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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Urbanisation is the result of the active

in East African cities, coupled with a

engagement

of

scarcity of planning resources, limits the

stakeholders, both formal and informal,

value of formal institutions in steering

who each play a role in organizing the

urban

flows within the city as a system. Central to

highlighting the importance of a holistic

that engagement is the role played by land

understanding of both formal and informal

markets in determining access to urban

institutions.

space.

interrelated

from

Emergent,

markets

a

multitude

uncontrolled

frequently

support

land
rapid,

with

change

and

We

expansion,

understand

institutional

specific

thus

reference

these

arrangements,
to

market

unplanned expansion in which substantial

transactions in urban land, as ‘complex

slum

land markets’ (CLM).

areas

are

characterised

by

the

scarcity of urban services. Which in turn
impacts on economic productivity and

In our research, we investigated complex

human development. Research has often

land markets and urban transition in four

focused on the impact of formal and

East African cities in two countries –

informal institutions on those processes,

Kampala

but little research has focused on how

Hargeysa and Berbera in Somaliland.

and

Arua

in

Uganda

and

those institutions interact and overlap. The
dynamic and rapid nature of urbanisation
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This report synthesizes the main issues,

Taken together, the report can identify

findings and recommendations from the

some of the ways in which land markets

analysis

relate

of

our

research

on

“Spatial

Inequalities in Times of Urban Transitions”
that was executed from December 2017 to

to

spatial

justice.

However,

obstructive implications cannot be ruled
out.

September 2019. Based on a systemic view
of land markets and integrated with a

The aim of this report is to suggest forms of

political settlement analysis, this report

support to assist policy development and

helps

eventually

policy interventions that can enable East

overcoming constraints to the ways that

African cities to offer greater opportunities

land markets can contribute to spatial

to poor and marginalised urban groups. It

justice.

presents findings on overarching issues in

in

understanding

and

each city from all the research components
Our analysis builds on three key points:

and associated policy recommendations.

Firstly, that the four cities are different in

terms of the land market systems and

Although we can see that markets ‘work’

hence,

for some, they do not work for all. Therefore

political

their

relationship

settlements

to

(national)

work

through

our

recommendations

centre

around

different processes. This means that the

increasing transparency of the market. This

possibilities for supportive interventions

is

need to be considered on a city-by-city

planning

basis.

monitoring the spatial development trends

done

through;
and

knowledge

policy

creation,

measures

and

and dynamics. These categories support
Secondly, actors, transactions or property

and feed into each other by providing

rights

roles

accurate data on land transactions. This

sub-

evidence can be used to improve the

systems of land markets. This means that

design of pro-poor housing/land policies.

any intervention can have both progressive

Furthermore, they increase visibility (the

and regressive implications, and this can

first

simultaneously occur at different scales.

tackling

Consequently,

acknowledging

can

simultaneously

have
across

multiple
different

it is very difficult to relate

step

in

addressing

information

injustices)

by

asymmetries

and

diversity

of

the

land markets to encompassing notions of

land/housing transactions. By making the

spatial justice.

markets

more

injustices
Thirdly, contrary to popular oppinion that

assumptions

markets

inequalities.

are

autonomous

economic

by

transparent

we

addressing

underlying

which

tackle

perpetuate

phenomena beyond the operations and
control of the state, state actors are deeply
engaged in land markets. They are also
deeply intertwined with ‘informal’ land
markets.
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BACKGROUND AND LOCATION
East Africa is experiencing urban transition

This research was conducted over four

in its social, spatial and economic spheres.

cities. Two cities in Uganda; Kampala and

The land and land markets have been

Arua,

influenced by this urban transition, and

Hargeysa and Berbera. These locations

also by population growth, urbanisation

were chosen as they help to give an

and housing and infrastructure provision.

overview of the interesting and rapid

The provision of housing and infrastructure

urban transition currently occurring in East

directly relates to land tenure but also the
way land transactions occur. This is set

and

two

cities

in

Somaliland;

Africa

against a background in which land is both
a scarce commodity and in high demand.
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RESEARCH PURPOSE AND
HYPOTHESIS
The objectives of this research are to

which institutions influence inequality and

understand and explain the complex land

how CLM impacts on spatial justice.

