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1. INTRODUCTION 

 
In July 2009, SPRING signed a grant entitled ñEmpowering Farmers Through Land Tenure 
Security,ò which is being implemented in partnership with Centre for Reparations and Rehabilitation 
(CRR). This project is consistent with the Peace Recovery and Development Planôs Strategic 
Objective I: ñConsolidation of Local Authority,ò where it states: ñMechanisms will be established to 
solve land conflicts and other land access and tenure-based problems.1ò  
 
The goal of this project is to improve the security of land tenure and increase awareness of human 
and property rights for farmer groups in northern Uganda. Among its activities, CRR and SPRING 
established a process to ensure that the 34 warehouses SPRING constructed through its 
Economic Security implementing partners have land agreements that clearly articulate the intended 
use of the land, the ownership of the land as well as the relationship between those using the land 
and those who hold it. 
 

2.  BACKGROUND 

2.1 SPRING 

 
 
SPRING is a three year project of USAID that operates in the Acholi and Lango sub-regions of 
Uganda. Its goal is to mitigate the causes and consequences of conflict in northern Uganda. In 
order to achieve its goal, SPRING takes a conflict sensitive approach to recovery and development 
in northern Uganda. Project interventions are closely aligned with the context in which they are 
                                                 
1 ñPeace Recovery and Development Plan for Northern Uganda,ò pg.  45, Government of Uganda, 2007. 
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being implemented in order to maximize the resources being spent, and, more importantly, to 
maximize the positive impact on its beneficiaries.  
 
SPRING has a $3.1 Stability Fund through which it works with 26 implementing partners on 
projects that support the transition from relief to development in 15 sub-counties in the 6 districts of 
the Acholi and Lango sub-regions. SPRING projects use an integrated approach that focuses on 
economic security and social inclusion, peace and reconciliation and access to justice. This holistic 
approach is working to assist beneficiariesô recovery from conflict with dignity.  
 
One of SPRINGôs primary interventions is working to address agricultural value chain and stability 
constraints of farmer groups as they return to their villages after over twenty years of conflict. 
SPRING has selected 11 implementing partners that work with 267 farmer groups for a total of 
8,000 farmers to address their primary production and marketing constraints. Agronomic trainings, 
improved seed loans and savings groups were launched in the first half of 2009. In the second half 
of the year SPRING established collective marketing committees and constructed 34 warehouses 
to bulk farmersô production and house value-added processing equipment in order to position 
farmer groups to access higher value markets. 
 

2.2 CRR 

Centre for Reparation and Rehabilitation (CRR) is a national non-governmental organization 
founded by three women lawyers from the Acholi sub-region. CRR is committed to ensuring access 
to justice for all, and especially for the most vulnerable people within the community who were 
affected by over twenty years of conflict. The organization is committed to capacity building for 
informal and formal justice mechanisms according to the guidelines set forth in the PRDP to ensure 
accountability, reparations and rehabilitation of northern Uganda. CRR works to strengthen trust 
and cooperation and prevent current and future conflicts through comprehensive legal advice, and 
the provision of legal aid services, as well as to, raise awareness on human rights and peaceful 
resolution methods for communities in northern Uganda. 
 
With support from the SPRING Stability Fund, CRR is implementing the Empowering Farmers 
through Land Tenure Security Project which ensures economic sustainability and security by 
protecting land rights and tenure for SPRING farmer groups. The project provides farmer groups 
with adequate information on customary land tenure through focus group discussions, mobile legal 
aid clinics and alternative dispute resolution.  
 

2.3 Land 

There are four types of legal land tenure in Uganda:  Freehold, Customary, Mailo and Leasehold. 
Over 93% of land tenure in Northern Uganda is customarily held2. The Land Act of 1998 grants 
tenure rights to customary holders of land, who can receive certificates of customary ownership for 
                                                 
2 Principles and Practices of Customary Tenure in Acholiland, Ker Kwaro Acholi, June 2008 
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the land they occupy3. Certificates of this nature can be obtained at three levels: individual, family 
and community. It confers upon the holder the right to undertake, subject to any restrictions, any 
land related transaction such as leasing, mortgaging, selling, etc. According to the Land Act of 
1998, ñcustomary tenure means a system of land tenure regulated by the customary rules which 
are limited in their operation to a specific area of land and a specific description or class of 
persons.4 
 
