“Land Grabbing” in Constrained Environment:
Do Women in Uganda have Enough Space for Food Security?

Abstract:

“Land grabbing” in a constrained environment is a problem that directly affects women by
creating power imbalances, unequal distribution of resources and skewed access to
information and knowledge. Climate Change effects have and are still contributing to low food
production levels, accelerating higher levels of poverty globally, a serious challenge to the
future health and prosperity of our planet. Women in Africa have always been crucial to the
success of the agricultural sector either as direct producers of agricultural commodities or as
contributors of (un)paid labor to the production process. In Uganda, women constitute about
51% of the 30 million populations and contribute 80% of agricultural production although
only 18% own land. An effective attack on poverty and the ill-effects of climate change
requires taking a comprehensive action that encompasses both issues. There is simply not
enough “environmental space” for the still poor to sustainably secure food and develop
economically in the same way. Women are most affected and must be given the opportunity to
lead the planning process for climate mitigation, land rights reforms and the national, regional
and international economic policy reforms.
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Figure : Map of Uganda; Population 30 million; Land Size 236,040.00 sq km; Arable Land 25%; Land Ownership

“Land Grabbing”
“Land grabbing” involves deliberate seizure of land rights to land from people. It is
enabled by power imbalances, unequal distribution of resources and skewed access to
information and knowledge. It can occur within both legal and illegal frameworks and
it leads to dispossession, displacement and destitution of people.

Today food and

financial crises have triggered the new global scramble for land hence described as “land
grabbing” because of the methods of acquisition used. Furthermore, food insecure
governments that rely on food imports to feed their populations are snatching up vast
areas of farmland outside their own areas for food production. Investment houses
around the world looking for fast turnovers are seeking new growth opportunities in the
bio-fuel industry to turn investment in land for food and fuel production.
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The Centrality of Land to a Woman’s well being
In 1937, the then Governor of Uganda, Sir Phillip Mitchell, declared thus:
“But we all assert on every possible opportunity that the life of the African must be
built upon the land, that agriculture is the foundation of everything else and if that is
indeed the case, then it must also be admitted that land tenure – the holding and use of
land is the foundation of agriculture” (Lindsay, 1937).
Women’s role as great contributors to economic development has been taken cognizance
of the world over. Although such contribution is recognized, it is not acknowledged.
Currently there is a growing recognition by international development agencies and
African policy makers who insist that women must participate in the development
process, through access to and ownership of the factors of production, land inclusive
(Basangwa, 2010).
Women in Africa have always been crucial to the success of the agricultural sector either
as direct producers of agricultural commodities or as contributors of (un)paid labor to
the production process. In Uganda, women constitute about 51% of the population and
on average; they constitute 80% of the agricultural labor force (Government). Although
the evidence of women’s contribution is patent, African policy makers have continued to
ignore their centrality in the development process.
In the legal domain, land is taken away from indigenous people and transferred to
private entities through four main schemes namely:v Transmigration where the state resettles people into areas of indigenous peoples to
gain control over the lands.
v Certification where the state awards user rights of ownership over land.
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v Concessions where the state awards user rights and permits to exploration
companies for mining, lodging, plantations etc., and
v Spatial reconstruction where the state takes over indigenous peoples’ lands for
designated national parks and development projects like airports, roads, government
structures etc.
It should however be noted that land grabbing is largely facilitated by loopholes in
customary laws and national policies, lack of community knowledge and empowerment
to deal with it. Governments play a significant role in facilitating it. In some cases,
government missions to foreign countries attract foreign investors through promising
access to land and other natural resources, which may perpetuate land grabbing. These
land allocations are often made to the highly productive lands and the foreign direct
investments are not subjected to safeguard policies which give lea way for corporations.
Governments argue that they establish laws that provide for equal rights, but these often
do not override customary laws and practices at household and clan levels. The two
forms of laws are applied in parallel which compromises the rights of the women in
many cases.

