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grabbing, or mistrust in state mechanisms for resolving 
land disputes (UNDP, 2015), and by the ease of 
accessibility to traditional leaders, who are custodians 
of customary land and are readily available to mediate 
and resolve land disputes, unlike the statutory 
systems. Although customary land tenure has its own 
governance system, this system has been weakened 
over time, and there is limited legal support to help 
traditional land governance actors perform their roles. 
The existing customary land registration process is 
also marred by gaps in land administration institutions, 
and is perceived by many as complicated, tedious, and 
unaffordable for most communities. Hence customary 
land ownership is rarely documented. 

Moreover, despite provisions in the Land Act to improve 
the customary land tenure system, the Government 
has yet to create an institutional framework to put this 
into practice. In real terms, tenure of customary land 
is very insecure; and the full attainment of land rights, 
especially for the most vulnerable (e.g., women, 
youth, the elderly, widows, orphans and people with 
disabilities) is elusive.

As a result, many development partners have come 
up with initiatives to document customary land under 
the auspices of a Fit for Purpose Land Administration. 
Although these have attained measurable success 
regarding awareness raising on land registration, there 
are still enormous challenges in linking these efforts 
to national frameworks that advocate for the need to 
establish a Customary Land Registry.

Trócaire and five Ugandan civil society collectives 
- LANDnet Uganda, Land and Equity Movement in 
Uganda (LEMU), Food Rights Alliance (FRA), Uganda 
Debt Network (UDN) and Participatory Ecological 
Land Use Management Association (PELUM) - came 
together in a coalition to create and implement a citizen 
monitoring and advocacy strategy to respond to this 
problem, aspiring to offer direction to stakeholders 
on achieving the long-desired goal of improved 
governance of customary land tenure.

The coalition of partners, led by LANDnet Uganda, 
assessed that now was the time to try a focused and 
coordinated joint citizen monitoring and advocacy 
strategy, given that Trócaire and partners, such 
as LEMU, had already carried out many years of 
groundwork on customary land rights, and there was 
an appetite among different stakeholders to push 
for change and an openness within the Ministry of 
Lands, Housing and Urban Development (hereinafter 
Lands Ministry) to be guided and persuaded vis-à-vis 
policy solutions. For example, with Trócaire funding, 
LEMU had done extensive research and community 
engagement on customary land over a long period in 
the Teso sub-region and had the backing of community 
leaders there and had been lobbying the government at 
central and local level for years to improve customary 
land governance.
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This Learning Brief provides a snapshot of 
what Trócaire contributed to in terms of Citizen 
Monitoring and Advocacy to improve customary 
land tenure in Uganda from 2020-2021. The 
brief highlights the strategies used, the main 
achievements, challenges, lessons learnt and 
recommendations. 

Findings are drawn from reports, advocacy 
material, and staff and partner reflections on 
two years of implementation of the strategy 
“Advocating for enhanced governance of 
customary land tenure for increased security and 
protection of land rights in Uganda”, which built 
on several years of previous groundwork and 
citizen monitoring and advocacy by different local 
partner organisations. 

The intended audience of this Learning Brief 
is relevant Trócaire staff, such as Programme 
Officers, Programme Managers, technical 
advisors and institutional funding staff, as well as 
other stakeholders such as partners, donors, and 
supporters.

What is Citizen Monitoring and Advocacy? 
Citizen Monitoring and Advocacy refers to targeted 
actions by groups of organised citizens at any level to 
monitor and advocate for change in state and non-state 
institutional policies and practices, in order to realise 
their rights and entitlements and hold duty-bearers to 
account. 

Background
Around 80% of land in Uganda is customary land, and 
only about 4% of that land is registered. Customary 
land is thought to be held communally in trust for 
past, present, and future generations, as opposed to 
“owned” by an individual or collective. There are four 
land tenure systems in Uganda (freehold, leasehold, 
Mailo and customary). According to the 1995 
Constitution, the 1998 Land Act and the 2013 National 
Land Policy, all are valid. In reality, however, customary 
land tenure is considered inferior by stakeholders such 
as financial institutions and big business. 

