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Preface to “Land Perspectives: People, Tenure,

Planning, Tools, Space, and Health”

Efficient land (including water and forest) administration practices and spatial enablement is

required to achieve numerous items of various global development agendas—e.g., related to land

degradation neutrality, New Urban Agenda, COP21, Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), and

COVID-19 or coronavirus pandemic challenges. Achieving these goals requires understanding how

land administration practices and spatial decisions can impact people, property tenure, and health or

wellbeing. Also helpful is creating a peaceful environment by eliminating social conflicts caused by

poor land administration practices. Hence, there is a need to probe natural resources administration

theories and tools. Good land administration and spatial enablement help improve people’s living

conditions in urban, peri-urban, and rural areas. They protect people’s land rights (including

individuals, communities, and the state) through good governance principles and practices. This

makes research concerning land administration practices and geographic (spatial) sciences—whether

in developed or developing countries—essential to developing tools or methods for securing natural

resource rights for people. In the time of COVID-19, understanding the land and health or wellbeing

nexus is also crucial for adequate living conditions for people in living urban, peri-urban, and rural

areas. This Special Issue comprises 15 articles (including the editorial) that present insights on

theories and practices on land administration and geographic (spatial) sciences in the context of the

land/water/forest–people–health–wellbeing nexus.

The urban-to-rural dimension of land studies is crucial because it embodies streams of

knowledge that support rural-urban co-governance and development. The focus of the Special Issue

is essential for understanding the influence of planning on people through its tools, space, tenure, and

health. It also provides a multi-faceted lens of these issues—from urban, peri-urban, and rural lenses.

These topical issues are covered at various scales (local, national, and global). The Special Issue

was curated to investigate three critical questions. First, it answers the question: What exactly do

people, tenure, planning, tools, space, and health imply? Second, it responds to the question: What

relationships do people, tenure, planning, tools, space, and health share? Third, it uses empirical

and literature evidence to present the land perspectives of these issues worldwide. We encourage

all interested individuals or groups—including academics and practitioners within the discipline of

land administration and geographic (spatial) sciences—to read the collection of articles in this book.

These articles represent the latest research from around the world.

We would like to express our sincere thanks to some of the agencies that provided both financial

and in-kind support that led to the success of this Special Issue. We would particularly like to express

our gratitude to the Major Program of National Social Science Foundation of China (19ZDA086), the

Hanns Seidel Foundation in Shadong, China, and the Global Land Tool Network at the UN-Habitat

in Nairobi, Kenya.

Uchendu Eugene Chigbu, Ruishan Chen, and Chao Ye

Editors
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and Health
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The global agendas on land and related issues (including agendas on land degradation
neutrality, New Urban Agenda, climate change, United Nations’ decades on ecosystem
restoration, and Sustainable Development Goals) are vulnerable to being neglected due
to the current global focus on eradicating the COVID-19 or coronavirus pandemic. The
actions needed to reposition these agendas on a realistic path to sustainability require an
understanding and the application of land perspectives in the various development policies
being implemented in different national and local contexts. Land perspectives entail the
potential ways (both differences and similarities)—geographies, situations, viewpoints,
and approaches—necessary for (re)engaging land issues as core factors of socioeconomic
and environmental developments. This is why the importance of people, tenure, planning,
tools, space, and health should be critical themes for investigation by scholars wherever
they may be around the world and in whatever discipline they may come from, hence the
relevance of this Special Issue.

This Special Issue (SI) of the journal Land is entitled Land Perspectives: People, Tenure,
Planning, Tools, Space, and Health. The focus of the SI is crucial for understanding
the influence of planning on people through its shapes tools, space, tenure and health.
Conceptualized from a land perspective, the SI provides a broad way of investigating land
management, land administration, land governance and policy issues. It also provides a
multi-faceted lens of these issues—from urban, peri-urban, and rural lenses. The urban-to-
rural dimension of land studies is crucial because it embodies streams of knowledge that
support rural–urban co-governance and development. The SI covers these topical issues
at various scales (local, national, and global). It was curated to investigate three critical
questions. First, it answers the question: What exactly do people, tenure, planning, tools,
space, and health imply? Second, it responds to the question: What relationships do people,
tenure, planning, tools, space, and health share? Third, it uses empirical and literature
evidence to present the land perspectives of these issues from all over the world. The first
question posed above can be answered by synthesizing all the articles published in this SI.

• People: Land and people have a relationship which is an eternal topic of geography
and many other disciplines. On the one hand, people live on and use land in all aspects
of their livelihood and existence on earth. On the other hand, land (the base of the
environmental system) requires human activities to enjoy various forms of ecosystem
services. Therefore, the people aspect of this SI recognizes that experts are interested in
administering, managing, or developing land resources because of people. Humans in
their various communities (people) are not just the actors in improving socioeconomic
living conditions. They are the reason or motivation for engaging in multiple aspects
of development (i.e., social, economic, and environmental development). Some articles
in this SI have considered research exploring land-and-people relations from spatial,
social, and geographical angles.

Land 2022, 11, 296. https://doi.org/10.3390/land11020296 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/land
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• Tenure: Land tenure stands at the heart of the development in rural and urban areas.
This is because owning, using, accessing privileges, and exercising land rights are cru-
cial dimensions of wealth creation. How people use and exercise rights over land has
a tremendous influence on the direction of their development. Land tenure (including
its associated property rights, historical, land-use, tenure security, institutions and
political dimensions) is necessary for grasping the how-to aspect of improving the
living conditions of people who own, use and exercise various rights on land. This SI
provides a platform for developing theoretical and practical knowledge on improving
tenure security by collating expert ideas and experiences from multiple scholars from
different parts of the world. The authors of articles in this SI have considered case
studies that unravel transferable experiences across the globe to ensure cross-regional
knowledge building.

• Planning: Planning and planners face a critical question under the ongoing COVID-
19 pandemic. How can modern urban planning improve the people’s wellbeing
and health. This requires that planners return planning to its health and wellbeing
roots. Answering this question places more responsibilities on the planning profession
and their role in the land and health nexus of resolving contemporary problems.
Some articles submitted to this SI considered planning issues beyond their traditional
boundaries and delved into all aspects of planning that connects to land, including
health matters.

• Tools: Land is not only the physical earth with its above-and-below resources. It serves
as a tool or a practical way to intervene in land administration problems. In devel-
oping country contexts, the need for practical tools that respond to country-specific
conditions is necessary to facilitate the management of spaces in urban and rural areas.
Articles with a methodological focus on land-use approaches (and organization of
natural resources) are essential for this SI. Such articles can suggest practical ways for
improving the challenges people face.

• Space: The spatial dimension of land studies is a crucial aspect of science that con-
sistently demands renewed research attention. This is because there is a tendency
for experts to focus on spatial planning while leaving out the development aspect
of how people adapt to space use. The need for a more inclusive process in spatial
planning should ensure that inclusive development becomes the outcome. Scholarly
works that engage in bottom-up decision making that are mediative and based on
consensus building are worth investigating. This SI attracted articles that spatially
analyzed environmental scenarios for socio-spatial justice in human societies.

• Health: The land–health nexus of research existed long before now. However, investi-
gations into the outbreak of COVID-19 or coronavirus are rapidly evolving. This has
led to investigations into land–health relationships and how land issues influence the
quality of life of people and communities. Some articles in this SI probed the health
and wellbeing dimensions of land management and land administration to tease out
how land uses, and the exercise of land rights (or lack of it) influence individual and
community wellbeing.

The issue of relationships is essential because, by dwelling on this, the SI contributes to
advancing the borders of cross-, inter- and multi-disciplinarity across all genres of studies
connected to land. The question “What relationships do people, tenure, planning, tools,
space, and health share?” is also answerable by analyzing the evidence from all articles
published in the SI. We use Figure 1 to illustrate the relationship between people, tenure,
planning, tools, space, and health (from a land perspective).
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Figure 1. The relationship between people, tenure, planning, tools, space, and health (from land
perspective) (authors’ illustration).

As shown in Figure 1, planning is the starting point of influence for development. It
coordinates where and how people live in a world dependent on land resources. It leads to
creating tools that produce practical interventions in land administration as determined
by planning. Tools then shape space to encapsulate human activities based on how tools
influence it. Space influences tenure (the condition concerning how people own, use
and access privileges and exercise land rights). Tenure influences health (positively or
negatively). It establishes the land–health nexus that regulates the quality of life of people
and communities. Finally, enjoy all forms of improved living conditions or development
options. Noteworthy is that people go on to influence further planning for their future.
This relationship indicates that planning and people are critical factors in development.
Land is the resource for development.

To understand how land serves as a resource for development, it is necessary to
dwell on the third (and final) question. In this regard, we present snapshots of the articles
published in the SI and their key findings below.

Article 1: Land Tenure Security and Health Nexus: A Conceptual Framework for
Navigating the Connections between Land Tenure Security and Health by Dachaga and de
Vries [1]. This article used evidence from existing literature to show that land tenure security
can influence health outcomes via four pathways—infrastructure access, environmental
justice, psycho-ontological security, and social cohesion.

Article 2: Resource Opportunity in China’s Market Transition and Governance: Time Factor
in Urban Housing Inequality by Zhou and Xiong [2]. In this study, the authors investigated
the influence of real-estate purchase factors (such as time, organization, human capital,
and political capital) on real estate value and the appreciation of real estate in China.
They found that time influences the prior possession of resources in the early stage of
market transformation.

Article 3: Agricultural Land Transition in the “Groundnut Basin” of Senegal: 2009 to 2018
by Faye and Du [3]. This article reveals the transition features of agricultural land use in
the Groundnut Basin of Senegal from 2009 to 2018, especially the impact of urbanization on
agricultural land and the viewpoint of farmland spatiotemporal evolution.

3
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Article 4: Values-Led Planning Approach in Spatial Development: A Methodology by Auzins
and Chigbu [4]. This study proposes a methodology for introducing a values-led planning
approach in spatial development. It presents and discusses the essential elements required
to design methods for values-focused planning.

Article 5: Building on “Traditional” Land Dispute Resolution Mechanisms in Rural Ghana:
Adaptive or Anachronistic? by Asaaga [5]. This research explores the importance of traditional
dispute resolution institutions in land-related disputes in southcentral and western Ghana.
It highlights practical ways to incorporate traditional dispute resolution in Ghana’s overall
land governance setup and elsewhere in sub-Saharan Africa.

Article 6: Global Markets, Local Issues: The Hegemonic Process of Agri-Food Construction
to Present Challenges by Fracarolli [6]. This article uses dialectics to analyze the historical
process of agrarian systems according to their complexity, origins and effects of hegemonic
interests in the agri-food markets. It shows that markets evolve from different trade types
as the capitalist system also evolve, changing the mechanics of trade and functions of
food production.

Article 7: Performance Evaluation of the Urban Cadastral System in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia
by Chekole et al. [7]. This study evaluated the performance of the urban cadastral system
of Addis Ababa (Ethiopia) based on the European Foundation for Quality Management
(EFQM) excellence model. They found that the most bottlenecks to organizational achieve-
ment are the strategic plan, quality of leadership, bureaucratic processes, and supply
of resources.

Article 8: Rural Development from a Gender Perspective: The Case of Women Farmers in
Southern Spain by Valenciano et al. [8]. This article probed the land-based women’s working
conditions in Spain. It found that women workers in the fruit- and vegetable-handling
sector are satisfied with their jobs. It presents a local development model for increasing
women’s empowerment in the land-based labor market.

Article 9: The Integration of New-Type Urbanization and Rural Revitalization Strategies in
China: Origin, Reality and Future Trends by Chen et al. [9]. This article reviews the classic
theories and cognition of the research on urban–rural relations at home and abroad. It
outlines the stage evolution characteristics of urban–rural relations in China.

Article 10: Digitization as a Driver fur Rural Development—An Indicative Description
of German Coworking Space Users by Hölzel and de Vries [10]. The research investigated
the conditions of users of coworking spaces in Germany. It found that the choice of
working in rural coworking spaces draws on benefits and opportunities for its users in the
aspects of avoiding social isolation, separating private and professional life and reducing
commuting challenges.

Article 11: Land-Use Change and Health Risks in the Process of Urbanization: A
Spatiotemporal Interpretation of a Typical Case in Changzhou, China by Yang et al. [11].
This study established the relationship between urban land-use changes and health in the
context of Changzhou, China.

Article 12: Land Tenure Disputes and Resolution Mechanisms: Evidence from Peri-
Urban and Nearby Rural Kebeles of Debre Markos Town, Ethiopia by Agegnehu et al. [12].
This study analyzes the nature, types, and causes of land tenure disputes and the resolution
mechanisms in peri-urban and nearby rural areas of Debre Markos town in Ethiopia.

Article 13: Analyzing the Effects of Institutional Merger: Case of Cadastral Informa-
tion Registration and Landholding Right Providing Institutions in Ethiopia by Chekole
et al. [13]. This research is based on a survey conducted with the directors of the two insti-
tutions and their employees to determine how to reduce the effects of data duplication and
provide one-window services (among other factors) to improve efficiency in the Ethiopian
land markets

Article 14: Determinants of the Land Registration Information System Operational Success:
Empirical Evidence from Ethiopia by Abab et al. [14]. This research assessed the most exten-
sive digitalization program for rural land registration in Africa. It revealed that system
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quality, information quality, service quality, and perceived usefulness of the program have
positively and significantly influenced the acceptance and actual use of the system.

Articles published in this SI can become multi-disciplinary reference material for
in-class and on-field learning in land studies. The SI contains 14 positively evaluated
(peer-reviewed) articles as listed above. Each article presents 14 lessons learned from
across Africa, Europe and Asia. All scholars within the land profession—whether in the
business, geography, sociology, area studies, anthropology, planning, engineering and the
built environment disciplines—are encouraged to read, use and apply these lessons in their
different roles in the land sector.
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Abstract: Ethiopia has embarked on one of the largest digitalization programs for rural land regis-
tration in Africa. The program is called the national rural land administration information system
(NRLAIS). Over the past couple of years, NRLAIS was rolled-out and made operational in over
180 woredas (districts). There is, however, limited empirical evidence on whether and to what
extent NRLAIS has been successful. This study explores the factors that influence the acceptance
and actual use of NRLAIS to gauge its operational success in Ethiopia. Data were collected both
from primary and secondary sources using surveys, key informant interviews, and a literature
review. Survey data were collected from 201 staff of 50 woreda land administration offices in three
regional states (Amhara, Oromia, and SNNP) and analyzed using a structural equation model. The
results revealed that system quality, information quality, service quality, and perceived usefulness of
NRLAIS have positively and significantly influenced the acceptance and actual use of the system.
However, perceived ease of use has an insignificant influence. The predictive relevance of the research
model is significant and indicates substantial operational success of NRLAIS. The quick acceptance
and use of NRLAIS will likely improve service delivery, promote data integration, and strengthen
informed decision-making. The study recommends strengthening behavioral changes of the land
administration experts through two enhanced service quality measures—technical and operational
capacity to a robust and sustainable digitalization. Policymakers could leverage operational success
to upgrade the NRLAIS into a unified national land registration information system that bridges the
urban–rural land governance divide.

Keywords: land register; digitalization; standardization; tenure security; service delivery; governance;
structural equation model

1. Introduction

Land is a key natural resource, means of livelihood, and development asset for many
societies in Ethiopia. The relationship between people and land also bisects almost all
sustainable development goals (SDGs) [1,2]. The SDGs and other recent global initiatives
have renewed and increased the need to improve land tenure to address a multitude
of development challenges [3]. Secure land tenure has regularly been prioritized by
policymakers to ensure long-term land-based investment, agricultural productivity, as well
as to address changing climate risks, biodiversity loss, poverty reduction, food security,
and spur sustainable growth [3–6].

Traditionally, land administration systems were created to record information about
property ownership, rights, and boundaries, and other attributes of real properties [7].
However, depending on the context, the strengthening of land rights can take a variety
of forms, from documenting customary uses to formalizing individual rights [3]. In
other instances, existing customary land tenure systems may be sufficient to ensure land
tenure security [8]. Land registration and information system programs and procedures to
implement these programs are among the major reasons for failure or success to achieve
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stronger tenure security [6]. Thus, land registration and information system organization
should be part of studies on land tenure and investment in land and productivity [9].

Land information systems (LIS) in this paper are understood as a set of land informa-
tion technologies (hardware, software, infrastructure, and equipment), personnel, data,
rules-based procedures, and organizational structures. The existence of good and well-
functioning land information infrastructure is key to answering the fundamental land
development and management decision-making questions (i.e., why, who, what, where,
when, and how) [10]. The LIS should be complete, reliable, uniform, up to date, and
sustainable [11]. Accurate and up-to-date land administration data are also understood as
occurring between land information system establishment and maintenance phases [12].
Hence, LIS needs to reflect the reality on the ground and transform itself into a dynamic
and sustainable innovation hub and meet service expectations [13,14].

However, it is worth noting that the overall establishment, effectiveness, and main-
tenance of an integrated geospatial land information system depends on governance,
technology, and people factors [15,16]. The governance factor further decomposes to the
establishment of appropriate policy, legal framework, and governance structures, while
the technological aspects include the data, innovation, and standards. The people dimen-
sion is concerned with capacity building, education, partnership, communication, and
engagement [2]. Particularly, understanding factors influencing the intention of personnel
to accept and use the system is important for the digital transformation and effective land
administration service deliveries [17].

In the land registration and land tenure discourse, the 1970s and 1980s marked a
move from a paper-based and manual type of data management and process to digital and
automated systems in developed economies [1]. Many attempts have been made to set up
titling systems in numerous African countries in the same period [18]. However, the efforts
have largely failed to achieve the expected transformation, owing to colonial imported
rules and systems that disregard local context, among other reasons [19,20]. In most cases,
land registries failed to provide authoritative records of titles and transactions and quickly
became outdated due to poor planning, lack of capacity, and the flouting and manipulation
of law by officials and elites [21].

Despite low coverage of land registration in Africa (only 10%), the surge of land
titling programs following the recent reform of land policy and legal framework, such as
in Ethiopia and Rwanda, have shown positive trends and outcomes [19,22]. The reform
provides a rapid scale-up across the continent that improves access to land and tenure
security [19]. These approaches take different forms, ranging from fit-for-purpose to pro-
poor land recordation approaches [22–24]. Advancements in information technology have
also facilitated the speedy acquisition, storage, dissemination, and application of data
related to tenure, use, value, as well as the development of land and other natural resource
governance [25]. Demands for a more customer-oriented focus is also one of the drivers
for the automation of the land administration systems [1,15]. In this regard, a first step
in introducing a new information technology (IT)-enabled land administration system
is the determination of the user needs [7]. Hence, if LIS is to be successful, it will be
designed to fulfill the requirements of its end-users [14]. Evidence shows that some African
countries such as Rwanda and Ethiopia have launched modernization initiatives for their
land information systems [13]. These countries accelerate and securely register land titles
into a functional land registration information system [26,27].

In Ethiopia, at the heart of the land administration reform is the digitalization of
the manual land register. Recognizing the manual land register shortcomings related to
the maintenance, security, accessibility, and integration of land information at different
administration levels, the Ministry of Agriculture (MoA) has opted for digitalization.
Between 2015 and 2017, the MoA has developed and successfully piloted the national rural
land administration information system (NRLAIS) in the highland regions [28]. NRLAIS is
a web-based system developed on open-source licensed software and based on the land
administration domain model (LADM). Hence, NRLAIS is the programmatic approach
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of the MoA to address the shortcomings of the semi-manual land register, improve the
standardization of service delivery, and promote informed policymaking [28].

While the transition to the NRLAIS is at an initial stage, its operational success has not
been researched based on explanation and prediction theories. There is little knowledge
about what causes user acceptance and actual use of the NRLAIS in the land administration
domain. It is also not know why and how the woreda land administration experts choose
to discontinue the use of the semi-manual land register that they are using currently. There
are a few similar studies in Africa such as Zeng and Cleon [17] on the implementation and
development of land information systems (LIS) in Liberia, which adopted the diffusion
paradigm. To the best of the authors’ knowledge, this is the first attempt in the country.
Taking the woreda land administration experts as a unit of analysis, the study seeks to
understand the behavior of the woreda land administration experts towards the acceptance
and actual use of the NRLAIS and document its operational success. The proposed and
empirically tested model of this study reveals a strong construct validity and predictive
power. The model captures multiple aspects of each variable, which is a change from much
of the measurement of LIS success model constructs that focus on only one aspect of the
construct. The study also highlights the needed policy and strategic actions to achieve
robust and sustainable digitalization.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Land Tenure and Registration in Ethiopia

Dominated by the agricultural economy, the available scholarly literature docu-
ments that widespread tenure insecurity hinders long-term land-based investment in
rural Ethiopia [28]. Land tenure insecurity contributes to unprecedented environmental
degradation, ecosystem depletion, biodiversity loss, decrease in productivity, and food in-
security [28–31]. These development challenges have been compounded and amplified by
climate change and disaster risks that threaten the sustainability of productive landscapes
and livelihood resilience [32]. This section briefly highlights the historical account of land
tenure and the land certification program and its implication to NRLAIS development
in Ethiopia.

During the last century, the land tenure history of Ethiopia has experienced extensive
changes. Ethiopia has a long legacy of state intervention in land tenure relations that influ-
ence local tenure regimes throughout different political discourses [33]. Hence, the creation
and recording of land rights by the national state has been a development theme since the
1960s in the contemporary land tenure history of Ethiopia [34]. The land tenure registration
innovations before 1960 have generally been swept away by subsequent changes, but
they still have relevance as the model of tenure reform. Before the 1974 revolution, the
land tenure systems of Ethiopia were grounded in historically shaped, local institutions,
complex and varied across the regions [31]. The military socialist regime’s redistributive
land reform of 1975 ensured that rural farming households received access to land through
only usufruct rights, while ensuring state ownership. Notably, this reform legacy not only
weakened the remaining customary institutions but also swept away the overall imperial
land governance systems [35]. The current land registration system is highly affected by
the 1975 radical land reform of the military socialist regime (1974 to 1991).

In post-socialist Ethiopia, tenure insecurity is linked to a history of limited empower-
ment of smallholder farmers and significant control by the state in determining access to
and control over land resources [35]. During the Ethiopia Revolutionary Democratic Front
(EPRDF)-led government (1991 to 2018), state ownership was maintained and enshrined in
the 1995 constitution. The 1995 constitution of the federal democratic republic of Ethiopia
Article 40 inherited the state land ownership and usufruct rights for landholders from the
military socialist regime. The governance structure also changed from a centralized social-
istic arrangement to market-led decentralization [36]. Article 52 of the 1995 constitution
gives the regional governments the right to administer land and other natural resources fol-
lowing the federal laws. As a result, the land tenure system is evolving differently in rural
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and urban areas [37]. Different federal proclamations govern its development, and reforms
have been progressing at different speeds across the country [38,39]. Moreover, there are
essentially two parallel land registration and information system infrastructures—one for
rural and one for urban. This rural–urban divide costs the country hugely in terms of policy,
institutional, technical, operational, and human resource challenges for integrated and
transparent land administration and resource governance systems that foster sustainable
development [29].

In rural Ethiopia, the theme of this research, the government has been implementing
a progressive two-stage land registration and certification program since 1998 [30]. The
first-level landholding certification (FLLC) program that started in 1998 has been claimed
by the Government of Ethiopia (GoE) as a policy response of improving tenure security to
reverse land degradation, food insecurity, and poverty reduction [40]. Till 2010, the FLLC,
which claimed to be cheap and fast, has mainly been financed by regional states but without
spatial data of parcels [33,34], whereas the second level landholding certification (SLLC)
is being coordinated by the Federal Government in collaboration with the regional states
and has attracted strong technical and financial support from international development
partners [41]. The latter approach introduced parcel-level cadastral mapping and the
transition of the manual registry into a harmonized computerized LIS [42]. Since 2013,
Ethiopia has continued investing in the SLLC program to cover over 50 million rural parcels
and improve tenure security and land administration service delivery [40,42]. According to
MoA [43], between 2013 and 2021, over 21 million rural parcels have been demarcated and
mapped, of which close to 18 million parcels have been issued with SLLC. The demarcation
and mapping cover about 42 percent of the estimated 50 million parcels found in the
highland parts of the country. In Ethiopia, the household-level positive impact of these
massive land certification programs has been well studied by different scholars [33,40,41].

2.2. Land Information System in Ethiopia

In Ethiopia, the land registration information system (LRIS) follows the rural–urban
cadastral divide. NRLAIS was developed for rural land and the cadaster and real property
registration system (CRPRS) for urban land. The systems are being administered by two
different agencies. NRLAIS is operated by the rural land administration agencies under the
guidance of MoA, while CRPRS is operated by the Urban Land and Cadaster Chief Execu-
tive Officer under the guidance of the Ministry of Urban and Infrastructure Development
(MoUID). The focus of this paper is NRLAIS serving rural land administration.

In 2010, MoA developed its information system/information communication technol-
ogy (IS/ICT) and software development strategy for the first time [28]. The strategy was
developed following analysis of the requirements of a harmonized land administration
system that is suitable for the adoption and implementation of a unified LIS in Ethiopia.
According to MoA [28], this IS/ICT strategy provides a single overarching requisite frame-
work embracing both urban and rural lands for the safe and secure maintenance and
updating of land records. However, following legal mandates MoA revised its IS/ICT and
software development and implementation strategy twice, i.e., in 2012 and, later, in 2017,
with a focus on rural land.

As part of the standardization of the rural land administration system, the develop-
ment of NRLAIS was well established based on the analysis and business reengineering
of the four existing organizational structures (federal, regional, zonal, and woreda) [28].
NRLAIS is a web-based system developed on open-source licensed software and based on
the land administration domain model (LADM). The system utilizes a modular technology
stack and meets the functional and legal requirements for registering rural landholding
rights in all the non-pastoral and highland regional states of Ethiopia. The definition
of technical specifications for the development of NRLAIS considered the requirements
of the functional and legal framework at both the federal and regional levels, including
inheritance, gift, exchange, divorce, rent, and encumbrances.
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Between 2015 and 2017, supported by the Finnish government-financed project Re-
sponsible and Innovative Land Administration in Ethiopia (REILA), MoA developed and
piloted NRLAIS. A production version was delivered with an operational acceptance report
(OAR) to the then MoA in March 2018 [44]. Between 2016 and 2017, NRLAIS has undergone
due diligence processes through a series of pilot testing and upgrades. Since late 2018,
the MoA initiated the rollout of NRLAIS into more regions and woredas. The NRLAIS
roll-out was divided into two phases of two years each, starting with a comparative trial of
four-to-six months that may reveal necessary improvements and changes, followed by a
one-and-a-half year period for full-scale roll-out at national level. Since 2020, the second
phase of the rollout has continued at increasing speed, addressing sustainability factors
such as capacity building and upgrading of the software with emerging functionality
requirements [28,43].

According to MoA [28], up to 400 woredas covering 25 million parcels of land records
are targeted to establish a functional and operational NRLAIS by 2024. NRLAIS is opera-
tional in over 180 woredas of Amhara, Beneshangul Gumuz, Oromia, Southern Nations
Nationalities and Peoples (SNNP), and Tigray regional states as of November 2021 [43].
By mid-2021, about 113 woredas with NRLAIS have been verified by third party or in-
dependent verifying agency for the system being made operational. During the same
period, the information from approximately 11 million parcels has been migrated into the
system, 5 to 13 subsequent land transactions were updated per day per woreda, and over
102,000 transactions per year were updated in total. NRLAIS is the largest distributed LIS
in Ethiopia and currently operates in 6 regional states, 37 Zones, and over 180 woredas.
However, the wider area network (WAN) that connect woredas to zonal, regional to fed-
eral/central servers for an online data replication and information flow is yet to deployed
due to underdeveloped network infrastructure in the country.

NRLAIS will provide security, transparency, service quality, and continuous mainte-
nance of land records, with enhanced data management functionality and usability at the
woreda level in an effective, spatially integrated, and sustainable manner [28]. NRLAIS is
considered the key strategic component within the land administration modernization en-
deavor and an integral part of standardization in the country. Under this context, NRLAIS
forms the framework and defines the role of stakeholders and their relationship among
personnel, technology, and standard procedures. It also serves as a legitimate bearer of
land information including the socio-spatial aspects of landholdings and users’ interests in
land and natural resources.

3. Theoretical Base

The theoretical base of this study is the DeLone and McLean Information System
success model (D&M IS success model) of 2003 and the theory of technology acceptance
model (TAM) of Davis and modified by Venkatesh et al. [45–48]. An information system (IS)
is developed using information technology (IT) to enhance the performance of individuals
and organizations. However, the adoption of an IS is influenced by people, the organization,
and other environmental factors [49]. Measurement of information system success is both
complex and elusive [50]. Knowledge advancement in IT and related practices currently
verifies that the right practice is the main factor of technology and knowledge success
regarding diffusion and assimilation of IT innovations [17,51]. Researchers have derived
several models to explain what makes some IS successful. For instance, Davis adapted the
theory of planned behavior (TPB) and developed the technology acceptance model (TAM),
which explains why some IS are more accepted by users than others [52,53]. Acceptance,
however, is not equivalent to success, although acceptance of an information system is a
necessary precondition to success [49]. In recent years, intention-based models were one
important lines of research that employed behavioral intention to predict usage [46]. In
turn, this focuses on the identification of the determinants of intention, such as attitudes,
social influences, and facilitating conditions [54].

11



Land 2021, 10, 1394

Since its invention, the D&M IS success model and the TAM model have been applied
across several IS domain research contexts but are rare in the LRIS context [55,56]. De-
Lone and MacLean reviewed the existing definitions of IS success and their corresponding
measures and classified them into six major categories [57]. Thus, they created a mul-
tidimensional measuring model with interdependencies between the different success
categories [48,58,59]. Ten years after the publication of their first model, DeLone and
McLean [60] proposed an updated IS success model based on the evaluation of many other
contributions to it. The updated D&M IS success models of 2003 consist of six interrelated
dimensions that include (1) system quality, (2) information quality, (3) intention to use,
(4) user satisfaction, (5) individual impact, and (6) organizational impact [49]. Each of these
variables is a composite of numerous and diverse constructs and measures. The practical
application of the D&M model is naturally dependent on the organizational context [49,60].

On the other hand, TAM is an adaptation of the TPB to the field of IS. TAM later
advanced to TAM 2, which incorporated additional theoretical constructs spanning social
influence processes (SIP) and cognitive instrumental processes [61]. TAM posits that
perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use determine an individual intention to use an
IS, while the intention to use serves as a mediator of the actual use of a system. Perceived
usefulness is also seen as being directly impacted by perceived ease of use [45,47]. Both
TAM and TPB have strong behavioral elements, which assume that when someone forms
an intention to act, they will be free to act without limitations. In practice, constraints such
as limited ability, time, environmental or organizational limits, and unconscious habits will
limit the freedom to act [49].

However, much of the existing theory in related research areas has not been artic-
ulated in a manner that lends it to rigorous testing to land tenure IS [62]. For instance,
after more than a decade of modeling and building international consensus, the land
administration domain model (LADM) only became a formal international standard(ISO
19152) in 2012 [15]. LADM offers a very generic spatial representation model, and it is
becoming a common language in establishing geospatial referenced cadastral and land
information systems [1,13,15,63]. On the other hand, a recent study by Biraro et al. [13]
summarizes parameters and indicators to be taken to account when updating a LIS in the
context of the land administration domain. In addition, Bennett et al. [1] systematically
reviewed land administration system maintenance and indicated pathways for future
research. Although all these models have different approaches, they have commonality
in that they provide variables to be considered while evaluating or investigating a LIS
development, implementation, and maintenance. This helps the authors to develop the
proposed research model and empirically test it to gauge the acceptance and actual use of
NRLAIS and predict its operational success in Ethiopia.

Accordingly, six latent variables identified include system quality, information quality,
service quality, perceived ease of use, perceived usefulness, and intention to use as a latent
construct to determine acceptance and actual use of NRLAIS. The actual use behavior of the
woreda land administration experts is considered a proxy predictor of NRLAIS operational
success. First, the authors posit that the land administration experts at the woreda level, as
internal system end-users/operators, need to accept NRLAIS. However, acceptance alone
is not enough for continued use. In addition, as part of the service quality measure, the
NRLAIS requires continuous maintenance of the system infrastructure and updating of the
land records. In addition, the staff needs continuous competency and skill upgrading as
a critical element of the system to operate and render land administration services on a
daily basis. This will be explored through the identification by land administration staff of
the perceived factors that determine the acceptance and actual use of NRLAIS as a proxy
predictor to its operational success.

The land administration experts at the woreda land administration offices are taken as
a unit of analysis for this study, because they are the key players and responsible for daily
business service delivery. NRLAIS is the main and reliable source of information of the
land administration experts for decision-making for service delivery per organizational
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rules and standards. The woreda land administration experts are the most experienced
in creating, describing, defining, and altering the human to parcels of land relationship to
legal interests (rights, restrictions, and responsibilities). Hence, the acceptance and actual
use of NRLAIS at the woreda land administration offices would have the utmost policy
and operational relevance for the success and sustainability of the land administration
system in the country.

On this basis, this study proposed the definition of the identified variable constructs,
their measurement, and their hypothetical relationships to each variable, which are pre-
sented as follows.

System Quality (SYQU)-System quality relies on user needs and overall performance,
as perceived by users [49] and as specified in the system technical requirements and
development. System quality measures the technical success aspects of NRLAIS. High-
level system quality would serve users with useful perception for doing their daily business
effectively and under a secured condition that is easy to use and learn. Hence, the main
measurement items identified are ease of use, usefulness, and ease of learning [49]. Thus,
the following is hypothesized.

Hypothesis 1 (H1). System quality has a positive and significant influence on actual use of NR-
LAIS (a) on service quality, (b) on information quality, and (c) on perceived ease of use of NRLAIS.

Information Quality (INQU)-INQU is the desirable characteristics of the system
outputs, such as outcome reports [60]. All types of generation of information by application
of information technology cannot be used for decision making. The INQU represents the
success of a land registration information system (LRIS) as the information aid to make
appropriate business decisions. Seven attributes are identified, of which five are considered
in this study, including availability, usability, accuracy, relevance, understandability, format,
and ease of access or retrieval [49]. Information quality is often a dimension of end-user
satisfaction instruments. INQU is measured as a component of user satisfaction, since it is
often not distinguished as a unique construct. While this holds true, the authors contend
and rather support the 2003 modified D&M success model construct, which embedded
information quality as an independent construct. Hence, the following is hypothesized.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Information quality has a positive and significant influence on actual use of
NRLAIS (a) on perceived usefulness and (b) on perceived ease of use of NRLAIS.

Service Quality (SRQU)-According to Petter et al. [49], service quality refers to the
quality of the institutional support that system users receive from the IS department and
support personnel. Hence, service quality is considered an important organizational
dimension that determines individual performance. A specific service quality improve-
ment depends on the status of the measurable service quality attributes, which include
five dimensions—tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, assurance, and empathy [64,65].
Similarly, in this study, the SRQU measures are an internal service provider dimension
and are rendered to the woreda NRLAIS users by regional and federal land institutions.
The measurement attributes include reliability, availability or assurance, and empathy of
support staff. Reliability includes the ability to perform the promised service dependably
and accurately. Assurance includes the knowledge and courtesy of an IT (technical) and
operational support staff and their ability to inspire trust and confidence to the woreda land
administration experts. Empathy, on the other hand, includes the caring and individualized
attention the IT and support staff provides its woreda land administration experts. In
addition, SRQU significantly affects information quality, perceived ease of use, perceived
usefulness, and intention to use. Hence, the following is hypothesized.

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Service quality has a positive and significant influence on actual use of
NRALIS (a) on perceived ease of use, (b) on information quality, and (c) on perceived usefulness
of NRLAIS.
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Perceived Ease of Use (PEOU)-The extent to which individuals believe that using
part of a system does not require much effort is known as perceived ease of use [47].
TAM is considered a flexible model, as it includes variables that explain technology accep-
tance. Perceived ease of use has a direct impact on behavioral intention and on perceived
usefulness [45]. Hence, the following is hypothesized.

Hypothesis 4 (H4). Perceived ease of use has a positive and significant effect on actual use of
NRLAIS (a) on perceived usefulness of NRLAIS.

Perceived Usefulness-Davis [47] proposed that certain factors such as perceived
usefulness, attitude, and perceived ease of use can be the components of TAM. TAM defines
individual positive or negative reactions towards a certain thing, which are referred to as
attitudes. However, the perspectives of individuals of a certain system being useful to them
through influencing their performance are called perceived usefulness [49]. Innovative
technologies’ acceptance or adoption can be determined and explained by perceived
usefulness. TAM further discovered usefulness as one of the noteworthy perceptions
leading to intention to adopt new systems. TAM contends that actual system use is an
indicator of IS success and is associated with the ultimate impact rendered from IS [49,66].
Hence, in this study, PRUS and PEOU represent the perceived behavior of the woreda
land administration experts towards acceptance and actual use of the system for the daily
operational success of NRLAIS.

Hence, the following was hypothesized.

Hypothesis 5 (H5). Perceived usefulness has a positive and significant effect on actual use
of NRLAIS.

System Actual Use (SYAU)-Petter et al. [49] reviewed the updated DeLone and
McLean 2003 IS success model and added service quality as a new dimension, group-
ing all “impact” measures into a single “net benefit” [49]. The construction of “system
actual use” and “intent to use” are still considered in this model as an important measure.
Hence, the authors considered system actual use (SYAU) in the proposed research model.
The research model is graphically represented in Figure 1 below.

Figure 1. Research model with latent variables and hypotheses construct adapted from information
system success model and technology acceptance model.
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4. Materials and Methods

The paper draws on primary and secondary data. The primary data were collected
from the woreda land administration experts through surveys and key informant inter-
views of national-level senior experts. Key informant interviews were also employed
to collect information on NRLAIS development, support and maintenance services, and
operational deployment at the federal and regional land institutions. In addition, the
secondary data were collected through a review of scientific literature and policy and
program documents.

A partial least square structural equation model (PLS-SEM) was used for the data
analysis, which integrates several different multivariate techniques into one model-fitting
framework. Smart-PLS software version 3.0 was used to process the data analysis related
to the coefficient of interaction terms. PLS-SEM includes confirmatory factor analysis, path
analysis and partial least square to impute relationships between latent variables [67]. SEM
was used to test the structural relationships between the 14 hypotheses and the actual use
of NRLAIS. Cronbach Alpha analysis was performed to examine the consistency of data,
and the value of Cronbach alpha should be greater than 0.7. SEM combines the usage of
latent (unobserved) variables that represent the concept of theory and data from measures
(indicators or manifest variables). The manifest variables are used as input for statistical
analysis that provides evidence about relationships among latent variables. Descriptive
statistics are also employed to analyze the results of survey data. Figures, tables, and maps
are mainly utilized to present the results and findings of the study.

Questionnaires were formulated to collect the professional perceptions and experience
of the woreda land administration experts on the technological (SYQU), organizational
(INQU and SRQU), and behavioral aspects (PEOU and PRUS) of NRLAIS. The survey con-
sists of three main sections. The first section comprises ten questions on the demographics
of the woreda land administration experts. The second section consists of five questions on
the NRLAIS use experience of the experts. The third section includes 29 questions related
to the measurement variables and their respective indicator items. All the measurement
variable indicators are formative and adapted from various earlier related studies [49,55].
The respondents were asked to state their opinions using a seven-point Likert scale from
strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7).

Five to six items were initially formulated to develop pilot survey questionnaires for
direct measures. The formulation of these pilot questionnaires aimed to assess each of the
theory’s major constructs: system quality, service quality, information quality, perceived
ease of use, perceived usefulness, intention to use, and actual use behavior. Seven-point
bipolar adjective scales were employed. The pilot questionnaires also included measures
of background factors and other variables, including demographic characteristics, profes-
sional experience, and system use. The pilot questionnaires were distributed to 30 land
administration experts convened in a national workshop in February 2021. The experts
came from national and regional level land administration institutions that had been sup-
porting the roll-out of NRLAIS at the woreda land administration offices. The results of
the pilot questionnaires also allowed the authors to evaluate the validity and consistency
of each item and utility of the background measures. Based on these inputs, necessary
adjustment was made, and the standard questionnaires to be used in the main study
were produced.

4.1. Study Site

The study covers 50 sample woredas of three regional states (Amhara, Oromia, and
SNNP) in Ethiopia. These three regional states hold over 80 percent of the total population
and close to half of the country’s landmass [68]. Geographically, most of the study areas
are located in the central highlands of the country and some along the south-central parts
of the Rift Valley, characterized by high population density and diverse land uses. The
male (50.1%) population is slightly higher than the female (49.9%). Over 70% of the
population in the study areas is under age 30, which aligns with the overall national age
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breakdown [68], showing a high density of younger people in the study areas. Agriculture,
forestry, and livestock raising contributed directly or indirectly to the livelihoods of most of
the population in the study areas. Climate change is leading to above average temperatures
and greater rainfall variability, with a pronounced effect on agricultural productivity and
the suitability of major crops in the study areas [32].

According to official figures from the Ethiopian Central Statistics Agency (CSA), the
urbanization rate is growing at an average rate of 5.2 percent per year since 2018. If these
trends continue, the urban population is projected to reach 50 million by 2034 [69]. Natural
increase rather than rural-to-urban migration was the main driver of urban population
growth up to 2018, with rural-to-urban migration being the main driver since 2018 [70]. As
population density increases, combined with continued land fragmentation, large cohorts
of young people will increasingly become functionally landless. This fuels intense land
use competitions and conversions of rural land to built environments. This is becoming a
serious land governance issue, particularly in the urban–rural frontiers of most Ethiopian
cities [71]. Currently, access to land continues to be difficult due to increasing land scarcity
and the total area of landholding per household diminishing over time in the study
areas [72]. The average number of rural land parcels per study woreda is 83,000. The
woreda land administration offices had an average annual subsequent land transactions
turnover of 1 percent, mainly through inheritance, donation, and land rentals. The average
size of parcels involved in these transactions was about a quarter of a hectare [43].

According to the MoA [43], as of November 2021, over 180 woredas had established
NRLAIS and made it operational. Woredas with operational NRLAIS are found in Amhara
(61 woredas), Oromia (68 woredas), and SNNP (56 woredas) regional states (see Figure 2
for a map of the study woredas). The study excluded the inaccessible Tigray regional
state due to the ongoing armed conflict and instability. According to the same source,
information of about 11 million parcels has been registered in NRLAIS, covering close to
6 million hectares.

Figure 2. Study Site Map. Data Source: Ministry of Agriculture, November 2021.
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4.2. Sampling Method

To determine the sample size required for a study that uses a structural equation model
(SEM), the authors applied the Soper [73] online free statistic calculator, which calculates
prior sample sizes for structural equation models. This sampling calculator considers the
number of observed and latent variables in the model, the anticipated effect size, and
the desired probability and statistical power levels. Accordingly, the model of this study
contains 29 observed variables and six construct latent variables. The model considers the
anticipated effect size of medium (0.3), the desired probability level of 0.05, and desired
statistical power level of variables of 0.8. Hence, the minimum initial sample size to detect
effect was determined to be 161, the minimum sample size for the model structure was
100, and the recommended minimum sample size was 161. The random selection process
was stratified by regions in proportion to each region’s number of woredas covered with
operational NRLAIS.

4.3. Sample Size

As a result of these sample size requirements, 50 woredas were selected randomly
(17 from Amhara, 18 from Oromia, and 15 from SNNP). There are four to six land admin-
istration experts per woreda on average who operate the NRLAIS, which means about
450 experts in total. In this study, land administration expert is used as a common name for
people working on land administration matters in the woreda land administration offices
with different titles, including land registration experts, cadastral surveyors, geospatial
and land information management experts, land law and compliant management experts,
land transaction experts, team leaders, etc.

From the 50 sampled woredas, about 275 land administration experts were targeted
and invited to respond to the self-administered quantitative survey questionnaire by email
and the Telegram social media platform. The survey data collection was conducted between
April and May 2021. This virtual method of data collection was preferred due to restrictions
on movement to field sites caused by the COVID-19 pandemic outbreak and the state of
emergency in some of the study areas following social instabilities, particularly in the
northern parts of the country. Telephone follow-up calls were also employed to clarify
question items to respondents and enhance the quality of the survey data. Of the 220 filled
and returned questionnaires, 19 were incomplete. The result shows a 73% success rate of
properly completed questionnaires. Depending on the study design model selected, the
sample and effect size of the survey data were found satisfactory.

5. Results

5.1. Characteristics of Respondents

The sample respondents included 157 (78%) males and 44 (22%) females (Figure 3).
Despite their low numbers, the presence of women land administration professionals
in the woreda land administration offices would help the policy reform move towards
gender-sensitive land tenure security. About 188 (87%) of the respondents were between 21
and 40 years of age. In addition, 82% and 18% had completed their bachelor’s degrees and
diplomas, respectively. This also indicates that the woreda land administration offices are
filled with relatively young and degreed land administration professionals. This would
likely foster innovative technology acceptance in the rural land administration sector and
facilitate the establishment of the NRLAIS at woreda level. The range of disciplines the
university graduates had studied were very broad, including surveying (17%), ICT and
computer science (16%), agriculture (14%), natural resource management (14%), geography
(12%), land administration (8%), economics (7%), and others (13%). The diversity of the
disciplines would also reflect the multi-disciplinary nature of the land administration
domain. However, the number of existing land administration professionals with land law
and economics backgrounds appeared low.
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Sex and age distribution of respondents

Figure 3. Sex and age distribution of respondents.

In terms of work experience, respondents were asked how long they had been working
for their respective woreda land administration offices. The experience levels ranged from
less than a year (8%), to between one and seven years (70%), to over seven years (22%).
The result revealed that about 61% of the respondents had worked for over 5 years, while
25% had worked for between 3 and 5 years. Only 24% of the respondents had worked
less than 3 years in their respective woreda land administration offices. During data
collection, on average, 83% of the land administration expert positions were filled. Despite
frequent staff turnover reported during the key informant interviews as a key challenge for
NRLAIS deployment, the survey result revealed a substantial level of staff retention in the
woreda land administration offices. However, this does not mean that the reported land
administration experts’ turnover did not affect NRLAIS roll-out and activation.

In terms of system use, 67.2% of the respondents had NRLAIS use experience between
six months and one year. In addition, 26.2% of the respondents had used NRLAIS for over
one year and less than two years. Only 1.5% of the respondents had used NRLAIS for
over three years, which probably indicates respondents from the pilot woreda of NRLAIS
(Figure 4). This system use experience revealed that all respondents have had adequate
familiarity with NRLAIS functional and operational issues.

Respondents were also asked how many minutes or hours per day they spent working
on NRLAIS to discharge their service delivery related to land transaction management. As
presented in Figure 5, 47% of the respondents spent between six to eight hours. Moreover,
31% of the respondents spent between four to six hours of office hours using NRLAIS to
process land transaction management and service delivery. This indicates that about 78%
of respondents use NRLAIS for over half of typical office hours. In addition, this shows
that NRLAIS is being used as a source and maintains land record information at woreda
land administration offices.

Similarly, the respondents were asked how many times a day on average they log
into the system. The question measures the frequency of system login as a proxy indicator
of access security awareness and rule compliance. The survey shows that about 45%
of respondents answered that they log in over ten times per workday. About 30% of
respondents log in between six and ten times per workday. Only 2% of respondents log
in once per day and process the land transaction management tasks assigned to them on
the system. This result seems congruent with the average number of land transactions
processed (5 to 13 per day) at the woreda land administration offices. This, in turn,
implied relatively good compliance with standard producers and rules by the woreda
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land administration offices. However, the 2% of responses indicating only one log in
per day seemed to reflect a misunderstanding of the question, as NRLAIS has a session
time-out functionality.

Figure 4. Experience of the respondents’ actual usage of the NRLAIS in their daily official busi-
ness discharge.

Figure 5. Time spent to process land transaction management and service delivery using NRLAIS.

According to the technical specification of NRLAIS, user-specific roles and user admin-
istration have been defined through the business processes. NRLAIS also supports user role
definition, assignment, auditing, and reporting with separate management trees according
to the administrative structure (federal, region, zone, and woreda) and within the same
hierarchy of the woreda land administration offices [74]. To this end, respondents were
asked which access privileges they were assigned as internal system users or operators. As
presented in Figure 6, the respondents answered that about 44% held an expert role, 31% an
officer role, 21% a supervisor role, and 3% a system administrator specific role. However,
the 3% responses most likely misunderstand the question, since system administration
specific roles are assigned at federal, regional, and sometimes zonal or mobile IT support
teams only.
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Figure 6. Users’ specific assigned role of respondents.

Similarly, according to the architecture design of NRLAIS, the woreda is the primary
level at which the system functions. The technical requirement also specifies five subsys-
tems at the woreda level, which affect only parts of the system while processing transactions
management, including web information, cadastral maintenance, property registration,
document management, and process subsystems [28]. The processing subsystem handles
the main operations to register rights, while the cadaster maintenance subsystem handles
the management of spatial features (parcels, maps, points, boundaries, etc.). Both the
document management subsystem and the processing subsystem have been customized
for specific rural land registration processes. Respondents were asked which subsystems
they have been using the most while processing land transaction management and service
delivery in priority orders. The result revealed that all respondents were used the web
information subsystem, as this is the user interface to log in to access the other subsystems.
This is followed by the property registration subsystem (48%), cadastral maintenance
subsystem (35%), and process subsystem and document management subsystems (17%).

5.2. Validity and Reliability

The first test conducted in this study was testing the validity and reliability of the outer
model. The outer model testing was performed through a process of algorithm iteration, a
parameter of measurement model that includes convergence validity, discriminant validity,
composite reliability, and Cronbach’s alpha. Validity and reliability ensure that the multiple
indications of each latent variable in the measurement model converge to measure a single
construct and hence develop legitimacy, defined as the level to which things used to
measure can calculate the idea they meant to quantify [75]. All items used to measure the
construct should pile essentially to their constructs rather than different builds. As for the
component analysis, it ensures that items are designated to their constructs, as they express
high loading on them that stands out from several constructs [76]. The measurement
model assessment of vertical collinearity is presented in Table 1. This shows the subjective
independence of every indicator on its latent variable using cross-loading criteria.

The individual item reliability was evaluated by examining the loading and cross-
loadings of indicators on their respective construct. According to Fornell and Larcker’s
criteria [77], a reliability score of Cronbach alpha 0.6 is considered minimally acceptable,
with 0.70 preferred (50% of the explained variance). The theory also recommends that
an indicator loading having a value of less than 0.40 should be removed from the model.
Hence, this study found three indicator items with less than or equal to 0.4 outer loading.
As per the rules, the indicator items removed from the model include INQU4 (format),
PEOU4 (clear and understandable), and SYQU4 (risk of losing data).
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Table 1. Indicator item cross loading.

Variables Code INQU PEOU PRUS SRQU SYAU SYQU

Information
Quality

INQU1 0.698 0.507 0.432 0.453 0.458 0.571

INQU2 0.862 0.569 0.578 0.571 0.654 0.672

INQU3 0.890 0.716 0.556 0.608 0.602 0.741

INQU5 0.743 0.599 0.501 0.577 0.568 0.508

Perceived Ease
of Use

PEOU1 0.588 0.796 0.462 0.560 0.426 0.560

PEOU2 0.608 0.863 0.578 0.641 0.507 0.593

PEOU3 0.512 0.724 0.622 0.588 0.519 0.428

PEOU5 0.718 0.867 0.507 0.699 0.631 0.626

Perceived
Usefulness

PRUS1 0.452 0.402 0.737 0.411 0.424 0.404

PRUS2 0.412 0.434 0.680 0.472 0.340 0.309

PRUS3 0.288 0.350 0.591 0.249 0.184 0.302

PRUS4 0.489 0.483 0.807 0.432 0.451 0.441

PRUS5 0.469 0.502 0.801 0.489 0.458 0.429

PRUS6 0.640 0.663 0.773 0.624 0.576 0.484

Service Quality

SRQU1 0.498 0.615 0.433 0.756 0.458 0.405

SRQU2 0.371 0.455 0.322 0.668 0.266 0.296

SRQU3 0.570 0.613 0.482 0.806 0.489 0.482

SRQU4 0.482 0.553 0.509 0.730 0.526 0.422

SRQU5 0.585 0.570 0.541 0.721 0.570 0.499

System Actual
Use

SYAU1 0.648 0.599 0.506 0.696 0.750 0.545

SYAU2 0.491 0.502 0.431 0.398 0.733 0.465

SYAU3 0.475 0.391 0.347 0.364 0.718 0.467

SYAU4 0.417 0.318 0.375 0.315 0.725 0.347

System Quality

SYQU1 0.737 0.643 0.535 0.551 0.626 0.843

SYQU2 0.462 0.423 0.316 0.327 0.430 0.786

SYQU3 0.662 0.561 0.449 0.504 0.477 0.819

The composite reliability index and the average variance extracted (AVE) were applied
to assess the internal consistency and convergent validity [77]. According to the rule, the
square root of the AVE of a particular construct should also be greater than its correlation
with other constructs. Generally, the AVE should be higher than 0.5. Table 2 shows
the internal consistency of each construct. In the measurement model, the study used
Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability (CR) to test the reliability of the constructs. The
study found that all the CRs were higher than the recommended value of 0.700, ranging
from 0.822 to 0.887. The Cronbach’s alpha of each construct exceeded the recommended
0.700 threshold, which is 0.720 to 0.831 in the current study. Hence, convergence validity
was acceptable, because the average variance extracted (AVE) was over 0.500.

Discriminant validity concerns the uniqueness of a construct, whether the phe-
nomenon captured by a construct is unique and not reflected in the model by the other
construct [75]. The subjective independence can help reduce the presence of multicollinear-
ity amongst the latent variables, denoting that the average variance extracted (AVE) of a
latent variable should be higher than the squared correlations between the latent variable
and all other variables [77]. Discriminant validity was assessed by the Fornell–Larcker
criterion [77]. Table 3 shows that the square-root of AVE for the construct in the diagonal
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was greater than the inner-construct correlation, which ranges from 0.732 to 0.816. The test
result of the current study may therefore imply the strong reliability of all the items.

Table 2. Reliability and Validity.

Cronbach’s
Alpha

rho_A
Composite
Reliability

Average Variance
Extracted (AVE)

INQU 0.811 0.827 0.877 0.644

PEOU 0.829 0.837 0.887 0.664

PRUS 0.831 0.856 0.875 0.541

SRQU 0.791 0.799 0.856 0.544

SYAU 0.720 0.730 0.822 0.535

SYQU 0.754 0.776 0.857 0.666

Table 3. Fornell–Larcker Criterion. Note: Value in diagonal represent the Square-root of AVE.

