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Land is one of the crucial and basic inputs in the production system. It is a 
major factor of production, the others being labour, capital and 
entrepreneurships. As an agricultural resource, land is heterogeneous and 
hence the idea to always preserve land as a resource for prosperity. Land 
cannot increase on its own but infact decreases over time. Land was 
protected for prosperity in Africa by a process called shifting cultivation, 
whereby land was supposed to be rejuvenated and preserved. Land is 
therefore central to Africa’s development, such development implies 
sustainable natural resource management, agricultural and economic 
development, poverty reduction, peace and security, equity and justice, and 
food security. Such development is based on effective land management, 
which is built on four elements: Land policies, land administration, 
governance and partner support. Land is an important source of security 
against poverty across the world. Unequal rights to land put people at a 
disadvantage, perpetuate poverty, and entrench inequality in the society. To 
achieve the above scenario, aggressive land tenure reform should be 
vigorously pursued. Land reform in most development economics is linked 
to and interrelated with agrarian/agricultural and rural development. This is 
so because the bulk of the population that reside in rural and peri-urban 
areas and who engage in primary production depend almost – exclusively 
on availability of land in whatever form this may be required. Land must be 
available to persons and groups who are ready to put same into good and 
productive sue. It is here that radical land reform measures be employed to 
ensure equitable allocation, availability and distribution of land to ready 
users both in rural and peri-urban areas of Nigeria. For Nigeria to achieve 
agricultural transformation, land tenure reform is a sinequa-non. This 
ensures equity in distribution of landed resources and reduces poverty and 
ensures food security. The Nigeria Land Use Act need be revisited to make 
room for easy and efficient land access to individuals who would be ready 
to use land for productive purposes. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Despite years of promoting agricultural and rural 
development and in spite of enormous investments made 
in the sector in the 1960s and 1970s, poverty remains an 
important welfare problem in rural Africa (especially so in 

sub-Saharan Africa), an unquantifiable waste of human 
resources and a possible threat to peace and stability 
and to the environment. Because the indicators of rural 
well-being are strongly correlated with the performance of  



 
 
 
 
the agricultural sector, policies and programs to reduce 
the extreme and deep poverty found in Africa have often 
being predicated on improving the performance of the 
agricultural sector (ECA, 2001). 

However, Africa’s aggregate agricultural output 
remains extremely low relative to other developing 
regions of the world. This has been blamed on low crop 
yields and much lower use of external inputs than the rest 
of the world. According to the FAO (2000) between 1967 
and 1997, aggregate agricultural output in sub-Saharan 
Africa rose by a mere 2.2% h/a, although demand rose 
over the same period at an annual rate of 2.7%. Over the 
same period, the region’s population grew at an annual 
rate of 2.8%, much faster than the rate of growth of 
output. Between 1980 and 1990, per capita agricultural 
production even declined or stagnated and in only 8 
countries was a modest growth even recorded. Yields 
have fallen and Africa’s share of total world trade in 
Agriculture fell from 8% in 1965 to 3% in 1996 (FAO, 
2000). 

The consequences of the steady decline of the 
agricultural sector are reflected in the continent’s 
increasing food insecurity. The average African 
consumes only about 90% of the calories needed for a 
healthy and productive life as established by the United 
Nations. As a result, undernourishment in the region has 
become chronic. Although the percentage of the 
population that is undernourished in other parts of the 
world has decreased sharply.  Africa is the one region 
where it has actually gone up to more than 40% in the 
early in the 1990s (ECA, 2001).  Today, one in three 
Africans is chronically undernourished. This is double the 
number three decades ago. Undernourishment and 
malnutrition result in a compromised health status and 
serious implications for the physical and mental 
development and capacities of the affected group. For 
example, one child out of seven dies before the age of 
five and one-half of these deaths is due to malnutrition 
(ECA, 2001). 

