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Introduction

• In all societies, land is among the most
valuable asset

• Land generally refer to all endowments of
nature that exist on, below or above a given
territorial area.

• Land use refer to human activities that are
undertaken by individuals, groups, and
organisations on, below or above a given area.



• Land tenure refer to the ways by which
societies and nations regulate how individuals
and groups access, own, transfer and use land;
and the conditions governing such rights and
ownership.

• Land tenure practices are governed by landuse
Laws and Regulations.

• In ancient societies, such laws were normally
in the form of unwritten social conventions. As
societies advanced, such conventions were
transformed to written laws.



Land Tenure in Northern Nigeria

• Before colonialism in Nigeria, every community
had its customary land tenure laws and
practices.

• In most parts of Northern Nigeria, land was
governed on the basis of the Islamic Law
especially in the various Emirates of the Sokoto
Caliphate.

• With colonialism, the Europeans intended to
replace the customary land tenure with their
own laws, especially in the Southern
Protectorate.



• In the Northern Protectorate, due to the indirect
rule policy, the colonialists super-imposed their
Laws on the Customary Law.

• The British Government took over the
administration of Northern Nigeria in 1900
(although their suzerainty could not be fully
established up to 1903).

• In 1900, the Land Proclamation No. 8 was
enacted by the British Colonialists.



• In 1902, the Crowns Land Proclamation No. 16
was promulgated. With this, land rights and
easements became vested in the High
Commissioner in trust for her Majesty, the
Queen of England.

• In 1908, the Northern Nigerian Land
Committee was constituted. The
recommendations of the Committee led to
the Land and Native Rights Proclamation No.
9 of 1910.

• This Law was again revised in the Land and
Native Rights Ordinance No. 18 of 1916.



• The Ordinance of 1916 was revised and re-
enacted in the Nigeria Laws Cap 105 of 1948.

• In the 1948 Law, all lands (with few
exceptions) were declared as Native Land
under the control of, and subject to the
disposition of the Governor of Northern
Nigeria.

• In 1962, the Northern Legislative Assembly
substantially adopted the 1948 Law and
promulgated the Land Tenure Law of Northern
Nigeria, 1962.



• The Military Regimes of from 1966 were more
interested in enacting a common Law for
Nigeria.

• The Federal Military Government constituted
the Land Use Panel in 1977. The findings and
recommendations of the Panel formed the
basis of the Land Use Act of March 29, 1978.

• To date, the 1978 Land Use Act is the major
legal instrument for the administration of land
matters in Nigeria.



The 1978 Land Use Act

• The Land Use Act vests all Lands on the Governor of
the State, to hold in trust, and to administer, for the
use and common benefit of all Nigerians.

• It made provisions for two form of usufruct rights –
statutory and customary rights of occupancy, to be
issued for a specific number of years, the maximum
being 99 years.

• It distinguished between urban and rural lands – the
Governor issue statutory rights of occupancy for
urban lands; the Local Government Chairman issue
customary rights of occupancy for rural lands.



• Arguably, the 1978 Land Use Act was the most
crafted and detailed legal document for the
governance of land in Nigeria.

• It was directed at opening-up Nigeria for all
Nigerians; and to eliminate all forms of
bottlenecks/barriers that were impeding access to
land for agricultural, industrial, mining and other
economic and infrastructural investments in the
country.

• Thus, the spirit of the Act was that land should be
available to all Nigerians in every State, LGA or
district for any legitimate purpose such as
agriculture, grazing, commercial use, industrial use,
etc.



The Act is predicated on four key policies

Nationalisation Policy: To
eliminate the provisions of
native laws that only allow
members of a particular
village or family to own
land.

Leasehold Policy: To eliminate
the practice under native laws
where the rights of a family or
community on its land are
absolute. Here every person
can only own land on lease for
a term, usually 99 years.

Trusteeship Policy: The
Governor is the trustee of
all lands; and as such
nobody in Nigeria will
have absolute powers over
land ownership.

Egalitarian Policy: It limits all
people to ownership of a
maximum land size, to
eliminate excessive dominance
by certain individuals.



Challenges in the Implementation of 
the Land Use Laws

• Low compliance with the provisions of the Act
due to a number of constraints; e.g.

Resistance in acceptance of the spirit and objectives
of the Act – communities still viewing land as their
sovereign rights.

Low capacity among land administrators

Administrative bottlenecks and inefficiency in
issuance of certificates of occupancy;

Poor mapping and demarcation of land boundaries;
etc.



• Difficulty in defining what constitute “overriding
public interest” with potentials for abuse in the
processes of land acquisition and allocation

• Issues relating to compensations to individuals/
communities upon acquisition of land (valuation
of cost of improvements; economic trees; other
investments);

• Weakness in the protection of common lands
allowing improper uses (such as water sources;
forests; grazing lands; infrastructure)



Implications of the Existing Land 
Tenure Practices

• Evidently, there is crisis of land administration in
Northern Nigeria.