INQU PEOU PRUS SRQU SYAU SYQU

INQU 0.802

PEOU 0.749 0.815

PRUS 0.648 0.664 0.736

SRQU 0.692 0.767 0.632 0.737

SYAU 0.715 0.645 0.581 0.644 0.732

SYQU 0.782 0.681 0.548 0.582 0.639 0.816

5.3. Structural Model (Inner Model) Analysis

The structural model (Figure 7) reflects the path hypothesized in the research frame-
work. Using the bootstrap resampling technique (5000 resamplings), the path coefficient
was then tested to investigate the significance of the hypothesis. The t-value > 1.96 is
significant at p < 0.05, and t-value > 2.58 is significant at p < 0.01 [67]. A structural model is
also assessed based on the R2, Q2, and significance of paths. The goodness of the model
is determined by the strength of each structural path, determined by the R2 value for the
dependent variable; the value for R2 should be equal to or over 0.1 [67]. The values of
R2 in PLS are interpreted similarly to those obtained from multiple regression analysis.
It was considered that R2 values of 0.75, 0.50, and 0.25 are substantial, moderate, and
weak, respectively [67], and evaluated subsequently. Hence, the predictive capability
is established.

In this study, information quality accounted for 69.6 percent of the variance in explain-
ing perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use. Meanwhile, service quality accounted
for 33.9 percent of the variance explaining perceived usefulness and perceived ease of
use. Likewise, perceived ease of use accounted for 69.5 percent, and perceived usefulness
accounted for 51.2 percent of the variance explaining SYAU. Finally, the current model
explained 57.5 of the variance in acceptance and actual use of NRLAIS, which provided
substantial explanatory power and predictive capability (see Figure 7).

Furthermore, the model fit was assessed using SRMR. The value of SRMR was 0.100,
equal to the required value of 0.10, indicating acceptable model fit [78]. Further assessment
of the goodness of fit hypotheses were tested to ascertain the significance of the relationship
(Table 4).
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Figure 7. Measurement and structure equation model results of the research model.

Table 4. Model fit analysis of the proposed model.

Original
Sample (O)

Sample
Mean (M)

95% 99%
Original

Sample (O)
Sample

Mean (M)
95% 99%

Saturated Model 0.100 0.059 0.070 0.074 3.520 1.241 1.727 1.944

Estimated Model 0.100 0.060 0.072 0.075 3.521 1.298 1.808 1.963

The studied 5000 resamples also generate 95% confidence intervals, and hypotheses
testing results are summarized in Table 5. A confidence interval not equal to zero indicates a
significant relationship. Further, Q2 establishes the predictive relevance of the endogenous
constructs. A Q2 above 0 shows that the model has predictive relevance. The result shows
that there is significance in the prediction of the construct in the research model. Therefore,
except for H4 and H5, the rest of the hypotheses have positive and significant impact on
the acceptance, which is a proxy predictor to NRLAIS operational success.

H1 evaluates whether SYQU has a positive and significant effect on the acceptance
and SYAU of NRLAIS. The result revealed that a positive and significant impact on SYAU
(β = 0.639, t = 10.019, p = 0.000), on the SRQU (H1a: β = 0.583, t = 9.879, p = 0.000), on INQU
(H1b: β = 0.583, t = 9.879, p = 0.000), and on the PEOU (H1c: β = 0.194, t = 2.128, p = 0.034).
Hence, H1 was fully supported. The result shows (Figure 7 and Table 5) that 63.9% of
NRLAIS acceptance and actual usage was explained by the system quality variables with
indicators including easy to learn (SYQU1: 84.3%), easy to use (SYQU2: 78.6%), and useful
for doing daily business effectively under secured conditions (SYQU3: 81.9%).

Secondly, the result shows that (Figure 7 and Table 5) information quality is found to
have a positive and significant influence on acceptance and actual use of NRLAIS (H2). The
result revealed that the relation between INQU and SYAU (β = 0.436, t = 3.600, p = 0.000)
(2a) on perceived usefulness, i.e., INQU -> PRUS (β = 0.283, t = 3.347, p = 0.001), and (2b) on
perceived ease of use, i.e., INQU -> PEOU (β = 0.275, t = 3.818, p = 0.000), has a positive and
significant influence. Hence, H2 was supported. Respondents admitted that information
quality of NRLAIS has a positive and significant influence on acceptance and actual use.
When the information generated by NRLAIS is accurate, useable, relevant, reliable, and
understandable, the woreda land administration experts consider the information system
useful and valuable. This result revealed that information availability (69.8%) is the main
characteristic of NRLAIS to ensure a necessary level of acceptance for land administration
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to provide seamless services that do not halt business. In addition, information usability
(86.2%), information accuracy (89%), information relevance, and understandability (74.3%)
are influencing factors that determine information quality.

Table 5. Mean, STDEV, T-Values, p-Values, R2, and Q2.

β STDEV T Tatistics p Values 2.50% 97.50%

INQU -> PEOU 0.275 0.072 3.818 0.000 0.154 0.420

INQU -> PRUS 0.283 0.085 3.347 0.001 0.105 0.427

INQU -> SYAU 0.436 0.121 3.600 0.000 0.182 0.655

PEOU -> PRUS 0.291 0.114 2.556 0.011 0.083 0.508

PEOU -> SYAU 0.086 0.101 0.852 0.395 −0.111 0.294

PRUS -> SYAU 0.111 0.086 1.285 0.199 −0.039 0.290

SRQU -> INQU 0.356 0.053 6.681 0.000 0.246 0.453

SRQU -> PEOU 0.465 0.084 5.537 0.000 0.285 0.615

SRQU -> PRUS 0.213 0.096 2.222 0.027 0.022 0.401

SRQU -> SYAU 0.208 0.101 2.057 0.040 0.027 0.416

SYQU -> INQU 0.575 0.048 12.019 0.000 0.477 0.665

SYQU -> PEOU 0.194 0.091 2.128 0.034 −0.006 0.355

SYQU -> SRQU 0.583 0.059 9.879 0.000 0.475 0.693

SYQU -> SYAU 0.639 0.064 10.019 0.000 0.503 0.752

R2 Q2

INQU 0.697 0.434

PEOU 0.695 0.451

PRUS 0.512 0.252

SRQU 0.340 0.175

SYAU 0.567 0.258

SYQU 0.000

Thirdly, service quality has a positive and significant influence on acceptance and
actual use of NRLAIS (H3) (3a) on the perceived ease of use, (3b) on the information quality,
and (3c) on the perceived usefulness of NRLAIS. The result revealed that a positive and
significant impact on SYAU (β = 0.208, t = 2.057, p = 0.040); (3a) on the perceived ease of
use, i.e., SRQU -> PEOU (β = 0.465, t = 5.537, p = 0.000); (3b) on the information quality,
i.e., SRQU -> INQU (β = 0.575, t = 12.019, p = 0.000); and (3c) on the perceived usefulness,
i.e., SRQU -> PRUS (β = 0.213, t = 2.222, p = 0.027). Hence, H3 was fully supported. The
SRQU construct is one of the most influential service quality measurement instruments
and is widely used in many applications, and the development of service quality affects IS
success factor. The result revealed that the technical support service provided by the federal
and regional land institutions is significantly affecting the acceptance and actual usage of
NRLAIS at the woreda offices of land administration. The result revealed that 20.8% of the
acceptance and actual use of NRLAIS were explained by the quality of support services
(Figure 7). This includes the knowledge and skill transfer made through classroom training
and during data migration, on-the-spot support by a mobile IT team, and remote helpdesk
support. Such support services were found relevant to the job performance and awareness
regarding compliance with actual system use by the woreda land administration experts.

Conversely, H4 evaluates whether PEOU has a positive and significant effect on SYAU
of NRALIS. The result revealed that PEOU has a positive but an insignificant impact
on acceptance and SYAU (β = 0.086, t = 0.852, p = 0.395), and (4a) PEOU has a positive
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and significant effect on perceived usefulness, i.e., PEOU -> PRUS (β = 0.291, t = 2.556,
p = 0.011). Hence, H4 was not supported, while H4a was fully supported.

Similarly, H5 evaluates whether PRUS has a positive and significant effect on accep-
tance and SYAU of NRLAIS. The result revealed that PRUS has a positive but insignificant
impact on acceptance and SYAU (β = 0.111, t = 1.285, p = 0.199). Hence, H5 was not sup-
ported.

5.4. Mediation Analysis

Mediation analysis was performed to assess the mediating (INQU, SRQU, PEOU and
PRUS) role of system actual use outcomes. The results revealed an insignificant (p > 0.05)
mediating role of PRUS (H3a: β = 0.024, t = 2.000, p = 0.322) and a partially significant (p =
0.046) mediating role of PEOU (H3c: β = 0.040, t = 2.000, p = 0.046). INQU was found to
significantly mediate the relationship between SRQU and SYAU of NRLAIS (see Table 6).

Table 6. Total, specific, and indirect effect between the independent variables and dependent variable.

Total Effect T Sig Direct Effect Sig Specific Indirect Effect Effect T Sig

SR -> SYAU

0.464 7.397 0.000 0.208 0.040 SRQU -> INQU -> SYAU 0.251 3.665 0.000

SRQU -> PEOU -> SYAU 0.040 2.000 0.046

SRQU -> PRUS -> SYAU 0.024 2.000 0.322

6. Discussion

Land administration governance in Ethiopia is complex and requires the use and
integration of an innovative and robust set of land registration information technologies
that meet the social, economic, and environmental goals of tenure security and service
delivery. Innovative information technologies and systems can be used to help build a
quicker, accessible, affordable, and more reliable LIS. This, in turn, provides landholders,
communities, business firms, and the general public with a clearer sense of tenure security,
particularly to women, by providing evidence of recognized and enforceable land and
resource rights. Landholders with secure tenure rights will be incentivized to make long-
term land-based investment that improve welfare and environmental outcomes.

This study demonstrated that the theoretical application of the research model that
integrated selected variables from the IS success and TAM models to explain the acceptance
and actual usage of NRLAIS in Ethiopia; acceptance and usage serve as proxy predictors
of NRLAIS’ operational success. The paper explored the determining factors and their
relationships with technical (SYQU), organizational (SRQU and INQU), and the behavioral
(PEOU and PRUS) aspects of the woreda land administration experts that influence the ac-
ceptance and actual usage of NRLAIS in Ethiopia. These constructs, along with measuring
the LRIS’ operational success, pave the way to scientifically research land administration
system digitalization, particularly in developing economies. The research suggests that the
IS success model integrated with TAM with selected variables was applicable for explaining
LRIS acceptance and actual usage as a proxy predictor for operational success. This study
does not include the organizational net benefit in its latent variable constructs measured
by productivity, competitiveness, and management improvements. The discussion of the
results is presented in detail as follows.

Firstly, based on the structural model, the study examined the relationship between
the system quality and acceptance and actual use of NRLAIS. The results indicate that there
is a positive and significant relationship between the system quality and the acceptance and
actual use of NRLAIS (H1) on SRQU (1a), on INQU (1b), and on PEOU (1c). Based on that, it
can be inferred that the woreda land administration experts relate this system quality with
the acceptance and actual use of NRLAIS. The system quality constructs reflect the technical
aspects of NRLAIS to its acceptance and actual use. These are that it is easy to learn, easy
to use, and useful to do daily business related to land transaction management and service
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delivery at the woreda land administration offices. Malik et al. [55] and Hamdan and
Al-Hajra [79] observed that a system’s level of association had a positive influence on the
perceived ease of use and the perceived usefulness of the system under investigation [55,56].
Moreover, the system quality would also affect the information quality and the service
quality of the organization under study, and this, in turn, affects the acceptance and actual
usage of the system.

As described in the background section, the technical requirement review provides an
understanding of the different components of NRLAIS as an automated and streamlined
land registration information system for rural land. The functional and legal aspects
of the rural land administration are key requirements of NRLAIS. This includes data
capturing, data management, visualization, and workflow management and reporting.
The NRLAIS system development process has engaged the regional and federal level land
administration professionals in terms of the definition, verification, and approval of the
functional and legal requirements as part of its quality assurance system. Hence, the multi-
tiered application architecture makes NRLAIS possible to use at the different administrative
levels with differentiated functionality and user interface. The login function and session
time-out are also suited to secure the user’s access to the system and the subsystems before
any transaction begins. Furthermore, the classified roles of system users (officer, expert,
and supervisor) represent read-only, data entry, and approval, and change secure system
access as primary actors in the existing administrative roles in the institutions that operate
the NRLAIS.

Regarding information quality, the results of this study are consistent with what was
found by Nugroho and Chang et al. [48,80]. NRLAIS also manages information regarding
land transaction performance at the woreda level, such as the type and patterns of land
transactions made. Updating the land record is one of the key functions of the woreda
land administration offices. This affects the efficiency and effectiveness of the land ad-
ministration system and staff job performance related to all land transactions. Relevant
and accurate land information affects operational business decisions of transactions to the
regional governments, to federal ministries, and to the general public. Since land relation-
ships change frequently, the information in NRLAIS needs to be updated and maintained.
Timely and accurate management of information ensured through well-maintained cadas-
tral and land use related information should reflect the reality on the ground. Complete
and up-to-date land information will support expedited business decisions made by the
woreda land administration offices, thereby enhancing legitimacy and trustworthiness of
the woreda land administration offices. Further to this, the availability of such geospatial
land information lays a foundation for the national spatial data infrastructure to flourish
and be accessible to all concerned in order to inform strategic and policy reform.

Moreover, NRLAIS has a modular design that allows the system to be deployed at
several administrative levels. The modular stack and the web-based server design of
NRLAIS enable the transfer of data and information from lower to higher administration
levels to include zone, region, and federal levels that facilitate easier deployment. However,
this data and information flow is yet to happen due to low and weak telecom network
infrastructure coverage in the country for access to strong bandwidth Internet services.

With regard to service quality, the result of the current study is consistent with the
findings of Al Fraihat [81], Nugroho [48], and Malik et al. [55]. These studies found
that the effective role or support service of the technical staff, (i.e., service quality) is
positively related to the eventual use of the system [81]. Competency of the support staff,
vendor support, and availability of training affected acceptance and use of IS [82]. The
current study also revealed that the technical support service is significantly affecting the
acceptance and actual usage of NRLAIS. However, an IT-enabled LRIS at this decentralized
scale needs a solid IT management approach, which is dependable, available, and has good
empathy of support staff. NRLAIS with sufficient quality affects the type and intensity
of technical support in the transition operation from manual to digital service delivery.
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The quality of support service, in turn, affects adherence to standardized methods and
procedures for service delivery in the acceptance and actual use of NRLAIS.

The transition and service operation is the highest priority for NRLAIS to function
and be operational at the woreda level. In the context of the establishment of NRLAIS,
it is essential to have a proper knowledge transfer from the developer to an in-house
or outsourced local IT company, which carries out the ongoing system maintenance,
upgrading, and operational support services. The woreda land administration experts’
knowledge and skill acquired through training, experience gained during data migration,
self-practice, and helpdesk support are also critical success factors. Therefore, the support
service quality should be strong, regular, dependable, and available when needed at the
woreda level.

Fourthly, the analysis revealed that perceived ease of use has a positive but insignifi-
cant effect on the acceptance and actual use of NRLAIS. However, perceived ease of use
has a positive and significant effect on the perceived usefulness of NRLAIS (H4a). Hence,
H4 was not supported, while H4a was supported. Malik et al. [55,56] found that perceived
usefulness is influenced by an understanding of the information quality; [83] the current
study analysis also revealed similar findings (H2b). Machdar and Malik et al. [55,56,84]
found that the quality of information positively affects perceived usefulness and ease of
use, and perceived ease of use positively affects perceived usefulness [84]. Several studies
have found strong relationships between perceived usefulness and self-reported use [85],
extent of use [86], or dependence on an information system [87]. Empirical studies in
various contexts have confirmed that the post-usage perception of usefulness has a strong
association with actual use [88]. This holds true in the current study too, since the hypo-
thetical relationships between the perceived ease of use effect on acceptance and actual
use was found to be significant. This may be due to the fact that the survey collected
post-usage perceptions rather than measuring intention to use prior-actual system use.
Therefore, the behavioral antecedences of perceived ease of use and actual use should not
be underestimated to meet operational success, though perceived ease of use has shown a
weak relationship to actual use in the analysis.

The result of this study revealed that 69.5% of the acceptance and actual use of NRLAIS
is explained by the perceived ease of use construct (Figure 7). The quality of information
affects the perceived ease of use (27.5%), as well as the perceived usefulness (28.3%) of
the woreda land administration experts. This, in turn, affects the acceptance and actual
use of NRLAIS to maintain the land records of subsequent land transactions and to make
effective and efficient business decisions in daily service delivery.

7. Conclusions

Investigation of the general antecedents of what causes users’ acceptance and use of
innovative information technology in the land administration domain is critical for digital
transformation and improve service delivery. The research has attempted to understand
the influencing factors of the acceptance and actual use of NRLAIS in Ethiopia to gauge
and predict its operational success. The research found that, despite the fact that the
NRLAIS program of Ethiopia is at the initial stage of establishment, the speed and scale of
its implementation have implications for its acceptance and actual use. The authors argue
that investigating what factors affect this transition is worth studying in order to document
the experience and generate a knowledge base for similar initiatives in other countries.

The research demonstrated that a system must be developed that understands the
functional, technical, legal, and administrative requirements. These factors significantly
affect the acceptance and actual use of the system and better predict its operational success.
Similarly, the organizational aspects related to support services and information quality
determine the behavioral attributes of staff to accept and use NRLAIS and rely on it to
make business decisions and deliver services on a daily basis.

Moreover, twelve of the fourteen constructs (hypotheses) in this study were found to
be significant in terms of affecting the acceptance and actual use of NRLAIS. The findings
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rendered a theoretical and practical knowledge base about land administration information
digitalization and operational success. Practically, the findings of this study help the
country to make strategic and policy decisions on the planning, implementation, and use
of a land registration information system for sustainable land resource management and
governance systems. Secondly, the study demonstrated that, while the service quality
and information quality constructs to the acceptance and actual use of NRLAIS deserve
an independent construct, they are also playing a mediating role between system quality
and actual use of the system. The proposed model empirically revealed strong construct
validity, in that it captures multiple aspects of each variable, which is a change from much
of the measurement of LIS success model constructs that focus on only one aspect of
the construct.

Historically, the land administration system in Ethiopia has evolved in the urban–rural
cadastral and land registration system divide. This costs the country a great deal in terms of
economic, social, and environmental management and governance systems. With the depth
of functional and legal requirements compliance, NRLAIS is instrumental in strengthening
secure tenure rights in rural jurisdictions. It also demonstrates that standardization would
pave the way for the development of a unified land administration information system in
Ethiopia that embraces both urban and rural land tenure.

Despite the study’s contribution to policy, research, and practice, the authors suggest
that a similar future research undertaking would be recommendable in other developing
countries and should include other variables that are not considered in this study. The
method applied in this study adds to the knowledge base and replicability of the proposed
model under the land administration information domain. Further, future studies should
include the organizational net benefit in their latent variable constructs as measured by
productivity, competitiveness, and management improvements. Finally, the research did
not consider the success of NRLAIS from the perspective of an external system user, such as
financial institutions, courts, businesses, and smallholder farmers, which would be worth
studying in a future research undertaking.
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Abstract: Since China’s reform and opening up, the country’s rapid marketization process has been
accompanied by the rapid growth of inequality, which has been significant for all classes of society.
In terms of its impact, housing inequality is particularly noticeable. In this paper, we discuss the
influence of real-estate purchase time, organization, human capital, and political capital on the value
of real estate and the appreciation of real estate in China by using a conditional mean model and
a quantile regression model. The differences in the degree of influence of these factors on different
quantile levels are also investigated. We found that, after adding the time factor, the prior possession
of resources in the early stage of market transformation will benefit the long-term marketization
process. Organizations that can penetrate “market-redistribution” and professions that directly
participate in the distribution of real-estate resources also have significant advantages in this regard.

Keywords: market transition; urban housing; time factor; resource allocation

1. Introduction

Since China’s reform and opening up in 1978, the country’s high-speed process of
marketization has resulted in unprecedented advancements. Additionally, concerns, such
as imbalanced and insufficient developments, ensued, with social inequality becoming
the most serious issue. In the early 1980s, China and other Eastern European socialist
countries were the most equal countries in the world. Then, the Gini coefficient in China
was less than 0.3, which was lower than that of developed countries and other developing
countries [1]. Despite official statistics indicating a drop in the Gini coefficient in China
during these years—0.49 in 2008 to 0.46 in 2015 [2]—the nation has undeniably transformed
from one of the most equal countries in the world into one of the world’s most unequal
countries over the last 40 years. This transition has exerted a profound influence on every
stratum of society, and housing inequality is the most remarkable problem.

Several issues account for this phenomenon of inequality, one of which is the com-
modification of housing. The homeownership rate of Chinese urban residents increased
from 15% in 1995 to 80% in 2002, and the latter number was even higher than the figure for
the United States in 2003, which was 68% [3,4]. Thus, a real-estate market emerged from
the old system of socialist redistribution.

Residents have gone from a period marked by “houses allocated by work units”
to a period characterized by “buying houses on their own” within a generation. The
old institutional arrangements and the force of marketization are intertwined, forming
a medley of houses with different historical origins on the market. Additionally, the
housing allocation circumstances of society and the complex arrangements in economics
and society are intertwined, resulting in housing inequality.

Notably, housing prices are rapidly increasing, and two aspects account for this
trend. First, many people in China leave their hometowns to seek employment in big
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cities. As a result, there is considerable demand for housing in these cities. Second,
under circumstances marked by inflation and a sluggish manufacturing industry, housing
hash has become the fastest-growing value-added asset of Chinese families. The average
profitability rates of first-, second-, and third-owned urban residences are 340.31%, 143.25%,
and 96.70%, respectively [5]. Therefore, housing inequality is more than a matter of social
resource distribution, such as income inequality. The accompanying high profitability is
more likely to become an institutionalized source of rent-seeking. Individuals who invest
early tend to receive a substantial amount of added value through real-estate appreciation
and residential rental properties, creating even wider inequality. This will probably lead
to a more rigorous problem—the Matthew Effect. The Matthew Effect means that any
individual, group, or region that achieves success and progress in a certain aspect (such as
money, reputation, status, etc.) will produce an accumulated advantage and have more
opportunities to achieve greater success and progress [6]. What are the characteristics
of housing inequality? Which stratum of society owns high-value properties? Who can
benefit from the property market? All of these questions must be studied and solved in
greater detail.

2. Theory and Hypothesis

Since the 1980s, the relation between China’s market transition and social stratification
has been a main focus in academic research, and scholars have performed productive
research in this respect. Although judgments vary regarding social inequality in early
socialist China, many scholars have emphasized that the redistribution of collective goods
is likely to form greater inequality than once thought against the background of “egali-
tarianism” in a redistribution structure bonded by a unit system [7–10]. Correspondingly,
such a habit of redistribution of collective goods is likely to continue even after market
transition due to institutional inertia or path dependence [11,12].

Housing is a clear example of this. In the early days of the reform, many urban
residents could purchase houses at a price lower than the market price through their work
unit ties or social relations [10,13,14]. In recent years, many empirical studies have indi-
cated a gradual widening of housing inequality in urban residents from every stratum of
society [15,16]. From the perspective of market transition theory [17,18], housing inequality
among different strata is inevitable and will decline because the market transition will form
a new means of resource allocation under a redistribution system. In this emerging market,
the influence of old political capital declines, and market mechanisms focused more on
individual capabilities and fair competition assume greater importance. Because of the
Matthew Effect from competition, housing inequality will widen in the short-term. In the
process, the return on human capital, such as education, will increase, and the return on
political capital, such as party membership and cadre position, will decrease. Compared
with old powerful elites, current market elites have gained new access to real-estate profits.
Market transition will eventually create a fairer and more equal housing supply mechanism.
With the further deepening of the market transition, ever more people with substantial
human capital are able to profit from it, and inequality will eventually decline due to the
more thorough social security system established by the government [19].

Another theory is the Power Continuance Theory or the Power Transition Theory [20],
which underscores that the state’s power creates an innate advantage and a stronger
ability to expand in the process of market transition. Additionally, compared with other
governments, local governments in China tend to participate in economic construction more
actively under the pressure of political achievement in terms of economic development [21].
These factors justify the further expansion of bureaucracy in the market, and government
functions also become stronger. Under such circumstances, factors such as political capital
may assume greater importance in the process of market transition. Empirical studies have
also demonstrated the positive effect of the work unit system and public power on property
area and purchasing opportunity [22]. Additionally, income studies have shown that China
ranks relatively low among developing countries regarding the monetary return on one
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extra year of schooling. Additionally, the income advantage of Chinese Communist Party
membership is remarkable [23]. Chinese Communist Party membership is often regarded
as a kind of political capital [24], similar to a kind of social capital (relationship), which can
obtain many resources (information, influence, or operation power) and opportunities [25].
In other words, party members have the opportunity to contact people who are highly
beneficial to their future careers [26]. The aforementioned statistics support the argument
of power continuance.

The major difference between market transition theory and power continuance theory
is that the resources brought by market reform are acquired by new market elites or
old powerful elites. The common assumption of the two theories is as follows: China’s
marketization reform cannot be achieved instantly; by contrast, it continues gradually. The
marketization level of China seems to increase continuously and is now in its preliminary
stage. Marketization is bound to offer a dynamic aspect to economic development. The
advantage of such an assumption is that the stimulating effect of the market on economic
development has been clearly expounded in economics [27]. Needless to say, the market
improves the efficiency of the economy in a broader sense. Although market transition
advances step by step, means of production, such as commodity, workforce, and property,
slowly form their respective markets simultaneously. However, these markets almost
complete the commodification process overnight, which is characterized by “punctuated”
institutional changes (Punctuated-Equilibrium Theory, for reference). The time factor has
tended to be ignored in the literature. Based on CHIP long-term statistics, Li concluded that
the pronounced wealth inequality of Chinese residents began between 1995 and 2002 [28].

Additionally, based on mean regression studies [29,30], one problem that can easily
be ignored in many cases is that unequal models vary among different groups of people.
The progressive reform functioning as “China’s experience” is the fundamental logic
of Chinese urban residence institutional reform and avoids overall turbulence in the
reform process. Notably, something else ensues; because the basic attribute of urban
residence and the concept of equality of urban residents have been changed, the difference
in housing benefits acquired by individuals from every stratum of society has accumulated
and strengthened, and this allows the market capability of residents to play a bigger
role in social stratification [31]. Due to the ongoing process of marketization and social
stratification, housing will continue to strengthen the benefits of individuals who already
own a house. Additionally, people in a relatively low-income class will find profiting from
the property market more difficult. Another technical problem is that plenty of papers on
housing inequality have been published based on survey data from around 2005 [32,33].
Additionally, the independent variable has tended to be living space; thus, property value
has not been fully studied. As such, there is a gap in the literature that is worthwhile filling.

To sum up, some classic hypotheses and propositions in previous theories can be
borrowed to illustrate housing inequality:

Hypothesis 1a. The higher the educational level, the higher the housing value.

Hypothesis 1b. The higher the income, the higher the housing value.

Hypothesis 2a. The cadre position has a greater advantage than other occupations in terms of
housing value.

Hypothesis 2b. People with party membership have a greater advantage than non-party people in
terms of housing allocation and acquirement.

Hypothesis 3a. It is easier for non-market organizations, such as state-owned enterprises and the
party and government organs, to acquire high-value housing than market units in a manner similar
to private enterprises and self-employed individuals.
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Hypothesis 3b. Non-market organizations, such as state-owned enterprises and the party and
government organs, profit more from the property market than market units, such as private
enterprises and self-employed individuals.

This paper proposes the following research hypotheses:

Hypothesis 4a. Time factor. Against the backdrop of progressive reform, individuals who enter the
property market late receive relatively high returns due to fully developed marketization.

Hypothesis 4b. Time factor. Against the backdrop of progressive reform, individuals who enter
the real-estate market late receive relatively low returns due to a limited holding period for housing.

Above all, a close and hierarchical analysis is conducted for people receiving different
levels of housing profits.

3. Research Methods

3.1. Methodology

Regarding research methodology, this paper adopts a quantile regression model and
the common ordinary least squares (OLS) linear regression model found in the literature.
Compared with an OLS linear regression model based on mean, a quantile regression
model has two advantages. First, the quantile is less likely to be affected by extreme
values than the mean. Although such a problem can be alleviated by taking logarithms
of variables in the mean regression, quantile regression is better in terms of managing
skewed variables, such as income and housing value. Second, regression equations can
be established according to different quantile levels of dependent variables. Therefore,
all factors can be closely studied under the influence of all sorts of housing profitability
levels. Furthermore, the changing patterns of these factors in different quantile levels can
be analyzed, which is better than the over-general conclusion reached under the guidance
of the OLS model.

This paper adopts 19 quantiles from 5 to 95 at an interval of 5; additionally, it se-
lects a multivariable linear regression model, in which every dependent variable has
20 regression equations. Thus, an analysis based on regression excels can be conducted as
performed in classic quantitative research. Additionally, regression coefficient tables in
different quantiles can be created to inspect the changing patterns of independent variables
in different quantile levels.

3.2. Data Collection

This paper adopts data from the Social Development and Social Construction national
survey conducted by Shanghai University in 2012. The survey applies simple random
sampling in three stages, and the data are from various geographical locations in China,
namely Henan Province, Jilin Province, the municipality of Shanghai, Guangdong Province,
Yunnan Province, and Gansu Province. The total number of samples is 5745. Due to the
substantial differences between a rural homestead self-built house system and a commodi-
tized urban property market, 2482 rural samples were excluded from this research. Among
the remaining samples, 2041 people either purchased or built houses on their own. These
people in question claimed the right to their property, know the price of their property, and
are the main research objects in this paper.

3.3. Measures

Dependent variable 1 is the total value of the main residence. Because the property
market in China is relatively mature, the housing price of the respondents includes informa-
tion about housing quality and housing location, which is a suitable variable to represent
the distribution of housing resources. Dependent variable 2 is the added value of the
house after purchase or construction. Because respondents are asked on the questionnaires
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to provide the date when they purchased or built their house and the cost of doing so,
the added value of the house in question can be calculated from the date of the contract
to the year 2012, when the survey was conducted. This variable indicates the profit of
respondents from the property market and allows us to more accurately operationalize
incremental resources in the process of market transition. Logarithms have been taken
of the two variables in the OLS model because the two variables are skewed to the right.
Although it is necessary to take logarithms in the quantile model, natural logarithms of
dependent variables have been used improve the comparison of the results of the OLS
model. The main independent variables are as follows:

• Education level: The education of the respondents is re-classified as elementary school
and below, secondary school, high school, and university and above.

• Party membership: Membership includes Communist Party membership and membership
in democratic parties. In China, democratic parties have their own political implications.

• Work unit type: Due to the joint-stock system reform in recent years, some state-owned
enterprises and collective enterprises have begun to include private capital, and some
public institutions are owned and run by individuals. Therefore, first, the work unit
types offered in questionnaires are roughly classified. Next, the work unit types
marked as enterprise are further classified as state-owned, collective, or privately
owned in terms of ownership.

• Occupation and administration position: Occupation is a major factor affecting
housing distribution. To better compare the variable of administration position to
other occupations, respondents with an administration position are encoded into
two professions: senior cadres with a title of section chief and above, and junior
cadres with a title of section chief and below. These two professions are added to the
variable of occupation. Additionally, samples that have both administration positions
and other occupations are ruled out.

• Control variable: According to the literature, demographic variables are included as
control variables to increase the accuracy of the model. These variables are age and
the square of age, marital status, number of family members, province, and natural
logarithm, taken as the total income of the previous year.

Another independent variable warranting attention in this paper is the time when
the house was purchased or built. Although this independent variable is a continuous
variable on the questionnaire, this paper de-dimensionalizes it into four nominal variables:
before 1998, 1999–2003, 2004–2008, and 2009–2012. The years 1998, 2003, and 2008 are
selected as key division points due to theoretical and historical reasons. According to the
research conducted by Wu Xiaobo [34], the then incumbent Zhu Rongji administration
suspended the policy of selling state capital to private businesses, which targeted the state-
owned small and medium enterprises with poor performance. After 1998, state-owned
capital withdrew from competitive industries, such as textiles, home appliances, and food,
while playing a dominant and monopolistic role in strategic industries, such as resources,
energy, and heavy chemicals. State-owned businesses started to retreat to the upper-stream
industries, forming an advantage of an oligarchy or multi-oligarchy operation.

After 1998, the housing of urban residents transformed from work–unit-distributed
houses into commodity houses for transactional purposes. At the end of 2003, the State
Council released Provisions on Curbing Blind Investment in Steel, Electrolytic Aluminum,
Cement and other industries, to manage the over-popular investments in energy industries.
Additionally, in 2003, the State-Owned Assets Supervision and Administration Commission
of the State Council was founded. In the following three years, the main business income
of enterprises directly under central authorities increased by 78.8%, the profit increased
by 140%, the tax revenue increased by 96.5%, and the hedge ratio of state-owned assets
increased to 144.4%. Feng Lun, then chairman of Wangtong Group, said, “Faced with state-
owned capital, private capital has to stick to the principle of cooperation over competition,
supplement over substitution, affiliation over dominance. Only by accomplishing this can
the private capital advance continuously and fare well”.
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In 2008, because exports were hindered by the financial crisis, the central government
implemented a proactive fiscal policy—a USD 4 trillion economy stimulus package. As
a result, state-owned enterprises gained 90% of the new loans. Above all, 1998 was the
starting point of the commodification of housing, and 2003 and 2008 were significant
years because the administration increased the investment in state-owned capital and
private capital withdrew from the production field during the process of market transition.
Furthermore, the private capital withdrawn in 2003 and 2008 was mostly transferred to
the financial market, in which the real-estate market, as the fastest-growing value-added
investment, received substantial attention. In the process of property investment, local
governments also profited from land finance, namely collecting land transaction fees by
transferring land use rights [35]. Additionally, state-owned enterprises can profit from the
upstream industries resulting from property construction. A prohibitive housing price
scenario is the result of the common interests of private capital, local governments, and
state-owned capital. Therefore, the years 1998, 2003, and 2008 are particularly important
because they have different implications for housing prices. The time when the property
market was entered is divided into four stages.

The descriptive statistics of the aforementioned variables are in Table 1.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of variables.

Continuous Variable

Variables
Sample

Numbers
Mean

Gini
Coefficient

Standard
Deviation

Minimum
Value

Maximum
Value

The market value of property 1

(CNY 10,000)
2791 80.67 0.59332 128.46 0.01 3000

The added value of property
(CNY 10,000) 1931 55.88 0.57414 70.977 −49 990

Income (CNY) 3165 44,700 0.58174 534,295 300 3 × 107

Number of properties 2860 1.203 — — 0.5986 1 15
Year of purchase or construction 1998 2000 — — 9.6015 1812 2013
Age 3263 42.54 — — 14.224 17 70

Discrete variable 2

Variables Sample
numbers Frequency Percentage

(%)
Standard
deviation

Minimum
value

Maximum
value

Time of Purchase or Construction
Before 1998 1998 659 32.983 0.4703 0 1
1999–2003 1998 555 27.7778 0.448 0 1
2004–2008 1998 479 23.974 0.427 0 1
After 2009 1998 305 15.2653 0.3597 0 1
Work Unit Types
Party and government organs 2891 94 3.25147 0.1774 0 1
Public institutions 2891 426 14.7354 0.3545 0 1
State-owned enterprises 2891 669 23.1408 0.4218 0 1
Collective enterprises 2891 142 4.9118 0.2162 0 1
Private enterprises 2891 969 33.51781 0.4721 0 1
Self-employed business 2891 591 20.44275 0.4034 0 1
Education Level
Elementary school 3261 477 14.62741 0.3534 0 1
Secondary school 3261 869 26.64827 0.4422 0 1
High school 3261 908 27.84422 0.4483 0 1
University and above 3261 1007 30.8801 0.4621 0 1
Occupation
Senior cadre 2904 145 4.99311 0.2178 0 1
Junior cadre 2904 130 4.47658 0.2068 0 1
Senior management 2904 49 1.68733 0.1288 0 1
Junior management 2904 117 4.02893 0.1967 0 1
Intermediate and senior technician 2904 125 4.30441 0.203 0 1
Ordinary technician 2904 327 11.26033 0.3162 0 1
Organization clerk 2904 215 7.40358 0.2619 0 1
Salesman of enterprises and institutions 2904 147 5.06198 0.2193 0 1
Business service personnel 2904 466 16.04683 0.3671 0 1
Skilled worker 2904 154 5.30303 0.2241 0 1
Ordinary worker 2904 630 21.69421 0.4122 0 1
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Table 1. Cont.

Continuous Variable

Variables
Sample

Numbers
Mean

Gini
Coefficient

Standard
Deviation

Minimum
Value

Maximum
Value

Self-employed entrepreneur 2904 363 12.5 0.3308 0 1
Worker after retirement 3 2904 36 1.23967 0.1107 0 1
Others 2904 4 0.00138 0.03712 0 1
Party member
(Yes = 1, No = 0) 3263 510 15.62979 0.3632 0 1

Marriage status
(Yes = 1, No = 0) 3258 2536 77.83917 0.4154 0 1

Family member number 3260 7564 232.0245 1.2309 0 9
Gender
(Male = 1, Female = 0) 3263 1602 49.09592 0.5 0 1

Province
Shanghai Municipality 3263 837 25.6512 0.43677 0 1
Yunnan Province 3263 368 11.278 0.31637 0 1
Jilin Province 3263 575 17.6218 0.38106 0 1
Guangdong Province 3263 735 22.5253 0.41781 0 1
Henan Province 3263 392 12.0135 0.32517 0 1
Gansu Province 3263 356 10.9102 0.31181 0 1

1 Values less than 0 were taken of the three variables—housing value, housing added value, and income—and the natural logarithms were
taken from the model. 2 All discrete variables were changed into dummy variables and then added into the following model. 3 The group
working after retirement is not included in the regression model.

4. Analysis and Results

Regarding the two variables—housing value and housing added value—two of the
same sets of independent variables were put into two respective models: an OLS model
based on mean estimation and a QR model based on 19 quantiles.

The parameter estimation of quantile regression parameters adopts the bootstrap
method. Every quantile model conducts 500 samplings with replacements of initial samples.
Clustered standard error is used with different cities as different clusters to estimate
standard deviation.

Compared with the general robust standard error, a clustered standard error pre-
sumes that the random error terms in the regression equations are uncorrelated among
cities but correlated within cities, and this helps to accurately estimate the vast difference
among Chinese regions and strengthen the model; however, it has one disadvantage.
The p-value of a clustered standard error is higher than that of a robust standard error
and is less significant.

4.1. Housing Value Model

Because independent variables are mostly dummy variables, the basic condition of
the model and the result of control variables are displayed first in Table 2.

In general, because of the proper selection of the covariate, R2 (coefficient of deter-
mination) in the OLS model is over 0.5, which indicates that the model fits the data well.
Because the values of different variables in the questionnaires are not exactly the same,
1648 cases were eventually selected for the model. In contrast to the life course theory,
age and housing value do not increase first and then decrease. Age basically exerts zero
influence on the housing price, which probably occurs because marriage status and family
member numbers are controlled. In terms of gender, the income returns on housing for
males compared with females is lower. A possible reason for this result is that the gender
advantages of males are demonstrated in other variables, which—in turn—serve as the
control variables of gender. Regarding the difference among provinces, the municipalities
of Shanghai and Guangdong Province have a greater advantage on housing price than
other provinces, and Jilin Province ranks lowest. The model results are listed, respectively,
according to independent variables in Table 3.
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Table 2. Basic condition of the housing price model and control variables.

Model
Type/Quantiles

OLS 0.1 0.25 0.5 0.75 0.9

Age −0.0183 −0.0388 ! −0.0253 −0.0117 −0.0104 −0.00454
Square of age 0.000303 * 0.000538 * 0.000384 * 0.000215 0.000182 0.000135

Marriage status −0.0088 0.00175 0.00708 0.000983 0.0423 −0.00369
Number of family

members 0.0535 *** 0.0253 0.0532 ** 0.0537 *** 0.0526 ** 0.0493 *

Gender −0.120 *** −0.125 ! −0.139 ** −0.125 *** −0.0472 −0.0695

Province
Yunnan Province −1.126 *** −1.306 *** −1.244 *** −1.110 *** −1.076 *** −1.070 ***

Jilin Province −1.618 *** −1.924 *** −1.615 *** −1.449 *** −1.463 *** −1.467 ***
Guangdong Province −0.479 * −0.801 ** −0.637 * −0.498 −0.328 −0.0866

Henan Province −1.057 *** −0.988 *** −1.031 *** −1.046 *** −1.147 *** −1.223 ***
Gansu Province −1.391 *** −1.473 *** −1.416 *** −1.321 *** −1.379 *** −1.376 ***

Constant term 1.923 *** 0.6 1.469 ! 1.580 ** 2.792 *** 3.493 ***
Number of cases 1648 1648 1648 1648 1648 1648

R2 0.577 0.3503 0.3589 0.3807 0.3959 0.3866

*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, ! p < 0.1 Double underline is p < 0.05. Single underline is p < 0.1.

Table 3. Time factor of housing price model.

Model Type/Quantiles OLS 0.1 0.25 0.5 0.75 0.9

Time of Purchase or Construction
Reference Group: Before 1998

1999–2003 0.329 *** 0.485 *** 0.327 *** 0.288 *** 0.211 *** 0.197 *
2004–2008 0.341 *** 0.526 *** 0.373 *** 0.252 *** 0.195 ** 0.133
After 2009 0.398 ** 0.556 ** 0.383 *** 0.276 ** 0.224 * 0.255 *

*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05.

As can be generally observed from the OLS model (Table 3), the time of purchase
or construction continues to have a significantly positive effect on housing value after
controlling other variables. Compared with individuals who entered the property market
before 1998, individuals who entered the property market from 1999 to 2003, 2004 to 2008,
and after 2009 have an increased housing value of 39.0%, 40.6%, and 48.9%, respectively. In
other words, the later an individual acquires housing, the higher the housing price. This
phenomenon can be attributed to the ever-increasing housing price. Due to the ongoing
process of China’s market transition, the more fully developed the marketization, the
higher the housing value. Hypothesis 4a is thus proven true.

Additionally, such a positive effect varies at different quantile levels. To study the
difference and changing trend of the effect in question, a quantile regression coefficient
line graph is used. In Figure 1, 19 quantiles are at an interval of 0.05 on the x-axis. There
are quantile regression coefficients on the y-axis. Only those regression coefficients with
a p-value less than 0.1 are marked.

At the quantile levels from 0.1 to 0.25, which are mainly low-price houses, individuals
who enter the real-estate market later obtain higher returns. One possible explanation for
this result is that low-price houses are mostly government-subsidized housing units. Due to
the commodification reform, houses acquired after 1999 can better satisfy the low-end living
needs than before. With the increase of quantile, the value of low-price houses decreases
gradually. At the quantile levels from 0.4 to 0.5, the housing value of individuals entering the
property market from 2004 to 2008 is slightly lower than that from 1999 to 2003. This result
shows that, in the early days of market transition, before a substantial amount of private
capital flowed into the property market, the acquisition of middle-end housing could result
in some advantages. At the quantile levels from 0.85 to 0.9, a number of high-price houses
emerge after 2009 compared with 1998. Such a phenomenon is rare before 2009.
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Figure 1. Quantile regression coefficient line: time factor of housing price model.

In terms of organizational factor, in Table 4 and Figure 2, the OLS model shows that
different work units continue to exert influence on the distribution mechanism of housing,
if not a great influence in the redistribution era. Unexpectedly, the housing value of
collective enterprises ranks the highest, and the regression coefficients of other enterprises
are negative. This is because of the many personal factors under control, and it is different
from the results of early empirical studies. Based on the statistics from 1999 [26,36], the
income of those from collective enterprises was substantially lower than from private
enterprises, the party, and administration organs because collective enterprises were stuck
between redistribution and the market. However, in housing distribution in recent years,
the identity of collective enterprise has become an advantage rather than a disadvantage.
Because party and administration organs do not show significance, and the difference
between state-owned enterprises, public institutions, and private enterprises is small,
Hypothesis 3a is not directly proven.

Table 4. Organizational factor of housing price model.

Model Type/Quantile OLS 0.1 0.25 0.5 0.75 0.9

Work Unit Type
Reference Group: Collective Enterprises

Party and government organs −0.196 −0.128 −0.206 −0.276 ! −0.169 −0.045
Public institutions, social organizations −0.291 ** −0.261 −0.335 * −0.289 ** −0.220 * −0.181

State-owned enterprises −0.330 ** −0.427! −0.414 ** −0.312 ** −0.235 * −0.15
Private enterprises −0.281 ** −0.304 −0.332 ** −0.269 ** −0.224 * −0.194

Self-employed individuals −0.275 −0.0655 −0.304 −0.299 ! −0.229 −0.299

*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, ! p < 0.1.

Although the difference in the regression coefficients among work organizations is
small in the OLS model and at quantile levels from 0.4 to 0.55, the regression coefficient
of state-owned enterprises is remarkably lower than other types of organization at the
quantile levels from 0.1 to 0.3. In general, the regression coefficient of state-owned enter-
prises is lower than that of private enterprises. Additionally, the regression coefficient of
public institutions is higher than that of state-owned enterprises and lower than that of
private enterprises. The p-values of party and government organs, as well as self-employed
individuals, are relatively low; thus, an overall pattern is difficult to observe. In general,
Hypothesis 3b is proven partly false even though the housing prices of party and gov-
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ernment organs and public institutions are higher than those of other organizations at
high quantile levels from 0.65 to 0.75; this is illustrative of institutional inertia. However,
the regression coefficient of state-owned enterprises ranks the lowest among low-quantile
housing, which reflects the brunt of market transition toward old institutional arrange-
ments. As state-owned enterprises have borne most of the brunt, party and government
organs and public institutions remain advantageous in middle- to high-price housing.

 
Figure 2. Quantile regression coefficient line: time factor of housing price model.

In terms of human capital factors, Table 5 and Figure 3 show that, the higher the
education level, the higher the housing value. There is a remarkable advantage in college
education compared with other levels of education, which corresponds to the conclusion
of the OLS model. Therefore, Hypotheses 1a and 1b are proven true. With the increase in
quantile, the two variables—income and education level—tend to decrease. This result
demonstrates two things. First, as a type of investment, houses, especially high-price
houses with a quantile over 0.7, are not directly related to income but related to the
investment ability of investors. Second, regarding the acquisition of low-price and middle-
price houses with a quantile below 0.65, high-school education has a greater advantage
than secondary school education. However, such an advantage becomes less significant
when the quantile is over 0.7, and sometimes secondary school education tends to be more
rewarding. In terms of human capital, the returns on education mainly differ between
individuals with or without a college education. The returns on income are higher in
low-value and middle-value houses.

Table 5. Human capital factor of housing price model.

Model Type/Quantile OLS 0.1 0.25 0.5 0.75 0.9

Education Level
Reference Group: Elementary School and Below

Secondary school 0.325 ** 0.283 0.311 * 0.266 ** 0.233 ** 0.296 **
High school 0.412 *** 0.524 * 0.440 ** 0.345 ** 0.263 ** 0.261 *

University and above 0.584 *** 0.564 * 0.633 *** 0.507 *** 0.471 *** 0.493 ***

Logarithms taken of income 0.233 *** 0.316 *** 0.268 *** 0.270 *** 0.184 *** 0.131 **

*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05.
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Figure 3. Quantile regression coefficient line: human capital factor of housing price model.

In terms of political capital in Table 6, the housing value of individuals with a title of
section chief or above is 32.0% higher than that of ordinary workers, 15.5% higher than
that of senior technicians, and 27.8% higher than that of junior management. Hypothesis
2a is thus proven true. Because the p-value of party membership is mostly low and even
negative in some quantiles, the influence of party membership on housing value is exerted
through other factors, such as occupation, work unit, and education level. When the
aforementioned factors are under control, party membership is not as significant as in
models with fewer variables. Sometimes, the p-value of party membership in the quantile
regression is negative.

Table 6. Political capital factor of housing price model.

Model Type/Quantile OLS 0.1 0.25 0.5 0.75 0.9

Occupation
Reference Group: Ordinary Workers

Senior cadre 0.278 * 0.494 * 0.203 0.200 ! 0.236 ** 0.158
Junior cadre 0.231 ! 0.41 0.134 0.182 ! 0.176 ! 0.250 **

Senior management 0.226 ! 0.155 −0.158 0.161 0.223 0.537 *
Junior management 0.245 * 0.236 0.231 0.219 * 0.179 ! 0.247

Intermediate and senior technician 0.144 ! 0.273 0.0567 0.139 ! 0.0942 0.0203
Ordinary technician 0.0382 −0.0529 −0.0257 0.0389 0.0635 0.0896
Organization clerk 0.365 ** 0.455 * 0.301 * 0.301 ** 0.267 * 0.356 **

Salesman of enterprises and institutions 0.0868 0.161 −0.0476 0.0701 0.0754 0.241
Business service personnel 0.118 ! 0.362 * 0.0763 0.0648 0.0316 0.0173

Skilled worker 0.147 ! 0.299 −0.0214 −0.0241 0.222 * 0.214 !
Self-employed entrepreneur 0.168 0.121 0.0945 0.135 0.184 0.261

Others −0.126 −0.212 −0.393 0.323 0.068 −0.205

Party membership −0.0928 −0.0499 −0.126 * −0.092 −0.0467 −0.0422

*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, ! p < 0.1.

The returns of housing value for senior cadre rank are higher than those for junior
cadre rank, but the difference is not substantial. The influence and changing trend of
political capital in different quantiles can be clearly seen in Figure 4. The occupation
variable levels off in different quantiles. However, at the quantile levels from 0.75 to 0.9 and
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from 0.2 to 0.55, organization clerks have a higher return than other occupations, which
has rarely been observed in the literature.

 

Figure 4. Quantile regression coefficient line: human capital factor of housing price model. The
criterion of career choice in this study is to choose career variables with significance that can form the
changing trends of different quantiles.

4.2. Housing Added-Value Model

The housing added-value model adopts the same independent variables and method-
ology as the housing value model. The basic condition of the model and control variables
is presented in Table 7.

Table 7. Basic condition of housing added-value model and control variables.

Model Type/Quantile OLS 0.1 0.25 0.5 0.75 0.9

Age −0.00913 −0.013 −0.0041 −0.018 0.00834 −0.00282
Square of age 0.000226 0.000309 0.000216 0.000305 ! 0.000017 9.27 × 10−5

Political status −0.0973 −0.0939 −0.155 * −0.0935 −0.0736 0.0206
Marriage status −0.0108 −0.00724 −0.0281 −0.0275 0.0245 0.0134

Family member number 0.0551 ** 0.0415 0.0640 ** 0.0467 * 0.0536 ** 0.0615 *
Gender −0.0787 * −0.195 * −0.112 ! −0.0898 * −0.0268 0.0177

Province
Reference Group: Shanghai Municipality

Yunnan Province −1.371 *** −1.970 *** −1.526 ** −1.273 *** −1.212 *** −1.088 **
Jilin Province −1.751 *** −1.854 *** −1.777 *** −1.693 *** −1.697 *** −1.629 ***

Guangdong Province −0.648 * −0.945 ** −0.906 ** −0.766 ! −0.461 −0.28
Henan Province −1.279 *** −1.203 *** −1.241 *** −1.315 *** −1.235 *** −1.357 ***
Gansu Province −1.568 *** −1.665 *** −1.674 *** −1.492 *** −1.514 *** −1.572 ***

Logarithms taken of income 0.229 *** 0.307 *** 0.260 *** 0.264 *** 0.239 *** 0.128 **

Constant term 1.713 ** −0.0158 0.822 1.848 ** 1.851 ** 3.495 ***
Number of cases 1.560 1.560 1.560 1.560 1.560 1.560

R2 0.533 0.3002 0.3242 0.3623 0.3859 0.3728

*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, ! p < 0.1.

The coefficient of determination in the OLS model is 0.533, which indicates that the model
fits the data well. The model of control variables corresponds to the housing value model.

Regarding time factor, the housing added-value model is different compared with the
housing value model. The housing condition from 2004 to 2008 is not significant in Table 8.
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As houses before 1998 were relatively cheap and held for a longer period, new houses after
2009 had a lower added value than those before 1998. However, houses between 1999 and
2003 had a higher added value than houses before 1998. Therefore, Hypothesis 4b has been
proven to be partly false.

Table 8. Time factor of housing added-value model.

Model Type/Quantile OLS 0.1 0.25 0.5 0.75 0.9

The Time of Purchase or Construction
Reference Group: Before 1998

1999–2003 0.195 ** 0.320 * 0.218 ** 0.165 * 0.102 ! 0.123 !
2004–2008 −0.00078 0.155 −0.0199 −0.0915 −0.082 −0.0658
After 2009 −0.478 ** −0.772 ** −0.711 *** −0.476 *** −0.376 ** −0.424 ***

*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, ! p < 0.1.

From the distribution of quantile regression coefficients in Figure 5, small differences
are observed in high-return housing after 2009 compared with high-return housing of 1998.
This result indicates that low-price housing after 2009 has not fully appreciated and lags
behind housing held for a longer time. Another discovery is that housing between 1999 and
2003 had a higher added value than housing before 1998. Taking the historical background
into account, 1999 was the starting point of the commodification reform of housing, and
premium housing resources that had been prevented from transaction were released into
the redistribution system. Therefore, the purchase or construction of property at this
time would result in a first-mover advantage. These have become the most value-added
properties, even if they are not those selling at the highest price. Such an advantage is
most remarkable at quantile levels from 0.05 to 0.15, indicating that, in low-return housing,
the added value of purchase or construction from 1999 to 2003 is 23.7% to 61.4% higher
than that of purchase or construction before 1998. Due to the commodification of housing,
a number of people with low added-value housing have acquired the trading right of
housing without much cost, allowing them to gain substantial added-value advantages.
Additionally, such an advantage results in 20% more added value in other quantiles and
rarely decreases as quantiles increase.

 

Figure 5. Quantile regression coefficient line: time factor of housing added-value model.

In terms of work unit type, from the overall OLS model in Table 9, collective enterprises
have the highest value-added; this is similar to the total housing value model, which
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followed party and government organs and public institutions. However, the p-value of
party and government organs is between 0.05 and 0.1, which is not steady. Regarding
the level of added value, the lower the marketization level, the higher the added value.
This phenomenon applies to all types of work units except for collective enterprises. In
other words, the work units that do not have a fully developed marketization similar to
party and government organs and public institutions tend to have higher added value. After
considering the exception of collective enterprises, Hypothesis 3b is proven to be partly true.

Table 9. Organizational factor of housing added-value model.

Model Type/Quantile OLS 0.1 0.25 0.5 0.75 0.9

Work Unit Type
Reference Group: Collective Enterprises

Party and government organs −0.275 ! −0.0186 −0.204 −0.251 −0.255 * −0.293 *
Public institutions −0.324 * −0.266 −0.329 ! −0.307 * −0.244 ! −0.212

State-owned enterprises −0.393 ** −0.521 * −0.382 * −0.358 ** −0.303 ** −0.257 !
Private enterprises −0.409 ** −0.576 * −0.434 ** −0.365 ** −0.325 ** −0.269 !

Self-employed individuals −0.446 * −0.372 −0.433 ! −0.526 * −0.470 * −0.423

*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, ! p < 0.1.