The anaemic state of agricultural output has affected 
other facets of social life in Africa. The decline in 
agricultural output translates into a substantial reduction 
in the income of 70% of the continent’s population who 
depend on agriculture for their livelihood.  This has in 
combination with other factors such as the lack of 
employment opportunities and inadequate assistance to 
victims of transitory adverse shocks etc., resulted in the 
expansion and deepening of poverty.  An estimated 291 
million people, nearly one-half of the region’s total 
population currently live in extreme poverty on less than it 
a day. Reducing poverty in Africa is thus an important 
policy goal. But this is not an easy task. According to 
IFAD, poverty reduction in Africa is six times too slow to 
meet the 2015 deadline of the Millennium Declarations 
Goal for halving world poverty. These poor indicators, it is 
clear call for action on many fronts. One such action is 
the regeneration of African agriculture (ECA, 2001). 
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Agriculture is an important sector of the economy with 
a high potential for employment generation, food security 
and poverty reduction. However, these potentials have 
remained largely untapped which has led to the dwindling 
performance of the agricultural sector both domestically 
and in the international trade over years. As at 1961, 
Nigeria was the leading exporter of groundnut with a 
world’s share of 42%. The country also had 27% of the 
world’s palm oil export, 18% of cocoa and 1.4% of cotton 
as the major West African cotton exporter (FMARD, 
2011). This glory however declined over years hence 
Nigeria dominance in the export of groundnut was 
eclipsed by China, United States of America (USA) and 
Argentina as at 2008.  Indonesia and Malaysia took over 
in palm oil, Cote d’voire and Ghana also become the 
leading exporter of cocoa, while Mali and Bukina Faso 
led cotton exports. The competitors maintained their 
dominance due to strong marketing organizations that 
linked the farmers to markets and provided support in the 
form of improved planting material, fertilizer, credit and 
rural infrastructure (FMARD, 2011). 

About 70% of Nigeria’s estimated population of over 
140 million lives in the rural areas. Although Nigeria is 
Africa’s second largest economy (after South Africa) with 
a GDP of about US $40.0 billion, yet, about two-thirds of 
the population live below the national poverty line (FGN 
2008).  It is an irony indeed that Nigeria, a vast 
agricultural country “endowed with substantial natural 
resources” which include: 68 million hectares of arable 
land; fresh water resources covering about 12 million 
hectares, 960 kilometers of coastline and an ecological 
diversity which enables the country to produce a wide 
variety of crops and livestock, forestry and fisheries 
products should (FGN, 2008) find itself in the group of 
low- income food-deficit countries (LIFDCS) in Africa. It is 
clear therefore that the country has not been able to 
harness its vast natural resources for sustainable 
agricultural development. 

This has been aptly captured in the National Food 
Security Program document, which is the most recent 
and authoritative policy statement by the Federal 
Government on the state of the nation’s agriculture. 
According to the Government although “agriculture 
remains a key component of the country’s economy, 
currently contributing about 40.0% of the GDP and 
employing about 700% of the active population, the 
sector has significantly underperformed its potential”. 
This has been clearly manifested in the very high food 
prices nationwide, food insecurity both at the household 
and national level and malnutrition especially in children. 
Thus the agricultural production and food situation in the 
country today is anything but impressive (FGN, 2008). 

Low productivity in Nigeria over years compared to 
leading countries like Malaysia, Thailand, Indonesia, and 
Brazil has been largely due low fertilizer and improved 
seed utilization and inadequate government expenditure 
and the inability to compete with others. Average fertilizer  
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use in Nigeria is 13Kg/hectare compares to World 
average of 100kg/hectare and 150Kg/hectare for Asia. 
Only 5% of the farmers could access the improved seeds 
and operates with only 10 tractors per 100 hectares 
compared to 241 tractors per l00hectares in Indonesia 
(FMARD,2011). Consequently it is estimated that Nigeria 
has lost a US$10 billion (1.6 Trillion Naira) annual export 
opportunity from groundnut, palm oil, cocoa and cotton 
alone due to continuous declines and stagnations in their 
exports. Thus food imports are growing at an 
unsustainable rate of 11% per annum.  Nigeria was the 
world largest importer of United States hard red and 
white winter wheat with an annual import of 635 billions of 
Naira. It is also the second largest importer of rice (356 
billions of Naira), sugar (217 billions of Naira) and fish (97 
billions of Naira). The recent willingness of exporters to 
ban exports could jeopardize Nigeria’s food security. 
Asides domestic food availability expected from Nigeria 
agriculture; the problem of increasing unemployment rate 
especially among the youths would also be solved if 
supported. This is based on the fact that the North 
Central region (breadbasket) of the country where 
agriculture is the primary occupation had the lowest 
employment rate in the country (FMARD, 2011). 
 
 
The process of agricultural transformation 
 
From both historical and contemporary cross-section 
perspectives, the agricultural transformation seems to 
evolve through at least four phases that are roughly 
definable. The process starts when agricultural 
productivity per worker rises. This increase productivity 
creates a surplus, which in the second phase can be 
tapped directly, through taxation and factor flows, or 
indirectly, through government intervention into the 
rural—urban terms of trade. This surplus can be utilized 
to develop the nonagricultural sector, and this phase has 
been the focus of most dual economy models of 
development. For resources to flow out of agriculture, 
rural factor and product markets must become better 
integrated with those in the rest of the economy (Timmer, 
1988). The progressive integration of the agricultural 
sector into the macro economy, via improved 
infrastructure and market-equilibrium linkages represents 
a third phase in agricultural development. When this 
phase is successful, the fourth phase is barely 
noticeable: the role of agriculture in industrialized 
economies is little, different from the role of the steel, 
housing or insurance sectors. But when the integration is 
not successfully accomplished and most countries have 
found it extremely difficult for political reasons — 
governments encounter serious problems of resource 
allocation and even problems beyond their borders 
because of pervasive attempts by high-income countries 
to protect their farmers from foreign competition. 
Managing agricultural protection and its impact on world  

 
 
 
 
commodity markets thus provides a continuing focus for 
agricultural policy makers even when the agricultural 
transformation is “complete” (Timmer, 1988). 
 