Are we living in Constrained Environment?
The answer is yes, there is simply not enough “environmental space” for the still
poor to develop in the same way (Paul Baer, 2007). “This implies that the women do
not have enough “space” to produce and secure food sustainably due land grabbing,
lack of access and ownership of land; while struggling to make ends meet in climate
constrained world.”

Climate change and global poverty are the key global justice

challenges and both are serious challenges to the future health and prosperity of our
planet. An effective attack on poverty and the ill-effects of climate change requires
taking a comprehensive action that encompasses both issues.

3

Milly K. Tebusabwa, CEEWA-Uganda & Dynamic Challenges International

Gender

inequality

and

the

climate crisis determine the road
map to economic development.
In natural disasters that have
occurred in recent years, both in
developing

and

in

developed

countries, it is primarily the poor
who have suffered and all over the
world, the majority of the poor
are women, who at all levels earn
less than men.
In developing countries, women living in poverty bear a disproportionate burden of
climate change consequences. Because of women's marginalized status and dependence
on local natural resources, their domestic burdens are increased, including additional
work to fetch water, or to collect fuel and fodder. In some areas, climate change
generates resource shortages and unreliable job markets, which lead to increased maleout migration and more women left behind with additional agricultural and households
duties. Poor women's lack of access to and control over natural resources, technologies
and credit mean that they have fewer resources to cope with seasonal and episodic
weather and natural disasters.
The government of Uganda has put in place elaborate environmental laws, regulations
and standards to guide the management of environmental resources. However, the level
of compliance is still very low, leading to the misuse and degradation of the
environment.

Furthermore, the environment mainstreaming measures in the line

Ministries, Departments and Agencies and Local Governments are weak due to among
other things lack of institutional capacity and funding.
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In Uganda today pressures of water,
environment and natural resources
due to weather and climate change
variability,
provide

are

intensifying

increasing

challenges

and
for

service delivery. The effects of poor
land

use

practices,

degradation

eco

and

systems

inadequate

enforcement on compliance, has led to
declining water levels as well as the drying
and

pollution

of

water

resources.

Population pressure due to high growth
rates

has resulted

degradation

in

through

environmental
the

massive

encroachment on forests, wet lands and
other fragile eco systems for cultivation,
grazing and habitation, as well as the poor
disposal of solid and liquid waste. This
has

triggered

off

multiple

social,

economic, political and environmental
effects, thus affecting women who are the
largest land users.
As mentioned earlier, the critical role women play in utilizing and managing the
environment and natural resources must be recognized and integrated in all strategies
for addressing issues of the environment. Women must be involved in the planning and
implementation of environmental conservation programmes and their voices should be
heard and integrated in policy making at all levels.

5

Milly K. Tebusabwa, CEEWA-Uganda & Dynamic Challenges International

The Climate Change Impact on Women
The Women’s Environment Development Organization and The World Conservation
Union, say women’s economic, social and cultural roles put them at a disadvantage
when facing the threats of climate change (Karlmeyer, 2008). Women in developing
countries are “the world’s principal food producers,” according to the Food and
Agriculture Organization, which leads international efforts to defeat hunger. Women
are also largely responsible for securing water and energy for cooking and heating.
With an increase in droughts, floods, desertification and erosion possible impacts of
global warming, women will have to work harder to secure these vital resources, say
experts on women’s issues. As a consequence, they would have less time to care for their
families or get an education. This effect can already be seen in the rural areas where
increased time spent on securing water and fuel is directly related to decreasing girls’
enrollment in school and lower literacy levels. While women’s livelihoods are threatened
by environmental change, their lives are at greater risk when disaster strikes.
Traditional roles are reinforced, girls' education
suffers, and women's ability to diversify their
livelihoods (and therefore their capacity to access
income-generating jobs) is diminished. Despite
these facts, women are underrepresented in
decision-making

related

to

climate

change.

Furthermore, the climate change response plans in
many developing countries leave out or brush over
the need to address the hardships women face.
There’s also the question of climate change policy
funding, which is not being directed to vulnerable
women. To make matters worse, they are also
underrepresented

in

decision-making

about
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climate change, greenhouse gas emissions, most critically, discussions and decisions
about adaptation and mitigation.

