
Pilot Land Tenure Registration in Rwanda 
Evidence of initial impacts 
 

Land scarcity, rapid population growth, 

and social unrest have contributed to 

high levels of tenure insecurity in 

Rwanda. Tenure security in the country 

has also been undermined by an 

outdated land administration system and 

frequent use of eminent domain by the 

state in both urban and rural areas. 

Security of tenure is vitally important 

because land is the principal asset for 

most households in Rwanda. To address 

this problem, comprehensive policy 

reform, through the Organic Law No. 

08/2005 of 14/07/2005 Determining the 

Use and Management of Land in 

Rwanda (the "Organic Land Law", OLL), 

was undertaken and a national program 

of land tenure regularization (LTR) was 

introduced. Based on a well-defined field 

process (see box 1), LTR involves field- 

adjudication and registration of land 

rights. 

Following field testing, pilot 

implementation of land tenure 

regularization was undertaken from 

March to December of 2007 in one cell 

for each of the country’s provinces 

(except Southern) as well as Kigali, 

covering 3,513 households with some 

15,000 parcels. While the participatory 

process is both innovative and state of 

the art, no empirical evidence so far 

existed to document whether it is applied 

in an inclusive way, its economic impact, 

and what challenges may need to be 

addressed to make it more effective. To 

provide such evidence, a survey of 3560 

households, equally distributed over the 

trial land tenure regularization cells, was 

undertaken in April and May of 2010; 

about two and a half years after the pilot 

was completed.  

To provide quick feedback to policy-

makers and other stakeholders, this note 

summarizes initial descriptive results.  

DATA AND IDENTIFICATION 

STRATEGY 

To construct a valid control group, 

households close to the boundary of pilot 

cells were sampled. Land tenure 

regularization parcel maps were used to 

sample inside the pilot cells. High 

resolution satellite imagery was used to 

establish a frame for the controls. Table 1 

describes the distribution of sampled 

households. Descriptive statistics (not 

reported) suggest that households in 

treatment and control areas are similar in 

terms of basic observable characteristics 

such as age, household composition and 

marriage structure. 

ABSTRACT 

A survey of some 3,500 households in and adjacent to land tenure regularization 

(LTR) pilot cells was undertaken some 2.5 years after completion of the LTR pilot. The 

results of the survey provide evidence on the fairness and gender inclusiveness of the 

regularization process, households’ knowledge of the law, and initial investment 

impacts. A large majority of those asked perceived the process as very fair and 

transparent. It was, however, more thorough and inclusive in rural than in urban areas, 

where more than 11 percent of certificates could not be issued because of a pending 

conflict. Despite the short time elapsed since registration, land-attached investment 

(and maintenance of existing structures) is significantly higher in the treatment area 

compared to the control area. A high frequency of land transfers suggests an urgent 

need to complement LTR with mechanisms to register transactions on an ongoing 

basis to ensure sustainability of benefits. We can, however, reject the hypothesis that 

these transfers are distress sales or disproportionately involve female land holders. 

Introducing mechanisms to improve awareness of legal knowledge will also help 

achieve the full potential of the program in a sustainable manner. 
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PROGRAM IMPLEMENTATION 

A major concern with programs of land 

registration is that, without proper 

sensitization, powerful or well-informed 

individuals may effectively deprive 

disadvantaged groups, including women, 

of their rights. To prevent this kind of elite 

capture, wide information campaigns are 

conducted and participation in field 

processes is required. The data in Table 

2 suggest that the dissemination of 

information was more effective in rural 

than in urban areas; in the former 87 

percent of households participated in 

public land tenure regularization 

meetings, while only 54 percent did so in 

urban areas. Female headed households 

participated slightly less than male 

headed households. These patterns can 

also be observed in the intensity of 

participation—households attended on 

average about 4 meetings in rural areas 

and 2 in urban areas.   

Patterns of perception and fairness also 

show significant urban-rural differences.  

In rural areas the LTR process was 

perceived as very transparent by 93 

percent of households and as very fair by 

87 percent as compared to urban areas 

where 76 percent of households thought 

it was very transparent and 71 percent 

thought it was fair. The male/female 

headed difference was only statistically 

significant in urban areas, where 69 

percent of female headed households 

thought it was very transparent and 64 

percent thought it was fair compared to 

corresponding figures for male headed 

households of 79 and 75 percent, 

respectively.   