 
Evolving stages 
 
The four phases in the agricultural transformation call for 
different policy approaches. In the earliest stage of 
development, the concern must be for “getting agriculture 
moving”, to use Arthur Mosher’s vivid phrase Mosher 
(1966).  A significant share of a country’s investable 
resources may well be extracted from agriculture at this 
stage, but this is because the rest of the economy is so 
small. Direct or indirect taxation of agriculture is the only 
significant source of government revenue. 

Building a dynamic agriculture requires that some of 
these resources be devoted to the agricultural sector 
itself.  These resources need to be allocated to public 
investment in research and infrastructure as well as to 
favorable price incentives to farmers to adopt new 
technology as it becomes available. As these 
investments in agriculture begin to pay off, the second 
phase emerges in which the agricultural sector becomes 
a key contributor to the overall growth process                  
through a combination of factors (Johnston and Mellor 
1961). 

As the empirical literature on structural patterns of 
growth emphasizes, there is a substantial disequilibrium 
between agriculture and industry at this early stage of the 
development process (Kuznets (1966), Chenery and 
Taylor (1968), Chenery and Syrquin (1975). Indeed, 
differences in labor productivity and measured income 
(as opposed to psychic income) between the rural and 
urban sectors persist to the present in rich countries, 
although the gap is narrowing and now depends on 
agricultural prices for any given year. 

The process of narrowing the gap gives rise to the 
third environment for agriculture, in which it is integrated 
into the rest of the economy through the development of 
more efficient labor and credit markets that link the urban 
and rural economies. This integration is a component of 
the contribution process: the improved functioning of 
factor markets merely speeds the process of extracting 
labor and capital from those uses in agriculture with low 
returns for those in industry or services with higher 
productivity. The improved markets have welfare 
consequences as well, because they lessen the burden 
on individuals trapped in low-income occupations. The 
gain has costs, however. As agriculture is integrated into 
the macro economy, it becomes much more vulnerable to 
fluctuations in macro prices and level of aggregate 
activity and trade (Schuh, 1976) and much less 
susceptible to management by traditional instruments for 
the agricultural sector, such as extension activities and 
specific programs for commodity development and 
marketing. 



 
 
 
 

This vulnerability and complexity create the fourth 
phase in the agricultural transformation, the treatment of 
agriculture in industrialized economies. As the share of 
the labor force in agriculture falls below about 20 percent 
and the share of food expenditures in urban household 
budgets drops to about 30 percent low-cost food is not as 
important to the overall economy nor is it as expensive in 
relative terms to increase in price (Anderson 1983). A 
host of political problems arise if low farm incomes, 
induced by rapid technical change and low farm-gate 
prices, are allowed to push resources out of agriculture. 
Farmers do not want to leave, especially if they must sell 
their farms under duress at low prices; and urban-based 
unions do not want to see them coming to the cities in 
search of industrial jobs. A nostalgic memory of farming 
as a “way of life” leads many second- and third-
generation farm migrants living in cities to lend political 
support to higher incomes for agriculture, even at the 
expense of higher grocery bills (which may be barely 
noticeable). By this stage of the process, the share of the 
farm-gate price of the commodity in the consumer’s 
market basket is small because of processing and 
marketing costs. Commodity price supports become the 
primary vehicle for supporting farm incomes, and the 
subsidies have devastating effects on resource 
allocation. Farmers invest heavily in land and machinery 
when farm prices are high, only to produce surpluses that 
are impossible to sell profitably (Johnson 1983: Cochrane 
(1979). 
 
 
The Nigeria Agricultural Transformation Agenda 
(ATA)  
 
Nigeria investment in agriculture is exceptionally low 
averaging approximately 2% of government expenditure. 
This is exemplified by poor ranking in agricultural indices 
e.g. mechanization intensity of 10 tractors per 100 ha of 
land (Indonesia is 241 tractors per 100h); irrigation of 
0.8% of arable land (Thailand has irrigated 28% of arable 
land). Niger is the World largest importer of US wheat to 
the tune of N635b per annum; the second largest 
importer of rice N356bilIion per annum. Sugar and fish 
importation remains N217 and N97 billion per annum. 
Food importation grows at 11% per annum. 
Unfortunately, the imported items are those that can be 
produced in abundance in the country. This ugly situation 
prompted the formulation of ATA to revitalize the 
agricultural sector (Issa and Isaa, 2013). 