The ñPrinciples and Practices of Customary Tenure in Acholilandò defines customary land as  
ñowning of land that is not registered under the registration of Titles Act or officially vested in the 
local government of Uganda.ò Under customary tenure land rights are individualized within a family 
and within a community. The heads of the family hold the land in trust for the rest of the family who 
are also owners of the land, which means that no dealing in the land by the head of the family is 
conclusive without consent of the family, community or clan.5 
 

3. CHALLENGES TO LAND TENURE SECURITY IN NORTHERN UGANDA 

 
As people return from years of displacement in northern 
Uganda, conflicts over land are emerging. Many people, 
especially orphans or those children born in the camps, are 
unsure of or have lost their boundary markers. Many land 
transactions are completed informally through mutual 
understanding among individuals, families, communities or 
clans, as is the practice of customary land tenure. Even 
organizations such as schools, hospitals, and government 
structures have acquired land in this way. This practice has 
also been complicated by increasing conversion to freehold 
tenure. Consequently, disputes on exact land demarcation and 
ownership have arisen, and the rights of the most vulnerable 
individuals, such as women and children, have been 
obscured.6  
 
Other driving factors, such as increased external commercial interests in the land, population 
growth, and diversion of communally owned land for individual use, have caused sensitivity and 
conflict over land. In one well publicized case, attempts in 2007 by an international corporation to 
obtain land for a commercial sugar production proved contentious and the case is still being 
resolved7. 
 
                                                 
3 Certificates of Customary Ownership (CCO) are available, but very few people have received them. In SPRING and CRRôs 
experience, this is true in some cases, because freehold title conversion forms are handed out instead of CCOs. In other cases it 
appears that community members are not aware that a CCO is an option. 
4 Section 3 of the 1998 Land Act 
5 Principles and Practices of Customary Tenure in Acholiland, Ker Kwaro Acholi, June 2008. 
6 Land Matters in Displacement, Land Equity Movement Uganda and Civil Society Organisations for Peace in Northern Uganda, pg. 
46, 2004. 
7 Daily Monitor, July 18 2008 
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Customary tenure is be governed and regulated by 
customary principles and sanctioned by customary 
authorities.8 Unfortunately there are gaps in the 
understanding of customary land tenure. For 
example, many people, due to the prolonged 
conflict and subsequent death of elders, are 
unclear how land is owned or sold under 
customary land tenure, or if women, children and 
orphans have rights to land under customary rules. 
There is a growing perception that converting land 
to freehold tenure guarantees security of ownership, because it shifts ownership from the group or 
family to an individual owner, it provides a title that can be used as collateral (a CCO cannot), and it 
makes transfers of sale more straightforward. Conversion of land from customary tenure to 
freehold tenure, especially by elite members of society, is increasing in northern Uganda.9 The 
price of a piece of land that comes with a title is much higher than land without a title. 
 
Adding to the tension around land is the ambiguity of how customary and freehold land tenure 
systems coexist. These systems are both recognized by Ugandan law. However, in practice, the 
existence of two systems means that, in addition to variation in pricing and feelings of security of 
ownership, authorities may be competing to make decisions about land and particularly about land 
disputes. It is not always clear how traditional land dispute mechanisms such as the council of the 
clan leader and the Rwodi Kwere, and government instruments such as Area Land Committees 
and District Land Boards relate to each other. A decision by one may or may not take into 
consideration the decision of the other, even if those decisions revolve around the same land 
dispute. Furthermore, authorities from both systems have struggled to resume their full 
responsibilities after the conflict. Both have been blighted and require an injection of resources.10 
                                                 
8 Customary land as defined under Section 3 (1) of the 1998 Land Act, Cap 227 as amended  
9
 Land Matters in Displacement, Land Equity Movement Uganda and Civil Society Organisations for Peace in Northern Uganda, pg. 

47, 2004. 

10 Peace, Recovery and Development For Northern Uganda (PRDP), Government of Uganda, 2007, pg.45 
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4. THE PROCESS OF SECURING LAND AGREEMENTS FOR SPRING 
WAREHOUSES 

 
As part of its integrated approach to stabilization, SPRINGôs 
Access to Justice program posed a question to its Economic 
Security program: ñwho owns the land where the SPRING 
warehouses will be built?ò The answer to this question varied 
dramatically, even within one location. It was decided that clear 
understanding and agreement on land use and land ownership 
was necessary for SPRING to proceed with warehouse 
construction. Without such clarity, it was feared that at some 
point in the future, perhaps when the SPRING project ends, the 
warehouse itself could become a source of conflict. For example, 
a person claiming ownership may cause problems for the farmer 
groups using the warehouse and may even demand that the 
warehouse is rightfully theirs since it was located on their land. 
Endeavoring to remain conflict sensitive, SPRING determined 
that the risk of conflict from ambiguous ownership of the plots 
where the warehouses were being built was too great, and 
created the land tenure security project to help minimize this risk. 
SPRING issued a Stability Fund request for assistance and 
selected CRR to ensure land tenure security for all of SPRINGôs 

34 warehouses. 
 