Plot level data point to a well-designed 

process of demarcation and registration 

that managed to demarcate and register 

more than 90 percent of parcels (Table 

3). With 75 percent of owners present at 

  

BOX 1:  

PROCEDURES FOR LAND TENURE REGULARIZATION IN RWANDA 

(SAGASHYA AND ENGLISH 2010)  

1. Notification of areas for an LTR program 

2. Local information dissemination through public meetings and awareness 

raising, with a particular focus on informing women and other vulnerable 

groups about the process 

3. Appointment and training of local citizens to serve on Land Committees 

responsible for adjudication and recording claimant details (50% women 

required) and as para-surveyors to mark boundaries on aerial images of the 

LTR area 

4. Demarcation of land, marking of boundaries on a photographic image of the 

area in a participatory process 

5. Recording of personal details for claimants (owners) as well as persons of 

interest, followed by issuance of a claims receipt, recording of objections and 

corrections where needed 

6. Publication of adjudication record and compilation of a parcel index map 

7. Objections and corrections period to finalize the record and disputant lists 

8. Mediation period for disputes 

9. Registration and titling, preparation and issuance of title documents 

 

Table 1: Distribution of Sampled Households by Program Participation   

Province District Sector Cell Number of households 

    Treatment  Control  
(adjacent cells) 

West Karongi Ruganda Biguhu 126 162 

North Musanze Rwaza Kabushinge 569 613 

Kigali City Gasabo Gatsata Nyamugali 482 540 

East Kirehe Mubama Mwoga 446 622 

Total number of households    1623 1937 

 

Table 2: Household level program participation        

 Rural Urban 

 
All Male 

Headed 
Female 
Headed 

 All Male 
Headed 

Female 
Headed  

Attended public 
meetings on LTR 

0.87 0.88 0.83 * 0.54 0.55 0.51  

Number of LTR 
meetings attended 

3.85 3.92 3.51 * 2.38 2.40 2.33  

The LTR process was 
very transparent 

0.93 0.94 0.91  0.76 0.79 0.69 ** 

The LTR process was 
very fair 

0.87 0.87 0.86  0.71 0.75 0.64 ** 

Number of households 978 783 195  472 324 148   

Source: Own computation from 2010 World Bank Land Tenure Regularization Survey 

*** significant at 1%; ** significant at 5%; * significant at 10%      
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While sensitization appears to have 

helped improve program implementation, 

it seems to have made a more limited 

contribution to general knowledge of the 

law, at least in rural areas, noting the fact 

that the program has not directly aimed 

to improve legal knowledge of 

participants. As table 4 illustrates, in a 

number of cases, respondents in the 

control group were more knowledgeable 

than those in treated cells. In urban 

areas, the pattern is reversed, with the 

treatment group showing higher 

knowledge than the control group. This 

may be due to the fact that dissemination 

materials were developed on an ongoing 

basis and partly in response to the 

experience from the pilot cells and that 

mass media were used more intensively 

in this case.  

Land registration is likely to affect 

bargaining power within the household. 

Many programs elsewhere have been in 

fact accused of reducing women’s 

welfare by registering land in the name 

of the husband only. To avoid this, 

Rwanda’s approach combines education 

with procedural safeguards during 

processing. To assess the effectiveness 

of these measures, intentions for 

registration in control areas are 

compared with actual registration in 

treatment areas for households under 

community of property marriage regime. 

demarcation and 83 percent at 

registration in urban areas, processes 

were significantly less participatory 

than in rural areas with 94 percent 

and 96 percent. More than two years 

after demarcation, a certificate had 

been issued for 89 percent of rural 

parcels but only 55 percent in urban 

areas. There seem to be three 

general reasons for this: (i) 

administrative delays (56 percent of 

registered plots without a certificate  

in urban and 38 percent in rural), (ii) 

unresolved disputes (25 percent in 

both rural and urban) and issues 

relating to wetlands (7 percent); and 

(iii) failure of owners to pick up their 

certificates. With active land markets, 

non-issuance of certificates implies a 

high risk of certificates becoming out 

of date. More detailed examination of 

 

Table 3: Program Participation at the Parcel Level 

  Total Rural Urban 

Head present at the time of demarcation 0.91 0.94 0.75 

Head present at the time of registration 0.94 0.96 0.83 

If registered, parcel has a certificate 0.84 0.89 0.55 

No certificate yet due to unresolved dispute 0.25 0.25 0.25 

No certificate yet due to being located in wetland 0.07 0.11 0.02 

Certificate issued, but not yet picked up 0.16 0.19 0.12 

Certificate is not yet ready 0.46 0.38 0.56 

Other reason 0.06 0.08 0.04 

Number of parcels 3651 3043 608 

Source: Own computation from 2010 World Bank Land Tenure Regularization Survey 

 

 

Table 4: Knowledge of the Organic Land Law by Program Participation Status 

  Rural Sample Urban Sample 

  All T C   All T C   

Gender and inheritance         

Wife’s written consent required to lease land  0.95 0.94 0.95  0.94 0.93 0.94  

Surviving spouse will get land in case of death 0.72 0.69 0.74 *** 0.66 0.70 0.63 ** 