• Within the cities, there is sprawl and unregulated
expansion with enormous implications of the
quality of environment, housing and
infrastructure development.

• In the rural areas, there are increasing conflicts
over access to, and use of resources including
crop fields, grazing areas, water sources and
fishery resources.



• The forests and other protected areas are increasing
disappearing due to massive and unregulated
exploitation of trees and encroachments on
protected areas.

• In both the urban and rural areas, there is
unplanned provision of infrastructure and services
which has enormous consequences in the future
especially with the expanding population.

• Land grab is on the rise in both the urban and rural
areas – individuals are speculatively amassing lands
beyond the provisions of the Law leading to the
gradual emergence of landless citizens.



• There is growing exclusion of marginal groups
from access to, and ownership of land – ethnic
minorities; periodic land users like
pastoralists; hunters and fisherfolks.

• Increasing alienation of citizens rights to
access and use land on the basis of ethnicity
and religion in many of the urban and rural
areas of Northern Nigeria.

• Increasing degradation of land and the quality
of environment due improper uses of land –
overgrazing; over-exploitation of forests;
indiscriminate land clearance; etc.



Land in Northern Nigeria vis-à-vis 
Land in Southern Nigeria

• Nigeria covers an area of about 923,770km2 out
of which about 98.6% is made up of land
surface.

• Out of this, about 785,000km2 (86.2%) is
agricultural land; with 46.5% being arable land
and 11.3% are forests.

• This imply that Nigeria still has huge land
potentials that can be developed to provide all
the needs of its citizens.



• Happily, the highest proportion (over 70%) of
Nigeria’s landmass is located in Northern
Nigeria.

• The soils and climate are highly favourable for
production of variety of crops and livestock.

• The North has the highest network and
density of rivers and floodplains. It also
possess the highest proportion of
underground water resources.

• Its mineral resources are diverse and spread
across all the States of the North, with high
prospects for petroleum resources in the Chad
Basin.







• Thus, the land resource potentials are sufficient
enough to meet the food, housing, livelihoods,
social, infrastructural, industrial, and commercial
development needs of all the citizens of Northern
Nigeria.

• Compared to Southern Nigeria therefore, the
North possess comparative advantage in its land
and land based resources.

• The Challenge has then remained the inability of
the Northern citizens and its leadership to
properly govern the access to, use and
management of its land resources for optimal
productivity.



The Land Question: 
A Northern Nigerian Perspective

• Among the major assets Northern Nigeria
possesses are its land. However this asset has
limited value unless it is effectively administered
and managed.

• The administration of land can be both a unifying or
dividing factor for Northern Nigeria. At present, it is
more of a dividing factor than a unifying factor, and
this needs to be reversed.

• Although the Land Use Act has been severally
criticised, its principles of nationalism are highly
relevant to Nigeria’s social, economic and political
development.



• If implemented, its impact will go a long way in
reducing many of the ethnic and social tensions
facing Northern Nigeria today.

• Implementing Land Use laws will also help in
minimising unplanned development, improve the
quality of the environment, enhance the
development of infrastructure, reduce risks of
pollution, poor sanitation and environmental
degradation.

• There will be prospects for improve productivity of
the land and better opportunities for management
of key land resources for optimal productivity of
crops, forests, livestock, fisheries and wild plants.



• Northern Nigeria needs to open up its lands
for genuine and non-exclusive investments
that will stimulate rapid transformation of the
economy of the region and the nation at large.

• For the effective administration of land in
Northern Nigeria, the following issues need to
be given serious consideration by the political
traditional and socio-cultural leadership:

• 1) The ongoing divide in access to, and use of
land that is driving the ongoing settler/
indigene dichotomy prompting violent
conflicts in some States should be addressed
in a positive manner.



• 2) The ethnicisation of land ownership and
exclusion based on socio-economic or religious
identity needs to be addressed. Specifically;
The North must move away from the current quest by

some sections agitating for “ethnic ownership of land
as their exclusive homeland”. Certainly there is no
land area that is the “exclusive preserve” of a single
ethnic or religious group as history has already
brought in groups of different ethnic, cultural, social
and religious identities, even though each ethnic
group may have dominance in certain areas.

This is not to advocate for the neglect or wilful
dispossession of lands from “minority groups”, but
rather to open-up and accommodate all interests and
development needs of the citizens and the nation.



• 3) Mechanisms and framework for dealing with
the increasing trend towards land grab should be
put in place to ensure fairness and equity in the
allocation and distribution of land.