4.1 Identification of Land for Warehouse Construction 

As a first step, SPRING farmers identified a plot of land upon which a warehouse would be built. 
The location was typically selected for its centrality to the farmers in the group. This was usually 
near to a parish headquarters. Plots for SPRING warehouses were identified prior to the start of 
the land tenure security project. SPRING and CRR began with the assumption that the location of 
the warehouse was agreed by all parties. Also, in some cases, land agreements had already been 
signed. Upon CRRôs review, however, several gaps were identified that might have created 
problems for the farmer groups in the future. As a safeguard, the process described below was 
implemented to ensure that all parties were in agreement about the location, size, duration, use 
and ownership of the land. 
 

4.2 Determining Land Ownership and Agreement Signatories 

Once the land was identified, CRR drafted an offer land agreement template from which 
negotiations on specific terms and conditions were based. Terms included the length of time the 
land would be used for the warehouse in the case of a lease agreement, as well as the exact 
location and measurement of the land being donated. The signed copy of this agreement would 
eventually become a legally binding agreement on file at the sub-county headquarters. 
 

Figure 1: Land Tenure Security Process 
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Next CRR held consultations to identify the signatories to the agreement and tailor the draft 
agreement to the specifications of each warehouse. Meetings were held with a range of actors that 
were determined to best assist in this process, and included: SPRING economic security 
implementing partners11, farmer group representatives, local leaders (LC I, II, and III), pre-
determined land owners12, neighbors to the lands being donated, elders and family members. The 
following issues were determined during the consultations: 
 

¶ specific terms and conditions of the land being offered  

¶ agreement from the various stakeholders that the person who donated the land is the true 
owner of that land  

¶ signatories to the agreement (including offerer, offeree, beneficiaries, trustees, etc.) 

¶ consent of family members, including spouses, for the use of the land for the warehouse  

¶ exact measurements of land to prevent land encroachment 
 
In SPRING and CRRôs experience, this broad based and inclusive triangulation of information was 
critical for reaching consensus on land ownership and use. This process provided an opportunity 
for a wide range of stakeholders, essentially the entire community where the warehouse is 
constructed, to meet together and make decisions by consensus.  
 

4.3 Signing Ceremonies 

The occasion of the land agreement 
signing is a symbol of communityôs 
commitment to cooperation and prosperity. 
Group farming in theory is a way for the 
community to share the challenge and 
opportunities of returning to the fields and  
moving beyond subsistence farming. The 
Land Tenure Security project has been part 
of SPRINGôs holistic approach to putting 
that theory into practice. 
 
Once the consultations were concluded, the land agreements were finalized by CRR and sent to 
signatories for their comments and corrections. Signing ceremonies were held in each location. All 
signatories were present, as well as additional members of the community. Final copies of the 
agreements were re-read to all signatories and the community before the signing. Original copies 
were given to each of the signatories and filed with the sub-county where the warehouse was 
located. The ceremonies closed with a tour of the facility and a reaffirmation of commitment to the 
farmer groups, warehouses and communities. 
 
                                                 
11 In addition to CRR, SPRING has economic security implementing partners that work directly with the farmer groups on strategic 
economic sub-sectors and value chains that provide adequate incomes and diverse market opportunities for long-term equitable 
growth and broad participation. 
12 In the cases where land owners were selected prior to start of the Land Tenure Security Project a consultation process was 
conducted to confirm the individualôs ownership. In most cases, the individual land owner was either a member of the farmer group 
using the warehouse or had family members in the farmer group. 
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4.4 Land Agreement Templates 

Although each agreement contains specific terms for each warehouse, there were two basic forms 
used in the process: those that had the farmer groups as land owners and those who created a 
trusteeship for which the land would be held in trust for the farmers.  
 