From the changing pattern of quantile regression coefficients in Figure 6, a similar
pattern can be observed. The group of self-employed individuals is the work unit type
with the highest level of marketization and the lowest added value. In quantiles after 0.45,
the middle- and high-return housing with high added value do not fit into the group of
self-employed individuals. Although there is a breakpoint in coefficients of party and
government organs, these factors remain advantageous in low- and middle-return housing
on quantile levels from 0.35 to 0.45. The income of non-corporate organizations, such as
party and government agencies and public institutions from real-estate appreciation, is
between 0.25 and 0.85 points, which is greater than private and state-owned enterprises. In
general, in housing quantiles with higher returns, the difference between non-enterprise
organizations and collective enterprises tends to be smaller.

 

Figure 6. Quantile regression coefficient line: organizational factor of housing added-value model.

Regarding the human capital factor, from the OLS model in Table 10, the higher the
education level, the higher the income and the higher the housing added value. However,
the advantage of a college education is less remarkable than it is in the housing value
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model. The housing added value of high-school education and college education is 68.3%
and 58.4% higher, respectively, than elementary school education and below.

Table 10. Human capital factor of housing added-value model.

Model Type/Quantile OLS 0.1 0.25 0.5 0.75 0.9

Education Level
Reference Group: Elementary School and Below

Secondary school 0.291 * 0.215 0.270 ! 0.189 0.327 ** 0.370 **
High school 0.460 *** 0.596 ** 0.562 ** 0.302 * 0.298 ** 0.342 **

University and above 0.521 *** 0.470 * 0.604 ** 0.436 ** 0.441 *** 0.493 ***
Senior cadre 0.301 * 0.482 ! 0.303 * 0.243 * 0.158 ! 0.117
Junior cadre 0.148 0.248 0.194 0.109 0.048 −0.0077

Logarithms taken of income 0.229 *** 0.307 *** 0.260 *** 0.264 *** 0.239 *** 0.128 **

*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, ! p < 0.1.

In the quantile regression model in Figure 7, the added value of college education is
higher than that of other education levels at high quantile levels from 0.6 to 0.95. At low-
quantile levels from 0.05 to 0.35, the difference between college education and high-school
education is not substantial. The added value of high-school education is even higher than
that of college education, which probably reflects that the human capital factor plays an
insignificant role in low-return housing. Therefore, high-school education can also result in
high returns on low-return housing. However, college education is a must to gain returns
on high-return housing. With the increase in quantiles, the influence of income on housing
added value decreases, which is the same as in the housing price model.

 
Figure 7. Quantile regression coefficient line: human capital factor of housing added-value model.

In Table 11, any variables in occupation and political capital factor are not significant,
but the returns of organization clerks still rank the highest in terms of housing added value.
The difference between the occupation of section chief and above and the occupation of
organization clerk is smaller than that in the housing price model. The housing added
value of section chief and above and organization clerk is, respectively, 35.1% and 44.9%
higher than that of an ordinary worker.
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Table 11. Political capital factor of housing added-value model.

Model Type/Quantile OLS 0.1 0.25 0.5 0.75 0.9

Occupation
Reference Group: Ordinary Worker

Senior management 0.255 0.339 0.269 0.101 0.198 0.33
Junior management 0.214 0.412 0.270 ! 0.11 0.0392 0.0763

Intermediate and senior technician 0.176 ! 0.452 * 0.0507 0.178 0.103 −0.0691
Ordinary technician 0.0294 0.119 −0.0687 0.083 0.0638 −0.0609
Organization clerk 0.372 ** 0.604 ** 0.368 ** 0.265 * 0.278 * 0.256 *

Salesman of enterprises and institutions 0.138 0.28 0.0814 0.133 0.0808 −0.0676
Business service personnel 0.157 ** 0.363 ! 0.224 * 0.118 ! 0.0847 −0.0145

Skilled worker 0.126 0.351 −0.162 0.0261 0.0939 0.0748
Self-employed entrepreneur 0.214 0.341 0.321 * 0.237 0.119 0.122

Others 0.195 1.059 ** 0.48 0.329 0.152 −0.118

Party membership −0.0973 −0.0939 −0.155 * −0.0935 −0.0736 0.0206

*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, ! p < 0.1.

In the quantile model in Figure 8, the p-value of party membership is partly negative at
the low and middle quantile levels, which is similar to the housing value model. Therefore,
Hypothesis 2b is proven to be partly false. The difference in the returns among various
occupations is not large and decreases with the increase in quantiles. However, in the
housing price model, the regression coefficients of various occupations in different housing
prices are more or less steady. This result indicates that a negative correlation between
the returns from the high-return property market and occupation, which is especially
remarkable at quantile levels from 0.1 to 0.25.

 

Figure 8. Quantile regression coefficient line: political capital factor of housing added-value model.

5. Conclusions and Discussion

5.1. Conclusions

The research results show that human capital exerts significant influence. Individuals
with a high education level are more likely to acquire high-value housing, especially
individuals with a college education. Additionally, individuals with a high education level
are more likely to profit from the added value of housing. However, a small difference
was observed between individuals with a college education and individuals with a high-
school education regarding low added-value housing. Individuals with low-quality and
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low-return housing profit more from factors such as education and income. Therefore,
improving education level remains a reliable means to reduce housing inequality, especially
for individuals comprising the lower classes. We found that political capital exerts less
influence. When a cadre position is considered as a type of occupation, it does not result
in the greatest returns, and the returns of an organization clerk outweigh those of cadres
with a title of section chief or above. Party membership may exert influence through other
variables. When other variables are under control, party membership even plays a negative
role under some circumstances. The influence of political capital on the distribution of
housing is not as strong as it was before. In the property market, the quantiles of state-
owned enterprises are not as significant as those of private enterprises, and this indicates
that traditional work organizations have borne the brunt of market transition. Although
collective enterprises rank the highest in returns on the property market, non-enterprise
organizations are better than enterprises in terms of housing added value. This result
shows that the redistribution system of the work unit era has a substantial effect on current
housing inequalities, and patience is required as the marketization process plays out.
The later an individual acquires housing, the higher the housing value; however, this
phenomenon does not mean that the longer an individual holds the property the higher the
added value. The housing added-value returns of individuals who entered the property
market from 1999 to 2003 are not only greater than individuals entering after 2009, but also
greater than individuals owning a house before 1998. This is why first-mover advantage is
critical in the early days of market transition.

5.2. Discussion

From its genesis, China’s market reform has been guided and intervened in by the
government. In contrast to the “shock therapy” of the drastic changes in Eastern Europe,
China’s gradual reforms are carried out under the action of improving the socialist system
and exerting the institutionalization of socialism. This is the continuity of the political
system and reality [37] (Liu 2003). The current social and economic state of China is not
a completely self-disciplined market economy system, and all irrational interventions,
including interventions of power and privileges, have not all been driven out of the market
system [38,39].

On one hand, in the field of market economy, emerging economic elites have gradually
emerged whose privileges are based on asset ownership. On the other hand, cadres, or
at least some of them, have also learned how to use the market and successfully transfer
their own bureaucrats. Privileges are therefore “commercialized” [40] (Szelenyi, 1987).
This dual stratification system is particularly obvious in the housing field. On the one
hand, according to the logic of market operation, housing resources are differentiated
based on an individual’s financial ability, and the market provides more incentives for
direct producers. Market incentive mechanisms will reflect the return of human capital
indicators, such as education, skill level, and housing resources. On the other hand, the
powerful elite in the original redistribution system not only use the “privatization of
public housing” reform process to share advantages under the planned economic system,
as housing resources are legally “privatized” and “commercialized”, but they also seize
favorable political opportunities in the housing reform process or seek housing benefits
through administrative power to enjoy market privileges.

While market transition theory and power continuance theory have a common as-
sumption that China is undergoing a long process of marketization, the common concern
of the two theories is how new resources resulting from the market transition are used and
divided. Market elites gain resources fairly with better human capital. Powerful elites gain
resources by transforming previous power advantages into market ability and status. The
possible problem of such an assumption is that the speed of resources emerging from the
market transition is misinterpreted into a steady speed, and a fight over resources between
market elites and powerful elites is based on an unchanging number of resources.
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However, when the time factor is included in this research, the speed of resources
emerging from the market transition is unsteady. In the early days of market transition, such
resources tend to emerge in a substantial number. Housing acquired between 1999 and 2003
has the highest added value in the housing market. This result means that the question of
which party occupies the new resources first is not as critical as the question of which party
first gains access to the new resources. An example of this is housing inequality. Once an
individual acquires premium housing early, she or he has the capability to increase added
value in the long term and profits from renting the house, deepening the stratification and
forming a greater Matthew Effect. The answer to this can be found in the fundamental
debate of market transition: which party can gain access to the new resources the earliest?

Based on the advantage of collective enterprises and organization clerks on housing
value and housing added value, this paper proposes a third approach to answering the
above question. Greater human capital and political capital do not necessarily result in
more market resources. However, the work units between the market and redistribution
system, such as collective enterprises, and occupations, such as organization clerk, which
can directly participate in the housing redistribution process deliver the highest housing
returns. Although collective enterprise did not have substantial advantages in the early
days of market transition, collective enterprise is likely to profit from its vague identity
between the market and redistribution system in the long process of reform. Organization
clerks can profit because of their early and direct contact with the distribution of housing.
These two show the competitive advantage outside the binary contrast between the market
and redistribution. Regardless of which main resource distribution system is chosen, it is
possible to bypass or avoid these two and then gain specific advantages. A prediction for
this process is that, if such a possibility were not managed properly, a troubling group that
could neither be affected nor directly influenced by marketization might emerge, further
compounding the issue of housing inequality in the long term.
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Abstract: In Ethiopia, like in other developing countries, land disputes are critical problems both in
peri-urban and rural areas. Handling such disputes requires scientific and evidence-based interven-
tions. This study analyzes the nature, types, and causes of land tenure disputes and the resolution
mechanisms thereof in peri-urban and nearby rural kebeles of Debre Markos town. Interviews for the
investigation were conducted with sample landholders and concerned legal experts in Debre Markos
town’s peri-urban area and Gozamin Wereda of Amhara National Regional State in Ethiopia. Com-
pared to rural areas, the incidence of land tenure disputes is high in peri-urban areas. The land tenure
disputes identified in the study areas are boundary trespassing disputes, landholding disputes, land
rental disagreements, divorce-related land disputes, bequeath disputes, parcel exchange disputes,
and land use-related disputes. The land tenure disputes are resolved mainly by formal means such
as court litigations and administrative decisions, or by informal means known as alternative dispute
resolution mechanisms (ADRMs). In both study areas, negotiation, mediation/conciliation, and
arbitration are the most frequently employed ADRMs. In particular, mediation plays a significant
role in resolving symmetrical land tenure disputes both in peri-urban and rural areas.

Keywords: dispute resolution; land dispute; land tenure; peri-urban

1. Introduction

Dispute, as defined by sociologists, is a social fact, which involves at least two parties
with differences either in interests or in social position [1,2]. Disputes can arise either
from actual or perceived competition of interests for resources such as land [3] and can be
symmetric or asymmetric according to the power balances between the conflicting parties.
Symmetric conflicts are conflicts between relatively similar parties with respect to power,
whereas asymmetric conflicts are conflicts between dissimilar parties [4]. Land dispute
can be defined as a social fact involving at least two parties in an actual or perceived
competition of interests over the property rights to land [5–7]. Conflicts of interests may
be “the right to use the land, to manage the land, to generate an income from the land, to
exclude others from the land, to transfer the land and the right to get compensation from
it” [6,8–10]. Therefore, a land dispute can be understood as misuse, restriction, or dispute
over property rights to land [10,11].

Land tenure disputes may occur in rural, peri-urban, and urban areas [12]. Peri-urban
areas are those surrounding cities and towns with high rates of land tenure transformation,
and often with multiple agents exhibiting various disputing interests [11–13]. Peri-urban
areas are focal regions for municipalities, since a considerable percentage of land needed
for urban expansion comes from the rural–urban interface [7,14–16]. As such, peri-urban
areas have received attention from governmental institutions and industries due to their
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proximity to the urban centers [15–17]. Nevertheless, peri-urban areas are also primary
settings for small-scale agriculturalists who depend on these areas for their livelihood, often
on a small-scale or subsistence level [15,18,19]. Given these circumstances, land disputes are
typical in peri-urban areas, especially in countries with high rates of urban expansion [10].

Ethiopia is a country exhibiting a high rate of horizontal urban expansion, with 4.1%
per annum on average [14,20,21]. Thus, the competition for land between agricultural
and non-agricultural sectors is becoming very intense [14]. In Ethiopia, land is owned by
the people and the government. Farmers have a constitutional right to use the land for
undetermined periods, and they have right of protection against eviction from their land-
holdings [22,23]. Land required for urban expansion is expropriated by the government
upon the payment of compensation to the affected farmers and is transferred to develop-
ers. Thus, the government is the sole provider of land for public purposes. Therefore, in
peri-urban areas of Ethiopia, at least three parties are competing for the land. These are the
government, which is the provider of the land, the private individual/company who needs
the land, and the peri-urban landholders who are losing their land rights due to expropria-
tion as a consequence of urban expansion [14]. Land dispute may occur between these three
parties or within the same party [14,24,25]. For example, there are land disputes between
the rural land administration organization and urban land administration organization, as
the two institutions act on behalf of two different land legislations (rural land proclamation
and urban land proclamation). Various studies show that land dispute is prevalent in
both rural and peri-urban areas of Ethiopia even though there are some differences in
the extent and cause [11,26–28]. It is challenging to effectively manage peri-urban zones
since different stakeholders are involved with competing interests [29]. However, there are
different resolving mechanisms in different jurisdictions which are intended to mitigate
such disputes. All the mechanisms can be categorized into formal and informal ways of
settling land disputes [1,2,30,31]. Formal dispute resolution mechanisms are state-based
dispute resolution mechanisms which are often referred to as judicial dispute resolution
mechanisms [21,32–35]. In contrast, there are the informal ways of resolving land tenure
disputes, also known as alternative dispute resolution (ADR) mechanisms, which propose
approaches to resolve disputes without ordinary court proceedings [36]; these include
negotiation, facilitation, mediation, conciliation, arbitration, community conferencing,
fact-finding, and so on [24].

Although many scientific articles examine the impact of title on land tenure security,
there is a lack of independent research on land tenure disputes and on the role of informal
and formal conflict resolution mechanisms for land tenure disputes in peri-urban and rural
areas. Therefore, the assessment of land tenure disputes and dispute resolution systems
in peri-urban areas vis-à-vis rural areas in Ethiopia is an increasingly important issue
that needs to be addressed when designing appropriate policy interventions to enable the
sustainable development of urban areas while considering the property rights of peri-urban
subsistence farmers. The purpose of this research paper is to assess the nature, types, and
causes of land tenure disputes as well as dispute resolution mechanisms in the peri-urban
area of Debre Markos town and the neighboring rural kebeles1 in Gozamin Wereda2 of
Amhara National Regional State in Ethiopia. In this paper, Section 2 provides a brief
overview of the literature related to the topic. Section 3 documents the study areas and
the research methodology applied. In Section 4, the results of the study are presented
and then are discussed under Section 5. Finally, Section 6 contains the conclusion and
recommendations.

2. Land Disputes and Mechanisms to Resolve Land Disputes

Land is the basis of all forms of human activity. From it we find everything important
for life, i.e., the food we eat, the shelter we need, the space to work, and the room to
relax [10,37–41]. The accessibility to land is vital for human life. The need for thoughtful
and careful stewardship of the land together with the sustainable use of its resources
is crucial both for the present and future generations. As a result, disputes over land-
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related issues are prevalent worldwide [2,10]. Land disputes have been a major source of
disturbance and civil wars in many parts of the world. Anseeuw et al. [42] documented
71 civil wars and insurgencies in agrarian world states, from which more than 84% were
caused by land-related issues. Therefore, land disputes have always been an integral part of
all human societies. The instigation of land disputes is closely linked with the competition
amongst people for controlling scarce land resources available for consumption [43,44].

Land disputes can take different forms [38,45,46]. In some land disputes, there are
only two parties and hence they are relatively easy to resolve. Inheritance disputes between
siblings over a particular piece of land and boundary trespassing disputes are the most
common two-party dispute types [10]. Land disputes become more complex and difficult to
resolve where more parties are involved. Group invasions or evictions of entire settlements
are common examples of these types of land disputes [10,47]. Land disputes in rural areas
are often found between different interest groups, e.g., between farmers and investors
and/or the state, as well as between farmers themselves [48].

In peri-urban areas, there are numerous simple to complex construction works starting
from heavy industries to small legal and illegal residential houses [7,20]. In all such
situations, the rural land has been transformed to urban land use types [49]. Changes in
these areas, caused mainly by urban expansion, make land one of the most controversial
issues and the main source of disputes. One of the most important issues is the competition
for land for various purposes of urban development, which may lead to changes in land
tenure and use [10]. When land is converted from rural to urban use without designing
alternative business strategies for the peri-urban subsistence farmers [50], it leads to
disputes, contestations, and in some cases to violence. The peri-urban environment may
include parts of urban areas or the edges of urban areas, and areas far from the city. The
region may also include urban and rural land which is occupied formally or informally [51].

Land tenure disputes in peri-urban areas can be clustered into three dimensions:
“dispute of interest”, “dispute of power”, and “legal and normative dispute” related to the
interests of land tenure, power, and domination of beneficiaries under contradictory norms
and rules [6]. The fundamental dimension affecting land tenure disputes in peri-urban
areas is the dispute of interest, which includes revealed and hidden disputes between
individuals, groups, and institutions related to the benefits resulting from land rights,
people’s relationships with the land, and the mechanisms of the institutions that affect it.
It involves a wide range of types of disagreements and inconsistencies that can lead to
disputes, violence, or antagonism.

The interests and motives associated with land are so widespread that sometimes
disputants are confronted with one another, especially when the two sides are in the same
position with respect to different interests [10,33]. These interests can result from human
aspirations and motivations. Ignoring the needs of individuals due to limited resources,
social status, and power or value systems leads to the hostile and conflicting behaviors of
the involved actors. Land disputes have negative effects on individual households as well
as on the nation’s economy. They increase costs, slow down investments, and may result in
the loss of the property of the disputants. Land disputes also increase social and political
instability. People lose confidence in the state and distrust each other.

Although land issues are amongst the most prominent causes and driving factors for
the outbreak of armed conflicts, there is a lack of adequate attention to address those issues
with appropriate approaches and strategies in a timely manner [13,30,48]. Presently, due
to growing competition over diminishing land resources, many developing states have
found the resolution and management of land disputes to be some of their most critical
challenges. This situation is “being further aggravated by environmental degradation,
population growth and climate change” [52]. According to Wehrmann [10], the most
important prerequisites for resolving land disputes are a comprehensive understanding of
the causes of disputes as well as the positions, needs, and interests of the disputing parties.
In addition, other factors also play pivotal roles in the successful resolution of land disputes,
such as understanding the types of land disputes, the identity of the parties involved in a
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particular land dispute and their perceptions on how to resolve it, the complexity of the
causes of the land dispute, and the driving factors that escalate the dispute [10].

The experiences of some countries such as South Africa, Zimbabwe, and many Latin
American countries suggest that the leadership, good land policies, and the quality of
land institutions and land governance are important factors to prevent violent disputes
or to amicably resolve disputes. As an example from another region, in Norway, there
are a large number of land boundary disputes compared to other Nordic countries [53].
However, Norwegian farmers use mediation as the first and best mechanism to resolve
these land disputes. If unable to resolve the dispute via mediation, the next step is to handle
the case by means of the “land consolidation court”. Thus, there are bundle of formal
and informal mechanisms for resolving land-related disputes. The formal mechanisms
of solving land-related disputes follow official procedures guided by government rules,
regulations, and laws. They can be administrative and judicial. The administrative methods
are applied by semi-judicial organizations, such as government resource offices, police,
and local government organs. Judicial mechanisms to solve land disputes are carried out
by courts.

Informal procedures comprise the so-called alternative dispute resolution (ADR)
mechanisms. ADRs refer to the procedure of setting land disputes by means other than
litigation. ADR mechanisms normally accelerate the solving of the dispute and prevent
future disputes. Therefore, informal mechanisms help to reduce the costs of dispute
processing. However, to amicably resolve disputes by using ADR mechanisms, disputants
must be willing to participate and they must all feel that resolving disputes by means of
ADRM is more valuable than by court proceedings [33]. In addition, for the successful
resolution of land disputes, different stakeholders who have concerns with the land have
to collaborate rather than focusing solely on their positions [54].

The development of dispute resolution mechanisms is characterized as pragmatic
and political rather than theoretical and scientific [34]. In the United States of America,
in the mid-twentieth century, the legal and academic communities began to be seriously
concerned about the pitfalls of increasing litigation because, although the laws of the day
granted a wide range of rights and personal protections, seeking remedies for these rights
while they were being violated by the legal system became a complex exercise [55].

There are many potential ways to resolve a dispute, ranging from the formality of
legal proceedings to physical violence [34,56]. The law deals with all these means, but not
all means of dispute resolution are “legal” in form or acceptability. Litigation as used in
many areas of traditional law is too costly, creates divisions, is inaccessible or inefficient,
and requires long hours spent in court [57]. As a result, alternatives to litigation are often
so regulated or perverted by litigation-oriented lawyers, courts, and lawmakers that they
become alternative methods of litigation rather than alternatives to litigation. Instead
of the alleged gulf between ‘legal’ and ‘non-legal’ dispute resolution methods, a unified
dispute settlement theory that establishes the types of disputes in which each alternative
dispute resolution method is most effective is essential [58]. One of the tasks of a unified
dispute settlement theory is to integrate the various alternative dispute resolution methods
into a coherent framework. Sometimes physical violence is an appropriate way to resolve
a dispute, other times it is not; furthermore, sometimes a dispute can be resolved by
negotiation between the involved parties only, other times it cannot. Sometimes a dispute
can be resolved with what Felsteiner calls avoidance, which means the parties sever the
relationship. Sometimes one party forms an alliance with a third party. Therefore, this
paper is framed by the above concepts of dispute settlement mechanisms [59].

Land disputes arise in all property regimes, though the extent differs. There are four
types of property regimes: private property, state property, communal property, and open
access property [60]. Ostrom has described what each one means. Private property is a
privately owned property regime which relies on the availability and enforcement of rules
describing the control, use, and exclusion rights of the landowner, whereas communal
property is a property regime owned by groups and its use and appropriation depend
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on the rules invented by communal property users. On the other hand, a state property
regime is a property type owned and controlled by the state mostly in the form of national
reserves and parks. Open access is a property regime type when the property is open to
all, and no one has the exclusive right to forbid others. In an open access property regime,
users try to maximize their private interest at the expense of others.

3. Research Methodology

3.1. Description of the Study Area

The research was conducted in the peri-urban area of Debre Markos town, the capital
of East Gojjam. East Gojjam is one of the 11 administrative zones in Amhara National
Regional State (ANRS) of Ethiopia (see Figure 1). Debre Markos currently demonstrates a
high rate of urban expansion [49].

Figure 1. Map of the study areas.

The study areas comprise the peri-urban kebeles of Debre Markos town within the
range of 5 km. The land use pattern of the study areas is dominated by a heterogeneous
mosaic of agricultural, forest, meadow, and residential land. Due to urban expansion, the
municipality has begun to expropriate and transform agricultural land in the peri-urban
areas at a rapid pace. The main reasons for selecting this area for the investigations were
the rapid urbanization and the current high rate of land tenure transformation.

In addition, three rural kebeles, Chimbord Yezangera, Leklekita, and Kebi, were
selected for the investigation in order to compare land tenure disputes in both peri-urban
and rural scenarios. The kebeles are close to the peri-urban fringe with an expected
changing socio-demographic situation. Initially, the intention was to investigate land
tenure disputes during the previous 10 years, but it was difficult for some respondents to
remember details of disputes from a decade earlier. Thus, the potential cases were limited
to those within the past five years.

3.2. Methods of Data Collection

In this study, both quantitative and qualitative data were collected from primary
and secondary sources. The quantitative data were obtained from respondents whereas
qualitative data were collected from focus group discussion, legal documents, and key
informant interviews.
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A preliminary study was carried out in the sample area with the objective of obtaining
a general overview of the peri-urban areas and input data for the selection of respondents.
Discussions with relevant offices were conducted to obtain basic information and retrieve
secondary data. The lists of all landholders in the study’s peri-urban areas were recorded,
and the lists of landholders in the selected rural kebeles were obtained from the Gozamin
Environmental Protection, Land Administration, and Land Use Office. From these lists,
200 respondents from the peri-urban areas and 200 respondents from the rural kebeles
were selected randomly. There was an equal probability of selecting respondents who
had/had not been involved in land tenure disputes. In addition, during the selection of
households, the age and gender distributions in the area were taken into account.

The techniques of data collection in survey research can be face-to-face interviews,
telephone interviews, mail questionnaire, self-administered questionnaire, and web sur-
veys [61]. This research involved face-to-face-interviews to gather the necessary data.
Face-to-face interviews are preferable as the interviewer communicates personally with
each respondent, asks questions, and records their responses [61]. The face-to-face interac-
tion in survey research has many advantages. It stimulates a higher response rate and helps
to properly manage longer and more complex questionnaires. In addition, the interviewer
has control over the process, and enables respondents to better understand the questions.
The interviews were based on a prepared questionnaire. Pre-testing of the questionnaire
(see the Appendix A) was conducted before beginning the primary data collection process.

Two focus group discussions (FGDs) were conducted with six members each from
the peri-urban areas and the rural kebeles. The participants were experts of the rural
and urban wereda courts as well as from justice offices. The experts provided general
information about land dispute cases in peri-urban areas, as the legal bodies are particularly
responsible for land disputes that are heard in court. A checklist was prepared to collect
qualitative data during the FGD. This facilitated the assessment of detailed information
and the triangulation of data from the respondents’ surveys. Secondary data were collected
by reviewing published and unpublished documents from the relevant offices.

Descriptive statistics were employed to analyze quantitative as well as qualitative
data by using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS Version 20). Mean values,
standard deviations, and percentages of the collected data were calculated for the final
investigations. In the analysis of data, every questionnaire was coded and checked.

4. Results

4.1. Socio-Economic Characteristics of Respondents

As can be seen in Table 1, the majority of the respondents (76%) were from 30–60 years
of age. Due to the small number of female-headed households, there were fewer female
interviewees than male, and most of the female interviewees living in peri-urban areas
were engaged in low income earning activities besides agriculture. While most of the
interviewees were married in both study locations, more divorced and widowed intervie-
wees lived in the peri-urban areas (19%) compared to the rural ones (14%). This is because
peri-urban areas have locational advantages for widowed or divorced females, especially
for poor rural women, who can find non-agricultural income generating activities, such as
daily labor work and retail. Women’s labor force participation is higher in urban areas [18].

There are high land tenure transformation and agricultural land losses in peri-urban
areas due to urban expansion [15]. In the rural areas, the landholdings of almost all the
study participants were registered. In the peri-urban areas, about 13% of the intervie-
wees had unregistered landholdings and 23% were without any landholding certificate.
Unregistered landholdings usually have a higher potential for land tenure disputes.
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Table 1. Respondents’ characteristics and landholding.

Peri-Urban Rural

Gender
Total number of respondents 200 200

Percent of female respondents 19.5 18.5
Age Groups (%)

Respondents with age below 30 years 4.5 5.5
Respondents with age 30–40 years 24.5 29.0
Respondents with age 40–50 years 27.5 29.5
Respondents with age 50–60 years 24.0 19.0

Respondents with age above 60 years 19.5 17.0
Marital Status (%)

Not married 3.0 2.5
Married 78.5 83.5

Divorced and widowed 18.5 14.0
Land registration and certification (%)

Respondents whose land is not registered 13.2 0.0
Respondents without landholding certificates 23.0 1.0

4.2. The Extent of Land Tenure Disputes

As documented in Table 2, a higher frequency of land tenure disputes was investigated
in the peri-urban areas (65%) compared to the rural areas (47%). The test of the hypothesis,
analyzed by cross tabs, also indicates the existence of a significant difference in land
disputes in these two locations (p-value < 0.05). Participants in the focus group discussions
also reported that the land tenure disputes from peri-urban areas are higher in number
compared to rural ones, which reinforces the findings analyzed in the interview.

Table 2. Extent of land tenure disputes.

Location
Count % within Location Pearson Chi-Square

Yes No Total Yes No Total Value df Sig (2-Tailed)

Peri-urban 130 70 200 65.0 35 100.0
13.149 a 1 0.000Rural 94 106 200 47.0 53 100.0

Total 224 176 400 56.0 44 100.0
Note: The bases are those farmers interviewed for land tenure disputes: peri-urban, N = 200; rural, N = 200. Statistical significance: Fischer’s
exact test p < 0.05. (χ2 = 13.149, df = 1, p < 0.001).

4.3. Types of Land Disputes

The study respondents revealed that there are disputes in relation to boundary tres-
passing, landholding, land rental, divorce, land inheritance, parcel exchange, and land use
(Table 3). Generally, these can be classified as interpersonal level (micro-social dimension)
or societal level (meso/macro-social dimension) disputes [47]. The data show that most of
the conflicts identified are at interpersonal levels, involving one-time incidents, and most
of these are resolved.

From the total number of respondents involved in different types of land tenure
disputes, boundary disputes were the most common type of dispute (about 49% in both
study areas). In this study, landholding disputes, also known as land rival disputes,
describe a situation “when several people claim the same parcel” [10]. In situations where
property rights are ill-defined or where land adjudication is not carried out, the claims of
different parties on the same parcel of land increases. Landholding disputes have decreased
substantially (by 15%) after land registration in both locations, though peri-urban areas
accounted for a high share (21%) next to boundary disputes. In rural areas, the landholding
disputes have been reduced after land registration. Instead, in these areas, inheritance
disputes constitute the next most frequent type of dispute. Land inheritance disputes, also
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known as land bequeath disputes, involve intra-family disputes relating to the inheritance
of land by children when their parents die [10].

Table 3. Types of land tenure disputes (multiple responses).

Typologies
Peri-Urban Rural Total

Count % within Count % within Count % Total

Boundary disputes 60 46.2 49 52.1 109 48.7
Landholding disputes 28 21.5 6 6.4 34 15.2
Land rental disputes 7 5.4 5 5.3 12 5.4

Divorce-related land tenure disputes 7 5.4 6 6.4 13 5.8
Land bequeath disputes 19 14.6 20 21.3 39 17.4
Parcel exchange disputes 10 7.7 8 8.5 18 8.0
Land use-related disputes 16 12.3 8 8.5 24 10.7

Note: The bases are those farmers involved in land tenure disputes: peri-urban, N = 130; rural, N = 94.

About 11% of the respondents described land use-related disputes as the main chal-
lenges in their locality. Though land use-related disputes are complex [45], three specific
topics were identified by the respondents as the primary sources for land use-related
disputes in the peri-urban and rural study areas: inappropriate waste disposal, misuse of
land, and communal land encroachments. Communal land encroachment is a problem
both in peri-urban and rural areas, whereas inappropriate waste disposal and misuse of
land are challenges peculiar to peri-urban areas.

4.4. Land Tenure Disputes on Property Regimes

Table 4 documents the ranked assessment of the respondents’ perceptions of the
frequency of land tenure disputes related to the four property regimes (state, common,
private, and communal). Drawing from the data, the perceptions of the respondents
about the land tenure dispute situations on these four property regimes were assessed
and ranked in order of frequency. Disputes associated with communal land property
regimes were enormous (76%) in both rural and peri-urban areas. The results show that
communal land is facing severe encroachment and misuse problems. The data show that
the perceived high rank of disputes on common land (about 10%) is actually small and
similar for both rural and peri-urban respondents. For state lands in both study areas,
about 85% of respondents reported that landholding disputes are relatively few, and only
about 6–7% of the respondents in both areas reported a high frequency of land disputes.
Thus, there are low frequencies of disputes related to state-owned lands because these are
often found far from residential sites in lowland areas.

Table 4. Land tenure disputes on different property regime types (multiple responses).

Property
Regimes

Respondents’ Judgements (%)

Peri-Urban (N = 200) Rural (N = 200)

High Medium Low High Medium Low

Private 62.5 23.1 14.4 38.5 32.1 29.4
Common 10.4 42.9 46.7 10.1 11.8 78.1

Communal 76.2 18.2 5.6 76.2 16.9 6.9
State 6.1 8.2 85.7 6.8 8.0 85.2

4.5. Resolving Land Tenure Disputes

For both peri-urban and rural areas, dispute resolution mechanisms were assessed and
analyzed in terms of their success and applications. The Pearson chi-square test results in
Table 5 show that the differences between the rural and the peri-urban areas are significant.
Though most of the disputes have been resolved in both areas, the percentage of solved
cases in rural areas is higher (about 86%) compared to that of peri-urban areas (about 71%).
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Table 5. Locational scenarios of land tenure dispute resolution.

Location
Count Frequency (%) Pearson Chi-Square

Yes No Total Yes No Total Value df Sig (2-Tailed)

Peri-urban 92 38 130 70.8 29.2 100
7.359 a 1 0.007Rural 81 13 94 86.2 13.8 100

Total 173 51 224 77.2 22.8 100
Note: Statistical significance: Fischer’s exact test p < 0.05. The test results have demonstrated marked statistical significance (a χ2 = 7.359,
df = 1, p < 0.007).

Table 6 shows that from the available systems of conflict resolution, communities
typically use alternative dispute resolutions mechanisms as these are seen to be the most
effective methods of land tenure dispute resolution in both study sites (69%). Though
ADR mechanisms play a pivotal role in resolving land tenure disputes in both study areas,
analysis shows that higher frequencies of disputes are being resolved by ADR mechanisms
in rural areas (76%) compared to peri-urban areas (63%). This is likely because of the
parties involved in disputes in these two locations. When there are power inequalities, the
application of negotiation, negotiation-assisted processes, and arbitration is not sufficient,
as outcomes usually will benefit the more powerful party. Legislative processes play pivotal
roles in such circumstances [34]. That is why, in peri-urban areas, the frequency of litigation
in land dispute resolution is higher (21%) than in rural areas (16%).

The most commonly employed ADR mechanism to resolve land tenure disputes in
the study areas is mediation (Figure 2) with a higher rate in rural areas. The data show
that compared to peri-urban areas, more land tenure disputes are resolved by mediation
in the rural areas. The second most employed ADR mechanism for land tenure dispute
resolution in both locations is arbitration, followed by negotiation.

Figure 2. Employed ADR mechanisms.
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Table 6. Dispute resolution systems.

System of Dispute Resolution
Peri-Urban Rural Total

Count % within Count % within Count % Total

ADR mechanisms 58 63.0 62 75.6 120 69.0
Administrative decisions 15 16.3 7 8.5 22 12.6

Litigation 19 20.7 13 15.9 32 18.4
Total 92 100 82 100 174 100

5. Discussion

5.1. Land Tenure Disputes

As noted in the results part of this study, high frequencies of respondents in peri-urban
areas are victims of land tenure disputes compared to those from rural areas. This finding
has also been documented in other studies. For instance, Mbiba and Huchzermeyer [62]
noted that peri-urban areas in Africa are dominated by land-related disputes. Though there
are locational variations, land can be seen as the direct or indirect source of most disputes
in agrarian societies [52,63,64]. In most developing countries, even if horizontal urban
expansion is the major cause of peri-urban land disputes [38], the problem is exacerbated in
situations where there is a lack of sound spatial planning and where there are institutional
problems, inadequate compensation payments, and the absence of effective land tenure
security for all landholders [6,49,65]. In addition, in a study conducted in China, it was
reported that the lack of institutional competence, i.e., the exercise of power by lower
governments without getting into agreements with farmers and inadequate compensation
payments, are the main causes of land expropriation disputes [66]. Different types of land
disputes were identified in the study. These are boundary disputes, landholding disputes,
land rental disputes, divorce-related land tenure disputes, land bequeath disputes, parcel
exchange disputes. and land use-related disputes. Boundary disputes are disputes which
arise due to trespassing of the parcel boundary between bordering parcel owners/holders
and can arise between individuals, between groups, between public agencies, and between
individuals and public institutions [10]. From the identified plethora of land disputes,
boundary trespassing disputes are the most dominant. The lack of surveying to fix cadastral
boundaries is the main challenge even if land has already been registered. Researchers in
other African countries also confirm that boundary disputes constitute a significantly high
share of land dispute types [12,46,47]. As confirmed in this study, the asymmetric boundary
conflicts between municipalities and individuals are a complex challenge for peri-urban
landholders. The boundary between urban and peri-urban territory is obscure. Urban
municipalities usually want to have control over the surrounding land, assuming that it is
municipal land, while suburban landholders claim rights to challenge the supremacy inten-
tions of municipalities. As confirmed by the participants of the focus group discussions,
this has increased the incidence of landholding disputes in peri-urban areas and leads to
greater tenure insecurity for peri-urban subsistence farmers.

Since 2007, the territory of Debre Markos town has expanded by about 5 km in all
directions, based on the municipal master plan. As a result, former rural areas have been
designated as urban areas and landholders whose houses are within the expansion radius
are assigned as residents of the urban areas. These are the areas which face institutional
problems of land administration. For example, as reported by a farmer in the interview,
some of his parcels are now dedicated to urban territory, while other parcels are still
registered as rural areas. One parcel even is bisected into urban and rural territory. As
the rural land administration institution is responsible for the portion of the parcel in the
rural territory and the urban land administration institution is responsible for the portion
designated to the urban territory, the landholder sometimes faces contradictory rules. For
instance, the rural land administration legislation allows the landholder to use the land
for houses, agriculture, animal husbandry, forest management, or other activities, if no
written land use plan has been prepared by a competent body (often land use plans are
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absent in peri-urban areas). In contradiction, the urban land administration rule prohibits
constructing or renovating buildings or fences without building permits. Constructions
of any sort may lead to sanctions and even demolition. Thus, peri-urban landholders are
sometimes subject to two different sets of regulations from two different authorities, which
jeopardize the security of their land tenure and leads to disputes. Deininger et al. [40] and
Nega et al. [67] have also noted that the unclear assignment of institutional responsibilities
causes land tenure conflicts. Peri-urban expansion by a municipality is often not based on a
sound spatial plan but on the spontaneous desires of a municipality [49]. Property rights in
peri-urban areas are often uncertain due to a lack of institutional arrangements to manage
peri-urban land [67]. To manage these areas by urban administration is challenging since
the focus of the municipalities is to expand urban territory by expropriating peri-urban
land. Most of these land disputes are interest-based disputes since they are competing for
the scarce resource of land.

As noted in the result part of the study, the three predominant types of peri-urban
land use disputes are inappropriate waste disposal, misuse of land, and communal land
encroachment. The municipality of Debre Markos town disposes waste materials in the
surrounding peri-urban areas haphazardly without taking into account the consequences of
their actions for the well-being of peri-urban dwellers. Both liquid and solid waste materials
are disposed of at open-air waste sites, which are expanding over time by consuming
productive agricultural land. Even the land near the disposed waste material cannot be
properly cultivated because of the noxious smell of the waste. Some wastes, like plastic
cases, are also blown by wind and pollute other properties. Face-to-face interviews carried
out in the study gave evidence that peri-urban landholders are concerned by this abhorrent
a situation, as they are affected in multiple ways. They are victims of expropriation, and
their landholdings are being polluted and spoiled by waste. Consequently, landholders are
suffering from the unpleasant smells due to environmental pollution. These findings are in
line with those of other studies. Allen et al. [51] also noted that peri-urban areas are often
used as waste disposal sites, while Alemu et al. [68] noted that many peri-urban dwellers
spend their whole lives in polluted environments. The municipality, responsible for waste
disposal, has never consulted the peri-urban farmers about the suitability of sites for waste
disposal. Even though the active involvement of the affected farmers and discussion with
the relevant stakeholders are essential to reduce land disputes, the lack of participatory
land use planning is one of the basic challenges of peri-urban land management in most
African countries [69,70].

The current economic growth in Ethiopia is exhibiting promising results. The gov-
ernment desires to transform the country from an agrarian economy to industrialization
based on agricultural development. Thus, the policies promote small enterprises as well as
medium- and large-scale industries. Most of the private and public enterprises find it the
most feasible to establish their firms close to towns. Thus, peri-urban areas become primary
choices for investment by many governmental and non-governmental organizations, and
the municipalities incorporate industrial zones in their master plans in the peri-urban areas.
Accordingly, Debre Markos has delineated industrial zones along the urban fringe in its
master plan. For the establishment of this industrial zone, the authorities expropriated
many parcels and transferred individual land to municipal ownership. After the transfer,
the municipality usually makes this land available to those coming with development
projects and with the intention to establish firms. However, some of those firms are abusing
land. For instance, enterprises carry out earthworks to construct company buildings and
infrastructure and indiscriminately dump the excavated material, polluting peri-urban
grazing land. It would be better to transport the excavated soils to the hinterland and use
them for filling eroded gullies and ravines, even though this would be more expensive.

In Amhara National Regional State of Ethiopia, there are four types of landholdings:
private, common, communal, and state property [71]. Private, communal, and state prop-
erty regimes are similar in definition to those terms in different literature [72,73], though
landholders lack exclusive rights in the case of Ethiopia. The use of the term common
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property regime differs in Ethiopia from other countries: this refers to a property type com-
monly held by small groups of individuals. In order to minimize land fragmentation, the
minimum parcel size (0.25 hectares) is specified in the rural land administration Regulation
No. 159/2018 of Amhara National Regional State [74]. Thus, if any property formation
measure results in an area of less than 0.25 hectares, two or more individuals will own
the parcel commonly as common property [23,71,74]. As noted in the results of this study,
disputes on this type of property regime are few in number. The main reason for this is
that the common landholding regime is found in small amounts in peri-urban areas and
the nearby rural kebeles. Disputes on this property regime are expected to increase in the
future, however, because land fragmentation is legally prohibited and there will be many
common landholders.

As with common property regimes, disputes on state property regimes are also few in
number. However, in some areas, state property regimes in lowland areas are becoming
sources of dispute between the local community and investors engaged in agricultural
production [16,75–77]. This is because some farmers have possessed land in these lowland
areas informally, and because of increasing immigration to these formerly remote areas.

Although the rural land administration proclamations grant full rights to communal
landholders [23,71], these rights are not properly practiced. The absence of clearly defined
property rights to communal land [23] and a lack of enforcement contribute to increased
competition and encroachment on the communal land. The registration for these property
regimes is not well managed and even the book of possession has not yet been issued, and as
a consequence, compensation is not often paid for the expropriated communal lands. When
farmers raise the issue to the municipality, they are told that it is the right of the municipality
to use communal land for urban expansion without paying compensation. Communal
property regimes in peri-urban areas are targets of expropriation by municipalities. This
finding is confirmed by Puppim de Oliveira [78], who also observed that municipalities
focus on expropriating communal property regimes without titles.

The encroachment of communal land generally increases problems in peri-urban areas.
This is because farmers, who have parcels adjacent to the boundary of the communal land,
assume that converting pastures into arable land is a way to get at least some compensation
in the case of expropriation. For this reason, farmers whose plots border communal land
are encroaching on it and converting communal grazing land into arable land. During
the past few decades, communal forests have been encroached upon to such an extent
that there are only sparse areas left. Currently, communal grazing lands are becoming
new areas of interest for encroachment, even though this has a detrimental effect on the
livestock sector.

5.2. Land Tenure Dispute Resolution Mechanisms

Land tenure disputes in the study areas have been resolved by employing various
processes and mechanisms. These processes include both alternative dispute resolution
mechanisms (ADRMs), which are informal in nature, and administrative decision and
litigation, which are formal in nature.

Though, as noted in the results, most of the disputes have been resolved in both areas,
a higher percentage of disputes are resolved in rural areas compared to peri-urban areas.
The difference was justified by the experts in the focal group interviews, who said that the
rural disputes are usually symmetrical (between farmers) and can be easily resolved by
employing ADR methods. As identified by Moore and Jayasundere [5], mediation is most
effective when the parties have symmetrical power relationships. In peri-urban areas, most
of the land tenure disputes are between farmers and municipalities or other institutions.
These asymmetrical disputes are usually more difficult to resolve.

Communities tend to employ alternative dispute resolution mechanisms, as these
are seen to be the most effective methods of land tenure dispute resolution. This finding
is confirmed by results of other studies documenting that land disputes can be solved
within a short period using local dispute resolution mechanisms rather than being handled
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by courts [8,28,29,56]. Additionally, less formal techniques, especially mediation and to
some extent negotiation, are encouraging mechanisms to resolve disputes, in contrast to
adversary litigation [79–81].

This research identified that the majority of the landholders in both peri-urban and ru-
ral areas used the ADR mechanisms more than the formal means to resolve land tenure dis-
putes (Table 6). State missionaries, such as court and government administrative organs, are
normally involved in the formal ways of land tenure dispute resolution mechanisms [21,32].
These land tenure dispute resolution mechanisms are often noted as JDR (juridical dispute
resolution), court litigations, or administrative means of land dispute resolution mecha-
nisms. Court litigations are applied to resolve symmetric land tenure disputes in situations
when the resolution by the other methods is not feasible. As reported by the discussants
and informants, court litigation is only applied when the parties are confident enough to
win the dispute. At the same time, parties who are not confident in winning the dispute
are likely to send older neighbors to the opponent to negotiate with them. The confident
opponent feels honored by the involvement of the older neighbors and agrees to settle
the dispute out of court. However, this does mean that the numbers of respondents going
to court is insignificant. The discussions with civil judges revealed that the majority of
the civil cases lodged to the civil benches have been directly or indirectly related to land
issues. In the group discussions, judges described that most of the instigated caseloads in
each year are land-related disputes. Administrative authorities may also resolve issues
which are not very controversial. For example, at the kebele level, land administration
committees play an important role in resolving land disputes. However, formal means of
land tenure dispute resolution mechanisms are recommended as the last resort of dispute
resolution mechanisms in Ethiopia in general and in Amhara National Regional State
in particular [23,71,74]. The discussants and the interviewees indicated that the formal
procedures for resolving land tenure disputes are mainly applied when one of the parties
in the dispute is a government organ or a judicial person3.

The Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia’s (FDRE) constitution gives regional
states the option to incorporate the informal land tenure dispute resolution mechanisms in
their land administration and use legislations [22]. Moreover, the Federal Land Admin-
istration and Use Proclamation No. 456/2005, used as a framework for regional states
to enact their own laws, explicitly recognizes negotiation, conciliation, and arbitration as
appropriate means of setting rural land disputes [23]. Almost all the rural land adminis-
tration and use legislations emphasize informal dispute settling institutions in addition
to administrative tribunals, regular courts, or special courts. As the Amhara National
Regional State (ANRS) recognized the informal resolution mechanisms for land tenure
disputes in the ANRS rural land administration and use proclamation No. 252/2017
and the consequent Regulation No.159/2018 and prioritizes informal land tenure dispute
resolution mechanisms [71,74], negotiation, mediation, conciliation, and arbitration are
practised in the study area. In ANRS, informal land tenure dispute resolution mecha-
nisms have equal (sometimes favored) status with the formal means of land tenure dispute
resolution mechanisms.

As noted in the results of the study, ADRMs are most widely used to resolve land
tenure disputes, though the extent widely differs from place to place. Negotiation, me-
diation/conciliation, and arbitration are the most commonly used ADR mechanisms to
solve land tenure disputes in the study area. This finding is according to Article 52(1) of
the Amhara National Regional State’s revised rural land administration and use procla-
mation No. 252/2017. Gowok [24] also reported that Ethiopia has been using alternative
dispute resolution methods for centuries, and that negotiation, mediation, conciliation, and
arbitration are the key dispute resolution mechanisms in Ethiopia.

Arbitration, also known as ‘shimaglle’4, is one of the oldest forms of dispute resolution
practiced in Ethiopia. It relies on solving disputes by appointing arbitrators who are persons
with particular knowledge on custom or have experience in shimglina [24].
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Farmers and experts interviewed in the study confirmed that parties usually try to
solve land tenure disputes by negotiation. Sometimes the parties solve the land tenure
disputes by negotiation, but there are many cases where this is not possible. For example,
disputants find it difficult to solve problems in negotiation when they are entangled in
competing positions or when there are interpersonal problems between the parties [80].
Due to these problems, negotiation assistance processes (i.e., mediation/conciliation) were
applied to effectively resolve land tenure disputes. Mediation is seen as an integral model
to dispute resolution [5,35,81]. This is because mediation has the advantage of empowering
parties and improving communication [82]. Though the practice of mediation has often
been used to settle labour disputes or family and divorce disputes, the technique is now
widely in use in interpersonal disputes [5]. As an example, mediation has been espoused
as a central land dispute resolution model in Ghana [37]. Norwegians also widely use
mediation to resolve boundary disputes [53]. Though mediation is not a panacea for all
land tenure disputes, it plays a significant role in managing problems between disputants.

6. Conclusions

This paper addressed the extent of land tenure disputes and the most commonly used
land tenure dispute resolution mechanisms based on investigations in peri-urban areas and
in nearby rural areas of Debre Markos town in Ethiopia. Though the rural–urban interface
is a conflict prone area, land conflicts in such areas are exacerbated in situations where there
is a lack of timely assurances of peri-urban land rights and when urban areas are spatially
expanding and consuming agricultural land [49,50]. To avoid disputes, governments must
take into consideration the land property rights of peri-urban subsistence farmers. In this
way, the sustainable development of urban areas can be attained in the peri-urban and
surrounding rural areas.

For the effective management of peri-urban land and to support the urban sprawl
of a town, it is essential to set up sound spatial planning techniques considering various
spatial planning support systems and to integrate affected persons and different stake-
holders. Moreover, spatial planning should restrict the outward growth of urban areas by
designing strategies for the development of the inholdings of vacant land in the town and
by implementing proper land use planning strategies.

This study has identified different types of land tenure disputes. Boundary trespassing
disputes are the most frequent type both in rural and peri-urban areas. This is because
of a lack of progress in defining and demarcating the boundary points. Therefore, con-
ducting cadastral survey and mapping boundaries are of paramount importance to reduce
these disputes.

Land tenure disputes are high in communal land and private land property regime
types. Communal land is experiencing severe levels of encroachment. This suggests that
land property rights must be secured for communal landholders. In addition, boundaries
must be clearly defined and demarcated in both peri-urban and rural areas. However,
peri-urban areas should be given special attention since they are the primary focus of
municipalities for expropriation, which also aggravates the encroachment problem.

In the study area, the situation of land administration is not well defined. Landholders
may be liable to rules from two different land administration authorities. This creates
confusion and stress in the lives of peri-urban subsistence farmers. The remedy for this
problem is to organize peri-urban land administration institutions. Alternatively, it would
be possible to manage these areas by rural land administration and land use rules, since
the land predominantly exhibits a rural character, and the majority of the landholders are
subsistence farmers. In addition, the merging of the rural and urban land administration
authority would be an option. Research on this issue must be carried out.

Alternative dispute resolution mechanisms are the most preferred systems to resolve
land tenure dispute, especially in symmetric dispute situations. This is because they are
less expensive, faster, and more efficient than other approaches to dispute resolution. Many
ADR mechanisms are available to resolve land tenure disputes, irrespective of the location,

66



Land 2021, 10, 1071

and of those, negotiation, mediation/conciliation, and arbitration are the most widely used
methods of dispute resolution as an alternative to litigation. Strengthening alternative
dispute resolution mechanisms is of paramount important for countries like Ethiopia,
where most farmers rely on subsistence living.

This study attempted to identify the land tenure disputes and resolution mechanisms
in Debre Markos peri-urban study areas and nearby rural kebeles. The studied areas
may be representative for the peri-urban land dispute cases and resolution mechanisms
in other areas, since peri-urban areas have more or less similar scenarios with respect to
land dispute as a consequence of fast rate urban sprawl. However, further studies in other
regions of the country must be conducted to be used as additional inputs for policy makers
who have stakes in the amicable resolution of land tenure disputes.
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Appendix A

Land disputes are one of the main problems which hinder the socio-economic de-
velopment of a country. Even though these disputes are common phenomenon globally,
the extent is severe particularly in developing countries where land is the basic asset of
economic development and property rights are ill defined. Conducting research on these
land dispute situations is paramount important for socio-economic development of a
nation by designing appropriate context oriented dispute resolution mechanisms. The
objectives of this research paper is to identify the extent and causes of land conflicts, the
effect of land registration in reducing these conflicts and to design low costly dispute
resolution mechanisms. For the sake of addressing these objectives, data can be collected
from different stakeholders and this questionnaire is for data collection from respondents.
I hope that completing this survey may not take much of your time and you will deliver
necessary information within the survey period of time. I want also to thank in advance
for your cooperation.
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Part I: Please give your opinion on the extent of land tenure related disputes

1. Did you come across with any land tenure related conflicts during the past 5 years?

1.1 Yes
1.2 No

2. If yes, when is it?

2.1 Before land registration and certification
2.2 During land registration and certification
2.3 After land registration and certification

3. What type of land conflict is it?

3.1 Boundary dispute
3.2 Inheritance dispute
3.3 Rival dispute
3.4 Divorce dispute
3.5 Land rent contract dispute
3.6 Land use related dispute
3.7 Others, please specify, ——————————————————–

4. With whom was your land tenure dispute?

4.1 With another individual farmer
4.2 With governmental bodies such as municipalities
4.3 With private developers
4.4 Others, please specify ———————————————————

5. Why you became to such land dispute ——————————————————————————————————
—————————————————————-

6. In your kebele, which segments of the society are more victim to land conflicts

6.1 Females
6.2 Poor farmers
6.3 Others
6.4 No difference

7. On which property regime types land disputes are more frequent

7.1 Private property regimes
7.2 Common property regimes
7.3 Communal property regimes
7.4 State property regimes

8. What do you think the reason might be for such property regime dispute to be more frequent?

———————————————————————————————————————————————————
———————————————————————————————————————————————————
————-

Part II: About land tenure conflict resolution mechanisms and transparency

9. How are the land tenure related conflict cases resolved?

9.1 By formal (legal) procedures
9.3 Through administrative decisions
9.4 By alternative dispute resolution mechanisms (ADRM),
9.5 Others, specify ————————————————

10. If your answer to the above question is ADRM, what type of alternative dispute resolution mechanism/s is used to
solve your problem?