• 4) There is need to defend and uphold the
legitimate land needs of indigenous populations,
smallholders and resource poor and migrant
groups. The capacity of these groups need to be
developed for optimal utilisation and
improvement in the productivity of their land
holdings.



• 5) Common property resources, particularly the
forests, rivers, communal grazing lands and other
conservation and historical sites should be developed
and preserved. This is essential in sustaining the
common heritage of Northern Nigeria.

• 6) Attention needs to be devoted in the mapping and
characterisation of land on one hand; and the proper
regulation of the allocation and use of land on the
other hand.

• 7) Citizens needs to be enlightened on the principles
and provisions of Land Laws. This will strengthen
compliance with provisions and erase the negative
feelings arising from the applications of the provision
of the Laws.



The Land Question and the Rest of Nigeria

• Indisputably, Northern Nigeria, and to some limited
extent, Southwestern Nigeria has open-up its lands
for all citizens of Nigeria to access, and use.

• However, the South East and the South South has
tended to close their lands to citizens from Northern
Nigeria, possibly with very few exceptions.

• Currently, there are agitations for restructuring
Nigeria, even though the basis for such agitations are
yet to fully unfold. Nonetheless, one of the key
drivers of these agitations is the quest for economic
control of resources existing within defined land
areas.



• Through the provisions of previous legislations and
the Land Use Act, million of southerners have
acquired lands in Northern Nigeria, in which
investments have been made.

• At this stage, there is the need to ask some
fundamental questions; which this Conference need
to address and arrive at practical strategies for
dealing with the emerging challenges as far as access
to, ownership and use of land are concerned. These
issues/challenges are:

• 1) How should Northern Nigeria deal with the desire
of southerners to access, and use land, especially
under the threat of exclusion from accessing
resources that exist in Southern Nigeria? What
terms; and what conditions should be put in place
especially if the debates on restructuring are
institutionalised?



• 2) How can Northern Nigeria deal with the
upsurge in land grab by Southerners especially
in their current drive of investing in agriculture
and livestock production?

• 3) How should Northern Nigeria deal with the
increasing alienation of the rights to access, and
use of land in Southern Nigeria especially in the
South East and South South?

• 4) Again, the review of the Land Use Act is
among the topical issues being canvassed for by
the agitators of Restructuring. What Land
Reforms would Northern Nigeria wish to
negotiate for? And for what?



Recommendations
• In considering any review to the Land Use Act or

any negotiation for restructuring, it is important
to ensure that:

• a) The North possess the right over its land
areas; and each State possess the powers to
manage its land areas as currently contained in
the Land Use Act;

• b) There is reciprocal access to, and use of Land
for people from Northern Nigeria in the
Southern parts of the country;



• c) In the event of any possible review of the 1978
Land Use Act, the North must insist that the
provisions of the revised Law guarantees and
ensures that:

• 1) There are sufficient provisions that promote
unity; equal access opportunities and non-
discriminatory access to, and use of land in all parts
of Northern Nigeria in particular and the country at
large;

• 2) There are sufficient provisions that will empower
Government to monitor land use practices to
ensure sustainability and prevent/minimise
degradation; including powers to sanction
users/owners violating planning and environmental
regulations;



• 3) The rights of minority/marginal groups to
access and use land are guaranteed;

• 4) The State possess the ownership of key
resources (Such as water, wetlands, fadamas,
grazing lands, right of ways like roads, cattle
routes, railways and other critical ecosystems).
Ownership of such resources should not be
allocated to individuals. There should be
adequate provisions for the protection of
these important social, economic and
environmental resources;



• 5) There are sufficient provisions that
guarantee rights of ways for other users,
especially where large holdings are allocated in
the rural areas;

• 6) The power of the State to sanction
users/owners violating planning or
environmental regulations are enshrined.

• 7) There are sufficient provisions to deal with
the management of conflicts over access to,
and use of land.



Conclusion
• It needs to be recognised that even though

Northern Nigeria possess vast land resources, its
availability is already becoming scarce.

• These scarce resources need to be effectively
managed and developed to serve as the
backbone for the sustainable development of
Northern Nigeria.

• The task for achieving this will certainly rest on
the implementation of viable Laws that are in
tandem with the aspirations of the citizens of
Northern Nigeria.



• While opening up its doors for investments in
land, Northern Nigeria need to jealously guard
its key resources and ensure that it is developed
to optionally improve the wellbeing of its
citizens while at the same time supporting its
citizens to optimally grow and improve land
productivity.

• One strong asset of Northern Nigeria that
strengthens its bargaining power is its share land
size.



• Finally, there is the need for the conveners
of this Conference to work with the
Northern Governors Forum to document
the landholdings of southerners in Northern
Nigeria both for planning purpose; and to
serve as a tool for negotiation and
awareness creation in the event of further
national discourse on this matter.
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