markets (CLM) in each of the selected
cities, and to provide policy recommen-

We

dations

negative impacts on spatial justice, which

regarding land governance and

equitable, sustainable urban development.

started

from

the

hypothesis

that

are produced by transitory institutions, can
best be addressed by improving these

This research identified how the urban

institutions

themselves.

transition in four East African cities works

interventions

as, and within, integrated systems within a

institutionalisation of CLM as the entry

given political economy in which CLM play

point for changing conditions.

into

We

understand

the

ongoing

a key role. These combine the influence of
informal

practices

with

partially

The research question which guided this

dysfunctional land governance institutions.

work is: ‘How do complex land markets

The research also investigated ways in

influence spatial justice within the current
urban transition in East Africa?’
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APPLIED METHODS
A number of interrelated research methods were used throughout the study. Data collection
and analysis was done through:

Contextual analysis → literature review,

Land transaction biography → 54 in-depth

consultation of legal and other secondary

interviews were conducted with buyers

data

and sellers to understand the experience of

sources

on

the

history,

current

economic and political situation and status

transacting in land markets.

and conditions of land markets in the four
Comparative

cities, two countries.

comparing
Spatial

assessment

→

GIS

mapping

identifying spatial patterns of the urban
transition,

housing

conditions

Analysis

findings

→

cross-cities

(inter-city,

intra-

national, overall) to establish similarities
and differences.

and
Findings on spatial justice → indications

morphological analysis of the cities.

on correlation and causal relations of land
Land

market

interviews

analysis

conducted

→

with

in-depth

transactions and the level of distributive

institutional

and procedural justice experienced by the

44

individual household.

land market actors.
Household survey → approximately 8,000

households were interviewed in order to
understand their engagement in complex
land markets, how spatial qualities are
distributed, and the household’s choice of
residential location.

CONTEXTUAL
ANALYSIS

HOUSEHOLD
SURVEY
COMPARATIVE
ANALYSIS

SPATIAL
ASSESSMENT
LAND MARKET
ANALYSIS

FINDINGS ON
SPATIAL
LAND

JUSTICE

TRANSACTION
BIOGRAPHY
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KEY CONTEXTUAL ISSUES
The cities under research are experiencing

over 60 km 2 of land was found to have

rapid urbanisation and population growth,

been

which influence land market activity, drive

street blocks or plots marked out and

land transactions, urban expansion, and

enclosed with low boundary walls. The

infrastructure development. The increase in

regular form of this extension implies that

population

rapid

the state (or some other socio-cultural

urbanisation has also resulted in land

institution) is cognisant and engaged in

fragmentation

different ways. The same may be true of

growth

coupled

to

meet

with

the

growing

‘prepared’

for

development,

with

demand for land. It has resulted in the

Ugandan

emergence of a multiple layered land

organic

market emanating from pluralistic legal

topography in these cities, particularly on

tenure

inter-

the urban periphery, gives the impression

relationships between statutorily regulated

that extension and expansion was less

and customary authority regulated land.

‘coordinated’.

This

systems,

results

procedures

with

in

that

complex

socially
not

cities,

though

pattern

of

the

irregular,

development

and

constructed

only

govern

the

In the secondary cities of Arua and Berbera,

process of acquisition but also produce

although both local governments hold

both equality and inequality regarding

some tight regulation of land markets,

access to land.

informal

and

covert

land

acquisition

processes are emergent. This also creates
The

expansion

is

an

of

speculation as these cities exhibit potential

increased land consumption. This can be

for future development and expansion. The

largely explained by: i) the desire to own

imminent expansion of Arua’s municipal

land and that people prefer (or can afford

boundary

only) to buy vacant unserviced land to

development and city growth which has

build houses on the urban periphery; ii)

increased interest in property with 30% of

buying land and constructing houses as an

landowners having acquired property in

investment that could be rented out; iii)

the past 5 years. Additionally, to support

those migrating to the city from elsewhere

the

may

speculation is increasing, our results show

evidenced

find

of

through

the

the
the

four

cities

dynamics

urban

periphery

geographically convenient.

enabling

has

widely

environment

influenced

held

for

land

infrastructure

perception

that

land

that 23% of current land owners in Berbera
and 30% in Arua have acquired vacant land