10.1 Negotiation
10.2 Mediation
10.3 Arbitration
10.4 Others, specify ————————–
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11. Why this method is mostly preferred? ——————————————————————————————————
———————————————————————————————————————————————————
———–

12. If via administrative bodies, which one of those resolved your disputes?

12.1 Kebele administrative bodies,
12.2 Kebele land administration committees
12.3 Woreda administrative office
12.4 Woereda land administration office,
12.5 Others, specify ——————————————

13. How do you evaluate the decision made by the administrative bodies?

13.1 Very good
13.2 Good
13.3 Poor
13.4 Very poor
13.5 I don’t know

14. If your answer to the above question is poor and below, what do you think the reason might be?

14.1 Lack of accountability
14.2 Lack of equity
14.3 Inefficiency
14.4 Others, please specify —————————–

15. When you compare the decision by previous social courts and shimaglewoch shengo, which one you prefer and
why?

———————————————————————————————————————————————————
———————————————————————————————————————————————————
——–

16. How do you evaluate the conflict resolution ability of shemaglewoch shengo?

16.1 Very good
16.2 Good
16.3 Poor
16.4 Very poor
16.5 I don’t know

17. If your answer to the above question is poor and below, what do you think the reason might be?

17.1 ——————————————————————————————-
17.2 ——————————————————————————————–
17.3 —————————————————————————————

18. If your answer to question number 9 is litigation, which court gives you decision

18.1 Social courts
18.2 Wereda courts,
18.3 Others, specify ——————————————–

19. What is your satisfaction by the decision of courts?

19.1 Very satisfied
19.2 Satisfied
19.3 Fair
19.4 Unsatisfied
19.5 Very unsatisfied

20. If your response to question number 19 is fair and below, what do you think the reason may be for this low service de-
livery? ———————————————————————————————————————————————
———————————————————————————————————————————————————
—————————————————————————————

21. How do you rate the cost of litigation
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21.1 Very expensive
21.2 Expensive
21.3 Fair
21.4 Cheap
21.5 Very cheap

22. How do you rate the time of decision making for litigation

22.1 Very high
22.2 High
22.3 Fair
22.4 Low
22.5 Very low

23. What about the appeal cases for unsatisfied party in decisions?

23.1 Transparent and responsive
23.2 Time consuming and expensive
23.3 No well-established appeal system
23.4 Others, specify ——————————————

24. In general assessment, are you satisfied with courts’ decision

24.1 Yes
24.2 No

Part III: Please give your opinion about land registration

25. Are all of your parcels registered

25.1 Yes
25.2 No

26. Have you received certificate of holding for all of your parcels

26.1 Yes
26.2 No

27. Were the land registration and your certificate of holding valuable in resolving the conflict?

27.1 Yes
27.2 No

28. If no, why?

28.1 Undefined boundaries
28.2 Not well adjudicated
28.3 Not being used by decision makers
28.4 Others, specify ————————–

29. Are you clear about the rights and responsibilities of land registration?

29.1 Yes
29.2 No

30. If no why? —————————————————————————————
31. During adjudication, have you participated in public hearings?

31.1 Yes
31.2 No

32. If yes, did you notice land tenure double claims identified during public hearing?

32.1 Yes
32.2 No

33. How do you evaluate these public hearings in reducing land disputes

33.1 Very good
33.2 Good
33.3 Fair
33.4 Poor
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33.5 Very poor

34. If your response to the above question is fair and below, what do you think the reason is? ————————————
———————————————————————————————————————————————————
————————————————————————————————

35. When you compare land disputes before the land registration and after registration, how do you evaluate the land
dispute situation?

35.1 Strongly improved
35.2 Improved
35.3 Moderately improved
35.4 Not improved
35.5 Worsened

36. If your response for the above question is not improved and below, what do you think the reason may be for this?

36.1 Multiple claims
36.2 Undefined boundaries
36.3 Reducing the role of conflict resolving local institutions
36.4 Others, specify ———————–

37. What is your opinion in order to reduce these land related conflicts easily? ———————————————————
———————————————————————————————————————————————————
————————————————————————————————————————–

IV. Personal data questions

38. General description of the respondent?

38.1 sex Male Female
38.2 Age 30–40 40–50 50–60 >60
38.3 Marital status Marrried Single Divorced
38.4 Landholding in Ha ————-

Thank you very much for your contribution and patience!

Notes

1 Kebele is the lowest administrative organization in Ethiopia, consisting of on average 5000 inhabitants.
2 Wereda is the lower administrative organization in Ethiopia, consisting of many kebeles.
3 Judicial persons are a creation of the human mind and have legal personalities to exercise judicial acts.
4 There are debates about whether shimaglle is the Amharic translation of arbitration or not, since shimaglle covers issues wider

than arbitration. However, in this research shimaglle is used synonymously with arbitration.
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Abstract: The study aims to reveal the transition features of agricultural land use in the Groundnut
Basin of Senegal from 2009 to 2018, especially the impact of urbanization on agricultural land and the
viewpoint of farmland spatiotemporal evolution. Integrated data of time series MCD12Q1 land-use
images of 2009, 2012, 2015, and 2018 were used to provide a land transition in agricultural and urban
areas through the synergistic methodology. Socio-economic data was also used to serve as a basis for
the argument. The results highlight that: (1) Agricultural land increased by 14.53%, with a dynamic
index of 1.45 from 2009–2018. (2) Over the same period, urbanization increased by 2.80%, with a
dynamic index of 0.28. (3) In different regions, the transition of agricultural land in Kaffrine is most
intense (expansion rate: 22.80%). The same situation of urbanization happened in Thiès Region with
a value of 7.94%. Except for Thiès, agricultural land in other regions has not yet been subject to major
pressure due to urbanization. Overall, the farming system in Groundnut Basin is an extensive model,
the recommendations from the point of view of land-use planning and land law are necessary to
ensure efficient agricultural land management in the area.

Keywords: agricultural land transition; urbanization; land management; groundnut basin; Senegal

1. Introduction

Land-use changes are consistently the principal driver of habitat change on approxi-
mately half of the earth’s terrestrial surface [1]. From 2000 to 2015, the global land cover
trend indicated a net loss of natural/semi-natural lands. These losses of land resulted
from many processes. Among the processes, we can identify deforestation, unsustainable
agricultural practices, urbanization, land tenure, and poverty [2]. This situation is more
visible in industrialized countries, in Europe or Asia. Therefore, the land-use study is of
fundamental significance, as the land resources play a strategic role in the determining
man’s economic, social and cultural progress [3].

Indeed, the global land system faces unprecedented pressures from growing human
populations and climatic change [4]. Urban sprawl on agricultural land has become a
global phenomenon plaguing all countries of the world, rich or poor [5]. This phenomenon
has attracted the attention of social researchers since the mid-20th century [6]. Thus, many
researchers are interested in the causes and consequences of urbanization. Some authors
such as G. Duranton and D. Puga highlight that economic growth drives urban expansion in
constructing businesses, dwellings, roads, leisure centers, transportation, etc. [7]. Therefore,
the metropolitan regions face the growing problems of urban sprawl, including a decline in
natural vegetation, wildlife habitats, and agricultural land [3]. More than 8.8% of European
Union (EU) land is used for residential, commercial, and industrial purposes [8]. Other
very important factors are the quality of the environmental conditions of agricultural
production, population density, and net migration [9], which also affect agricultural land.
Therefore, it is important to note that the life of more than 7.7 billion human beings
today [10], 9.73 billion by 2050, and 11.2 by 2100 will depend on the soil availability for
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food production [11]. As long as urban populations continue to grow, the challenge of
maintaining food security is increasing [12]. In Eastern and Central European countries,
namely in Hungary, Slovak Republic, Poland, Estonia, Lithuania, and Latvia, agricultural
land prices were gradually increasing in these countries during the past decade [13], and
this price depends on the market forces of the supply and the demand [14]. In Romania,
the political and socio-economic changes began in the early 1990s had a strong impact
on land, especially on the quantity and quality of agricultural terrains [15]. Furthermore,
we found that in Bulgaria arable land abandoned without cultivation, represents a very
large area because of a shortage of financial resources [16]. In addition, land privatization
and farm restructuring are inseparable issues for agriculture and the rural sector in the
transformation to a market economy [17]. The case of Slovakia illustrates this. Indeed, the
pressure from investors has increased in creating new residential, commercial services and
shopping centers, logistic and industrial parks, which is consequently reflected in land-use
changes [18]. In summary, in Europe the areas with the most visible impacts of urban
sprawl are in countries or regions with high population density and economic activity like
Belgium, northern Italy, the Paris and Madrid regions, and Germany [19].

The south Asian region as a whole is experiencing expansion and intensification of
cropland and urbanization, shrinking of forests and grassland [20]. On the other hand, in
China, for example, the problems in urban-rural spatial structure and food security have
been the hot spots of land use research [21]. It is because China has urbanized rapidly
over the past three decades, underpinned by rapid economic growth. It has many rapidly
growing cities and some that have had declining populations [22]. As such, the per capita
area of farmland fell from 0.106 ha in 1996 to 0.092 ha in 2008, raising concerns about food
security [23]. Therefore, migration, rural economic development, and urbanization are the
primary forces driving the conversion from farmland to non-agricultural uses in China [24].
Other researchers attest that immigration plays an important role in land-use transitions
because it leads to urban expansion and farmland occupation [25].

The review of the literature also conduced us to examine land tenure. Indeed, land
tenure security refers to the right of individuals and groups of people to effective protection
by their government against forcible evictions [26]. Therefore, in the agricultural sector,
securing land tenure has regularly been prioritized by policy-makers to ensure and develop
more productive agriculture [27]. In that sense, secure tenure is widely recognized as
an essential foundation for achieving a range of rural economic development goals [28].
However, land tenure security is central to agricultural production and sustainable use
of natural resources [29], and the links between tenure security and agricultural produc-
tivity are of primary interest [30]. This may imply that land tenure systems can affect
agricultural productivity by influencing the efficient use of inputs and the adoption of
modern technology [31]. On another note, secure access to productive land reduces the
vulnerability to hunger and poverty to the millions of poor people living in rural areas
and depending on agriculture. It influences their capacity to invest in their productive
activities and the sustainable management of their resources [32]. From then on, land
tenure security is important not only for agricultural production, but it also allows people
to diversify their livelihoods by using their land as collateral, renting it out, or selling it [33].
Finally, strengthening land tenure security is key to achieving efficient land allocation
among farmers in both in land abundant and land-constrained areas as it facilitates land
markets [34].

In the above background, it is important to analyze the evolution of the population
to in order to understand rapid urbanization. Globally, more people live in urban areas
than in rural areas [35]. We found that 54 percent of the world’s population live in urban
areas. In view of this, we noted that the urban population of the world has grown rapidly
since 1950, from 746 million to 3.9 billion in 2014 [10]. Along with this, the medium-variant
projection indicates that the global population could grow to around 8.5 billion in 2030 [36].
Hence, prior work has highlighted that urbanization is a problem because urban expansion
inevitably covers some agricultural land.
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In contrast, changes in land values and land markets around cities often result in va-
cant land as the owners anticipate their gains from selling it or using it for non-agricultural
uses [22]. Therefore, the changes in land use arise from competing for economic, politi-
cal, social, and environmental goals [37], and urban sprawl dynamics will also play an
important role in the future land-use change in some countries like India [38], and Africa
countries. In summary, land-use change is characterized by a high diversity of change
trajectories depending on the local conditions, regional context, and external influences [39].
Therefore, it is important to understand the underlying technological, institutional, and
economic drivers of land-use change and how they play out in different environmental,
socio-economic, and cultural contexts [40].

According to the literature review, the drivers of the agricultural land transition are
mainly non-agricultural activities—for instance, residential construction. The more human
activities intensify, the more agricultural land is threatened. Therefore, as Senegal is a
developing country, this study is important from the point of view of understanding the
mechanisms and the main factors influencing the transition of agricultural land. Given
this worrying situation, the objective of this work is to (i) understand the degree and trend
of transition and evolution of agricultural land space and time. Then, our interest is to
(ii) identify the keys drivers of this transition and evolution of agricultural land in the
Groundnut Basin. In this study, we will focus on these important issues.

2. Study Area

Senegal is located in the West African continent, with a land area of 196,722 km2.
It is located between the latitudes 12◦20′ and 16◦20′ N and the longitudes 11◦20′ and
17◦30′ W [41]. Ecologically and agriculturally, the country is subdivided into six geograph-
ical eco-zones [42]. Our research concerned the Groundnut Basin. It covers the administra-
tive regions of Diourbel, Thiès, Kaolack, Fatick, Kaffrine, part of the Tambacounda region
(departments of Koumpentoum and part of the department of Tambacounda) and the
department of Kébémer [43]. Therefore, our study focuses only on the five administrative
regions (Figure 1). They are considered most important in this area because they occupy
almost all the arable land in the Groundnut Basin, and constitute an area of very high
agricultural production in Senegal [44]. It has a population of 6,436,912 people according
to the population censuses in 2013 [45], and covers a total area of 34,964.36 km2, with
a density of 184.10 people per km2. The distribution of arable land by agro-ecological
zone shows that the Groundnut Basin represents 70% of arable land [46]. Throughout the
Groundnut Basin, the cropping systems are mainly cereal-leguminous rotations [47], and it
is dominated by subsistence production of millet, maize, groundnuts, cowpeas, and bissap
(hibiscus) [48]. Groundnut Basin is characterized by degraded and patchy open forests
dominated by Bombax costatum, Lannea acida, Pterocmpuserinaceus, Sterculia setigera, Khaya
senegalensis, Daniellia oliveri, Detarium senegalensis [49].

With a poverty rate of 47% in 2011 [50], agriculture in Senegal has always been seen
as the foundation of the country’s socio-economic development [51]. In terms of economic
activities, this sector is dominated by agriculture and occupies 74% of the population in
the area [52]. Its average in terms of gross domestic product (GDP) ranged from 21.24%
(1960–1989) to 15.26% (1990–2011) [53], and further to 16.1% in 2017 [54]. According to data
from the National Agency for Statistics and Demography (NASD) site, in 2020, the areas
planted (in hectares) in peanuts represent, respectively, 55.16% (2017) and 63.15% (2018)
of the national areas (in hectares) planted. In 2013, the population censuses showed that
70% of farms were small family farms with an area of fewer than five hectares [45]. In the
study area, the median value of annual rain-fed crop sales per household in 2018 is around
$246.61. According to the NASD site, the percentage of farm household members with
agricultural education vary from 5.34% in 2017 to 0.67% in 2018.
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Figure 1. Geographic information: (A) represents the blue color represents the localization of the
study area within Senegal; (B) represents the Groundnut Basin with five regions.

In fact, in Africa, particularly in the Sahel, after the rainy periods of the 1960s, many
researchers noted anomalies of rain in the early 1970s [55]. The consequences of this rainfall
deterioration are reflected in Senegal by the degradation of the natural environment, with
drought leading to the degradation of the plant cover, the soils being subjected to erosion
and runoff, and the accentuation acidification and salinization [56]. In addition, the factors
of low annual rainfall, frequent dry spells, and the rainy season shortening affect the
vegetative cycle of crops [57]. Severe droughts, especially in northern regions, appear
as the biggest risk in estimated aggregate losses to crop and livestock [58]. In Senegal,
agriculture is mainly rain-fed and depends heavily on seasonal rainfall amounts, and
distribution [59]. Therefore, the combined effect of rainfall, land surface temperature,
and solar radiation explain approximately 40% of the variation in cropland productivity
over West Africa at the 95% significance level [60]. This situation underlines the fact that
the evolution of agricultural land, and climate are closely linked. Drought is a recurring
phenomenon in the coastal zone of Senegal and its hazards affect the economies of the
predominantly agricultural population [61].

The main factors affecting land-use in Senegal are manifold. Firstly, lots of land areas
were changed by the urban setting and associated rapid growth and transformation of
human societies in Senegal [42]. In 2015, Senegal’s population was estimated at 14,356,575
people with an average annual growth rate of 2.7% [45]. The growth of the rural population
has brought greater pressure on land and natural resources and contributed to land frag-
mentation, particularly in densely populated and high-potential areas with easy access to
markets [62]. As a result, in Sangalkam, around Dakar (capital of Senegal), some 7.64 km2

of agricultural land use was officially developed in the area between 2003 and 2009 [63].
The law n◦ 64–46 of 17 June 1964, governs land management in Senegal, which stipulates,
land does not belong to the State, territorial communities, or users, but the “Nation” [63].
Local governments are responsible for the allocation/dedication of land in the national
domain for rural activities [64]. Secondly, the chronological summary of agricultural policy
in Senegal has gone through several phases. The literature shows the Agricultural Program
(1960–1980), the New Agricultural Policy (1985–1994) and the Agricultural Development
Policy Programs, letters and Declaration (1995–2003). Since the 2000s, we have seen a
reconfiguration of the situation regarding agriculture. For example, we have the Law of
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Agro-Sylvo-Pastoral (LOASP) in 2004. Since 2013, Senegal has defined a new agricultural
policy called the Program to Accelerate the Cadency of Senegalese Agriculture (PRACAS).
Despite all these agricultural policies, Senegalese agriculture still faces difficulties [65].
Third, soils in Africa affected by water erosion ranging from medium to high effect cover
an area of more than 12 million hectares, or 18.5% of the total national territory [66]. The
Groundnut Basin is today confronted with chemical and physical-biological degradation
which has become more intense. Thus, the soils are impoverished, restructured, chemically
exhausted by wind and water erosion, recurrent droughts [67].

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Data Sources

The data presented in this study are derived from different databases (please see
Table 1). The analysis model aims at analyzing the agricultural land evolution and transi-
tion in terms of area and soil occupation change over ten years chronological series between
2009 to 2018.

Table 1. Data sources information.

Types Information

Spatial data Source

The spatial data used for this study are obtained from USGS
(United States Geological Survey) and NASA (National

Aeronautics and Space Administration), Modis land
cover-Modis MCD12Q1V6 (acquisition data: 26 March 2021)

https://earthexplorer.usgs.gov/

Types
cropland; grassland; urban and built-up; permanent

wetland (four images in 2009; 2012; 2015, and 2018 between
June and October)

Socio-economic
data Source

National Agency for Statistics and Demography (NASD)
(acquisition data: 30 March 2021)

https://satisfaction.ansd.sn/

Types
Evolution of the population; characteristics of farm

household members; farm household members with
agricultural education.

Agricultural data Sources

World Bank (W.B) and Food and Agriculture Organization
(FAO) (acquisition data: 30 March 2021)
http://www.fao.org/faostat/fr/#data

https://donnees.banquemondiale.org/indicator

Types
Fertilizer consumption; permanent cropland (% of land

area); agriculture value added (% of gross domestic
product)

Climatic data Sources
Types

Data Portal: Center for Hydrometeorology and Remote
sensing—available online: https://chrsdata.eng.uci.edu/

(acquisition data: 28 August 2021)
Rainfall data (between June and October)

3.2. Methodology

The spatial data used in this study are obtained from NASA LPDAAC Collections-
Modis Land Cover—MCD12Q1V6 (Earth Explorer USGS). However, due to their character-
istics, pre-processing is necessary to have more clarity. Therefore, several steps have been
taken. First, to optimize the quality of the images, the layers were re-projected according
to the reference projection system of the study area, which is World Geodetic System
(WGS)_1984_Complex_UTM_Zone_28N (EPSG:31028). In addition, the strips were cut ac-
cording to the size of the study area. To make the classified land cover images comparable,
we resampled the images to 50 m, which is the common resolution for all images [68]. This
resampling allows us to obtain common results between the processed images. Second,
after this geometric correction, we used supervised classification to categorize the land

79



Land 2021, 10, 996

cover components used in our study. The land-use types are mainly classified into four cate-
gories: cropland, grassland, urban and built-up, and permanent wetland. Then, concerning
the spatial analysis, four temporal remotely sensed images were selected for evolution
and transition land use detection, namely, Modis Land Cover of USGS in 2009, 2012, 2015,
and 2018. All four images, respectively, were used to examine the area’s evolution and
transition land-use dynamics. The area information was used as a basis for analyzing the
quantitative change in land use. After the conversion of raster data to vector data, we had
to use ArcGIS 10.6 platform to analyze the change pattern of cropland, grassland, urban
and built-Up, and permanent wetland.

3.2.1. Analysis of Land Use Dynamics

Dynamics of land use are expressed as an increase or decrease in area. Therefore, this
method positively affects the analysis of the evolutionary pattern of land use in the study
area. In addition, it gives an idea of the future dynamics of transition and evolution of land
use over time.

KT =
Ub − Ua

Ua
× 1

T
(1)

where KT is the dynamic attitude of the pattern using during the study period, Ua is the
area of the pattern at the beginning of the study period, Ub is the area of the pattern at the
end of the study period T is the time interval of the study years [69].

3.2.2. Calculation of the Land Evolution

The degree of evolution in each tenure category will be assessed by calculating the
rate of evolution E (i, k) in the area of land use as follows [70].

E (i, k) =
Sk − Si

Si
× 100 (2)

(Si) the area of a land-use category of the year i and (Sk) the area of a land-use category
of year k, with k > i. E (i, k) will be equal to: If E (i, k) = 0, it is concluded that this land use
category is stable, if E (i, k) < 0, it is concluded that there is a regression of this category,
and if E (i, k) > 0, there is an extension or evolution of this category.

3.2.3. Analysis of Agricultural Land Transition

To visualize the land cover transition, we merged the layers using the intersection
tool in the ArcGIS platform. Then, we used the equation below to show the different
transitions between the spatial data and used the pivot table function in Excel to produce
statistics according to a couple of classes. Initially, the results of the four components
studied showed fourteen different land-use change classes. Since not all land-use change
classes have the same degree of importance, those representing the main changes were kept
and the others were unified. For example, when we considered the relationship between
grassland and permanent wetland, we obtained two different couple of classes change:
grassland to permanent wetland and permanent wetland to grassland. Accordingly, the
difference in change between these two couple of classes is maintained. In addition, we
opted for this methodology to highlight the most important or the dominate transition
between couple classes. This operation allowed us to keep the four most representatives,
land-use change classes.

T = Layer A + (−) + layer B (3)

Layer A = corresponds to the year of beginning, Layer B = corresponds to the year of
arrival, T = result of the transformation. (This method is used by GIS and RS solutions).

3.2.4. Analysis of Climatic Data: Rainfall

To better understand the factors of evolution and transition of agricultural land in
the Groundnut Basin, we have analyzed the inter-annual evolution of rainfall over the
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period from 2009 to 2018. Indeed, Senegal has two main seasons that mark the climatic
regime: a dry season from November to April–May, and a rainy season from May–June
to October, depending on the geographical location [41]. Accordingly, the rainfall values
used in this analysis only concern the period from June to October, which coincides with
the rainy season in our study area [71]. The methodology adopted is based on a statistical
approach, using the averages of the five months of rainfall for each year in the series.

4. Results

4.1. Analysis of the Land-Use Evolution
4.1.1. Cropland and Grassland Evolution

Agricultural land is becoming increasingly scarce and threatened by several factors.
This situation can be fast/slow and differs from one country to another. Therefore, the tran-
sition of agricultural land is relatively fast in developed countries due to industrialization
but is slow in underdeveloped countries. Tables 2 and 3 shed light on the rate of evolution
in agricultural land area, and urbanization has been increased in the last few decades. On
the other hand, grassland has decreased.

Table 2. The statistics of the land-use area in years 2009, 2012, 2015 and 2018 (km2).

Land Use Pattern Years/Values

2009 2012 2015 2018

Cropland 14,569.53 15,541.06 15,913.48 16,687.16
Grassland 18,656.27 17,704.38 17,295.78 16,566.23

Permanent wetland 758.80 778.41 779.76 768.63
Urban and built up 172.49 174.85 175.41 177.32

Other 807.27 765.66 799.93 765.02
The total surface of the study area 34,964.36 34,964.36 34,964.36 34,964.36

Table 3. Dynamic land-use evolution in the period of 2009–2012, 2012–2015 and 2015–2018 (%).

Land Use Pattern

Number Periods Cropland Grassland
Permanent

Wetland
Urban and
Built Up

P1 2009–2012 +6.67 −5.10 +2.58 +1.37
P2 2012–2015 +2.40 −2.31 +0.17 +0.32
P3 2015–2018 +4.86 −4.22 −1.43 +1.09

The study period 2009–2018 +14.53 −11.20 +1.30 +2.80
(−) Decrease in area; (+) increase in area.

The research revealed that an increase in cropland (Figure 2), at the beginning of
the study period, which coincides with the year 2009, the cropland represented around
14,569.53 km2. On the other hand, at the end of the study in 2018, the cropland is around
16,687.16 km2. Therefore, a difference of 2117.63 km2 was noted, including an increase
of 14.53%. The dynamic attitude of cropland amounts to 1.45. This dynamic seems to be
important. This means a potential doubling of the cultivated areas around 2028.

On the other hand, our analysis shows a decrease in grassland. The grassland repre-
sented respectively 18,656.27 km2 in 2009 and 16,566.23 km2 in 2018, showing a decrease
of about −2090.04 km2 (−11.20%). Therefore, the cropland increases as the grasslands
decrease.
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Figure 2. (a–d) show land use evolution patterns in years of 2009, 2012, 2015, and 2018 in the
study area.

As for the results between periods, the cropland also shows fluctuations. Thus, Table 3
reflects an evolution of 6.67% over the period 2009–2012. This result has decreased to 2.40%
between 2012 to 2015 with a deviation of 4.27%. Compared to the second period, we have
observed in the third period an increase of 4.86%. Therefore, if we compare the first period
to the last period, the results reflect that the cropland has not increased significantly. In
summary, the cropland has slightly increased by 1.81% between the first and last periods
(Table 3). This situation remains the same for the grassland. Respectively, the results are
decreasing by −5.10%, −2.31%, and −4.22% and the difference noted between the first and
third periods is about 0.88%. In summary, the study highlights important knowledge that
an expansion of cropland during the study period (Figure 2). These results are confirmed
by the data of the World Bank site (2020). Indeed, they show that the permanent cropland
represented 0.30% in 2009 and 0.35% in 2016, increasing 0.05% in Senegal.

4.1.2. Urban and Built Up and Permanent Wetland Evolution

Urbanization is one of the factors that affect agricultural land. Therefore, it appears
differently depending on the context and evolution of the population. In our study area,
urbanization seems to be slow and occupies the space little by little. The dynamic attitude
of urban and built-up turns around 0.28. Between 2009 and 2018, urban and built-up
represent 2.80% and permanent wetland 1.30%.

Urban and built-up and permanent wetland are not significantly represented. Indeed,
at the beginning of our study in 2009, urban and built-up represents an area of 172.49 km2

out of 34,964.36 km2, which corresponds to the total area of the study area. This area has
evolved to reach 177.32 km2 at the end of the study in 2018, including an increase of 2.80%.
However, the inter-period results show an increase of 1.37% between 2009 and 2012. This
value has changed slightly from 2012 to 2015 with an area of 0.32 km2, a decrease of about
1.05% less. For the last period, our research reflects an increase of 1.09%. In addition,
between the first and the last period, urban and built-up grew by 0.28%.
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In summary, urbanization has intensified in the second and last periods. The perma-
nent wetland reflects an increase of 2.58% in the first period, 0.17% in the second period,
that is to say, a difference 2.41%. This result continues to decrease, reaching −1.43% in the
third period. Finally, between the first and the last period, this variable has decreased by
about −1.15%.

4.2. The Regional Difference of the Study Area in Land-Use Transition

Analysis of regional differences is important to understand the dynamics of agri-
cultural land use in each region. We have firstly analyzed the cropland and grassland.
Concerning cropland, from 2009 to 2018, an increase is noted in all the five regions. The
region of Kaffrine has the highest value with 1337.95 km2 (22.80%). It is followed by
the regions of Diourbel (19.50%) and Fatick (9.71%). The regions of Kaolack and Thiès
show 3.83% and 2.53% over the ten years, respectively. This increase hides inter-annual
disparities. Between 2009 and 2012, the area of cropland in the Diourbel region decreased
by −5.81%. However, over the same period, the area increased in Fatick (4.27%), Kaffrine
(13.31%), Kaolack (7.01%), and Thies (1.70%). This approach shows that cropland evolution
is not exponential but in a sawtooth pattern. This pattern is similar to grassland. In general,
it has decreased. The Kaffrine region occupied first place with −24.81%, followed by the
Diourbel (−18.74%) and Kaolack (−7.26%). In contrast, the Thiès region shows an increase
of 0.11%.

For urban and built-up and permanent wetland, the situation is the same. Concerning
urban and built-up, the region of Thies comes in first place with an evolution of 4.02 km2

(7.94%) between 2009 and 2018 (Figure 3). This evolution trend remains the same for the
Diourbel region with 0.93%. The evolution of urban and built-up is average in the Factick
region with 0.77%. In contrast, the regions of Kaolack (−0.17%) and Kaffrine (−0.61%)
show a decrease in urban and built-up areas in the same period. Permanent wetland
concern largely the Fatick and Thiès regions. In the Thiès region, the evolution is stable.
However, in the region of Fatick, it has been recorded an increase of 9.80 km2 (1.31%).
However, this result hides disparities. In the same region shows an increase of 2.60% from
2009–2012, to reach a decline of −1.43% from 2015–2018. Finally, the analysis of regional
differences in land use shows several aspects. The first aspect shows that in the regions
of Kaffrine and Diourbel, cropland has evolved rapidly, but urban and built-up remains
low in Kaffrine (Figure 3). In contrast, urban and built-up expansion is relatively rapid in
the Thiès region, and moderate in the Diourbel region. However, in the Thies region, the
evolution of cropland and grassland has evolved weaknesses compared with other regions.

 
Figure 3. Regional differences in land use evolution from 2009 to 2018 (%).
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4.3. Analysis of Land Use Transitions
4.3.1. Inter-Period Transition

To understand agricultural land transition dynamics, the series is divided into three
equal periods. The first period from 2009–2012 shows a decrease in grassland in favor of
other variables. 944.58 km2 of grassland was transformed into cropland. Then, 12.23 km2 of
grassland transformed into a permanent wetland, and 2.12 km2 became urban and built up.
This first approach shows a significant decrease of grassland at the expense of urbanism
and permanent wetland indeed. Urbanism and permanent wetland have occupied about
14.35 km2 of grassland. Urban and built-up alone, records 2.27 km2 on the grassland.

Transition in the second period (2012–2015) appears to be less intensive than in the first
period. The transformation of cropland decreased. The area transformed from grassland to
cropland went from 944.58 km2 to 363 km2, a decreasing 580.8 km2. Dynamic continues
with the changes from grassland to permanent wetland with 2 km2. Similarly, 1.15 km2

of grassland has been converted to urban up and built. This situation shows a relatively
slow evolution of urbanization. Therefore, compared to the first period, the results reflect a
difference of 1.03 km2 of grassland converted to urban up. Concerning the last period, it
witnesses transition compared to the second period. Indeed, we still note an extension of
agricultural land compared to the grassland, representing 772.12 km2.

In this last part, our analysis points to a reversal of the permanent wetland and
grassland. About 10.96 km2 of permanent wetland have been transformed into grassland.
Urbanization as for it evolved. We observed a 2.21 km2 of grassland are again transformed
into urban and built up. The inter-period analysis of land transition shows significant
fluctuations. A few areas of cropland were transformed into urban and built up, in other
cases, the grassland was transformed into cropland or urban and built up.

4.3.2. Changes That Occurred during the Study Period

Analysis done during the period of the study period highlights some changes between
the variables. Among the most significant changes, the results underline an extension
of other components on the grassland. 2083.29 km2 of grassland was transformed into
agricultural areas (Table 4). Similarly, 5.42 km2 of grassland was transformed into urban
and built up. In addition, 3.63 km2 of grassland was transformed into a permanent wetland.
We have noticed a significant change in grassland, in the study area which has continued
to increase. This change is especially noticeable in the Kaffrine region (Figure 4). The
balance of land-use changes observed over the study period shows that the most important
relationships are between grassland and the other land use pattern, namely cropland and
urban up and built.

Table 4. Land use transition over the study period (2009–2018) in km2.

Cropland Grassland
Permanent

Wetland
Urban and
Built Up

Cropland 13,288.12 x x x

Grassland 2083.29 15,202.92 3.63 5.42

Permanent Wetland x x 747.53 x

Urban and built up x x x 166.35
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Figure 4. Land use transition throughout the study period (2009–2018).

5. Discussion

5.1. Impacts of Urbanization and Population on Agricultural Land Transition

The National Agency of Statistics and Demography (NASD) site projections of popu-
lation trends in the study area show a rapid evolution. The population projections data
show that there were 5.059,331 million people in 2009 and 6.436,913 million in 2018, with
an increase of 27.23% in ten years. A rapid increase in population may be an explanatory
factor that is at the origin of agricultural land transition because evolution in population
induces demand for housing and occupation of new spaces. On the other hand, the results
highlight that urbanization is expanding rapidly in the Thiès area (Figure 3). According to
NASD site data, the Thiès region is the most urbanized and populated region after Dakar.
This region, whose land area represents less than 2% of Senegal’s land area (196,722 km2),
concentrates more than 25% of the national population [45]. As a result, the overcrowding
of the capital (Dakar), partly explains the rapid development of urbanization in the Thies
region. This region (70 km from Dakar) now serves as a secondary city to correct the
territorial imbalance; it has been the area to major state projects such as the new Blaise
Diagne International Airport. From this perspective, agricultural land fragmentation and
scarcity are still mentioned as of considerable constraints on agricultural modernization.
It could be exacerbated in the affected area due to a huge agricultural land acquired to
support urbanization and industrialization [72]. Therefore, it is undeniable that the loss of
agricultural land to urbanization is a serious threat to food security and poverty alleviation,
especially in regions where many people are already poor. Consequently, agricultural
development in Senegal has to face many challenges related to good land administra-
tion and planning for successful socio-economic development, particular rural economic
transformation.

5.2. Climatic Factors That Influence the Evolution of Agricultural Land

The links between the land and the global climate have long been known [73]. Thus,
the scientific literature provides positive examples of that problem. It points out that land
degradation is a complex process involving the natural ecosystem and the socioeconomic
system. Climate and land-use changes are the two predominant driving factors [74].
However, it is clear that climatic factors, including temperature or rainfall, can impact
land-use. In this study, the pivotal factors that can influence agricultural land’s transition
focus on the rainfall.
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Generally, the projected changes in climate include recurring climate extremes like
droughts, flooding, and outbreaks of pests and diseases exposing the region to the vulnera-
bilities of the changing environment [75]. The agricultural sector is one of the first affected
by this change [64] because rainfall is the main factor affecting agricultural production [76].
Therefore, the erratic spatio-temporal distribution of rainfall can often be the origin of an
increase or a decrease in the cropland. Past studies emphasized two normal years with a
dryness trend in 2012 and 2013 in West African, particularly Senegal [77]. This dryness can
have a negative influence on the area planted. For instance, our study shows a decrease in
cropland during the periods of 2012–2015 and 2015–2018. Indeed, the inter-annual evolu-
tion of rainfall during the period 1985–2014 in the region of Kaolack shows thirteen years
out of thirty that are deficient compared to the average of the series which is 604.0 mm of
rain. The most deficient year was 2014 with 423 mm [78]. The above background confirms
the rainfall results analyzed for the whole study area. Indeed, the analysis made on the
evolution of the rainfall shows that the rainfall varies from one year to another. Indeed,
Figure 5 shows three periods. The results of the second period show that the rainfall is
decreasing and 2014 is the most deficient year of the whole period. Similarly, after an
increase in rain in 2015, the rainfall decreased over the third period. Accordingly, the
decrease/fluctuation in rainfall during this period may explain the reduction or increase in
cropland in the Groundnut Basin.

 
Figure 5. Annual evolution of rainfall: 2009 to 2018. Source CRHS 2021.

On the other hand, our analysis reflects the decline of urban and built-up in the regions
of Kaolack and Kaffrine. Formerly inhabited areas are abandoned, leaving the place to fal-
low. These two regions are predominantly agricultural (Figure 2). Therefore, this situation
has been proven in some studies in the past. Indeed, the decline of groundnut cultiva-
tion, coupled with the disappearance of certain industrial facilities for processing this raw
material, has aggravated the situation, leading to a massive displacement of populations
from the former urban centers of the Groundnut Basin to the metropolis of Dakar [65].
Therefore, many socio-economic and climatic factors can influence agricultural land, and
some studies demonstrate about 74% of farmers perceived that erratic rainfall seasonality
contributes significantly to the land-use change and agricultural land abandonment [79].

5.3. The Means of Financial Has Effect on Agricultural Land Evolution in Senegal

This link between agricultural land transition and financial means has been high-
lighted in the literature. For instance, cropland increases in the United States, and pasture-
land decreases when government payments go up [80]. The same observation is noted
in China, where economic restructuring also influences the overall evolution of farmland
areas [25]. Despite a shortfall in rainfall in recent years, Senegal has significantly improved
its results due to the selection of seeds and strong mechanization, which have positively
impacted agricultural yields. Yields have witnessed a dramatic increase [81]. To under-
stand this phenomenon, we have analyzed the evolution of agricultural investments. This
analysis shows an identical correlation between the variables. According to data from the
World Bank site, investments in the agricultural sector in Senegal have evolved consider-
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ably during the study period. They represented 16,323 million CFA ($30,471.27) in 2009
and 51,585.6 million CFA ($96,297.26) in 2018, including an increase of 35,262.6 million
CFA ($65,826). Accordingly, we found that the agricultural investments for the Groundnut
Basin represent 17.3% [82]. Meanwhile, fertilizer use has doubled. The use of fertilizer
has evolved from 18,489,000 kg in 2008 to 37,000,000 kg in 2018, including an increase of
18,511,000 kg. These huge investments in the sector can justify the evolution of agricultural
land in the area. The evolution of agricultural land in the Groundnut Basin depends more
on financial means.

6. Conclusions and Recommendations

The findings of this study reveal that the agricultural land has not yet been subjected
to real human pressure. From 2009–2018, urban and built-up occupies only 177.5 km2

of the total area (34,964.36 km2) and increases at 2.80%, with a dynamic attitude of 0.28.
This situation is because the fact that it is an under-populated area with little urbanization.
The density represented 184.10 people per km2. Therefore, basic needs such as housing,
infrastructure, and services are poorly developed in the area. Analysis of the regional
difference shows that the Thiès region alone occupies 54.61 km2. Today, this region is
considered an integral part of the Dakar region (25% of the country’s population), which is
the most urbanized in the country [83]. The most visible case in the study is the extension
of cropland on the grassland. It represents 14,569.53 km2 in 2009 and 16,687.16 km2 in 2018,
including an increase of 2117.63 km2 (14.53%). The region of Kaffrine alone recorded an
increase of 1337.95 km2 (22.80%) and followed by Diourbel (19.50%). The justifying factors
can be related to agricultural investments and climatic performances such as rainfall or
fertilizer. The use of fertilizer is increase reaching about 18,511,000 kg over the period. For
the transition of areas is relatively intense, and the results reflected that 2083.29 km2 of
the grassland was transformed into cropland; 5.36 km2 of the grassland was transformed
into urban and built up. In general, the agricultural land in the study area has not yet
undergone a major transition.

According to these findings, recommendations are necessary to ensure efficient and
balanced management of agricultural land in the future. First, agricultural land use
planning is essential. Given the increasing urbanization and large-scale agriculture, the
establishment of an agricultural nature protection zone is necessary, to develop and seek
consensus on rules guiding the sustainable utilization of agricultural resources. Second, the
agricultural land is disappearing faster than population growth. It is therefore imperative
to move towards zero lands “artificialization”. That is to say that we must resort to the
restoration of degraded land to compensate for the land newly occupied by urban and
built up. Third, land tenure management. Secure land and property rights are critical for
reducing poverty and for enhancing economic development, gender equality, social stabil-
ity, and sustainable resource use. We propose a restructuring of the basics of law No. 64–46
of 17 June 1964 to facilitate access to and proper management of agricultural land.

Thus, the restructuring of this law will strive to put in the place a legal system
that will facilitate access to and management of land in general and agricultural land
in particular. However, it is relevant to integrate all stakeholders in the reform process,
strengthen the existing land access procedure, and to further include land issues in the
decentralization and agricultural development policy laws. In addition, access and control
over land are problematic in Senegal, especially under customary rule [84]. Therefore,
a more equitable redistribution of access to land, especially to those who can invest in
agricultural development, might be an important point in restructuring this law.

Furthermore, land issues are becoming increasingly complex due to economic devel-
opment and population growth. Thus, the lack of coordination between socio-economic
development laws can be seen as a blocking factor in the reform. Similarly, customary
laws on land rights are increasingly challenged in the context of globalization. However,
the lack of a clear delineation between the state and private domain may be a limiting
factor in the reconstruction of this law. Therefore, it is necessary to formulate rural (such
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urban) spatial planning promotes; promote the implementation of comprehensive land
consolidation projects throughout the region; and optimizes agricultural, ecological, and
construction space [85].
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Abstract: China has undergone rapid urban expansion in recent decades. At the same time, envi-
ronmental pollution and its risk to public health have increased. However, the relationship between
urban land-use changes and health is ambiguous and insufficiently understood. Based on a typi-
cal city-scale case—namely, Changzhou, China—this research aimed to interpret the evolution of
health risks alongside land-use change during the process of urbanization. We gathered data from
multiple sources, including population mortality data, socioeconomic data, remote-sensing images,
data for the points of interest of enterprises, and relevant information on environmental health
events and cancers. The results showed that Changzhou’s urbanization was typical insofar as it was
characterized by massive growth in industry, a rapid increase in the urban population, and urban
land expansion. Health risks related to environmental pollution increased considerably with urban
land expansion over time, and they increased with proximity to the pollution. The results from
a generalized linear model confirmed that Changzhou’s urbanization triggered increasing health
risks. Our study interpreted the relationship between urban land expansion and health risks from a
spatiotemporal perspective. It can be used as a reference for urban planning and policymaking with
regard to urban environmental health.

Keywords: land use change; urbanization; environmental pollution; health risks

1. Introduction

Morbidity and mortality from chronic diseases related to environmental pollution
are increasing alongside urbanization in China [1,2]. Urbanization is a spatiotemporal
process by which urban components are transformed. These components include land
use, industry, population, and many other natural and socioeconomic factors within the
urban territorial system. These transitions inevitably affect public health. In this regard,
there is an urgent need to understand the relationship between urban land expansion,
urbanization, and environmental health issues in China.

In recent decades, China has seen unparalleled speed in rural–urban transition. The
urban population rose from 191 million in 1980 to 831 million in 2018, and the urbanization
rate reached 59.58% [3]. In general, urbanization improves living conditions, including
education, employment, services, income, and health [4]. However, unplanned urban
expansion often causes environmental hazards and health risks within the developing
world [5–7]. China’s urbanization, both historical and present, was accompanied by the
process of industrialization. With rapid growth in industrialization, China’s urbanization
led to widespread environmental pollution and damage, especially in terms of land pol-
lution and degradation [8–10]. Decommissioned industrial sites and current industrial
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parks have contaminated and seriously deteriorated the land [11,12]. The fast pace of
urban development left little time for careful planning and design. Having experienced
30 years of rapid growth and urbanization, China now faces unique environmental health
challenges [13,14].

There are numerous studies on environmental health issues caused by urbaniza-
tion [2,13,15]. Different aspects of urban living, including income, healthcare, and educa-
tion, were considered determinants that might affect public health [15–17]. In particular,
environmental pollution has long been identified as a major risk factor [2,18,19]. Brown-
fields and industry parks often use hazardous substances and pollutants, and these have
been a major concern of researchers [20–26]. Many studies have focused on pollution
exposure and health risk assessments based on environmental pollution around brown-
fields and industry parks [22,27–29]. Simultaneously, scholars have documented that the
proportion of mortality caused by chronic diseases and cancer increased obviously in
urban China [30], and chronic disease incidence rates were higher in big cities than in
small cities and rural areas in China [13]. Meanwhile, the dynamic changes in health risks
during the urbanization process and the evolutionary relationship between urbanization,
urban land change and health risks has rarely been studied, especially at the scale of a city.
Hence, there is a need to adopt a spatiotemporal perspective to urbanization in order to
understand environmental health issues in China.

Urbanization is a dynamic spatiotemporal process during which natural and human
factors radically change from rural to urban. Different patterns of urbanization differ
in how quickly they develop, and with regard to their effects on land and public health.
Considering the spatiotemporal transformations of urban components—including land use,
industry, and population—we offer an interpretation of the relationship between land-use
change and health issues in Changzhou, China. In what follows, we present our findings
and discuss policy implications. We expect that our results will contribute to effective
policymaking regarding urbanization in order to abate urban land pollution and health
risks for the sake of urban sustainability.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Study Area

Changzhou, located on the southern bank of the Yangtze River, is a prefecture-level
city in southern China’s Jiangsu province. Changzhou borders the provincial capital of
Nanjing to the west, Zhenjiang to the northwest, Wuxi to the east, and Zhejiang province
to the south (Figure 1). Changzhou is part of the highly developed Yangtze Delta region of
China, extending northwest from Shanghai. In 2018, its total population was 4.74 million,
and its urban population was 3.85 million. The urbanization rate reached 73.3%, 13.72%
higher than the average in China.

Data published by the Ministry of Environmental Protection of China show that most
chemical and petrochemical construction projects are distributed near rivers and lakes in
highly populated areas [31]. Changzhou is located in the Yangtze River Delta close to many
water bodies and dense populations. It also has a large chemical industry, with hazardous
chemical substances.

2.2. Multi-Source Data

We gathered data on Changzhou from multiple sources: population mortality data, so-
cioeconomic data, point-of-interest (POI) data, remote-sensing images, and high-resolution
images. The population mortality data (from 2001 to 2015) and the socioeconomic data,
including data on demographics, economy development, and pollution emissions, were
obtained from the Changzhou Statistical Yearbook (from 1990 to 2015) on China National
Knowledge Infrastructure (http://tongji.cnki.net/). The urbanization rate was calculated
as the proportion of urban population in the total population. The POI data were obtained
from Baidu Maps (http://map.baidu.com/). Given that thermal power, steel, cement,
petrifaction, chemical engineering, non-ferrous smelting, textile, and paper-making are
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high-polluting industries, the POI data for these industries were extracted. Remote-sensing
images (Landsat TM and OLI_TIRS) from 1995 and 2015 were downloaded from the
Geospatial Data Cloud (http://www.gscloud.cn/). Data on cancer were gathered from
published literature [32–37]. In addition, national and local authoritative media have
reported massive environmental health events in Changzhou. A briefing on these data and
their sources is presented in Table 1. Relevant information, such as the type and location of
these events, was collected from the reports and verified through a field survey.

 
Figure 1. Study region (a) and its location in Jiangsu (b) and China (c).

Table 1. Data and sources.

Data Source

Population mortality data Changzhou Statistical Yearbook
Socio-economic data Changzhou Statistical Yearbook

POI Baidu map
Remote-sensing images Geospatial Data Cloud
High-resolution images Baidu map

Cancer data Published literature [32–37]

Construction land in 1995 and 2015 was interpreted based on remote-sensing images,
and the spatial distribution and time variation of the newly increased construction areas
and enterprises could be examined by applying overlay analysis and point density analysis
using ArcGIS software. Environmental health events with locations were mapped to show
their spatial distribution.

2.3. Linear Weighting Method

To measure the comprehensive pollution from three major industrial polluting sources—
wastewater, waste gas, and solid waste—we used the linear weighting method to calculate the
comprehensive pollution index (F) based on data for pollution emissions:

Fi =
n

∑
j=1

xij × wj
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where xij is the normalized value of polluting emission j in year i, and wj represents the
weight of polluting emission j, calculated as follows:

wj =
σj

∑n
j=1 σj

where σ is the standard deviation of observations xij.

2.4. Bivariate Spatial Association

Lee (2001) developed a bivariate spatial association based on univariate spatial corre-
lation analysis to examine the spatial association between bivariate observations [38]. The
bivariate spatial association is defined as follows:

Ii
kl = Zi

k

n

∑
j=l

WijZi
l

where Wij denotes the spatial weight matrix, Zi
k =

[
xi

k − xk
]
/σk, Zi

k = [xj
k − xl ]/σl , xi

k is

the observation k at location i, xj
l is the observation l at location j, and σk and σl denote the

variance of xk and xl, respectively.
As with spatial correlation analysis, the bivariate spatial association visualizes the

results using a Moran’s I scatterplot and the bivariate LISA cluster map [39]. We used this
method to examine the spatial association between newly increased construction land and
newly increased polluting enterprises.

2.5. Generalized Additive Model (GAM)

Health outcomes can exhibit linear or nonlinear variation, as can urbanization, land-
use expansion, and industrial development. The GAM model provides primary functions
(linear, polynomial, or spline) to fit the variation of dependent variables [40], such as health
outcomes, and independent variables. Given the complexity of the relationship between
urbanization and environmental health, we constructed the following GAM model:

Y = β0 + ∑
j=1

f j
(
Xj

)
+ εj

where Y is a dependent variable (such as total mortality), f j(·) is a random univariate
function for independent variable Xj (such as the urbanization rate), and εj is a normal
random error term.

The model determines the relationships between the dependent variable and inde-
pendent variable according to the degree of freedom (DF): if DF = 1, the relationship is
linear; if DF > 1, the relationship is nonlinear; and a higher DF indicates a more significant
nonlinear relationship.

We included the urbanization rate (UR, the percentage of the urban population in
the total population), the construction land area (CLA, km2), and the proportion of heavy
industrial output to total industrial output (PHI, %) as independent variables. We included
total mortality (2001–2015), the number of cancer cases (2002–2011), and the mortality from
cancer from 2009–2015 in Changzhou as dependent variables into the GAM, to explore
the relationship between urbanization and health risks. Mortality from cancer in 2009 and
2010 was estimated according to its linear relationship with that of Wujin district, with a R2

of 0.98.
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3. Results

3.1. Temporal Interpretation of Land-Use Change and Environmental Health Risks in Changzhou
3.1.1. Evolution of Urbanization and Land Use

In the past decades, Changzhou experienced rapid urbanization (Figure 2). In 2003,
the urbanization rate (the proportion of the urban population) was 56.45%. In 2018, it
reached 72.5%. The built-up area also increased rapidly during the period. The built-up
area was 92.28 km2 in 2003, and 300 km2 in 2018. There was massive growth in industrial
land along with Changzhou’s urban expansion: the industrial land area increased from
25.91 km2 to 95.64 km2 during the study period, with a growth rate of 269.12% (Figure 2).

 

Figure 2. Urbanization evolution and land use change of Changzhou from 2003 to 2018.

3.1.2. Evolution of Population and Pollution

However, Changzhou’s urbanization had a profound effect on the environment.
Figure 3 shows that the pollution index—calculated using the linear weighting method
based on the three industrial waste sources, namely, waste gas, wastewater, and waste
solids—increased from 0.13 to 0.66, indicating that pollution emissions increased greatly
from 1990 to 2015 (Figure 3). The cumulative emissions per unit area also increased. In
particular, the cumulative emissions of industrial solid waste per km2 increased from 1.94
to 60.23 million kg. As industrial waste emissions were new pollutants produced each
year, both cumulative pollution emissions and pollution exposure led to increased health
risk. Risk to health increased with more pollutants and pollution exposure. Furthermore,
population density increased, although there was a small fluctuation before 2008. Thus,
the environment was deteriorating while population increased. In other words, more and
more people were exposed to an increasingly polluted environment.

3.1.3. Variation Profile of Health Risks

Pollution in Changzhou had conspicuous effects on health. Total mortality was
5.5/103 in 2001, but reached 7.0/103 in 2015. The number of cases and mortality from
cancer increased markedly in the past decades in Changzhou according to the data gathered
from published literature. The number of inpatient cases of cancer in Changzhou was 1995
in 2002, and reached 6649 in 2011 (Figure 4). The mortality from cancer in Changzhou
was 208.98/105 in 2011 and increased to 222.08/105 in 2015 [33]. Mortality was 214/105

in Wujin district in 2009 and increased to 242.6/105 in 2014 [36]. This was higher than the
mortality in the whole city. The mortality from cancer in Liyang county was the lowest,
although it increased from 151.88/105 in 2010 to 171.4/105 in 2014 [37].
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Figure 3. Time variations of environmental pollution and population density.

Figure 4. Time variations of the case number and mortality of cancers in Changzhou.

3.2. Spatial Interpretation of Land Use and Environmental Health in Changzhou
3.2.1. Bivariate Spatial Association of Urban Expansion and High-Polluting Industries

The area of construction land in 1995 and 2015 was interpreted based on remote-
sensing images (Figure 5a,b) to examine urban expansion in Changzhou. Construction land
in 2014 totaled 1075.77 km2, a significant increase compared with that in 1995 (618.63 km2).
There were a total of 2802 high-polluting enterprises located in the coverage of the construc-
tion land in 2015. The number of enterprises located in the coverage of the construction land
in 1995 was 1150, and the number of enterprises located in the coverage of the increased
construction land was 1404. Errors in image interpretation suggested that some enterprises
were not located in the coverage of construction land. In general, the results indicated that
high-polluting enterprises significantly increased along with urban expansion during the
period from 1995 to 2015 (Figure 5c,d).
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Figure 5. Spatial evolution of construction land and high-polluting industries from 1995 to 2014: (a,b) is remote-sensing
image in 1995 and 2014 respectively; (c,d) is POI of high-polluting enterprise in 1995 and 2014 respectively; (e,f) is Mora’s I
scatter plot and LISA cluster map respectiavely.

We calculated the number of newly increased enterprises in each 1 km × 1 km grid
using point density analysis with ArcGIS software. Further, we examined the bivariate
spatial associations between the area of newly increased construction land and the number
of newly increased enterprises in each 1 km × 1 km grid. The bivariate global Moran’s I
was approximately 0.74, indicating that newly increased enterprises had a strong positive
spatial association with newly increased construction land (Figure 5e). Figure 5f shows
the bivariate local spatial clusters of newly increased enterprises and newly increased
construction land. Clusters of High-High were mainly distributed in the suburban areas of
Changzhou, including Wujin, Tianning, Zhonglou, and Xinbei. An exurb area in Xinbei and
the northeast area of Jintan were also found with clusters of High-High, indicating that there
were significantly high increases in both construction land and high-polluting enterprises. In
contrast, rural areas far away from urban areas were found with significantly low increases
in both construction land and high-polluting enterprises (clusters of Low-Low).

3.2.2. Spatial Distribution of Environmental Health Events

A series of environmental health events caused by environmental pollution occurred
during the urbanization of Changzhou. These environmental health events were mainly
scattered in 77 places, among which 11 places suffered the occurrence of cancers, according
to web media reports. Most of these environmental health events (62.67%) were distributed
in the urban districts of Changzhou. Jintan also saw multiple occurrences of severe envi-
ronmental health events. Field surveys and high-resolution image interpretation showed
that all of the places that experienced environmental events were adjacent to high-polluting
enterprises or brownfields. Several significant environmental health events and their lo-
cations are shown in Figure 6, revealing the spatial relationship between industrialized
urban expansion and environmental health. Locations (1) and (2) show that high-polluting
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enterprises in the exurb area of Changzhou were correlated with the occurrence of cancer
events. Xinbei first reported the occurrence of cancer events in 2003. In 2008, it had one
of the highest rates of cancer. Reports indicated that 90 in 750 people were afflicted with
cancer in Henshanqiao village in Wujin (location (2)) in March 2013. Location (3) shows
that the high-polluting enterprises in the suburban areas of Changzhou caused residents to
feel unwell frequently. (4) shows the location of a commercial residential building built
on the site of several decommissioned chemical plants. (5) shows the location of student
poisoning events at the Changzhou foreign language school. These generated a lot of press
coverage in April 2016.

 

Figure 6. Locations with environmental health event reports. Note: the points do not represent
accurate geographical coordinates of the events, but refer to the approximate locations and their
adjacent regions according to the media reports; general events refer to the events which cause
uncomfortableness or health ailments in humans, and cancer events refer to the events which are
mainly related to cancer and cancer risks.

