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I N T RO D U C T I ON
We conducted this study against a background of i n c reasing tension over land tenu re in Côte d’ I vo i re, as pre s s
rep o rts on conflicts in Tabou, Grand-Béréby, Fe n go l o, Adiaké, Bonoua, Zouan-Hounien and Bloléquin fa n n e d
c o n c e rns about the status of i n c o m e rs and their land tenu re rights into a national issue.

In the past few ye a rs the balance of p ower between indige n o u s, non-nat ive Ivorian and migrant non-Ivo r i a n
p o p u l ations has ch a n ged fu n d a m e n t a l ly. This is due to a number of fa c t o rs, notab ly :
• Land tenu re re fo rms leading to the development in 1989 of a rural land tenu re plan (the PFR) aimed at identi-

fying and re c o rding all existing customary or lega l ly reg i s t e red rights, and the elab o r ation of a new law rega rd-
ing land tenu re that was passed by the national assembly in December 1998.

• Major political eve n t s, such as the military coup on 24th December 1999, a popular uprising on 24th and 25th
October 2000 fo l l owing elections to replace the transitional military gove rnment, and leg i s l at ive and mu n i c i p a l
elections that fuelled intense political debate across the country.

This rep o rt is divided into five sections. Pa rt 1 outlines the context of land tenu re in Côte d’ I vo i re, and sets out
the study objectives and methodology. Pa rt 2 describes the background to land tenu re arr a n ge m e n t s, pre s e n t i n g
a general picture of the study zones and their natural, human and economic ch a r a c t e r i s t i c s. Pa rt 3 lists the land
t e nu re practices and transactions observed in the study sites. It describes the diffe rent types of d e r ived tenu re
rights and institutional arr a n ge m e n t s, with a particular focus on the contractual systems and strat egies used by
s t a ke h o l d e rs to gain secure access to land, and the dynamics of these arr a n ge m e n t s. This section also cove rs
various fo rms of l abour contract, wh i ch are not dire c t ly concerned with pro c e d u res for assigning rights, but
wh i ch specify the context and range of choices av a i l able to diffe rent people. Fi n a l ly, Pa rt 4 analyses the types of
d i s p u t e, modes of a r b i t r ation and strat egies for securing tenu re and fo rmalising land tenu re rights employed by
rural stake h o l d e rs.

Land Te nu re in Côte d’ I vo i re
A brief s u rvey of the land tenu re arr a n gements and practices used in Côte d’ I vo i re reveals the longstanding gulf
b e t ween customary systems and official leg i s l ation from colonial times onwa rd s. The State seems unable to
c re ate a system of land law wh i ch corresponds with people’s needs, and has instead presided over a mu dd l e d
regime that provides little security for rural land users.

The 20th century opened with a decree stating that unused or unpro d u c t ive lands belonged to the colonial
S t at e, wh i ch maintained strict control over the national domain for the next six decades. In 1962 it seemed that
the situation was starting to ch a n ge, as traditional chiefs succeeded in blocking the pro mu l gation of a law
a s s e rting that all land belonged to the Stat e, wh i ch would also be responsible for its pro d u c t ive use. Howeve r,
the gove rnment tightened its grip again in 1964, with a law fo r b i dding the sale of land and preve n t i n g
i n d i genous landow n e rs from earning an income by renting plots to migr a n t s. In practice, this did little to deter
those controlling land from making their own arr a n ge m e n t s, part ly to prevent it from being seized by the Stat e,
and part ly to stop neighbouring lineage groups or villages from encro a ching upon their terr i t o ry. Malinké and
S é n o u fo incomers from the north and the Baoulé from central Côte d’ I vo i re we re thus settled along the outer
e d ge of v i l l age territories to mark their boundaries. Equally, people from wh at was then Upper Volta (now
B u rkina Faso) we re also given land, often in re t u rn for wo rking on the landow n e r ’s fields through various ki n d s
o f s h a re c ropping arr a n ge m e n t s.

Local systems for providing access to land are reg u l ated by social netwo rks rather than legal pro c e d u re s :
h oweve r, these netwo rks determ i n e, but do not always cl e a rly define, the rules wh e re by contracts may be
n ego t i ated, contested and re n ego t i ated. They are there fo re illegal in terms of c u rrent leg i s l ation, although there
is some official recognition that gove rnment reg u l ations are “inadequate and inap p ro p r i ate to the socio-political
conditions of rural people”.1

1

1 Mr Amadou Thiam, former minister for planning and development and former director of BNETD (project manager for the PFR),
in a short speech during ‘Agriculture Day’ in Abidjan on 29 November 1997.



In 1971, a decree determining pro c e d u res for the management of the nat i o n’s land advo c ated limited
recognition of c u s t o m a ry rights, provided there was a title to the concession or authorisation to occupy the
gro u n d .2 This mixture of c u s t o m a ry norms and legal reg u l ations provided little security of t e nu re in practice,
and the growing number of c o n flicts over land persuaded officials that legal re fo rms we re needed to improve
the situation. The Rural Land Te nu re Plan (PFR)3 m a rked the start of i n i t i at ives in the 1980s to develop a new
land tenu re code that sought to clarify existing rights and take account of c u s t o m a ry practices.4

Wo rking on the basis that it is possible to identify and re c o rd customary rights and incorp o r ate them into
m o d e rn law, the PFR was designed to provide a framewo rk for developing and implementing policies for land
t e nu re re fo rm. It initially cove red five pilot areas in diffe rent parts of the country: Béoumi, Ko r h o go, Daloa,
Soubré and Abengo u rou, and was then extended into a dozen zones, including Bango l o, Daoukro, Odienné and
B o n d o u ko u .

The objectives of the PFR we re to help re s o l ve conflict and make land tenu re more secure by drawing up a list of
existing rights and incorp o r ating them into leg i s l ation. In the 1990s, the National Land Management and Ru r a l
I n f r a s t ru c t u re Pro gramme (PNGTER) was cre ated to support initiat ives to improve security of t e nu re in ru r a l
c o m mu n i t i e s, building on the decentralisation policy of the previous decade. It has three components: the PFR,
wh i ch aimed to register existing land rights; ANA D E R ,5 wh i ch is responsible for the management of v i l l age
fa rmlands; and problem analysis in village territories to help local people with micro development pro j e c t s. 

Detailed proposals for leg i s l ation we re passed in 1998 and 1999,6 but while the new land tenu re law re c o g n i s e s
c u s t o m a ry rights, it excludes non-Ivorians from ow n e rs h i p. The stipulation that “o n ly the Stat e, public bodies and
I vorians are permitted to own part of the national domain” ignores the fact that non-Ivorians part i c i p ate in the
social and fa rming activities of m a ny village s, and are invo l ved in many land transactions, part i c u l a rly in fo rm e r
fo rest areas wh e re plantation of cocoa and coffee have been established. They are major actors in the
n ego t i ation of s e c o n d a ry rights to land studied in this rep o rt, and make strat egic use of i n fo rmal rules to try and
m a ke this access more secure.

The law provides for the drawing up of a cert i f i c ate of o c c u p ation and ow n e rship that will be re q u i red for land
to be reg i s t e red either on an individual or a collective basis. This will cre ate several major ch a l l e n ge s, such as
h ow landow n e rs obtain these cert i f i c ates and register their land, and how to take account of fa rming rights
a c q u i red by non-Ivorian migrants befo re the law was passed, as many immigrants now have Ivorian nat i o n a l i t y.

The leg i s l ation of 1998 will have considerable impact. The fact that incomers will be able to move away from the
p at ro n - client re l ationship through wh i ch their access to land was assured and now rent land from the State will
ch a n ge their re l ationship with the indigenous population. Equally, if land is reg i s t e red as belonging to the Stat e,
i n d i genous landow n e rs will be reluctant to recognise the ow n e rship rights of i n c o m e rs. The ruling that all
untitled land is stat e - owned is unpopular at both gr a s s roots and political leve l s, and has prompted some
m e m b e rs of the ruling socialist party (the FPI) to claim that it is “i d e o l og i c a l ly dangerous… tantamount to say i n g
t h at this is a communist country. You can’t have a liberal system with communist law s … The rural land tenu re code
causes conflict and will have to be revised…and will be impossible to ap p ly because it takes no account of l o c a l
c i rc u m s t a n c e s” .7

2

2 In 1984 it became compulsory to register leases that could result in land being appropriated. Establishing and securing a formal
title to land is a slow and expensive process.
3 This has had to be severely curtailed due to lack of funding.
4 ANADER, the National Rural Development Agency, was created in 1994 to replace certain rural development agencies, such as
SATMACI and SODEPRA, etc.
5 See Appendices for more details on the law and its enforcement orders.
6 Law n° 98-750 of 18th December 1998 relating to rural land tenure; decree n° 99-593 of 13th October 1999, on the organisation
of the attributions of committees for managing rural land tenure; decree n° 99-594 of 13th October 1999, specifying the modalities
for the application of law 98-750 on customary tenure; decree n° 99-594 of 13th October 1999, setting out the procedure for
consolidating the rights of temporary concessionaries on lands in the national rural domain. See appendices for seven further
decrees: n° 147/MINAGRA, n° 002/MINAGRA, n° 85/MINAGRA, n° 111/MINAGRA, n° 112/MINAGRA, n° 139/MINAGRA, n°
140/MINAGRA. 
7 Le Fr o n t, 26 June 2001, n° 0075, p.90



E ven though many indigenous landow n e rs feel wro n ged by the law, there is also a risk that this leg i s l ation will
fu rther re i n fo rce the divide between incomers and those who can be considered ‘true Ivorians’. Furt h e rm o re,
the re q u i rement that all land must be held in traditional ow n e rship befo re being reg i s t e red takes no account of
c o l l e c t ive ow n e rship and management of land and natural re s o u rc e s.

Study Objectives 
This study has examined the pro c e d u res used to provide access to land and natural re s o u rc e s, and aimed to:
1. Draw up a list of the diffe rent derived rights and institutional arr a n gements practised, in each site and their
re l ation to the type of fa rming system, nat u re of the re s o u rces concerned and range of a c t o rs invo l ve d .
2. Identify and explain the evolution of these rights and institutional arr a n ge m e n t s, and analyse fa c t o rs of
ch a n ge.

M e t h o d o l o gy
Choice of s i t e s

T h e re we re several reasons for choosing the villages of Zahia and Bodiba, located in the dep a rtments of D a l o a
and Oumé re s p e c t ive ly. Both are situated in fo rmer settlement areas in west-central Côte d’ I vo i re, and have
experience of s eve re pre s s u re on land caused by large infl ows of m i gr a n t s. In Bodiba, wh i ch has not been
c ove red by the PFR, we benefited from wo rk done in the early 1970s by Je a n - P i e rre Chauveau and Ja c q u e s
R i ch a rd, and we re able to use their plot surveys to study ch a n ges in the status of land, rights of access and the
position of i n c o m e rs.

We had access to more recent data in Zahia, wh i ch has been cove red by the PFR, and we re able to use the 1996-
1997 PFR land survey and results of its re s e a rch into land tenu re in Zahia over the last five ye a rs. Howeve r, the
s u rvey only cove red a quarter of the village terr i t o ry because of c o n flict over large areas of fa rm l a n d
ap p ro p r i ated by SAT M AC I ,8 wh i ch we re purged of c u s t o m a ry rights and made av a i l able to the project for cocoa
p l a n t at i o n s. Indigenous vo l u n t e e rs we re re c ruited and settled on the plots, but when the project failed and
S AT M ACI withdrew, those who had been fo rced to ‘give’ their land tried unsuccessfu l ly to re t r i eve it from the
n ew occupants. The PFR survey re-ignited tensions over the contested plots, and the zone was there fo re
classified as disputed. The area bordering the village of Loboguiguia was also contested, and there fo re not
c ove red by the survey. Zahia was established in its current terr i t o ry by the neighbouring village of G b é ko u ko g u h ,
and thus lies within Gbéko u koguhé village terr i t o ry. The Zogboguhé lineage group from Zahia was allocat e d
land near the neighbouring village of Loboguiguia, and locals claim that the village ch i e f in Loboguiguia
e n c ro a ched on their terr i t o ry and sold a large portion of the fo rest belonging to the Zogboguhé lineage gro u p,
although he firm ly maintains that the land belongs to his village. Successive interventions by the local
a d m i n i s t r ation have failed to re s o l ve this particular confl i c t .

Re s e a rch methods

We combined two types of s u rvey in this re s e a rch: a detailed qualitat ive survey based on interv i ews and
o b s e rv at i o n s, and a quantitat ive survey based on a questionnaire.9 In order to get a historical pers p e c t ive of t h e
dynamics of d e r ived rights and identify the local terms for these arr a n ge m e n t s, 60 interv i ews in local language s
we re held in Bodiba, and 58 in Zahia. The quantitat ive survey cove red a random sample of 100 people fro m
e a ch village, including women and young adults, Ivorian and non-Ivorian incomers and various indige n o u s
p e o p l e, including village and lineage ch i e f s, heads of fa m i ly and land ch i e f s. We interv i ewed 31 indige n o u s
people and 61 incomers in Bodiba, and 32 indigenous people and 68 incomers in Zahia. The large number of
i n c o m e rs in the sample is explained by the fact that they outnumber indigenous village rs in both study sites.

3

8 SATMACI was a State-sponsored body set up in 1958 to provide technical assistance for modernising agriculture in Côte d’Ivoire by
training farmers to grow coffee and cocoa.
9 See Appendices for interview guide and questionnaire.



FAC TORS DETERMINING LAND TENURE ARRANGEMENTS 
The two study sites are located in the fo rested region of west-central Côte d’ I vo i re, wh e re rainfall ave r ages aro u n d
1400mm per year and the main activity of the plantation economy used to be ex t e n s ive, mobile fa rm i n g. Both
v i l l ages attracted large nu m b e rs of m i gr a n t s, and until the 1970s and 1980s ‘pioneer’ fa rm e rs used slash-and-
b u rn techniques on the abundant fo rest and land re s o u rc e s. Ra re ly using the same plot for two consecutive ye a rs
or seasons, they cultiv ated as mu ch land as possible to increase pro d u c t iv i t y, and we re constantly looking fo r
unoccupied land to fa rm. The main food cro p s, wh i ch are grown in mixed stands, re flect the dietary habits of
e a ch ethnic commu n i t y. The indigenous Gban and Bété grow rice and bananas, Burki n abé, Malian and Tago u a n a
i n c o m e rs grow rice and maize, and the Baoulé grow yam and cassava. Ave r age population density in Côte d’ I vo i re
stands at 48 people/km2, rising to 77.9 people/km2 in the dep a rtment of Oumé and 97.8 people/km2 in the
d ep a rtment of Daloa. Zahia rates as a medium-sized village for the region, with 2,410 inhab i t a n t s, while Bodiba
is ranked as small, having only 748 people in the village itself and a fu rther 812 in encampments in the same
a d m i n i s t r at ive unit.1 0 Both villages are run by a ch i e f, who acts as the key contact person between the village
and the Stat e, and both are organised along similar socio-political lines. Although their chiefdoms have colonial
o r i g i n s, they are run according to local customary practices, and each village is divided into several lineage gro u p s
or segments of l i n e age gro u p s, including fa m i l i e s. Land is owned on a lineage, fa m i ly and individual basis, and
the line of descent and transmission of land tenu re rights are pat r i l i n e a r. 

A d m i n i s t r at ive, Physical and Natural Fa c t o rs
B o d i b a
The village of Bodiba is cove red by the sous-préfe c t u re of Oumé in the region of Fro m age r. Situated about 280
km nort h west of Abidjan in the fo rested region, it has a transitional fo re s t - s avannah cl i m ate characterised by a
s i n gle dry season between December and Ap r i l .

Z a h i a
L o c ated some 400km from Abidjan, Zahia lies in the sous-préfe c t u re of Gboguhé (Dep a rtment of Daloa) and is
p a rt of the administrat ive region of Haut Sassandra. With two dry seasons from December to mid-April and
August to Sep t e m b e r, and two rainy seasons from mid-April to Ju ly and October to Nove m b e r, the transitional
fo re s t - s avannah cl i m ate is drier than in Bodiba, favouring the production of cotton rather than cocoa. 

The inhabitants of both study zones use risk-sharing strat egies to add ress similar opportunities and constraints.
These incl u d e :
• L a ck of land for food crops: 87.3% of i n t e rv i ewees are short of fa rmland in either fo rested or open are a s,

wh i ch has led to an increase in the rental of land, part i c u l a rly wetlands or b a s - fo n d s.
• The detrimental effect of recent cl i m atic ch a n ges bringing a decline in rainfa l l .
• S h o rt age of fa l l ow: 42% of respondents had no land under fa l l ow, and only 15 people (about 5% of the study

group) had more than 10 hectares of fa l l ow.

Table 1 below suggests that pre s s u re on land is gre ater in Bodiba than in Zahia.

Human Characteristics
B o d i b a
The indigenous inhabitants of Bodiba are Gban,11 p a rt of the large Gbokwa tribe that dominates four other
v i l l ages: Donsohouo, Douag b o, Guépahouo and Saka o u o.12 In Bodiba, the Gban centre around three lineage
groups: the Goda, the Sobodyé and the Minda. Table 2 below shows the enormous increase in the population of
the village, wh i ch now includes a ‘Mossi’ or Burki n abé neighbourhood, as well as large Baoulé encampments
i n h abited by Tagouana, Malians, Dioula, Sénoufo and Burki n ab é .