Preference for customary land tenure is shaped by the 
limited confidence communities have in other tenure 
systems, due to fear of risks of land expropriation, land 

Around 80% of land in Uganda is customary 
land, and only about 4% of that land is 
registered.
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In addition, Trócaire had initiated the Northern Uganda 
Land Platform in 2011 and had funded and organised 
it twice-yearly for many years. It became the most 
important forum for shaping the debate and building 
alliances on land rights as almost every key actor in 
Uganda including government and NGOs participated. 
Together with the Joint Acholi Sub-regional Leaders’ 
Forum (JASLF), Trócaire had also led an intensive, 
locally grounded, two-year field research project in 
the Acholi sub-region from 2016-2018, which explored 
how customary land is managed and controlled to 
help protect vulnerable people’s rights to their land. 
This research project generated 15 reports, ranging 
from mapping the governance practices in place to the 
experiences of women, youth and people living with 
disabilities in terms of land rights, to creating a Step-by-
Step Guide to Customary Land Registration in Uganda, 
which provided a blueprint for customary landholders to 
register their land – the first step in securing their tenure 
of that land. Moreover, LANDnet had already been 
lobbying for the creation of a Customary Land Registry, 
while the other partners had been advocating for policy 
changes that impact customary land rights, e.g., a 
national irrigation policy, a national agricultural policy, 
a national seed policy, an agroecology framework, and 
improved financing for wetlands protection.  

What did Trócaire support in terms of 
Citizen Monitoring and Advocacy for 
improved customary land tenure in 
Uganda? 
Trócaire played several roles in the creation and 
implementation of the citizen monitoring and 
advocacy strategy, including driving it, creating 
space for it, funding it, and coordinating and bringing 
partners together in synergistic ways throughout its 
implementation. It was designed as part of a five-year 
plan and included direct advocacy tactics as well as 
initiatives to enable affected communities to carry out 
citizen monitoring and advocacy actions themselves. 

The strategy had three objectives (one short-term and 
two long-term): 

1. Increased documentation/titling of customary 
land 

2. Increased understanding by communities of the 
benefits and risks of customary land registration

3. Establishing a customary land registry and 
incorporating all existing customary land titles 
into it

The theory of change underlying the strategy 
was that objectives one and two were key steps 
towards achieving objective three, in that increased 
understanding by communities of the benefits of 
customary land registration would a. encourage them 
to document and title their land and b. strengthen 
their capacity to demand the set-up of a customary 
land registry. The theory further posited that achieving 
objective three would strengthen the traditional land 
governance system and this in turn would lead to 
greater land tenure security for customary landowners, 
especially women and other vulnerable groups. 
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Photo: Land registry consultative meetings held in Kangole subcounty, Bukedea District, Sept 2021

Trócaire and partners, such as LEMU, had 
already carried out many years of groundwork 
on customary land rights, such as extensive 
research, community engagement and setting 
up the Northern Uganda Land Platform.

https://nulp.org/about-us/
https://nulp.org/about-us/
https://www.trocaire.org/sites/default/files/resources/policy/180419_the_step_by_step_guide_to_customary_land_registration_in_uganda.pdf
https://www.trocaire.org/sites/default/files/resources/policy/180419_the_step_by_step_guide_to_customary_land_registration_in_uganda.pdf


The strategy included activities that aimed to achieve 
several intermediary outcomes that would enable 
achievement of the overall objectives, such as: 

1. Increased understanding of the implications of 
key steps in the registration process, such as 
setting up Customary Land Associations and 
obtaining Certificates of Customary Ownership 
via partners’ ongoing community education and 
Land Awareness Week

2. Empowered communities who can advocate 
at a local and district level for increased 
documentation of customary land via citizen 
monitoring and advocacy training 

3. Increased awareness of women of their land 
rights via outreach and awareness raising 
activities.

4. Engaged and mobilised communities who are 
better able to champion the development and 
implementation of a customary land registry via 
community consultations and mobilisation 

5. Resources mobilised to support the development, 
implementation, and maintenance of the registry 
via budget monitoring and advocacy efforts

Achievements
Strengthened commitment by the Lands Ministry 
to put the customary land registry in place