3.3. Further Evidence of the Relationship between Land-Use Change and Environmental
Health Risks

Transformations in population, land use, and industry are essential features of urban-
ization. Thus, UR, CLA, and PHI were considered as proxy variables and were included as
independent variables in the GAM model, to further verify the impact of urban expansion
or urban land-use change on health risks. The results are shown in Table 2. UR and
PHI were found to have a linear relationship with total mortality (p < 0.01), and CLA
presented a nonlinear relationship with total mortality. The explained deviances and the
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determination coefficients were low (Dev < 55%; R2 < 0.50). However, UR, CLA, and PHI
showed significant nonlinear relationships with the number of cancer cases (p < 0.001), and
the models had good explanatory power and goodness of fit (Dev > 95%; R2 < 0.70). In
addition, UR showed a linear relationship with the mortality of cancer, and CLA presented
a nonlinear relationship with the mortality of cancer (p < 0.01). The models had good
explanatory power and goodness of fit. PHI also showed a linear relationship with the
mortality of cancer, but the model was non-significant and had poor explanatory power
and goodness of fit (p = 0.379, adjusted R2 = −0.01).

Table 2. Results of the GAM model and its comparison with the SLR.

Pairs of Variables

GAM SLR

eDF Dev (%) p Adjusted
R2 β p R2

Total mortality
UR 1 48.4 0.0038 0.45 0.0413 0.0040 0.44

CLA 2.008 54.3 0.0198 0.47 0.0091 0.0215 0.29
PHI 1 44.3 0.0065 0.40 0.0822 0.0067 0.40

Number of
cancer cases

UR 3.108 97.3 <0.001 0.96 113.64 <0.001 0.83
CLA 1.794 98.8 <0.001 0.98 41.68 <0.001 0.98
PHI 3.231 95.8 <0.001 0.94 179.72 <0.001 0.74

Cancer
mortality

UR 1 95.9 <0.001 0.95 1.909 <0.001 0.95
CLA 1.811 92.1 0.0047 0.89 0.2381 0.0028 0.83
PHI 1 15.7 0.379 −0.01 −1.853 −0.012 0.38

Note: eDF donates the estimated degree of freedom, Dev donates the explained deviance, and β is the regression coefficient of SLR.

The specific effects of these urbanization factors on health are shown in Figure 7.
The total mortality grew linearly with increases in UR and PHI (Figure 7(a1,a3)), and
generally showed nonlinear growth along with an increase in CLA (Figure 7(a2)). The
number of cancer cases nonlinearly increased along with the three factors, but the nonlinear
relationships were more significant between the number of cancer cases and UR and PHI
(Figure 7(b1–b3)). The mortality of cancer exhibited linear growth and nonlinear growth
with increased UR and CLA, respectively (Figure 7(b1,b2)). Figure 7(b3) shows that the
mortality of cancer linearly decreased with an increase in PHI, but the explained deviance
(15.7%) and adjusted R2 (−0.01) proved that the relationship was non-significant and
unreliable. In addition, the simple linear regression (SLR) was calculated for comparison
with the GAM. The estimated coefficient generally confirmed the relationships identified
by the GAM, but the SLR showed disadvantages when the relationship between dependent
and independent variables was complicated or nonlinear, because they yielded a lower R2

than that of the GAM (Table 2).
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Figure 7. Effect of urbanization on health: (a1–a3), total mortality; (b1–b3), number of cancer cases; (c1–c3), mortality of
cancer. Note: the vertical axis donates the fitted function value, the horizontal axis is the observations of the independent
variable; solid line represents the fitted line (or curve) of the dependent variable, and the dotted line represents the
confidence intervals.

4. Discussion

This paper interpreted the evolution of health risks associated with rapid urban
expansion from a spatiotemporal perspective based on the case of Changzhou, China. The
results showed that the pattern of Changzhou’s urbanization is a typical case of industrial
land expansion, which aggravated environmental pollution. Health risks in Changzhou
tended to increase over time and with proximity to pollution. This kind of urbanization
exposed the population to a polluted environment, and was related to increased health
risks and the frequent occurrence of environmental health events.

With rapid urbanization, urban residents face decreasing environmental benefits,
and even suffer a poisoned environment when pollutant emissions proliferate in the
urban space. Furthermore, the development of industry increases pollution sources and
extends the spatial distribution of pollutants, especially with people living close to past or
current industrial sites [29,41–43]. In general, industrial urbanization exposes an increasing
number of people to a polluted environment, and long-term pollution exposure is related
to increased health risks. The spatiotemporal perspective here adopted can help facilitate
an understanding of the mechanism and spatiotemporal patterns of health risks, and risk
assessments of environmental health.

High-resolution spatiotemporal data can mitigate uncertainties and bias in exposure
assessments [44,45]. However, there are few monitoring platforms and databases for gath-
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ering spatiotemporal data on chronic non-communicable diseases and human mortality
in China. The spatiotemporal discontinuity of environmental health events and privacy
issues related to diseases caused by pollution present challenges for quantitative analyses
of the relationship between land-use change and health. In our study, however, we col-
lected multi-source data in an effort to explain this relationship. Our results showed that
Changzhou’s urbanization featured rapid development, rapid population growth, exten-
sive urban land expansion, and industrialization dominated by heavy industry (Figure 2).
Industrial waste emissions increased alongside increasing population levels in a worsening
environment (Figure 3). Further, increases in the total death rate of the city’s population,
the number of cancer cases, and cancer mortality support the pattern of exacerbated health
risks (Figure 4).

Increases in new construction land and high-polluting enterprises showed clusters
of High–High in the inner suburban areas of Changzhou, an exurb area of Changzhou,
and a suburban area in Jintan district, indicating that urban expansion presented a high
spatial association with variations in enterprises of high-polluting industries (Figure 5e,f).
The spatial distribution of environmental health events presented spatial adjacency with
enterprises of high-polluting industries or brownfields (Figure 6). This indicated that
urbanization exposed people to polluted environments and caused environmental health
events. In particular, cancer events in Xinbei and Wujin were both adjacent to high-
polluting enterprises.

The results of the GAM analysis also revealed that rapid urban land expansion resulted
in increased health risks. The total mortality and the number of cancer cases generally
increased along with the development of urbanization factors, including population, land
use, and industry. The variation in total mortality showed a nonlinear response to the
construction land area, and even transformed when the construction land area reached
200 km2 (Figure 7(a2)). Larger construction land or urban space may disperse concentrated
populations to avoid gathering around pollution sources, and restrain increases in environ-
mental health risks. Increases in the urbanization rate and construction land area were also
found to be related to increases in cancer mortality. According to the data on health risks,
these increased along with the development of urbanization.

There were differences in the time ranges for several kinds of data. Changzhou’s ad-
ministrative division has changed since 2002. Thus, we selected the period from 2003–2018
when calculating the urbanization rate. The total population and industrial waste emis-
sions are measured for the entire city, and thus cannot be divided into administrative
division. Therefore, we selected a longer time range. There were no long-term data on
cancer because monitoring platforms on chronic non-communicable diseases were only
recently introduced in China. Thus, we extrapolated relevant health data and events from
literature and media coverage. When we conducted statistical analyses, mainly in the GAM
model, the common time range was used to treat the discrepancies.

Our results have some policy implications. First, more attention should be paid to
environmental health. The government should inspect, analyze, and transform current
urbanization patterns with rapid industrial land expansion. Urbanization plans should
consider the increase in population, industrial development, and urban expansion, and
environmental assessments are needed for redevelopment plans and new extensions of
land. Second, monitoring databases and platforms for land pollution and public health
are urgently needed and should be accessible to the public. Complete real-time data can
help interpret the dynamics of pollution and health and assist with risk warning. Besides,
environmental impact assessment should be paid sufficient attention to support urban
functional zoning in future. Strict and scientific criteria related to environmental health
should be set and strictly enforced, including safe distances between urban land space and
industrial sites or brownfield land, and safe pollutant emission standards. Precaution is
more important than governance.
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5. Conclusions

This paper investigated the evolution of health risks with rapid urban expansion from
a spatiotemporal perspective. The results help clarify the relationship between health
risks and land-use change during the process of urbanization. Urban expansion, massive
growth in industry, a rapid increase in population, and large-scale urban land expansion
expose populations in polluted environments to environmental health risks. Our study
confirmed that inner suburbs close to decommissioned industrial sites and outer suburbs
close to industrial parks are generally high-risk areas in cities with industrial urbanization.
Multifaceted changes, such as land use change, urban environment change, and residents’
lifestyle change during urbanization process, may independently or synergistically affect
health. More attentions on the influences of these factors and the dominant factor that influ-
ences health, and their regional differences are recommended in future studies. Accurate
spatial assessment and pre-warning for health risks also deserve further investigation.
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Abstract: The scope of land management, which includes spatial planning as an activity in the public
domain, demands that a planning process that is based on publicly or societally acceptable values is a
matter of necessity. This study proposes a methodology for introducing a values-led planning (VLP)
approach in spatial development. The motivation of the study is to promote the embrace of assessed
values in planning. The study draws from issues evoked in various topical studies on European
comparative perspectives. By way of argumentation, the study makes three relevant contributions
to the literature and spatial planning and development practice. First, it presents and discusses the
essential elements required in the design of methodology. In this way, it figuratively depicts VLP as
a consequence of interactions between four key elements of spatial planning. Second, it proposes
an actual methodology for action. Third, it discusses the applicability of the methodology. The
proposed methodology would be useful for planners, including public authorities, land managers,
and community leaders, who make socio-spatial decisions in land management and related activities.

Keywords: values-led approaches; values; methodology; land management; land-use; spatial
planning; land administration; values-led planning; spatial development

1. Introduction

Spatial development as a process focuses on decisions and activities related to the
coordination and spatial distribution of land-use. A spatial planning system conceptually
characterises “the ensemble of territorial governance arrangements that seek to shape
patterns of spatial development in particular places” [1]. However, when it comes to spatial
development practice, the desire to achieve win-win outcomes from spatial planning poses
a substantial challenge [2]. Such outcomes are still rare in the real world of planning
where difficult choices have to be made to the detriment of win-win values [3,4]. Many
spatial planning studies provide detailed research outcomes in the context of publicly
controlled planning [5]. Thus, spatial planning may more appropriately be concerned with
the planning of development, involving substantial changes and responding to questions
of what changes should be made, how substantial those changes are, and comparing them
to an existing situation. Accordingly, planning aims at feasible solutions for identified
needs and problems. These solutions should be analysed and evaluated before making
binding decisions and engaging in their implementation [5] (pp. 32–38). Rational assump-
tions in planning support the optimisation of the decision-making process that considers
choices between different values and existing uncertainties as well as circumstances and
alternatives. However, based on this rational reasoning, the planning process also demands
mutual discussions by the involved stakeholders. The strategy of “collaborative rationality”
proposes solutions for wicked problems in planning, thus focusing on the characteristics
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of a collaborative and rational planning process which is inspired more by Habermas’s
concept of communicative rationality than by scientistic planning [6].

The assessment of shared/social values for ecosystem and landscape services and
sustainability has been widely discussed in the scientific literature in recent years [7–15].
An empirical study demonstrates that the boundaries between instrumental and delib-
erative paradigms are often vague and suggests integrating some qualities of both [7].
Proposing the framework and classification of values, Kenter et al. (2015) conceptualised
the dynamic interplay between shared/social and individual values as well as empha-
sised the importance of shared/social values for decision making [8]. In this regard, VLP
primarily contains (1) group values (within valuation) where values are expressed by a
group of stakeholders and (2) deliberated values where values are an outcome of a delib-
erative process. Kenter et al. (2016) provided arguments that values and preferences for
ecosystem services need to be generated through a process of deliberation and learning [9].
They also proposed a new theoretical model for deliberative valuation that enables more
effective integration of social learning and plural knowledge and values in valuation and
decision making. Shared values can be deliberated through formal and informal processes
where individuals may separate their personal preferences from a “broader metanarrative
about what values ought to be shared” [10]. The proposed framework by Connor and
Kenter (2019) provides an opportunity to bridge and reconcile the different types of values
through deliberations—intrinsic, instrumental, and relational values [11]. Garcia-Martin
et al. (2017) demonstrated a European perspective on landscape values perceived by local
stakeholders, the patterns in the spatial distribution of values, and their connection to
different socio-economic backgrounds and landscape characteristics [12]. Fagerholm et al.
(2019), presenting an assessment of ecosystem services benefits, provided argumentation
on the links from services to benefits and from benefits to different types of values [13].
Keller and Backhaus (2020) used the term landscape instead of ecosystem to underline the
multiple dimensions of the landscape-services approach besides ecological issues. They
defined landscape services, emphasising the benefits of landscape qualities for individuals
and society [14]. Exploring drivers and processes of European landscape change, Van
der Sluis et al. (2019) referred to the framework that shows the landscape as a social-
ecological system providing landscape services for the people [15] (p. 459). Tiboni et al.
(2020), promoting and testing a methodology to analyse the effects of urban regeneration,
identified how different urban operations may contribute to creating public value. They
assessed various possible development scenarios and compared them with the baseline of
the current situation [16].

Thus, previous studies provided arguments that a planning process has to be based
on assessed values—a reason why this study focuses on a methodology for a values-led
planning (VLP) approach to support spatial development. It has been affirmed that the
“introduction of VLP approach based on consolidated new knowledge from stakeholders’
experience and empirical evidence will help better understand and guide the relevant
processes and their effects in specific territories based on (1) the identified values as an
outcome of experts’ work and (2) the attitudes from stakeholders’ preferences concerning
these values” [17] (p. 281). Therefore, a VLP approach is concerned with the “evaluation
and planning–implementation concept” and consequent principles. It aims to balance
mainly the interests of environmental protection and new development. The usefulness of
the VLP approach is found in dynamics and potential changes in land-use and its values.
Practically, “the potential for further spatial development should be assessed and then
supported by binding decisions” [18].

In the European context, research on spatial planning practices have been addressed
from different planning cultures. Some scientific contributions clearly distinguish between
planning systems and planning cultures [19]. Research on spatial planning systems and
planning cultures in Europe distinguished both and associated a planning culture with
the “underlying shared values, norms, and beliefs of the planning community or the
societal environment that affect planning practices” [20] (p. 26). This study asserts that it is
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difficult to dissociate shared values entirely from approaches to planning. This assertion
is both logical and practical because the cultural features of the country influence the
planning system in each country. For instance, village renewal—a methodology-based
programme for spatial planning in various European countries—is done differently in
Germany compared to other European countries [21]. The difference lies in the way the
shared values in different countries are shaped. This is why Auzin, š (2018) argued that
“planning practices inherent to the system cannot be drawn from a comparison of legal-
administrative framework conditions alone. Therefore, the outcome from the comparative
analysis of planning practices (changes in cultures) is essential rather than of planning
systems, which are only represented by hierarchies, artefacts, and institutional settings” [22]
(p. 2). European comparative studies reveal the trends and directions in the evolution of
spatial planning systems and territorial governance as well as the design of new typologies
in Europe. This has led to the revision of EU policies and national spatial planning and
territorial governance, focusing on synergies and contradictions between both [23]. Cross-
fertilisation between the EU cohesion policy and spatial planning practice also has recently
been on European planning communities’ agenda [24].

As the concern of this study is the embrace of assessed values in planning, it proposes
a methodology. Methodology development in the context of this study emphasises ap-
plicable techniques and guiding recommendations for introducing a VLP approach into
land-management practice. This is especially concerned with “the science and practice
related to the conceptualisation, design, implementation, and evaluation” of land-based
interventions “with the purpose to improve the quality of life and the resilience of liveli-
hoods in a responsible, effective, efficient, consensual, and smart manner” [25] (p. 66).
This means engaging in analytical research and considering the consolidated outcome of
spatial development case studies as well as focusing on stakeholders’ involvement in the
planning processes. It also means finding new ways to advance values in planning through
proposed techniques. Going forward, this study is organized into five sections. Section 2
specifies the approach to this study. As part of framing the methodology, Section 3 presents
the theoretical perspective of values-led approaches. In addition, Section 3 answers the
question about why values matter in spatial planning by using Rokeach’s theory of values
to explain the values-led approach in planning. Section 4 frames the path to a methodology
for the VLP approach in spatial development. Finally, Section 5 provides a conclusion on
the way forward to support spatial planning practices.

2. Approach to the Study

In this study, a methodology reflects the overall frame which justifies applying partic-
ular spatial planning techniques and tools. By proposing and discussing the methodology,
this study does not specifically consider the value-related issues to be a wicked problem in
spatial planning and development. However, it does have a wicked component because
a lack of values in planning poses problems in development outcomes. Yet, there is no
immediate and no ultimate test of a solution for it [26]. This makes it pertinent to keep
searching and testing techniques for VLP, thus tackling values-related planning concerns.

In devising a methodology for VLP, this study draws from findings from various
topical studies on European comparative perspectives (from spatial planning documen-
tary sources) conducted from 2017 to 2020. The study particularly responds to Auzin, š’s
and Viesturs’s (2017) call for creating a methodology for the VLP approach to ensure
applicable implementation strategies for existing frameworks of spatial planning and de-
velopment [17]. Hence, this study extends previous research conducted on European-wide
comparative studies of spatial planning concepts using comprehensive evidence gathering
(CEG) [17,18,22,27]. The methodology is proposed as a result of the synthesis of the key
study outcome gathered during both the analytical research (examination of a range of sci-
entific literature and documentary sources) and empirical research by making case studies
(exploring the spatial planning practice and territorial governance in selected differently
experienced European countries). Therefore, the study aims to show and discuss the issues
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which are essential for designing the content of methodological solutions to support the
implementation of the VLP approach into land-management practice.

Consequently, the approach of the study is fourfold (Figure 1): first, to provide a
theoretical understanding of values-led approaches; second, to examine the organisation
and peculiarities of the planning process and to identify the best way possible to involve
stakeholders in a spatial planning process; third, to analyse the planning environment
and shared values of the actors and to characterise and propose a typology of values,
conceptualised participation, and evaluation techniques, including a value-causing as-
sessment (VCA); and fourth, based on issues emerging from the synthesis of values-led
approaches—including the organisational peculiarities and the shared values of actors
in the spatial planning process—the study proposes a methodological framework for
the VLP approach to be introduced in spatial development. The first three steps in this
methodological approach are based on three knowledge-generating causal steps: (1) the
understanding of theoretical orientation; (2) institutional issues and cases; and (3) values
considerations in planning that led to the outcome—a methodology for VLP approach to
spatial development. Thus, applying the proposed techniques for the integration of the
assessed values with stakeholders’ preferences essentially presents a novelty of this study.

Figure 1. The approach adopted in the study.

3. Values-Led Approaches: A Theoretical Orientation for Spatial Planning

Generally, approaches entail how decisions and activities are carried out by those
tasked with leadership in any sector or discipline of life. These decisions and activities
also relate to planning, which involves coordinating different or related and interlinked or
isolated decisions and activities to achieve envisaged goals. In planning, values form an
essential part of making decisions and implementing activities [21–23].

3.1. Why Do Values Matter in Approaches?

The importance of values in planning has attracted interest from many scholars.
That is why it has become common to read about value-focused decision making [28],
values-led conservation [29], values-driven leadership [30], values-led participatory de-
sign [31], values-led entrepreneurship [32], value-led management [33], and value-focused
approaches [34]. In terms of spatial planning, planners have always operated with values
or are aware of the need for values in their work. This is why planning has been done
with different sets of human-related values. For instance, Chigbu et al. (2019) called for a
tenure security-sensitive approach that would protect landowners’ rights in any process
of land use and planning in the global south [35]. However, Auzin, š’s and Viesturs’s VLP
approach re-evoked the discourse in spatial planning in the context of values-sensitive
ways, because they directly argued for the “creation of positive synergy in managing
land-related resources” [17] (p. 275).
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This study furthers this discourse by basing its argumentations on the premise that all
sorts of planning—whether land/spatial planning, natural resource, or human-resource
planning—are related because they are all human activities. This premise is not only
relevant for grasping values and how they apply in planning, but it is also a truism because
planning is about people [36]. That is why the implementation of planning activities either
improves or worsens the living conditions of people [17]. Davoudi (2016) argued that
there is a “value of planning” and there are “values in planning” [37]. This implies that
planning does not only lead to value (e.g., a social value of planning) but depends on
values. Hersperger et al. (2017) evaluated outcomes in planning in Swiss landscapes and
concluded that the values tied to goals and indicators are linked to an efficient outcome [38].
From Australian experience, Rawluk et al. (2017) noted that concrete and abstract social
values influence the success of environmental management planning concerning bushfire
mitigation because values relate to natural places and attributes [39]. Ives et al. (2017)
recognised the importance of “capturing residents’ values for urban green space” in urban
land administration [40]. What all these scholars [17,36–40] are alluding to is that values
are at the core of any planning process. Hence, values matter in any sort of planning [41].
This is why this study seeks to link values-led approaches to planning from a spatial
perspective. However, the study cannot achieve this aim without understanding what
values-led approaches entail in spatial planning and development.

3.2. Using Rokeach’s Theory of Values to Understand a Values-Led Approach in Planning

To grasp the connotations of values-led approaches, it is necessary to, first and fore-
most, grasp the meanings embedded in the concept of value. Rokeach’s (1973 and 1979)
theory of values provides a path to understand values in the context of planning [42,43].
In theory, he defines a value as an “enduring belief that a specific mode of conduct or
end-state of existence is personally or socially preferable to an opposite or converse mode of
conduct or end-state of existence” [42] (p. 5). Based on this definition, Rokeach developed a
value survey (RVS) consisting of values considered as preferable behavioural and terminal
values which can apply to “a group, a social organization, a total society, or even an ideal
society” [42] (p. 38). It is possible to understand Rokeach’s (1973 and 1979) theorisation
of values in many ways [42,43]. However, a generic inference from the theory, which
can be suitable for planning, is that values can be implicit or explicit. They can relate to
individuals, places, and groups of people. As is always the case with many theories, there
is room for improvement. In this regard, Schwartz (2012) investigated Rokeach’s theory
and concluded that it does not adequately explain the underlying structure of values as a
system [44]. This cultural perspective of values is relevant in planning either as a method or
a system. Hence, the concept of values-led approaches is related to the notion that planning
should be based on human values in the form of a vision for action in delivering outcomes
of land use and spatial development [45]. However, this does not entirely explain what is
meant by a values-led approach to spatial planning.

3.3. (Re)Stating the Concept of Values-Led Approach in Planning

The scope of land management, which includes spatial planning as an activity in
the planning domain, demands that a planning process, based on publicly or societally
acceptable values, is a matter of necessity. This is because the direct ways to capture and
fulfil the interest of the public exist in spatial-development affairs. Evidence from the
empirical studies of Reimer et al. (2014) supports that new approaches to spatial planning
are needed because various urban and rural areas are facing new challenges [19]. The VLP
approach as prescribed by Auzin, š and Viesturs (2017) provides an opportunity for testing
new values-led tools and techniques. As they put it [17] (p. 281):

“Introduction of VLP approach based on consolidated new knowledge from stakeholders’
experience and empirical evidence will help better understand and guide the relevant
processes and their effects in specific territories based on the identified values (an outcome
of expertise) and attitudes (stakeholders’ preferences), thus avoiding such problems as, for
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example, unplanned urban sprawl, environmental/landscape fragmentation and damage,
unequally populated areas, remarkable differences in income, insolvent territories, etc. It
is argued that . . . implementation of the new approach within the proposed framework will
lead to improved regional and local land-use policies and thus better territorial governance,
developing more inclusive and resilient territories for the benefit of entrepreneurship,
society, and nature. Innovation activities will be recognised, for example, when applying
developed methodological guidelines in the planning process. Complex yet significant
relationships between the values and preferences of the stakeholders concerning land use
and development are to be assessed.”

The study [17] is concerned with the conceptual background and feasibility aspects
of the VLP approach. In contrast, this paper capitalises on the achieved outcome and
provided arguments, thus proposing a methodology and pathway for its implementation.

The arguments for the VLP approach reflect the evolution of planning cultures and
systems. For instance, during the period of the Ebola pandemic in West Africa, many
communities clamoured for the reassessment of their public-health values in planning [46],
intending to improve their funerals, cultural festivals, and other celebratory rites that make
them vulnerable to pandemics. In the COVID-19 (or Coronavirus) period, radical changes
in behaviour and attitudes to public facilities whether in urban, peri-urban, or rural areas
have emerged. For instance, the practices of physical/social distancing in public spaces
like playgrounds and parks are values-related planning issues that require integration into
spatial planning. Values reflect the realities in the organisation of desired activities and
well-being. Thus, if spatial planning is about situating people in the most convenient ways
to ensure adequate living conditions, then values should form a critical consideration of
the spatial planning process.

There are several values to be considered in planning. They all relate to the cultural,
institutional, ethical, or ideological (or philosophical) sense of worth, which shapes how
people decide, act, and appreciate the manner of life they live or want to live. In broad
terms, values can be categorised in many forms. Spatial values can be in the form of
intrinsic or extrinsic values. Intrinsic value reflects an ethical and philosophical property.
Intrinsic values can manifest in planning because people have to make personal or group
choices about their path to development “based only on how things possess inherent
worth or satisfy their preferences” [47] (p. 1462). Intrinsic values can also manifest in
how the people “consider the appropriateness of how they relate with nature and with
others, including the actions and habits conducive to a good life, both meaningful and
satisfying” [47] (p. 1462). These intrinsic values are relational because they are mostly based
on life principles, preferences between options, and virtues linked with person-to-person
and place-to-person relationships. Values can manifest in place-based relationships or a
sense of place [48,49]. Such values can also be extrinsic. Thus, they are objectified in their
physical worth, and they cannot be avoided since planning is about people and is done
by people. Hence, a planning system that works to improve the existing living conditions
and livelihood requires a planning approach that allows values-related issues (whether
social, economic, or environmental), and their effects in specific territories are urgently
needed. This is why a VLP approach is crucial for identifying the synergy that would
enhance balanced socio-economic and environmental impact as well as governance in
human settlements. Scholars have done preliminary work in defining the framework for
understanding the VLP approach [17,18,22,27]. The missing piece is a methodology for
making values-based spatial development a reality.

4. Framing the Path to a Methodology for VLP Approach in Spatial Development

Spatial planning is “a multifaceted and highly complex activity, embedded in specific
cultural contexts composed of interactive processes among involved actors, their cultural
cognitive frames, and their particular social contexts” [50] (p.83). Values which emerge
from a culture “play a mediating role between people or society and the environment,
influencing people’s intentions, way of life, sense of place, practices, norms, and rules” [51]
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(p. 25). Therefore, VLP is essential because when communities prioritise their needs around
what they value most, their efforts are bound to produce outcomes that matter most to them.
In operationalising the EU Spatial Development Agenda, VLP has entailed putting values
in place, promoting and integrating values in planning towards sustainable place-making
and place-shaping.

The operationalisation of the VLP approach requires identifying those elements of
its conceptual framework and reconciling them with existing empirical issues that are
commonly accessible from the literature. In this regard, this study identified four key
elements. These are values-accommodating and enable leading a spatial planning process
to spatial development without negating values. They include (1) the nature of the physical
“land-use” and “space” being planned [52], (2) the values-based “function” of spatial
planning [53], (3) the values-based “principle” of spatial planning [54], and (4) the nature
of “prevailing ideological and belief systems” under which spatial planning operates [55].
The nature of “land-use” and “space” is determined by the actual spatial planning, which
considers the land use and spatial networks as means of administering uses to people and
services, including nature—embracing all functions of space. However, spatial functions
can be non-values-based. Participation is a major way to ensure that values-based functions
are actualised in the planning process. However, this depends on the principles applied in
spatial planning. Where bottom-up principles are applied, there is a tendency to embrace
equity, equality, accountability, participation, and various others. Yet, all of these issues are
concerned with specific beliefs and ideologies. It can be observed that ideologies and belief
systems drive planning vision, which appears to guide success or failure. Four elements or
dimensions of spatial planning (in Figure 2) are recognised as crucial in a spatial planning
process because of their interaction that determines a relationship capable to lead a VLP
approach in the planning process.

 
Figure 2. VLP is a consequence of an interaction between four key elements of spatial planning.
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4.1. The Typology of Values

Values, apart from being a set of belief systems or culture, are the core instruments
in expressing, interpreting, and understanding viewpoints in the planning process. They
also represent a core embedment of the planning experience from conceptualisation to the
outcome and its monitoring and further alterations in plans.

Further, each of these four main elements or dimensions (in Figure 2) produces
particular core values that enable the operation of spatial planning (as a comprehensive
process) and the creation of preconditions for further changes in land use and space
through spatial development. The interrelation between these four dimensions manifests
in six types of core values that influence spatial planning. Based on developed useful
classifications and assessments’ approaches, the typology of spatial (territorial) values is
proposed (in Table 1).

Table 1. Values and their characteristics.

Typology Values Description

Core
values

Economic value Land use and development as they reflect in welfare gains

Social value Involvement and cooperation as they reflect on social
inclusion and security

Ideological value Traditions and cultural matters as they reflect in beliefs

Ecological value Environmental quality and ecological liveability as they
reflect in acceptability

Aesthetic value Emotional perception and critical attitudes as they reflect
in designs

Technical value Application of technology-based knowledge as it reflects
in stimulating planning innovations

Spatial
values

The values of
land-related resources

Can be seen in landscape as a stock; factual land-use types
or geospatial units in the frame of a particular project, e.g.,

agricultural land, forest, waterbody, roads, built-up
land, etc.

The values of
landscape functions

Can be seen and perceived in the landscape as ecosystem
and landscape functions, goods, and services—the

functions based on de Groot and Hein (2007) [56] when
considering the multi-functional nature of ecosystems and

the evolvement of the approach of ecosystem services
when considering it as a strategy and focusing on

ecosystem services as these are related to the activities,
decisions, and investments of humans [57], e.g.,

provisioning, regulation and support, cultural, etc.

The values of
land-use patterns

According to the institutional settings of a particular
spatial planning system, these can be identified in spatial

development plans from different socio-economic
functionalities—functional zones in an area, e.g., rural

areas, green/natural areas, transport infrastructure,
industrial areas, public areas, family housing, etc.

Synergetic values of
land-use patterns

Can be perceived and analysed through the
planning-implementation experience, e.g., green or public

areas concerning residential areas and connection to
public-transport infrastructure in an area

Intangible values
Can be recognised through historical evolution and are

socially meaningful for the future, e.g., intrinsic,
place-based, historical, cultural, etc.
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“Spatially allocated values are the ones that may be recognised spatially as both
provided by ecosystems and human-made formations. Ecosystems, e.g., agricultural and
forest land and ecological landscapes, are an essential part of natural capital. Their quality is
the basis for environmental viability. However, the impact of human beings on ecosystems
is considerable. Ecosystems provide humans with services that are relevant for survival,
health, and welfare/culture. Human-made formations, e.g., developments, improvements,
and utility supply, are an essential part of human-made capital. Its quality is the basis for
socio-economic equity. Human-made formations provide humans with services that are
relevant for dwelling, workplace, and recreation.

4.2. Conceptualised Participation

Public participation and stakeholders’ involvement are integrated into the spatial
planning process in all observed European countries [18,22]. However, they are approached
differently in different countries and even in regions or municipalities within the same
countries. The difference also appears in the conditions of particular planning practices.
The conceptualization of participation captures various approaches and techniques that sup-
port the understanding of possible discussions and agreements in the way from a con-
flict/disagreement towards a consensus-building, which results in the extent to which
the outcome of participation and collaboration is considered in a final or binding deci-
sion. Conceptualisation allows finding ways to reach sustainability in a decision-making
process when assessing stakeholders’ preferences in an area. This also means that public
participation should be considered as a values-related matter in planning. For instance, in
Germany’s case, participation is viewed as a cultural value to be embraced in any planning
process [21]. Trust is a prerequisite for cooperation, for the resolution of collective action
problems, and effective democratic governance. Trust is indeed vital to participants’ belief
that a meaningful discussion and cooperation with the members of a planning association
(committee) is possible [58]. This is especially important if the planning process is driven
by an expert approach (often opposite to a deliberative approach). Yet, building and
maintaining trust is extremely complex. Trust is deeply connected with risk, power, and
modernity. However, citizen engagement and placemaking [59] are crucial processes for
improved communication, informed deliberation, and trust-building practice.

The deliberative planning method as a form of participatory planning and an urban
planning theory focuses on involving the community in spatial planning and management
processes. During the discussions about possible further development, the involved local
stakeholders may participate, communicate, and deliberate. Often, participatory plan-
ning is debated in contrast to deliberative planning [58]. The first includes all points of
view in the decision-making process and gathers them all in one vision. However, the
second involves those being motivated by an intended outcome and choosing a vision
that is based on sound evidence and arguments [60,61]. Deliberative democracy provides
principles for spatial planning. The most important is to determine the beneficial condi-
tions and particular collaborative forms, which provides the best possible outcomes and
largely contributes to the decision-making process. Therefore, key questions should be
formulated: how may different concepts of stakeholders’ participation contribute to the
binding decision? To what extent does the introduction of a particular concept improve the
implementation of what is decided and the decision-making process on the whole? Legacy
et al. (2019) recently discussed new ways of conceptualising participation that “can create
new informal spaces where injustices and inequalities are voiced and the structures and
hegemonies created” [62]. This study on methodology development assumes the interrela-
tion between three processes: (1) conceptual participation, (2) deliberative planning, and
(3) decision-making leading towards a consensus-oriented governance model.
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4.3. Value Causing Assessment (VCA)

It is acknowledged in the study on methodology development that the problem
structuring methods (PSM) [63] are appropriate to apply in structuring the values and
in assisting planners and involved stakeholders. The inclusion of goals and objectives
as evaluation criteria and the weighting given to these criteria adjust the quantitative
scheme of cost-benefit analysis (CBA) to the needs of planning. However, such quantitative
methods and the multi-criteria analysis (MCA) and ordinal ranking methods still use a
broad scheme of CBA. PSM represents an alternative set of methods developed to address
similar concerns in the operation research field. These methods were developed to address
situations where there is no single objective to be achieved and where parameters are
contested [63]. The widely used quantitative multi-criteria decision analysis (MCDA)
methods require that all dimensions be valued in ordinal terms. Both the valuation and
weighting are sensitive to the identity of those performing the tasks. Feitelson (2011)
pointed out that an “evaluation process in a communicative setting aims to utilize expertise
to raise issues that can be easily described to a relatively wide audience” [64]. PSM
makes progress in this direction by engaging experts and stakeholders and by seeking to
understand better their perceptions of the issues at hand and of the options for addressing
them. The method based on MCDA has been proposed by Feitelson’s distinguished study.
The method can also be applied for the VCA to the extent that professionals evaluate
alternatives according to criteria that are partially derived from the objectives. These
objectives can be determined either from existing plans and policy documents or in a
collaborative process. The experts are asked to rationalise their evaluation in reporting the
outcome. These rationalisations are summarised by criteria and form building blocks of
the VCA whose outcomes are a set of values that can be easily understood and discussed
by non-experts and people who have not previously engaged in the planning process. For
instance, the alternatives (trade-offs of values) are designed/described with main features
and evaluated by experts (see step 1.5 in Table 2).

Table 2. Steps of VCA.

1. Identification and assessment of values (professional expertise)

1.1 Determination of territory and setting of preliminary land-use objectives and its criteria (from
previous planning practice and policies) by the responsible planner
1.2 Establishment of the board of experts by the responsible planner
1.3 Assignment of tasks for experts lead by the responsible planner

1.4 Identification and structuring of values from field surveys, stakeholders’ knowledge and
community involvement, plans, documentaries, and other sources by experts

1.5 Evaluation of alternatives (trade-offs of values) by experts
1.6 Consensus-oriented discussion and provision of the outcome as a result of professional

expertise by the board of experts
1.7 Summarization of the outcome when considering its contribution to the land-use objectives

(by criteria) by the responsible planner

2. Beliefs and preferences of stakeholders (stakeholder deliberation)

2.1 Establishment of the board of stakeholders/steering committee by the responsible planner
2.2 Organisation of stakeholders’ deliberations based on the outcome of professional expertise,

provided arguments, and discussions, involving community members and experts by the
responsible planner

2.3 Selection between possible alternatives regarding decisions by stakeholders and
responsible planner

2.4 Organisation of public hearing and discussion by stakeholders
2.5 Consensus-oriented discussion and provision of the outcome on identified alternatives by the

board of stakeholders/steering committee
2.6 Summarization of the outcome when considering its contribution to the land-use objectives

(by criteria) by the responsible planner
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Table 2. Cont.

3. Allocation of planning alternatives (assessed decision-making)

3.1 Establishment of the joint working group, involving representatives from both boards,
responsible planner, and a representative of the legitimate body (official authority responsible for

legally binding decision-making) by the legitimate body
3.2 Synthesis of outcomes from professional expertise and stakeholder deliberation towards
making an assessed and well-coordinated decision, considering that possible feedbacks and

mitigation measures (trade-offs) are solved before providing outcomes (1.7 and 2.6) by the joint
working group

3.3 Approval of the synthesis report (a decision) on the allocation of planning alternatives by the
legitimate body

3.4 Proper arrangements into spatial/land-use plans (land-use patterns) and regulations on land
use and development by the responsible planner

3.5 Monitoring of the implementation of the decision by stakeholders

The VCA is proposed based on the identified “gap between post-modernist planning
theory (communicative collaboration) and largely modernist planning practice (rational-
technocratic process)” [64]. Thus, in the light of the advanced systematic qualitative
approach for evaluating planning alternatives, as is emphasised by Feitelson (2011), VCA
will also lead to the identification of particular values that should be deliberated by stake-
holders rather than to choose among the alternative options. Accordingly, the VCA uses
the expertise of professionals to focus stakeholder deliberations on spatial planning and
local development. To employ VCA, various known evaluation techniques have been re-
viewed [18,27]. Evaluation techniques, represented through case studies and the outcome
of applied research, are considered relevant for the VLP approach. At the same time, the
advantages of qualitative evaluation methods for VLP over some widely used quantitative
ones (e.g., MCDA, CBA) should be considered. For instance, CBA often does not address
all the facets of complex tasks with multiple externalities and wide-ranging distributional
implications due to democratic decision-making and orientation towards consensus, and it
also does not reflect social welfare preferences or assure quality among all involved stake-
holders. In this respect, for instance, it is suggested that to facilitate and set the agenda for
discussions in spatial planning, a qualitative yet systematic method is necessary. However,
the effective combination of both qualitative and quantitative approaches in communica-
tive planning is encouraged, especially where there is a need to process gathered data
sets. From the discursive perspective of planning practice, the deliberation process and
decision-making focus on using mainly qualitative evaluation methods. The application of
VCA should be based on the philosophy that policy for the people needs policy with the
people. Hereafter, the steps from 1.1 to 3.5 of VCA are subsequently proposed in Table 2.

4.4. Preconditions for Ensuring a Values-Enabling Planning Environment

By developing the methodology, it is acknowledged that three essential preconditions
are necessary to promote the environment in which spatial planning is taking place. This
implies that it has to be a values-enabling planning environment. This is essential for
values-based spatial development to emerge. If an environment is not supportive of values
but rather impedes values, it cannot lead to a values-based spatial development. The
planning environment involves conditions that surround and enable the planning process.
For instance, laws, policies, professional ethics, human behaviours, and capacity, among
others. The planning environment should play a fundamental role in shaping the nature
of spatial planning practices within geographies, legal jurisdictions, or administrative
boundaries. Three essential elements that characterise the planning environment based
on the shared values of stakeholders include: (1) the organization of spatial planning and
involvement in it; (2) a planning process and tools; and (3) the relationship of planning
activities to fostering sustainable communities. These are further explained below.
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4.4.1. The Organization of Spatial Planning and Involvement in it

The organization of the planning process and stakeholders’ involvement allow for a
values-enabling environment if the administrative structures, policy frameworks, institu-
tional and social settings, collective actions, and social learning are collaborative in their
design. Hence, when developing a values-enabling or supportive environment in spatial
planning, the following issues are relevant to consider for applying the methodology:

• The organisation of planning in practice when identifying a locus of power, hierarchies,
institutions, etc.;

• The recognition of the most influential actors in planning, including the organisational
structures, authorities, partnerships, the groups of common interest, and individuals;

• The legal and administrative fundaments that formally support spatial planning;
• Policymaking and implementation that reflects deep-rooted values, e.g., dominant

policy style, ascertaining its impact on institutional performance, and social activity
looking over last years;

• The existence of the linkages among stakeholders, including collaboration forms/
networks, cross-border relations, integration of sectoral interests, problem-driven
cooperation, etc.;

• An assessment of the linkages between places relevant in the planning context, e.g.,
rural-urban, inner-urban, and peri-urban;

• The identification of key defining moments, events, and people in the evolution of
planning practice;

• Methods for how the people may benefit from spatial planning, including informing,
learning, collaborating, understanding values, critically acting;

• Dynamic changes if measuring territorial governance, thus ascertaining the movement
between both command/control and consensus-oriented governance models.

4.4.2. Planning Process and Tools

Examining both the peculiarities of the planning process and the ways concerning how
the planning practice is supported and improved allows focusing more on the deliberative
making of plans, planning modes, formal and informal (complementary) planning tools,
and project-oriented techniques. To ensure that the planning process and applicable or
associated planning tools do not hinder the evolution of values as a part of the methodology
for action, the following issues are relevant to consider:

• The determination of key driving forces influencing the evolution of local planning
practice over the last decades, including how values have evolved in political, eco-
nomic, and neo-liberal agendas, and social actions, etc.;

• The recognition of structures and networks with an important influence on the devel-
opment of local planning practice if considering the ways they changed over time;

• The evolvement of the role of professionals/planners over time and its current status,
e.g., an executive-arm, a technician, a consultant, a negotiator, or an assistant;

• An overview of the education for professionals/planners;
• An assessment of the coherence of a planning community in a particular practice,

identifying several different planning communities, and ascertaining its variations in
urban/rural, regional/local, or other contexts;

• Observation of different instrumental planning tools in a particular practice, e.g.,
informal modes of operation and planning tools that lie outside the institutionalised
planning system;

• The characteristics of emerged planning modes and tools to support spatial planning
practice, e.g., general/specific planning regulations, set of planning documents, legally
binding/guiding, formal and/or informal arrangements for territorial governance, en-
hancing multi-sector participation, and networking, more oriented towards strategies
or land use;

• The recognition of projects which support and/or provide improvements to formal
spatial planning;
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• Dynamic changes if measuring a spatial planning-implementation linkage—besides
the planning, also considering the implementation of plans in practice through
decision-making in land-use management—thus ascertaining the movement
from just formal institutionalised planning mode towards complementing informal
planning arrangements.

4.4.3. The Relationship of Planning Activities to Fostering Sustainable Communities

For maintaining and repositioning the values in the planning process, it is necessary
to analyse the planning environment itself and the shared values of the involved actors,
whose preferences and actions may influence the planning outcomes. This allows focusing
more on the cultural awareness of stakeholders in the planning process. It would also
ensure that the shared assumptions, values, and preferences of the involved parties are
put under scrutiny to promote a planning environment in support of generally accepted
values. To achieve this, the following issues relevant for applying the methodology should
be considered:

• The extent to which a spatial planning in particular practice succeeds in achieving
the principles such as sustainability, equal opportunities, public participation, trans-
parency, integrated approach, and coherence;

• The importance of community involvement and activity in spatial planning as well as
the social value of planning;

• The promotion of community development and management if considering identified
and discussed spatial values and preferences of stakeholders in spatial planning;

• The extent to which the perception, beliefs, shared values, and behaviour of the actors
involved can be recognised through the spatial planning;

• The importance of the role of values in spatial planning and the extent to which the
planning agendas and discourses, e.g., dominating ideas, views, and styles, substanti-
ate the preference of values;

• The extent to which spatial planning serves different interests, including local commu-
nities, the business community, private developers, international investors, etc.;

• The impact of the international planning ideas and knowledge on the evolution of
planning practice;

• Reasons for increasing activity of the civil society and identification of bottom-up
initiatives and networks mobilising around urban and rural development issues as
well as the importance of these networks in current planning debates and agendas;

• An assessment of emerged, distinct approaches of the planning experience and tradi-
tion to spatial planning;

• The impact of the evolution of planning education and experience on the VLP ap-
proach to planning.

4.5. Towards an Application of the Proposed Methodology for the VLP Approach in Spatial Development

To apply the proposed methodology, planners, including public authorities, land man-
agers, and community leaders involved in spatial planning, must understand the diverse
characteristics of values and how they can influence development outcomes negatively
or positively.

In spatial planning, socio-economic, environmental, and institutional aspects of values
and preferences of stakeholders embody sustainability dimensions. They can refer to future-
oriented or historical changes. Therefore, the planning and implementation should form
the necessary preconditions for sustainable use of land-related resources, thus reconciling
spatial development interests with all dimensions or elements of values that apply within
specific planning environments. For instance, the interests of preservation and revival of
natural resources constitute environmentally significant ecological values. They may also
be social values for people who are from a very environmentally aware society. These sorts
of interests are primary in Europe but can be of secondary concern elsewhere. Irrespective
of the geography of planning, some values are generally of basic interest to people globally.
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For instance, the values related to housing, work, and place improvements are known to be
of primary interest in any form of spatial setting, e.g., urban, rural, or peri-urban. Therefore,
it is essential to focus on ensuring that these primarily accepted values are handled as a
matter of priority before secondary values. Doing this requires adopting effective strategies
for tackling the challenges and approaches usually encountered in identifying, assessing,
and discussing these values among involved stakeholders.

Furthermore, the review of governance styles and institutional settings, as well as
sustainable development analysis, should be performed to grasp how complementary plan-
ning tools can support the process of formal spatial planning in practice without negating
the importance of promoting values. Evidence-based knowledge of the “collaborative plan-
ning approach” [65] may support making binding decisions to promote consensus-building
for the benefit of local society. Hypothetically, sustainable decisions based on harmonized
values and preferences lead to “sustainable communities” [66]. Some arguments towards a
“sustainable intensification” of land use emphasise the “management of growing pressure
of human needs, while at the same time minimizing the impact on the environment” [67].
However, a new paradigm of sustainability towards a sustainable future rather than a
sustainable development is becoming necessary. In this light, the sustainability aspects
should focus on “how significantly human needs have to be diminished or changed for the
impact on the environment and land-related resources to be the smallest possible” [18]. In
the context of implementing the developed methodology for the VLP approach, we would
point to it as a definition of sustainability challenge.

As the VLP approach does not replace formal (institutionalised) spatial planning but
complements it, the implementation measures focus on informal (complimentary) tools,
e.g., thematic plans, and its integration with formal planning tools (spatial development
plans) through the planning process. The framework for implementation of the VLP approach is
designed with three key elements of the VLP agenda and particularly targeted measures
(in Table 3):

Table 3. The framework for the implementation of the VLP approach.

Key Elements Measures

The organisation of the planning process and
involvement of stakeholders

• Development of institutional settings to
soften the normative approach in the way
they facilitate deliberative processes

• Establishment of administrative structures
to support a bottom-up approach in
territorial governance [68] and placemaking
[59] as well as agglomerative (cross-border
and soft-area) cooperation

• Provision of policy style to facilitate
deliberative democracy and
communicative planning

• Promotion of social settings to strengthen
collective actions and social learning
towards consensus-building and
participation in decision-making

The planning process, modes, tools, and
techniques supporting the planning practice

• Making of deliberative plans to meet
demand and supply in spatial planning and
development aims

• Integration of formal and informal planning
tools to make the planning process
more flexible

• Development of thematic planning tools to
provide VCA and the mapping of values

• Promotion of project-oriented techniques to
support the integration of planning modes
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Table 3. Cont.

Key Elements Measures

Planning environment and shared values
of stakeholders

• Emphasis on the cultural awareness of
stakeholders in planning to support
the deliberation

• Sharing of assumptions, values, and
preferences of involved parties to balance
interests and achieve well-informed
planning results

• Understanding of cooperation, discussions,
and gaining new knowledge as beneficial
social values to promote the
trust-building practice

• Gaining confidence that made preferences
and actions, including trade-offs, will
influence further outcomes in a
sustainable way

From the meetings with experts during comprehensive evidence gathering (CEG) and
the workshops of stakeholders [27], some relevant guiding suggestions to the VLP methodology
were derived. Thus, the VLP approach benefits society while the benefits justify the values,
but the values ground the decision-making process. The approach should conceptually
provide advantages for decision-making in land management. It is necessary to promote
integration between sectoral policies, spatial planning, and land use. The introduction of
the approach should enhance the cross-scale and cross-sectoral coherence between three
interrelated land-use (land-use intensity driven by market mechanisms), spatial planning
(land-use objectives and priorities determined through the planning process assessing
environmental impact), and sectoral policies (restrictions and compensations due to the
assessment of policy impact).

Public participation should be purposefully managed. The involvement of inhabitants
should not be organised without a specific purpose and informed/explained agenda. The
discussions have to be constructive and provided with arguments. The responsibility of
parties (authorities or other bodies) about decision-making also has to be clear and declared,
especially when the crucial issue is about the extent to which the outcome of a discussion
is considered in a binding decision. The interests of participating parties/stakeholders
can be different by their status and competencies. In the process of public participation
and discussions, the differences cannot be so vivid. However, it would be interesting
(even if it sounds quite utopic) to measure the interests by type of participants. The level
of competence looks quite important to understand. However, a great deal depends on
the provided information to the participants and its understanding by participants. The
level of competence influences the quality of discussions and the ability to trade-offs. The
public conflict has to be prevented/avoided due to the discourse of public discussions.
The early involvement of participants helps to avoid conflicts. Thus, the participants
are informed enough due to the discourse of the planning process but not only at the
end of it. Otherwise, during the late phase of the planning process, the participants feel
more like they are formally informed and provided with factual information but are not
involved purposefully to contribute to the planning. Any participatory method has to
fit its place and time. So-called thought leaders also have powerful roles to drive public
opinion and changes. The establishment of forums of professionals as capable enough
formations to initiate and manage discursive changes into particular fields also should
be considered for improved planning and development. Particular tools may support
participation and decision-making. However, the competence (knowledge, skills, and
attitudes) of participating key stakeholders is very significant.
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5. Conclusions

This study has used evidence from the literature and CEG to create an understanding
of (1) the relevance of values in spatial planning; (2) the concept of values-led approaches in
planning; and (3) framed methodology for introducing a VLP approach in spatial development.

The study strove to implement the methodology because of the growing need in
Europe and many parts of the world for new innovative ideas ensuring people-centred
planning. The proposed methodology is relevant because it projects the importance of
conducting spatial development to appeal beyond the mere coordination of activities and
space. It embraces often neglected aspects of spatial planning and development concerning
the values and preferences of the people whom the planning outcome should serve. It is a
methodology that presents preconditions that, if followed, would ensure that stakeholders
in a planning process would be able to decide consciously on how the outcome of planning
can reflect their worldviews and their development needs. However, it is important to state
that the methodology proposed in this study does not, in any way, suggest that all values
are relevant for promotion in a planning process. It acknowledges that values evolve and
are always in a state of flux, and not all values would lead to adequate spatial development
outcomes. The methodology does not assume that values (as an intricate consideration in
planning) are always clearly identified and assessed. Values do come with many problems
or even create problems. For instance, values that promote gender inequality, racism,
nepotism, spatial inequality, inequality in sexual orientations, and spatial or environmental
injustice (to mention a few) would not promote a responsible VLP approach. Hence, while
putting into operation the methodology proposed in this article, only values that promote
good territorial governance and land management practice should be considered by spatial
planners, communities, public authorities, and land managers.

This study is biased in favour of the European tradition of spatial planning. However,
it is not peculiarly influenced by any specific country experience but rather by studies
emanating from multiple European countries. Thus, the issue of adaptability in its ap-
plication matters. This is why the study emphatically recommends an assessment of the
planning environment and shared values as a core activity in facilitating the development
of local communities and capitalising on professionalism (constructive attitudes) rather
than general policies and mainstream planning to serve market-driven developments. If
this is done in consideration of the objectives of the VLP approach, there is bound to be
some successful outcome in spatial development. The key objectives should include but
not be limited to: (1) more supportive and collaborative territorial governance as well
as promoted informal institutions and organisational forms and (2) the building of trust
through balancing of planning interests as well as increased cultural awareness, shared
perception, and making the appropriate assumption of values and preferences.

For successful implementation of the proposed methodology for solutions to support
further planning practices, the key recommendations should be organised into three
directions: (1) improvements in institutional settings, organisation of planning process,
and involvement; (2) integration of informal (complementary) planning tools into formal
planning agenda; and (3) conceptualisation of public participation, collaboration, and
deliberation. With these recommendations in place, the likelihood of embracing beneficial
values through the VLP approach would be high.
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Abstract: Strong national institutional arrangements in the geospatial information management are
essential for successful implementation of sustainable land administration system. However, it is
not only the existence of institutions but also their effectiveness that leads to the intended goals
and reaching of objectives. There are international calls to merge highly related land administration
institutions, yet Ethiopia executes two related land administration tasks (landholding right provision
and cadastral registration) by two different institutions, the Urban Land Development and Man-
agement Bureau, and the Urban Land Adjudication and Information Registration Agency. Thus,
the objective of this article is to analyze the effect of merging cadastral information registration and
urban landholding right providing institutions lead to effective and strong national land institution.
To achieve this, we had a qualitative approach analysis based on desk review and case study research
methods. We conducted semi-structured interviews with the directors of the two institutions, and a
group discussion with professional experts from both institutions. The findings of this study show
that institutional merger between the two institutions believed to unravel the challenges of failing to
achieve institutional goals. Although these institutions design strategic plans every year, the level
of achievement or operational performance is low. The major cause for this problem is the poor
coordination between the institutions. In view of this issue, we recommend merging the two institu-
tions in one since it: reduces the effects of data duplication; provides one-window services; reduces
operational costs; fills communication gaps among the staff; reduces time of operation; improves
customer service; increases efficiency within processes; and provides a more efficient operation of
land markets.

Keywords: cadastral system; cadastral information; institutional merger; land right; institutions;
Ethiopia

1. Introduction

Land is a source of material wealth; it provides people with resources to sustain on.
It is also a major economic asset from which people and nations get significant profit. In
many developing countries, land is considered as an important economic and social asset
where the status and prestige of people is determined. Because of such a high importance
given to land, as compared to other properties, the legal protection accorded to land is
al-ways strict in nature [1]. Due to this, strong institutions are established to administer and
manage land. According to Holden, institutions are defined as systems of established and
prevalent social rules that structure social interactions [2]. Institutions play an important
role in shaping socio-economic outcomes [3]. For this to happen, institutions must be
ef-fective and functional [2]. The change in institutional arrangements, in many cases,
was made in anticipation of a better land administration system [4]. The United Nations
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Global Geospatial Information Management (hereinafter UN-GGIM) has affirmed in the
Addis Ababa declaration for “Good Land Governance for Agenda 2030” that strong land
administration institutions are required to support effective and efficient land administra-
tion and management to address the need to secure land and property rights for all [5].
According to UN-GGIM institutional arrangement is defined as the formal and informal
structures that support organizations to establish the legal, organizational and productive
frameworks. This type of arrangement establishes the sustainable management of geospa-
tial information, inclusive of its creation, updating and dissemination of geospatial data.
This in turn provides an authoritative, reliable and sustainable geospatial information base
for all users [5]. Relevant institutional arrangements contribute to the strengthening of
geospatial information management.