4

1 0 Fi g u res taken from the 1998 census.
11 The neighbouring Gouro call them Gagou, a defo rm ation of ka gou ("they’ve gone"), as they fled when the Gouro arr ived in their are a .
12 T h e re is some riv a l ry between Guépahouo and Sakaouo: Guépahouo is seen as the economic ‘capital’ of the Gbokwa tribe because of
its nu m e rous businesses, modern housing and larger population; while Sakaouo is seen as the political ‘capital’ because it is the main
t own in the canton.
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Table 1. Proportion of landholdings under diff e rent fo rms of land use 

S u r face area (ha) Z a h i a B o d i b a
Wetlands not in N o n e 8 8 6 4
p ro d u c t ive use Less than 1 ha 2 1 2

1 to 5 ha 5 2 0
O ver 5 ha 5 4

Fo rest or bush not N o n e 8 1 9 1
p ro d u c t ive use Less than 1 ha 1 1

1 to 5 ha 1 2 4
O ver 5 ha 6 4

Land under fa l l ow None 4 3 4 0
Less than1 ha 6 1 3
1 to 5 ha 3 6 3 8
5 to 10 ha 6 3
10 ha and ove r 9 6

Land under N o n e 1 0 2
p e rennial crops Less than 1 ha 3 3

1 to 5 ha 6 3 6 6
5 to 10 ha 1 3 2 2
10 ha and ove r 1 1 7

Table 2. Po p u l ation levels in Bodiba, 1953 - 1998

D ate of c e n s u s 1 9 5 3 1 9 6 6 1 9 7 5 1 9 8 8 1 9 9 8
V i l l age 6 0 9 7 4 8
E n c a m p m e n t 1 2 6 3 8 1 2

To t a l 1 7 0 2 6 9 6 9 5 1 8 7 2 1 5 6 0

S o u rce: administrat ive re c o rd s

Z a h i a
Zahia is in Bété country. The first immigrants arr ived in the 1930s, fo l l owed by a major influx of n ewc o m e rs
b e t ween the1960s and the 1980s.13 Although this slackened off in the 1990s, there is now insufficient land to
meet the needs of the indigenous inhab i t a n t s, let alone the many incomers in the Dioula neighbourhood within
the village, and the sizeable Baoulé, Mossi and Sénoufo encampments around it.

The three main lineage gro u p s, the Zahia, Zoboguhé and Dapéguhé, are descended from three ‘bro t h e rs’. Each
group contains several sub-groups: the Tapéa, Gnongboua and Falia within the Zahia; the Zobogbaléa and
Z o b o koléa are sub-groups of the Zoboguhé; and the Gbobou, Kotoguhé and Gbatia are sub-groups of t h e
D apéguhé. The traditional social orga n i s ation is patrilinear and segmental, with a collateral system of
inheritance wh e re by a dead man’s assets are inherited by his bro t h e r.

Table 3 below summarises the main characteristics of the population in the study sites:
• 35.5% are over 50 ye a rs old, 29% are aged between 18 and 33, and 35.5% are between 34 and 49. Many

m i grants come from Côte d’ I vo i re, as well as neighbouring Burkina Fa s o, Mali, and Guinea. Ivorians make up
65.5% of the population, 29.5% are Burki n abé and 3.5% Malian.

• I n d i genous village rs account for 31.5% of the people studied. Of the 68.5% who are incomers, the majority
(29.5%) are Baoulé and Mossi (23.5%), with many of the fo rmer originating from Bouaké while the Mossi come
f rom Burkina Fa s o.

1 3 The population grew by thre e fold between 1975 and 1988.
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Z a h i a B o d i b a To t a l %
Number of I n d i ge n o u s 3 2 3 1 6 3 3 1 . 5
i n t e rv i ewe e s I n c o m e rs 6 8 6 9 1 3 7 6 8 . 5
A ge 18-33 ye a rs old 3 4 2 4 5 8 2 9

34-49 ye a rs old 3 4 3 7 7 1 3 5 . 5
50+ ye a rs old 3 2 3 9 7 1 3 5 . 5

N ationality or I vo r i a n 6 4 6 7 1 3 1 6 5 . 5
c o m munity of o r i g i n B u rki n ab é 2 7 3 2 5 9 2 9 . 5

M a l i a n 7 0 7 3 . 5
G u i n e a n 1 0 1 0 . 5
B é n i n o i s e 1 1 2 1

Ethnic gro u p I n d i ge n o u s 3 2 3 1 6 3 3 1 . 5
Baoulé (Côte d’ I vo i re ) 2 9 3 0 5 9 2 9 . 5
N o rth Côte d’ I vo i re/ 6 0 6 3
Dioula and Sénoufo
Tago u a n a 0 4 4 2
G o u ro 0 2 2 1
A g n i 0 1 1 0 . 5
Wa n 1 0 1 0 . 5
M o s s i 2 2 2 5 4 7 2 3 . 5
F u l a n i 2 4 6 3
B a m b a r a 3 0 3 1 . 5
G o u rc i 2 0 2 1
N o u n o u m a 0 1 1 0 . 5
S a m o go 2 1 3 1 . 5

Table 3. Characteristics of people interv i ewe d

Economic Activ i t i e s
The main economic activity is the production of c o ffee and cocoa for ex p o rt. Cotton is also grown in Zahia, and
fa rm e rs in both villages use traditional methods to combine food and cash crops on fa m i ly smallholdings,
ke eping some of the rice, banana, plantain, yam and maize for household consumption and selling the rest at
the local market. 

O f those interv i ewed, 24% of respondents in Zahia and 13% in Bodiba rep o rted that they we re invo l ved in
s e c o n d a ry activ i t i e s, including buying or selling pro d u c e, including palm wine. Other activities include house
b u i l d i n g, tailoring, wo o d c a rv i n g, herd i n g, motor rep a i rs and the civil serv i c e. The Baoulé often have seve r a l
fa rm s, both in their home village wh e re they live and elsewh e re, ke eping a wife on each plantation. Many of
them used to be invo l ved in petty trade, but have been superseded by the Burki n abé and Dioula, who are also
i nvo l ved in credit, retail and pro p e rty investment, while some Burki n abé obtain land by buying it from those
who owe them money.

In the 1960s the Burki n abé wo rked as lab o u re rs, while the indigenous population acted as their t u t e u rs, or
“ l a n d l o rds”. In Bodiba the Burki n abé we re also invo l ved in buying and transporting go o d s, and some people
claim that they have got wh e re they are now by using their large fa m i ly wo rk fo rce to fa rm land that other
groups could not put to pro d u c t ive use.

In their capacity as benefa c t o rs, t u t e u rs a re seen as father figures who indire c t ly provide those fa rming their
land with food and the wh e rewithal to surv ive. The re l ationship between landowner and tenant fa rmer varies
a c c o rding to the type of contract invo l ved. If the tenant has bought or been ‘give n’ his plot, he has a fat h e r / s o n
re l ationship with the landow n e r, and is expected to look after him, periodically giving money and produce fro m
the plantation, providing assistance when the need arises and attending major fa m i ly events such as bap t i s m s,
m a rr i ages and fu n e r a l s.
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N.A., an elderly Baoulé, explained wh at is expected of a tenant fa rm e r: “my money payments are n’t mentioned in
our contract. But I gave him 80,000F CFA when his wife died, and another 70,000F CFA when his elder brother
died…plus something eve ry time I go round to his house, 1,000F CFA or more, depending on wh at I’ve got on me.
On top of t h at, he gets some of my yam or banana harvest, as well as vege t abl e s, ch i l l i e s, gr o u n d nu t s, etc., I buy
him drinks when he comes to see me and also pay 10,000F CFA for his wine eve ry December or Ja nu a ry” .

When the t u t e u r d i e s, his heir norm a l ly assumes the role and responsibilities of the deceased, there by ensuring
the continu ation of the re l ationship between landlord and tenant fa rm e r.

Table 4. Crops gr own in Zahia and Bodiba (no. of plots held by households surveye d )

C rops grow n Zahia Bodiba To t a l %

C o ffee (single stand) 9 1 1 0 5 , 1
Cocoa (single stand) 2 2 2 7 4 9 2 4 . 9
Food crops 1 1 2 1
M a rket ga rdening 1 0 1 0 . 5
C o ffee and cocoa 3 7 2 7 6 4 3 2 . 5
Pe rennial crops in association with other cro p s 2 8 5 6 7 4 3 6

B o d i b a
In Bodiba the Baoulé planters are Ivorian migrants who arr ived after 1966. The first Dioula came in 1965, the
Tagouana in1968, and the Burki n abé in the early 1970s. By the end of the 1970s, cocoa production start e d
outstripping coffe e.

Z a h i a
Most of the 5,000 hectares of Zahia village terr i t o ry is made up of fo rmer fo restland, wh e re fa rm e rs grow
p e rennial crops such as coffe e, cocoa and cotton in 3- to 5-hectare fields. There is ve ry little virgin fo rest left
because of human pre s s u re on land. Food and some off season crops are also grown on the wetlands that make
up 20-25% of the village terr i t o ry, although they have been large ly undeveloped until re c e n t ly. Until the 1980s,
over 70% of c u l t iv ated land was under coffee and only17% under cocoa, but this ch a n ged when the Integr at e d
A gricultural Development Project for the west-central region implemented a gove rnment initiat ive pro m o t i n g
cocoa production, under the auspices of the SAT M ACI project. In Zahia this initiat ive began by encourag i n g
fa rm e rs to use modern techniques on collective village plantat i o n s.

Table 5 is based on the land census carried out in 1996-1997. As the situation has ch a n ged considerab ly over the
last five ye a rs, some of the data on surface areas and land under fa l l ow do not re flect current land use pat t e rn s.

Table 5. Land use in Zahia (1996/1997): Summary of f a rming statistics (PFR)

S u r face area (ha)

Fa l l ow 8 3 1
V i rgin fo re s t 2 1 5
C o c o a 9 1 6
C o ffee and cocoa 3 5
C o ffee 6 6 9
Food cro p s 2 1 8
C o c o nut palm 8
C o t t o n 6
Fa l l ow (ve ry re c e n t ) 4 1 4

Total area cultiv at e d 3 312
Total area studied 4 052



M a rkets 
C redit 

In the absence of a ny fo rmal credit system, assets such as land are often used as security against loans. This type
o f guaranteed loan can cause tension between indigenous and incomer populat i o n s, as a landowner may
demand credit from the person to whom he has ‘give n’ or sold land, and then be unwilling to rep ay the loan
because credit is seen as part and parcel of the contract between a t u t e u r and incomer. 

L abour 

In all, 57% of i n t e rv i ewees from both sites rep o rted using paid lab o u r, wh i ch may be hired on long-term
contract, as well as various fo rms of s h a re c ropping (known as b u g n o n or b u s a n). Tables 6 and 7 below show that
wo rk and land tenu re contracts may be combined in a variety of way s. The labour market and distribution of
fa rmland have long been interd ependent, and befo re the 1990s most fa rm labour was provided by incomers, as
the indigenous wo rk fo rce was so small. The Baoulé and the indigenous population spent a lot on wage lab o u r,
wh i ch was controlled first by the Dioula in the 1970s, and then by the Burki n abé. Howeve r, when incomers
s t a rted running their own landholdings, the two groups began to compete for lab o u r, and the power balance
b e t ween the landholding indigenous population and incomers shifted, part i c u l a rly as the latter had the
a dv a n t age of c o n t rolling the fl ow of m i grant lab o u r. The indigenous population now has limited access to
l ab o u r, as new arr ivals from Burkina Faso rare ly wo rk for indigenous landow n e rs, pre fe rring to fa rm their ow n
plots or those of their compat r i o t s. 

In the late 1970s new re c ruitment netwo rks started opening up as labour became incre a s i n gly scarc e, and in the
1 9 9 0 s, the Gouro from Zuenoula began wo rking as lab o u re rs or share c ro p p e rs (b u s a n) in Bodiba, as well as
e n gaging in better-paid activ i t i e s. Many young village rs set up their own self-help orga n i s ations in the 1980s,
and started ch a rging for their services when urban unemployment prompted the drive to ‘get the young back on
the land’. As the crisis deepened in the 1990s they raised money by wo rking for both indigenous and incomer
fa rm e rs.

8

Table 6. Use of labour by study population in Zahia

Type of C o n t r a c t B u g n o n/ L ab o u re rs D a i ly Self-help a & b a & c a & d d & e a, b a, b a, c a, c To t a l
l ab o u r ( a ) b u s a n ( b ) ( c ) l ab o u re rs gro u p s & c & d & d & e

( d ) ( e )

Ye s 7 9 4 3 2 6 3 6 1 2 4 2 1 5 2
N o 4 8

To t a l 7 9 4 3 2 6 3 6 4 4 4 2 1 1 0 0

Table 7. Use of l abour by study population in Bodiba

Type of C o n t r a c t B u g n o n/ L ab o u re rs D a i ly Self-help a & b a & c a & d a & e b & c a, b a, b To t a l
l ab o u r ( a ) b u s a n ( b ) ( c ) l ab o u re rs gro u p s & c & d

( d ) ( e )

Ye s 1 9 7 3 3 1 8 4 8 1 4 2 1 6 1
N o 3 9

To t a l 1 9 7 3 3 1 8 4 8 1 4 2 1 1 0 0

In the 1970s the Mossi neighbourhood in Bodiba and the Dioula neighbourhood in Zahia we re full of l ab o u re rs,
and the Baoulé used to go there looking for new re c ru i t s. Howeve r, over the last few ye a rs the fl ow of
i m m i grants from Burkina Faso has dried up as incomers found it incre a s i n gly difficult to find land to fa rm and
the political situation deteriorated. Cultiv ated plots are now smaller than they used to be, part ly because of t h e
p o p u l ation explosion, and part ly because of l abour short age s, the falling price of c o ffee and cocoa, and the
l i b e r a l i s ation of these marke t s. 
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I n p u t s
Inputs used to be subsidised by the Stat e, but prices soared when the market was priv atised and they are now
b eyond the means of p o o rer fa rm e rs, who have no access to credit. Neve rt h e l e s s, the Baoulé do still use some
inputs on perennial crops; and more than 50% of i n t e rv i ewees said that they also ap p ly fe rtiliser to food cro p s.
Soil fe rtility is now seriously compromised in some areas and agricultural pro d u c t ivity decl i n i n g, as pre s s u re on
land has fo rced many fa rm e rs to stop using long-term fa l l ow, and are unable to buy mineral inputs or pay
l abour to ap p ly organic amendments. More inputs are used in Bodiba than in Zahia because of the poor soils
and cl i m ate in the fo rmer region re q u i re supplements to make them pro d u c t ive.

M a r ket for produce
In the past fa rm e rs could re ly on getting a secure re t u rn on their coffee and cocoa cro p s, but they lost this safe t y
net with the liberalisation in the late 1990’s of the coffee and cocoa markets and cl o s u re of the CSSPPA or
C A I S TA B.14 Without access to proper packaging or storage systems, fa rm e rs cannot wait for prices to improve,
and are fo rced to sell on an incre a s i n gly vo l atile market at low rates befo re the beans spoil. In 2000, pro d u c e r
c o - o p e r at ives opted to burn their produce rather than sell it off ch e ap ly, although many fa rm e rs actually sold
p a rt of their harvest secre t ly to avoid losing all their income.

G u é p a h o u o, a large village near Bodiba, serves as a collection and sales point for local food pro d u c t s. The
B u rki n abé mainly sell rice, at this market, while the Baoulé tend to concentrate on coffee and cocoa. Zahia has
a similar we e kly marke t .

Principal Groups Invo l ved in Land Te nu re Arr a n ge m e n t s
The two main groups invo l ved in land tenu re agreements are incomers and indigenous people, the latter made
up of d i ffe rent lineage groups wh i ch own varying amounts of land. A clear distinction is made between Ivo r i a n
and fo reign incomers, part i c u l a rly between the Baoulé, who we re the first migrants to settle in Bodiba in the
1 9 6 0 s, and the Burki n abé, who arr ived a few ye a rs lat e r. Indigenous village rs in both study sites pre fer to do
business with the Burki n abé, who are seen as considerate and ‘nice’, as they re n ego t i ate their contracts and
avoid conflict with their indigenous t u t e u rs. The Dioula are given pre fe rence over the Baoulé for the same
re a s o n .

Young migrants are incre a s i n gly leaving the city and re t u rning to their village to help their parents or fa rm land
inherited from them, because they are unemployed, have no qualifications or can no longer stay with the
p e rson who was putting them up in town. Many re t u rn to Zahia and Guépahouo, secre t ly intending to sell land
belonging to their lineage group or pare n t s, hoping to use the proceeds to emigr ate to the West wh e re land is
still abundant (Beauchemin, C., 1999).

Wo m e n’s land tenu re status depends on wh e re they come from, whether or not they have ch i l d ren or bro t h e rs,
and whether they we re given land by their fat h e r. A married woman wo rks the land courtesy of her husband, as
it is he who cl e a rs the field in wh i ch she grows food cro p s. If her husband plants cocoa on this field the
p l a n t ation becomes a jointly owned asset when it starts pro d u c i n g. According to the customary system, wo m e n
inherit nothing when their husband dies, and must re t u rn to their fa m i ly unless they marry one of the deceased
m a n’s bro t h e rs. In Gban country, when the husband dies, the plantation goes to the wife’s eldest son, and if t h e
couple had no boys it either goes to the brother of the deceased who organised the funeral, or to the oldest
b rother living in the village. If the couple only had girls and the brother who inherits is kind, he shares the
a n nual income from the plantation with the ch i l d ren, but they have no right to complain if he decides to give
them nothing.