The vision in the transformation strategy is to achieve 
a hunger-free Nigeria through an agricultural sector that 
drives income growth, accelerates achievement of food 
and nutritional security, generates employment and 
transforms Nigeria into a leading player in global food 
markets to grow wealth for millions of farmers. In order to 
achieve this vision, the usual approach to agri-                  
cultural sector would change. Fertilizer  procurement  and  
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distribution, marketing institutions, financial value chains 
and agricultural investment framework would also be 
restructured. The fertilizer strategy is to stimulate a 
thriving private sector fertilizer industry sequel to 
inefficiency in the government distribution system and 
wastage of resources. The subsistence farmers would 
also be moved from their high poverty level through 
market oriented/market surplus facilitated by Nigerian 
Incentive-based Risk Sharing for Agricultural Lending 
(NIRSAL) into a commercialized system that would 
facilitate trade and competitiveness. This would be 
achieved through the Growth Enhancement Support 
(GES) investment that is targeted at 20 million farmers at 
an estimated cost per farmer per year of 5,000 naira 
(FMARD, 2011). 

The transformation of the sector would be executed 
through the Agricultural Transformation Implementation 
Council (ATIC) with President/Vice President at the apex 
and FMARD at the centre stage for coordination.  
Included implementation groups are Agricultural 
Investment Transformation Implementation Group 
(AITEG). Agricultural Value Chain Transformation 
Implementation Group (AVCTEG), NIRSAL 
implementation Group. Agricultural Industry Advisory 
Group however, determines and institutionalizes policy 
support to the agricultural transformation agenda. These 
different groups have various major roles and 
responsibilities towards the achievement of the goals of 
the transformation agenda (FMARD, 2011). 

Transformation action plan for some priority 
agricultural commodities will be focused in the six 
geopolitical zones of the country. The commodities are 
rice, cassava, sorghum, cocoa cotton, maize, dairy, beef 
leather, poultry, oil palm, fisheries as well as agricultural 
extension. This would be carried out through the value 
chains of each of the commodities while recognizing roles 
the actors/stakeholders along the nodes of the chain, 
inputs requirements in achieving production targets, 
constraints faced and expected output. The main target is 
to grow the agricultural sector through the various 
commodities and also to generate employment 
opportunities (FMARD, 2011).  For instance, rice 
transformation plan would involve massive local 
production of milled rice which will be aimed at 
substituting parboiled (imported) rice. The expectation is 
that with the advent of high quality lower cost milled rice, 
a significant portion of demand in the domestic rice 
market will shift from parboiled rice to milled rice. A 
projected decline in demand for high quality parboiled 
rice from 1.9M metric tons to 1.3M metric tons between 
2011-2015 and a shift in demand for milled rice from OM 
metric ton in 2011 to I I M in 2015 is expected (FMARD, 
2011).  The crucial inputs are land, improved seeds and 
fertilizer e.g. the cultivable lowland rice farm will increase 
from about 50,000 hectares in 2011 to 1.2M hectares by 
2014, while that of irrigated rice farm is estimated to be 
300, 000 hectares  by  2015. Job creation in rice product- 
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ion is expected to be through primary production, 
plantation establishment and value chain with an 
estimated million jobs to be created by 2015. Similarly, 
the transformation in cassava is expected to increase the 
yield of cassava tuber from 12.5 metric tons/hectare as at 
2010 to 25 metric tons/hectare by 2015 with I .2million 
jobs. The yield of sorghum would increase 0.75metric 
tons per hectare to 2.5 metric tons per hectare with 
150,000 jobs. Expected 360,000 jobs is projected with 
increment in cocoa yield from 300Kg/ha to 500Kg/ha 
(FMARD, 2011). 

Towards achieving a successful agricultural 
transformation, policies regarding agriculture, financial 
services, industry, market development need review. For 
instance, in terms of fiscal po1icies there should be zero 
tariffs (custom, excise and value added) for import of 
agricultural equipment and agro-processing equipment. 
Expected initial impact from the transformation include 
provision of over 3.5 million jobs within five value chain 
rice, cassava, sorghum, cocoa and cotton, over 300 
billion Naira (US$2 Billion) additional income in the hands 
of Nigerian farmers and food security by increasing 
production of key food staples by 20 Million metric tons. 
 