4.4.1 Farmer Group Associations as Land Owners 
 
The first form of agreement was signed between the land owners and the farmer groups as 
recipients of lands. These agreements were used for farmer groups registered by SPRING 
implementing partners as independent legal entities permitted to own property. In the cases 
handled by this project, the land owner was the sub-county.13 The sub-county was represented by 
the LC III as land owner and the sub-county chief as witness, and then the farmer groups were 
represented by their coordinator, and witnessed by their chair person, their sub-county 
representative, neighbors and elders. An annexure was appended that included the individual 
signatures of all farmer group members. Usually these agreements were negotiated as lease 
agreements for a fixed time that ranged from 25 to 99 years. After that specified time, the land 
would revert back to the original owner. 
 
This form of agreement was used in six locations within the Lango sub-region. Upon receipt of 
request for land from Lira District Farmers Association (LIDFA) in Lira and Apac District Farmers 
Association (ADFA) in Oyam, the councils within the sub-counties held consultations with the 
Associations to review the terms and provide input into the final agreement. Once satisfied with the 
agreement, the councils met and passed resolutions showing acceptance by the sub-county 
authority to donate sub-county land for the use and benefit of the farmer groups. The agreements 
were signed shortly thereafter. 
 
4.4.2 Trusteeship for Farmer Groups 
The second form of agreement was signed between land owners and trustees who will hold the 
land in trust for the benefit of the SPRING farmer groups. In the cases handled by this project, the 
land owner was an individual in the community. 14 The lands are held in trust, because the groups 
do not have the legal and associational capacity of holding properties15. There are two different 
categories of trustees for this agreement: the sub-county or the SPRING implementing partner. In 
both cases, terms of the trusteeship are specified in the agreement. In the case of the sub-county, 
consultations were held with sub-county officials and the farmer groups so that both understood 
and accepted the role of the sub-county. In the case where the SPRING implementing partner was 
                                                 
13 During this project, there were no cases where the land owner was an individual land owner. If there had been an individual land 

owner, a similar process of verification of ownership through consultations would have taken place. 

14 The term land ñownerò is defined by customary land tenure. Where the land is has been divided for individuals by the clan, such 

individual can offer land. Where the land is not divided, ownership is more of a custodial arrangement between the clan leader who 

is responsible for holding the land in trust for the clan and the individual household given the land for their usage. Consent of other 

family members is required for any decisions related to the land.  

15 SPRING and its implementing partners are currently working to legally formalize the status of all of its farmer groups.  
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designated as trustee, this option was chosen only for local implementing partners. This option was 
not possible for international implementing partners, because their presence in Uganda is 
temporary. However, it was assumed that a local organization could make the long term 
commitment of trusteeship. An annexure that included the individual signatures of all farmer group 
members was appended to each agreement. In some cases these were also lease agreements, 
but in most cases, the land owner offered the land permanently to the farmer group. 
 
This form was used in Lakwana sub-county, Gulu district where two warehouses were constructed 
for 20 farmer groups from four parishes working with SPRING implementing partner Canadian 
Physicians for Aid and Relief (CPAR), where the sub-county signed on as trustee. This form was 
also used in Pabbo and Attiak sub counties in Amuru district where 8 warehouses were constructed 
for 40 farmer groups working with SPRING implementing partner Kica Ber Support for War Victims 
Organization.  
 
 

4.5 Case Studies 

 
4.5.1 Case Study: Pabbo - Parubanga Parish 
An individual living in Parubanga Parish volunteered to 
donate a plot of land to five farmer groups that made 
up the MAPKP Marketing Association. An agreement 
had been previously signed by the land owner and 
some family members as the offerer and SPRING 
implementing partner Kica Ber Support for War Victims 
Organization as the offeree. The sub-county officials 
witnessed the transfer. There was ambiguity in the 
agreement signed, because specifications such as time 
frame, location of the land, term and conditions of the 
offer were not spelled out. Additionally, while brothers 
had been consulted, the spouses were left out of the 
agreement.  
 
The decision for Kica Ber to receive the land offered instead of the farmer group was problematic, 
because it was unclear. For example, the agreement stated that Kica Ber was receiving the land as 
a tenant without any form of consideration, and that the offer was on a permanent basis. It 
presumed Kica Ber was assuming responsibility for land ownership, because its farmer groups are 
not independent legal entities. However, this had not been explained in detail to the farmer groups 
and had confused the meaning of the terms ñland lordò and ñtenant.ò Because of the ambiguity in 
the signed agreement, CRR together with SPRING met with Kica Ber to explain the gaps in the 
signed agreement and the need to meet the family members of the land owner, including the 
spouse, to ascertain whether they consented to the offer of their land and also neighbors and 
elders to confirm the ownership and boundary of the land. 
 