O t h e r, smaller groups invo l ved in land tenu re arr a n gements include townspeople and ‘civil servants’, who are
m a i n ly re t i red, or have been made redundant. Another cat ego ry includes those invo l ved in village politics, such
as rep re s e n t at ives of d i ffe rent political part i e s, co-operat ive s, village chiefs and associations or Fr i e n d ly Societies
for particular ethnic gro u p s.

14 Bank for stabilising and maintaining the price of fa rm pro d u c e.



LAND TENURE PRAC T I C E S

Fa rming Contracts and “Land for Wo rk” Agreements on
P l a n t ations 

The coffee-cocoa production system is one of the main sources of fiscal reve nue for Côte d’ I vo i re, accounting fo r
about 45% of all ex p o rt s. Howeve r, despite the popularity of these cash crops at both gove rnmental and
gr a s s roots level, indigenous landow n e rs do not always have access to the wo rk fo rce needed to tend their
p l a n t at i o n s. Since colonial times the State has attempted to add ress this problem by sponsoring new fa rm i n g
s e t t l e m e n t s, and migr ation into fo rested are a s.

Historical ove rv i ew

Booming coffe e, cocoa and wood ex p o rts fuelled a period of gre at growth in Côte d’ I vo i re that lasted from the
e a rly 1960s until 1978. During this ‘Ivorian miracl e’, the GDP rose by an annual ave r age of over 7%, and the
amount of land under cultiv ation increased dramat i c a l ly as a result of policies promoting the clearance of
fo rested are a s. As ex t e n s ive coffee and cocoa fa rming increased, nearly one in two Ivorians became plantat i o n
ow n e rs, using the growing supply of ch e ap immigrant labour from Mali and Burkina Fa s o. National output
s o a red from 75,000 tons at the time of I n d ependence in 1960 to 750,000 tons less than thirty ye a rs lat e r.15

The Burki n abé, Malian and nort h e rn Ivorian (Malinké, Tagouana and Sénoufo) lab o u re rs constituted a “ch e ap,
b i dd able wo rk fo rc e ” ,16 h i red to carry out the most arduous wo rk on plantat i o n s. Most either came from are a s
wh e re it is hard to grow food cro p s, or had no access to land in their village of origin. The labour market evo l ve d
in a way “t h at almost completely bypasses… gove rnment measures to establish a framework for the immigr a n t
wo r k fo rc e” .17 Most non-Ivorian lab o u re rs either came indiv i d u a l ly without the ap p ro p r i ate pap e rs, or as gro u p s
channelled into the market by traff i cke rs.

One indigenous resident of Zahia told us, “when they fi rst came they seemed so nice that we gave them land fo r
their food crops; then, depending on how they behaved and because there we re so few of u s, we gave them land in
the fo rest to settle on so our village could gr ow and deve l o p”. The first migrants thus obtained large tracts of fo re s t
in exch a n ge for symbolic gifts, usually a bottle of gin or some wine, plus a cocke rel, sheep or kid, and sometimes
m o n ey (5,000F CFA). These we re used as libations and sacrifices to indigenous ancestors, to info rm them that
t h e re we re newc o m e rs on the land, ask for their blessing to make it fe rtile and ensure protection for the new
fa rm e r. 

As landow n e rs wanted to build a personal re l ationship with their ‘helper’ on the plantation, amenable migr a n t s
often found that they we re allowed to harvest produce without having to ask permission. As Chauveau and
R i ch a rd noted (1983: 89) “These practices constitute implicit clauses in the work contract aimed at binding the
l ab o u rer to his employe r. In some cases, they amount to a kind of t e m p o r a ry (though fictional) ‘adoption’ o f t h e
fo rmer by the lat t e r”. The lab o u rer was expected to be gr at e ful to his tuteur, who acted as a kind of father figure,
and even to help his wife with her domestic duties. With mu ch at stake for both part i e s, each used strat egies to
soften up the other: the employer with a view to securing his labour fo rc e, and the employee to fulfilling his
l o n ge r- t e rm ambition to become a ‘landowner’. Some tuteurs could employ several incomers as lab o u re rs, on
their plantat i o n s.

The current situat i o n

The ‘Ivorian miracl e’ ground to a halt between 1978 and 1986 as the price of cocoa plummeted by 40%, sending
the economy into a meltdown that lasted from 1980 to 1993. In 1988 the gove rnment decided to stop

10

15 Gombeaud, J-L., Moutout, C. and Smith, C., 1990: 86.
16 I b i d .
1 7 C h a u veau and Rich a rd, 1983:90.
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expanding cocoa production and turn its attention to other pro d u c t s, such as oil palm. Some fa rm e rs
abandoned their plantat i o n s, wh i ch reve rted to bush, while others sold up to incomers or assigned the land
under b u s a n or b u g n a n a rr a n ge m e n t s. Chauveau and Rich a rd (1983: 91) observed that at the end of the 1970s,
l abouring contracts dwindled and we re pro gre s s ive ly conve rted into b u s a n or b u g n o n m a i n ly on the large s t
p l a n t at i o n s.18

The cocoa production system suffe red fu rther in 1998-9 when prices fell to 250 F CFA per kg, less than a quart e r
o f its value in 1978. As young adults and the new ly unemployed discove red how hard it was to obtain cultiv ab l e
land on re t u rning to their village, disputes over arr a n gements between indigenous people and incomers, or
even members of the same fa m i ly, became more frequent. Indigenous re t u rnees contested gifts or sales effe c t e d
by their fa m i l i e s, claiming that land is an inalienable asset over wh i ch incomers and non-Ivorians only have
rights of a c c e s s, not ow n e rs h i p.

Since the CFA franc was devalued in Ja nu a ry 1994, the practice of m o rt gaging and leasing land has become
m o re common, as fa rm e rs try to cope with the problems caused by the liberalisation of the coffe e - c o c o a
m a rket. Unofficial land sales in Zahia and Bodiba bear witness to widespread concern over the low re t u rn s
a ch i eved. To counteract falling living standards among planters, the new gove rnment decided to wind up
C A I S TAB by 30 September 2001 at the latest, and establish the Coffee-Cocoa Exch a n ge (Bourse Café-Cacao) and
the Coffee-Cocoa Reg u l ation Board (l’Autorité de Régulation Café-Cacao). It remains to be seen how effe c t ive
these will be.

Wo rk contracts not involving land tenu re 

The term ‘contract’ cove rs monthly labour contracts and piecewo rk, wh i ch are used by all the commu n i t i e s
studied, part i c u l a rly for arr a n gements involving precise tasks such as clearing or we e d i n g. Monthly contracts,
wh i ch used to be a step in the process of obtaining access to land, are becoming incre a s i n gly rare. Fi g u re 1
b e l ow shows that immigr ation into the study area has dwindled since the mid-1970s. The pool of wage
l ab o u re rs has also diminished, and while immigrants used to be invo l ved in most contracts, they are now more
l i ke ly to wo rk for plantat i o n - ow n e rs from the same commu n i t y, or to help fa m i ly members who moved to the
a rea befo re them. Nowa d ay s, labour contracts rare ly offer a means to acquire land.

Fi g u re 1. Settlement in Bodiba by Burkinabé immigr a n t s, 1964 - 2000

S o u rce: Zongo, M. (2000 : 9)

Year of a rr iv a l

18 T h ey only applied to plantations “of a certain size, wh i ch we re notoriously short of m a nual labour in re l ation to the area cultiv at e d ”
( C h a u veau and Rich a rd, 1983: 91).



D a i ly lab o u r
This cove rs wo rk carried out on a daily basis. The lab o u rer is paid on completion of the task, usually at the end
o f the day, and the employer may ask for the contract to be re n ewed so that the most urgent wo rk can be
d o n e. In the 1970s the daily rate was 100 to 300 F CFA, and it curre n t ly stands at between 800 and 1500 F CFA .
Most daily lab o u re rs are young migrants or Dioula1 9 or Mossi2 0 i n c o m e rs. They sometimes wo rk in gro u p s,
whose leader nego t i ates the price with the landowner and shares out the pay equally at the end of the day.

P i e c ework and flat rate ‘contracts’ with independent wo r ke rs
With piecewo rk, a fixed rate is paid for specific activ i t i e s. Befo re discussing the price, the lab o u rer inspects the
field or plantation to assess its size, history and the density of the vege t ation, and while wo rk is in pro gress the
l a n d owner either gives him money to buy food, or sends him bananas, rice and condiments. We we re told that
in the 1970s a lab o u rer could earn an ave r age of 5,000 F CFA per job, and could there fo re net between 50,000
and 100,000F CFA per year by simu l t a n e o u s ly wo rking on several contracts.

L abouring contracts paid on a monthly basis
This type of contract invo l ves individual lab o u re rs who are paid at the end of the year or at harvest time wh e t h e r
t h ey have wo rked for the whole year or only a part of it. Chauveau and Rich a rd (1983: 88) distinguish betwe e n
p e rmanent wage lab o u re rs who wo rk for a year or more, and those who wo rk at peak periods. The latter used to
be able to complete several contracts over the course of a ye a r, but this is no longer possible as they spend six day s
a week wo rking for their employer and the seventh resting or wo rking as daily lab o u re rs on another plantation. 

In principle, the employer cares for the lab o u rer when he is ill and provides lodging if he has nowh e re to live :
“you give him food, and if h e’s not married, your wife cooks for him. Plus he gets soap, work clothes and a file and
a mach e t e, wh i ch you replace when it bre a ks…”. In re t u rn for this, the lab o u rer can expect to do a wide range
o f jobs that are not specified at the start of the contract: “he wo r ks in your rice, maize or cocoa fi e l d s, and yo u
can even send him to work for your brother or someone else – he’s entire ly at your disposal”. 

The pay for an annual contract curre n t ly ranges from 10,000F CFA to 200,000 F CFA, ave r aging about 10,000 F
C FA per month, wh i ch the landowner must pay, wh at ever the harvest. For new migr a n t s, labouring is an
i m p o rtant step in obtaining land, as it may lead to a long-term re l ationship with an employer who may
eve n t u a l ly assign land to him, provided he presents himself as someone who is amenable and ready to put up
with many demands. If the lab o u rer has permission to harvest food it must be eaten on the spot. Any at t e m p t
to sell it will be seen as theft, and he will be sent to the village ch i e f and have the value of wh at was take n
deducted from his pay. Pe rmission is also needed to take food home, wh i ch sometimes causes disputes as
l ab o u re rs claim that employe rs try to avoid paying the full amount owed at harvest time by accusing them of
stealing food. In the past, lab o u re rs could plant their own crops in uncultiv ated areas or in the plantat i o n
wh e re they we re wo rki n g. Nowa d ay s, if the employer lets them grow their own food on his land, they lose the
right to cut or harvest edible produce from the plantat i o n .

The lab o u rer also has other social, obligations: “he mu s t n’t steal… or be disrespectful (by being rude to your wife
or refusing to shop or run errands for her). He mu s t n’t lie or make you think he’s going to your plantation wh e n
h e’s actually going off s o m ewh e re else on a working day, and he must work from 8 am to 5pm: it’s OK to start
b e fo re 8 am, but he shouldn’t go home befo re 5pm, unless he’s ill …or yo u ’ve given him perm i s s i o n”. When a
l ab o u rer is hired, his identity card is retained and re t u rned at the end of the contract, a move justified by the
v i ew that “i f you take on a lab o u rer without knowing his ‘family’ and he steals from you, yo u ’ve got no comeb a ck
because you don’t know who to turn to”. Howeve r, he also has some rights, and may term i n ate the contract if
he feels that he’s not being pro p e rly fed or looked after.

If the labourer dies, his employer informs the relative ‘guaranteeing’ the contract. “His family will bury him,
but you should still pay your respects… and pay the family for the time he worked for you. If he was married,
his wife or wives and their children should return home. If he’d paid for a field and had the papers to prove it, it
can be farmed by one of his heirs, but if he didn’t get the papers, you can repossess it, even if it had been paid
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19 This includes anyone originating from northern Côte d’Ivoire who speaks Malinké or Bambara, as well as Malians and Guineans.
20 Anyone originating from Burkina Faso.
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for. You also get back any land you’d given that he hadn’t paid for, even if he’d planted coffee or cocoa on it,
except if he was really nice to you… then you can ask one of his ‘brothers’ to cultivate it, as long as they look
after you as he did. If they don’t, you take your land back”.

The increasing scarcity of l abour has occasioned the growth of various associations similar to the self-help gro u p s
found in traditional societies, wh i ch are based on membership of the same fa m i ly, lineage group or village, with
m e m b e rs grouped according to age and ge n d e r. Nowa d ay s, they are fo rmed through shared interests and co-
option, with members wo rking on each other’s land on a ro t ational basis, and being paid at harvest time or after
the produce has been sold. These associations also provide services for non-members, who pay when the
cl e a n i n g, weeding or harvesting has been completed. Associations based on ethnicity or common ge o gr ap h i c a l
origin are found among both incomers and the indigenous population. The money earned is used for fe a s t s,
s h a red among members or saved to provide small loans or help with marr i age s, bap t i s m s, fu n e r a l s, etc.

Wo rk contracts involving access to land 

Contracts for b u s a n and b u g n o n
In Baoulé or Agni, b u s a n or ab u s a n means to divide into three part s, and b u g n a n or ab u g n o n to divide into two
p a rt s. B u s a n a rr a n gements wo rk on the principle that two thirds of the crop or proceeds from its sale go to the
l a n d owner and one-third to the fa rm e r, and with b u g n a n the produce is halved. These contracts cover one
growing cycle for annual or perennial cro p s, and are re n ewab l e, with conditions re n ego t i ated at the start of
e a ch new cycl e. They may invo l ve the acquisition of land rights if t h ey are agreed between members of t h e
same fa m i ly, or if requested by the person using the land. The person fa rming the plot shares the yield with the
ow n e r, and is seen as master of the land he cultiv at e s, although the owner usually controls its ove r a l l
m a n agement. The fa rmer cannot invest in the field or plantation wh e re he wo rks, but can harvest fruit and fo o d
p ro d u c t s, and may also gather palm nuts to make b a n d j i (wine). Some are allowed to take pro d u c e, but not to
use the palm nuts to make b a n d j i; while others may only make it if t h ey give the landowner a share of t h e
p roceeds from the sale of the wine.

This type of contract makes considerable demands on the share c ro p p e r, who is responsible for hoeing, we e d i n g
and clearing the land, and harvesting coffee plots at least twice and cocoa plots at least three times during the
p roduction cycl e. He must also split the cocoa pods, and spend one day a week, usually Sat u rd ay, wo rking fo r
the landowner if he lives with or is fed by him.21 The proceeds are usually shared out wh e n ever produce is sold,
exc ept at the end of the production cycl e, when the final payment is retained until the plot has been cl e a red fo r
the last time. In Bodiba, landow n e rs take two sacks of c o ffee or cocoa and divide the rest three way s, and the
fa rmer is paid for the coffee crop after the second and final cl e a r a n c e. The village ch i e f in Donsohouo, near
Bodiba, told us that b u s a n became common in the region in the1970s, when Malian incomers we re paid in ki n d
r ather than cash to wo rk on large coffee plantat i o n s. This contract also cove rs the cost of t r a n s p o rt and ex t r a
l ab o u r, wh i ch is re c ruited as necessary. Wh o ever pays for these is re i m b u rsed after the harvest is sold. 

S h a re - c ropping fa rm e rs may employ lab o u re rs or use self-help associations to get their wo rk done, but mu s t
n o rm a l ly consult the landowner about any decisions other than those re l ating to wo rk specified in the
contract, and may not take edible produce unless they cultiv ate the d o m i n i fo r o. On an established plantat i o n ,
b u s a n or b u g n a n is thus a wo rk contract, as the taker does not have the right to plant on his own account.

N e a rly 80% of i n t e rv i ewees admitted to being invo l ved in at least one b u s a n a rr a n ge m e n t .2 2 About 80% of t h e
i n d i genous population, 50% of the Baoulé and 20% of Mossi migrants assign their land through b u s a n; at the
same time, 60% of Mossi and 10% of i n d i genous people, mostly young adults re t u rning from urban are a s, use
busan to gain access to land. Although busan was initially used by male incomers to fa rm coffee or cocoa
p l a n t at i o n s, it now cove rs food crops and is used by indigenous men, as well as women cultiv ating rice
f i e l d s.2 3

21 In Malinké, this is called d o m i n i fo r o, or ‘field for food’.
22 Only 21% officially declared giving out their plantation as b u s a n, but this is not a believable figure.
23 Elsewhere, in the region of Bonoua, b u s a n or b u g n a n is used on commercial pineapple plantations. When the landowner only
provides land, the tenant farmer keeps two thirds of the harvest or income from its sale. In the 1970s, Burkinabé women in Bodiba
used to harvest coffee plantations for indigenous landowners. They were paid in kind, receiving one in three baskets.