By the end of 2021, the Ministry of Lands, Housing and 
Urban Development (hereinafter Lands Ministry) was 
considering amending the Land Act to incorporate 
provisions to allow the creation of a customary land 
registry, instead of creating new legislation to enable 
creation of such a registry, which would take much 
longer and represents a more complex process. The 
Ministry also committed to writing a paper to clarify 
what standards should apply to using fit for purpose 
tools for customary land documentation. This was 
achieved due to several success factors, of which the 
credibility and legitimacy of the coalition partners 
and their policy recommendations was a key one. 
As mentioned above, the groundwork carried out 
by coalition partners in years previous boosted this 
credibility and legitimacy. LEMU had extensive legal 
experience and deep connections to communities 
in the Teso sub-region and had carried out practical 
research that was already being used to resolve 
land disputes. The Acholi research led by JASLF and 
Trócaire, and the Northern Uganda Land Platform fed 
into this also. Other success factors were the tireless 
relationship-building, lobbying and dialogue efforts of 
the coalition, vis-à-vis the Lands Ministry. LEMU and 
LANDnet, albeit with different advocacy approaches, 
built relationships over time with key policymakers and 
decision-influencers within the ministry. In addition, 
the LANDnet director was a very influential figure 
among land advocates, which opened doors and ears. 

To support lobbying of advocacy targets, key resources 
were produced that provided the evidence base, policy 
arguments and clear technical recommendations 
for the setting-up of a customary land registry. For 
example, UDN undertook critical budget monitoring 
exercises in 2020, which provided evidence that 
the government has not been allocating enough 
resources in its natural resource management budgets 
to implement existing commitments in the national 
land policy action plan. For instance, the commitment 
to support the issuance of Certificates of Customary 
Ownership by establishing and operationalizing a 
customary land registry for certification of customary 
land rights was not prioritized in sector budgets for 
the past three years, with no allocation made for this 
purpose. 

In addition, the coalition published and launched 
a Customary Land Registry resource book in 
October 2021, with the buy-in of the Lands Ministry, 
and published an issues and position paper on 
establishing a customary land registry in Uganda and 
an anthropological study that laid out the cultural 
considerations for the establishment of a customary 
land registry the same year. The strategy to generate 
public debate and mobilise community demand for 
the registry in parallel to lobbying and dialogue with 
political stakeholders, contributed to shaping the 
Lands Ministry’s position and strengthening their 
commitment to set up the registry. 

Photo: Cover of UDN’s natural resource management budget 
monitoring report 2020
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https://www.landnet.ug/customary-land-registry-resource-book
https://www.landnet.ug/customary-land-registry-uganda


Public debate generated and increased knowledge 
on the need for the registry

Public debate on the need for a customary land 
registry was generated via five regional radio talk 
shows and two national TV talk shows. For example, 
on 23 November 2020, NBS TV broadcast a debate on 
customary land documentation and on 29 March 2021, 
NTV Uganda, hosted a live TV expert panel discussion 
on the legal issues around customary land registration, 
which was aired also on YouTube. Trócaire’s Uganda 
Resource Rights Manager, Mary Baganizi, who 
coordinated the strategy, stated that this was achieved 
due to “different media outlets allowing such talks to 
happen”. Stakeholders came together to talk about the 
topic with passion, which in turn created interest and 
enthusiasm among the public, who could call in to the 
radio talk shows with questions and comments. 

Ms. Baganizi added, “we saw many people talking 
about the customary land registry in public, people 
asking the government when they will be creating 
this registry”. This in turn led to increased knowledge 
among different stakeholders, including affected 
communities on the need for the customary land 
registry, which led to an increased demand for the 
registry. Media tactics were also used to generate 
pressure on policymakers, such as presenting a 
statement to the Lands Minister during a live TV show 
called the People’s Parliament.

Despite challenges, incredible alliances were built 
and drawn on 

A key success factor of the strategy was the incredible 
cross-sectorial and multi-stakeholder alliances that 
were built in support of the strategy objectives, despite 
challenges of mistrust and conflicting positions at 
times. As mentioned above, the Trócaire-funded 
Northern Uganda Land Platform had been the most 
important land rights forum where alliances were first 
forged and brokered over several years.