Food Security, Livelihoods and Women’s Land Rights –
Should Women just give up?
The reality is that Uganda’s population is highly resource dependent.

With a

population of 30 million, 51% are women and only 18% own land. Livelihoods and
development ultimately depend on nature and land-based natural resources such as;
rain, rivers, lakes for water, trees and wood products for fuel, shelters, hunting and
gathering, Oil and other minerals.
There is emerging pressure on livelihood systems due to competing interests in land and
land-based resources, influenced by population growth, internal differentiation and
external demand (Kharono, October, 2010). Sustainability of livelihoods is questionable
hence marginalized groups incapable of finding viable alternative livelihood. Women’s
increase in obligation and providing a “shadow subsidy” has contributed heavily on
declining their rights.
The winners and losers are determined by who has the economic, political and sociocultural power. At Household level it is male over female while Community level and
National level it is politically and economically powerful over the poor and the voiceless
(male or female) whereas. It is however on a grander scale at National level as well the
Global North over Global South. It is power that shapes meaning, set priorities and
determines where the resources should go, hence resource dependent communities
majority of which are women have consistently been losers.
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Food Security & Agricultural Production in a constrained environment

Reducing

hunger

(how?)

satisfactory calorie intake levels
(which?) and not to worry about
what food and where it comes
from,

whether

people

have

control over its production or
not. It is important to value
livelihood systems, production
key,

women’s

capabilities,

knowledge strategies, priorities valued and to sustain livelihoods as a sound
development goal. Uganda’s rural and urban population is still dependent on
subsistence production for supply of food. The power dimensions to food security
discussions depend on who makes decisions about choices that inform policy and
policies that inform choices.
In the area of agriculture where a majority of the actors are women, interventions have
been mainly through the restructuring of the National Agriculture Advisory Services
(NAADS) within the framework of the Plan for Modernization of Agriculture (PMA), to
support and strengthen the achievement o of “Prosperity for All” (PFA) objectives.
Nonetheless, in spite of these achievements, women are still poorer than men, they find
challenges accessing larger loans besides small microfinance and are affected by the
high fertility rate and the burden imposed on them in terms of childcare labor, food
security and health risks that affect their economic empowerment.
Wide spread food insecurity in cases where investors grow and export food to their
countries or far away markets, leaving none for indigenous people to buy. This may also
occur where investors choose to produce a non-food crop. For example;
8—
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*

In Uganda in 2001, the government of Uganda availed 11 sq miles of land in
Madduddu Sub-county of Mubende district and ordered all the 401 families to quit it
not later than 15th of August 2001.

From 17th – 22nd August, the government

deployed the UPDF to forcefully evict 2041 people to create space for Neumann
Kaffe Gruppe (NKG) locally registered as Kaweeri Coffee Plantation (Lugambwa,
April, 2008) .
*

A total of 840,127 Ha of land a staggering 2.2% of Uganda has been leased to a
private sector in Egypt to grow wheat, organic beef and rice for export to Egypt. The
deal was concluded in 2008 and is expected to involve 7 Egyptian companies that
may build abattoirs in Uganda for the scheme.

Establishment of coffee plantations does not increase direct access to food in the area
including those that were not displaced by the concession. If the current land grab
continues, where financial groups are acquiring actual rights to land, documented in
contracts and agreements, facilitated by bilateral and multilateral investment treaties
and free agreements, women will continually lose the most basic resource required for
income generation, food security or crucial in buying food hence making poverty rates
even higher (Deniva, 2008).

