less sophisticated 

technological tools (contracts and agreements signed with structures holding land data, telephone 

exchanges, transmission of paper form), (iii) storing them in the long term (library and resource center 

type), (iv) analyzing them and (v) disseminating them via social networks, websites developed by 

observatories and the national media. In summary, the two main functions of the land watch observatory 

are to facilitate understanding and access to land data. In this type of land observatory, the device 

provides, in most cases, information flows in two directions. It is not only a matter of sending information 

back to a central structure for the sole needs of the latter, but of making available the data and analyses 

for the benefit of all stakeholders involved in land. The observatory is not involved in the production of 

primary data and does not carry out missions and field surveys. It collects secondary data via structures, 

private or public, that can share land data. It is the case of the South Africa land observatory. The 

observatory has signed data sharing agreements with several structures holding land data, including the 

Ministry of Rural Development and Land Reform. In this observatory scheme, the implementation of a 

website is essential to collect, store and disseminate land data. The South Africa land observatory website 

has been operational since 2015. It allows each user to publish information on land tenure in South 

Africa, to have access to the database of the observatory and to download all the documents published on 

the site (open data) free of charge and to participate in the online discussion forums organized by the 

observatory. 

 

A third type of observatories relates to monitoring and evaluation tools for land policies. In this 

scheme, the observatory develops observation indicators (quantitative/qualitative, rural/urban) in order to 



 
 

 

measure the level of progress of reforms and to assess its impacts, as was the case for the land observatory 

in Madagascar during these first two years of existence (2007-2009). Tool for promoting land 

governance, the observatory was created with the initial objectives of analyzing the progress of the land 

reform, assessing its impacts and proposing relevant guidelines. During these first two years of existence, 

the land observatory in Madagascar is more an observatory of the land reform than a generalist land 

observatory. Technical structure attached to the National Land Tenure Program, the observatory, 

composed of two executives, has the mission of monitoring and evaluation land decentralization. It 

manages an information system based on around twenty indicators, including the number of local land 

offices created, the number of certificates requested and issued, and provides qualitative analyses on the 

institutional process for implementing the land reform. 

 

Finally, the last type of observatory identified consists of generalist land observatories. In this scheme, 

the observatory is a tool for collecting, storing and managing data on the one hand, and producing, 

analyzing and reporting information and knowledge on the other hand. The fundamental characteristic 

that distinguishes the other forms of observatory identified with this type of structure is the production of 

primary land data. This is the case of the land observatories in Burkina Faso and Madagascar. For 

example, the first has conducted 6 thematic studies since its creation in 2014 (whose summaries are 

available on the website of the observatory) on the formalization of land rights, knowledge of land 

policies and laws, land conflicts and spatial planning instruments, and covering the seven socio-land areas 

in Burkina Faso. 

 

As part of the study on Africa land observatories, this typology of observatories has been developed on 

the basis of observatories functions. But another typology of land observatories can be elaborated on the 

basis of others discriminating criteria: treated themes, data collection protocol and data production 

methods, purposes, etc. Hence, analyse land observatories only from the angle of a typology is irrelevant. 

Rather than trying to categorize, standardize land observatories, it is more about understanding the 

diversity of observatories forms. 

 

4. Discussion 
 

 

In-depth analysis of the contexts of creation of the land observatories, their institutional anchoring, their 

mode of governance, the main themes treated and the activities carried out by the observatories, has 

identified four types of land observatories in Africa, provided a generic definition of a land observatory 



 
 

 

(structure engaged in, on one hand, data collection, storage and management, and on the other hand, in the 

production, analysis and reporting of information and knowledge). But this study also highlights a 

diversity of land observatories forms. Each observatory emerges in a singular context with disparate 

missions and ambitions, making various choices regarding the mode of governance or activities carried 

out. Considering this, it seems important to contrast and discuss the results of the study and to move 

beyond this typology and definition. Indeed, it is necessary to outpace a too normative and restrictive 

framework regarding land observatories. 