The coalition of the five implementing Ugandan 
partners is in itself a coalition of coalitions, as it brings 
together a nation-wide land rights movement (LEMU), 
a nation-wide coalition (FRA), two national networks 
(LANDnet and UDN) and the Ugandan chapter of a 

regional network of over 250 civil society organizations 
in 12 countries in East, Central and Southern Africa 
working in the area of participatory ecological land use 
management (PELUM Association). These partners 
brought expertise on a wide range of land-related 
issues such as food security, natural resource use and 
management, agricultural policy, and environmental 
health, recognising the relevance and central 
importance of these issues to land tenure and how it 
impacts profoundly on other aspects of the lives of the 
women and men whose land is at stake, e.g. their food 
security, food sovereignty and livelihoods. 

Secondly, the coalition connected and collaborated 
with a broad range of other stakeholders within the 
private sector, the public sector and civil society during 
strategy implementation. For example, member 
organisations of the networks within the coalition and 
other Trócaire partners such as CSBAG, CIDI, UWONET, 
among others, used the national budget process for FY 
2021/22 to help communities track and advocate for 
their local level budgets, service delivery and generate 

Photo: Land expert Brian Makabayi debates on NBS TV the need to 
have standards for customary land documentation, Nov 2020.

Photos: LANDnet staffer Mary Kevin Anyait and external facilitator 
Papa Alloch William Akoll at the radio talk show in Etop Radio FM 99.4  
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• There were ideological contradictions on 
the need for a registry within the Lands 
Ministry as well as within civil society.

• Despite great achievements in relation to 
alliance-building as described above, there 
were also significant challenges to keep 
alliances going, due to conflicts of opinion 
and other factors. This was managed by 
finding compromises on ways of working 
and topics to prioritise. 

• Limited capacity of some coalition partners 
to mainstream the advocacy approaches 
and strategies among their member 
organisations. 

Lessons 
• The many years of groundwork carried out to 

build alliances, generate analysis and evidence 
for the need for policy changes and to build 
relationships and generate the buy-in of key 
stakeholders was a key success factor in 
enabling the progress made towards the strategy 
objectives. 

• That said, during the groundwork and strategy 
implementation phase, there was a lot of 
learning by doing and trial and error by Trócaire 
and partners. In hindsight, the complexity of the 
issue and the skills required to lead the design 
and implementation of such a joint citizen 
monitoring and advocacy strategy with such 
an ambitious end goal in the Ugandan context 
would have required Trócaire to bring a land 
expert on board earlier in the process as well 
as hire an in-country technical expert on citizen 
monitoring and advocacy to oversee and guide 
the process of designing and coordinating the 
strategy and provide better support to partners 
throughout implementation. 

The complexity of the issue and the skills 
required to implement a citizen monitoring 
and advocacy strategy with such an 
ambitious end goal would have required 
Trócaire bringing a land expert on board 
earlier in the process as well as hiring 
an in-country technical expert on citizen 
monitoring and advocacy.
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proposals calling upon the Lands Ministry to prioritise 
resource allocation to cater for the establishment of the 
customary land registry.

Shaping the agenda on and increased awareness of 
women’s customary land rights 

As mentioned above, the Northern Uganda Land 
Platform played a critical role in shaping the debate on 
customary land rights, and within these, the land rights 
of women. To further shape the debate and political 
agenda, Trócaire and LANDnet played a key role in 
supporting and organising the Women’s Land Rights 
Conference of 2021, which took place virtually on 10-
11 August 2021. The conference theme was “Tracking 
Progress of Women’s Right to Land in Uganda 2016-
2021 and Implications to National Social Economic 
Transformation” and it brought together 300 participants 
(201 women and 99 men) of diverse backgrounds, 
ranging from government ministries and departments, 
the donor community, policy makers and implementers, 
civil society organizations, traditional institutions, 
academia, grassroots organisations, and rural women 
from all over Uganda. The conference objectives were 
to create a platform for sharing rural women’s lived 
experiences with duty bearers and to generate new 
commitments towards land tenure security for women. 
One session was about how a customary land registry 
could improve women’s land rights in Uganda. 

Several awareness raising activities targeting rural 
women and men about women’s customary land rights 
were also organised, including Land Awareness Week, 
and radio spots that spoke about the importance of 
customary land registration to protect the land rights 
of both men and women were broadcast 375 times on 
community radio in Ateso and English. 