During the discussion with the relatives and neighbors, the SPRING/CRR team also discovered 
that although the family members consented to the offer of their land, a neighbor complained 
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because his land was encroached upon by more than five meters. The trespassing occurred with 
the knowledge of local authorities, Kica Ber and the farmer group, but nothing was done to address 
it.  
 
This issue surfaced during the consultations to determine the signatories to the land agreement. 
The person complaining about the trespassing had been called as a neighbor and witness to the 
land owner to sign and raised the issue. After the discussion with the farmer groups, land owner, 
local authorities and Kica Ber, a consensus was reached and the boundary of the donated land 
was adjusted to exclude the land of the grieved person. The previously grieved neighbor was 
impressed with the process and stated that ñI am now satisfied with the demarcation and am willing 
to offer a portion of my land in the future in case further extension is needed.ò In further 
consultations, CRR adjusted Kica Berôs offeree status so that it was specified that Kica Ber 
received the land in trust for the farmer groups, but not as the body to whom the land was donated 
as in their first agreement. 
 
 
 
4.5.2 Case Study: Attiak ð Pacilo Parish 
A person donated land for the farmer groups to construct their warehouse in Pacilo Parish. An 
agreement was signed between this individual who donated the land and Kica Ber as the receiving 
body. However, there were important terms missing in the document such as location, duration of 
the offer and lack of consent from the family members.  Also included was the term ñtenantò 
meaning the offeree and ñlandlordò meaning owner, yet at the same time the agreement stated that 
the land has been offered on a permanent basis. After identifying these gaps, it was determined 
that a new agreement that addressed these gaps needed to be prepared. CRR engaged Kica Ber, 
the farmer groups, and land owner in preparation to draft a formal land offer agreement and the 
LCII to witness the process. 
 
In the process of discussing a formal agreement, two relatives to the person who donated the land 
requested themselves to sign as the land owner. Each of them claimed to be the rightful person to 
offer their ancestral land to the groups. It was further discovered during the discussion that the said 
land was part of the land that was already gazetted for communal use as a market with the consent 
of the father of the current land owner. This land was being claimed as sub-county property, 
because they felt it was their duty to hold communal land. There was no document evidencing the 
donation to the sub-county, but the elders testified to this donation. For the purpose of having the 
right offer, CRR and SPRING advised all of those claiming land ownership, as well as the sub-
county to discuss the ownership. The farmer groups, the person who had offered the land and his 
family, the clan brothers who were claiming ownership and elders met to agree on the true 
ownership. They all agreed during the meeting that the land belonged to the person who had 
originally given the land to the farmer groups. Thereafter, he and his family together with the clan 
members offered the entire acreage that was given by his deceased father back to the sub-county. 
They formalized the transfer of ownership to the sub-county by signing an agreement. 
 
Thereafter, the sub-county council offered a portion of the land (40meters by 20 meters) to the 
farmer groups to construct their warehouse. CRR prepared the land offer agreement between the 
sub-county and the farmer groups. Kica Ber received the land in trust for the farmer groups.    
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4.5.3 Case Study:  Lakwana 
Two individuals donated land at two different 
locations for the construction of the two warehouses 
in Lakwana. The implementing partners had not 
drafted nor signed any agreement for the offer. CRR 
liaised with staff of Canadian Physicians for Aid and 
Relief (CPAR), SPRINGôs implementing partner in 
Gulu, to see the site and meet the proposed land 
owner, farmer groups, and the local authority 
observing the process. The land owner was informed 
that in order for him to carry out a legal transaction, his family members had to be consulted and 
provide their consent. Initially the final recipient of the land was meant to be CPAR, however this 
position changed after it became clear that an international organization with a temporary presence 
in Gulu District was not the best trustee. CPAR suggested that the sub-county hold this land for the 
farmer groups. A meeting was arranged with the family members where the terms given by the 
household head were shared with them. It was also explained to the original land owners that the 
sub-county would receive the land in trust for the benefit of the farmer groups. CRR advised that a 
clause defining the role of the sub-county and a clear provision that the land reverts back to the 
owner after expiry of the offer period be incorporated to allay concerns raised by the family that the 
sub-county might commandeer their land.  
 
After meeting the family that donated the lands, consultations were held with the farmer groups to 
explain the meaning and implication of the sub-countyôs holding the land in trust for the farmer 
groups. An annexure, stipulating the details of the beneficiaries, was signed by representatives of 
the various farmer groups to use the facility. Once the roles were clearly defined and discussed, the 
farmer groups expressed their appreciation for the sub-county holding the land in trust for them.  




