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Summary

From large land acquisitions that displace communities without due compensation, to the
encroachment of mining on indigenous lands, to the brunt of climate change and natural
disasters, to everyday land and property deprivation by kin or state, women are typically more
harshly impacted by land tenure insecurity due to discriminatory laws and lingering social bias.

Learn more about common challenges concerning Land & Gender.

Introduction

To achieve the Sustainable Development Goals and promote gender-equitable land tenure,
discriminatory laws, institutions, and customary practices need to be addressed.

From large land acquisitions that displace communities without due compensation, to the
encroachment of mining on indigenous lands, to the brunt of climate change and natural
disasters, to everyday land and property deprivation by kin or state, women are typically more
harshly impacted by land tenure insecurity due to discriminatory laws and lingering social bias.

For millions of rural women their nexus to the land – their lifeline, home, livelihood, and social
security – often teeters on the strength of their relationship to their father, husband, brother or
son. In many contexts, they lack direct, unmediated rights to the land. They face layers of
discrimination in both the law and in practice, fueled by their gender, race, ethnicity, affiliation,
orientation, age, or social status.

Research affirms that secure land rights can be transformational[2] for women, their families,
and communities. The Global Agenda for Sustainable Development[3] spotlights land as a
critical driver, and regional efforts reflect growing political support for women’s land rights. Broad
coalitions of NGOs and civil society rally around regional and global calls. The Deliver for Good
campaign[4] spotlights women’s land rights as critical to a holistic gender-responsive
implementation of the sustainable development agenda. A recently launched Africa Land Policy
Initiative campaign calls for 30 percent of documented land in women’s name individually or
jointly[5].



Numbers

According to UN Women, women make up on average less than 20 percent of the world’s
landholders[8].

Yet there is no global or consistent national data on the true scope of women’s land rights.
Efforts to quantify women’s land ownership is often criticized because no clear, universal
definition of land “ownership” for women exists, and women (and men) can access and use land
under a broad range of legal and customary land tenure arrangements. Based on evidence
across multiple measures of land ownership, women do own less land and have less secure
rights over land than men[9], but there is no systematically collected data[10] on women’s land
rights or access to land.

Governments’ high-level commitment to land rights reflected in the Sustainable Development
Goals could potentially revolutionize data collection on women’s rights to land. Goal 1 on ending
poverty stands to generate comprehensive, systemic evidence of both state-documented land
rights and women’s (and men’s) perceptions of the security of their land tenure (to be captured
by Goal 1’s Indicator 1.4.2)[11].

The hundreds of millions of women who depend on land for their livelihood, survival, and
housing stand to benefit immensely if laws, policies, and programs become better informed by
such evidence, on local, national, and global level.

Laws and Practice

Under formal law[12], women have equal property rights in 115 countries and equal inheritance
rights in 93 countries. However, the 2012 Social Institutions and Gender Index of the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development found that in 79 countries where
women have equal rights to own and access land in formal law, discriminatory practices curtail
such rights in practice[13]. Even where land access is legally enshrined, women are often
relegated to smaller, lesser quality plots, lack access to requisite agricultural extensions
services, and face lingering gender bias and discrimination within families and communities and
by officials implementing land reform schemes[14].



Community & Collective Land Rights

Women are particularly and adversely impacted when community and indigenous peoples’
collective land rights are disregarded. Despite a history of customary use and ownership of over
50 percent of the world’s land area, ownership and control by the world’s Indigenous People and
local communities – up to 2.5 billion women and men – is only legally recognized for a fifth of
the land that is rightfully theirs[15]. Rapidly expanding land and natural resources-based
investments and development projects often lead to the displacement of Indigenous People and
local communities, with women adversely and disproportionately affected[16],due in part to their
unequal participation in shaping community governance and national policies.

As governments increasingly seek to recognize communities’ land rights, the definition of
communities and of community membership and rights continue to reflect a gender bias. In
many settings, women are seen as “transient” members of the community, expected to “marry
out” of their birth communities. These women often lose their natal community rights upon
marriage, without being fully accepted as members of their marital communities. Communities
with polygamous arrangements further complicate and dilute women’s land rights.

Land Governance & Decision Making

Women’s participation and leadership in rural councils responsible for major land-related
decisions, including allocations and investments, remains the exception. Women rarely head or
chair rural councils[17] in Bangladesh (0.2 percent) and Cambodia (7 percent). In Tanzania,
where progressive laws mandate at least 25 percent council-level participation by women but do
not require a gender quorum, women continue to be absent, silent or marginalized in
discussions about major decisions affecting the entire community, including the fate of their
livelihood. A 2016 World Resources Institute study of Tanzania, Mozambique and the
Philippines concluded that “women’s lower rates of literacy, limited mobility, and care
responsibilities can also present barriers to the exercise of their rights[18].”

Climate Change & Natural Resources

As the bulk of the world’s poor and those who most rely on land and natural resources for their
livelihood, women are hardest hit by climate change[19].Research shows that women in the
regions of the world most affected by climate change—Africa and South Asia—bear the brunt of
increased natural disasters, displacement, unpredictable rain fall, decreased food production,
and increased hunger and poverty. Even well-intentioned government and private conservation
or carbon markets efforts can result in devastating results for women who depend on forests or
natural resources for their livelihood and survival but lack recognized rights to them.



Emerging evidence suggests that when women hold secure rights to land, efforts to tackle
climate change are more successful[20],and responsibilities and benefits associated with
climate change response programs are more equitably distributed. Conversely, without effective
legal control over the land they farm or the proceeds of their labor, women often lack the
incentive, security, opportunity, or authority to make decisions about ways to conserve the land
and to ensure its long-term productivity. Nonetheless, overemphasis on women as chief
stewards of the environment has been criticized for over-whelming women’s already heavy,
disproportionate caretaking load, whether of the home, or of the planet.

Empowerment Effect

Research demonstrates links between strengthening women’s rights to land and productive
assets and women’s increased participation in household decision making. Women’s land rights
are generally considered secure if they are defined clearly and for a known duration; socially
and legally legitimate and recognized; unaffected by changes in social status that would not
affect men’s tenure security (such as dissolution of marriage by divorce or death), enforceable
and directly exercisable without an additional layer of approval that applies only to women.

Secure land rights for women contribute to powerful continued ripple effects[21], including:

● Greater status and bargaining -power in the household and the community[22, 23]
● Better nutrition and food security for women and their families[24]
● Higher earning and individual savings[25]
● Improved access to micro-credit and formal loans[26]
● Greater food and harvest productivity[27]
● Decreased vulnerability to contracting HIV and better ability to manage it[28]
● Potential reduction in domestic violence[29]
● Improved family health[30]
● Educational gains for children, including for girls[31]
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