Challenges
• The COVID 19 pandemic lockdown and 

movement restrictions limited in-person 
meetings and community engagements in 
2020.  Although the coalition was agile in 
organising online advocacy meetings with 
duty bearers to mitigate this challenge, 
participating duty-bearers were non-committal 
during these meetings.



• A lot of research was produced but some of it was 
very technical and dense, and it could have been 
made more accessible for different audiences.

• It is key to have credible analysis and enough 
evidence to persuade policymakers to support 
the desired change process. Having this analysis 
and evidence documented in policy papers helps. 
However, robust analysis and evidence was not 
enough to convince policymakers; persuasive 
engagement by influential civil society figures 
made a difference in this case, as did combining 
“insider” and “outsider” advocacy tactics to 
generate pressure on policymakers, e.g., tactics to 
generate public debate and mobilise community 
demand for the registry in parallel to lobbying and 
dialogue with political stakeholders. 

• Despite the commitment on paper to setting up a 
customary land registry in the national land policy 
action plan, and the stated openness from the 
Lands Ministry to implement, to date, no budget 
allocation has been made for it. This points to 
little interest or political will by other parts of the 
national government to facilitate this. 

• In relation to women’s customary land rights, the 
research done in Teso and Acholi prior to the joint 
focused citizen monitoring and advocacy strategy 
helped to start to shift the widespread perception 
by rural women that they had no rights under 
the customary land tenure system. The research 
showed that women do have strong rights 
enshrined in the system, but they are often not 
known or misunderstood, even by tribe leaders. 
This finding shaped how to focus the women land 
rights component of the community education 
sessions and radio spots implemented as part of the 
strategy, which led to increased awareness of these 
rights and that they could be protected through 
recognition, land demarcation and alternative 
dispute resolution in case of conflict. Evidence of 
this increased awareness was the rise in numbers 
of women coming to LEMU to ask for help with 
land conflict resolution. Despite this achievement, 
there are still few women registering land in their 
names under customary tenure, hindered by the 
knowledge gap and cultural norms. 

Recommendations
• The challenge vis-à-vis building and maintaining 

alliances points to the real need to dedicate time, 
resources, and attention to building cohesion and 
consensus, and channelling joint efforts in the 
same direction. Facilitation, consensus-building, 
and conflict resolution skills are needed by the 
coordinating body of any coalition implementing 
an advocacy strategy, and rotation of coordination 

duties among coalition members is recommended. 
Intentionally embedding these and other best 
practices for alliance-building is recommended for 
any advocacy initiatives led by a coalition.

• In relation to the above, hiring staff with technical 
expertise on citizen monitoring and advocacy as 
well as on the policy issue in question at the outset 
of strategy design is strongly recommended.

• On protection of women’s customary land rights, it 
is recommended to continue supporting initiatives 
that allow women to enjoy their existing rights 
in practice, such as through alternative dispute 
resolution mechanisms, in parallel to continuing the 
work of changing perceptions and behaviours vis-
à-vis their rights and advocating for fit-for-purpose 
policy solutions.  

• In the next phase of the strategy, continuation of 
what has worked well or what is deemed critical for 
success is recommended, such as the following:

- Combined use of “insider” and “outsider” 
advocacy tactics.

- Efforts that seek to convince those who do not 
support the idea of a customary land registry 
or who are undecided by elevating the voices 
in favour and recruiting more champions to the 
cause. In relation to the above, elevating more 
common voices from affected communities to 
hold the government to account for what they 
have already committed to within the national 
land policy action plan could be a useful 
strategy.

- Ongoing capacity strengthening for some 
coalition members on citizen monitoring and 
advocacy approaches and how they can be 
applied beyond the usual tactics used.

- Supporting continuation or reactivation of 
platforms that enable donors, government and 
civil society to agree on the way forward for 
the registry, such as the Northern Uganda Land 
Platform.

- Advocating for increased funding for the Lands 
Ministry to enable them to set up the customary 
land registry.
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On women’s customary land rights, it is 
recommended to continue supporting initiatives 
that allow women to enjoy their existing rights 
in practice, such as through alternative dispute 
resolution, in parallel to continuing the work of 
changing perceptions and behaviours vis-à-vis 
their rights and advocating for fit-for-purpose 
policy solutions.