Social re l ationships play a significant role in these contracts, enabling individuals to gain access to land or a
p l a n t ation through the influence of a re l ation, friend, t u t e u r or member of the same commu n i t y, who acts as
g u a r a n t o r. These re l ationships also determine the terms of the contract, so that one share c ropper may benefit
f rom the right to harvest anything in the plantation, while another will have only limited rights.

T h e re are two ways in wh i ch the b u s a n a rr a n gement may evo l ve into a wo rk contract. In the first, wh i ch is
similar to a labouring contract, the owner provides land, seed and inputs, while the share c ropper sows and
h a rvests the crop and maintains the field, and both are invo l ved in selling the pro d u c e. The second is most
common among indigenous people from the same lineage gro u p, enabling them to help fa m i ly members ga i n
access to land. Here, the landowner provides the land while the land-user buys seed and inputs, sows and
h a rvests the crop and gives half o f the produce or proceeds from its sale to the landow n e r. He may also grow a
few vege t ables on the plot allocated to him. 

Tro u kat l a n or t ro u kat a l a n: a va r i ation based on mixed farm i n g
T h e re are two fo rms of t r o u kat a l a n:2 4 one based on plots wh i ch are then sub-divided, and one on mixe d
fa rm i n g. The first type of t r o u kat l a n i nvo l ves landowning incomers, indigenous people, b u s a n, b u g n a n,
contract wo rke rs and civil servants looking for land to clear for food cro p s. In Zahia this arr a n gement is most
common among the Burki n abé, who introduced it to the area in the late 1990s. The second arr a n ge m e n t ,
wh e re perennial crops go to the landowner and food crops to the share c ro p p e r, has been common in Bodiba
since the 1970s, although it is declining now. Chauveau and Rich a rd (1983: 89) described it as a fo rm of ‘ m i xe d’
fa rming: “quite a few incomers, part i c u l a r ly people from the Upper Volta, gr ow their own food crops (rice, maize )
in association with young coffee or cocoa planted by an indigenous farm e r. This arr a n gement lasts for one or two
ye a rs, and the owner of the perennial crops benefits from not having to wo rry about keeping the young plantat i o n
clear of we e d s” .

With current share c ropping agreements the tenant grows cassava, yam or rice on land wh e re the owner has
planted cocoa or coffe e. The plot is ‘lent’ to the tenant fa rmer on a temporary basis, and he is responsible fo r
maintaining both perennial and food cro p s, weeding once in the middle of the season and again at the end of
the production cycl e, and preparing the ground for the next cycl e. Contracts last for one season, and may be
re n ewed several times depending on the crops grow n .

C o n flicts sometimes arise when contracts are not re n ewed, for if the share c ro p p e rs’ wife has planted vege t ab l e s
with a longer growing cycle than the crops cove red by the contract, landow n e rs’ wives tend to help themselve s
to vege t ables and citrus fruits after the final we e d i n g. If the landowner plants banana trees on the plot to help
the young plants withstand seasonal dro u g h t s, he will have sole rights to their fruit. 

Rege n e r ating old plantat i o n s
T h e re are a number of reasons why plantations are abandoned: lack of l ab o u r, lack of m o n ey fo r
maintenance, falling prices, bush fires, infertile soil, ‘sick’ stock and failure to cut back coffee plants. In the
past, incomers gained access to land by buying fallow and overgrown or abandoned coffee plantations. They
then used the large wo rk fo rce at their disposal to transfo rm this ch e ap and supposedly infe rtile land into
productive plantations. However, once the work was done, many of the indigenous vendors regretted selling
and used various stratagems to get the land back, or pretended to take it back in order to renegotiate the
contract and increase both the sale price and the requirements for the purchaser to ‘look after’ the vendor.

The rege n e r ation of an old plantation may invo l ve various combinations of agreement, including b u s a n,
guarantee, labour contract, loan, etc. When a landowner decides to put the plantation back into production,
he may start the four-year process by lending it to an incomer for a fixed period and subsequently changing
the terms of the arrangement. “In return for doing all maintenance on the plantation… [the taker] keeps all
the produce he can grow on it and is free to regenerate it as he wishes. After the third year he farms it under a
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24 This practice is common in pineapple plantations in Bonoua, and may be associated with a loan or a lease. The landowner
leases land to the tenant farmer, who grows pineapples and plants palm trees on it, and is responsible for maintaining it and
applying fertiliser to perennial crops. His contract is renewable provided the perennial crops do not hinder the regrowth of the
pineapples. Tr o u kat a l a n associated with rental started about ten years ago in Bonoua.



guarantee agreement, and in the fifth year the arrangement switches to busan, with him getting half the harvest
to start with and a third at the end. Once the busan arrangement comes into force, the owner can terminate the
contract without having to justify why he is doing so” (Zongo, 2000: 39). 

The first plantations we re re-opened in Zahia and Bodiba in the mid-1980s, and more came on stre a m
f rom1988 onwa rds when the gove rnment promoted other crops in an attempt to stop the ove rp roduction of
c o c o a .

Land Te nu re Contracts and Derived Rights
Insofar as it is possible to identify ‘derived rights’ in the strict sense of the term, they share the same dynamic
as all land tenure relationships and contracts.

Contracts with minimal social cl a u s e s

Rental of fo rest or fallow
Although local languages in the study area have no word for rental per se, there are various terms for renting
land in the forest. Land used to be loaned rather than rented, with the owner given part of the produce by
way of t h a n ks, but nowa d ays rental has replaced loans. The practice gat h e red momentum during the
economic difficulties of 1982-1983, and became widespread during the early 1990s, when opposition parties
started exhorting ‘true Ivorians’ to repossess land they had sold off cheaply to incomers. 

In Zahia, people started renting out land for annual crops in the 1970s, and Bamba noted that “since migrants
saturated their land with coffee and cocoa, [rental] has been the main form of assignment in the [area]. The
average rent has risen from 3,000F CFA/ha in 1976 to 10,000F CFA/ha in 1992” (1992: 27). It now costs about
40,000F CFA/ha to rent land in Bodiba, and around 50,000F CFA/ha in Zahia. 

In the past, landowners set the cropping timetable, and tenants only had access to land that had been fallow
for 7 to 15 years, staying on it for no more than 4 years. In the 1980s cultivable plots became so scarce that
people started renting out fallow for food crops, and as pressure on land increased through the 1990s the
practice became common in both study sites. Incomers rely heavily on rental, and the Baoulé put all their
land under perennial crops, renting poor or fallow land to indigenous farmers and a few incomers who use it
for food crops like rain-fed rice or maize.

Rental contracts are re n ewable annu a l ly or with each production cycl e, and are cove red by a written
agreement noting the sum to be paid and the length of the rental period. Payment in kind is always made
after the harvest, but tenants paying in cash can pay when the contract is agreed, at har vest time, or in two
instalments - one at the start of the contract and one after the harvest. Arrangements vary according to the
crop, and tenants are only allowed to grow specific crops, as N.A. told us: “before, you could grow any food
crop but not perennial crops. Now, …you have to say what you want and you’re not allowed to grow anything
else; if you do the landowner can pull up everything you’ve planted without his agreement”. Permission is also
needed to harvest palm nuts, kola nuts or sioko.2 5

This type of agreement cuts across incomer and indigenous gro u p s, and is common within and betwe e n
both. In the 1970s indigenous landow n e rs sold land to raise money, but now they rent it out to earn an
annual income or resolve their financial or social problems. Indigenous villagers in both Zahia and Bodiba
are keen to rent more land to incomers, although they are often reluctant to admit to this. 

Rental of we t l a n d s
Although in the past indigenous people used not to fa rm we t l a n d s, they are now a strat egic re s o u rc e
regulated by separate contracts, and are not sold. The Gban and the Bété used to grow rice on the plateau
and give plots on the wetlands to the Dioula, Mossi and other incomers, for rice and market gardening. When
this type of land was assigned, it was usually free of charge, although the arrangement occasionally involved
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some kind of requirement for mutual assistance, and the taker had to give a sack of rice to the assignor after
the harvest. Nowadays, landowners let out wetlands to earn cash, and while most tenants are still incomers,
an increasing number of i n d i genous people also fa rm there. Land is rented for one growing cycl e, and
although contracts are renewable, tenants vary according to the cropping calendar as the same plot may be
rented to one person to grow rice in the rainy season, and to another to grow dry season crops.

Rent is settled in cash or kind, with cash paid in advance and payment in kind made after the harvest. Cash
payments are not fixed, and are negotiable at between 5,000 and 25,000F CFA per growing cycle, depending
on the type of crop and the area cultivated. In Bodiba, it costs 15,000 to 25,000F CFA for rice, groundnuts and
maize, and 5,000F CFA for okra and vegetables. Per hectare rates range from15,000 to 20,000F CFA for one
hectare of rice. It is more expensive to rent in Zahia, costing 50,000F CFA/ha for a rice plot, 20,000 to 30,000F
CFA/ha for maize and yams, and about 15,000F CFA/ha for cassava. The high cost of rice plots reflects the fact
t h at it is the pre fe rred local stap l e, wh i ch can there fo re provide a significant income for pro d u c e rs. Wh e n
payment is made in cash and kind, it costs 25,000F CFA plus several sacks of the harvest per growing cycle.
This arrangement is more common in Bodiba than in Zahia. In Zahia, if the tenant breaches the contract, he
has to work as a labourer on the plot to pay off the original agreement with the landowner. 

Guarantee or pledge
This arr a n gement, wh i ch is a kind of m o rt gage on a pro d u c t ive plantation similar to a gage or pledge, is
becoming increasingly common in Côte d’Ivoire, particularly in forested regions like Zahia. Here, a landowner
needing money for fu n e r a l s, marr i age s, school or unive rsity fe e s, etc. can borrow the re q u i red amount
against a productive plantation. The creditor takes over the plantation and enjoys all the produce and income
until he has been repaid in full. For so long as the debtor still owes money, the creditor’s right to use the
plantation may be transferred to his descendents, but not sold or rented out to a third party. In this type of
agreement the debtor is usually indigenous, while the creditor may be indigenous or an incomer.

In Bodiba, the plot reverts to the landowner at the time specified in the contract, even if he has not repaid
the loan, a sum wh i ch is often less than the income earned from the plantation by the cre d i t o r. N.A., an
elderly Baoulé from Bodiba, explained the terms of the contract: “I give part of my productive plantation to
someone as a guarantee, and he gives me the money I’ve asked for in front of witnesses (one witness for each
p a rty). I state that I will take my field back after a certain period, and during this time he can keep all the
earnings from my plantation… If I get hold of the money before the agreed date I reimburse him and he gives
me back my plantation if he hasn ’t started farming it. If either of us dies, the contract continues through our
heirs”. 

Guarantees are often arranged secretly, and frequently develop into sales. Those seeking credit rarely enter
into this type of agreement with indigenous farmers because they see it as an embarrassing admission that
t h ey have had to mort gage their plantation, wh i ch is why guarantees are not always decl a red in survey s.
H oweve r, they are now often ratified in writing by both parties or by the s o u s - p r é f e t, who validates the
agreement in an official document befo re witnesses for each part y. He may also intervene when seve r a l
m e m b e rs of the same fa m i ly try to use this arr a n gement to find the money needed to re s o l ve a fa m i ly
problem.

The Baoulé chief in Bodiba told us that guarantees are particularly common in the hungry season and at
Easter, when there is always a shortage of food.26 According to him, the Burkinabé are most frequently the
creditors because “they have more money, and don’t go home as often as we do, while we have many social
responsibilities because we’re in our own country”.

The main difference between rental and guarantees lies in the balance of power, as a landowner renting out
land has the upper hand, while one looking for a guarantee is in a weak position. The economic
consequences of this arrangement are often disastrous for the debtor, who may find it difficult to repay the
loan without access to his land. 
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26 In Côte d’Ivoire this is a popular, rather than religious, holiday for the Baoulé, when they return to their native village to resolve
socio-economic problems and discuss projects for its future.



A rr a n gements involving social cl a u s e s

S u rveillance or guardianship of l a n d
This arr a n gement is used on behalf o f m i n o rs with land assets and by adults living away from their land. If t h e
g u a rdian is fe m a l e, the land is often fa rmed by a third part y, usually a b u s a n s h a re c ro p p e r. People living outside the
v i l l age may entrust their land to an indigenous villager or incomer, either paying outright for the plot to be fa rm e d
or getting the guardian to manage the land, choose the crops and hire lab o u re rs. Guardians are paid in cash or ki n d
d epending on the conditions agreed with the ow n e r; although some re fuse payment if t h ey are doing a service for a
friend, re l at ive or member of the same ethnic community; in wh i ch case, they take some of the produce fo r
p e rsonal consumption. If t h ey are employed to wo rk on the plot as lab o u re rs or b u s a n, they are paid accord i n gly.

When land is inherited by minors, the guardian may be the mother, pat e rnal uncle or sister of the landow n e r.
For ex a m p l e, when D. P. from Bodiba died in 1992, her sons we re too young to look after the plantation, so her
m a rried daughter, who lived in a neighbouring village, gave it to a b u s a n to clear and harvest and will pass it on
to her bro t h e rs when they come of age. In the meantime she enjoys full rights to the plot exc ept the right to
dispose of it or exclude a beneficiary. This type of g u a rdian is not off i c i a l ly re mu n e r ated, but lives off t h e
p roduce from the land, chooses wh i ch crops are grown and inputs used, hires lab o u re rs, and may decide to let
out the plot through b u s a n, b u g n o n, piecewo rk, labouring contracts, etc. They also sell the produce and, in
t h e o ry, act as a parent to ch i l d ren too young to sell their land. When they come of age often, they are like ly to
contest the sales or open-ended loans made on their behalf.

Other than ove rseeing the inheritance, guardians cannot use the land for their own purp o s e s. They have the
right to harvest produce from tre e s, but may not, under any circ u m s t a n c e s, transfer these land assets to their
s u c c e s s o rs. Sometimes guardians (usually uncles) sell the land in their care befo re the beneficiaries come of age,
in wh i ch case the matter is taken to the head of the fa m i ly, lineage gro u p, village ch i e f, s o u s - p r é f e t or judge. 

Rights over palms
In the past, incomers we re given land ‘free of ch a rge’, while the trees on it remained the pro p e rty of the landow n e r.
N owa d ay s, they buy the land or enter into a t r o u kat l a n agreement based on subdividing the plot. In principle, they
e n j oy all rights, including the right to harvest palm nuts and fell palm tre e s, but in practice, they only have the right
to harvest with the permission of the ve n d o r. For rental and mixed fa rming t r o u kat l a n, the tenant fa rmer does not
u s u a l ly have the right to harvest palm nu t s, even if he is renting from his own fa m i ly or lineage gro u p, and any
p roduce re m oved from the tree without the ow n e r ’s consent is considered to have been stolen.

L o a n s
Loans may be of unlimited duration or for a fixed period. The fo rmer (s i n ga n l i) are sometimes confused with
conditional gifts; the diffe rence being that a loan is based on the unspoken assumption that the land will be
re claimed after an unspecified period, while with gifts, the indigenous assignor makes it clear that he will re c o u p
the land when he needs it. With unlimited loans, the re l ationship between landowner and tenant becomes one
o f p at ron and client and the latter may grow wh at he like s, provided he re t u rns the plot to its owner when he
needs it. Howeve r, the open-ended nat u re of the agreement makes it unwise to invest too mu ch and run the risk
o f either not seeing a re t u rn on the investment or being accused of t rying to ap p ro p r i ate the land. 

Loans for a fixed period (d o n d o n l i) only cover food cro p s, usually for one production cycle or one ye a r. They are
re n ewab l e, and differ from rental in that they are based on trust and agreed orally, and no payment is made,
although the borrower gives the landowner about 50 to 100kg of the harvest. As with re n t i n g, the duration of
the loan may be nego t i ated at the end of the previous contract. In the 1970s membership of a community or
ethnic group was not a part i c u l a rly significant factor in land tenu re transactions, and land was both loaned and
g iven, but fixed term loans are now limited to members of the same commu n i t y.

Contracts involving pro p e rty rights

Gifts between indigenous people
B e fo re the gre at influx of i m m i grants into the Gban region, fa m i ly heads we re able to set aside land for their
ch i l d ren. A young man helped his father in the fields and plantat i o n s, and when he married, his father wo u l d
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g ive him land in the fo rest so that he could assume his responsibilities as head of a fa m i ly. Howeve r, he did not
own the land, and his father had the right to take it back if he did something that brought the extended fa m i ly
or lineage group into disrep u t e. As a t o a n i, or the son of the land, he was still obliged to help his fat h e r,
although he had the right to harvest produce from his land and tre e s, including palms. He only became t o a k i n,
or the full ow n e r, when his father died. 

Conditional gifts to migr a n t s
Until the mid 1980s, indigenous village rs we re under considerable pre s s u re from the authorities to give land to
i n c o m e rs. The practical rules of this arr a n gement we re dictated by social norms known to local people but
r a re ly ex p l i c i t ly spelled out to the incomers to whom the land was given, who we re nonetheless expected to
abide by them. The giver of land thus maintained a hold over recipient that often enabled him to take back the
land once it had been conve rted into a plantation, even though in theory it had been given on a perm a n e n t
b a s i s. As Zongo notes (2000: 14), ve ry little land was gifted in the real sense of the term in either Bodiba or
Zahia. “Th e re are only three cases of ge nuine gifts in Bodiba. It would seem that when the immigrants fi rst came,
i n d i genous people thought they would only stay for a wh i l e, so when they gave land they we re re a l ly hoping to
b e n e fit from the work invested in it”. 