Evidence of land speculation was also

without developing it.

found in all four study cities. The scale and
intensity of this is clearly reflected in the

The

extensive demarcation of land in Hargeysa

fragmentation of cities is evidenced over

and Berbera driven either by diasporic

the past decade. This is prominently in the

investment or locals looking for a safe

primary cities of Kampala and Hargeysa

place to invest their money. In Hargeysa,

through the subdivision of plots/land

influence

of

land

markets

on
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parcels

to

growing

land. Land ownership appears as a good

of

land

investment, particularly in Uganda where a

market activity. The intensification of land

significant number of landowners (more

use may in part be driven by out-dated,

than 80% in both cities) believe the value

unresponsive regulations. For example, in

of their property has increased two-fold. In

Kampala large minimum plot sizes for

Somaliland, more than half of landowners

residential use required by city planning

are of the opinion that the value (price) of

regulations lend themselves towards lower

land has doubled since the initial purchase.

density, villa-style housing. This pushed

In addition, given the extensive rates of

many to seek other forms of housing

tenancy prevalent across all four cities, it is

resulting in the sub-division of larger plots

conceivable that a fair proportion of land

over time to accommodate many smaller

transactions

plots,

rental housing. The prevalence of this form

population

with

accommodate
and

various

housing

a

forms

built

at

a

higher

density.

relate

to

investments

for

of accessing land could reflect that land
markets are exclusionary - putting land

A discernible driver of land market activity

ownership beyond the reach of many

in all cities is speculative investment in

people.
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OVERALL FINDINGS

AND

RECOMMENDATIONS
In the absence of state capacity, land

interventions have to be designed slowly

markets

important

and incrementally in order to incentivise

structuring force of East African cities. Land

changed behaviour among actors in the

markets are also related to the problems of

land sector.

appear

as

an

fragmentation and inefficient land use,
congestion,

unequal

distribution

of

We identify a series of findings that build

resources and infrastructure, evident in

up to an overarching analysis of land

African cities.

markets in the four study cities and set out
a number of key policy recommendations.

In the light of economic rhetoric that

We also identify what actions specific

market operations should be only lightly

actors may undertake to deliver on these

regulated by the state, land market

recommendations.
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SPATIAL STRUCTURE OF CITIES
2017

Fig. 1: Rapid urbanisation in Kampala. An example of
spatial assessment that can contribute to monitoring
trends and dynamics in the spatial development of cities.
This historical analysis of landsat imagery 1974-2017 shows
the expansion of Kampala over six discrete periods.
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VALUE OF RESIDENTIAL LAND
Currently, governments play a small role

needs

and the private sector provides most of the

implementing strategic spatial planning

housing

the

and sustainable development frameworks

and

to meet the SDGs; using urban design as a

informal land markets and government

feasibility tool to explore equitable and

regulations

innovative solutions to (re)development in

supply.

disconnect

Additionally,

between

both

produces

formal

challenges

in

of

those

low

socially

more

areas; and also developing and supporting

consequences

social

and

through

environmental
the

continuing

growth of slum settlements. Inequalities

environmentally

incomes;

financing public infrastructure and creates
unjust

and

on

sensitive

alternative affordable housing modes for
low-income dwellers.

are likely to be further aggravated if public
urban

development

prioritized

in

safe

continues
and

central

to

be

In addition, it is necessary to address the

areas,

need for improved real estate property,

ultimately benefiting the most privileged.

land

market

and

socio-economic

information and ensure that information is
Strengthening institutions for the efficient

accessible

management of urban land is crucial to

inform reforms to land and housing policy

ensure spatial justice. This can be done by

to meet the needs of a wider range of

introducing

stakeholders.

more

flexible

regulatory

to

all.