Impact of climate change on food security in the East African region
Uncertainties surrounding the possible effect of global change on food production are
not limited to crops. Global climatic changes will have far-reaching consequences for
dairy, meat production, mainly via impacts on grass and range productivity. The main
effects of climate change on livestock from increasing temperatures and decreasing
precipitation is that over the past two decades climate change has increasingly become
recognized as a serious threat to sustainable development, with current and projected
impacts on areas such as environment, agriculture, energy, human health, food security,
economic activity, natural resources and physical infrastructure.
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The East African region is also characterized by the importance of protected areas (6%
of the total area for Burundi, 10 % for Rwanda, 26,4% for Uganda, 39.6 % for Tanzania,
and 12.3 % for Kenya), which is far above the average rate in Africa (less than 10 %), and
by the abundance of wildlife these areas contain. If the contribution of wildlife to the
economy, through the tourism industry, is well documented in the region, its more
indirect contributions to livelihoods, and therefore food security, are still unclear.
Furthermore, wildlife has been widely perceived to be a threat to food security on the
grounds that land used for wildlife should be producing food through cultivation or
grazing for livestock.
There are, however, solutions to make sure that synergies and complementarities rather
than competition occur at the wildlife/human interface: controlled wildlife cropping
/culling and hunting, ecotourism and other innovative community based mechanisms
for payment of conservation services, sharing of range and fodder resources, etc. All
these solutions either generate additional incomes or increased livestock production,
and therefore influence positively the food security situation of the communities.

Regional and Macro Economic Policies for Economic Empowerment
The features of the Common
Market include Free Movement of
persons, trade and services, labor,
capital, and trade of goods, the
right

to

residence

and

establishment. The East African
Common Market Protocol was
signed by five Heads of States
namely: Kenya, Uganda, Rwanda,
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Burundi and Tanzania in November 2009 and became effective 1st July, 2010. The
EACMP legally binds a commitment to a deeper and stronger functional integration by
member countries to remove all trade barriers on goods and services and to liberalize
the movement of factors of production amongst themselves. Women’s participation to
effectively benefit from this intervention is an aspect of importance that is not clearly
defined in the protocol.
However, the IUCN (World Conservation Union) celebrated by releasing a disturbing
report on global warming predicting that the physical, economic, social, and cultural
impacts of global warming will jeopardize women far more than men. Just as Hurricane
Katrina and the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami disproportionately affected women far
more than men. The Gender and Climate Change report further concludes that women
are more severely affected by climate change and natural disasters because of their
social roles and because of discrimination and poverty.
Macro-economic policies and stability have been achieved at the expense of horizontal
and vertical inequalities in the Ugandan society.

The pre-occupation with macro-

economic stability and investment competitiveness has relegated social welfare, social
security and human development issues to the backyard of policy and official thinking.
As a result Uganda has no robust social protection policy and programmes that would be
of benefit to women and men, allowing for the delivery of a minimum level of services.
This therefore implies that while there has been increasing focus on macroeconomic
stability, paradoxically men and women’s poverty and the gap between the rich and the
poor has further widened.

Nigiina (Merry-go-round) for Women Economic Empowerment in
Uganda
Nigiina can be defined as a Rotating Savings and Credit Association or ROSCA is a
group of individuals who agree to meet for a defined period of time in order to save and
borrow together. "ROSCAs are the poor man's bank, where money is not idle for long
but changes hands rapidly, satisfying both consumption and production needs. In
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Uganda members contribute a certain amount of money on a weekly or monthly basis to
lend to a group member on a rotational basis.
"The loan is interest free, affordable and flexible. The receiving member shares with the
group members about his/her ultimate desire to own, pay and or purchase a particular
item. This is practiced both in rural and urban communities eradicating poverty and
promoting access to information, capital, financial services, basic needs, land and
participation and social networking.

Such groups can effectively integrate in the

EACMP to boost their incomes through free movement of goods, capital, trade and
services.

Gender Perspective on Climate Change Mitigation
Although climate change impacts will
affect all countries, its impacts will be
differently

distributed

among

different regions, generations, age
classes,

income

groups,

occupations and genders (IPCC,
2001). The poor (of which 70%
are women), primarily but by no
means