The social obligations at t a ched to gifted land are wide-ranging but vag u e. Oral contracts are concluded with a
reminder by the owner to ‘make sure you look after me’, and the incomer is expected to do so for as long as he
fa rms the land – wh i ch may be taken back at any time. If he is not suff i c i e n t ly at t e n t ive, visiting his pat ron on
rest days and giving him food, drink and some of the harvest, the contract may be term i n ated on the gro u n d s
t h at he bre a ched its social cl a u s e s, wh i ch also include giving the t u t e u r c redit and helping his fa m i ly thro u g h
d e at h s, marr i ages or bap t i s m s. Many landow n e rs in Zahia used the PFR survey to re n ego t i ate contracts if t h ey
felt that this type of s e rvice in kind did not re flect the value of their land, and some reduced the size of the plots
let out to others and ch a l l e n ged the info rm ation re c o rded by the PFR.

O ver time, certain customary pro c e d u res have been used to conve rt many of these conditional gifts into sales.
One village ch i e f told us, “all incomers who have had land end up buying it, because…even if you gave it to them
for fre e, they didn’t have to pay until it became productive. After several ye a rs the landow n e r … would look at the
land and name his price. When we gave people land we didn’t take account of h ow fertile it was … we often didn’t
even go to the site, but just indicated the natural boundaries… eve ryone took their ch a n c e s”. 

B e fo re taking the land, incomers gave ch i ckens or alcohol for sacrifices, and libations to wa rd off bad luck and
p ro p i t i ate the ancestors. They could then grow their own perennial or food crops or use the land for marke t
ga rd e n i n g, and transfer it to their heirs or other people if t h ey died or left the village. The recipient became the
e ffe c t ive ow n e r, although he owed the original landowner ‘something’ for as long as he fa rmed the land, and
was expected to give him part of the harvest eve ry ye a r. Howeve r, as pre s s u re on land has increased these
a rr a n gements have ch a n ged and been called into question, and they are now rare ly used. In Zahia, incomers
must now present their ‘heir’ to their pat ron (or his rep re s e n t at ive, if he dies) during their lifetime or befo re
l e aving the village. If the pat ron, or t u t e u r is absent, the incomer must wait for him to re t u rn, otherwise the
p e rson inheriting the use rights will not be recognised and the plantation may be assigned or sold to someone
e l s e.

The elab o r ation of the new land tenu re law has led indigenous people in both Bodiba and Zahia to contest the
a u t o m atic inheritance of land by incomers. According to one dignitary from Zahia, “we we re told that the law
s ays if… an incomer dies or leaves the village, his land reve rts to wh o ever gave or sold it to him; it never goes to his
son or ‘brother’”. This confirms a practice that began with the PFR pro gramme in Zahia, wh i ch re c o rd e d
i n c o m e rs’ verbal responses to its survey as stat i n g, “in the event of my death or depart u re, my plot should reve rt
to my patron, X” .27 When questioned, incomers who inherited land from re l at ives in Zahia spoke of ‘gifts’, not
‘ i n h e r i t a n c e’, as a means of gaining access to land.28
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27 This is what happened with a 1.5 ha plot bought in 1995 for 330 000F CFA by a Burkinabé called Koala Madi, which reverted to
a Bété called Dogbo Oré (photomap n° 3D14).
28 See the case of Lassiné Sanogo (plot n° 208AB, photomap n° 3D14).



Sales 
Selling land is not a new practice in west-central Côte d’ I vo i re. Chauveau and Rich a rd (1983: 75) observed that in
Bodiba in the 1970s, indigenous people “p re f e rred to sell land rather than put it under crops as its ‘va l u e’
i n c reased. These sales we re not necessarily the result of economic conditions, i.e. linked to immediate cashflow
needs…but we re systemat i c”. Howeve r, this view does not take account of the administrat ive and political
p re s s u re to settle incomers prevalent at the time, or the fact that gifts and sales we re a means of ensuring that
a s s i g n o rs could retain their rights over the land.

P l a n t ation, fa l l ow or fo restland may be bought and sold. Most ve n d o rs are indigenous men, although fe m a l e
l a n d ow n e rs are permitted to sell if t h ey have inherited land because there we re no men in the fa m i ly, or
re c e ived it during their parents’ life t i m e. Most purch a s e rs are from elsewh e re in Côte d’ I vo i re or neighbouring
c o u n t r i e s, although certain indigenous groups also buy land. In Zahia, the vendor may retain rights over cert a i n
t rees such as kola, oil palms and s i o ko, or over certain parts of the estat e, such as we t l a n d s. The purchaser can
t r a n s fer rights to his ch i l d ren or bro t h e rs, although he may not sell the land or plantation to a third party in the
absence of his pat ron, as he is re q u i red to introduce a new tenant to him. 

Although sales are potentially more pro b l e m at i c, they are more common than busan arr a n ge m e n t s. The s o u s -
p r é f e t in Oumé told us that despite the pitfa l l s, people still sell land and then complain that the purchaser does
not respect the terms of the contract, re fuses to pay, to give any produce or respect the social obligat i o n s.
H oweve r, there are faults on both sides, and it is not uncommon for someone to sell the same plot to seve r a l
p e o p l e, or use some pre t ext to raise the price after the transaction has been competed. 

Land is sold in two way s, through vo l u n t a ry or fo rced sales. Vo l u n t a ry sales we re effected when incomers we re
settled on the boundaries of land belonging to a particular lineage group or fa m i ly, to act as ‘boundary marke rs ’
on land bordering that of people from the same or neighbouring village. In Zahia, local landow n e rs saw the PFR
s u rveys as a way of s t rengthening their claim to these peripheral lands, and we re eager to part i c i p ate in the
s u rvey. Fo rced sales occur when an indigenous landowner with a financial problem ap p ro a ches an incomer,
who agrees to lend him money provided that the debt is paid off in land. The landowner has little option but to
a c c ept, although he may later regret his action. The PFR surveys in Zahia caused a number of c o n flicts over plots
a c q u i red in this way, as fo rmer ow n e rs contested the existence of s u ch a land transfer and re fused to
a ck n ow l e d ge the plot was now in another’s ow n e rs h i p.

As with conditional gifts, land purchased with the vo l u n t a ry agreement of the pat ron is often subject to
conditions not specified at the start of the arr a n gement. Again, the purchaser must show that he is gr at e ful to
the vendor for as long as he fa rms the land. Ouédraogo I. from Bodiba told us, “When my patron has lots of wo r k
on, he gets me to help him clean up his field for fre e, or carry sacks of c o ffee and cocoa and split cocoa pods. If I ’ m
not too busy I also work in his plantation without being asked. He’s like my fat h e r, so his plantation comes fi rs t” .
C redit is another social obligation inherent in the contract, as N. O., a Tagouna planter, explained: “I have to give
my landlord wh at ever he asks fo r, and if I have n’t got it I have to go and borr ow it…and then pay it back .
… E ve ryone knows …landlords don’t re p ay their loans… you don’t lend them money, you give it to them” .

A n o t h e r, non-nego t i ab l e, condition on this type of sale is the re q u i rement to seek permission from the original
vendor befo re reselling the land. Non-compliance may result in the original landowner repossessing the land
f rom both purch a s e rs. This clause is fierc e ly defended by landow n e rs, who stand to lose free lab o u r, pre s e n t s
and a fo rm of reve nue from their land if it is ignored. As one young man from Zahia put it, if the land is re s o l d ,
“ …we no longer get ch i ckens or money, as we did from the incomer we had the agreement with. The person he’s
sold the land to doesn’t see us as his patron because the fi rst taker who resold the land is h i sp at r o n”. 

In fact, the vendor only assigns usufruct in this transaction, so the purchaser does not have the right to sell the
land without the ap p roval of the indigenous holder of c u s t o m a ry rights. If the vendor claims that the purch a s e r
has bre a ched the terms of the contract and wants to re claim the land, he may only repossess uncultiv ated are a s,
or run the risk of the purchaser making a counter- claim for labour and other investments in the land. If t h e
e n t i re plot has been cultiv ated, the vendor may take the purchaser to the village ch i e f on the grounds that he
owes him money. Disputes that cannot be re s o l ved at this level are taken to the police or the s o u s - p r é f e t.
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Land for perennial crops curre n t ly costs between 100,000F CFA and 150,000F CFA per hectare. In the 1960s it
o n ly cost 15,000F CFA, or 5,000F plus a cocke rel and some palm wine for large tracts of land in Zahia, but people
n ow pay up to ten times that for less land. In Zahia, young fa l l ow (k p ô ko ko) costs about 10,000F CFA per hectare,
m at u re fa l l ow (gag b a k l o i) 180 00F CFA, virgin fo rest (k p l ag b a) about 200,00F CFA and pro d u c t ive plantations up
to 400,000F CFA .

L i ke gifts, many sales are now contested, part i c u l a rly by young people. Many of the incomers flooding into Zahia
in 197829 bought land under contracts that the PFR has reg i s t e red as “open-ended”, wh i ch means that it can be
repossessed, while land bought by indigenous people is re c o rded as a “permanent” (and there fo re secure )
p u rch a s e. Table 8 below illustrates the diffe rent means of gaining access to land re c o rded by the PFR in Zahia,
s h owing that a significant amount of land is purch a s e d .

Table 8. Diff e rent means of gaining access to land in Zahia

Po p u l ation distribution in Zahia according to origin

S u rvey conducted by BNETD/PFR in Zahia, 1994-1998

Tro u kat l a n or t ro u kat a l a n based on subdividing the plot
In Dioula, t r o u kat l a n signifies ‘plant and div i d e’. This is a new arr a n gement that enables fa rm e rs who cannot
a ffo rd to buy land to cre ate a plantation, with half the produce going to the landow n e r. It is still not ve ry
common in either study area, although it is more widespread in Zahia than in Bodiba, wh e re t r o u kat l a n based on
i n t e rc ropped land is more prevalent. The tenant fa rmer cl e a rs a new plantation, planting coffee or cocoa, and
once it becomes pro d u c t ive the land is eve n ly divided between the owner and tenant fa rm e r. The tenant can
grow wh at he likes on his plot and owns the food crops on it, while the landowner dictates wh at is grown on his
section. If the owner grows food crops on his plot, the tenant is responsible for weeding it for one growing cycl e.

S AT M ACI units in Zahia, 1978-1982
The SAT M ACI units we re cre ated in 1978 when two lineage gro u p s, the Zahia and Zogboguhé, gave over land to
S AT M ACI (the Society for Te chnical Assistance for the Modern i s ation of Fa rming) in order to part i c i p ate in a
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2 9 A c c o rding to the village rs, the first Baoulé called N’zi Yao arr ived in 1953, and the first Dioula, Ballo Daouda, came in about 1965.
Most incomers in Zahia are Burki n abé; then Malians, who are mainly from Bougouni; then Baoulé, who are mostly from Djèbonoua;
and finally Sénoufo Ivorians from Kolia in the dep a rtment of Boundiali. Most people living in Dioulab o u gou, the incomer
neighbourhood in Zahia, are Malians, plus some Dioula and Sénoufo. The Baoulé  live in big encampments outside the village.



gove rnment initiat ive to promote cocoa production in Zahia. The land was shared out between members of
t h ree indigenous lineage groups from Zahia, and an organising committee established, with Kpékpa Justin as
v i c e - p re s i d e n t .

When SAT M ACI withdrew, the fo rmer ow n e rs re claimed their land. Kpékpa Justin said that they did this fo r
various reasons: “when the units we re established, landless people got in on them, and now SAT M ACI has go n e
t h ey’ re on land that doesn’t belong to them, either still farming it, or renting it out to incomers. We don’t like this
because we gave the land to help indigenous people, not incomers. Most of the indigenous people renting land to
i n c o m e rs, especially people from Dapéguhé, didn’t give any land to SAT M ACI, and some young people from the
v i l l age rent their land out secre t ly … When we gave the land we said it was fo reve r, and we gave 3 or 4 hectares to
e a ch indigenous vo l u n t e e r, but it was a mistake, because… it was too mu ch for one person to farm, so some people
wo r ked on one or two hectares and just left the re s t” .

In fact, people have been renting out these plots since 1982, leasing out land not used for cocoa to the Mossi
and Dioula, who mainly use it for maize. The land costs between 10,000 and 15,000F CFA per hectare for one
growing season. As Kpékpa noted, “eve ryone rents out part of their bl o ck, but we’ re complaining about the people
who rent out land that doesn’t belong to them” .

When the PFR was implemented, some landow n e rs demanded that the fa rm e rs using the land should make a
fomal statement “I decl a re that I have given all my land to SAT M ACI, and with the new system, I expect to get back
a ny part of the plot that has not been put to productive use”. Thus they may only re c over a fraction of their plot,
while the rest is divided between several people who use it for other purp o s e s.3 0 Those on the land see
t h e m s e l ves as the ow n e rs, because “the gove rnment gave it to us, so we have a right to it”. Howeve r, Kpékp a
Justin contests this: “we abided by SAT M AC I ’s rules when it was here, but now it’s gone we’ll … go back to our
traditional system”. He claims that the objective of the PFR reg i s t r ation is that “e a ch person (volunteer…) should
get land from their lineage group: land from the Zahia lineage group should go to people from Zahia, land from
Z og b oguhé should go to people from Zog b oguhé, and people from Dapéguhé should get out. We Zog b oguhé don’t
h ave any other land…” .

A fu rther cause for tension is the fact that the brother or son of the person fa rming a plot may only inherit it if
their father wo rked on his own land befo re it was assigned to SAT M AC I .

Table 9. Access to land for those interv i ewed in Zahia and Bodiba

‘ G i f t’ Fa m i ly pro p e rt y P u rch a s e d I n h e r i t e d Not ap p l i c ab l e To t a l

Z a h i a 7 2 6 42 1 3 1 2 1 0 0
B o d i b a 2 7 1 2 3 0 1 3 1 8 1 0 0

To t a l 3 4 3 8 7 2 2 6 3 0 2 0 0
% 1 7 1 9 3 6 1 3 1 5 1 0 0

Table 9 shows that while gifts are more common in Bodiba than in Zahia, most of those interv i ewed ga i n e d
access to land by buying it. Fo restland is mainly bought by incomers. Of those surveyed, 85% said that they
owned land and thus enjoyed all rights over it: 36% of these ‘landow n e rs’ had bought their land, 13% inherited
it, 17% we re given it, and 19% fa rm it because it is part of their fa m i ly estat e. In fact, according to curre n t
c u s t o m a ry land law in Zahia and Bodiba, they mere ly hold rights of use and enjoy usufruct. Only indige n o u s
people who inherited or we re given their land may claim to be landow n e rs, because they hold all rights ove r
their land. Thus, ow n e rship must be understood in a customary rather than a legal sense. It is also useful to
distinguish between plantation ow n e rs and landow n e rs, as anyone can own a plantation, while the underly i n g
ow n e rship of land is only possible for certain indiv i d u a l s, families or lineage gro u p s.
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DY NAMICS OF LAND TENURE PRAC T I C E S

I m p o rtance of D i ffe rent Types of C o n t r a c t
In both village s, rental and b u s a n a re the dominant institutional arr a n gements or means by wh i ch those
without their own land can start fa rm i n g, although only 11% of i n t e rv i ewees from Zahia and 17% from Bodiba
admitted to using b u s a n or b u g n a n. Within this gro u p, 14 said that they decide on how wo rk is organised, 9
rep o rted that decisions are taken by the landow n e r, and 3 told us that they are agreed by both landowner and
tenant. In re a l i t y, about 90% of i n fo rmants rent land for food cro p s, and about 80% practice b u s a n.

With this arr a n gement, the landowner provides land and the fa rmer decides wh i ch inputs and products will be
used on it. If a plantation is already pro d u c t ive, he also provides the wo rk fo rc e. Tenant fa rm e rs in Bodiba may
s t ate their intention to grow food, while those in Zahia can identify the food crops they wish to grow. Each cro p
is subject to nego t i ation, and when the contract is drawn up the tenant must specify wh at he intends to grow
and ke ep to the agreement, as unauthorised crops will either be re m oved or the entire harvest ap p ro p r i ated by
the landlord. A Baoulé from Zahia rep o rted that this often causes problems: “I …told my patron… I was going to
gr ow ya m s, but actually grew chilli, aubergine and okra…too, because that’s wh at we put in our yam fi e l d s. I wa s
re a l ly surprised when he got annoyed about it and dug them all up because I wa s n’t just gr owing ya m s”. 

With t r o u kat l a n, the landowner provides the land and decides how the crops will be divided. He buys all the
n e c e s s a ry inputs (seeds, sap l i n g s, fe rt i l i s e r, etc.) and equipment, and hires additional lab o u re rs as re q u i re d .
Tenants engaged in mixed fa rming are responsible for the pro d u c e, equipment and lab o u re rs. In this type of
contract, both parties may share costs, but the tenant is always responsible for preparing the soil and
maintaining the plot. Plantations are divided equally once the trees are estab l i s h e d .