Better

evidence

can

standards that accommodate the housing

18
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OVERARCHING
RECOMMENDATIONS
The recommendations presented here can

will

be grouped into three categories: planning

complexity

and

and

knowledge can then provide input for new

monitoring. Although these categories can

land policies, regulations, urban planning

be implemented separately, they inter-

and housing policies. This new knowledge

relate with and influence each other.

will also influence the trends and dynamics

policy,

knowledge

creation

of
By monitoring spatial trends in the city,

generate

spatial

new

on

knowledge

those

on

markets.

development

which

the
This

will

be

recorded through monitoring.

this will establish a baseline of understanding and can be a reference point for

As highlighted, new plans and policies will

before and after implementation of (new)

be

plans and policies. Monitoring also provides

knowledge

a

context

within

which

knowledge

is

created.
Through tracking information asymmetries,
stimulating public debate and acknow-

informed

from

creation

monitoring

and

recommendations.

This is to ensure that new planning and
policy

recommendations

are

locally

relevant and embedded into the urban
society they are created for.

ledging diversity within land markets this
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CONCLUSIONS
As this report has shown, the cities in this

poorer households. Market systems tend to

study are complex. Not only are they

partially compensate for this by expanding

experiencing

urbanisation,

the availability of rental contracts to cater

population growth, urban expansion and

for those increasingly unable to front the

infrastructure development, but they also

capital costs required for purchase, with

possess

markets

the result that both houses/apartments

characterized by pluralistic legal tenure

/rooms are increasingly available for rent,

systems and multi-layered relationships

while land itself is increasingly let or sublet

between formal and informal institutions

as an alternative to purchase. However, for

and actors. In addition, rising incomes

many poorer residents, this shift worsens

amongst some groups lead to increased

tenure security and weakens their asset

demand for land and buildings, resulting in

base.

highly

rapid

complex

land

continuous price inflation at levels that
typically outstrip the growth of average

The socially constructed nature of the

incomes, with the result that land becomes

process

unaffordable for middle-income and

through purchase, rental or other means,

of

land

acquisition,

whether

privileges the roles played by certain

19

actors. In particular, the lack of essential

by strongly inclusive spatial planning. Yet

information on key issues such as land

improvements in both market efficiency

availability and the price of comparable

and in the capacity of state agencies to

properties creates a potentially lucrative

plan in an inclusive manner are needed if

space for brokers, who, when allowed to do

existing urban development is to be made

so, often seek to keep buyers and sellers

more just than it is now.

apart in order to maximize asymmetries of
information. This inflates both risk and

At least in some respects, land markets

prices for other market actors, adding

underpin the problems evident in East

volatility to the market and also further

African cities, including fragmented and

exacerbating

of

inefficient patterns of land-use, congestion,

affordability for many. Amongst the case

unequal resource distribution and poor

study cities, this phenomenon was most

infrastructure. State intervention in land

notable in Kampala.

markets is clearly necessary if policymakers

the

problem

of

lack

wish to achieve more equal and productive
The very complexity of land markets can be

cities. However, the complexity of those

instrumental in providing pathways for

markets and the difficulty in balancing the

people of different income and wealth

often-competing needs for greater market

levels to acquire a place to live and to

efficiency

secure

development

a

livelihood.

However,

that

complexity is also a problem in that it

and

more
mean

equitable
such

spatial

interventions

likely need to be slow and incremental.

makes it difficult to achieve coherence and
complementarity. That has two effects.

Land-use

Firstly, while market incoherence makes it

effectively

possible for many poorer households to

participation

acquire land through networks and their

people and other key stakeholders, can

intimate knowledge of a typically small

play a central role in addressing spatial

part of that market, it can be extremely

justice issues by facilitating more intensive

difficult

such

and efficient urban land use and increasing

connections to secure a reasonable place

housing supply by bringing more land

to

live

for
or

complexity

those
work.

without
Secondly,

significantly

market

hampers

the

planning
and
of

systems,
with

the

communities,

if

used

genuine
business

currently targeting the prime residential
market

within

reach

of

lower

income

ability of local (and national) governments

groups. This happens to some degree on its

to plan for equitable and sustainable urban

own,

growth. In a very real sense, the complexity

‘affordable’ housing typically falls far below

of

spatial

the growing needs of expanding urban

justice for those sufficiently embedded

populations. Pro-poor land and housing

within

also

policies must play a vital role in mediating

entrenches privilege. More ‘efficient’ land

market-led land allocation if cities are to

markets are likely to exacerbate spatial

be inclusive of their residents.

land

markets
key

social

both

protects

networks,

but

but

market

provision

of

truly

inequality unless they are mitigated
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