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Urban land is an increasingly scarce commodity in
sub‐Saharan cities and towns. Around Johannesburg and
Pretoria, referred to these days as the ‘city region of
Gauteng’, there are currently around 10,5 million people.
This is set to increase to 20 million people between the
years 2038 and 2048, depending on which growth scenario
you follow1. In Luanda, where large numbers of people
have moved to the city since the ending of the Angolan
conflict in 20022, the proportion of people living in urban
slums now sits at 75%3.
In these situations competition between urban actors
for land to be used for commerce, retail, industry or indeed
for housing, becomes keen. Residential uses are usually the
lowest value land use (in terms of likely returns on
investment), and communities with larger numbers of poor
people are least able to bid competitively for this land in an
open market.
Where the government does not protect lower‐value
land uses for the public good, for instance for lower‐income
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housing or for space for trading, the highest bidder most
often wins.
With the so‐called bottlenecks in the state supply of
serviced land, residential land which is affordable and
accessible to the poor is rarely available. So land for
housing the poor is scarce.
Where not enough land is supplied, other market
players step in and release land outside of the legally or
formally established systems. In most southern African
cities, between 30% and 80% of urban land is supplied by
the market in this way4. In a sense, what we are seeing is
the operation of a free market as state‐led systems of
regulation and supply fail to distribute resources, in this
case the resource being serviced urban land in the right
places.
The assertion that land is being distributed by the
’free market’ comes from the idea in traditional economic
theory that a free‐er market is one which is less constrained
by regulation and more effective at distributing a resource.
As Professor Paul Syagga from Nairobi said in a recent
discussion at UN Habitat, what we are seeing in African
cities are formal and informal systems of serviced land
supply. But there is no such thing as an ‘informal market’,
because markets span regulated and unregulated systems,
i.e. they span the formal and the informal.
Failure by both the state and the private sector to
supply sufficient amounts of affordable land in the right
places through the formal system, is made worse by
outdated and irrelevant systems of planning and control.
Here I mean that the inherited planning systems, and even
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some of the new planning systems, in place in many cities
are largely irrelevant to how people on the ground
commonly understand the acquisition of land and the
management of land uses. The predominant form of land
access and holding (that is, the informal and customary
supply system) in most sub‐Saharan African cities is socially
embedded, being based on how people relate to one
another, how they make claims on land, how they witness
and record transactions, how they register land ownership
and use rights, and how they defend those rights when
conflicts arise. The majority of land is allocated outside of
the regulated system. So at some point we may ask which
system is the most effective and relevant?
In South Africa, even with one of the most active
mass housing or serviced land distribution programmes in
the world (where around 3 million ‘free’ houses and
serviced plots have been formally distributed over the last
16 years), it takes around 1 173 days to access a
government house through the state‐regulated system of
allocation. Research that we have done shows that it takes
an average of only 34 days to access a shack in a backyard
and it takes 69 days to access a shack on its own plot in a
squatter settlement5.
There are certainly limitations in the informal
allocation of land, and in the sub‐market which arises as
informal land‐use rights are traded. But the failure of the
formal systems of supply and regulation to be flexible and
adaptable, to encompass an understanding of the
predominant, informal systems of supply, have led to a kind
of stand‐off. Formal registries and cadastres exist in one
world, while the poor live in another world where
5

Urban LandMark commissioned research: “Urban Land Markets: how the
poor access, hold and trade land”. www.urbanlandmark.org.za

community and neighbours and landlords mediate land
occupation and administration. These ‘local rules of the
game’ by which land is locally administered, may be quite
beneficial, equitable and efficient, or in other cases may be
very unequal with land mafias emerging to satisfy their own
vested interests.
Take for example the case of Lagos, Nigeria, where
land grabbing is an issue, property may be sold out from
under informal owners by land vendors many times over6
until there is no certainty at all. This is referred to as
‘multiple sales’. Not even formal certificates of occupation
are sufficient to counter the force that is brought to bear by
the land vendors7. There are many cases where the land
market is controlled by opportunists, including sometimes
state officials themselves.
We sometimes wonder why it seems that slums are
here to stay in the African situation. Even with rates of
urbanisation being what they are, one would hope that this
would lead to a process of upgrading of settlements and the
opening up of new land to address urban growth. The
technical process of the supply of land and services is well
developed in many places, but we often fail to address the
underlying politics of land. Land is supplied on the open
market (some would say the black market) to people
needing land for housing, and this often starts with a shack.
But why is Africa different? Why do many
settlements remain in the shack format? The key question
to ask in this situation is, who controls the land? Who is the
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de facto land owner? Who extracts rent from people living
on the land?
Kibera in Nairobi, Kenya, one of the largest slums in
Africa, is situated on government land. Renting structures in
informal settlements and slums can be a lucrative business.
Studies have shown that in the informal settlements of
Nairobi, the annual capital returns can reach as high as
142%. Landlords are a politically connected local elite and
the majority are either public officials or politicians and
have enough influence to ensure that they are not
displaced8.
In many places, customary leaders hold sway over
land, or newly emerged shacklords become the regulators
of the land‐use system. This is not unusual nor necessarily a
bad thing.
But we are perhaps surprised when official attempts
to improve settlements and to invest in services are
rejected or diverted. This is often because the underlying
issues of control of the land and how the market is working
are not well understood in each local situation.
And the formal systems of land administration are
rarely designed to meet local rules of the game on their
own terms.
It does seem to be important to separate certain
functions. A more efficient and equitable land market
should be more transparent and allow lower transaction
costs.
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But if the functions of land planning, regulation and
allocation are in the same hands as those who also own the
land, and in addition there are personal vested interests
involved, then certainly there is likely to be a lack of access
to information.
What do I mean by this? If for example, based on a
story I heard recently, officials plan the future of ‘their’ city
or town and decide to promote the growth of the city in a
certain direction, and then the next day those same officials
go out and personally buy the land in the path of future
municipal investment, then there is a slight conflict of
interest. Certainly the private sector works in a similar way
and we call it entrepreneurship. They use their access to
information and resources to invest in land which will have
value in the future.
But where are the interests of the poor people in
this? Where there is no formally available land, and
information about the land market is purposely cloaked,
how does someone moving to the city navigate these larger
interests, and then access land to live on or to trade on?
If the market is going to work for the poor, and we
are to have cities free of slums, then we have to separate
some of the interests in land. We have to understand how
the current land market works in each situation, and adapt
our legal systems and regulations to recognise land rights
over time, especially those of poor people occupying land or
wishing to access land. We have to open up access to
information, understand the roles that each of the market
actors play, lower the transaction costs for people, and set
up the institutions needed to achieve all of this.
We have to bring together the two worlds: the official
system, and the more socially embedded systems which

currently allocate the majority of land in sub‐Saharan cities
and towns.
What is certainly needed in any integrated land
system is movement towards greater security of tenure and
mobility for the poor majority.