Although the landowner is supposed to info rm the tenant of a ny prohibitions associated with the agre e m e n t ,
the issue of wh at is not permissible is often tacitly ignored during nego t i ations over the contract. Unwa ry or
u n i n fo rmed tenants may later discover to their cost how fa r- re a ching sanctions can be, as they cover a wide
r a n ge of social m o re s as well as conditions re l ated to fa rm i n g. These may cover payments in cash and ki n d
t h roughout the re l at i o n s h i p, and various gr a d ations of the financial and social rep e rcussions of stealing or
f i g h t i n g.

A d h e rence to the terms of the contract depends on the existing re l ationship between the two part i e s, with a
number of i n t e rv i ewees rep o rting that the other party was a longstanding friend or a re l at ive. Kinship is not
n e c e s s a r i ly biological: among migrants it is often social, with the same ge o gr aphical origin constituting a ‘fa m i ly’
link. These re l ationships minimise the risks of c o n flict and anti-social behav i o u r, and are used by pro s p e c t ive
tenants to find out about the landow n e r. Tenants will also seek to find someone close to the owner to act as
m e d i ator and guarantor for the transaction.

Recent Developments in Contractual Practices 
Since the 1990s, the increasing scarcity of land in both Bodiba and Zahia, and the emergence of a new
ge n e r ation amongst the indigenous population who feel no obligation to respect the arr a n gements made by
their parents have led many to question previous gifts or sales of land to migr a n t s. Howeve r, our analysis of
local land tenu re practices indicates that terms such as ‘purch a s e’, ‘sale’ and ‘gift’ are not ap p ro p r i ate in this
c o n t ext. As the director of the PFR observed, “b a re ly 2% of land comes under modern law: 98% of it is reg u l at e d
by customary law”. Thus, sales agreed in the past may in fact be seen as open-ended loans, although
e s t ablishing an incomer on a piece of land does not ex p l i c i t ly give the landowner the right to re claim that land.
The PFR soon recognised the need for customary law to be off i c i a l ly re c o g n i s e d .

One ‘tenant’ told us that since it is rights of use that ch a n ge hands rather than ow n e rs h i p, those with land to
g ive out see purchases as long-term loans or rental, with the underlying rights to the land remaining with them,
as illustrated by their role as t u t e u r or pat ron of the ‘tenant’. This attitude may also be explained by fa c t o rs such
as the crisis in the plantation economy, increasing xenophobia towa rds migrants and modern land law, wh i ch
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re a ff i rms the rights of I vorians over fo reign migr a n t s. In the Zahia area, the presence of the PFR has also
re a c t iv ated latent tensions, with indigenous village rs using the PFR land surveys to strengthen their barga i n i n g
position with incomers. 

As land is incre a s i n gly rented out or used for share c ro p p i n g, a number of ch a n ges have been observed in land
t e nu re arr a n gements: 
- I n c o m e rs are themselves employing more and more young local people as monthly or daily lab o u re rs, or as

s h a re c ro p p e rs (b u s a n) .
- Young women now wo rk as b u s a n in share c ro p p e rs rice fields.
- Many Burki n abé and Baoulé planters rent land to the Gban for food cro p s.
- Fa l l ow land is rented for food cro p s.
- Families have started renting out their we t l a n d s, while retaining a small portion for individual use.

In the mid-1980s, in response to the combined effects of d ro u g h t - re l ated bushfire s, the national economic crisis
caused by the slump in ex p o rt crops and growing unemployment, people started contesting previous contracts and
sought to repossess land wh i ch had been allocated to others. The situation was ex a c e r b ated in the 1990s wh e n ,
after the introduction of a mu l t i - p a rty system, certain politicians accused incomers of monopolising cultiv able land
and excluding the indigenous population from its own fa rm l a n d s. It was convenient to ignore the role played by
Houphouët Boigny’s famous pro cl a m ation that “land belongs to the person who cultivates it”, wh i ch had draw n
waves of i m m i grants into fo rest areas suitable for coffee or cocoa production. The indigenous population took
some comfo rt from the easy passage through the National Assembly of L aw 98-750 of 23 December 1998, on ru r a l
land tenu re, stipulating that incomers may not own land and can only lease land from the Stat e. 

This new leg i s l ation was re i n fo rced by incre a s i n gly assert ive moves to ke ep land under indigenous control. In the
past, land assigned to incomers could be passed on to their heirs, but in Zahia, this is now only possible if t h e
incomer introduces his successor to his t u t e u r, while in Bodiba, local village rs decided on the eve of t h e
December 1999 coup d’ é t at t h at if a Burki n abé incomer died or went home, his plantation would reve rt to his
t u t e u r. Problems fre q u e n t ly arise because the ch i l d ren of i n c o m e rs born in Côte d’ I vo i re, wh e re their parents have
settled, claim the same rights as ch i l d ren of i n d i genous village rs, but are still seen as incomers by local people.

Fo rm e rly, a woman could only inherit land from her father if she had no bro t h e rs. Nowa d ay s, she can hold land
g iven by her father during his life t i m e, even if she has bro t h e rs. Land sold by the parents of an individual may
be bought back or repossessed, as in the case of a fo rmer soldier who re t u rned to Bodiba and bought back land
t h at his parents had sold to a Baoulé. Young people are incre a s i n gly preoccupied with repossessing land fa rm e d
by incomers. 

The one instance of i n c o m e rs’ potential rights being increased rather than eroded arises from the increase in the
number of land sales, as purch a s e rs now enjoy full rights of u s e, including that of h a rvesting and felling palm
t re e s, although the trees remain the pro p e rty of the assignor.

The conditions of the b u s a n contract have ch a n ged as the arr a n gement is incre a s i n gly used for perennial cro p s.
I n i t i a l ly, landow n e rs paid incomers for wo rking on plantations by giving them the right to cre ate their ow n
p l a n t ation on part of the land, but this is mu ch less common now. Land is rare ly given to incomers, who mu s t
p ay to use it, although they are permitted to ke ep a third of the pro d u c e. Landow n e rs may sell land that they
had originally intended to fa rm through a b u s a n agreement. We we re also told that the Burki n abé use various
s t r at egies to try and conve rt b u s a n a rr a n gements into sales, varying them according to whether the landow n e r
is indigenous or an incomer:

S. Y., a young Bété from Zahia told us that at the beginning of the busan contract, the Burki n abé wo rk hard to
“i m p ress their landlord. But when they clear the field, [they]… deliberat e ly leave out a pat ch of a dozen or so cocoa
or coffee plants…and this area gr a d u a l ly turns into scrub… The busan acts as though he is devoted to his boss, but
as production drops the landowner starts thinking the field isn’t viable…and then, when he needs money, the
busan c a s u a l ly off e rs to buy the unv i able plantat i o n”. Once he owns it, he sorts it all out, “in cluding the bits he’d
n eglected…and the plantation becomes so productive it’s unre c og n i s abl e”. A young Gban from Bodiba, J. ,
o b s e rved that indigenous people think the Burki n abé are mag i c i a n s. “I f you sold a Burkinabé a rock he could
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gr ow coffee or cocoa on it”, although S. Y. had a more prosaic ex p l a n ation for their success: “i n d i genous people
a lways fall for it because they’ re lazy, and don’t like working on their plantat i o n s. Th ey’d rather be the employe r,
because it’s got higher stat u s”. Having a b u s a n or lab o u rer wo rking for you shows that yo u ’re ‘someone’, and is an
i n d i c ator of social standing. 

When the Burki n abé first came to Zahia they wo rked as b u s a n for the Baoulé as well as for indigenous village rs.
Then they became landow n e rs themselve s, and organised a steady supply of B u rki n abé labour that they
channelled into their own fields. As the Baoulé became incre a s i n gly short of l ab o u r, “tenants only cl e a red part of
their field and the rest reve rted to scrub (f a l l ow). Now, one of the implicit rules of the busan arr a n gement is that
plots that become fallow reve rt to the ow n e r, so when the owner is told that some of his assigned land has become
f a l l ow, he says he’ll take it back. Then the Burkinabé …offer to buy it for a re a l ly good price, and …give it to
someone in their community who hasn’t got any land because they’ re new to the are a” (S. Y. ) .

C o m b i n ations of d i ffe rent contracts

Our re s e a rch revealed that a single plot may be subject to various agre e m e n t s, such as fixed term loans, b u s a n,
m o rt gage, etc. Individuals also use several arr a n gements to manage diffe rent pieces of land: fa rming some
p l o t s, renting out others and pledging other plots; or owning land and fa rming other plots through b u s a n.
I n c o m e rs wo rking as b u s a n on plantations may assign their rights to another fa m i ly member, although if t h ey
do so their tuteur will still hold them responsible for the plantation. Table 10 (see pages 26-27) shows the
d i ffe rent combinations of a rr a n gement used in the study sites.

Contracts such as b u s a n, b u g n o n and t r o u kat l a n p rovide a motiv ated wo rk fo rce and nu m e rous fringe benefits
for landow n e rs who are short of l ab o u r. The system also permits landless individuals to gain access to land, plus
the possibility of acquiring stro n ger claims to land and the opportunity to grow all types of c ro p. It is not
u nusual for an individual to be invo l ved in several b u s a n a rr a n ge m e n t s, wh i ch give those without their ow n
cocoa plantation the chance to gain income from the cro p. The tenant aims to build a re l ationship with his
e m p l oyer in order to secure the use of a landholding, using the free labour provided by his ch i l d ren to ‘help’ the
l a n d ow n e r.

In west-central Côte d’ I vo i re, incomers secure their livelihood by planting tre e s, while in Bonoua, they have used
rental and b u g n o n to gain control of c o m m e rcial pineapple fa rm s, while the indigenous Abouré confine
t h e m s e l ves to perennial crops like coffe e, cocoa, hevea and oil palm. There are few new rental contracts in this
a rea, as they are incre a s i n gly ch a l l e n ged by the indigenous population amid claims that too many incomers
h ave grown rich growing pineap p l e s.

Socio-political contex t

Until 1982, the two main stakeholder groups invo l ved in land tenu re arr a n gements we re landow n i n g
i n d i genous elders and non-indigenous lab o u re rs or fa rm hands. In the mid-1980s, the implementation of
n ational policies aimed at promoting food crops and encouraging unemployed youth to re t u rn to the land also
d rew other gro u p s, such as women and young people, into the market for land. Many re t u rnees found that
t h e re was little cultiv able land av a i l able in their village, and attempted to rectify this by challenging the
a rr a n gements made by their pare n t s. As pre s s u re mounted, officials and politicians joined the drive to rep o s s e s s
land and give it back to indigenous people by contesting contracts with incomers, who constituted the large s t
group of ‘ l a n d h o l d e rs’ and fa rm e rs in the reg i o n .

A s s o c i ations and officials rep resenting certain rural areas we re among the first to pro claim their ‘indige n o u s
I vo r i a n’ identity and, pursue their claims to land given growing willingness to provide official recognition of
c u s t o m a ry practices. An unpro mu l gated decree issued on 20 May 1955, recognising customary rights, pro m p t e d
the indigenous inhabitants of fo rested areas to re a ff i rm their rights with rega rd to incomers. As Bonnecase
rep o rted (2000: 52):

“ c u s t o m a ry rights thus off e red an ideological fo u n d ation in the defence of i n d i genous interests against incomers ’
claims to land. In 1954, in the southeast, Agni dignitaries drafted a ‘land tenu re code for the kingdom of S a nw i ’
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requiring all non-indigenous farm e rs to pay the customary landowner an annual fee equivalent to one fifth of t h e
h a rve s t .31 This code was endorsed by the Te rritorial Assembly in 1958.32 In the west-central region, in the Bouaflé
district, the Gouro we re invo l ved in a similar process, drafting a code in 1956 that accepted the principle of t h e
‘ s a l e’ o f land to incomers, provided they gave the customary owner a third of the harvest each ye a r, without a
fi xed term being set for this pay m e n t .3 3 The fo l l owing ye a r, the Gouro established another code in Gag n o a ,
underlining the concept of a ‘ge nuine owner’, as opposed to a farm e r, who has no right of ow n e rs h i p, even if h e
c u l t ivates the land for several decades”.34

H oweve r, on 20 March 1963, short ly after Indep e n d e n c e, the Ivorian parliament voted in a new law ‘ab o l i s h i n g ’
c u s t o m a ry rights. This cl e a rly stated that all unreg i s t e red lands not in pro d u c t ive use we re part of the nat i o n a l
h e r i t age, and we re the legal pro p e rty of the Stat e. The indigenous population took exc eption to this, cl a i m i n g
t h at the new code favo u red incomers, and the situation wo rsened when President Houphouët Boigny
announced that “land belongs to the person who cultivates it”. In order to increase its share of the rural vote and
boost the national economy through cocoa production and ex p o rt s, the gove rnment promoted dual nat i o n a l i t y,
ch a n ged the rural code to encourage migrants to make pro d u c t ive use of land and supported them aga i n s t
i n d i genous landow n e rs. Large tracts of land we re assigned to incomers as indigenous landow n e rs settled them
on the outer edges of v i l l age terr i t o ry in an attempt to consolidate their position and prevent neighbouring
l i n e age groups or villages from encro a ching upon their lands.

In 1990 the opposition press seized on President Boigny’s decision to call on Ouattara Alassane to become
Prime Minister. Its focus on the lat t e r ’s Burki n abé roots fo re s h a d owed wh at was to come in the battle fo r
B o i g ny’s successor. After his death in 1993, fo rmer Pa rl i a m e n t a ry President Konan Bédié beat Alassane to the
p re s i d e n cy after a campaign denigr ating him and accusing him of wanting to rob ‘Ivorians’ of their nat i o n a l
h e r i t age. Two ye a rs lat e r, President Bédié unveiled the concept of I vorian-ness in a keynote speech at the PDCI
c o nvention on 26 August 1995, revamping a nationalist ideology sep a r ating the population into three camps:
‘ t rue Ivorians’, who we re of ‘ a n c i e n t’ ‘Ivorian stock’; ‘false Ivorians’ who had come by their ‘adopted’ nat i o n a l i t y
t h rough ‘circ u m s t a n c e’; and incomers, who had seve re ly restricted rights. The political arena was sudd e n ly fu l l
o f p h i l o s o p h e rs expounding wh at it meant to be Ivorian, and as political debate focused on ethnic or reg i o n a l
i s s u e s, incomers became the scap ego ats for all manner of p ro b l e m s.

In the context of land tenu re, people ‘sudd e n ly’ became awa re that there we re too many incomers on land
belonging to ‘true Ivorians’. A new land tenu re code drawn up in December 1998 stipulated that incomers may
not own land, a priv i l ege re s e rved for “the Stat e, public bodies and Ivorian nat i o n a l s”. Howeve r, as one sous-
p r é fet noted, “it will be difficult to ap p ly this law, as it will have to be implemented parallel to the electoral code
on Ivo r i a n - n e s s … The law says that Ivorians have rights of ow n e rs h i p, but wh at about the rights of i n c o m e rs wh o
h ave become Ivorian through circumstance? Will they have the same rights as people whose families have been in
Côte d’ I vo i re for centuries?”

As the presidential, municipal and leg i s l at ive elections drew near, conflicts over land fl a red up between the
i n d i genous population and incomers in the fo rested area. After the military coup in December 1999, Ivo r i a n s
found a new way of classifying themselves: they we re either ‘and’, ‘or’ or ‘neither’. The first group incl u d e d
those whose mother a n d father we re Ivorian; the second, those whose mother o r father we re Ivorian; and the
t h i rd, incomers who had n e i t h e r I vorian father nor Ivorian mother. Solidarity between immigrants grew with
the re s u rgence of claims to indigenous identity and growing discrimination against incomers, such as the
announcement by indigenous Bété in Zahia that in fu t u re, plantations assigned to Burki n abé who died or we n t

31 Marguerite Dupire, “Indigenous and non-indigenous planters in lower eastern Côte d’Ivoire”, in I vo ry Studies, VIII, Abidjan,
National Ministry of Education, 1960, p.217.
32 APB, Minister of Finance, Economic Affairs, Planning and General Administration, Regional Study of Bouaké, 1962-1964.
Po p u l ating the Re p u blic of Côte d’ I vo i re, 1965, study by P. Etienne, p.71.
33 ASPO, general meeting of the Gouro in Bouaflé, C u s t o m a ry Charter compiled by Georges Abitbol, deputy administrator for
French overseas territories (6 September 1956).
34 ASPO ministry of the interior, “Letter from the ch i e f a d m i n i s t r ator of Fre n ch ove rseas territories to the minister of the interior 
(8 November 1957). A government council was set up in 1957, chaired by the chief administrator of French overseas territories, who
replaced the lieutenant -governor.
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Table 10. Traditional transactions and new arr a n gements used in Zahia and Bodiba
Tr a n s a c t i o n

1. Gift to an in-
d i ge n o u s
p e rs o n

2. Conditional
gift to migr a n t s

3. Busan or
b u g n o n

4. Mort gage or
p l e d ge. Two
fo rm s, accord i n g
to whether or not
the loan is rep a i d
at the end

D u r at i o n

D e f i n i t ive, pro-
vided the re c i p i e n t
respects the social
n o rms of t h e
d o n o r ’s lineage
group or fa m i ly 

I n d e t e rm i n at e

One ye a r, re-
n ewab l e

U s u a l ly 2 or 3
ye a rs

Type of
re s o u rc e

All types

Fo rest for plan-
t ation deve l o p-
m e n t

M o s t ly planta-
t i o n s

C o ffe e, cocoa
and cotton
p l a n t at i o n s

Rights confe rre d

E n j oyment, transfer of
e n j oyment rights, and
right to grow all pere n-
nial cro p s

E n j oyment, transfer of
e n j oyment rights, and
right to grow all pere n-
nial cro p s

H a rvest is shared (the
fa rmer re c e ives be-
t ween one third and
one half), as is the cost
o f i n p u t s, harve s t i n g
and transport 

All rights are temporar-
i ly transfe rred to the
t a ke r, exc ept the right
to dispose of palm nu t s
and wine

Re m a rks

Respects norm s,
social ru l e s, tab o o s
and pro h i b i t i o n s.