Equal division between sons and daughters  0.91 0.91 0.91  0.87 0.91 0.84 *** 

Expropriation         

Government can take land if fallow for 3 years 0.17 0.17 0.17  0.13 0.15 0.10 ** 

Approval of DLC required to expropriate land  0.21 0.19 0.22 * 0.25 0.23 0.26  

No relocation without compensation 0.61 0.55 0.64 *** 0.64 0.68 0.61 ** 

Number of households 2496 978 1518   972 472 500   

Source: Own computation from 2010 World Bank Land Tenure Regularization Survey 

*** significant at 1%; ** sig. at 5%; * sig. at 10%; T = treatment, C = control; DLC=District Land Commission 

 

the specific issues underlying non-issuance 

of certificates—especially for high rates of 

unresolved conflicts—will be warranted. An 

initial analysis of the data points to no clear 

differences across households who received 

certificates and those who did not. 

Fig. 1. Explaining the LTR process and mapping village land resources  

(photo credit: Clive English/LTR project) 
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because investment and associated 

productivity impacts can justify public 

investment in land tenure 

regularization, even though there 

has been little rigorous evidence of 

the effect of land title registration on 

investments. Indeed, although in 

Ethiopia low cost certification 

significantly increased the propensity 

to invest in soil and water 

conservation within a two year-

period (Deininger et al. 2008; 

Deininger et al. 2010); many have 

argued that investment effects will 

take decades to materialize. The 

data from 2010 suggest that such 

impacts may accrue much sooner.  

To the extent that it reduces the cost 

of transferring land, ownership 

registration can also increase the 

volume of market transactions, 

especially those involving strangers. 

Such markets tend to increase 

productivity if other markets work 

well and parties are informed about 

their rights and transfer terms. If 

markets or information are imperfect, 

distress sales with little or no positive 

impact on productivity but with 

potentially very undesirable 

consequences for poor people who 

lose their assets may be observed. 

Tabulating the frequency of land 

Table 5: Ownership Claimants under Community of Property Marriage Regime    

  Rural Sample Urban Sample 

  All T C   All T C   

Wife only  0.01 0.00 0.01 * 0.02 0.04 0.00 *** 

Husband only 0.04 0.05 0.04 * 0.04 0.04 0.05  

Husband and wife joint or with other 
members  

0.90 0.90 0.89  0.79 0.75 0.82 ** 

Wife jointly with other members 0.01 0.01 0.01 * 0.08 0.10 0.07  

Husband jointly with other members 0.03 0.03 0.03  0.04 0.04 0.04  

Other members of the household 0.01 0.01 0.02 *** 0.03 0.02 0.03  

Number of parcels 4181 1786 2395   607 274 333   

Source: Own computation from 2010 World Bank Land Tenure Regularization Survey 

*** significant at 1%; ** significant at 5%; * significant at 10%; T=treatment, C=control 

 

 

 

Results in table 5 suggest few differences. 

On average about 90 percent of plots in 

rural areas and 79 percent in urban areas 

with similar patterns are evident in terms of 

intended claimants in the control areas. 

One interesting aspect is a small but 

statistically significant difference in urban 

areas: households in the treatment areas 

are about 4 percent more likely to register 

land in the name of the wife only, and 

correspondingly less likely to register land 

jointly.   

For female headed households, 97 percent 

in rural areas are registered under the 

name of the female head or jointly with 

other members of the household. In urban 

areas, 93 percent are registered this way. 

The rest are registered under the name of 

other members of the household, but the 

data do not indicate whether these parcels 

belong exclusively to these members of 

the household. Further investigation of the 

data shows that women in 10 percent of 

rural and 12 percent of urban land owning 

households sampled from the treatment 

areas do not have any land registered 

under their name or jointly with their 

spouse or other members of the 

household. Apparently, in these 

households the land is registered under 

the name of the husband or jointly with 

other members of the household. Although 

the data do not allow us to identify the 

reasons for such an unintended outcome, 

the land registration process needs to give 

close attention to this matter.  

INITIAL IMPACTS  

A key expected benefit of land tenure 

regularization is that by providing 

higher levels of tenure security, 

households will have a greater 

incentive to make land-related 

investments that can help increase 

productivity. We compare shares of 

households in rural and urban areas 

who constructed new buildings or soil 

conservation structures or who 

undertook maintenance activities for 

the latter after regularization to test for 

this. Results, summarized in table 7, 

suggest a significantly higher 

propensity to invest in or maintain soil 

conservation structures in rural and 

urban treatment as compared to control 

areas. This is an important result 

Fig. 2. Field demarcation and adjudication in the presence of neighbors  

(photo credit: Clive English/LTR project) 

(photo credit: Clive English/LTR project) 
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Table 6: Impact of LTR on Land Related Investment and Credit (change between 2007 and 2009)  