 
The importance of land issues 
 
Land and the institutions that govern its ownership and 
use greatly affect economic growth and poverty 
reduction. Lack of access to land and inefficient or 
corrupt systems of land administration have a negative 
impact on a country’s investment climate. Well-
functioning land institutions and markets improve it, 
reducing the cost of accessing credit for entrepreneurs 
and contributing to the development of financial systems. 
Access to even small plots of land to grow crops can also 
greatly improve food security and quality. Broad-based 
land access can provide a basic social safety net at a 
cost much below alternative government programs, 
allowing governments to spend scarce resources on 
productive infrastructure. Policies that foster lease 
markets for land can also contribute to the emergence of 
a vibrant non farm economy.  Improving land 
administration may also contribute to broader public 
service reform and provide a basis for wider reforms. 
Tenure rights to resources play a fundamental role in 
governing the patterns of natural resource management, 
as well as in the welfare of individuals and communities 
dependent on those resources. Any policy that shapes 
resource tenure rights potentially plays a major role in 
promoting or inhibiting economic growth, equity of 
resource distribution, empowerment of resource users 
and the sustainability of the resource base, environment 
and climate.  

Secure access to land and resource tenure is an 
essential catalytic force for poverty reduction, economic 
growth  and  sustainable development. The importance of  

 
 
 
 
secure access to productive resources is a reoccurring 
theme in a number of donor policies. Many donors 
recognize that natural resource tenure insecurity or 
unfavorable tenure conditions tend to strike at the 
foundation of the livelihood systems of the rural poor. 
Secure access to resource tenure rights encourage 
investment, which can lead to higher productivity and 
efficiency. Tenure insecurity leading to loss of access can 
imply destitution, and discourage farmers from making 
investments to increase productivity and investments for 
the reorientation of farm production for the market or for 
reducing vulnerability and adapting to climate change 
(DFID 2007, SIDA, 2004). 

Access to productive resources is a crucial factor in 
the eradication of food security and rural poverty. Rural 
landlessness is often the best predictor of poverty and 
hunger. The poorest are usually landless or land poor. 
Inadequate right of access to land, and insecure tenure of 
those rights, often result in entrenched poverty and are 
significant impediments to rural development and the 
assurance of food security improved access to land 
allows a family to increase household food production, 
thereby helping to ensure household food security. 
Improved access to land may enable the family to 
increase household income by producing a surplus for 
sale in the market and may improve the ability of a 
household to access credit. Secure access to natural 
resources often provides a valuable safety net as a 
source of shelter, food and income in times of hardship, 
and a family’s land may be the last available resort in the 
case of disaster. 

Access to land is still an important determinant of rural 
poverty. Poor access to land means more poverty. The 
landless and people without land security constitute the 
poor population in rural areas. Economic analysis has 
long revealed the importance of secure property rights for 
economic growth, and for this growth to translate into 
poverty reduction. The other benefits for the poor people 
with improved access to land include: 
� Improved household food security in both 
subsistence (for food) farming areas or com-                  
mercial farming areas (for income to be converted to 
food). 
� Land provides a cushion for the poor to fall back on 
when non-farm opportunities are not available. This is the 
case in areas where land is relatively less important for 
food security. But due to growing fluctuations in market 
and economic growth, partly owing to structural 
adjustment programs and neo-liberal policies, access to 
land is also important for these people. 
� To provide a security for shelter or settlement. 
� Permanency of shelter can be a basis for 
membership to organizations, citizenship, services and 
participation in developmental activities or politics.  
� Equitable land distribution is a precondition for 
economic growth, peace and harmony, which again is 
important for sustained development. 



 
 
 
 

In Nigeria, land is considered to underpin all social, 
economic and political development of a person or a 
household. Therefore, access to land also defines one’s 
inclusion (or exclusion) in social, economic and political 
processes. There has been a plethora of literature on the 
nexus between land ownership and access to 
opportunities in social, political and economic spheres. 
Lack of access to land is linked to social exclusion. It 
forces landless poor people (or those cultivating other’s 
land) to accept the hegemonic relationship with the 
landlords or the owners of the land.  In the agrarian 
economy, land is central to income and livelihood. Having 
less income means wage earning in other places or in 
other’s land, Lack of income and livelihood opportunities 
and continuous work on low wages have made landless 
people not able to take part in the social and political 
processes within the community or at larger levels. In 
similar lines, Sen argues that ‘social exclusion can, thus, 
be constitutively a part of capability deprivation as well as 
instrumentally a cause of diverse capability failures (Sen, 
2000).  