- This type of agre e-
ment between indige-
nous landow n e rs and
m i grants has become
r a re since the eco-
nomic crisis in the
1 9 8 0 s.
- Symbolic gifts ex-
pected from migr a n t
to pat ro n .
- The migrant mu s t
respect the pro h i b i-
t i o n s, habits and cus-
toms of the land give r.
- Land may be re-
claimed, but this type
o f a rr a n gement is
often conve rted into a
sale when the planta-
tions are pro d u c t ive. 

I f the owner support s
the fa rm e r, he is ex-
pected to prov i d e
extra services as we l l
as wo rking in the
p l a n t ation, and mu s t
spend one day a we e k
wo rking on the
ow n e r ’s food cro p s. He
m ay harvest any pro-
duce for his own con-
sumption, but is not
p e rmitted to sell it.

Dynamics and cur-
rent deve l o p m e n t s

Still exists betwe e n
m e m b e rs of t h e
same indige n o u s
fa m i ly

I n c re a s i n gly rare
b e t ween indige-
nous people and
m i gr a n t s

- No longer excl u-
s ive to incomers

- Incre a s i n gly used
on fields wh e re
food crops are
grown (rice)

In Zahia, the
debtor is ex p e c t e d
to rep ay the loan
b e fo re re c ove r i n g
the plantation at
the end of t h e
agreed period;
while in Bodiba,
he recoups his
p l a n t ation without
rep aying the loan
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Table 10 continu e d

5. Rental of l a n d
by indige n o u s
people to mi-
gr a n t s

6. Rege n e r at i n g
an old plantat i o n
by migrants and
i n d i ge n o u s
p e o p l e

7. Sales/pur-
chases: usually
b e t ween indige-
nous landow n e rs
and migr a n t s, oc-
c a s i o n a l ly be-
t ween migr a n t s

8. Surveillance or
g u a rdianship of
land betwe e n
kin, mainly
among indige-
nous people

9. Seasonal loan
( d o n d o n l i )

10. Long-term
loan (s i n ga n l i)
b e t ween indige-
nous landow n e rs
and migr a n t s

11. Tr o u kat l a n

S i n gle grow i n g
cycl e, with
option to
re n ew contract

3 ye a rs or more

I n d e t e rm i n at e
for the ve n d o r,
although the
p u rchaser sees
it as a perm a-
nent transfe r

Limited (until
the beneficia-
ries or ow n e r
re c over it)

S h o rt - t e rm ,
u s u a l ly limited
to one pro d u c-
tion cycl e

I n d e t e rm i n at e ;
d u r ation not
specified at the
s t a rt of t h e
agre e m e n t

a) Straightfo r-
wa rd associa-
tion of
t e m p o r a ry
c rops over 1 or
2 cycl e s

b) Cleared land
s h a red for an
u n s p e c i f i e d
p e r i o d

Applies to land
used for fo o d
or annual cro p s

P l a n t ation or
fa l l ow

All types of re-
s o u rc e s, but
m a i n ly land fo r
p e rennial crops 

All land, part i c-
u l a rly planta-
t i o n s

Fa l l ow and
wetlands fo r
food cro p s

Fa l l ow

Land for 
p l a n t at i o n

Land for 
p l a n t at i o n

E n j oyment, rights of
u s e, no plantations or
l o n g - t e rm inve s t m e n t s
a l l owe d

E n j oyment, rights of
u s e, no plantations or
l o n g - t e rm inve s t m e n t s
a l l owe d

All rights exc ept the
right to sell to a third
p a rty without perm i s-
sion from the initial
ow n e r

Rights of use and
s h a red income fro m
p l a n t ations; no fixe d
rules 

E n j oyment, no planta-
tions or long-term in-
vestments are allowe d

E n j oyment, in principle
no plantations or long-
t e rm investments are
p e rmitted, but in prac-
tice is conve rted into
p l a n t at i o n

N owa d ays this
a rr a n gement is often
c ove red by a written
c o n t r a c t .

Written transactions 

- Still used, based on
t rust between ow n e r
and beneficiary.

- Replaced in most
cases by re n t a l .

Replaced by re n t a l
and 2 fo rms of
t ro u katlan as de-
scribed below.

The recipient cl e a rs
and maintains the
whole plot and grow s
his own rice or fo o d
c ro p s, while the
owner plants his ow n
cocoa or coffe e.

The recipient plants
p e rennial cro p s, and
the plantation is
s h a red equally be-
t ween him and the
l a n d ow n e r.

Upholds social
clauses in land
t e nu re arr a n ge-
m e n t s

The purchaser is
o b l i ged to make
regular gifts to the
initial ow n e r

Upholds social
cl a u s e s

Ra re

No longer used

Tr a n s a c t i o n D u r at i o n Type of
re s o u rc e

Rights confe rre d Dynamics and cur-
rent deve l o p m e n t s

Re m a rks



b a ck to Burkina Faso would reve rt to their t u t e u r. This ove rt u rned the previous rule that incomers could re t a i n
fa rming rights by introducing their successor or beneficiary to him.

Most conflict or tension between indigenous people and incomers in the west-central region arises over land
ow n e rs h i p, and one might there fo re assume that the increasing fre q u e n cy of t e m p o r a ry rental contracts should
reduce tension, since within such contracts the underlying land rights are not subject to contest. Howeve r, re c e n t
c o n flicts in the zone of Bonoua show that even these contracts may bring tension in an env i ronment hostile to
i n c o m e rs. In this south-eastern zone, wh e re rental is the practice most commonly used and sought by incomers,
t h ey have been fo r b i dden to fa rm land on their own account since Ja nu a ry 2001: now they can neither rent nor
b o rrow it. The rep o rt from a youth meeting held in Bonoua noted that “no land may be assigned to an incoming
c o m mu n i t y, for any kind of a c t iv i t y. Owners of s u ch property will be fined 500,000F CFA, and the tenant will have
to stop farming it”. Incomers are thus restricted to wo rking as lab o u re rs for indigenous landow n e rs, and not
p e rmitted to earn more than their indigenous neighbours. 
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C ON F L I C T S, INSECURITY AND STAKEHOLDER STRAT E G I E S
The pre s s u re on land and political tensions that started building in the 1980s came to a head in violent cl a s h e s
t h at swept the country at the end of the 1990s. In 1998, several people died in a conflict over land tenu re that
e rupted between indigenous Guéré fa rm e rs and Baoulé incomers in Fe n go l o, a village in the s o u s - p r é f e c t u re o f
D u é koué in we s t e rn Côte d’ I vo i re. In September 1999, over 20,000 Burki n abé we re chased out of we s t e rn Côte
d’ I vo i re, and the situation deteriorated after the military coup in December that ye a r. On 28 August 2000, ab o u t
1,500 people, 1,100 of whom we re Burki n abé and 300 Baoulé, we re fo rced to leave the village of Trahé, some
40 km from Grand Béréby. The daily new s p aper Le Jour35 ran a rep o rt on the “bloody confro n t ations betwe e n
the Guéré and Burki n abé” caused by conflicting land tenu re claims between indigenous people and incomers,
and conflicts also fl a red between families and villages like Osrou and Agninmangbo, wh i ch clashed in May 2000
over a single plot of l a n d .

This final section analyses disputes and tensions over land, wh i ch mainly invo l ve the rights of ow n e rship at
s t a ke in sale contracts, inheritance and gifts. Contracts allocating derived rights cause re l at ive ly few confl i c t s.

Causes of C o n flict in Zahia
The five principal types of dispute over land tenu re in Zahia usually arise over rental, gifts, sales and inheritance.

Fa i l u re by the recipient to comply with the terms of the contract

A rre a rs in pay m e n t
The purchaser rare ly settles the agreed sum outright, but makes a down payment covering the ve n d o r ’s short -
t e rm cash needs, and pays the balance as a lump sum or over several harve s t s. If the balance or a cert a i n
p o rtion of it is not paid, the vendor has several options. He may assign the land to another purch a s e r, fa rm it
h i m s e l f, or complain to the purch a s e r ’s extended fa m i ly and the customary or administrat ive authorities,
demanding immediate payment and withdrawing the land if it is not fo rt h c o m i n g.

Fa i l u re to respect social obl i gations 
This type of d i s agreement centres on the fa i l u re to respect the social obligations inherent in land tenu re
agre e m e n t s, such as the purchaser ‘taking care’ of his t u t e u r. The additional services he is expected to prov i d e
d e t e rmine the validity of the contract, fu t u re opportunities for transactions for both the fa rmer and his ‘fa m i ly’ ,
and social harm o ny. Although they are theore t i c a l ly vo l u n t a ry, these services become virt u a l ly obligat o ry for the
fa rmer who has not settled his account in full. The purchaser is obliged to provide help wh e n ever his t u t e u r
needs it, wh i ch may invo l ve giving some of the harvest, providing free labour for certain tasks such as splitting
cocoa pods, or feeding lab o u re rs hired by his t u t e u r for weeding or harve s t i n g. Fa i l u re to fulfil these obligat i o n s
m ay result in the purchaser being excluded in favour of a diffe rent fa rmer or, if n ego t i ations break dow n
e n t i re ly, by the t u t e u r h i m s e l f.

Most tension over derived rights to land arises because the t u t e u r stops getting little presents and other ‘help’
f rom the fa rm e r, who is seen as having become ‘ungr at e ful’ and ‘disre s p e c t ful’; or because the fa rmer feels that
the t u t e u r is abusing his position, and there fo re he stops helping him. 

I n d i genous people told us that while the Dioula and Mossi are open to nego t i ation, the Baoulé are mu ch less
a m e n ab l e, part i c u l a rly those in Zahia, who bro ke all the rules gove rning social obligations by ke eping a tally of
eve rything they gave their t u t e u r and trying to use it to offset wh at they owed him. Such disputes ove r
outstanding debts are settled by the arbitrating authorities, wh i ch issue a document stating that the debt has
been settled when the fa rmer pays the outstanding balance. In principle, this marks the end of the social
re l ationship between the t u t e u r and his ‘son’, the fa rm e r, who then assumes that he holds ‘ow n e rship’ rights
over the land. In re a l i t y, social mores dictate that it continues mu ch as befo re, because, as an elderly Baoulé
f rom Bodiba observed, “you don’t get angry with your fat h e r”. In terms of rights to tenu re, the document neither
clarifies nor confirms the existence of a contract.
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Fa i l u re to respect plot boundaries 
Rental and fixed loans may be contested if the tenant ignores the agreed boundaries, and arr a n ge m e n t s, such
as t r o u kat l a n based on subdividing the plot, also cause disputes when the boundaries within cultiv ated land are
not re s p e c t e d .

Fa i l u re to gr ow crops specified in the contract
I f the assignee plants crops other than those specified in the contract, the landowner may dig up the plot or
h a rvest the offending crop himself. Rental contracts are part i c u l a rly prone to this kind of d i s p u t e.

C h a n ge in the status of the land
In this case, village land was requested for the SAT M ACI project, stripped of c u s t o m a ry rights and placed at the
disposal of S AT M ACI, wh i ch earm a rked it for its employe e s. When the project failed and withdrew, the Stat e
could no longer lay claim to the land, so the original ow n e rs chased the occupants off it and re - ap p ro p r i at e d
their plots.

Fa i l u re to comply with the agreed method of sharing produce or income from its sale
This type of dispute invo l ves b u s a n, b u g n o n and t r o u kat l a n based on interc ropped land. It arises when a tuteur
accuses the fa rmer of hiding or only declaring part of the harve s t .

A l l o c ating land to another without the know l e d ge of the indigenous ow n e r :
Another cause of contention is the assignment by the recipient of all or part of his plot to a third part y, without
telling his mentor or vendor that he has done so.

I l l egal sales 

C o n flicts also arise between indiv i d u a l s, fa m i l i e s, lineage groups or villages when an indigenous landowner sells
the same plot to several people at the same time or sells or rents out land that does not belong to him, his fa m i ly
or his lineage gro u p. Young adults sometimes sell land belonging to their parents or another third part y, usually
to incomers who don’t know who the land belongs to. The most common reason for doing this, part i c u l a rly
among re t u rnees to their home village, is to earn money to emigr ate to Europe or America. When this type of
transaction is exposed, the lineage gro u p, fa m i ly or individual that sold the land must re i m b u rse the wro n ge d
p u rch a s e r. In Zahia and Bodiba, some disputes of this kind go to court and the guilty party is sent to prison.

Challenging inheritance

Young adults
I n d i genous inheritors may contest the amount of land left to them by their pare n t s, ask incomers to hand back part
o f the area allocated to them, buy back part of the land that is not being used pro d u c t ive ly, or thre aten to rep o s s e s s
land, whether or not it is being fa rmed. Disputes also arise when beneficiaries come of age or re t u rn from migr at i o n
and claim that the person looking after the land (who may be the uncle or brother of the deceased) has take n
a dv a n t age of them or abused his position; or when the guardian re fuses to re t u rn all or part of the land he is meant
to be looking after. In Zahia, the PFR land surveys caused occasional disputes between heirs by revealing boundaries
or measurements that we re not common know l e d ge among members of the fa m i ly, lineage group or village.

I n c o m e rs
When an incomer wants to transfer his land ‘assets’ through inheritance, he must info rm his t u t e u r o f h i s
intentions and introduce him to the intended beneficiary, as the fo rmer will want to maintain his influence ove r
the new tenant. If p resented with a fait accompli, the t u t e u r m ay repossess his assets and dispose of them as he
w i s h e s. This can cause acrimonious disputes, wh i ch have to be taken to the village or lineage ch i e f, or even the
s o u s - p r é f e c t u re or court s.

Contested boundaries

T h e re are many disputes over land and boundaries in Zahia, arising within indigenous and within incomer
c o m mu n i t i e s, between indigenous people and incomers, and sometimes within families and between village s. If
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t h ey cannot be settled within the village, such disputes are taken to the administrat ive authorities, wh e re they
a re settled by gove rnment officials who may originate from the village or have some kind of link with one of t h e
p a rt i e s.

One such conflict occurred in Zahia between the Zogboguhé lineage group and the village of Loboguiguia. The
Zogboguhé felt that the Loboguiguia had taken some of their land, and the matter was taken to members of t h e
l i n e age gro u p, then the Zahia village ch i e f and other lineage ch i e f s, and finally the s o u s - p r é f e c t u re in Daloa.
H oweve r, it has not been re s o l ved. The land ch i e f o f the Zogboguhé lineage group gave the fo l l owing account of
this ep i s o d e :

“When I went to see the s o u s - p r é fet, he put together a delegation of influential people from various other
v i l l age s … t h at he had chosen to settle land tenu re issues in the region… Th ey spent one night in Loboguiguia, the nex t
in Zahia, and then made an appointment to meet each party in the disputed area so they could assess the situat i o n .
When it got dark they went off and never came back, so I went to the s o u s - p r é fe c t u re again. This time, the s o u s - p r é fe t
h i m s e l f went with his deputy… a farmer in the fo rest… and the secre t a ry general of the sous-préfecture … Th ey we n t
to the disputed area with me and the village ch i e f from Loboguiguia, and promised to make the previous delegat i o n
come back and tell us the outcome of the assessment. Th at was the last we ever saw of t h e m” .

Non-compliance with the terms of the contract by the landowner or a
member of his fa m i ly 
The most common reason for a person who has given land to another, or a member of his fa m i ly to break or
contest the terms of a contract is the aff i rm ation by indigenous groups that they are ‘true Ivorians’ with firs t
claim on their national land heritage. The Burki n abé used to be seen as the most socially - i n t egr ated incomers,
but are now discriminated against on the grounds that “t h ey don’t want to work for us any more. Now they’ve go t
eve ry t h i n g, they don’t give a damn about anyone…so they should get out. We’ve had enough…indigenous people
h ave been let down right across the board. We’ re fighting for surv iva l” (an indigenous Guéré in Goya, in the sub-
p re fe c t u re of Bloléquin, as rep o rted in Le Jour n° 1854: 3).

N o n - i n d i genous Ivorians are also seen as incomers, and the Bété in Zahia maintain that people cannot have two
v i l l age terr i t o r i e s, one in their region of origin and another in Bété country. This assertion was endorsed in a
s p e e ch by the Minister of D e fence and Civil Protection on his visit to we s t e rn Côte d’ I vo i re: “land belongs to its
owner and not to the person cultivating it, so an Ouläi from Bloléquin cannot be a landowner in place of a Dago in
L a kota. Rights of ow n e rship are conferred by customary law” (Le Jour n° 1854: 3).

Since the late 1980s, re t u rnees to villages have been contesting sales made by their parents without their
k n ow l e d ge, although they continue to use the social clauses in these contracts as an excuse to demand ‘a little
something’ from the incomers fa rming the land. And while the older ge n e r ation ack n ow l e d ge the fact that such
unauthorised sales have increased pre s s u re on land, they continue to look for buye rs.