Theoretically, there are three types of institutional arrangements [6]: hierarchy based,
market based, and network based. Each type of institutional arrangements has its own
mechanism to understand the causes of problems experienced, the gains to be achieved,
and the processes through which better institutional arrangements can be achieved. In
hi-erarchy-based institutional arrangements, patterns of interaction have two main drivers:
(1) authority, operationalized in administrative orders, rules and planning, and (2) domi-
nance and authority as the basic control system on the other. Market-based institutional
arrangements are based on competition, bargaining and exchange between actors. Net-
work-based institutional arrangements take the form of cooperation between actors, where
inter-organizational relations are ruled by the acknowledgement of mutual interdepend-
encies, trust, and the responsibilities of each actor. In this paper when we talk about
insti-tutional arrangement, we are referring to the hierarchy-based type of arrangement.
Institu-tional arrangements may be realized by creating new or changing existing structures
or management forms within the government.

The importance of institutional arrangements in geospatial information management
was recognized by the UN-GGIM at its third session in July 2013, when it identified the
need for countries to examine institutional arrangements in geospatial information man-
agement, and thereby provide governments with options on how best to create strong
na-tional geospatial entities [7]. One of the mechanisms to (re)arrange institutions is
through merger, which assembles institutions having related tasks so that resources could
be uti-lized on its best use [8].

1.1. Rational Justification for Mergers

The rational justification and benefits of merger arises from different perspectives
such as increasing institutional performance, improvement of customer service, efficient
operation of land market [9]. A merger is an agreement, based on voluntarily, which
unites two or more existing institutions into one [10]. There are several reasons why or-
ganizations merge. When looking at mergers, it is important to look at the subject on a
case by case basis as each merger has both merits and demerits [11]. Mergers are mainly
done to avoid duplication of responsibility across institutions [9]. Avoiding duplication
would have economic benefits and help reduce bureaucracies. This in turn increases
in-stitutional performance and reduces misuse of resources. Due to this, mergers have
re-ceived frequent and thorough study by researchers [12]. The initiative to merge land
regis-tration and cadaster institutions coined from FIG commission 7 where the research
find-ings of 1994 show that the strategic management and operations of cadastral systems
are vested in different organizations [13]. Pursuing these research findings, cadaster 2014
vi-sion was articulated by directing emphasis on merger of the land registration and cadas-
ter institutions. Their findings show (1) improvement of customer service with increased
efficiency (2) provision of more data in better quality (3) provision of data that are suffi-
ciently accurate (4) provision of data to the government and citizens at the right time.
The most reiterated overarching importance of cadastral institutional rearrangement is to
pro-vide efficient operation of the land market. Following this, many developed countries
(e.g., Sweden, Finland, Netherlands, Turkey, and Belgium) followed the principle of merger.
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For instance, Sweden started the cadaster and registry merging in 2008. Following this,
a study conducted to evaluate pre-merger and post-merger institutional performance
was undertaken and the finding shows that an institutional merger brought institutional
effec-tiveness [14]. What is emerging is that while developed countries have moved
on to mod-ern cadastral systems, majority of the countries in Africa are still stuck in
the old tradi-tional systems although a few countries have embarked on the process of
modernizing their cadaster in line with the internationally recognized benchmarks. These
include; Rwanda, South Africa, Botswana, Lesotho, Ghana, and Ethiopia just to mention a
few [15,16]. Among these, Rwanda is the only country in Africa that has succeeded in docu-
menting all rights to land based on the Torrens System [17]. Responsibility of all cadastral
system activities are given to a single institution, called Office of the Registrar of Land
Ti-tles. The system follows the international rules and standards such as cadaster 2014,
and LADM [18]. According to GoR Land Administration Manual [18], the implementation
of modern cadastral system in Rwanda has been started in 2007. In the first two years,
prep-aration works, including public consultations and the development of the legal,
institu-tional, and policy frameworks were embarked. On 2009, the actual a fully-fledged
Sys-tematic Land Registration (SLR) work were started and completed in 2013 through
nine stages: (1) Notification of LTR area and local information campaign; (2) Recruitment
and training of local staff; (3) Parcel demarcation; (4) Land adjudication; (5) Data entry
and checking; (6) Parcel digitization; (7) Objections and corrections; (8) Lease preparation;
(9) Lease issuance. In realizing this registration, Rwanda has engaged the private sector
in some specified cadastral activities. The cadastral system has been a very ambitious but
also very successful. With this trend, all parcels that account 10.67 million are registered in
less than 5 years. For this successful achievement, the London-based trade organization
British Expertise awarded certificate of recognition being an Outstanding International
Development Project. In this regard, the 2020 BD [19] report ranked Rwandan cadastral
system third in the world. In the case of cadastral system of South Africa, it is one of the
best and most reliable systems. It accurately defined the boundaries of properties, and the
positions of rights affecting those properties [20]. Responsibility for cadastral system falls
under the Department of Land Affairs [15]. The primary function of the cadastral system
in South Africa is to define (delineate and document) ownership rights. According to the
Land Audit Report [20] of South Africa, 94% of the total land in the country is registered
digitally in the Deeds Office. In this regard, it can be said that much efforts has been
in-vested in to overcoming the problems experienced in many developing countries where
lack of cadastral information hinders development. Those illustrative cases show that the
theory of merger is becoming acceptable for its effective performance.

1.2. Background and Context of the Study

The origins of the cadastral system in Ethiopia dated back to 1907 when Menilek
II signed Ethiopia’s first decree related to urban land administration [21–23]. It was
by a French company that the cadastral system was introduced but remained without
maintenance for more than 80 years [24]. Even though, there was a sporadic effort to
es-tablish a cadastral system some time ago in Addis Ababa, as it is not updated for a
long time, it is almost non-existent as a system until very recently. Hence, the Addis
Ababa City Administration around 1995 decided to launch a cadastral project initially
intended to register all property owners liable for property taxation and collect data that
would enable the city administration to assess property tax. However, the attempt was not
effective which then changed in to establishing a multipurpose cadaster [21]. Even though
a step forward was achieved and some experiences were gained as a result of launching
the ca-dastral project of 1995 of Addis Ababa, it was not possible to evaluate this project
as a successful one due to varieties of reasons, which among others, lack of cooperation
be-tween these cadastral system and land right creation institutions [25].

Currently in Ethiopia, urban land is under the responsibility of Ministry of Urban
Land Development, Housing and Construction (MULDHC). Within this institution, urban
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land right provision is undertaken by the Urban Land Development and Management
Bureau (hereinafter ULDMB) while the cadastral system is overseen by the Urban Land
Adjudication and Registration Information Agency (hereinafter ULARIA). These two in-
stitutions are working autonomously though their task are related and could be performed
through a single institution. The major activities performed by ULARIA are, according to
Proc. No. 81872014 [26], Strategic Plan [25], and Annual report [27], the legal recording of
rights including the spatial boundaries [28]. The task of allocating (creating) landholding
rights belongs to ULDMB. Land right in this case refers to a set of legally guaranteed
enti-tlements or privileges associated to land ownership. They may also be expressed as
bun-dle of rights or attributes of ownership. A bundle of rights is a term for the set of legal
priv-ileges that is generally afforded to a real estate buyer with the transfer of the title. It
in-cludes right of possession, right of control, right of exclusion, right of enjoyment, and
right of disposition [1].

The legal protection to land is implemented through land management that changes
the resources of land into good effect [29]. Land management encompasses all activities
associated with the management of land that are required to achieve sustainable devel-
opment. Under the umbrella of land management, cadastral system plays major role by
ensuring that land is secured [23]. Cadastral system serves as a fundamental source of
data infrastructure for land management, as stated in the work by Enemark et al [30].
Spe-cifically, it provides parcel information for the use of land, value, tenure, and develop-
ment. In this regard, Ethiopia has formulated urban land policies related to land right
and cadastral registration systems under two different urban land policies. Proclamation
No. 721/2011 [31] dictates about modality of urban land acquisition, while Proclamation
No. 818/2014 [26] dictates about urban land adjudication and registration that must be
im-plemented all over the country. In line with these proclamations, regulations, directives
and manuals have been prepared. The overall objective of the scheme is to accelerate the
social-economic and environmental development of urban centers through providing land
right and ensuring landholders’ security of holding and recognition of title to im-movable
property by certifying their right, restriction and responsibility through adjudica-tion
and registration.

The organizational structures for landholding right providing and cadastral registra-
tion institutions differ widely between countries throughout the world, and reflect local
cultural and judicial settings. In some regions these organizations are merged and other
countries unmerged [21]. Compared to merged institutions, unmerged type of institutional
arrangements exploits resources such as human resource, and leads to the creation of
in-compatible parcel information by creating variations of the same object: parcel location,
ownership, use and value. Such variations are costly and create a void since there are
lim-ited mechanisms that link the management of ownership. Likewise, Ethiopia operates
these two related activities by two different institutions, called land right providing insti-
tution and urban cadastral system registration institution. In other words, merger did not
take place between these two related institutions.

Cadastral system in conjugation with landholding right providing institutions are the
building block in land administration and management system. The land manage-ment
paradigm endorses modern land administration system through four key functions: land
tenure, land valuation, land use and land development. These functions are inte-grated
through cadastral system [32]. In this regard, cadastral system and landholding right
providing institutions have allowed modern operations for the land administration and
management sector.

Cadastral System is an institutional framework varied and complicated by the tasks
they must perform, by national cultural, political and judicial settings, and by technol-
ogy [33]. In this paper, cadastral system is defined as a formal sub-system of land ad-
ministration that includes the organizational system (a set of professional actors with
responsibilities to carry out cadastral activities and maintain cadastral information sys-
tems), procedures, and regulations, which altogether ensure that the cadastral system is
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kept up-to-date. In short, a cadastral system is an organizational system usually referring to
the operations that a cadastral institution is conducting [23]. Landholding right provision
(creation) institution is a government organ that is responsible for creating and allocating
right, restriction and responsibility on the land.

Land right creation and Cadastral system tasks are concerned about the management
of spatial and legal data on land. In many countries these tasks are executed by a single
institution. Despite international literatures; Cadaster 2014 [13], Cadaster 2034 [34], de
Vries et al. [8], Koroso et al. [4] claiming that merging such agencies is more effective for the
data handling, Ethiopia executes these two related tasks by two different and independent
institutions: land right creation by the ULDMB, while cadastral registration tasks are
overseen by ULARIA. In some countries these institutions are merged while in some other
countries are not [8]. In countries where the merger did not take place, such as Ethiopia,
the content of both institutions is very similar [35]. This type of arrangement misuses
resources (such as human resources) and leads to the creation of duplicated and sometimes
incompatible parcel information by creating variations of the same object: parcel location,
ownership, use and value. Such variations are costly and create a void since there are
limited mechanisms that link the management of ownership [33].

As in most developing countries, Ethiopia is challenging by issues related to institu-
tional coordination within the urban land sector. Chekole et al. [23,35] and Tigistu [36]
revealed that the historic failure of urban cadastral system pilots in Ethiopia in general,
and Addis Ababa in particular remains a concern. It is estimated that over 6.5 million
parcels are found within the urban jurisdiction of Ethiopia, and out of this, approximately
680,000 parcels are believed to exist in Addis Ababa [25]. Although a number of cadastral
pilot projects were launched in Addis Ababa, there have been many challenges to succeed:
- poor cooperation between the two institutions (landholding right provision and cadastral
information registration), lack of legal framework to fill the gap between these two institu-
tions, use of different sources of data by the two institutions (the right providing institution
uses Arial image Addis Ababa taken in 1996, while the cadastral registration institution
uses the Arial image acquired in 2010), the system lacks procedure to eliminate this gap,
silence of the law on how the status of parcels placed in the dispute register where there
is no response from the right creating institution within 15 days. As a result, most urban
people do not enjoy secure land and property rights. This can be evidenced from the report
of MoUDC [27], Chekole et al. [23], Chekole et al. [35] and Doing Business Assessment [19],
in which, Ethiopia is ranked at 142th out of 192 countries in the world with respect to
cadastral system.

Therefore, the main objective of the research is to analyze the effect of institutional
merger between ULDMB and ULARIA on institutional effectiveness. Guided by theory of
merger, the paper employs desk review and case study research strategies to uncover the
research problem. Within the realm of this thematic scope, the following research question
is endorsed: does institutional merger between ULDMB and ULARIA improve institutional
performance? By unraveling this question, the paper may contribute an alternative solution
that can improve performance of urban cadastral system institutions. Furthermore, quality
service delivery may be improved through avoiding bureaucratic processes, and reducing
time and cost of services.

The paper is organized in to five sections: introduction: in this section brief information
are provided to let readers understand the problem, objective, and scope of the paper. The
second section endorsed the theoretical framework to give information on how and with
which theory the research is guided. Methodology of the research is presented in the third
section, whereas results and discussions, and conclusion are presented in the fourth and
the fifth sections respectively.

2. Theoretical Framework

This research used the theory of merger as a theoretical framework. The concept of
merger was primarily, in the geospatial sector, developed by the International Federation of
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Surveyors (FIG) initiative in the form of “Cadastral Statements” among which, “separation
between cadastral maps and registers will be abolished” [13]. In support of Cadaster
2014 initiative, the demand for a widely accepted standardized domain model in land
administration emerged [13]. The concept of Land Administration Domain Model (LADM)
was developed and introduced after assessing the strengths and weaknesses of cadaster
2014 [37,38]. From the assessment, Lemmen et al. [37] have realized existence of different
and inconsistent land administration systems across and with countries. Most countries
develop their own unique land administration systems; some cadastral system institutions
are centralized while others decentralized [29,39]. In the centralized system, institutional
arrangement of cadastral system is undertaken by a single institution whilst the decentral-
ized system follows separate institutional arrangements. The different implementations
of the various cadastral systems do not make meaningful communication across borders
easily [38]. Due to this, LADM has come to tackle these differences. Similarly, the concept
developed by Enemark [40] Fit-For-Purpose (FFP) suggests the use of merged institutions
rather than separate institutions in the land administration and management systems.
One of the concerns for the emergence of FFP is to simplify bureaucratic institutional
arrangement barriers in implementing sustainable land administration system. According
to Sułkowski et al. [41], merger refers to the formal union of two or more organizations
into a single organization usually designed to deliver a more effective operation to meet
external challenges and opportunities. Mergers could be classified into horizontal mergers,
vertical mergers and conglomerate mergers. A horizontal merger involves the merger of
two or more institutions operating related activities. A vertical merger is a combination of
two or more institutions involved in different stages of production. Conglomerate merger
is a combination in which an institution combines with unrelated institution [41]. This
paper follows the horizontal type of merger for the case of Ethiopia, since ULDMB and
ULARIA are two institutions arranged at the same structural hierarchy. For the merger to
be successful, there are key components required [42]. (1) Smooth communication: - there
should be a need to have completely open and direct lines of communication with the key
players of the institutions to be merged. (2) Win-win strategy: - in both sides, institutions
need to be improving their situation in some way. (3) Shared vision: - a clear set of goals
and objectives will keep institutions focused throughout every decision. (4) Well-planned:
clearly plan out many of the critical details of merging processes including contingencies.
(5) Integration: establish an integration team that is entirely dedicated to executing and
implementing the merger. Thus, these components guide how the merger process can
take place.

3. Methodology

In order to provide an appropriate framework for the study, we employed descriptive
type of research design through semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions
(FGD). Semi-structured interviews are made with directors from two urban land adminis-
tration institutions; ULDMB and ULARIA across all ten sub-cities of Addis Ababa. The aim
of the interview is to know how the directors feel about institutional merger between the
two institutions. The second research design, FGD, is aimed to collect experts’ perception
related to institutional merger in these two institutions. Figure 1 illustrates the overall
research design. Populations of the study are all professionals who are working in urban
land administration across ten sub-cities of Addis Ababa. Our target populations are
selected purposely since the study requires professionals who are working directly in the
urban land administration and management.
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Figure 1. Overall research design.

To analyze the effect of institutional merger between ULMNB and ULARIA, we used
desk review and case study research methods. The desk review helped to extract relevant
and useful information related to whether merging or separate institutions are effective.
The emphasis of case study was to understand existing phenomena. Figure 2 presented
location map of the study area, Addis Ababa. Hence, from the study area primary data
are collected through semi-structured interview and FGD. These type of data collection
instruments believed to provide advantages of accurate screening, capture verbal and non-
verbal questions, keep focus, and capture emotions and behaviors [43]. For this purpose,
we conducted semi-structured interviews with the directors of ULDMB and ULARIA
institutions in all ten sub-cities of Addis Ababa, and did a focus group discussion (FGD)
with professional experts. In order to get detail information from our respondents, semi-
structured interview tool was selected purposely since interview is a flexible approach,
allowing for posing of new questions or check-questions if such a need arises. In conducting
FGD, the paper follows the recommendation by Krueger and Casey [44] that indicates a
well-designed FGDs should consist of 6–12 participants for the rationale that focus groups
should include enough participants to yield diversity information. Focus groups are less
threatening to many research participants, and this environment is helpful for participants
to discuss perceptions, ideas, opinions, and thoughts [44,45].

133



Land 2021, 10, 404

Figure 2. Location map of the study area (Author developed).

With this justification, required data were collected from all institutional directors of
ULDMB and ULARIA across the ten sub-cities, which is in total 20 interviews. Apart from
this, to understand the views and perceptions of professional experts working in these
two institutions, FGD was made in a group of six for these two institutions across all ten
sub-cities, which in total 20 FGDs (see summarized information in the Table 1).

Table 1. Summary of Planned and Actual data collected through Interview and Focus Group Discussion.

Data Collection Instruments
Planned Actual Coverage

Sector Participants Frequency Percentage

Interview
ULDMB 10 Directors from all 10 sub-cities 10 100
ULARA 10 Directors from all 10 sub-cities 10 100

Focus Group Discussion (FGD) ULDMB 10 FDGs (6 professionals per group) 10 FDGs (6 professionals per group) 100
ULARA 10 FDGs (6 professionals per group) 10 FDGs (6 professionals per group) 100

The collected data were transcribed from Amharic to English. The responses are
categorized and written based on their thematic similarity: responses supporting merging
the two institutions improve in achieving institutional goals, or the opposite. In addition to
this, institutional documents (unpublished) such as: Growth and Transformation Plan II
(GTP II) and annual reports were analyzed in order to synthesize the result. Based on the
GTP II and annual evaluation reports, a 1–5 Likert scale rating, in the form percent, (refer
Table 2) used to evaluate institutional goal achievements.
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Table 2. Likert scale rating in Percentage.

Likert Scale Rating in Percentage

Rate Very Low Low Moderate High Very High

Scale 1 2 3 4 5

Percentage 0–20 21–40 41–60 61–80 81–100

Finally, these data were analyzed and interpreted through qualitative type of data
analysis being thematic analysis is at the center of interpretation. Thematic analysis is
convenient to interpret the data since the collected data are organized on the basis of the-
matic similarities [45]. Basically, it emphasizes on identifying, analyzing and interpreting
patterns of meaning (or “themes”) for qualitative data such as interview and FGD. Finally,
these data are presented qualitatively supporting with tables.

4. Results and Discussion

Secure, legally enforceable and marketable land rights are critical for cities in develop-
ing countries to be able to ensure that urban land is allocated to its most productive use [17].
The Federal Urban Land & Real Property Registry & Information Agency (FULRPRIA)
is an institution established with the Proc. No. 251/2011 [46], and given responsibility
of registering all urban lands in accordance with Proc. No. 818/2014 [26]. In order to
implement this proclamation, cadastral surveying regulation, landholding adjudication
and registration regulation, and enforcement guidelines have also been prepared and
approved. In addition to these laws, five universities have developed curricula to address
the challenges of urban land administration and management. Apart from this, the urban
land sector developed 12 occupational standards (OS) to help build the competency of the
land administration professionals. In this regard, the sector recruited 4192 professionals
from four regions (Tigray, Amhara, Oromiya, and Southern nations) trained and assessed
them starting from Level II-IV professions [25]. All these interventions are made to develop
and strengthen the knowledge, skills, and attitudes of land administration professionals,
which in turn foster performance of land administration institutions. Despite these efforts
and interventions, as stated in the annual report [27], institutional performance of the
cadastral system was not possible to evaluate as successful. In connection with this, the
report provides the following challenges for its poor performance; silence of the law about
sporadic registration procedure, low emphasis by the right provider for cadastral related
activities, delayed responses from the right provider for the cases registered in the dispute
registry book, low commitment and engagement by the upper management, and existence
of incomplete title evidence for the stated owned lands. Hence all these challenges delayed
the smooth implementation of urban cadastral system. In the same manner, these issues
have been mentioned in the works of Likinaw [47], Chekole [35], Burns [24], and Daniel [21]
as challenges for the hindrance of successful cadastral system implementation.

The results from the semi-structured interviews, guided by a previously designed
questionnaire (see Table A1), indicate that the achievement of institutional objectives
are delayed by varieties of problems, which among others, lack of commitment by the
leadership, lack of consistent and organized land information documentation, and lack of
proper follow-ups, lack of comprehensive performance evaluation in order to identify its
strengths and weaknesses and to propose the redesign strategies, lack of comprehensive
review of the cadastral system experiences, lack of adequate study to identify appropriate
strategies, poor cooperation between land right providing and registering institutions.
According to the directors of ULDMB and ULARIA, despite the importance of follow-ups,
leaders’ commitment, institutional collaboration, and proper geospatial documentation to
ensure sustainability of the cadastral system, in most cases these components are neglected
in the strategic plan. Due to this, they are not performing according to their strategic plans.
Since the natures of the two institutions’ operational tasks are interlinked, independent
working could not lead them to achieve their targets. Among the challenged stated above,
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most are directly related to problems associated with poor institutional collaboration. In
connection to this, Auzins [48], asserts that the major source of problem in malfunctioning
land administration and management system is miss-arrangement of institutions [48]. As a
result, each institution could not achieve the targeted objectives rather they are repeating
the same institutional strategic plans every year. In this regard, a study by Wayumba [49]
indicated that any cadastral system requires a comprehensive evaluation in order to identify
its strengths and weaknesses and to propose the redesign strategies. In the same manner,
it is possible to consider available resources during the development of strategic plans.
Table 3 presents response rate from both interview and focus group discussions.

Table 3. Interview and FGD results from ULDMB and ULARIA Institutions.

Urban Land Administration Institutions
Merge Unmerge

Total
Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage

ULDMB (Directors) 8 80 2 20 10
ULARIA (Directors) 10 100 0 0 10

ULDMB (FGDs with experts) 10 100 0 0 10
ULDMB (FGDs with experts) 10 100 0 0 10

In order to verify and validate results of interviews and FGDs, strategic plan (GTP II)
and annual performance reports were assessed. According to the strategic plan (GTP II)
of Addis Ababa, 430,000 parcels were planned to be adjudicated and registered within
5 years from 2015–2019. However, only 149,584 parcels are adjudicated and registered,
which amounts 34.78% performance achievement. This performance level is rated as low
based on the scale level indicated in Table 2.

According to the institutional directors, even if the strategic plan formulated for five
years, there is an update every year since the strategic plan by itself is an ambitious, which
cannot be realized. It was planned to reach on the target by recording 430,000 parcels
within five years. Despite these ambitious plans, the reality on the ground was otherwise.
They believe that the main challenges for this to happen are lack of proper consideration
of available resources: such as human resource, and money during the planning process;
communication gaps among land administration stakeholders; commitment, and poor
institutional coordination within the land sector; irregular assignment and replacement of
institutional leaders. Hence, they believe these are the major causes for the low institutional
performance. Similarly, the Kenyan cadastral system has been hindered by the same chal-
lenges mentioned above though they could able to solve the problem through redesigning
the overall processes, including strategic plans, and institutional arrangements [49]. In this
regard, studies; Carlos, et al. [50], and Nicholas [51] suggest that strategic planning process
requires considerable thought and planning on the part of the institution’s upper-level
management. Before setting a strategic plan and then determining how to strategically
implement it, the upper management of the respective institutions first needs to take into
account available resources. In contrast to the cases of Ethiopia and Kenya, the most exem-
plary experience of Rwanda has laid remarkable story of success across African cadastral
system. Across the country, 10.67 parcels have been completed in less than five years with
an average of USD7 cost per parcel [17]. This achievement is attributable to nine years of
dedicated reform efforts, which started with a comprehensive review of Rwanda’s policy
legal and institutional framework, now regularly updated. Preparations for implemen-
tation immediately followed, starting first with piloting to identify scalable approaches
for achieving the government’s ambitious targets, with concurrent monitoring and impact
evaluation helping to identify problems that could then be discussed by policy makers [18].
This exceptional experience of Rwanda gave lessons to other countries. In line with this, the
findings by Enemark et al. [52], and UN-GGIM [7] indicate that the process of formulating
strategic plan first needs to assess its current situation by performing an internal and exter-
nal audit to identify the institution’s strengths and weaknesses, as well as opportunities
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and threats (SWOT analysis). Based on this analysis, the institutional directors decide on
which priority areas they should focus on, how to best allocate the institution’s resources,
and whether to take actions such as expanding operations through merger. After setting
the strategic plan in this way, it is important for the upper management to evaluate the
effectiveness of the strategic plan after the implementation phase [7]. Strategic plan evalua-
tion involves three crucial activities: reviewing the internal and external factors affecting
the implementation of the strategy, measuring performance, and taking corrective steps to
make the strategy more effective [25]. The findings by de Vries et al. [8] give a good insight
in how administrators that encourage and intensify collaboration and integration among
public agencies could derive an organizational transformation. In this regard, a framework
for effective land administration, FELA [7], indicates the role of establishing partnerships
and collaboration in enhancing effective land administration system. According to this
framework, partnerships and collaborations bring different but complementary skills,
experiences, knowledge, and resources altogether to improve institutional goals. Likewise,
one of the seven underpinning principles of Integrated Geospatial Information Framework
(IGIF) is collaboration and cooperation between land administration institutions. In this
regard, IGIF [53] asserts that at the national the level, there needs to be more institutional
collaboration and integration across the various land administration institutions. However,
in situations where the level of collaboration between related institutions is very weak,
according to de Vries et al. [54] one possible solution is to merge those institutions to
effectively provide collective services, based on a single institutional and organizational
framework [8]. From the land management perspective, Yin and Shanley [55] reveal that
operational efficiency is a rational justification for merger. The primary discourse of merg-
ers is rationalist, emphasizing economic gains of increasing efficiency and technical gains
of standardization and reduction of redundancy [54]. In addition, mergers fundamentally
change the individual organizations, the responsibilities and accountabilities, the work
practices and conventions, the physical location of people and resources, and augment
effective authority of the merged organization [56].

According to the legal framework of the two institutions, they clearly need to coop-
erate and, even in some way, they need to be integrated. This is mentioned in Art. 14
sub-article of 2 and 3 of Proc. No. 818/2014 [26], and it reads, in cases where there is
inconsistency between the evidences from the empowered right providing institution and
the landholder, the issue shall be referred to the right providing institution for verifica-
tion. In response to this, the right providing institution shall notify its decision relating
to the issue raised to the registering institution within fifteen working days. Despite this
dictate, survey results show that in most cases, the requested information is not responded
within the stated time limit. According to the directors, one of the possible reasons for
this to happen is poor coordination between these two institutions. In fact they have a
common goal that is securing urban lands in support of sustainable land administration
system. However, the reality on the ground seems competing institutions for individual
profits. In addition to this, the professionals working in these two institutions are paid
differently, regardless of their expertise and experience. This difference came from the
fact that ULARIA is established at agency level and supported with project funds. In this
case, the professionals working in this institution are paid better than the professionals
working in ULDMB. Justified with the weak cooperation and integration, the directors
suggested institutional merger between the two institutions and governing with the same
legal and institutional framework leads to a better operational performance. According to
their perception, providing responsibility to a single institution would be effective than
two or more institutions. In this regard, Yin and Shanley [55] argue that institutional
mergers lead to a more effective and transparent processes and to similar services than if
only collaboration and integration would increase. This argument is also supported by
the works of de Vries et al. [54], de Vries et al. [8], Koroso et al. [4] and Wang et al. [57]
that confirmed single institution can perform operations more efficiently than multiple
organizations. Lessons from best experience in land administration show that institutional
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merger achieves the highest, effective, and sustainable service delivery to the customer. In
support of this, countries with merged institutions rank, on average, 38 out of 189 countries
in Doing Business [19]. Countries with separate institutions rank, on average, 47. The
report show that merged organizations work better than unmerged organizations [19].

The other question provided to the directors was concerning the delivery of services
in the land administration sector through one window in one place. Among the total
20 interviewees, 80% of the respondents described that the major challenge for the cus-
tomer is getting land related services in different institutions. For instance, one investor
may ask for a plot of land for real estate development. The procedure to obtain this land
starts in ULDMB specifically under the directorate for land right creation (provision). This
institution creates interests (bundle of rights attached to the land, such as right, responsibil-
ity, and restriction. In short, interest in land refers to the right, responsibility, and restriction
attached to the landholder). The investor then goes to the ULARIA and request for cadas-
tral surveying and registration of the plot. According to the Proc. No. 818/2014 [26],
it is only when this plot of land is registered by ULARIA said to be legal owner of the
parcel. However, these two institutions are physically located in different addresses, which
mean the customer has no access for one window service. In this regard, the investor is
obliged to visit both institutions to get the service. Although the requested services are
interrelated and could be performed by a single institution, the system does not provide
one-window service to the customer. This bureaucratic procedure, according to DB [19],
Turisova et al. [58], and Carlos et al. [59], creates inconvenience to the customer since it
consumes time, energy and cost compared to a single entry point to get the service. There-
fore, merging these institutions would provide better services to the customer through
one-window service. Jouni [60] and the World Bank Group [61] support one-window ser-
vices in the land administration sector to create simple and smooth processes in executing
the tasks of land administration.

In relation to the merits and demerits of institutional merger, institutional directors
were asked if institutional merger provides advantages of cost reduction and increase
efficiencies. In this regard, the directors (80% of interviewee) strongly believe that merger
plays vital role in reducing the costs to be incurred, time to be consumed, and increase effi-
ciencies of the merged institution. On top of this, the resource (e.g., human resource) to be
deployed would be used efficiently and wisely. Based on counties experience, for instance
Rwanda, the success behind their cadastral system relies mainly on the merged institutional
arrangement, which is one of the principles in the cadastral statements. However, Jouni [60]
and the World Bank Group [61] highlight that no institutional merging can be established
overnight, rather it is important to take concrete steps to the right direction of merging.
Coherently, the directors of ULDMB and ULARIA in Addis Ababa also believe that urban
land right provision and registration activities are closely related fields, and should not
be treated nor operated under separate institutions. The targets intended, the resources
deployed, the processes involved, and the outcomes provided are more or less the same.
The target of urban development and management office is providing landholding right,
which needs to be ascertained through cadastral registration. In this case, they believe that
land administrators working on the ULDMB can also be deployed in the ULARIA, so that
human resources are managed properly. On the basis of these arguments, investigating
these two related activities under two different and independent institutions seems an
inefficient use of resources.

Finally, regarding the areas for institutional performance improvement to satisfy the
needs of their customers, the directors believe that the two institutions first need to be
collaborated to execute their planned tasks on the basis of clear guideline that shows their
responsibilities and duties through, for instance, signing Memorandum of Understanding
(MoU). This mechanism may increase the relation between the two institutions, which in
turn positively affect their individual performance. After getting into deep and effective
relationships, the cooperation may develop into merging into single institution. However,
this does not mean that it can be done in a single stage; rather it should be through some
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time since the issue needs discussion between the staffs of both institutions. In support
of this, de Vries and Miscione [62] state that in a situation where mergers took place, the
root of the transformation is embedded in gradual adaptation and so a merger gradually
crystallizes instead of being established by decree. Meanwhile, the two institutions need to
put a binding agreement that enforces them to execute the tasks they intended.

Merging cadastral information and land right providing institutions is normally
supported from the administrative and legal point of view. The issue of institutional
merging is directly linked to cost, time and quality, since time is important to deliver the
service, cost determines the amount of money or resources available, and quality represents
the fit-to-purpose that the service must be provided. In doing so, the components of
merging processes: smooth communication, win-win strategy, achievable plan, common
objective, and integration should be placed at the center of the merging process. Unless
these elements incorporated and considered during merging process, the envisaged plan
may not be achieved. Thus, all these components need to be discussed in front of the
staffs who are working at both institutions. This process in turn fosters the initiative to
commence the process of merging.

The second type of primary data was collected through focus group discussions
(FGD) with experts working in both institutions to understand their perception about
the current institutional performance, as well as the possibility to merge the ULDMB
and ULARIA. The same questions (refer to Table A1) were also provided to them, so
that their perceptions could be evaluated. All participants of the focus group discussion
elaborated the procedures to execute their own tasks, and they all felt challenged by the
poor coordination between the two institutions. Ferro and Sorrentino [63] indicate that
institutional strategic partnership between institutions that have related goals is crucial in
order to achieve the intended goals. Suitably, all respondents agreed on the basic ideas of
merging, and they are trying to emphasize on the need for institutional merger, though
they preferred to work gradually. Meanwhile, they emphasized on the use of collaborative
mechanisms that can solve their immediate tasks. Accordingly, some kind of arrangements
(written and legally binding agreement), which explains the duties and responsibilities
between the two institutions may be needed to improve institutional performances. When
compared with the insights of the institutional directors, individual staff members of these
institutions perceive the merits of institutional merger the same way.

From the result obtained, it can be concluded that all respondents perceive that the
cadastral registration institution demands the strong support (e.g., providing landholding
related information) from the right providing institution to execute its tasks properly. Apart
from this, the landholder must provide his/her holding document evidencing that he is the
rightful claimant. It is this document which must be adjudicated with the copy document
found in the right providing institution. In this regard, the right providing institution plays
major role in providing and confirming that the land holder is the right claimant. This is
also supported by the legal framework that dictates about urban land adjudication and
registration. In connection with this, the law (Proclamation No. 818/2014) [26] coerces the
right creating institution to provide the requested information within fifteen days. It is the
failure to comply with this law that resulted in the poor institutional performance. The
findings by, Muparari [14] asserts that overlaps in organizational functions and processes
leads to duplication of data and efforts. Due to this, international research studies; Cadaster
2014 [13], Sulkowski et al. [41], Bogaerets et al. [39], FIG [60], the World Bank Group [61],
and Peter et al. [64] advise to consider merging the two as one in order to: reduce the
effects of duplication; provide services through one-window; reduce the cost of operations;
fill the gaps in communication among the staffs; reduce time of operation; improvement
of customer service; increase of efficiency within processes; and provide a more efficient
operation of land markets. Accordingly, this study confirms that institutional merger
between the two institutions may be a solution to the challenges faced by them.
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5. Conclusions and Recommendation

The main research objective of this paper was analyzing the effects of merging cadas-
tral information registration and urban landholding right proving institutions, ULARIA
and ULDMB in Ethiopia, respectively. In order to achieve this objective, primary and
secondary data sources were used. Primary data were collected through semi-structured
interviews and focused group discussion from the case study area, Addis Ababa, whereas
secondary data from internet sources, strategic plans, and institutional annual perfor-
mance reports. Desk review and case study research methods were used with a qualitative
analysis approach. Although the findings confirm that many challenging issues such
as: poor institutional coordination within the land sector, lack of proper consideration of
available institutional resources while planning strategies, communication gaps among
land administration stakeholders, irregular assignment and replacement of institutional
leaders, and leaders’ commitment are facing, the most challenging one is basically emanates
from the poor cooperation between ULARIA and ULDMB, and poorly designed strategic
plans. Practically, urban land right provision and registration activities are closely related
fields in that the targets intended, the resources deployed, the processes involved, and
the outcomes provided are more or less the same. Despite their closeness, these activities
are organized and executed by two different and independent institutions. Due to this
arrangement, institutional performance could not be successful. Based on the result from
both semi-structured interviews and focused group discussion, both ULDMB and ULARIA
institutions design strategic plans every year, with low level of achievement or operational
performance. This is because of strategic plans are not formulated in consideration with
institutional resource capacities.

Therefore, this paper strongly recommends the following two directions in order to
improve institutional performance in the urban cadastral system. (1) Strategic plan is
a document that guides how specific activities are executed within various hierarchical
management levels (upper, middle, lower). Thus, it is imperative to foster communication
and interaction among employees and managers at all levels, so as to help the institution
to operate as a more functional and effective team. A well-designed strategic plan con-
siders the current situation of the respective institution. In doing so, available resources,
money, and time are considered, and priority activities are identified that avoid ambitious
plan. (2) Results have shown that the major challenging issue is the poor institutional
coordination between ULDMB and ULARIA institutions. For the meantime, these institu-
tions may come to cooperation through signing Memorandum of Understanding (MoU).
This arrangement, bounded with clear duties and responsibilities, may reduce their gaps,
and increases institutional performances. However, in the long run, we suggest merging
these two institutions can: reduce the effects of data duplication; provide services through
one-window; reduce the cost of operations; fill the gaps in communication among the
staffs; reduce time of operation; improve of customer service; increase efficiency within
processes; and provide a more efficient operation of land markets. It should be noted that
no institutional merging can be established overnight; rather it is important to take concrete
steps to the right direction of merging.

This research focuses on practical application of the theory of merger only in urban
land administration processes. Hence, other researchers may conduct a research if the same
theory can bring the urban and rural land administration sectors in one umbrella so as to
increase efficient operation of land market.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Semi-structured interview and focused group discussion questions provided to ULDMB and ULARIA institutions.

1. Is your institution working well to achieve the intended objectives?

2. Which intended goals and targets are met and which are not, and why?

3. Do ULDMB and ULARIAs work in close relation to satisfy the needs of their customers?

4. Do you depend on each other to complete your tasks, and share information and documents between the two institutions?

5. One-window service system provision is getting acceptance by many institutions since it improves customers’ satisfaction by
providing services at one place. In light of this, does your institution provide one window service to customers? If not why?

6. Does your institution work to improve the relation between the institution and customers? In what ways?

7. How does a better efficient operation of land markets could be achieved in the land sector?

8. What are the strengths of your organization in improving service delivery to the customer?

9. What are the areas for improvement of your organization in delivering services to the customer?

10. Do you think that mergers provide advantages of cost reduction and increase of efficiencies for the merged institution?
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Abstract: Background: The urban-rural land divide is visible through where people choose to work.
This article aims to detect how, where and why people use rural coworking spaces instead of or in
addition to working in urban areas. Methods: The research relied on both documented evidence
and a structured survey among users of coworking spaces. Results: We found that the choice of
working in rural coworking spaces draws on certain benefits and opportunities for its users, such
as avoiding social isolation, separating private and professional life, reducing the commuting. An
additional benefit for rural towns and villages is that the presence of a coworking space can make the
location more vital, lively and attractive. Conclusions (and recommendations): Coworking space
could partially bridge the urban-rural land divide. However, understanding this requires more
insights in the behavior of rural coworking space users. Further research could look into modelling
cause-effect relations and predicting coworking user behavior and the effect on their environment.

Keywords: rural development; rural land use; remote work; coworking spaces; digitization; urban-
rural divide; town center revitalization

1. Introduction

The structure of the article is as follows: we first describe the framework of spatial
disparities, the role of work, and the development of remote work in Section 1. In Section 2
we formulate and focus the research question. In Section 3 we describe the methodology
through which we address the research question. In Section 4 we display the results of the
survey, in Section 5 we discuss the findings from the survey with the literature and finally
in Section 6 we formulate conclusions on the findings, limitations and an outlook.

The research on why, where and how urban and rural disparities exist addresses
different causes and impacts, such as the differences in health [1,2], education [3] and
social services. Most prominently in the urban-rural divide discourse is however the
demographic disparity [4,5]. Processes of urbanization in developed and developing
countries are showing more or less the same trend, characterized by massive urban growth,
rural exodus, urban sprawling—the consumption of land or change of land use [6–9], traffic
jams and many other problems, in different stages [10–12]. Such demographic changes
result in significant problems in allocations and conversions of land use and land cover, and
ultimately land rights and restrictions. Cities and urban agglomerations are growing and
the number of their inhabitants are increasing since the first wave of industrialization, faster
and faster in the last decades in nearly every part of the world—the so called urbanization
process [13]. This leads to a higher demand of land for housing [14] on one hand and
a shrinking proportion of living space per person [15,16], due to the rising rental and
purchase prices, on the other hand. Meanwhile the living space per person in rural region
is higher [17] and growing.

Stimulated by advancements in agricultural science, mechanization and industrializa-
tion, the workforce which is needed to feed the population, has been shrinking [18] since
decades, especially in developed countries. This reflects the “push” for people to leave
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rural regions alongside beside the “pull” of urban regions and major cities [19]. Small rural
towns and villages are also suffering from automobile traffic, the growth of commercial
and residential areas on the outskirts of towns [20], and the simultaneous vacancy and
closure of stores and pubs in inner-city areas—the so called Donut-Effect [21–24].

Germany is a country in an advanced stage of development [25,26]. Yet, in several
fields of society (economy, democracy, science etc.) it exhibits an advanced stage in
rural-urban disparity as well [27]. From the perspective of spatial planning, the problem
of demographic disparities between rural and urban region has led to heated debates
and contested assessment frameworks. The indicators which are used and the results
related to spatial development vary, but the general insight is that spatial inequality is the
manifestation of the disparity [28,29]. There is both spatial inequality between German
regions [30] and there is a lack of spatial justice [31]. Other countries, such as France or the
U.S.A. exhibit similar spatial disparity challenges [32,33], which leads internationally to
polarization among EU-member states for example [34]. In Germany, political actors have
gradually become aware of these trends and have therefore formulated a policy of “equal
living conditions in urban and rural areas”, which needs to be implemented at different
administrative and institutional levels of the federal states. At a highest administrative
level, the target “to preserve coherent living conditions” is formulated in the constitution
of the German Federal Republic (GG Art. 72 Abs. 2 Nr. 3) from 1949 [35]. In 1994 the
formulation was modified to “production of equivalent living conditions” [36]. In the
coalition agreement of the present German administration the target of equivalent living
conditions is articulated as well [37]. It led to a report of a government commission with
programmatic recommendations for action [38] by the Federal Ministry of the Interior,
Building and Community; the Federal Ministry of Food and Agriculture and Family Affairs,
Senior Citizens, Women and Youth. At the level of the European Union, support programs
for rural development such as LEADER were introduced in the 1990s [39].

Taking into account that local economic strength, the labor market and incomes con-
tribute to the local economy by the generation tax yields, the spending capacity for the
people who live there, is the main driver for disparities and divide, the spatial distribu-
tion of local economic strength and work is essential for development and equivalent
living conditions.

A key to bridge the urban rural divide could be the allocation of work from urban
regions to rural regions. The possibility of remote work means that knowledge-based
work is no longer necessarily tied to a specific location. A relatively new phenomenon is
coworking spaces in which teleworking is performed.

This research aims to detect the habits and demands of users of rural coworking
spaces and to estimate and assess the influence on local offers and services for mobility,
consumption, shopping, catering, social and cultural. Based on these aims we formulate
the following research questions:

1. Which amenities co-workers asked for in rural coworking spaces?
2. How can co-workers in rural-coworking spaces be described according their personal

and professional characteristics?
3. How do coworking facilities in rural areas and their users influence local offers,

services for mobility, consumption, shopping, catering, social and cultural life?

2. Literature Review

Drivers of spatial disparities in Germany constitute the variations in regional economic
strength, availability and spatial distribution of jobs [40], wages and corporate earnings
which contribute to the local economy [41]. They entail prosperity, tax yields for the
local and regional authorities and spending capacity for the people who live there [42].
Depending on the tax system regional authorities and municipalities receive financial
inflows [43,44]. It seems that there is a general link between regional disparities caused by
economic strength or weakness, jobs, income and tax yields [45].
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Reasons for migration and the decision where to life rely on a complex decision-
making process. From a conceptual standpoint, Ravenstein developed the concept of
“push and pull” [46] as a trigger for migration. Widely referred are the 4 classes or types
structured by Petersen [47], i.e., Primitive, Forced/Impelled, Mass, Free. In this case it can
be focused on “Free” migration forced by higher aspirations or a rational choice, because
migration due to natural disaster, war or collective behavior could be unconsidered do not
take place at the moment in Germany [48].

These base factors play an important role in peoples’ decisions where to live. Especially
in Germany, rational choices in life and career planning are often made [49,50]. At crucial
turning points in life, such as choices for education, in the professional domains and careers,
types of jobs or founding a family [51] they make a decision with spatial impact [52]. The
conditions in such rational choices are that before a family is founded, an income has to be
ensured [53] and a professional career needs to be established [50]. Due to the availability of
birth control pills and better education of women, women have become more independent
and the decision to found a family has become a more ‘rational choice’ as opposed to
discretionary or random choice or fate (going with the flow) [49]. Many of the complex
decisions about the place where to live are directly or indirectly related or influenced by
job or educational opportunities [54]. “Work as the basis of human existence” is examined
and considered by sociologists and philosopher like Habermas and Marcuse [55]. From an
economical perspective, especially classic economists such as Adam Smith and Karl Marx
have considered such work decision rationalities [56,57].

In case of better education and job opportunities in cities und agglomerations—
Ravenstein would call it a ”pull” [46]—people moving there from rural, less dense and
less promising—referring to Ravenstein a ”push”—regions [51]. This leads to a kind of
vicious circle of depopulation, mainly by people who aspire better job opportunities to
combat their declining spending capacity, decreasing entrepreneurship opportunities and
growing lack of public services in regions and municipalities outside of major and/or
university cities [58]. Declining number of inhabitants in this regions could fall below
the technical function threshold of facilities of general interest [59] and jeopardize their
economic viability [48,60].

The growing rural urban disparities are described is various publications [27,61]. At
the same time a majority of people answer the question where they want to live with ”vil-
lages, small towns” and the ”country side” as a survey on behalf of the BHW Bausparkasse
(Building and loan association) [62,63] and the German public television and radio broad-
caster ARD [64]. Some studies predict a trend that more people want to and will live in
small towns and rural regions. This trends are titled e.g., “Progressive Provinzen” [65,66],
“KoDorf” [67] or “Urbane Dörfer” [68].

With the contact limitation due to the Covid-19 pandemic the amount of work which
is done remotely was increasing rapidly [69–71], in relation to moderate growth in the past
years [72,73]. People indicate that they want to continue working remote [74]. That could
amplify the trend people moving from major cities to more rural towns as it is indicated in
reporting for Germany [75,76] and for North-America too [77,78]. However, some authors
are still skeptical if that will baffle the main trend of urbanization [79].

Wouldn’t that be an opportunity to combine the wish of more country life and rurality
on the one hand and the need of educated, well paid people in rural regions on the
other hand to reduce or turn around the trend of rural exodus? So-called ”knowledge
workers” [80,81], usually an academically educated professional with specific knowledge
and skills, combined with a professional social network are currently demanded at the
labor market [82]. Richard Florida describes this group of human resources as the ‘creative
class’ [83]. Knowledge, thought or brainpower is mostly non-physical. Without physical
demand this kind of work is easy to transfer to another place and transmit the result to
another. Thought work or knowledge work often requires access to knowledge repositories,
such as libraries, archives, etc. Knowledge management deals with the nature, management,

147



Land 2021, 10, 326

distribution and generation of knowledge, among other things from an entrepreneurial
perspective [84,85].

Before the internet was established and before an increasing amount of information
was provided by websites, database, virtual libraries etc. accessing information and
knowledge required a physical presence or process by entering a library or an archive,
finding and reading the desired Information in a book, report or document—or obtain
the requested information in some lists, schedules, directories or the like. Today, a huge
amount of knowledge and information is accessible via the internet on server, databases,
virtual and digital libraries [86] and through social knowledge networks [87].

The idea of remote work was already practiced in the early 1960s, be it however in
an analog manner using paper and pencil from home [72]. In the late 1960s the concept of
communication substitute transportation was developed [88] and expanded in the 1970s
as a substitute for the increasing business travel [89] and eminently by the oil crises [90].
Remote work or Telecommuting [91], which in German is often called “Home Office”,
could be operated from home. Workers save time by avoiding the daily commute or also
just for a single day per week or month by working from home. However, that kind of
remote work entail some negative effects or problems. Homes often are missing a separate
room equipped with ergonomic office furniture for remote work from home [92]. Beside
this, working from home could stress people, due to the double task of work and family, if
they live in a family home. If they live alone the can feel lonely and disregarded [93–95].
Coworking spaces as a place between home and work could be a ”third place” as described
by Oldenburg [96] enlarging social contacts.

An alternative to operate the remote work from home is to perform in a coworking
space. The term “coworking” was invented in 1999 by Bernard DeKovan and the first
“coworking space” was opened 2005 in San Francisco by Brat Neuberg [97,98]. A coworking
space is a kind of office space where people work at the same location on their own project
or tasks and have the opportunity to network, socialize or cooperate with their “space
mates”. The concept of coworking was well described by Clay Spinuzzi in 2012 [99].
Coworking spaces provides options of collaboration and knowledge sharing, brainstorming
and creativity [100]. Janet Merkel described coworking as “Coworking is hence not just
about working ‘alone together’ or ‘alongside each other’ in a flexible and mostly affordable
office space. It is also underpinned by a normative cultural model that promotes five values:
community, collaboration, openness, diversity, and sustainability.” [101]. Coworking spaces
were mostly founded by free lancers, but nowadays this form of work is increasingly
used by employees as well [102]. While founder of early coworking spaces were often
locally engaged people, in recent years large, professional operators such as WeWork
and Mindspace have discovered the market for themselves and offer desks in coworking
spaces [103].

The social isolation, which comes along with working remote from home, also un-
derlined by research regarding the impact of Covid-19 pandemic [104], could be tackled
by working together in a common space, such as a coworking spaces [105]. At this point
we should clarify that in Germany working remote from home is called “homeoffice”,
“home office” or “Tele-Heimarbeit” [90]. Just working not at the employers office is called
“Telearbeit” or in recent years “Mobiles Arbeiten” [106]. In recent years the size and number
of coworking spaces is increasing [107,108], not only in cities in rural regions in Germany
as well [109,110]. The trend of rural coworking spaces is taken up by policies and some
promotion initiatives are introduced [111,112].

Distance and occupied time for the daily commute is increasing since years [113,114].
However, generally remote work save time by avoiding the commute which can be used
for other purpose, as spending time with family, friends or for sports, being active in a
local club. These benefits lead to different preferable results from the perspective of spatial
planning. The main benefit could be a declining mobility demand and a reduction of traffic.
The commute is increasing since years [115] an reached an average of 10.5 km [116] one
way each day, notable the amount of a commute over 50 km increase more strongly [116].
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Reducing the demand of mobility for work, the traffic systems (roads, public transport
etc.) could be relieves by avoiding the daily commute, reduce it to occasional or periodical
commute. If a presence for a meeting is need the employee can travel for this specific to be
there in time e.g., 13:00 o’clock and avoid the rush hour in the morning. This could spread
the traffic volume over time and diminish the pressure on the traffic systems [117,118].

Further the saved time could be spent with the family or with friends and improve the
work-life-balance (WLB), but could also generate stress [106]. “Entgrenzung der Arbeit”—
delimitation of work is a broader topic of changes in the field of work to which remote
work contributes substantial [94,119].

Not only because of online shopping, but also because of the high commuting share
to distant office districts and the paths traveled, most of which do not lead past traditional
village or small-town retail locations, town and city centers suffer from a lack of liveliness,
a shrinking range of products and services, and consequently from vacancies [120–123].
Due to increasing distances between home and work, mobility in rural areas is dominated
by the use of motor vehicles [124–126]. Another effect of the increasing distance between
the location of residence and the location of work leads to multi-local lifestyle [127,128].

Recent publications see an opportunity for the revitalization of rural areas through
coworking spaces [112], what probably support an allocation of knowledge work to
small towns.

Coworking spaces, whether in inner cities or rural areas, usually offer different types
of workplaces. The majority, however, are mostly open office structures, with different
desks in an open space setting. Just a small amount of desks are located in smaller units
as private, single or double offices [129]. The open structure encourage contact, exchange
between the users, what is a major opportunity of coworking spaces related to working
from home. However, this open structure have difficulties regarding the acoustic [130–132],
if people want to work concentrated and undisturbed, make a phone call or participate in
a videoconference [132,133].

3. Methodology

The case search and selection process aimed to receive a broad picture of coworking
spaces outside of major and university cities. This implied using the criteria “belongs not to
the territory of a major city” [134]. This process enabled a broader insight into the concept,
excluding major German cities such as Berlin, Hamburg Munich, and Kaiserslautern (pop-
ulation >100.030 [135]), but including smaller cities and the surrounding and hinterland of
major cities. We decided not to use the definition of the Federal Institute for Research on
Building, Urban Affairs and Spatial Development (BBSR—Bundesinstitut für Bau-, Stadt-
und Raumforschung) for rural area [136] as the measurement for our investigation, for two
reasons: first we want to exclude in our survey only the typical environment of coworking
space which are usually to find in major cities and second we want to include as much as
potential respondents as possible. This also considers that users of coworking spaces tend
to not respond on surveys, because they feel to be over investigated. Due to that we chose
a simple and short online survey to repel as few respondents as possible.

The survey structure was such that it should become possible to reveal the volume
and type of demands and preferences of users—and what could be the impact of a grow-
ing quantity of remote workers in rural coworking spaces on their vicinity. The survey
contained different categories of questions (Table 1). The first section addressed the use of
coworking spaces and their services. The second section investigated the spatial relation of
the coworking space. The third section regarded the vicinity of the coworking space. The
fourth and the fifth section asked for personal information and profession of the coworker.
Table 1 provides these details.
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Table 1. Categories of the survey.

Category Aim Question

use of coworking spaces and their
services

Investigate intensity, interval, duration
and service

Do you use different coworking spaces?
Which coworking spaces are they?

(Please enter the name and address of the
coworking spaces)

How long have you been using the above
coworking spaces (yyyy,mm)?
How often do you use a work

opportunity in a coworking space?
On average, how many hours do they use

the work opportunity in a coworking
space per day of use?

What type of workspace do you prefer to
use in the coworking space?

In which room is the workplace you use
usually located?

What offers besides a pure workplace do
you use in the coworking spaces?

What other offers from the coworking
space would you like to see?

spatial relation and mobility Investigate the spatial relation and
mobility/transportation

First and second residence (town,
postcode, street, house number)

Which means of transport do you usually
use to cover the distance between your

home and the coworking space?
How long do you need for the distance

(hh:mm)?

vicinity of the coworking space detect offers and services in the vicinity

Which offers in the vicinity of your
coworking spaces do you use? (Multiple

answers possible)
What offers besides a pure workplace do

you use in the coworking spaces?
How much more would you be willing to

spend on products or services in the
vicinity of the coworking space compared

to out-of-town offers?

Profession of the coworker
Kind of employment/entrepreneurially,
relation to “home office”, support by the

employer

What kind of (gainful) activity do you do?
How much are your regular weekly

working hours?
In which industry/area are you

employed or entrepreneurially active?
What share of the costs for your

workplace in the coworking space is
borne by your employer?

How open was your employer to you
providing your work leadership in a

coworking space?
Do you also-or have you

previously-worked in a home office?
What are the advantages of working in
coworking spaces compared to working

in a home office?
What are the advantages of working in
coworking spaces compared to working

at a company location?
What prompted you to work in a

coworking space?
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We used different types of questions: closed, multiple-choice questions to make it
easy and fast to answer the questions for the respondents. Rating scale questions were
used to get a quick and easy to answer overview on e.g., duration, willingness to spend
etc. Considering the expected low response rate, we decided to ask mostly open-ended
questions to get answers to unusual options or singular types.