Regarding landlessness and social exclusion Sen 
(2000) writes: landlessness is similarly an instrumental 
deprivation. A family without land in a peasant society 
may be deeply handicapped. Of course, given the age-
old value system in peasant societies, landlessness can 
also have constitutive importance in a world that values a 
family’s special relationship with its land: to be without 
land may seem like being without a limb of one’s own. 
But whether or not a family attaches direct value to its 
relation with its own and, landlessness can also help to 
generate economic and social deprivations. Indeed the 
alienation of land has been appropriately enough - a 
much discussed problem in the development literature. 

Access to land is also essential to enable rural poor to 
have equal opportunities created by market. Now it is 
seen that the rural poor do not share these opportunities 
equally as they do not have access to land. Their access 
to land will make them able to take some of these 
opportunities created by the market. Generally, only the 
landed families get these opportunities. Education and 
access to land are the one that leads to development and 
economic growth. Lack of social opportunities like land 
reform and unavailability of micro-credit can also have 
similarly exclusionary effects. Lack of land also means 
lack of opportunities to avail education, credit and even 
migration to other areas. It is seen that the poorest of the 
poor and women are not able to move out for 
employment and income because they lack land 
ownership which helps in this process by making them 
able to get credit. 
 
 
The Nigeria land use act 
 
The current law guiding land administration in Nigeria is 
the Land Use Act, Cap L5, 2004, originally promulgated  
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in 1978. It has however generated a lot of clamour for its 
review to make it more relevant to the needs of the 
present day. Until the introduction of the Land Use Act in 
1978, the Crown Lands Law was adopted for the 
management and administration of land in the then 
Western, Mid-Western and Eastern Regions (when the 
country had Regional Governments).  The provisions of 
the variants of the Crown Lands Act were substantially 
similar though it did not cover the administration of 
freeholds lands in those regions. They however differed 
significantly from the law governing the management of 
lands comprised in the then Northern Region, where the 
Colonial Administration nationalized land, divesting the 
Emirs who held the land in trust for the citizens. The 
nationalization was consolidated by the Land and Native 
Rights Proclamation of 1914, which was later replaced 
with the land Tenure Law of 1962. Thus, while the State 
Land Law of the Southern regions applied only to State 
lands, the Land Tenure Law of 1962 applied to all lands 
in the Northern region. The major difference between the 
laws in the South and North was the fact that freehold 
was possible in the South while only leasehold applied in 
the North. However the land registration law applied 
equally to the Regions. The unfortunate implication was 
that different laws governed tenurial system to Nigeria 
while a single law governed land registration.  

Furthermore, the laws, especially with regards to the 
North, were not quite in accord with the original culture 
and tradition of the people. Like experienced by other 
African countries in the hands of their colonial masters, 
they created new land rights over the existing rights of 
the indigenous population. The Land Use Act was an 
effort at solving the multiple land tenure system that 
existed in the country. The expectation was that it would 
make land acquisition easier so that a larger number of 
citizens would have access to land. The Act which 
essentially adopted the Land Tenure Law of Northern 
Nigeria to nationalize all land in Nigeria vested all lands 
comprised within the territory of a state in the Governor of 
that state (except lands vested in the Federal 
Government). By transferring the radical title of non-state 
land to the Governor, the Act sought to introduce a 
uniform land tenure system throughout the country. The 
controversy that has trailed the Act explains how poorly it 
has addressed the land administration problems in 
Nigeria. There is a persistent clamour for its review and 
indeed it has not been reviewed for the nearly thirty years 
that it has operated. One major factor hindering its review 
is the fact that it is entrenched in the 1999 constitution of 
the country making it difficult to isolate for review 
(Ukaejiofo, 2008). 
 
 
Problems of the land use act 
 
Most of the problems with the Land Use Act border                  
more  on  the  implementation  procedure  rather than the  
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provisions themselves; however the following problems 
with the provisions are pertinent. 
i) The Act seems to operate along side previous land 
laws. There is no express provision in the Act that 
repealed earlier laws on the same matter. For instance 
Section 4 (a) of the Act provides that “lands in the 
Northern, states shall continue to be administered in 
accordance with the provisions of the Land Tenure Law 
until other provisions are made in that Behalf”. 
ii) While the Act aimed at providing easy access to land 
for all, experience shows that this noble objective has not 
been fully realized the tenurial issues have created major 
land administration problems in the Southern States, The 
process of acquiring land by individuals and 
organizations for large scale residential, industrial, 
agricultural and other such purpose do not come easy as 
such must go through usual government bureaucratic 
processes. Any such land without the authority of 
government-State or Local Government would be 
considered illegal. 
iii) By the provisions of the Act, Government is the 
holder, investor and the governor of land.  
iv) The absence of any implementation guideline for the 
Act has made it difficult for the different states to have a 
uniform approach to the implementation process.               
The other problems are operational and bureaucratic 
issues, including lack of institutional, administrative, 
infrastructural and professional expertise for the 
operations, which negatively affect the effectiveness of 
the law.  
 