Causes of C o n flict in Bodiba
A c c o rding to the s o u s - p r é f e t in Oumé, the Gban, who we re the first to occupy the region, lost almost 50% of t h e i r
land by giving or selling it to fo reign migr a n t s. In the 1950s, local politicians encouraged people to assign land,
and over time disputes over tenu re became common as incomers grew rich fa rming the land that had been
ceded to them by the indigenous populat i o n .

The causes of c o n flict are many and varied, as can be seen from the list below :
• Fa i l u re to respect boundaries.
• Theft of a plot after its assignment by an indigenous landow n e r.
• Unauthorised settlement of a fa rmer on land.
• Re claiming ow n e rs h i p, as when a Gban wants to redeem a plot given to an incomer. This type of claim is also

made by young people wanting to repossess land sold or given by their pare n t s.
• Women seeking recognition of their rights to land. This causes about 10% of complaints made to the s o u s -

p r é f e c t u re in Oumé, wh i ch are often made by beneficiaries who have been denied their rights by the
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c u s t o m a ry tradition that ‘no woman is in the right’. The s o u s - p r é f e t u s u a l ly decides in their favour if t h ey have a
c a s e, citing the 1964 law of succession. The three examples below illustrate the type of dispute he has to
re s o l ve.

Case 1
A married woman inherited land from her fat h e r, wh i ch was commandeered by his nep h ews: 
“She was the dead man’s only daughter, and her cousins ap p r o p r i ated all the land for a good 10 ye a rs, without any
rega rd for the poor woman… We argued for about two hours befo re one of them admitted he was actually the
dead man’s nephew, not his real son; so he’s not a legal benefi c i a ry … When the truth came out, I told the wo m a n
to take her land, and gave her a paper re c o rding the verbal re p o rt on the ruling. Then her cousin said she had to
p ay him 2 million F CFA for having farmed the plantation, but when I told him to come and see me so we could
work out wh at he’d earned over 10 ye a rs he ran off and hasn’t been seen since” .

Case 2
A woman has young ch i l d ren whose inheritance has been ap p ro p r i ated by her dead husband’s adult ch i l d re n
f rom another marr i age :
“This woman was complaining on behalf o f her ch i l d ren, because her dead husband’s older offspring…had take n
mu ch of the land. I told them they we re n’t the only sons, and went to see how many hectares their father had left
and divided it by the number of ch i l d ren. The woman manages the land now, and will pass it on to her ch i l d re n
when they gr ow up” .

Case 3
A woman inherited land from her husband, wh i ch was then taken by his bro t h e rs: 
“ We asked them to give it back to her because she had ch i l d ren; if s h e’d been childless we would have split the
p l a n t ation…and given 60% to her and 40% to the deceased’s family. But the woman should get eve rything wh e t h e r
or not she has ch i l d ren from this marr i age, because a husband usually wo r ks with his wife, and if he dies she
should keep the land”. 

The s o u s - p r é f e t explained that there are few conflicts over derived rights such as busan, “because people alway s
s o rt it out with their t u t e u r. Someone coming to the region wanting a plantation isn’t going to issue his tuteur w i t h
a summons if things go wrong; he’ll grin and bear it, because if all goes well he’ll be given some land to settle on
after 4 or 5 ye a rs”. 

He also told us that most conflicts over wetlands invo l ve the Baoulé. “When they fi rst came they took the upland
a re a s, wh i ch are good for coffee and cocoa, and didn’t want the we t l a n d s. Th ey do now they’ve got nowh e re left to
gr ow food crops, but the Gban wo n’t have it because they say they gave the Baoulé ‘fi rm ground, not wetlands’. Th e
Gban are complaining because they want the Baoulé to bring them something at harvest time and ack n ow l e d ge
t h at the land belongs to them… When the Baoulé came to see me, they lied and said they’d been given wetlands at
the same time as the fi rm ground, but the truth came out…and they ack n ow l e d ged that they wanted to take ove r
…the land.” 

These disputes often arise when contracts are re n ego t i ated, and in such cases, the loan or gift is transfo rm e d
into a rental agre e m e n t .

In May 2001, in an attempt to ease tensions between rural communities and ‘cl a r i f y’ the situation, the Minister
o f D e fence and Civil Protection in the new FPI gove rnment stated that land belongs to its owner and not the
p e rson fa rming it. Most disputes or conflicts over land tenu re concern the ap p ro p r i ation of land, while derive d
rights rare ly cause conflict as they are reg u l a rly re n ego t i ated, and are there fo re more secure. The major risk that
b u g n o n, b u s a n and tenant fa rm e rs have to guard against is being denied access to the land they cultiv ate befo re
the end of the contract. Although this has happened in Bonoua, wh e re incomers can no longer rent land, the
social clauses and arr a n gements between landowner and fa rmer usually help prevent antagonism over land
f rom becoming too bitter or widespread. Other practices used to secure rights, such as the use of witnesses or
written recognition of r i g h t s, also contribute to the prevention and settlement of d i s p u t e s.
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Modes of Re c o u rse and Arbitrat i o n
Disputes over land tenu re cut across various social gro u p s, and arise between members of the same lineage
group or fa m i ly as well as between incomers and indigenous people. In our re s e a rch, 13% of those interv i ewe d
admitted to recent invo l vement in disagreements or disputes that had been re s o l ved. As there are seve r a l
dimensions to disputes over land tenu re they are eligible for diffe rent kinds of a r b i t r ation, depending on the
type of contract and the identity of the pro t ago n i s t s. The official hierarchy of a r b i t r ation is shown below.
H oweve r, it is not recognised by the customary authorities, wh i ch believe that the re l ationship betwe e n
a r b i t r ation pro c e d u res is based on complementarity and not on a rigid chain of a u t h o r i t y.

M ag i s t r at e s o u s - p r é f e t canton ch i e f v i l l age ch i e f l i n e age ch i e f

The various possibilities for re c o u rse have cre ated a ve ry complex situation in wh i ch contacts play a key ro l e, so
one person may go to the village ch i e f while their opponent heads for the s o u s - p r é f e t. Institutions also compete
with each other to demonstrate their effe c t iveness and there by legitimise their authority; political parties and
their rep re s e n t at ives want to prove their mettle, while the ge n d a rmerie or police may also act as interm e d i a r i e s
to prevent a case going to court. 

When the s o u s - p r é f e t cannot settle a dispute, he advises an amicable settlement befo re the village ch i e f, or
failing that, sends the pro t agonists to the mag i s t r at e. In Oumé, a minor case may last for 2 or 3 ye a rs, so local
people pre fer to avoid the expense and settle disputes at the s o u s - p r é f e c t u re. The village ch i e f f rom Donsohou
said he pre fe rred this option: “I send cases straight to the… sous-préfet because he is my superior in the hierarchy,
and we can keep it in the family. People may get sent to prison if t h ey go the ge n d a rm e r i e, and the case will have to
go to court” .

P ro c e d u res for rulings or arbitration vary according to the local power stru c t u re, and social netwo rks play an
i m p o rtant role in determining the outcome of a dispute. In Zahia, ‘Monsieur le député’ and his yo u n ger bro t h e r,
the village ch i e f, are key playe rs in pro c e d u res for validating land tenu re contracts and settling disputes, while in
Bodiba, the village ch i e f has less authority than the more ch a r i s m atic head of the PDCI committee. The
m e chanisms for reg u l ating land tenu re wo rk well as long as the s o u s - p r é f e t and the village ch i e f or local
d i g n i t a ry ‘re s p e c t’ each other – i.e. are on the same side, but in a system favouring those with we l l - p l a c e d
c o n t a c t s, it is not uncommon for past rulings to be contested after ch a n ges in the fo rtunes of a part i c u l a r
politician or part y.

Fo rm a l i s ation of Contracts and Arr a n gements Arising fro m
D e r ived Rights
The fo rm a l i s ation of contracts is a response to, and an attempt to re d re s s, lack of security over land. In the past,
all contracts we re oral, but as land insecurity intensified, incomers started ‘securing’ their rights by pro c u r i n g
p ap e rs describing and validating the contract. One Gban told us, “our ancestors didn’t write down their contracts,
but nowa d ays we use pap e rs to ack n ow l e d ge a debt. Th ey have to be signed in front of the village ch i e f, and no
contract is valid unless it is written and has been witnessed by him”. The process of fo rmalising contracts by
committing them to paper in front of witnesses mainly invo l ves the sale and purchase of land, rental and
p l e d g i n g. N. O. from Bodiba explained, “when you buy a plantation and it becomes productive, you register it by
getting pap e rs from the agricultural extension agents in Oumé. When you want to do this, you tell yo u r tuteur a n d
you go there toge t h e r. You pay for his food and transport, and give the agricultural extension agents about 30,000F
C FA for the pap e r. Then when they come and measure your fi e l d3 6 you have to be hospitable and give them
something to eat and drink. I think these pap e rs give ‘unlimited’ s e c u r i t y, because if you die they will cover yo u r
f a m i ly and ch i l d re n”. The paper established by the land register is considered to be an ‘ow n e rship title’ for the
l a n d ow n e r, although it has no legal value.
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D o c u m e n t ation and its importance in local practices

In both study sites arr a n gements are ratified by various documents, ranging from ‘chits’ to agre e m e n t s.3 7

Rega rded as ‘identity pap e rs’ for plots and fa rm s, these are the two most common documents in Zahia, ap a rt
f rom the accre d i t ation or plantation cert i f i c ates issued by SADR, the age n cy for the national domain and ru r a l
a ffa i rs.

Chits are used to re c o rd all monies paid in the course of a land tenu re arr a n gement, and are signed when the
rental contract, pledge, purchase or sale is agreed. For sales and purch a s e s, the amount paid at each transaction
is re c o rded. Agreements are only established at the time of s a l e s, and are signed when the outstanding balance
has been paid. They are validated by witnesses and one or more competent authority.

In Bodiba, local people use the generic terms ‘p ap i e r’ and ‘re ç u’ for all written documents pertaining to sales,
rental and pledge s. Some s o u s - p r é f e t s, part i c u l a rly in Daloa, have encouraged info rmal pro c e d u res for securing
t r a n s a c t i o n s, and will settle disputes in favour of p ro t agonists who can produce a written document to back up
their claims despite their lack of l egal stat u s.

Documents are systemat i c a l ly used for sales, purchases or pledges of land or plantat i o n s, and although the
practice is re l at ive ly recent in both study sites, re c o rds of rental contracts for land and wetlands became more
w i d e s p read in the 1990s. The earliest documents we re issued in 1950 in Zahia, and 1968 in Bodiba. Yo u n g
i n d i genous re t u rnees and incomers, who tend to accumu l ate pap e rs, are most like ly to fo rmalise their land
rights in writing. We counted twenty documents in Bodiba and twe n t y - f ive in Zahia, although it should be noted
t h at this was only wh at people we re prep a red to show us. During the survey in Bodiba, some incomers thought
their pap e rs would be taken away if rights we re re n ego t i ated, and there fo re claimed that they had no pap e rs, or
t h at they we re being looked after by someone who was unav a i l ab l e. We heard of four incomers from Zahia and
t wo from Bodiba who had had land withdrawn from them.

D i ffe rent types of document and their content

Most of the diffe rent contracts described below are drawn up locally, while others are issued by the s o u s - p r é f e t
or a priv ate off i c e. None mention the social obligations or services unre l ated to land tenu re re q u i red for the
smooth operation of the arr a n ge m e n t .

U nva l i d ated contracts between individuals 
These hand- or typewritten pap e rs re c o rd the price of the sale, rental or pledge. As they are often drawn up by
i n d ividuals who have re c e ived little or no education, many contain mistakes and omissions, and we came acro s s
one in Bodiba that was undated, failed to specify the amount of land or method of p ayment invo l ved, did not
i n d i c ate whether there we re any witnesses to the transaction, and did not specify that the transaction being
documented was a sale until the fifth line. 

Contracts between individuals va l i d ated by one or more authority
C u s t o m a ry authority. In Zahia, the village ch i e f v a l i d ates agreements or sale agreements by signing and
stamping them, noting the name of the village, the function of the signat o ry and his post box in Daloa. This
type of document is no longer used in Bodiba.

A d m i n i s t r at ive or political authorities. Some sale cert i f i c ates and guarantee cert i f i c ates are signed befo re
witnesses and certified by the s o u s - p r é f e t. A cert i f i c ate of agreement signed at the s o u s - p r é f e c t u re in Daloa will
not necessarily include the name of the signat o ry. Diffe rent agreements or fo rmalised sale agreements are also
v a l i d ated at the sous-préfe c t u re. When Côte d’ I vo i re was a singl e - p a rty stat e, some general secretaries and MPs
in the PDCI from Daloa signed cert i f i c ates and sale agre e m e n t s.
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P l a n t ation cert i f i c ates and plot survey s. Although these documents have no legal value, people ke ep them to
use as pro o f o f the link between themselves and the disputed field in the event of a disagreement. An age n t
f rom the Society for Rural Development (SDR) told us the pro c e d u re for getting a plot surveyed: “the farm e r
writes to the SDR care of t h e s o u s - p r é fet, and then gets his neighbours on the plot to agree to get tracks cl e a red. A
d ate is set for a visit to the site and the neighbours are invited to come along, although we’ve found that they only
come if t h e re are problems between them or disagreements over the tracks. If t h ey don’t turn up we assume that
eve rything is OK with the plot” .

Because the PFR plot surveys we re ex t e n s ive ly cove red by the media and heav i ly promoted locally, people saw
them as a kind of guarantee of r i g h t s. The verbal rep o rt (PV) noted by the PFR is signed by the person assigning
land to another, fa rm e rs on neighbouring plots and the ‘tenant’, and the presence and signat u re of t h e
l a n d owner gives the document considerable leg i t i m a cy. Howeve r, the PFR does not cover land fa rmed under
c o n t r a c t s.

Verbal rep o rts on the settlement of land tenu re disputes. These documents describe the history of t h e
dispute and the judgement handed down, occasionally give advice to the pro t ago n i s t s. They cover sales, gifts,
inheritance and some pledges and are signed at the sub-pre fe c t u re or befo re the court s.

L evel of security provided by documentat i o n

D o c u m e n t ation is used in both the state system and in local practices for securing land cl a i m s. The state system,
wh i ch developed from the new rural land tenu re code, has been called into question by both the indige n o u s
p o p u l ation and political and legal off i c i a l s, who have been quick to note that, as it stands, the land tenu re code
cannot be used to settle disputes because it stipulates that ow n e rship can only be established by a land tenu re
c e rt i f i c ate that is not yet av a i l ab l e. As the diffe rent stru c t u res cre ated by legal enfo rcement ord e rs and the
o fficials responsible for land rights surveys have yet to be put in place, “the law is inap p l i c abl e, because nobody
has held land tenu re cert i fi c ates since the promu l gation of the code in 1998” (Le Jour, 27 June 2001, n∞ 1887: 2).

M a ny tenant fa rm e rs and people acquiring land or plantations register transactions several times in an at t e m p t
to ensure security of t e nu re. With access to several ave nues of re c o u rs e, their best bet is to accumu l ate as mu ch
d o c u m e n t ation as possible in the hope that they will have the pap e rs to obtain a favo u r able judgement should
t h ey get invo l ved in a dispute.
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C ON C LU S I ON
The arr a n gements and institutional practices used in both study areas have evo l ved in response to the nat i o n a l
political situation, agricultural policy and land tenu re re fo rm s, as individuals and stakeholder pre s s u re gro u p s
rep resenting both incomers and the indigenous population fight to retain their rights, wh i ch are subject to
p e rmanent re n ego t i ation. 

Fl exibility is the key to surv ival, and to succeed, systems must adapt to altered circ u m s t a n c e s. During this
re s e a rch, we noted ch a n ges in the re l at ive importance of d i ffe rent fo rms of access to land and lab o u r. New
agreements and practices have emerged in response to socio-political deve l o p m e n t s, while old rules and
existing agreements are applied to new situations and picked up by new gro u p s. For ex a m p l e, b u s a n a n d
b u g n o n a re no longer the excl u s ive pre s e rve of male incomers seeking to fa rm plantat i o n s, but are used by
women and traders wanting to grow food cro p s, and indigenous people trying to cope with the short age of
c u l t iv able land.

This type of s e c o n d a ry access to land no longer applies solely to perennial cro p s, but has been adapted to cove r
n ew fa rming systems, and the terms of the arr a n gement have evo l ved so that the produce from b u s a n o r
b u g n o n is shared out according to the quality of the soil, labour re q u i re m e n t s, provision of i n p u t s, etc. The
system for dividing produce may also be reve rsed, with two - t h i rds or half going to the tenant fa rm e r, and a third
to the person providing the land.

Attaining security in the midst of ch a n ge is no easy mat t e r, and as land tenu re rights are constantly re n ego t i at e d
at gr a s s roots level, stake h o l d e rs also have to contend with moves by the Sate to fo rmalise the reg u l ation of
rental agreements and rights of ow n e rship prev i o u s ly acquired through customary pro c e d u res by non-Ivo r i a n s.
C l e a rly, the land issue will continue to play a ve ry important role in local and national politics in Côte d’ I vo i re fo r
a long time to come.
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