An online survey was executed between end of February and April 2020, addressed
to respondents who were directly related to rural coworking spaces. The operators of
80 rural coworking spaces were contacted via email and asked to distribute the link to the
survey to their user and tenants. The first email contact was followed up by phone calls
and follow-up emails. From that group, initially 13 operators confirmed to distribute the
survey among their users and tenants.

4. Results

4.1. Responses

The survey was answered by 36 persons, of which four answers were unreliable and
therefore excluded. Unfortunately, this number of responses is rather low. We only received
answers from tenants or users of 12 coworking spaces. It is not clear why the number
of responses was that low as well. Possibly, the spreading of the corona virus and the
officially issued lockdown from the middle of March 2020 [137] restrained operators and
tenants from distributing and answering the questionnaire. Nevertheless, we consider
the responses, which we did obtain still relevant and appropriate, as they still provide
a general picture and some first clues regarding the research question. The subsequent
sections provide the results. The respondents came from coworking spaces spread over
Germany, from the northeast to southwest and southeast. The respondents were located
in remote and shrinking cities, which recently dropped below the limit of major city and
small villages of a few hundred inhabitants.

We do not know to how many tenants the coworking space operators forwarded our
survey, hence we cannot provide a typical response rate.

4.2. Summary of Responses

One quarter of the respondents indicated using more than one coworking space. 7%
use three coworking spaces and one is using five coworking spaces. Some of the people
who use several coworking space are working in different countries, such as Switzerland
and Germany or Austria and Germany. One of the coworking space is frequently in
major cities, while the other used coworking space is in more rural regions, but there are
exceptions, where people use more than two coworking spaces, although the majority are
located in more rural regions (n = 32).

A majority of 41% use their main coworking space for 1 year, 28% for 2 year and only
single person are using their primary coworking space for 6 or 9 years. If they are using
more than one coworking space, the second most common used coworking space is in use
for 1 year (n = 29) (Figure 1).

Less than one third (28%) of the respondents indicate that they are using coworking
spaces each day. The same amount of people state that they are using the coworking space
3 days a week. Nearly one third (31%) of people are using coworking spaces 1 or 2 times a
week. And 14% are using a coworking space 1 or times in a month (n = 29) (Figure 2).
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Figure 1. Start year of the work in coworking spaces.

 

Figure 2. Frequency of use per week or month.

Some 10% of the respondents spend less than 4 h per day spend in a coworking space,
whereas 11% spend 4 to 6 h in a coworking space, but most (41%) of the respondents spend
6 to 8 h in a coworking space. 14% of the respondents spend 8 to 10 h in a coworking space
and the same amount stay more than 10 h in the coworking space (n = 29).

Most (46%) people work at a fixed or dedicated desk. Additionally, 21% also have a
specific own desk, but during their absence, this desk is also usable for others. Nearly a
third are working at various desks, so called ‘hot desk’ (n = 28). A majority of the tenants
have a fixed desk, and hot desk users mentioned that they would like to have a fixed desk,
if they would not have another desk somewhere else.

A majority of 64% are working in an open space office. 21% of the tenants have their
desk in a dual office and 14% are working in a single office (n = 29).

Nearly every user (93%) of a coworking space utilizes the kitchen in the coworking
spaces. Printer, WLAN/LAN and social place/meeting point are used by about 80%.
Nearly 70% are using conference rooms for 4 to 10 people, 35% are using conference rooms
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for more than 10 people. A postal address is used by 35%. Two participants mentioned that
they are using telephone boxes, to be undisturbed while calling. A single person mentioned
lunch service, social events and training are be used (n = 29).

Service as noise protection, carsharing, lockers cubicles are mentioned one time.
Multiple named are conference technic, team/social events, café/mess and back office.
One person is desiring more colleagues (n = 12).

Nearly half of the respondents (49%) are using a car to get to the coworking space.
7% are going by public transport, 23% are riding a bike and 21% get there by foot. Due to
weather conditions or the location of each cowering space, different means of transportation
may be used on different days. Taking this into account, multiple responses are possible.
Approximately 40% state that they need 10 min commuting time to travel to the coworking
space. 11% need only 5 minutes to get there. 14% need 15 min and 18% are 30 min on
the way. Another 14% need more than 30 min to get to the coworking space. Two people
indicate that their traveling commuting time extends by more than one third, when they
go by bicycle instead of by car (Figure 3).

 

Figure 3. Means of transportation/modal split.

Some tenants of coworking spaces are traveling around and visit different coworking
spaces at more than 150 km distance from their residence. Nearly a quarter of the respon-
dents are using two coworking spaces, some are using up to five coworking spaces. Some
are switching between commuting by car, bicycle or afoot, even if this doubles or triples
their commuting time. It can be assumed that the traveling means depends on weather
conditions [138]. Some of the tenants are using two or more coworking spaces, one close to
their residence and another one in larger towns (Figure 4). The point shown in Figure 4 is
that people may use different coworking spaces at different times, for different reasons and
under different circumstances and related to the distance between residence and coworking
space the respondents are using different modes of travel.
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Figure 4. Conjunction of workplace and residence by means of transportation.

The most used services in the vicinity are bakeries, which 89% of the users visit. They
spend 5 € per day at most, although some (19%) spend more than 5 € in bakeries. 67% are
visiting restaurants or taverns and spend there up to 5 € (22%), from 6 to 10 € (44%) and
up to 20 € (33%) per day. 56% of the tenants are going to supermarkets/grocery stores
and spend there 20 to 30 € (10%), 10 to 20 € (26%) or up to 10 € (64%) each day. 29.6% of
the tenants are going to kiosks, all of them spent less than 5 € each day. Small quantities
(4%) are using laundries, childcare, post office and medical practices in the vicinity of the
coworking space. Single named are e.g., fishmonger, town hall or drugstore (n = 23).

In response to the question “How much more would you be willing to spend on
products or services in the vicinity of the coworking space compared to out-of-town
offerings?” 22% of the respondents indicate not being willing to spend more for central
offer or service related to an out-of-town offer. However, 55% would spend 5 to 25% more
than an out-of-town offer. And another 22% are willing to spent more than 40% up to 50%
above the price of out-of-town offers.

Approximately 41% of the tenants of the coworking spaces work for an employer.
Others are freelancer or companies using the coworking space as a company headquarter.
Some responded being an association/club or volunteer (n = 27) (Figure 5).

 

Figure 5. Willingness to spend more on products or services in the vicinity of the coworking space
compared to out-of-town offerings.

The largest group (41%) of the coworkers have between 37 up to 40 regular working
hours, which corresponds to regular full employment hours in the frame of the German
Working Time Act [106]. A group of 20% are regular working between 10 and 30 hours,
which indicates a part time employment [107]. Out of this group a majority of more than
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60% is working 30 hours per week, some only work 10 hours per week. Indicated by the
reduced working hours, it could be assumed that this group of workforce is occupied by
other things, like childcare, care of relatives or they have only a part-time position [108].
At the other end of the scale are a group of workers (22%) that state to work regular 50
to 60 hours per week. Considering the Working Time Act [106], this must be a group of
freelancers or entrepreneurs (n = 27) (Figure 6).

 

Figure 6. Regular weekly working hours of the tenants of the coworking space.

5. Discussion

The initial findings confirm that location of work and economic activity significantly
affects complex spatial relations [41–44] as indicated in the Introduction. As long as wage
labor or entrepreneurship is needed to afford life, the location of work is very important
and also spatially related to many other aspects of life [113]. The relevancy of the spatial
relation of people depends on the life phase, but is dominated by their primary relation to
work, education, supplemented by shopping, leisure, sports, social services and child care,
amongst others [113]. The work commuting is the main reason to travel [113]. Remote
work could reduce the time for commuting [117]. There are also negative effects of remote
work, such as social isolation, feeling disregarded or the stress from unseparated private
and professional life [94,95]. Considering that, to be able to reach performance levels in a
coworking space to a similar extent as in a conventional working place, it is necessary to
make it to a kind of a “third place” [96]. If this third place is located close to the place of
residence, it could reduce the daily commute [93,116,117], allocated spending capacity [120]
and increase the vividness in rural villages and small towns [121,122].

Given these theoretical findings and hypotheses, the core questions remain: (1) which
amenities coworkers asked for in rural coworking spaces, (2) how can coworkers in rural
coworking spaces be described according their personal and professional characteristics (3)
how do coworking facilities in rural areas and their users influence local offers, services for
mobility, consumption, shopping, catering, social and cultural life? We elaborate on each
of these in the following subsections.

(1) Which amenities coworkers asked for in rural coworking spaces?
As the empirical survey results show, those respondents who work in a coworking

space outside of a major city also tend to execute their job in more than one coworking
space only (see Figure 4). Some are clearly traveling around in a larger region and are using
several coworking spaces. If they are using more than one coworking spaces at least one of
them is located in a major city. It seems that a relation to a major city is still relevant for

155



Land 2021, 10, 326

coworkers and that these types of respondents value the need to travel as a crucial part of
their job, to meet people in real. In these cases, it seems that the coworking spaces act as a
linking point in local networks.

Most coworkers are renting a fix desk in an open space [99], but they are also missing
the opportunity to separate in particular to make telephone calls or to work undisturbed.
This indicates a demand of variation in the work environment, not only variations from
day to day, what several of the participants already experience, also variation during
the day. There is a demand for variation in the exchange with others as well as apart
from others, such as for concentrated work or undisturbed calls. The demand of noise
protection indicates a similar need. Especially in open spaces, tenants seem to be disturbed
by noise, presumably from other users. This is classical critique on acoustics in open spaces
offices [130]. For certain types of work, these office forms are rather unsuitable [131,132].
On one hand the users in our survey indicates a demand of noise protection and separation—
as often in open plan offices [133]—on the other hand they express a desire to meet and
network, what also corelate with the literature [129]. It would therefore make sense to
offer different types of workstations, one for concentrated, undisturbed work and one for
networking. A crucial aspect of using multiple work spaces is apparently not so much
related to the facilities offered by the work spaces, but by the specifics of the location
where coworkers are going to—such as specific locations or surroundings which make the
meetings different than simply by regular communication means.

(2) How can coworkers in rural coworking spaces be described according their per-
sonal and professional characteristics?

With 41% the share of employed coworker in this survey is higher than the average
numbers in coworking spaces [102]. That could indicate that tenants avoid commuting to
headquarters of remote employers, save time for the commuting, relieve traffic infrastruc-
ture and with that reduce the CO2 emission. Considering the increasing traveling distance
and time [114,116], it is an advantage to avoid the commuting at least on some days of
the week. A majority of the respondents are driving to the coworking space by car, only a
small amount could go by bike or on foot (see Figure 3). Reasons for this variation could
be a lower population density at certain locations, which increases the catching area for
such a coworking space, as long as the number of users of rural coworking spaces is still
low. Only a small group of users live so close that they can walk or take the bike. It is
typical for rural regions that longer travel distances between home and destination are
covered by car [124,126]. Only short distance commuters are saving time saving if it is
done on foot or by bicycle [125]. The background of people is also broad. One can find
freelancers, entrepreneurs and various types of employees in rural coworking spaces. The
age distribution is broader than in coworking spaces in an urban environment [103]. This
might be related to the motivation to use rural coworking spaces as a means to spare the
traveling time to a distant company office.

(3) How do coworking facilities in rural areas and their users influence local offers,
services for mobility, consumption, shopping, catering, social and cultural life?

The usage of the coworking space is temporarily during the day and during the
week (see Figure 2). That indicates that work is also operated somewhere else, implying a
multi-local lifestyle [127], during travel, at the employers office or at home. Not all regular
working hours are used for work. Perhaps the time is also used for childcare, leisure or
social engagement. The time which is spent on other activities than working is not only
used to recover from and for work, but also to pursue other goals in life. With the saved
time, people could get more engaged in social commitments, contribute to associations or
similar activities. Their presence in the rural town could thus be higher, resorting in more
vitality and vividness in the center of the village and small towns [22,126,127].

Coworking spaces in a rural context are more or less a new form of telecommuting [91].
Most tenants use their main coworking space for 1 or 2 year (see Figure 1). The invention of
coworking as a concept started from 1995. The term coworking was introduced in 1999 and
the first so designated coworking space opened in 2005 in San Francisco [98]. The number
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of coworking spaces are increasing rapidly since 2005, mainly in agglomerations. In rural
regions, towns or villages are existing some coworking spaces for some time [109]. Since the
last 2–3 years the number of coworking spaces outside of major cities is growing rapidly.

The responses reveal that the tenants of coworking spaces use several offers and
services, like bakeries, supermarkets, kiosk and taverns or restaurants in the vicinity of the
coworking space, nearly each day, where they spend up to 30 € per day. With the rising
number of tenants in coworking spaces a considerable spending capacity is available in
vicinity of the coworking space. Arriving and leaving the coworking space, as well as the
lunch break at the neighboring restaurant or butcher, increase the presence of people—not
cars—in public spaces and thus provide more liveliness. In future research it would be
interesting to find out, if that potential really reaches local stores, services, groceries and
enrich the vitality of their vicinity. Possibly, coworking spaces will bring enough purchasing
power to local centers, if they are located there, to enable any retailers that may still be
present to generate substantial turnover and continue to exist. Small supermarkets, grocery
stores or retailers in the central locations of towns and small cities have been suffering
for years from competition with newly established, large-scale retailers on the outskirts of
settlements [121]. Vacant, historic buildings can also be converted into coworking spaces
and thus find a new use (Figures 7 and 8).

 

Figure 7. Coworking space in a village, former hayloft, exterior view.
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Figure 8. Coworking space in a village, former hayloft, interior view.

In the political program of action “Unser Plan für Deutschland-Gleichwertige Lebensver-
hältnisse überall“ were measures recommended to improve equivalent living conditions,
including the support of coworking spaces [38]. Some regional development agencies already
provide funding programs, partly direct for coworking spaces [111,112]. However, the eligi-
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bility criteria so far do not seem to take into account the impact of each location—in-town or
in commercial areas.

6. Conclusions

The research aim was to detect the habit and demands of users of rural coworking
spaces and assess the influence on local offers and services for mobility, consumption, shop-
ping, catering, social and cultural. We found that in order to operate remote work in a rural
area a coworking space provides several benefits and opportunities for the user/tenant,
such as avoiding social isolation, separating private and professional life, avoiding or
reducing the commute sometimes. In addition, from a perspective of the municipality a
coworking space located in the village or town center support local offers from retailer and
services, like grocery stores, bakeries, butcheries, restaurants and cafes—and provide their
vicinity with passers-by frequency and vividness. The increasing turnover of local retailers
and services could make them more profitable and secure their survival.

These findings are relevant, for several reasons and related to e.g., the increasing
distance between residence and workplace [116], the increasing share of remote work,
which is growing since years. This brings stress to people and to town centers [21]. When
located in the town center, coworking spaces can bring liveliness and spending capacity
back to the heart of those towns, which are suffering from the donut-effect. Further research
should investigate under which conditions which types of public space, retail and services
in the vicinity coworking space are beneficial. So far it seems reasonable that coworking
spaces in rural towns should be located at a central location, where daily goods and services
are available and where the tenants of the coworking space can contribute to vividness
and vitality of the town and to the turnover—and with that maybe to longer persist of the
resident suppliers.

With the contact limitation and lockdown due to the Virus Covid-19 the share of
remote work got a boost [69–71] and am majority of employees would prefer to continue
working remote [70,74]. That will increase remote work [71], people could move to remote
rural towns, avoiding high rents and dense populated major cities, work from home or
in an rural coworking space. Coming research should find out, if this group of working
people tends to work from home, which are usually larger in the countryside and offer
more space [17] for domestic study—or would this people go for a desk in an coworking
space in the town center?

One of the main influence factors on land management is the kind of land use [6–8].
Depending on the share of work which is done closed to the place of residence and the question
where people settle (see Section 1. Introduction) the use of land is strong influenced [9]. Will
this trend to remote work lead to a higher demand on settlement area and land consumption
at the outskirts of major cities or will this trend bring liveliness, vitality, spending capacity
and inhabitants back to rural town centers?

The findings exhibit some limitations, which necessitate further research. As the
survey could not trace under which conditions coworking space user opt for increasing
or decreasing their economic spending, subsequent research and empirical investigations
could investigate the behavior of coworking tenants related to means of transport, their con-
sumer behavior and how the vicinity of coworking spaces get influenced by the presence
of coworking spaces and their tenants. Additionally, the survey results could not provide
sufficient input for constructing a theoretical cause-effect relational model. Such a construc-
tion would require a more extensive data collection, which would investigate the variations
in impact of coworking spaces on their surroundings. This includes amongst others how
it affects land demand and supply. Practical research into trends of coworking given the
experiences due to the crises by the virus Covid-19 and the issued contact restrictions.

There are a number of issues which would require an extension of the investigation
to truly understand the causes and effects. First, the conditions under which knowledge
workers either live in rural areas, or previously guided their decision to move to rural areas
may be a crucial factor for the decision to opt for coworking spaces. Secondly, the workload
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conducted at a coworking space may differ based on the available facilities. Thirdly, it still
remains unclear to which extent supporting conditions, such as access to basic amenities
and connections to socio-cultural aspects play a role. Fourthly, what the current research
could not find out was whether there exists trend that brings liveliness, vitality, spending
capacity and inhabitants back to rural town centers? And will this help to reverse or stop
the growth of the “Donut” [22,24] around the towns and villages. Finally, the relations of
coworking spaces to the urban-rural divide, urban-rural land use and spatial justice issues
needs further empirical research.
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Abstract: New-type urbanization and rural revitalization have gradually become national strategies,
and are an objective requirement for China to be able to enter into a new era of socialism with
Chinese characteristics and also an inevitable result of the integration of new-type urbanization and
rural development in the new stage. This paper reviews the classic theories and cognition of the
research on urban–rural relations at home and abroad, and outlines the stage evolution characteristics
of urban–rural relations in China. It is believed that urban-biased urbanization has widened the
development gap between urban and rural areas since reform and opening up. Under the guidance
of the two strategies of new-type urbanization and rural revitalization, urban and rural areas have
transitioned from “one-way flow” to “bilateral interaction”, and from “urban bias” to “urban–rural
integration”. This paper puts forward a research framework and scientific issues regarding the
integration of new-type urbanization and rural revitalization from multidisciplinary perspectives.
The integration of these two major strategies will contribute to a new situation of the coordinated
and high-quality development of urban and rural areas in the new era.

Keywords: new-type urbanization; rural revitalization; urban bias; integration; urban–rural relation;
research framework

1. Introduction

Urbanization and rural development are not only the focus of multidisciplinary
research at home and abroad, but also a major strategic issue related to the national
economy and people’s livelihoods [1]. As a complex process of transition from rural areas
to urban cities on a regional scale, urbanization involves rural development. Particularly
for China, which is a large developing country based on agriculture for a long time,
conforming to the law of urbanization development in the world and simultaneously
addressing the practical problems of rural revitalization have become an objective need for
China, which has entered a new era and high-quality stage [2–5]. Urbanization and rural
revitalization have both become national strategies, which also reflects the inevitability of
the integration of these two strategies [6,7]. Unbalanced urban–rural development and
inadequate rural development are the key issues in the new era of Chinese society [3,8].
As new-type urbanization and rural revitalization have become national strategies in
succession, China is attaching great importance to the coordinated development of urban
and rural areas [9]. However, how to combine these two strategies and guide further work
awaits to be studied further. A literature review method and comparative analysis are
used in this article. With the literature review method, the article summarizes the classic
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recognition of urbanization and rural relations. With the comparative analysis, the article
describes the particularity of urban and rural development in China. This paper reviews
the classic recognition of urbanization and rural relations at home and abroad, and outlines
the key events related to evolution of urban–rural relations and their impacts on urban–
rural relations based on the development history of China, then analyzing the problems
of urbanization and rural development since reform and opening up. It is believed that
the urban-biased urbanization is an important factor that caused the gap between urban
and rural development, and new urbanization will help to reverse the problems existing
as a result of the past development. The integration of new-type urbanization and a rural
revitalization strategy will further promote the interaction and coupling of urbanization
and rural revitalization. From the view of multi-disciplinarity, this paper puts forward
the scientific issues of the integration of new-type urbanization and rural revitalization,
and constructs a research framework for the integrated development of these two strategies.

2. Historical Evolution of Urbanization and Rural Relations at Home and Abroad

Clarifying the historical evolution and logical relationship between urbanization and
rural revitalization strategies at home and abroad, as well as the impact of policy practice,
so as to realize the interaction and coupling of the two strategies, and finally achieving
collaborative governance, is crucial.

2.1. Overseas Research

Rural development is the inevitable connotation of urbanization. Adam Smith, the orig-
inator of classical economics, put forward the “natural order”. He believed that there were
villages first and then cities; cities came from rural development, and the wealth and
poverty of a country mainly depended on the historical geography, institutional culture
and other elements of urban and rural development [10]. Influenced by this, the German
economic geographer Von Thünen [11], regards urban and rural areas as a whole in his
“isolated country” model and explores the law of spatial distribution for different industries
between urban and rural areas.

Western urban research can be traced back to the ancient Greek city-state theory where
the ancient Greek combined the construction of the city-state with politics and civiliza-
tion [12,13]. Plato’s utopia is the earliest utopia in human history [14]. The proponents of
Utopia strongly advocate the integration and further design of urban and rural areas [15].
Subsequently, garden cities, urban agglomeration areas, organic evacuation and other
theories also emphasize the integration of urban and rural development [16–19].

From 1940 to 1980, the “dual structure” paradigm dominated the study of urban–rural
relations in the West. Due to the one-sided emphasis on urban and industrial development
resulting in the development of rural agriculture lagging behind [20], the “dual structure”
gave birth to two theoretical schools of urban and rural development. One is the Jorgenson
model and Todaro Migration Model developed by reflecting on the Lewis Model [21,22].
The other is the theoretical model of urban and rural spatial polarization development
represented by growth poles and a core periphery relationship [23]. Lipton believes that
many countries divide urban and rural areas into two classes and implement “urban
bias” policies, which lead to serious imbalances in urban and rural development [24,25].
The theory of unbalanced development between urban and rural areas dominated Western
academic circles at that time.

After the 1980s, more scholars began to advocate urban–rural connection and co-
ordinated development. Some geographers took the lead in challenging the trend of
urban–rural division [26,27], and later, more international studies focused on coordinated
development [28–30] and some new concepts were put forward. The pulling force of
cities and the pushing force of rural areas in developing countries make cities and villages,
and agricultural activities and non-agricultural activities, closely linked, and blur urban–
rural boundaries [31]. The regional network development model holds that urban and
rural areas generate stronger communication and networks through a series of “flows”,
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thus promoting the integration of urban and rural development [32]. In terms of politics,
the economy, society and culture, the interaction and association of urban and rural form
an “urban–rural continuum” [33–36]. Based on the five aspects of “food flow, resource flow,
people flow, concept flow and capital flow”, the interaction between urban and rural areas
in developing countries is complex, and the “urban and rural dynamics” can reveal the
complexity of urban and rural connection from the point of view of “livelihood strategy”
and “resource allocation” [37]. Urbanization is transforming the planet, within and beyond
cities, at all spatial scales [38]. The rural area (or countryside or the hinterland) has become
key to the process of capitalist urbanization [39,40]. There are also many advanced practices
in rural construction in Western countries, such as the “Bavaria experiment” in Germany,
“New Village Movement” in South Korea and “city–village merger” in Japan. Taking the
Bavaria experiment in Germany as an example, after World War II, the gap between urban
and rural areas was further widened, and rural problems were prominent. Under the
concept of urban–rural equivalence, district planning, land integration, agricultural mech-
anization, infrastructure construction, education development and other measures were
started in rural areas, to make the rural and urban areas different in type but same in
quality. The action is still popular in Germany for making the rural areas better [41].

With the evolution of the urban–rural relation theory, urban–rural governance has
roughly gone through the process of the “co-governance of rural and urban, sub-governance
of urban and rural, co-governance of urban and rural” [42]. After the industrialization of
societies has begun, the gap between urban and rural development has increased, so differ-
ent management methods have been adopted in urban and rural areas, that is, a separation
of the administration of the urban and rural. Western countries have also experienced
a process of change from urban–rural dual opposition to urban–rural integrated gover-
nance [43]. Since the 1990s, rural construction and governance have gradually become a
research hotspot [44–50]. Such issues as rurality, the revitalization of the world’s rural areas,
the future of rural areas, the relationships between climate change and rural evolution,
and food security have become the focuses of research [51–56]. The entrepreneurship of
farmers, the development of rural finance and multicommunity cooperation are regarded
as the keys to rural revitalization [12,57]. In different countries, governments, other organi-
zations and volunteers play important roles [58–62]. The evolution of urban–rural relation
theory reflects the trend of change from attaching extremely great importance to cities to
attaching equal importance to both urban and rural areas.

2.2. Domestic Research

Research on urbanization and rural development in China has generally exhibited a
shift from an emphasis on rural development to an emphasis on urban development in
the modern era and, to date, has developed to achieve the overall planning of urban and
rural areas through the integration of the two strategies of new urbanization and rural
revitalization (Table 1).

Agriculture was the foundation of society in ancient China. It was a long-term
economic policy to emphasize agriculture and suppress commerce. Instead of resulting in
a conflict between urban and rural areas, urbanization was based on and even oriented to
rural areas, and free communication between urban and rural areas formed the integration
of urban and rural areas [63]. However, the Opium War broke this integration in China
during that historical period, causing opposition between urban and rural areas gradually.
The invasion of capitalism has changed both the city and the countryside. The development
of modern industry and commerce has made the city more prosperous than before, and it
needed a lot of cheap labor, which led to the continuous migration of the rural population
to the city. The urban–rural relations and the dependence of rural areas on cities have been
strengthened, and the urban control and exploitation of rural areas have led to the decline of
rural areas. A large-scale rural construction movement began to rise, with representatives
of Yan Yang-chu, Liang Shu-ming, Lu Zuo-fu, etc. The movement focuses on the rural
economy, rural education, the rural environment and rural transportation [21,64–66].
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Since the 1950s, as a series of policies of industrial priority and urban bias have been
adopted, the gap between urban and rural areas has been widening and resulted in the
formation of an urban–rural dual structure [67]. The strategy of heavy industry priority
under the planned economy promoted industrialization at the expense of agriculture and
farmers, which made the urban–rural relations extremely unbalanced [68]. A strict house-
hold registration system and a series of economic and social systems derived from it, such
as the urban welfare security system, urban–rural dual ownership system, dual citizenship
system, and dual exchange and distribution system, led to the deepening of urban–rural
isolation and the solidification of the urban–rural dual structure [69]. Since 2000, with
the socialist new rural strategy, new-type urbanization strategy and rural revitalization
strategy put forward in succession, urban and rural areas are showing a new trend of
integrated development.

3. The Reality of Urbanization and Rural Development in China since Reform and
Opening up

3.1. The Essential Fact of Urbanization and Rural Development in China

China has witnessed rapid urbanization in the past 40 years or so. The urbanization
was 18.92% in 1978 and reached 59.59% in 2018. In 1978, there were only a 17.254 mil-
lion urban population and 79.014 million rural population. However, there are now an
83.137 million urban population and 56.401 million rural population (Figure 1). In the
past 40 years or so, China has made great progress in urbanization, which may have taken
about a hundred years for some Western countries.

Figure 1. Changes in urban and rural population distributions in China. Source: China Statistical Yearbook 1979–2019.

The various geographical conditions in China result in the differences in population
distribution patterns between the East and West, which present as “more in the East and less
in the West”. There are three steps in the terrain of China, which bring about three natural
regions: the Eastern monsoon climate region, northwest arid and semiarid region and
Qinghai Tibet alpine region. To a certain extent, the natural conditions determine the basic
pattern of China’s population distribution and urbanization development. Hu Huanyong,
a famous geographer in China, put forward the important dividing line of population
geography in 1935. Since Hu Huanyong proposed the line, the macropattern of the
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population distribution has been basically stable. The population on the western side of
the “Hu line” is still less, and that on the eastern side is more (Figure 2).

Figure 2. Population distribution of China in 2015. Source: 1% National Population Sample Survey 2015.

China’s government has taken various measures to promote urban and rural develop-
ment recently. Especially in rural construction, targeted poverty alleviation and creating
beautiful countryside are two typical measures. Targeted poverty alleviation aims to make
all destitute households lifted out of poverty and backwardness. It includes providing
jobs, various subsidies, serious illness insurance, etc., to protect the basic lives of them,
and small loans, industrial poverty alleviation, and relocation to solve permanent poverty.
The construction of beautiful countryside is to allow the exploration of special resources
around big cities. Fresh air, leisure life and rural life are known to attract urban tourists,
which contributes to farmers’ income through the linkage of agriculture and tourism.

3.2. Urban-Biased Urbanization Widens the Gap Between Urban and Rural Development

Since reform and opening-up, with the rapid development of urbanization, the gap
between urban and rural areas has widened, and the imbalance between rural and urban
development has become prominent (Figure 3). The per capita disposable income of urban
residents increased from CNY 343.4 in 1978 to CNY 36,396.2 in 2017, while that of rural
residents increased from CNY 133.6 to 13,432.4 during the same period. The per capita
disposable income of urban and rural residents has increased significantly, but there is still
a large gap. The per capita disposable income ratio of urban residents and rural residents
fluctuates constantly. The average value of the ratio of disposable income from 1978 to 2017
was 2.81, while the minimum value was 1.86, and the maximum value was 3.14.
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Figure 3. Per capita income gap between urban and rural residents in China (1978–2017). Note: Per capita disposable
income is based on current prices. Source: China Statistical Yearbook 1979–2018.

With the increasing inequality between urban and rural areas, the coordinated de-
velopment of urban and rural areas has become a research hotspot [5,70–73]. The driving
forces of population migration in urban and rural areas mainly include the income gap
between urban and rural areas, a surplus agricultural labor force, the development of
township enterprises, the disintegration of state-owned enterprises and the emergence
of private enterprises [74–76]. A series of urban-biased policies in the process of urban-
ization make cities gather a lot of resources in a short time, but lead to the decline of
rural areas [1,5,77] and pose a serious challenge to the overall planning of urban and
rural areas. The urban-biased urbanization has led to the expansion of the gap between
urban and rural development [78]. For example, the per capita consumption level of urban
residents is higher than that of rural residents. In 2017, the per capita consumption expen-
diture of urban residents was CNY 24,445, while that of rural residents was CNY 10,954.5,
with the former being 2.2 times the latter. The total investment in urban fixed assets
was CNY 63,168.4 billion, and that in rural households was CNY 955.44 billion, in 2017,
accounting for 98.5% and 1.5% of the total investment in social fixed assets, respectively.
There is also a gap in the quantity and level of basic public service supply between urban
and rural areas; for example, in 2017, the number of health technicians and the number
of beds in medical and health institutions per thousand population in urban areas were
10.87 and 8.75, respectively. By comparison, the numbers of health technicians and beds
per thousand population in rural areas were 4.28 and 4.19, respectively. The numbers of
health technicians and beds in urban areas were 2.54 and 2.01 times those in rural areas,
respectively, and that indicates that high-quality medical and educational resources are
mostly concentrated in urban areas.

3.3. The Gap between Urban and Rural Development Has Tended to Narrow to Some Extent in
Recent Years

In 2017, the per capita GDP of China reached CNY 59,660, and the national urbaniza-
tion rate reached 58.52%, while the urban–rural income gap reached 2.71 times and was
higher than the level at the beginning of reform and opening up [79]. However, in recent
years, the gap between urban and rural development has been narrowing [80,81], especially
in the past decade; the ratio of the per capita disposable income of urban and rural residents
decreased from 3.14 in 2007 to 2.71 in 2017. The new era is a key historic period for the
transformation of the social principal contradictions, which are the key issues to be faced
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and solved in the new era of China [82]. The unbalanced and inadequate development in
the new era is reflected in many aspects, but it is mainly reflected in the unbalanced devel-
opment of urban and rural areas, and the biggest deficiency is the inadequate development
of rural areas [83]. The multiples of the urban–rural income gap in China have been in the
range of 2–3 for a long time, while those in most countries are below 1.5 [84]. In the new
era, “urban and rural China” must change from one-way urbanization to interactive devel-
opment between urban and rural areas [85–87]. To promote the integrated development of
urban and rural areas, we should not only promote the development of rural society and
the rural economy, but also strengthen urban development [88]. The continuous develop-
ment of urbanization and urban innovation are important driving forces for the continuous
development of rural revitalization. It is no accident that new-type urbanization and a
rural revitalization strategy are being put forward in succession. The coupling of these
two strategies is the key for solving the imbalance of urban and rural development in the
new era.

4. The Prospect of the Integration of New-Type Urbanization and Rural Revitalization

4.1. Prediction of the Trend of New-Type Urbanization and Rural Revitalization in the New Era

There is often a misunderstanding that urbanization is urban development. In fact,
urbanization is a regional process including urban and rural areas and a regional spatial
change process in which the labor force, population, land and other elements in rural areas
transfer or change to urban areas [89], and it is not a simple urban development problem.
There is no practical significance to simply saying that the urbanization level of any urban
built-up area is 100%. Therefore, urban–rural relations are essentially one of the important
elements of urbanization. New-type urbanization requires the integrated development
of urban and rural areas [6,8]. Whether the relations between urban and rural areas are
isolated or interactive is related to the long-term development of the country and region.
The proposal of the Rural Revitalization Strategy is the best interpretation of the changes
in the principal contradictions in the new era. It is a reflection on the past urban bias and
rural decline in the process of urbanization and a strategy for dealing with them [1]. It is
necessary to promote a collaborative approach involving the government and residents [90],
establish an integrated land-use policy framework, formulate and implement effective
land-use policies, regulate the process of the conversion of farmland to nonagricultural
use, and improve the efficiency of land allocation for urban and rural construction to
realize the coordination of land use with the stage of economic development [1,4,91–94].
The weakness of rural development in the process of urbanization should be seized to
promote rural revitalization and the high-quality development of new-type urbanization
with urban–rural integration [6]. The main trends of new-type urbanization and rural
revitalization in the future are predicted to be as follows:

A transition from urban-biased urbanization with the one-way flow of rural–urban
to new-type urbanization with a two-way interaction of urban and rural. The “push–pull
model” has generally been used to describe the process of rural–urban in the past—that
is, the pushing force of rural areas and the pulling force of urban areas, which together
lead to a large-scale population migration from rural to urban areas—and it was generally
considered as a one-way flow of population from rural to urban areas. With the integration
and development of new-type urbanization and rural revitalization, there should be a
two-way positive interaction between urban and rural areas, with various resources and
elements flowing freely between urban and rural areas.

Urban–rural integration is not only an important trend of the middle–last period of
urbanization in China, but also the inherent demand of Chinese traditional culture and
the inevitable demand of socialist modernization. The period from 2020 to 2035 is the key
period for China to basically realize socialist modernization in, and the gaps between urban
and rural areas are one important index of it.

The absolute gap between urban and rural will still exist for a period in the future,
but the relative gap between urban and rural is expected to slow-down in growth in
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China. Recently, China has made historic achievements in targeted poverty alleviation.
China manages to achieve the goal of getting rid of poverty and building an overall well-off
society by 2020. It can be expected that with the integrated development of new-type
urbanization and a rural revitalization strategy, the gap in basic public services and living
standards between urban and rural will continue to narrow.

The urban–rural gap between the east and the west of the “Hu Line” will remain at a
high level, but the relative gaps between urban and rural in the east and the west will be
narrowed, respectively. It is predicted that the stability of the “Hu Line” will continue to
exist, and the distribution pattern of the large populations and the difference in economic
development levels in China will not be fundamentally changed in the short term [95].
However, the relative gap in social development and basic public service levels in urban
and rural areas between the east and the west of the “Hu Line” will be narrowed [96].

Strengthening the coordinated governance of urban and rural areas is an internal
requirement of the integrated development of new-type urbanization and rural revitaliza-
tion, which is also the key to achieving the integrated development and implementation of
these two strategies. Coordinated urban–rural governance mainly includes the free flow
of various resources and elements of urban–rural development; the linkage of urban and
rural economic industries; the integrated development of primary, secondary and tertiary
industries; the integration of urban–rural spatial planning and infrastructure layout [1];
the organic integration of urban and rural development communities; and the renewal of
urban and rural communities, with local characteristics as the core.

4.2. The Main Challenges of New-Type Urbanization and Rural Revitalization in the New Era

The strategic coupling and coordinated management of new-type urbanization and
rural revitalization is the implementation of “people-oriented” development and the only
way to urban–rural integration. The review of overseas research, and the experiences
and evolution of urban–rural relations and urbanization processes in Western countries
are valuable, and have reference significance to China. However, it is not appropriate
for China to adopt Western models completely because there are many differences in
urbanization processes between China and developed countries. First, the urbanization
in developed countries is gradual, with the evolution of industrialization over a long
period of time, and the urbanization of the population, the urbanization of land and
industrialization are synchronous. By contrast, before reform and opening up, there was
mostly no process of urbanization in China. Then, urbanization experienced a high speed
and large scale after reform and opening up. This means that cities in China need to
receive large-scale populations from rural areas within a short time and face a rapid
increase in the urban public services required by the urban population. The fact that
the urbanization of the population, the urbanization of land and industrialization are
not synchronous is resulting in the appearance of peri-urbanization. Second, population
mobility and settlement in cities face different extents of difficulty in China. The former is
related to economic conditions and own needs. The latter is limited because settlement
in cities needs to meet the requirements of the household registration systems in different
cities, especially in megacities. Except for the roles that government play in the process
of urbanization, the national conditions, systems and demand in Western countries and
China are different. In such a unique environment, there are many problems brought about
by rapid urbanization. The traditional urbanization mode of China shows the important
characteristics of “large-scale spatial production”, “peri-urbanization”, “complexity of
multiple factors” and “serious urban–rural isolation”, some of which hinder the healthy
development of urbanization. Thus, taking Western experiences and models as reference,
China should change the urbanization mode considering individual characteristics and
needs. The traditional urbanization model, in which space production is taken as the core
and population and industrialization are considered as playing leading roles, must be
changed. Further urbanization should promote and implement new-type urbanization
and a rural revitalization strategy with good human life, local culture, social justice and
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civil rights, being “people-oriented” at its core and gradually forming a mode of new-type
urbanization with Chinese characteristics and rural revitalization.

The principal contradiction facing China in the new era has changed into the contra-
diction between unbalanced and inadequate development and the people’s ever-growing
needs for a better life. The contradiction is mainly concentrated in the agricultural and
rural areas, so the evolution of urban–rural relations determines the overall change in social
contradictions. Due to the existence of historical laws and geographical inertia, there will
be the following major challenges and trends in urban–rural relations in China by 2050:

The geographical characteristic of “one side adjacent to the sea” will still be the main
factor for the regional imbalance of urban–rural relations in China. Because most of the
coastal areas in the world are still in periods of rapid development, the advantages of
foreign trade and the urbanization of coastal areas in China will continue, while the inland
areas are still facing the constraints of water resources and development paths, so it will be
difficult to change the situation of the imbalance in development between the eastern and
the western areas in the short term.

The unbalanced and insufficient development in space will continue to embody the
characteristics of the “Hu Line” as the geographical boundary. The “Hu Line” not only
reflects the long-term demographic geographical pattern of China, but also profoundly
reflects the spatial differences in society, the economy, culture and other aspects in China.
The east and west of this line have historical inevitability and realistic stability. Therefore,
breaking through the current situation of the spatial imbalance of the “Hu Line” will be a
long-term process.

The exploration of development paths and transformation driven by innovation.

It is crucial to have talent attraction and technological innovation, as well as the transfor-
mation of the development mode. In particular, great importance should be attached to the
impact of science and technology on the urban–rural relations and regional development.
With the continuous promotion of information technology, the Internet has greatly changed
the spatial distance of urban–rural areas and different regions, which provides a basic
guarantee for the development of emerging industries in rural and inland areas, promoting
rural revitalization and inland development into a new era of diversified development.

Deepening the reform of the system and mechanism is the key measure. The pro-
posal of “Rural Revitalization” in the new era has brought important strategic advantages
for the integration of urban and rural development, and agricultural and rural areas are
even at an unprecedented national strategic height. China will accelerate the reform of
the system and mechanism for the integrated development of urban and rural areas to
achieve balanced and full development. In July 2014, the State Council agreed to establish
an inter-ministerial joint meeting system to promote new-type urbanization with The Letter
of State [2014] No. 86, which requires that under the leadership of the State Council, the Na-
tional Development and Reform Commission should take the lead in comprehensively
promoting the implementation of the national new-type urbanization plan and the policy
formulation (Figure 4). The State Council held six meetings to summarize and deploy the
key tasks of the annual work, which played an important role in effectively promoting the
implementation of the national new-type urbanization plan and coordinating and solving
major problems. In July 2019, the State Council further agreed to establish an interminis-
terial joint conference system for urbanization and urban–rural integration development,
which is the system design and guarantee expected to play an important role in accelerating
the high-quality development of urbanization and urban–rural integration. In addition,
the evolutionary history of urban–rural relations is basically consistent with the changes
in Chinese history and culture, so an urban–rural integration system and cultural system
with Chinese characteristics are important parts of the overall development of urban and
rural areas.
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Figure 4. Evolution of inter-ministerial joint meeting on urbanization and integrative development of urban–rural relations
(collected from relevant reports).

5. Discussion

The relations between new-type urbanization and rural revitalization are symbiotic.
The current research is still insufficient; the discussion hopes to build the following re-
search framework to provide new perspectives and ideas for later researchers. Research
on the strategic coupling and collaborative path of these two strategies will help to solve
the “three rural” problem and change the development mode of traditional urbanization,
thus further realizing the overall development of urban and rural areas. Different dis-
ciplines and perspectives have important reference significance and provide inspiration
for a comprehensive and profound understanding of the strategic coupling of new-type
urbanization and rural revitalization (Figure 5).

Figure 5. Research framework for integrated development of urbanization and rural revitalization strategy.

Build a research framework for the integration of new-type urbanization and rural

revitalization. Research on urbanization and rural research tend to be separated; there is
less on the integration of the two strategies. There have been more review studies since
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the founding of the People’s Republic of China and reform and opening up, but fewer
prospective studies combined with the background and characteristics of the new era.
Therefore, based on the new era, putting forward a strategic coupling research framework
for new-type urbanization and rural revitalization, and constructing a new model of
collaborative governance, could address the gap in this research.

Establish a comprehensive research paradigm with an interdisciplinary vision.

Although many studies focus on urban–rural relations at present, there are often dif-
ferent positions and perspectives between different disciplines, with a lack of dialogue,
intersection and integration among the disciplines. Therefore, it is necessary to break the
boundaries of disciplines in knowledge or epistemology and conduct interdisciplinary and
comprehensive research oriented by problems. The understanding of the requirements
of the high-quality development of China in the new era should be deepened, and com-
prehensive research in multiple dimensions such as space, society, the economy, industry,
the resource environment and systems should be carried out.

Focus on the global perspective and multiscale integration of research. It is neces-
sary to carry out solid research systematically comparing and summarizing the theoretical
and historical basis of the differences in urban–rural relations between China and foreign
countries. It is necessary to establish a global perspective and fully draw on the experience
of the development of urban–rural relations in developed countries. New-type urbaniza-
tion with Chinese characteristics and rural revitalization have been promoted as national
strategies, and this institutional design is having an important impact on the evolution of
urban–rural relations. Compared with developed countries, it may also form a path of spe-
cialization and differentiation. In addition, the urbanization process and rural development
in different regions and stages in China are quite different. It is also necessary to analyze
the scale differences and regional characteristics from a global perspective at different
spatial scales such as countries, urban agglomerations, provinces, big cities, medium- and
small-sized cities, counties, towns and villages.

Strengthen technological innovation, and refine and deepen scientific research on

urban–rural relations. Collaboration mainly refers to the collaborative operation and
governance of policy practice through multiagent, multiple technologies and methods.
It requires the comprehensive use of the methods of logical analysis, quantitative analysis,
statistical analysis, comparative analysis and case analysis; moreover, attention must be
paid to social survey methods such as field surveys, in-depth interviews and questionnaires,
and new technology methods such as geographic information technology, big data tech-
nology, visualization technology and neural networks should be innovatively explored to
solve the complex problems of urban–rural relations. The study of urban–rural relations is
a very grounded research field relevant to the real world, which needs to further refine and
deepen scientific issues, and carry out in-depth research on the spatial–temporal patterns,
integration paths, symbiotic effects and institutional mechanisms of urban–rural relations.
In addition, for research on the integration and development of new-type urbanization and
rural revitalization, attention must also be paid to facing up to the practical problems so as
to draw lessons and avoid risks.

6. Conclusions

With the literature review method and comparative analysis, this paper reviews the
historical evolution of urbanization and rural relations at home and abroad, and ana-
lyzes the problems of urbanization and rural development since reform and opening
up. Based on the above analysis, this article points to the predication and challenges of
new-type urbanization and rural revitalization in the new era, and puts forward a re-
search framework for the integrated development of urbanization and a rural revitalization
strategy in the discussion.

Both the overseas research and domestic research conclude that urban and rural areas
are showing a new trend of integrated development. In the urbanization progress of China,
urban-biased urbanization has resulted in a development gap between urban and rural
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areas since reform and opening up. The gap between urban and rural development has
been tending to narrow relatively in recent years, and new-type urbanization and rural
revitalization have contributed to this. The main trends in new-type urbanization and
rural revitalization in the future are predicted as follows: new-type urbanization with
a two-way interaction between urban and rural areas, urban–rural integration, a stable
gap between urban and rural areas, a relatively smaller urban–rural gap between the east
and the west, and coordinated governance between urban and rural areas. The major
challenges in urban–rural relations in China by 2050 will be as follows: The geographical
characteristic of “one side adjacent to the sea” will still be the main factor for the regional
imbalance of urban–rural relations in China. The unbalanced and insufficient development
in space will continue to embody the characteristics of the “Hu Line” as the geographical
boundary. The exploration of development paths, transformation driven by innovation,
and deepening the reform of the system and mechanism are the key measures and trends.

This study took China as a case, starting from the theory of urban–rural relations and
starting from the reality of China’s urbanization and rural development, considering the
deficits and successes in urbanization practice. Combined with the new-type urbanization
strategy and rural revitalization strategy, this article presents powerful actions for the state
to use to promote the coordinated development of urban and rural areas in the near future
at the policy practice level. It also predicts the trends and challenges for the future urban
and rural development in China. This study provides an idea of urban–rural integration
for developing countries such as China where the government plays an important role
in the context of the global flow of urban–rural elements. In the research of urban and
rural development, this study discusses a theoretical framework and emphasizes the
importance of multidisciplinary integration, new technology application, and international
and domestic vision switching.
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Abstract: Despite the ongoing land administration reforms being implemented across sub-Saharan
Africa (SSA), including Ghana, as a viable pathway to achieve tenure security and greater efficiency
in land administration, the subject of land dispute resolution has received relatively less attention.
Whereas customary tenure institutions play a central role in land administration (controlling ~80%
of all land in Ghana), they remain at the fringes of the formal land dispute adjudicatory process.
Recognising the pivotal role of traditional institutions as development agents and potential vehicles
for promoting good land governance, recent discourses on land tenure have geared toward main-
streaming traditional land dispute institutions into the architecture of the formal judicial process via
alternative dispute resolution pathways. Yet, little is known, at least empirically, as to the operations
of traditional dispute resolution institutions in the contemporary context. This study therefore ex-
plores the importance of traditional dispute resolution institutions in the management of land-related
disputes in southcentral and western Ghana, drawing on data collated from 380 farming households
operating 746 plots. The results show that contrary to the conventional thinking that traditional insti-
tutions are anachronistic and not fit for purpose, they remain strong and a preferred forum for land
dispute resolution (proving resilient and adaptable), given the changing socio-economic and tenurial
conditions. Yet, these forums have differing implications for different actors within the customary
spheres accessing them. The results highlight practical ways for incorporating traditional dispute
resolution in the overall land governance setup in Ghana and elsewhere in sub-Saharan Africa. This
has implications for redesigning context-specific and appropriate land-use policy interventions that
address local land dispute resolution.

Keywords: land dispute; customary land tenure; statutory land tenure; tenure security; Ghana;
sub-Saharan Africa

1. Introduction

Over the past two decades or so, the good governance agenda has gained currency
both in theory and in practice within the context of contemporary land management as
a plausible strategy for navigating a sustainable development trajectory in the global South,
particularly in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) [1–3]. The promotion of the good land governance
agenda has reinvigorated into the spotlight a raging debate on the land question regarding
contextually relevant pathways to engender land tenure security and equitable customary
land management in the SSA context [3–6]. Central to this emerging critical discourse
is the enduring challenge of widespread customary land disputes exacerbated by the
increasing commodification and individualisation of communal lands in most rural parts
of SSA [7–9]. Although the wide-ranging socio-economic and political consequences
of customary land disputes in affected areas and countries are well-documented in the
literature [7,10], it is also acknowledged that the effects of customary land disputes vary
across different spatial continuums, from rural to peri-urban to urban areas [7]. There is
increasing evidence that rural and peri-urban areas in several SSA countries (including
Ghana) have become contested zones in the light of the growing land commodification
and large-scale commercial land acquisitions [8,11,12]. The interplay of such local-level
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land disputes and contestations poses several far-reaching developmental challenges
considering the primacy of secure and equitable land access to the achievement of many of
the Sustainable Development Goals (SGDs) in SSA countries [11,13].

Against this background, successive SSA governments (with support from the World
Bank and other international development partners) have over time pursued Western-
styled individualised statutory land tenure as a panacea to the seemingly insurmountable
problems of tenure insecurity and contestations over land ownership [4,6,8]. This has
been predicated on the underlying logic that customary tenure institutions (although
controlling about 80% of SSA’s total land area [14]) are anachronistic and not fit for purpose
in addressing contemporary tenurial challenges [6,8,15,16]. Advocates of this conceptual
view highlight the ambiguity, uncertainty and looseness of customary tenure structures,
which render them ineffective or weak in dealing with land disputes and tenure insecurity,
necessitating formalisation [17,18].

In spite of the great expectations that supplanting customary land tenure systems
with Western-styled statutory tenure systems will afford greater certainty in land rights
(tenure security and efficient dispute resolution mechanisms), and by extension economic
development [19,20], the implementation outcomes in most parts of SSA (including Ghana)
have, at best, been disappointing [21]. The under-performance of statutory systems has
prompted many critics to question the suitability of the blanket pursuit of formalisation
as a panacea to supposedly insecure customary land rights in the SSA context [15,22,23].
For instance, Bromley’s [15] review suggested that formalisation in the SSA context has, in
many instances, rather re-created and exacerbated existing land inequalities and contesta-
tions over land. While a few recent studies have reported some relative success of land
titling intervention programs in SSA countries [24,25], altogether the available statistics
still show far less achievement with respect to addressing problems of tenure insecurity
and land disputes on a regional scale.

While the reasons for the failure of past land tenure reforms are complex and wide-
ranging [16,21], a burgeoning critical scholarship expresses a strong optimism that custom-
ary tenure institutions, despite their imperfections, are still relevant and fit for purpose in
the contemporary context, especially in under-served rural areas of SSA countries [22,26,27].
In other words, their arguments echo important contextual or place-based differences rather
than universalist descriptions that shape and determine tenurial outcomes. Thus, given
the right institutional tinkering or tenurial re-engineering of customary tenure institu-
tions (which others have characterised as adaptation [28]), they are better positioned to
deliver tenure security and respond to other emergent tenurial challenges [5,9,22]. In any
event, an important take-home message from the two opposing conceptual positions rests
on how customary tenure institutions fare [ing] on the ground in terms of safeguarding
tenure security and, more particularly, effectively addressing land disputes across the
sub-region [22,29]. Although a theoretical exposition is useful, a conclusive examination of
this hypothesis is certainly an empirical matter.

Yet, to date, in spite of the renewed policy interest in customary tenure institutions,
little is known, at least empirically, about the factors that have allowed them to withstand
colonial and post-colonial reforms and retain their role in local-level land governance.
With the notable exception of a few recent studies [8,9,30,31], there is a relative dearth of
empirical focus on the potential role of customary systems in the contemporary context, par-
ticularly with respect to land disputes and traditional dispute resolution pathways [32–34].
A more nuanced and detailed contextual understanding of the operations of customary
tenure institutions and the limits of their adaptability remains critical to better inform
and guide on-going and future interventions towards the integration of customary tenure
systems into the formal statutory framework for improved tenure security and effective
land dispute resolution [8,9]. As argued by Anyidoho et al. [35], the process of tenurial
adaptation cannot happen in isolation from the historical, political and legal context, which
change cannot be imposed but must be built upon the institutional structures and practices
that have evolved over time. Cleaver [36] also observed that the effectiveness of tenurial
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interventions is predicated on a socially informed analysis of the content and effects of
informal/customary institutional arrangements rather than their form alone.

From the foregoing considerations, three key questions beg answers, namely (1) why
have traditional land dispute resolution institutions persisted, (2) are they still fit for pur-
pose or relevant in contemporary land governance and (3) how can customary dispute
resolution mechanisms be effectively integrated into the formal statutory framework across
socio-spatial contexts? This paper seeks to address these questions by focusing on Ghana’s
context characterised by a pluralistic tenurial regime, which is currently undergoing a pro-
cess of harmonisation to enhance tenure security and address land disputes as a point of
departure. Synonymous to other SSA countries, Ghana initiated a 25-year land administra-
tion reform (LAR) in 2003 as a plausible developmental pathway to enhance tenure security
and efficient land administration [37,38]. Central to the LAP agenda is streamlining of the
disparate customary and statutory tenure structures for effective local-level land dispute
resolution using the customary land secretariats as a key operational vehicle. Although
this paper focusses on Ghana’s context, the findings of the study are broadly relevant for
other SSA countries with a similar tenurial context in providing useful lessons towards the
effective implementation of land reforms to achieve beneficial outcomes.

The rest of this paper is structured as follows. The next section provides an overview
of contemporary land governance in Ghana, particularly focusing on land disputes and
resolution mechanisms to provide a contextual background to situate the subsequent
empirical analysis. Section 3 discusses the methods and data used for the paper, followed
by a discussion of the results on dynamics of land disputes and resolution pathways in
Section 4. The concluding aspect discusses the implications of the findings for integrating
customary tenure arrangements into the statutory framework.

2. Contemporary Hybrid Land Governance and Dispute Resolution in Ghana

To sufficiently understand the contemporary debates about the hybridity of land
governance in Ghana, it is instructive to consider the historical antecedents of land policies
and interventions that have shaped the evolution of neo-customary tenure institutions in
the country. Within this context, Ghana is characterised by a pluralistic legal framework
consisting of customary and statutory law operationalised within a multi-sectoral gover-
nance environment [37,39,40]. Available statistics indicate that 78% of Ghana’s total land is
classified as customary land, with the remaining 22% falling under the domain of the state
(20% exclusively owned by the state and 2% vested lands that are managed by the state but
communally owned) [8,41]. The disparate customary and statutory tenure systems have
developed over time and undergone several reforms to reach their present state today (for
a detailed overview of Ghana’s bifurcated tenurial system, see [22]).

