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This study considers the ways in which land use is chang-
ing in the global South, and how these changes are linked 
to urbanisation. The different stages of the conversion 
process are analysed: changes in ownership, acquisition 
of land rights, land transactions, plot divisions, productive 
use through construction and property development 
(housing estates, building projects of various sizes, etc.), 
and fallow land (demarcated parcels that remain unde-
veloped). Large-scale land conversions generated by major 
development and infrastructure projects, industrial and 
extractive activities, and large-scale land grabs in rural 
areas have been widely examined over the past decade. 
But little has been written about how ordinary actors – 
residents, land rights holders, entrepreneurs and local 
elected officials – acquire plots of land and change the 
way they are used in order to build houses, develop 
economic activities or accumulate capital. Given that these 
activities are occurring on a huge scale, it is important to 
determine what drives them and how local administrators 
and political players navigate the systems that are supposed 
to regulate land conversions.

The pace of these conversions is accelerating due to a 
range of factors: urban growth at different levels, changes 
in local legal arrangements for accessing rural land, the 

rise of rural and urban land markets, and the increasing 
power of private and financial actors in land and property 
production and urban development. They are also gen-
erating far-reaching effects – causing environmental 
degradation, increasing socio-economic inequalities, 
pressure on family farms and sterilisation of fertile soils, 
exacerbating financial risks at many levels, and adding to 
the burden borne by the authorities responsible for deliv-
ering infrastructure and services. 

Land conversions need to be regulated. But the tools tradi-
tionally used for planning, zoning and protecting agricultural 
areas need to be adapted and expanded to facilitate coor-
dinated action on diverse public policies and across urban 
and rural sectors. The “Land Tenure and Development”Tech-
nical Committee draws on the study findings to suggest a 
number of avenues and principles to guide public action, 
support local actors and develop standards that recognise 
and frame their practices. Inclusive financial mechanisms 
are also essential for land to regain its primary function as 
a usable resource, along with tax systems that enable the 
revenues generated by land conversions to help fund local 
development, and support for participatory territorial plan-
ning approaches that take account of environmental issues 
and the need to maintain agricultural production. 
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The “Land Tenure and Development” Technical 
Committee is a working group composed of experts, 
researchers and land policy actors. Since its creation 
in 1996 it has worked with numerous French and inter-
national actors to support the French Cooperation’s 
strategic thinking and analysis of action on land issues. 

In addition to the White Paper by French Cooperation 
actors, other publications by the Committee include 
analysis of large-scale land appropriations (2010), a 
guide to due diligence of agribusiness projects that 
affect land and property rights (2014), a study on the 
formalisation of land rights in developing countries 
(2015), a document promoting a land-based commons 
approach (2017), a guide to the issues surrounding 
young people’s access to land (2020), and many other 
works and tools intended to improve our understand-
ing and efforts to address land-related challenges in 
the global South. Full versions of all these outputs 
can be found on the “Land Tenure and Development” 

portal (www.foncier-developpement.fr), which the 
Committee set up to provide access to quality infor-
mation in this field.

The UMR CESSMA Centre for Social Science Studies on 
African, American and Asian Worlds is a joint research 
unit that brings together researchers and teacher- 
researchers from l’Université de Paris, l’Institut national 
des langues et civilisations orientales (Inalco) and 
l’Institut de recherche pour le développement (IRD). Its 
mission is to analyse the historical and spatial configu-
rations of development and globalisation dynamics. The 
historians, geographers, sociologists, anthropologists, 
economists, demographers and urban planners who 
work in this unit share common social science practic-
es as they conduct interdisciplinary and comparative 
studies and exchanges with scientific partners in their 
fields of study. Their research extends from Central 
and South America to Africa and the Arab world, South 
Asia, South-East Asia and East Asia.

UMR Géographie-cités is an interdisciplinary research 
centre with an open science perspective that generates 
and disseminates new knowledge, bodies of knowl-
edge, expertise and methodological tools, and provides 
research-based training in territorial sciences. Taking 
space as its entry point, the centre uses analytical and 
visualisation tools to investigate and help improve the 
theoretical and methodological approaches to work 
on the social, political and economic changes that are 
occurring in our societies.

UMR LATTS is a multidisciplinary humanities and 
social sciences laboratory that specialises in cities and 
territories, public action and work. The researchers 
and teacher-researchers from CNRS, l’Ecole des Ponts 
ParisTech and l’Université Gustave Eiffel who work in 
this joint research unit analyse major societal transfor-
mations such as urban change, environmental crises, 
energy transitions and digital turning points through the 
prism of technical worlds, devices and infrastructures.
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Sale

Sale factors 

Income reinvestment 
strategies 

Transfers of land ownership 
rights 

Capital gains of the 
intermediaries

Acquisition, subdivision

Sociology of buyers

Origin of capital

Pooling of resources

Contrasting formalizations 
of ownership

Economic valorisation on the plot:
building, cultivation, extraction

Plots are left undeveloped: 
• to stock money
• to create wealth
• to secure commercial activities
• land as a social insurance 
• to access credit from different sources
• land financialization, accumulation

Land as currency ; speculation

Property : use value / exchange value

Chain of value
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Planning and regulatory tools ? 

Kitengela, Kenya, © Bérénice Bon