 
 

 

4.1 A diversity of land observatories forms 
 

 

The study emphasizes the diversity of land observatories forms; (i) providing different functions 

according to the context of creation (needs, links and balance of power between actors, means, etc.), (ii) 

associating various themes related to land data (financial investments, agricultural data, migration data, 

etc.), (iii) structuring itself differently, with different statuses (public utility association, non-

governmental organization, executive agency, etc.), (iv) involving various stakeholders (with or without 

the State, civil society, private sector, etc.), (v) integrating various methodologies/types of information, 

etc. As such, the example of Ivory Coast, shows that several forms of land observatories can emerge in a 

similar context. Between August and November 2018, a feasibility study was conducted for the creation 

of a rural land national observatory in Ivory Coast at the request of the Primature (Prime ministry). The 

State wants to set up an observatory as a decision-making tool for itself in order to anticipate future 

problems that might arise in the context of land reform. At the same time, a civil society organization in 

connection with the National Chamber of Kings and Traditional Chiefs is implementing a number of 

activities that are activities of an observatory. The implementation of a new land policy in Ivory Coast 

generates land conflicts throughout the country. Thus, traditional chiefs and kings must manage these 

conflicts and the implementation of this land policy. This civil society organization and the National 

Chamber of Kings and Traditional Chiefs are setting up an observatory (without having the name) that 

will use the network of traditional chiefs and kings in order to trace all information relative to land 

conflicts and the dysfunctions that are noted in the implementation of the land law. This example 

highlights that in a given country at a given moment, in a similar land context (new land policy), various 

land observatories initiatives can emerge, with disparate missions and aims, carried by diverse actors. 



 
 

 

Another example can be put forward in order to underline the land observatories diversity regarding the 

social and institutional context. In Senegal, civil society is very powerful and organized within the 

Framework for Land Reflection and Action in Senegal. Thus, civil society actors are strongly opposed to 

an observatory attached to the State. Conversely, in Ivory Coast, civil society is relatively weak, and what 

was proposed in the framework of the feasibility study, it is an anchorage of the observatory at the level 

of the Prime Minister. Finally, the definition of civil society differs from country to country. In Senegal, 

farmers' organizations are part of civil society (CRAFS), while in Ivory Coast, farmers' organizations 

belong to the private sector because they defend private interests. This diversity of forms that a land 

observatory can take, according to the institutional, political and social context, leads us to think more in 

terms of process (time, negotiations between actors) than methodology. 

 

Faced with the diversity of possible forms of land observatories and more than seeking a definition of a 

land observatory or to formulate a typology, it is necessary to look into why at a given moment, a group 

of actors mobilizes and wants to implement a land observatory? To do what? 

 

4.2 A land observatory to do what and for whom? 
 

 

The construction of a land observatory does not respond to a single methodology but rather to a process, 

responding to needs (which can be diverse as information, data storage, analysis, creation of debate space, 

decision support, advocacy, training, community animation, etc;), a particular context and carried by a 

group of actors. Hence, we can note that, at minimum, the creation of a land observatory involves a group 

of actors and/or institutions (with or without a structure but with defined and assigned roles) federated 

around a common issue (analyzing the progress of the land reform, monitoring the ownership and size of 

properties, assessing large-scale land acquisitions, etc.) and ready to invest in a device. And, at minimum, 

an observatory; observe (functions of collection and production of data), disseminate (provision of data, 

raw, organized or analyzed to varying degrees) and work in long time (a land observatory observes 

phenomena that are dynamic and evolve over time) for one or more target groups to identified needs. But 

any land observatory is not necessarily destined to contribute to the improvement of land governance, to 

participate in public action or to be an advocacy tool. There is no standard model, no single solution. It 

depends on the contexts. If the national context requires a strong actor of counter-power then a civil 

society observatory, militant making advocacy its main mission may be the finest way to respond to the 

need. If the State has a lot of resources and attaches particular importance to the public service, then a 



 
 

 

parapublic observatory may be good for answering a common question to many actors. In relation to the 

actors structuring the land observatory, more important than the presence of a given type of actor (State or 

civil society), more important than the origin of these actors (national/international), it is the compromise 

between actors that is essential in the creation process of a land observatory and for the sustainability of 

the structure. According to the context, the most important is to find solutions that reached consensus 

with as many actors as possible. 
 
Observatories are increasing (in France an “observatory of observatories” has identified 971 

observatories) and created autonomously and here lies the limits of a definition of a land observatory. We 

must accept a certain level of non-legitimacy, avoid a too normative debate on land observatories. It is a 

tool, an instrument, an organization that we still do not fully understand, so it is necessary to open the 

debate, expand the discussions and reflections. 
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