 
Need for land reform in Nigeria 
 
The inadequacies of the current land tenure system as 
embodied in the Land Use Act, informed the agitation for 
its review by many stakeholders. Apart from the need to 
overhaul the land tenure system, the present 
administration in the country was made to realize that 
there could be no true development of the rural dwellers 
through the conversion of their natural asset, land, to 
capital by granting them titles to their land holding and 
creating an open land market economy. 

Mabogunje, (2007) argued that: “The importance of 
the state taking a firm hand with respect to land reform 
can thus not be underestimated. Defined land ownership 
whether of a leasehold or freehold type is crucial for 
promoting the capabilities of rural producers, enhancing 
their access to credit, enabling them to invest in farm 
infrastructure and improved input, and generally 
improved their productivity. Without it all talks of poverty 
eradication and hunger alleviation especially at the rural 
end is at best no more than fighting the symptoms rather 
than causes of poverty”. 

Thus land is a natural asset of the common man which 
government should help in converting to capital and 
means of empowerment. At present  this  natural asset of  

 
 
 
 
majority of rural Nigerians is locked up as “dead capital” 
as various interests in them does not possess titles to 
raise capital. Only about 3% of the land in Nigeria is 
covered by title deeds. It is this low level of land titling 
that accounts for the high level of poverty in the land as it 
is not possible to harness the potentials in land without 
title deeds. 

The philosophy of the Land Use Act that all land 
belongs to the state and should be held in trust by the 
governor for the people and that undeveloped land ahs 
no value, constitute a great obstacle to the development 
of a dynamic market land economy and therefore needs 
a surgical review for the current initiatives of unlocking 
the commercial potentials of land in Nigeria to be 
realized. It is the current dysfunctional nature of land 
administration dynamics in Nigeria, and concerns arising 
from its unproductive nature, as noted herein, that 
informed the need to provide a better strategy that will 
make Land Administration work and also provide benefits 
to all citizens of Nigeria. 

Nevertheless, if we look closely into the question of 
economic security of agricultural producers we will 
observe that some of the measures of the Act are 
inconsistent with the view that the interest of the 
government was to guarantee equality of access to land.  
For instance, the provision of the Act which allows an 
individual to acquire up to 500 hectares of land for 
agricultural purpose and/or 5000 hectares for grazing 
purpose shows a lack of concern for equity. In terms of 
the limited land resources for both agriculture and animal 
husbandry, allowing individuals to acquire 500 or 5000 
hectares of land could mean denial of the right of 
occupation to many farmers. 

Indeed, the high ceiling on holdings could raise very 
complex problems. There is, therefore, a need to restrict 
the size of individual holdings for agricultural and grazing 
purposes. Furthermore, a minimum limit could also be 
fixed and farmers encouraged and assisted to cultivate 
enough land to meet the subsistence and non-farm 
needs of their families and provide a sellable surplus to 
meet the needs of urban population. To makes this 
possible, it may be important to undertake a cadastral 
survey and to explore the possibilities of colonizing 
unused arable land for the benefit of needy farmers. 
Experiences in other parts of the world demonstrate that 
you cannot guarantee equality of opportunity or prevent 
invidious class differentiation on in the farm sector, if you 
do not sufficiently restricts the size of individual holdings. 

Another fundamental problem with the Land Use Act 
lies in the fact  that it has not taken the farm structure and 
landholding patterns and their implications for productivity 
and economic security into serious consideration. Its 
emphasis is on formal tenure, i.e. on the definition of the 
types of rights individuals and groups have relative to the 
state. It failed to address the problem of Lilliputian and 
fragmented holdings which is prevalent in our farming 
system and the question of measures that  can  be  taken  



 
 
 
 
to assist farmers to increase their resources base 
improve their productivity and incomes. 

This is a key problem because the question of what 
use is made of the land is as significant as that of 
ownership. You cannot guarantee ownership of the land 
by the poor by merely preventing absolute individual 
ownership. For any land reform to become an important 
instrument for equalizing access to land, it must contain 
policies that can raise productivity and income of farmers.  
For example, a fragmented and marginal holding which 
cannot provide adequate income or full time employment 
for farmers exposes them to the possibility of being 
forced to become landless and jobless. The existence of 
a free market in land and differentiation on the basis of 
wealth and social and economic power, clearly indicates 
there is a strong possibility for greater disparity in 
landholding, welfare and performance and points to the 
enormity of the real and potential insecurity for the poor 
farmers. This will happen as farmers land get increasingly 
fragmented; if they continue to lack ability to produce 
enough from their land, and as they are exposed to 
increasing population pressure and greater 
commercialization of interests in land made possible 
largely by urban capital. 