 Rural Sample Urban Sample 

  All T C   All T C   

Investment         

Parcel has building structures in 2009 0.36 0.32 0.38 *** 0.77 0.80 0.76 * 

 Construction of new buildings since 2007
a 

0.07 0.07 0.07  0.04 0.04 0.05  

Soil and water conservation structures in 2009 0.86 0.88 0.84 *** 0.68 0.72 0.64 *** 

 New conservation measures since 2007
a 

0.07 0.11 0.05 *** 0.05 0.09 0.00 ** 

 Repair of conservation structures since 2007
a 

0.10 0.12 0.08 *** 0.09 0.06 0.11 * 

Market transactions and credit         

Parcel acquired in 2008 or thereafter 0.10 0.07 0.13 *** 0.10 0.09 0.12 * 

Parcel purchased in 2008 or thereafter 0.07 0.04 0.08 *** 0.09 0.07 0.10 * 

if yes, purchased from female  0.13 0.14 0.13  0.25 0.18 0.31  

Number of parcels 6907 2865 4042  1202 555 647   

Credit          

Change in access to Bank loans
a 

0.02 0.03 0.01 ** 0.03 0.02 0.03  

Number of households 2480 972 1508   969 470 499  

Source: Own computation from 2010 World Bank Land Tenure Regularization Survey 

*** significant at 1%; ** significant at 5%; * significant at 10%; T = treatment, C = control 
a 
These variables refer to first differences between the outcome indicators in 2007 and 2009. 

 

transactions in treatment and control 

areas is a straightforward way to check 

whether this may be an issue. The fact 

that the frequency of land sales is 

significantly higher in control areas than 

in treatment ones, as well as the fact 

that there are no more sales by females 

in the latter, suggests that distress 

sales are not an issue. To the 

contrary, while further study of the 

topic will be of interest to investigate 

potential productivity effects, the fact 

that land sales were more frequent in 

control than in treatment cells could 

suggest that regularization provides 

people with alternative means to 

smooth consumption. This 

interpretation could be supported by 

the small but statistically significant 

2007 to 2009 change in the share of 

households who received bank loans 

(0.03 percent in LTR areas versus 

0.01 percent in control areas). 

However, while it is significant, the 

small magnitude of the effect suggests 

that the main impact from LTR is 

unlikely to come through credit.  

 

SUSTAINABILITY OF LTR 

The program’s sustainability is critical. 

While considerations of cost effective-

ness are necessary, they need to be 

balanced with keeping records up-to-

date, which is essential for long term 

sustainability. This is an important 

lesson to be drawn from the 

experience in Ethiopia, where a failure 

to keep records up-to-date is 

becoming a serious challenge and is 

quickly undermining the reliability of 

Fig. 3. Registration and processing of claims receipt at the village level  

(Photo credit: Markus Goldstein) 
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the low cost registration system 

(Deininger et al. 2008). Data from the 

2010 Ethiopia survey show that there 

is a high level of land transactions in 

the sampled areas. Overall, about 10 

percent of the parcels were acquired 

since 2008, that is after the 

demarcation and registration process 

was completed in the treatment areas. 

This has implications for the time gap 

between registration and subsequent 

certification as well the need to put in 

place an efficient and robust registry 

maintenance system.  

Interestingly, the assertion that titling 

will lead to distress sales in poor 

countries is not observed in the trial 

areas. Although we have only demand 

side data, the number of parcels 

acquired through purchase is 

significantly lower in program areas 

than in adjacent cells that have not yet 

received the program. It also warrants 

noting that women are not negatively 

affected by distress sales, given that 

the share of women who sold their 

land is not significantly different 

between treatment and control groups. 

A more in depth analysis of the land 

market requires comprehensive data 

on both the demand and supply sides 

of the market. This type of analysis 

can help inform policy options for 

voluntarily encouraging land 

consolidation and thus reduce the high 

level of land fragmentation in Rwanda. 

In conclusion, the pilot land tenure 

regularization experience provides 

valuable insights into the complexities 

of the land tenure system and the 

issues to be confronted in Rwanda.  

Building on the success of the pilot 

LTR experience, the Government of 

Rwanda, with support from the UK 

Department for International 

Development (DFID) and other 

development partners, is implementing 

a national program for first time 

registration of all the estimated 7.9 

million land parcels in Rwanda. 

Although a number of technical and 

political challenges remain, the use of 

low-cost methods, a very participatory 

mode of implementation, and the level 

of interest that is evident among policy-

makers imply that this program has the 

potential to make a significant 

contribution to Rwanda’s development, 

as well as to inform the larger dialogue 

about land policy in Africa.  
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Fig. 4. Checking accuracy of parcel demarcations on the satellite-based parcel index map 

(Photo credit: Markus Goldstein) 