exclusively

countries,

will

be

in

developing

disproportionately

affected (Drexhage, 2006). Climate change does

not

affect women and men in the same way and it has, and will have, a gender-differentiated
impact. Therefore all aspects related to climate change (i.e. mitigation, adaptation,
policy development, decision making) must include a gender perspective.
However, women are not just helpless victims of climate change but women are
powerful agents of change and their leadership is critical. Women can help or hinder in
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dealing with issues such as energy consumption, deforestation, burning of vegetation,
population growth and economic growth, development of scientific research and
technologies, policy making, among many others. The African Union proposed quick
wins in to address Climate Change are:1. At global level, Africa’s common position advocates for placing of agriculture high on
the agenda for climate change negotiations;
2. Adopting policy responses that not only enhance agriculture’s mitigating role but
also reduce the vulnerability of poor people to food insecurity;
3. Adopting a water harvesting program which will cushion or enhance the limited
water resources;
4. Regardless of the approach, we must ensure that technological and institutional
changes take place now, before the impact of climate change becomes too severe and
irreversible.

Gender Budgeting
Uganda Government’s major concern today is the issue of poverty reduction among the
citizens on one hand and wealth creation on the other (Kakande, 2010). Gender
inequality and poverty with limited wealth accumulation are a result of distinct though
interlocking, social relations and processes. Social relations of gender mediate women’s
experience of poverty.

Over the past two decades the government of Uganda has

actively promoted women’s empowerment and gender equality in both regal and policy
arenas. However, although Uganda has embraced gender mainstreaming, it is evident
that gender inequalities are still persistent.
It should also be noted that women themselves are not a homogenous category. They
are differentiated by many factors including economic level, ethnicity, rural/urban
location, disability and religion among other factors. By not taking into account the
different roles, capabilities and needs of the different groups of women and men, girls
and boys, budgets can reinforce existing inequalities.

Ignoring the real effects of
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unequal gender relations and the differential impact of policies on women’s and men’s
lives usually referred to as gender blindness perpetuates poverty and gender inequality.
Gender inequality in ownership of land is a fundamental determinant of women’s
poverty and social disadvantage. It affects the stability of marriages and contributes to
continuing high fertility rates. Land assets are particularly important for the majority of
Ugandans income generation activities, where agriculture counts for a large percentage.
Women’s land rights are limited in Uganda both by the inequitable legal structure and
by traditional practice. Data shows that women own only 7% of the registered land in
Uganda, a low percentage especially when considering the fact women’s high percentage
of the agricultural workforce (80%) and 70% contribution to agricultural Gross
Domestic Product.
Table Occupation Types by Sex of Household Members (%)

Occupation Category

Male

Female

Total

Legislators

0.3

0.1

0.2

Professionals

4.2

2.2

3.2

Clerical

0.2

0.3

0.3

Personal & Protective Service Workers

1.5

2.1

1.8

Sales

5.7

6.1

6.0

Market Oriented Skilled Agricultural and 2.3

1.8

2.1

Fisheries Worker
Subsistence Agricultural Workers

67.5

0.5

74.0

Crafts and Related Workers

4.9

2.2

3.6

Machine Operators

2.9

0

1.4

Others

10.5

4.5

7.4

Source: Uganda National Housing Survey 2005/06
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Government Interventions
Responses to strategic needs will entail financing interventions that would enhance
women’s access to land. These would be the strategic interventions that change the
status quo by addressing the root cause. There are both direct and indirect measures.
Þ The Land fund instituted by Government aimed at enhancing security of tenure for
squatters. Unfortunately these have not been focusing on household heads and not
necessarily the women within the households. The funds being spent are not gender
responsive, hence lack of gender budgeting practiced during the execution of this
Fund.
Þ The Land Act was passed with a provision for men to consult spouses before selling
off land that houses the marital homes. This was a good step in the right direction
but the level of awareness among the population about this provision is minimal.
This means that government did not spend on awareness creation about this Law
and therefore fell short of having an effective gender budget for the and Land Act.
Þ There have been some efforts to target the food crop sector by the agriculture
programmes.

Under the NAADS programme e.g. one of the enterprises that a

community must select has to be a food crop to promote food security.
Þ There are also efforts under National Agricultural Research Organisation (NARO) to
develop technologies that can easily be adopted by women.