The results of this development could be very 
devastating as there seems to be a growing investment in 
agriculture on the part of those who get substantial 
income from the non-farm sector, more so as the majority 
of our farmers are caught in a cycle of poverty arising 
mostly from technical deficiencies, shortage of working 
capital and lack of access to improved technology that 
could make their effort profitable.  

Thus, by ignoring to plan simultaneously to tackle the 
problem of land use, the Act has indirectly exposed 
marginal farmers to the possibility of losing their only 
means for economic survival. This is most likely because 
of a dismal shortage and mal- distribution of the 
supportive services that could make farming more 
profitable and secure. Besides there is no programme for 
the systematic absorption of a part of the rural population 
in the non-farm sector, since the national industrial 
sector’s absorptive capacity is small. It is infact now in a 
very serious disarray resulting in massive lay-offs and 
lock-outs. This oversight should be of serious concern 
because economic survival is a critical variable in our 
search for ethical revolution. For instance, if we proceed 
phenomenologically and base our analysis on the values 
and experiences of the peasant, we will find that he 
attaches special values to survival, economic subsistence 
and security. 
 
 
Tenure Reform Measures to Achieve Agricultural 
Transformation in Nigeria. 
 
� People who occupy and use land in communal areas 
(where the state is registered as the owner) need to have  
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the status of their informal rights legally confirmed, and to 
have those established practices and procedures (e.g. for 
land allocation and use), which are legitimate in the eyes 
of the rights holders themselves, recognized and 
recorded. Tenure reform programmes need to close the 
gap between the de facto realities and de jure status. 
This will create greater certainty for rights holders and for 
third parties who enter into economic transactions with 
them, and facilitate sharecropping and leasing of land 
which is not productively used at present. 
� Rights are best vested in the land users, who have a 
clear interest in utilizing resources for their own benefit, 
rather than in institutions (such as civics, or tribal 
authorities), which have often been hijacked by elites for 
personal gain. 
� Tenure reform needs to address the administrative 
chaos in relation to land rights which currently prevails in 
the communal areas. Experience elsewhere in Africa 
suggests that this is done most effectively and cheaply by 
placing responsibility for day-to-day management in the 
hands of local- level decision-making structures. This 
facilitates decisions which are appropriate to the 
economic realities of the land users, which is seldom the 
case when these are made, for example by agricultural 
extension officials (betterment’ planning being a case in 
point). Tenure reform should also ensure that local 
structures remain accountable to the rights holders that 
they represent. Reforms should encourage the 
establishment or reconstitution of such structures where 
they do not exist or have become dysfunctional. 
� Given a history of corruption in the allocation of land 
and profits from land development, it is important to 
provide rights holders with protection against such abuse, 
through recourse to the law, but also through having 
access to information on their rights. This would require 
support structures and mechanisms, provided mainly by 
government (although civil society also has an important 
role to play). 
� Since women constitute the majority of economically 
active producers in rural areas, measures to strengthen 
women’s access to land are crucial for economic 
development as well as for human rights. 
� Tenure reform must provide for rights holders to 
make new tenure rules (e.g. to govern new kinds of land 
use, or to regulate relationships with outside investors), 
or to modify existing rules, since these may not be 
adequate when new economic opportunities or needs 
arise. Flexibility and choice is crucial so that tenure 
systems can evolve and adapt over time to changed 
circumstances. 
� Reform measures must also facilitate rule-making by 
rights holders (or the confirmation of appropriate existing 
rules) in relation to improved management of common 
property resources. 
� Tenure reform must provide for the resolution of 
conflicts over overlapping rights arising from enforced 
overcrowding. Procedures must ensure that those who,  
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through no fault of their own, have the weaker rights are 
not dispossessed, but given access to alternative land. 
Overcrowding usually results in wasteful and 
unsustainable land use (e.g. high potential Arable land 
being used for residential purposes). Often the provision 
of additional land will make good economic sense as well 
as providing a way to recognize and confirm existing 
rights to land. 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Land is important to the life of man. Land is wealth, 
prestige, power and he who has it, has everything. It is 
important for poverty reduction, and food security. He 
who is denied it, it denied life. Its availability ensures 
economic development and growth. For agriculture to 
develop,  land must be readily available – reform is one 
vehicle that ensure availability and  access to land. Land 
tenure reform measures taken by the state empowers its 
citizens to realize their potentials in the development 
process. 
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