Conclusions and Recommendations

Meanwhile “Oil prices” are shooting up despite the new oil project in Uganda directly
affecting all the Domestic Product Prices. With the poor infrastructure transport costs are
heading for double or higher, hence widening the gap twice as much between the rich and
poor. The Agricultural policy addresses sustainable agriculture and rural development
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issues and has been further revised to include community participation in rural
development.
Working groups have been formed to address food security, rural welfare, demographic
trends, international trade relations, farm productivity and ecosystem risks, self reliance of
farmers, farm employment opportunities, the establishment of village level resource
groups, survey of land degradation, institutional capacity for plant genetic resources,
conservation, R&D in plant breeding, breed development strategies, plant protection and
animal health services. Some programmes have already been established to address the
issues mentioned.
Review of issues of land tenure and land-holding size, data collection to establish
databases, to strengthen land use and resource planning, to draw up land reclamation
policy and establish programmes for degraded land, to increase food production, to make
integrated pest management practices available to farmers, to maintain the integrated
plant nutrition approach, to address soil productivity, to initiate the use of sound energy
sources and to strengthen appropriate technology transfer and development. Future
interventions by the government should consider gender mainstreaming with the following
recommendations:Land Grabbing
1. An international regulatory framework needs to be formulated to regulate foreign
investments prior to facilitation of multinationals who invest abroad.
2. At the national level, consultation, consent and comply must be implemented to
ensure transparency and information among the communities.
3. Companies should be persuaded to “voluntarily” decide to conduct more socially
responsible investment and fulfill their corporate social responsibilities to the
communities where they are investing.
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4. Transparency in notifying the public of investments and investing countries where
the money is being invested.
5. Enacting of clear and understandable laws to protect communities by ensuring
independence of courts reduction of court fees and prioritizing land issues in courts
at local levels.
6. Civil Society Organizations should mobilize farmers, pastoralists, women and the
rural community to inform them on land processes and empower them to demand
information from their leaders.
7. Develop a common position against land grabbing which will be used in various
interventions as well as develop a profile about the investors in the region for
information sharing and land grabbing tracking tool, through research.
8. Engage policy makers at local and regional level e.g. EAC and COMESA to include
land grabbing in their agenda and formulate pro-poor policies.
Economic Empowerment
1) A Macro Economic Policy that is pro-women, pro-poor and equitable which
addresses horizontal and vertical poverty
2) Amendment of the Income Tax Act, to provide for incentives and tax waivers for
private sector employers, that have a minimum of 30% female employment at all
levels of their organizational structure.
3) Transparent and equitable distribution of funds derived from oil and other natural
resources with a 10% allocation of these resources to sectors that directly benefit
women.
4) 50:50 gender parity, in all decision making structure that manage natural resources.
5) Female youth employment prioritized as a key area of national concern within the
next five years and the progressive increment of funding for youth specific initiatives.
6) Establishment of clear, measurable and practical actions to address women’s income
and consumption poverty, access to credit, information and markets.
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Environment

1. Increased investment in research on alternative and renewable energy sources and
other appropriate technologies, while facilitating women’s access to and
participation in their control.
2. Investment in the preparation of communities for disaster and the provision of
disaster management interventions that are well resourced, timely and responsive to
the specific needs of women.
3. To establish mechanisms and effective communication strategies developed for
women and communities on issues of climate change and the environment.
4. Set targets for women’s groups to benefit from Carbon Credits and facilitation of
their participation through training, allocation of land resources.
5. Protection of water sources from private ownership for public good and restriction
on the leasing of sections of water bodies, which makes them inaccessible to the
people, particularly women.
In conclusion, the above interventions will contribute to ensuring that the land remains
in the lands of those that need it most. The international community is urged to start
looking for equality of resources, rights and voices of the poor majority of which being
women. Women have limited control over production assets, limited involvement in
decision making and hence fewer livelihood options. It is our obligation to eliminate
exploitation of the poor for own benefit by the already too rich, and promote security of
tenure on land as a resource, a crucial right which will ensure the women with a viable
livelihood option for sustainable food security and economic development. Women
deserve the opportunity to lead the climate change mitigation process in an
environment constrained world.
“Stop Talking - Start Planting” - Says the 13 year old Tree Ambassador!
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