While all prominent studies on Ghanaian land tenure [39,40,42] have underscored
how customary law is formally recognised and remains an important body of law in all
aspects of Ghana’s society, the resolution of land disputes has traditionally been in statutory
courts. Yet, evidence suggests that the formal court system is clogged with land-related
disputes. Over time, increasing contestations regarding land ownership (which is rooted
in the legacies of colonialisation; see [43,44]) has meant the introduction of several land
policies and interventions by the colonial politico-administrative framework to restructure
the supposedly inefficient and insecure customary tenure arrangements [40,45]. A flurry of
post-independence legislations also operated to entrench Western-styled statutory tenure,
resulting in the dualism of the land governance structures.

Dispute resolution over access to land resources is an important driver of local-
level tensions across sub-Saharan Africa, given the marked diversity in the socio-cultural,
political and economic spheres [46,47]. Within this context, a critical aspect of the debate
in Ghana and SSA generally is the inherent disconnect between customary and statutory
tenure systems, which are poorly articulated and seem to be on a collision course [39,40,48].
As the tenurial system defines the conditions of access, use and control of land and its
associated resources in a particular socio-political context, it also invariably underpins
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livelihood security and sustainable land use and management. Nonetheless, issues of
inequities in access to and control of land, tenure insecurity and protracted land disputes
are characteristic of Ghana’s existing tenurial regime [37,49,50]. Within this purview,
there seem to be little consensus on the importance of customary tenure arrangements
and institutions in promoting equitable land management and sustainable development
in general.

Synonymous to other SSA countries, contestations over land in Ghana are acute and
insidious, permeating/far-reaching implications for socio-economic development [10].
The increasing commodification and individualisation of land are manifested in the grow-
ing land scarcity and disputation over land [8,29]. According to the National Land Pol-
icy [37], the causes of land-related disputes have been identified to include multiple sales
of land. Whereas the advent of land disputes predates the colonial era, this period was
a watershed moment, ushering the indirect rule that served to supplant local customary
tenure institutions with statutory tenure. Recent attempts at the harmonisation have wit-
nessed the recognition of customary tenure institutions as central in the effective resolution
of land-related disputes, particularly at the local level operating in tandem with the formal
state courts [10]. Central to this are debates about how to successfully harmonise the dis-
parate customary and statutory tenure to promote efficiency, enhance the security of tenure
and reduce disputes over land. Current debates in the literature revolve around two main
issues: (1) whether customary tenure should be supported due to its inherent flexibility,
social embeddedness and accessibility and whether it guarantees tenure security [10] and
(2) customary tenure is anachronistic and does not adequately safeguard security due to its
inherent power imbalances [8,29].

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Study Sites

This paper is based on a larger DPhil study that examined the dynamics of land
tenure and sustainable land management in Ghana [22]. The analysis presented is based
on data collated from two study sites, Kakum and Ankasa Conservation Areas situated
in the central and western regions of southern Ghana, respectively (see Figure 1). These
landscapes are dominated by the permanently protected Kakum National Park and Ankasa
National Park and surrounding communities, spanning a total area of 360 km2 and 509 km2,
respectively. The research was conducted in 19 fringe communities randomly selected in
Kakum and Ankasa between December 2013 and September 2015 (Figure 1). Aside from
having similar tenurial and social contexts affording comparability, both study sites were
selected because of their representativeness in illustrating and exploring the prevailing
tenurial situation in Ghana’s high-forest zone, which spans the southern third of Ghana.
In this context, most of the land in the off-reserve areas is stool land wholly owned and
managed by the traditional authorities, with pockets of farmlands owned on a leasehold
basis (spanning 2 to 50 years) also present [8,22]. Cocoa, oil palm and food crop farming
are the dominant economic activities undertaken by households on relatively smaller plots
(<5 ha) in the studied communities, working the land under diverse tenurial arrangements,
ranging from customary freehold to customary licenses. The tenurial and ethnic diversity
in the studied communities afforded a unique opportunity to explore how differences in
socio-cultural dynamics (re-)shape tenurial outcomes and conditions of land rights in the
study areas.
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Figure 1. Overview of the two study sites in Ghana. The green area in the map of Ghana illustrates the high-forest zone,
with left and right dark arrows pointing to the approximate locations of Ankasa and Kakum conservation areas in the
south-western and central regions, respectively. Source: Based on Asaaga and Hirons [8].

3.2. Methods

Within the sampled villages, farming households were selected using stratified ran-
dom sampling based on the gender and ethnicity of the household head, yielding a total
sample size of 380 households1 (Kakum, n = 232; Ankasa, n = 148). The rationale for
sampling the households along gender and ethnicity lines was to ensure that the study suf-
ficiently captures important tenurial differences that exist within and across social groups
in the study context [8,22,27,29]. In this regard, the majority of households surveyed were
(320, or 84%) male-headed, reflecting the dominance of men in land-use decision-making,
even in matrilineal contexts. To the extent that women dominate agriculture in Ghana,
this suggests that the seemingly gender-disproportionate sample could be a limitation of
this study [8,22]. Nevertheless, the careful constitution of the focus groups vis-à-vis the
treatment of gender as an analytical category in this study afforded in-depth qualitative
insights into the key differences between men and women regarding perceptions and
experiences with local dispute resolution mechanisms.

The administered household surveys were supplemented with focus group interviews
(in 8 communities), with farmers purposively selected for their in-depth knowledge of the
communities, and key informant interviews with farmers, traditional authorities, farmer
cooperative representatives and selected local- and national-level officials of key land
sector agencies (including from the Assinman Customary Land Secretariat (CLS), Office

1 In instances where some household members managed their landholdings independently, they were also interviewed to capture specific variations
in tenurial dynamics. This approach afforded an opportunity to capture the views of such household members (particularly female plot managers
within male-headed households) who otherwise would have been excluded.
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of the Administrator of Stool Lands (OASL) and Ghana National Land Administration
Project Secretariat), which afforded an opportunity to sufficiently explain and capture
some local-level nuances on tenurial dynamics, which otherwise would have been difficult
to capture in a wholly quantitative study. The semi-structured interviews with the key
stakeholders in customary land management conducted in Twi2 focused on collating
information on the prevailing tenurial situation in the studied communities, perceptions
about land tenure security, land disputes and mechanisms for safeguarding land rights
among others. The collated interview data from the semi-structured interviews and Focus
Group Discussions (FGDs) were transcribed, followed by content and thematic analysis
of the ensuing textual data guided by Miles and Huberman’s [51] general strategy for
qualitative analysis. The survey data were coded, entered, cross-checked for accuracy and
analysed using SPSS (version 20). Cross-tabulation analysis and Pearson’s chi-square tests
were performed to detect significant differences (p < 0.05) between groups based on study
area, gender and ethnicity. A dispute perception score was developed to ascertain the
severity of land-related disputes in the studied communities. Using a five-point Likert
scale, the opinions of respondents were measured by assigning a weight of 5 if ‘they felt
land disputes are a very serious problem’, 4 if ‘they felt land disputes are a serious problem,’
3 if ‘they were uncertain,’ 2 if ‘they felt land disputes are somewhat not a problem’ and 1 if
‘they felt land disputes are not at all a problem’. Therefore, a high score above the median
score meant a positive perception to the statement (i.e., severity of land disputes in a said
community) and vice-versa. It was assumed that respondents who were uncertain as to
whether land-related disputes are problematic in their communities would have a median
score, which in this case is 3. The final (mean) score represents the cumulative perception
of respondents on a particular statement of the severity of land-related disputes in the
surveyed communities.

4. Results and Discussion

This section describes the results based on households’ perceptions and experiences
about land dispute resolution in the context of the study areas. First, the pattern of land
disputes is presented, followed by the different landholders’ experiences and perceptions
regarding land dispute resolution pathways. Drawing on these findings, the contemporary
role of customary land dispute resolution institutions is then discussed, highlighting
the challenges and opportunities for integration into the statutory framework towards
bolstering local tenure security and equitable land management.

4.1. Patterns of Land Disputes in Ankasa and Kakum

The changing context of customary tenure relations exemplified by widespread moneti-
sation and exclusions in the Ankasa and Kakum regions have been described elsewhere [8].
Within this context of evolutionary changes in customary tenure dynamics, it was pertinent
to understand the patterns of emerging land-related disputes and stakeholders’ percep-
tions, as manifested in the study areas3. Thus, on the question of whether the surveyed
communities had experienced any disputes within the last five years, it appears from
the survey data that land-related disputes were more pronounced in the Kakum context.
Of the 232 respondents interviewed in Kakum, 60% confirmed the prevalence of land-
related disputes in their respective communities relative to just 28% (or 41 respondents)
who alluded to same in Ankasa. To further ascertain the extent to which land disputes
were problematic, the respondents’ views were solicited based on five-point Likert scale
measurement (ranging from not a problem to a serious problem), as shown in Table 1.

2 Twi is the most widely spoken language amongst the Akan tribal groupings of southern Ghana.
3 Recognising the sensitivity of land issues and the tendency for respondents to either exaggerate or withhold information about the subject, care was

taken when soliciting respondents’ views on the incidence of land-related disputes in their respective communities. The question was approached
from different angles to ascertain the factual situation on the ground.
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Table 1. Severity of land disputes in the surveyed communities.

Statement Severity of Land Disputes Statement Severity of Land Disputes

Kakum Responses Mean Score Ankasa Responses Mean Score4

Totoda 30 4.33 Kusasi 10 2.10
Fante 20 3.95 Navrongo 18 3.06

Jerusalem 12 4.83 Nyamebekyere 23 2.74
Nkwantannan 24 3.88 Kanokware 20 3.30
Kwame-Anang 11 4.00 Fawoman 22 3.45

Appiahkrom 26 3.54 Amokwaosuazo 20 3.45
Nkwanta 11 3.00 Ghana-Nungua 20 3.45
Mankata 21 3.81 Old Ankasa 15 3.27

Bunsu 42 3.79 Total (N) 148 3.16
Seidukrom 25 2.96

Kwaku-Mmore 10 3.10
Total (N) 232 3.72

It is quite clear from Table 1 that land disputes were prevalent in almost all the
surveyed communities in Kakum, except for Seidukrom, Nkwanta and Kwaku-Mmore,
which appeared to be the least problematic relative to the other communities. Juxtaposing
to Ankasa’ s context, a similar pattern is discernible across all the studied communities
except for Kusasi and Nyamebekyere, which portrayed a negative perception to the above
statement, with mean community scores of 2.10 and 2.74, respectively (less than the median
value of 3). It can therefore be suggested that the incidence of land disputes appeared
to be very problematic in the communities with high land scarcity, particularly in the
Kakum area (e.g., Totoda, Kwame-Anang). This, in a way, highlights the growing tensions
and/or disputes with regards to land access, with potentially negative implications for
the security of land rights of some local landholders. Paradoxically, research and policy
emphasis seem to be devoted to violent and large-scale disputes to the relative neglect
of small-scale looming disputes, which have the propensity to escalate into full-blown
large-scale disputes [52]. From the FGDs, participants expressed the view that disputes
associated with land use created situations of uncertainty and insecurity about land rights.
The foregoing analysis begs a typical question as to the nature of such intra-community
disputes experienced in the study areas. Figure 2 therefore typifies the nature of land-
related disputes, as evidenced in the surveyed communities.

 
Figure 2. Type of land disputes in the study areas. Figure based on multiple responses on the nature of land disputes.

4 The mean scores of communities were computed by aggregating individual responses to the statement divided by the total number of respondents
surveyed in the respective communities.
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As can be seen from Figure 2, sharecropping disputes constituted the commonest
form of land-related disputes across the two case study regions. It was gathered from
the key informant interviews that the incidence of land rental/sharecropping disputes
was attributable to the oral, open-ended and variable nature of terms and conditions
of the grant, which renders them highly susceptible to disputes. Generally, while most
interviewees downplayed the seriousness of land disputes at the community level, focused
and key-informant interviews showed that the impact of land-related disputes at the
community level is very far-reaching, with negative consequences for tenure security and
access arrangements.

4.2. Household Experiences of Land-Related Disputes: A Plot-Level Analysis

To further explore the dynamics of land-related disputes at the household level,
a question was asked as to whether respondents had experienced disputes pertaining to
their landholdings. As discernible from Table 2, whereas a breach of sharecropping terms
was the common form of land-related disputes in Kakum, farmland boundary disputes
were more prevalent in Ankasa. In general, the oral nature of most sharecropping contracts
and indeterminate land boundaries have been noted as the common causes of land-related
disputes amongst land users in rural Ghana [37,53,54]. Yet, the inherent flexibility in the
execution of oral grants in addition to being convenient channels for maintaining social
cohesion are some positive attributes, which perhaps explains their pervasive practice
across rural communities in Ghana.

Table 2. Experience of previous disputes over household plots (%).

Have You Had a Dispute with Anyone Over This Plot?

Kakum Region Ankasa Region

Household Plots Household Plots

Indigene Migrant Indigene Migrant

Yes 14% 14% 10% 12%
No 86% 86% 90% 88%

Total (n = 29) (n = 491) (n = 73) (n = 170)

Specific nature of the dispute

Farmland boundary disputes 50% 17% 43% 60%
Multiple claims to land 0% 19% 43% 20%

Breach of terms (sharecropping) 50% 60% 14% 20%
Tree-tenure disputes 0 0 0 0

Other landlord–migrant disputes 0 4% 0 0
Total (n = 4) (n = 69) (n = 7) (n = 20)

The incidence of land-related disputes perhaps gives more impetus to the respondents’
quest to protect and secure their property rights. Yet, information from key informants
and FGDs indicates that there was the underlying tendency of bias in favour of indigenes,
especially in instances of disputes involving migrants and their indigenous landlords.
Moreover, groups of people with strong socio-political connections within the community
stood a better chance of securing a favourable judgement in the event of disputes over
land. This invariably creates room for some level of uncertainty as to the adequate pro-
tection and legitimacy of land rights of different social groups. The succeeding section
therefore examines in more detail the local mechanisms for land dispute resolution in the
study areas. Preceding this is a discussion on the common boundary indicators used in
household plot identification in the light of the prevalence of farmland boundary disputes
as mentioned above.

Nature of Farmland Boundary Indicators of Household Plots

In view of the relatively high incidence of farmland boundary disputes (especially in
Ankasa), respondents were asked about the specific boundary indicators of their respective
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household landholdings as a way of identifying plausible factors occasioning such disputes
(and insecurity) over land, as shown in Figure 3.

 

Figure 3. Type of farmland boundary indicators.

It is evident from Figure 3 that non-permanent indicators were commonly used in
farmland boundary demarcations as opposed to permanent boundary indicators such as
cadastral plans/maps. This finding is unsurprising to the extent that the lack of permanent
and accurate boundary indicators has been identified as constituting a major source of
land-related disputes associated with the insecurity and uncertainty of rural landholders’
property rights [37,53,54]. During the field interviews, the national LAP coordinator empha-
sised the importance of permanent boundary demarcations pointing to on-going exercises
(i.e., Customary Land Demarcation and Rural Parcels Rights Demarcation projects) aimed
at mapping the extent of land rights and boundaries at the community and household
levels to improve the certainty and security of tenure5. While this remains necessary, it is
also instructive to note that such exercises could lead to a situation of possible winners and
losers, especially in rural communities where land disputes are common. For instance, the
permanent boundary demarcation process could be manipulated in favour of powerful
and socially connected local actors in terms of further consolidating their land claims (in
the case of contested lands) to the detriment of vulnerable actors like women and the poor.
It may also result in some natives losing their entitlements (social right) to land, whereas
strangers may have an opportunity to bolster the security of their (de facto) land rights,
which otherwise would have been difficult to accomplish [55]. In any case, the authority of
chiefs (as custodians and administrators of customary lands) also comes into play here. So-
cial groups lacking recognition from chiefs could lose their de facto land rights (particularly
third-party migrant transfers without appropriate legitimation by traditional authorities),
whereas those of persons recognised by the chiefs might more likely be protected in the
event of any conflicting land claims occasioned by such permanent farmland demarcation
exercises [56]. To the extent that the foregoing holds true, this could perhaps result in
heightened tensions and social insecurity in said communities (see Section 4.1). This infer-
ence derives support from Kasanga and Kotey’s [39] and Ayee et al.’s [54] observations that
the inefficiency and complicity that plague state land agencies renders them susceptible to
manipulations by a few powerful actors (including chiefs and local elites) to the detriment
of the less powerful and poor majority. The foregoing also finds expression in Lund’s [55]
statement that ‘the process of securing land rights can often become complex when several

5 At the time of the fieldwork, the Rural Parcels Rights Demarcation (RPRD) project had taken off on a pilot basis in the western, Ashanti and Brong
Ahafo regions, focusing on demarcating 5118 farmlands in the afore-mentioned regions.
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competing normative orders may be brought to bear to legitimize specific claims’. In this
view, looser demarcations might actually reduce disputes relative to permanent precise
measurements when interested parties might start to contest boundaries if they perceive
they might permanently lose out particularly in conflict-prone communities. This further
underlines the relevance of a sufficient understanding of the local socio-political realities
as a precursor and a basis for intervention programmes geared towards enhancing the
certainty of rural land rights.

4.3. Dispute Resolution Pathways and Resolution Preference

Despite the different categories of land-related disputes in the study areas, they did
not translate into widespread tenure insecurity. The field data suggest that the mechanisms
for dispute resolution were largely localised within the socio-political system, with very
little variation between the study sites (Table 3). From Table 3, the overall results show that
traditional courts (including clan/family heads (Abusuapanyins)) and stool land offices
were the main adjudicatory institutions utilised by respondents. On face value, this seems
to indicate that several fora were opened to landholders in terms of the enforcement and
legitimation of their land rights. Critically, however, this does not reflect the actual situation
on the ground, which is seemingly complex and negotiated exemplified by opportunism
and the elite capture of the adjudicatory process. Indeed, the quantitative analysis demon-
strates statistically significant differences regarding access to dispute resolution institutions
across studied groups. For instance, when asked whether they had ever sought help from
traditional authorities or statutory courts in the resolution of land-related disputes, a far
less proportion of respondents in Kakum (11%) and Ankasa (10%) indicated they had
made recourse to the traditional authorities or statutory courts regarding the resolution of
land-related disputes (Table 3). This observation was corroborated during the interviews as
participants explained that in the event of land disputes, they preferred private resolution
through negotiation moderated by the Abusuapanyins and/or Odikro6 at first instance. In
the failure of such private resolution, recourse was made to any of the above-identified
institutions.

Table 3. Mechanisms for land dispute adjudication.

Have You Sought Help with Land
Dispute Resolution?

Kakum Region Ankasa Region

Ethnicity
Total

(N = 232)

Ethnicity
Total

(N = 148)Indigene
(n = 17)

Migrant
(n = 215)

Indigene
(n = 40)

Migrant
(n = 108)

Yes 12% 11% 11% 10% 9% 10%
No 88% 89% 89% 90% 91% 91%

Institutional preference

Traditional court 100% 98% 98% 98% 88% 91%
Statutory court 0 1% 1% 2% 2% 2%
Stool land office 0 1% 1% 0 0 0

Don’t know 0 0 0 0 10% 7%

Whereas Table 3 demonstrates a limited recourse to adjudicatory mechanisms, there is
a sense of trust in the mediation afforded by traditional authorities as opposed to statutory
institutions. During the community FGDs, participants cited the inaccessibility, delays
in adjudication, cost, public image and fear of being labelled vexatious litigant as the
reasons for their preference traditional dispute resolution mechanisms. These customary
mechanisms played a pivotal role in maintaining social cohesion in their communities,
particularly as most disputing parties are relatives or neighbours in the same village.
Traditional authorities (who interpret and administer custom) were well-versed with the

6 Odikro is the village chief or headman in the Akan traditional areas of southern Ghana.
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local customs, norms and rules governing communal landholdings and thus more capable
of dealing with contestations over land use and ownership. Two typical remarks by key
informants are illustrative of the above observation:

‘Most people prefer an amicable settlement of their land-related disputes by making
recourse to the Odikro and his elders as opposed to the court. This is due to several
reasons, including the fact that the courts are expensive, delays in going to and fro
and the fear of being labelled a litigant, which could affect or strain social relationships
between families and friends in the community . . . ’. (Interview 1, Kakum)

‘In this community we see ourselves as one, and as such, we try to resolve any disputes,
especially in relation to land, amongst ourselves, sometimes even without seeking help
from Odikro and his elders. Neglect of the customary structures could attract some scorn
and/or sanctions from other members of the community . . . ’. (Interview 1, Kakum)

The overwhelming stated preference for traditional adjudicatory mechanisms relative
to the statutory courts in the study areas also finds expression in the observation that
institutional constraints and allegations of corruption impede the effective functioning of
the state courts as secure avenues for the protection of land rights irrespective of social
status [39,57,58]. Indeed, interviews with some officials of the stool land office and CLS
revealed that the local populace were quite sceptical that the statutory mechanisms would
best serve their interests and/or protect their land rights as powerful entities could influ-
ence decisions in their favour. This is indicative of Platteau’s [57] remark that ‘in social
contexts dominated by differential access to state administration [as in Ghana’s case], there
is always the fear that the adjudication/registration process will be manipulated by the
elite to its advantage’. At the same time, the foregoing also brings to the fore an important
question as to the effectiveness of these customary mechanisms in the protection of land
rights of different social groups. This is discussed within the context of the respondents’
satisfaction with the customary adjudicatory mechanisms.

4.3.1. Satisfaction with Local Dispute Resolution Mechanisms

Given that respondents in both study areas expressed a high preference for traditional
over statutory mechanisms of land dispute resolution, it was instructive to further ascertain
the extent to which respondents perceived customary mechanisms to be effective in land
dispute resolution. Respondents were therefore asked about whether they were satisfied
with the local dispute mechanisms in their respective communities, the results of which are
shown in Tables 4 and 5.

Table 4. Satisfaction with local dispute resolution mechanisms by ethnicity.

Are You Satisfied with the Local Dispute
Resolution Mechanisms?

Kakum Region Ankasa Region

Ethnicity
Total

(N = 232)

Ethnicity
Total

(N = 148)Indigene
(n = 17)

Migrant
(n = 215)

Indigene
(n = 40)

Migrant
(n = 108)

Yes 65% 74% 73% 83% ** 57% ** 64%
No 35% 25% 26% 17% 14% 15%

Don’t know 0 1% 1% 0 29% 21%

** significant at p ≤ 0.05;
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Table 5. Satisfaction with local dispute resolution mechanisms by gender.

Are You Satisfied with the Local Dispute
resolution Mechanism?

Kakum Region Ankasa Region

Gender
Total

(N = 232)

Gender
Total

(N = 148)Male
(n = 197)

Female
(n = 35)

Male
(n = 123)

Female
(n = 25)

Yes 75% 66% 73% 63% 68% 64%

No 24% 34% 26% 15% 16% 15%

Don’t Know 1% 0 1% 22% 16% 21%

From Table 4, it is quite clear that respondents were generally satisfied with the custom-
ary dispute resolution mechanisms in the study areas. In Ankasa, however, a comparatively
lower proportion of migrants (57%) as against indigenes (83%) expressed satisfaction with
traditional adjudicatory mechanisms (p < 0.05; χ2 = 8.01), which perhaps suggests their
waning confidence in traditional authorities as impartial arbiters in land dispute resolution.
Corroborating this assertion is a typical remark by a migrant farmer in Ankasa:

‘If you are a settler farmer here and you have an issue over land with a Nzema [indigene],
it is likely that the decision by the traditional authorities would favour your opponent
due to his ethnicity. In the eyes of the chiefs, you, the stranger, cannot profess stronger
ties to the land than the indigene as you only came to make a living . . . ’.(Interview 1,
Ankasa, June 2015)

Elsewhere in south-western Ghana, Boone and Duku [59] and Boni [60] reported
the incidence of landlord–migrant disputes ostensibly aggravated by local adjudicatory
mechanisms operating to favour native landlords at the expense of migrant–tenant farmers.

4.3.2. Gendered Dimensions of Dispute Resolution Preference

Despite the overwhelming preference for customary adjudicatory mechanisms, the
results do not necessarily imply that there is complete trust (in terms of fairness and
transparency of the procedures employed) in them (Tables 4 and 5). As evidenced in
Table 5, the disaggregated results suggest that traditional adjudicatory mechanisms are
not entirely immune from gender biases. Indeed, the qualitative interviews highlighted
instances of alleged discrimination where traditional authorities used their power to
subvert justice, especially in favour of powerful actors within the local political hierarchy
and indigenes in the event of contestations with migrant farmers. In the case of women,
for example, focus group discussants argued to the effect that customary mechanisms were
somewhat discriminatory (gender-biased) to the extent that women even had to rely on
spouses and male relatives to enforce their land rights in the event of any contestations.
In most of the surveyed communities, it was socially unacceptable (taboo) for women
to discuss land matters with strangers without prior approval of their male relatives or
husbands. Interestingly, they were equally unenthused about the statutory court as a forum
for enforcement of their property rights, citing a myriad of reasons, including fear of
possible backlash by the community for not according respect to traditional authorities,
marital tensions, leading to instability of marriage, and poverty.

It is inferable from the above-enumerated reasons that fear of community sanctions
and poverty perhaps constitute the underlying reasons for respondents’ preference for
the customary mechanisms and not necessarily because of equity in the adjudicatory
processes. The low levels of education could also be a potential barrier to the enforcement
of land rights via the formal adjudicatory mechanisms, especially in the case of women
(in rural areas) who might be intimidated by the formal procedures that characterise the
state courts [61]. This observation is supported by the fact that a far lesser proportion
of respondents in Kakum (28%) and Ankasa (7%) who had sought help from either the
customary and/or statutory dispute resolution mechanisms were women. The peculiar
vulnerability of women is witnessed in the fact they generally constitute the largest segment
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of the poor, with limited access to requisite financial resources and education, particularly in
the rural areas. Yet, the statutory mechanisms, as observed earlier, are touted as expensive
and bureaucratic, which invariably implies that seeking enforcement or protection of land
rights within such mechanisms could well be outside the reach of the poor and vulnerable.
To the extent that this inference is correct, it is not totally surprising that the majority of
respondents prefer traditional courts as a forum to assert their land rights notwithstanding
issues of discrimination and procedural inequities (both perceived and real) that may
characterise customary mechanisms.

In spite of a low preference for the formal mechanisms of dispute resolution, interviews
with officials of the Assin Fosu Municipal Court revealed that land-related cases constituted
the highest number of cases registered, although official/exact figures were not readily
available. Further enquiries at the Assin Fosu and Elubo stool land offices showed that
these offices were playing an unconventional role acting as forums for the resolution of land
disputes (through mediation) involving farmers and landowners, especially in communities
within their jurisdictional scope. It can therefore be concluded that whereas several options
are available to landholders as forums for enforcement and protection of their land rights,
in practice, they have restricted options, as evidenced by the above-enumerated challenges
plaguing the existing mechanisms for dispute resolution. As pointed out by Rao [62], ‘Legal
pluralism does not imply a normative preference of one legal order or the other, as the
choice of the arena for contestation is ultimately a political choice, determining as it does
the access to resources.’ Thus, the different identities, subject positions (within the local
socio-political hierarchy), authority and fairness of procedures used could be instrumental
in determining final outcomes [17,62].

5. Conclusions and Policy Implications

This study examined the extent to which customary land dispute resolution mecha-
nisms are fit for purpose in contemporary tenurial relations in rural Ghana. This is against
the backdrop of increasing contestations over customary land, exacerbated by land com-
mercialisation and commodification. Yet, the burgeoning scholarship has largely focused
on large-scale land-grabbing and inter-community boundary disputes, with relatively little
empirical attention to intra-community dynamics on traditional land dispute resolution
processes [31–33]. The findings of this study demonstrate that despite concerns about the
exclusionary practices in the customary land delivery process [9,49,51], traditional institu-
tions remain the preferred fora for land dispute resolution in the surveyed communities.
The overwhelming preference of traditional mechanisms for land dispute resolution rather
than state courts (98% and 90% of respondents in Kakum and Ankasa, respectively) is
a testament of the strong social legitimacy enjoyed by local customary tenure arrangements
regarding land dispute resolution. For instance, reasons adduced by respondents for the
high stated preference for traditional dispute resolution mechanisms included accessibility,
in-depth knowledge of local tenurial issues by traditional authorities, inexpensive and
expeditious settlement of disputes and public image (see Section 4.3). It therefore follows
that traditional dispute resolution mechanisms can be supported and strengthened (partic-
ularly in terms of procedural equity and enforcement of decisions) as way of facilitating
their integration into the statutory dispute resolution system.

In furtherance to this, efforts initiated under the auspices of the recently ended Land
Administration Project (LAP) in collaboration with the Ghana Judicial Service to sup-
port the creation of Customary Land Secretariat (CLS) internal dispute resolution forums
through alternative dispute resolution (ADR) are encouraging and should be up-scaled.
In doing so, however, it is important to take cognizance of the myriad of local level chal-
lenges including protracted chieftaincy disputes and multiple claims to land that could
stifle the harmonisation process (see Section 4). For example, with the existing contes-
tations over land ownership at the paramountcy level in parts of Ankasa and Kakum,
there is the underlying tendency that the government’s move of ceding greater control
over customary land in traditional authorities (through the CLS concept) as part of the
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broader agenda of strengthening customary tenure institutions could further escalate these
disputes (Section 4.3). Besides, a lack of permanent land boundaries and the undocumented
nature of land rights also have a propensity to trigger (latent) land disputes and perhaps
the loss of land rights of the poor and vulnerable social groups, especially in the wake of
growing land scarcity and commodification [8].

This calls for the speedy resolution of chieftaincy disputes and conflicts over allodial
ownership, land boundary demarcation and recordation of land rights as critical first
steps towards improving certainty of land ownership in the study areas. Moreover, the
existing power imbalances vis-à-vis the increasing monetisation of access arrangements
have created seeming spaces for the manipulation and abuse of chiefly authority to the
detriment of the poor and vulnerable social groups in the study areas [8]. This thus suggests
that addressing issues such as transparency, accountability and fairness in customary
decisions regarding land use and allocative decision-making is crucial to ensure efficient
customary land delivery and safeguard the interests of the poor and vulnerable social
groups [63]. Within this context, the legally mandated CLS (under the recently promulgated
Lands Act 2020) provides a basis where some personnel and local women leaders may
be trained as community volunteer paralegals to provide local support mechanisms for
women and other vulnerable groups seeking to enforce their land rights in both customary
and statutory spheres.

Furthermore, traditional authorities may be trained in these areas (under the auspices
of the traditional councils, regional and national Houses of Chiefs and the Ministry of
Chieftaincy and Culture) to ensure fairness in their administration of land and dispute
settlement. At the same time, it is recommended that socially disadvantaged groups, in-
cluding women, migrants and the youth, be allocated seats on the village land management
committees to give a voice to these groups and sufficient consideration of their interests in
land allocation. An encouraging sign that this could be achieved in Ankasa and Kakum
is that a few migrant settlers in some communities have been elevated to the position of
village headmen. Besides, adopting such an inclusive stance in the composition of local
land management committees could foster institutional trust and possibly dispel any mis-
conceptions of the CLS being a collusion between government and traditional authorities
to usurp the land rights of rural landholders. The creation of a permanent gender desk
under the CLS would also provide useful support and protection of land rights of women
and other marginalised groups. Equally important is the need to review the excessive
concentration of power in traditional authorities under the existing regulatory framework
on customary land administration to safeguard against potential abuse of authority and
discrimination. One way to achieving this end would perhaps be the codification of ex-
isting customary rules and norms on land allocation and use in different traditional areas
to afford clarity and unbiased interpretation as well as minimise their susceptibility to
manipulation by traditional authorities. This is, however, a very complex issue, consid-
ering that the codification has the propensity to fossilise fluid customary norms, thereby
limiting their flexibility [63–65]. Besides, the fact that land matters are politically sensitive
sitting at the cleavage of national politics and tradition in Ghana vis-à-vis the government’s
policy of non-interference highlights the need for a cautious approach to legal reforms in
this direction. Navigating this dilemma thus requires serious political willingness on the
part of government and traditional authorities in facilitating the creation of more neutral
policy spaces for these sensitive yet important issues to be deliberated amongst politicians,
representatives of the regional and national Houses of Chiefs and civil society groups at
large. Academia also has an important role to play in continuously undertaking indepen-
dent evidence-based research to inform policy deliberations and actions, particularly on
questions regarding who benefits and who loses from efforts on harmonising traditional
and statutory adjudicatory mechanisms in customary land governance.

This study is not without limitations. The cross-sectional nature of the dataset has
meant that important differences and tenurial changes over time that might affect land
dispute dynamics could not be explored. It is recognised that the use of household panel
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data will afford an opportunity to capture effects of tenurial changes on local dispute
resolution mechanisms and preferences over time rather than cross-sectional variation
only. A related issue has to do with the limited interpretability of the findings, as they
might be subject to self-reported recall bias. The generalisability of the survey findings
to other contexts with varying socio-economic and tenurial characteristics, particularly
northern Ghana, should be with caution. Nevertheless, the combination of qualitative and
survey data (especially information obtained through key informant interviews and focus
group discussions) afforded a unique opportunity to sufficiently explain and capture some
local-level nuances in local dispute resolution pathways and preferences, which otherwise
would have remained unobserved or hidden in a wholly quantitative study.
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Abstract: This article analyses the contribution to local development by women workers in the
fruit- and vegetable-handling sector in Almería (Spain) over the last five years (2015–2019). It is
a continuation of research carried out during the period 2000–2014. Using data collected through
surveys and focus groups, the aim is to ascertain if the results obtained in this analysis meet the
condition of sustainability, i.e., whether the improvement in working women’s quality of life has been
maintained over time, and whether these beneficial effects have multiplied. The results show that
women workers in the fruit- and vegetable-handling sector are satisfied with their jobs and with the
company they are working for. The existence of fixed-discontinuous employment contracts facilitates
greater flexibility for women in terms of balancing work and family life. This main contribution of
this study lies in extrapolating the sustainability of a local development model in regard to other
initiatives that aim to increase women’s empowerment in the labour market.

Keywords: women empowerment; sustainable local development; food-handling sector; horticul-
tural sector

1. Introduction

The role of women in the agricultural sector has been on the rise in recent years.
In some countries, such as Nigeria and Pakistan, women are involved in subsistence
agricultural production. In addition to subsistence farming, they may also receive income
from the formal and informal sectors, depending on their means of living and poverty level.
In Africa, some women are willing to engage in collecting forest resources to support their
families. However, inequality between men and women remains evident in some parts of
Africa. This inequality reduces women’s opportunities to improve their family’s situation
and their household economy. Additionally, women play a crucial role in food security [1].

In some regions, such as Western Europe [2], which also have a high concentration
of migrant workers, there is a need for women’s participation in the agricultural and
industrial sectors. In other regions, such as the African continent, social pressure from
ethnic groups makes it difficult for women to engage in economic activities [3].

The analysis presented in this study is based on the province of Almería, located in the
south of Spain (Figure 1). This territory was chosen because Almería is one of the leading
centres of fruit and vegetable production in Spain, and in Europe in general. In fact, it is
known as the orchard of Europe [4]. In this region, agriculture is concentrated in three
main areas: La Cañada, Campo de Níjar, and Campo de Dalías.

In terms of freshness, fruits and vegetables in Almería are considered a touchstone in
Spain. The area is also considered a global reference in this sector [4,5].

The commercial system in Almería is structured at a business level as follows:

- Establishments that sell at origin (alhóndigas). These take the legal form of public
limited companies.

- Establishments that sell in destination markets (usually cooperatives or agricultural
processing companies (APCs)).
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- The San Isidro Agricultural Cooperative (SAIC), a cooperative that sells at origin

For the companies that sell at origin (alhóndigas and SAIC), the supply from the
agricultural producers and the demand from the commission agents compete with sales
being made through reverse (or Dutch) auctions. In turn, these brokers work for third
parties, including the cooperatives themselves, APC in Almería and other provinces, and
the consignees of central markets and purchasing centres of large supermarkets. While the
reverse auction system originated in the Netherlands, it is no longer used in that country.
However, it is still used in Belgium (known as veiling) and France (known as cadran),
particularly in the Brittany region.

Companies selling at destination (cooperatives and APC) operate directly with the
central purchasing agencies of supermarkets.

Figure 2 presents an overview of the main aspects of the value chain that characterise
fruit- and vegetable-handling activities. As can be seen, the activities begin with the entry
of products into the warehouse followed by transportation and preparation for wholesale
or retail sale.

Figure 1. Almería, polled areas. Compiled by the authors.

This paper analyses the contribution to local development by women workers in the
fruit- and vegetable-handling sector in the province of Almería (Spain) over the last five
years (2015–2019). It is the continuation of research carried out during the period 2000–2014,
which showed that the presence of women in this sector increased their empowerment [6].
Therefore, this paper aims to evaluate whether this process of empowerment has been
consolidated in recent years, guaranteeing a sustainable process of local development
that permeates all sectors of the population. In addition, it evaluates the safety of women
participating in the handling of fruit and vegetables, a fundamental aspect in guaranteeing
this sustainability.
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Figure 2. Handling process.

2. Understanding Rural Development

Throughout history, women’s employment has been characterised by a low presence
in the production chain and restrictive working conditions that have hindered their ability
to balance work and family life [7]. This situation is further complicated if women’s
backgrounds are taken into account, as prejudices further raise barriers to women’s access
to the labour market [8] and the sector in which they work [9].

In recent years, general awareness of women’s participation in the labour market
has grown [10], highlighting the need to integrate a gender perspective into any business,
as well as into social and cultural projects [11]. However, the data show that women
still occupy a secondary position in the work environment, suffering from phenomena
such as the well-known glass ceiling, which refers to the difficulty women have accessing
high-level positions within companies [12].

At the international level, differences between countries regarding women’s partic-
ipation in the labour market are significant in both quantity and quality [13]. There are
also differences between urban and rural environments, with the latter being the most
difficult for women [14]. However, some research papers state that when men move to
urban areas, it leads to a gradual feminisation of agriculture [15]. In an African context,
the difference between women in rural and urban areas is significant [16]. Resources for
subsistence farming in rural areas are both insufficient and lack quality. According to [17],
life is neither satisfying nor decent for millions of women in rural Nigeria.

In comparison, women’s participation in the fruit- and vegetable-handling sector
is higher than in other primary-sector activities (fishing, livestock) or other industries
(construction, technology). This is due to the characteristics of the food-handling activities,
which require greater flexibility and agility [18].

The empowerment of women in the workplace is manifested in their satisfaction
with the tasks they perform, with the environment they experience during the workday,
as well as with the company that hires them [19]. Scientific literature has addressed the
satisfaction of women workers in the fruit- and vegetable-handling sector. Researchers
highlight aspects that affect satisfaction, such as the devaluation of women’s work [20] or
the need to improve working conditions in order to increase the satisfaction of working
women, both in terms of physical and mental health [21–23].

The concept of rural development refers to the improvement of the quality of life of
rural citizens through initiatives based on endogenous resources that are economically and
environmentally sustainable in the long term [24]. The fruit and vegetable sector has been
key to the rural development of the Almería area [4], as well as other areas of Spain, such
as Huelva [25].

In rural areas, the role of women is key to developing innovative rural entrepreneur-
ship initiatives [26]. Therefore, in Spain, a series of strategies have been articulated to
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increase the empowerment of women in rural environments, such as the Strategy for Rural
Modernisation and Diversification or the Strategic Plan for Equal Opportunities [27].

3. Materials and Methods

Through a systematisation of experiences, the papers referred to in the previous section
were analysed. This methodology was chosen because it is considered an innovative and
creative approach to learning from a multitude of different experiences [28]. Furthermore,
a survey was developed based on expert interviews.

3.1. Phases of the Study

• First phase: Based on the following goals, we tested our initial hypothesis:

- Detect whether certain situations of economic growth and business dynamics
(organisational and technological changes) influence the greater participation of
women in the workplace.

- Understand how the processes of economic growth and business dynamics
in the sector have affected working women, particularly women in positions
of responsibility.

To carry out this research, we focussed on data collection and interpretation of infor-
mation involving trade unions and workers in a number of companies.

• Second phase: Based on the information collected, a questionnaire was developed for
the companies, combining personal questions and specific details related to the sector.
The research was completed following the subsequent steps:

- A series of surveys and interviews were used to cross-reference the information
from the handling companies.

- In-depth interviews with men and women working in the horticultural sector
were conducted, including interviews with social agents and institutions.

- Technological changes in the local production system were analysed.
- The effects of innovation on working women in the horticultural sector were evaluated.

• Third phase: Diagnosing study.

The qualitative part of the study was based on in-depth interviews carried out within
the sector and was accompanied by hypothesis testing and analyses of the data obtained
from the survey conducted in the second phase of the study.

3.2. Companies Studied

Most companies in the sector were established before 1985, a year which is considered
the starting point of the development of horticultural companies in Almería. The early
1980s saw the establishment of cooperatives and APCs. In recent years, there has been an
increase in the number of alhóndigas (places used as both warehouses and marketplaces),
while the same has not happened in social economy enterprises. It is important to consider
the age of the companies to understand the evolution of working conditions and to verify
if feminisation has been observed in certain positions. The 25 companies in the fruit-
and-vegetable handling sector in Almería with the highest turnover during the period
2014–2019 were selected since they employ a significant part of the female workforce.
All companies had a turnover of more than 75 million euros per year, with two of them
exceeding 230 million euros per year.

4. Results

4.1. Typology of Workers and Shareholders

The presence of women in positions of responsibility in fruit and vegetable companies
has been debated over the past few years. Compared to 2014, there are now significantly
more social economy companies and alhóndigas (Table 1), particularly in sectors such as field
technicians, marketing, occupational-risk prevention, and quality-control departments.
However, in high-responsibility positions, such as management, the number is insignificant.
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Table 1. Shareholders.

Social Economy Enterprises Alhóndigas (Auctions)
2014 2019 2014 2019

Total number of
shareholders 17.051 18.067 425 502

% Women 6.82% 9.65% 8.2% 10.02%
Source: Compiled by the authors.

4.2. Age and Nationality of Women in the Food-Handling Sector

The data analyses reveal that, in the food-handling sector, over 90% of workers are
women. Most of them are Spanish and married (Table 2). The results obtained from the
partial surveys do not evince significant differences among the data by area.

Table 2. Horticultural areas studied.

Questions Campo Dalias La Cañada Campo de Níjar

Age (%)

<20 4 5 0

20–30 27 32 39

30–40 28 37 27

>40 41 26 34

Nationality (%)

Spanish 76 83 78

Moroccan 7

Romanian 4

Bulgarian 9

Polish 3

Lithuanian 3

Ecuadorian 3 5.5

Peruvian 3 5.5

Colombian 5.5

Chilean 5.5

Others 7 2

Marital Status
(%Married) 55 52 39

Source: Compiled by the authors.

The distribution is even across age groups, with the exception of women under 20.
This is evidence that most women have been working in the sector for years.

4.3. Education Level

Concerning the level of education of women workers in the fruit- and vegetable-handling
sector, there has been an increase in the percentage of women with secondary education in
recent years, while the percentage of women with no education has decreased (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Education level of workers in fruit- and vegetable-processing companies. Source: Compiled
by the authors.

4.4. Types of Contract

The taxonomy of professionals can be found in the collective employment agreement
(ECA). There are different professional subcategories charged with handling and packaging
in the fruit, vegetable, and flower sectors. The taxonomy has been designed according to
legally-established criteria and based on contractual relation, i.e., according to the type of
working contract chosen and formalised by the parties.

• Fixed/Permanent: Those that work for the business on a regular and continual basis.
• Fixed-discontinuous: Those that carry out regular, discontinuous work, which is

seasonal or intermittent, for horticultural campaigns.
• Casual/Temporary workers: Those with an indefinite relationship with the business,

whose employment is conditioned by market circumstances or workload, including
during regular campaigns. The maximum length of these contracts is about nine
months over a twelve-month period, calculated from the moment the relationship
is initiated.

• Interims: Those that are contracted as substitutions of fixed-term or fixed-discontinuous staff.
• Single job or service: These positions are aimed at not overfilling the staff with fixed-

discontinuous workers. Workers are not guaranteed employment during the whole
season, so the parties agree that contracts for a single job or service can be completed
for typical campaign tasks. However, this kind of contract should not constitute more
than 50 percent of the staff.

The survey shows that in the last five years, the number of fixed-term and fixed-
discontinuous contracts has vastly increased, giving women the security that comes with
stable income streams (Figure 4).

As discussed in the previous study, the number of working hours per day ranges from
six to ten, depending on the seasonal activity (Table 3).

Table 3. Hours of work per day.

Campaign/Hours <5 6 to 9 10 to 15 <15

High Activity 4% 42% 52% 2%
Low Activity 71% 29% 0% 0%

Source: [4].
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Figure 4. Types of contracts. Source: Compiled by the authors.

4.5. Impact of Workplace Accidents and Occupational Hazards in the Food-Handling Industry

At this juncture, it is essential to understand how company size can influence the
number of accidents. Thus, information was collected from a sample set of 25 companies
in the sector (calculating the average over the years 2019 and 2018), where NA = number
of accidents, TC = tons sold, and NW = number of workers. First, asimple correlation
analysis of the variables (first panel of Table 4) was conducted. As shown, all variables are
closely related. It is evident that the number of accidents is correlated with the trade total
(r = 0.78) and the size of the business. This is to be expected, although it also indicates that
a bigger company demands a higher level of organisation and greater control in order to
reduce the NA. However, this has not been verified, as can be confirmed by looking at the
correlation coefficient between NW and NA (0.94). Using ratios helps deepen the analysis.
The productivity index (PI = TC/NW) and incidence rate (IR = NA/NW) are two variables
used in the analysis. One might think that the company with the highest productivity (PI)
would use the resources more intensively, thus affecting a larger NA, a hypothesis that is
not supported by the data.

Table 4. Correlation between variables.

NW NA TC IR PI

NW 0.94 0.63 0.14 −0.25
NA 0.94 0.78 0.36 −0.22
TC 0.63 0.78 0.41 0.06
II 0.14 0.36 0.41 −0.02
IP −0.25 −0.22 0.06 −0.02

Sample of 25 companies. Source: Compiled by the authors.

The companies studied employ approximately 40% of the total number of women
who work in the food-handling sector of the three main areas: La Cañada, Campo de Níjar,
and Campo de Dalías.

According to data from the Andalusian Regional Government’s occupational-risk
prevention service, there has been a considerable decrease in the incidence rate over the
last five years (Table 5).
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Table 5. Evolution of the magnitudes of incidence rates.

Year Number of Firms 1
Average Number
of Employees per

Firm (1)

Average Number
of Accidents per

Firm (2)

Incidence Index
[(2)/(1)] × 100

Lost Days per
Company

2014 56 128 23 17.9 364
2015 60 141 25 17.7 353
2016 59 138 24 17.4 335
2017 58 135 22 16.3 330
2018 57 130 21 16.2 325
2019 60 142 23 16.2 325

Average
(2015–2019) 58.8 137.2 23 16.76 333.6

1 The firms represented are all social enterprises and fall into two categories: cooperatives and agricultural transformation societies.
Accidents without sick leave are included. Source: [29].

The average accident rate for the period 2000–2014 was 26 accidents per company, and
the incidence rate was almost 20%. In contrast, the period 2015–2019 was characterised by
a decrease in both rates, with the average number of accidents per company falling to 23
and the average rate of incidents decreasing to 16.76%. Therefore, the period 2015–2019
evinced the efforts made to increase the occupational safety of workers.

An analysis of women’s empowerment and job satisfaction should include an under-
standing of the degree of risk involved in their work. The workplace incidents with the
highest index of danger are overexertion and falling objects. (Table 6).

Table 6. Main position and risk analysis.

Position Main Risks

Junior Warehouse Worker

Using work equipment:

- Falling boxes
- Removal of boxes
- Manual pallet removal.

Forklift Operator
High workload:

- Forklift
- Truck (falls, overexertion, and crashes).

Handling and Packaging Workers

Quantity and monotony

- Overexertion
- Falls
- Bumping into mobile objects
- Machine blockages.

Most of the injuries suffered by women are specific to the lower and upper limbs
(Figure 5).

To understand the recent improvements in the workplace, it is important to consider
that the fruit- and vegetable-handling companies are applying the Hazard Analysis and
Critical Control Points (HACCP), as well as occupational-risk prevention. This widespread
use is due, among other reasons, to the market (customers), which demands their applica-
tion. It is an excellent example of private initiatives demanding stricter limits that have
surpassed public regulatory capacities.
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Figure 5. Accidents according to the anatomical region of the body affected, 2019. Source: Compiled
by the authors.

4.6. Level of Job Satisfaction

A total of 86% of respondents replied that they did not suffer any discrimination in
their working life, compared to 14% who replied that they experienced discrimination
during the period.

According to the respondents, the leading causes of discrimination were the following:

- machismo (women consider that men work less but earn more than them)
- pregnancy
- between colleagues (temporary vs. indefinite term workers and between workers in

different family situations).

In the final year studied, most women rated their satisfaction level with their supervi-
sors highly (Figures 6 and 7).

Figure 6. Satisfaction with women supervisors, 2019. Source: Compiled by the authors.
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Figure 7. Satisfaction with men supervisors, 2019. Source: Compiled by the authors.

The women were asked about their satisfaction in the workplace using a rating scale
of one to ten, where one was not at all satisfied and ten was completely satisfied. Less than
10% of women had a satisfaction level of less than five points, while more than 30% rated
both male and female supervisors at ten points. However, the overall satisfaction level
was higher when the supervisor was a woman. This dramatically contradicts the results
obtained in the period 2000–2014, where participants reported higher levels of satisfaction
with male supervisors.

5. Implications of Results

The results show progress in women’s empowerment in the food-handling sector
in the province of Almería. This has resulted in an increasing number of women in
positions of responsibility within fruit and vegetable companies in Almería. However,
the level of empowerment is lower when involving the women who occupy positions of
responsibility [30]. Historically, the fruit and vegetable sector of Almería has been governed
and managed by men, in the greenhouse-farming subsector as well as in other types of
business. For example, although women work within greenhouses, the majority of these
businesses are owned by men. A similar situation exists within marketing companies,
where, traditionally, men have held the majority of technical, executive, and management
positions, as well as serving on the board of directors. Despite this, compared to the
previous period studied, this subsector can be considered to have initiated a process of
feminisation [6].

Within this feminisation process, the improvement in the level of satisfaction expe-
rienced by women is relevant. It is linked to the decrease in the number of workplace
accidents due to the strict application of the law regarding the prevention of occupational
hazards, which has resulted in an improvement in the conditions of the workplace, the
use of machinery and vehicles, and the physical and psychological characteristics of the
workers (ergonomics) [31–33].

These results are in line with the situation in other countries within the European
Union, which brings to light the feminine supremacy in the processing sector. Back in
2013, according to research by the European Parliament [34], in countries such as Bulgaria,
France, Poland, and Lithuania, there was a greater percentage of women than men in the
processing sector.

The fruit and vegetable sector has not been affected by the economic-financial crisis
of 2007 [35,36] nor by the Covid-19 pandemic [37,38]. Fruit and vegetables are considered
necessities and are in demand despite adversities. According to the OECD and FAO,
“because food is a basic necessity, the agriculture sector is showing more resilience to
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the global economic crisis than other industries.” Moreover, this has meant that women
working within the sector have not lost their jobs, unlike other feminised sectors such as the
hotel-chambermaid sector [39,40]. Furthermore, the role of trade unions as representatives
advocating for working women is fundamental [41–43].

Despite this, there is still much progress to be made to consolidate women’s empower-
ment in all sectors and socio-economic areas [44]. First, this study has considered the role
of women in the workplace from an employee perspective. However, the degree of em-
powerment is lower when women’s entrepreneurial activities are taken into account [45].
Furthermore, as mentioned in the introduction, this low level of empowerment is accentu-
ated in the rural environment.

The situation for women in rural areas is characterised by aspects such as the femini-
sation of the rural exodus, social pressure, and the sexual division of labour, which speaks
of a double-discrimination phenomenon: discrimination for being a woman and for living
in a rural environment. Issues related to women’s empowerment, gender, family, and
work-life balance are incorporated into public policies [46]. In the case of Spain, action
plans such as the Rural Modernisation and Diversification Strategy or the Strategic Plan for
Equal Opportunities have been implemented [27]. All of this is in line with the European
Union’s guidelines in relation to women in the rural world [47].

6. Conclusions

This study has analysed the evolution of the role of women workers in the fruit- and
vegetable-handling sector to ascertain whether the progress in women’s empowerment has
been consolidated in recent years.

The vegetable sector in Almería is critical to both Spain and the rest of Europe and
is fundamentally based on two types of companies, alhóndigas and social enterprises.
Furthermore, most of the workers in the food-handling departments are women, which
means it can be considered a feminised sector. Most of them are Spanish nationals, and
there are many fixed-discontinuous employment contracts. During the agricultural season,
they work, while, in the summer months, they are unemployed and receive unemployment
benefits, which helps them balance their work and family life during the summer months
when their children are on vacation. Thus, they receive an income every month of the year.

Concerning women workers’ satisfaction in the workplace, differences can be seen
before and after 2014. While in the period 2000–2014 women expressed greater satisfaction
with male supervisors, there is a change of opinion in the period 2015–2019. This is evidence
of greater empowerment of women workers who are no longer afraid to express more
controversial opinions as they have job security in the form of a greater number of fixed
and fixed-discontinuous employment contracts. In their own words: “It is not the best job I
have ever had, but it’s my job.” The main recommendation for maintaining this positive
effect on women’s satisfaction and empowerment is to increase the number of women in
managerial and technical positions in the handling sector.

To improve the work-life situation of these women, the most powerful tool in the
medium and long term is the education of younger generations. Teaching and learning
processes must include the gender perspective at all stages of education and in all areas of
knowledge, from nursery school to university, and in subjects like mathematics, natural
sciences, history, and foreign languages. There is ample proof that gender equality pro-
motes sustainable local development for all sectors of society. Likewise, public policies
should encourage creating mechanisms that improve the degree of family and work-life
balance for women, such as the establishment of child-care centres within companies of a
significant size.

Regarding future lines of research, extrapolations of this analysis to other sectors such
as, for example, at the national level, the strawberry and red-fruit sector of Huelva, Spain
or, at the international level, the vegetable sector in Morocco are possible. However, this
sector’s main limitation is the pending negotiations for the collective agreement for the
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handling sector in the province of Almería, a negotiation process that has been stalled
since 2018.
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Abstract: The cadastral system is a land management and land administration tool to provide a
safe and reliable real property registration system. In Ethiopia, however, the attempts to implement
a reliable urban cadastral system have not been successful, which translates into a deficient land
administration system. This paper is an evaluation of the performance of the urban cadastral system
of Addis Ababa, based on the European Foundation for Quality Management (EFQM) excellence
model. The nine criteria of the model were used as independent and dependent variables. Data were
collected through interviews, Likert-type questionnaires, and focus group discussions, and validated
with method-to-method technique. Qualitative and quantitative data analysis techniques (ordinal
logistics regression model) were employed. In order to ascertain reliability of the data, Cronbach’s
alpha reliability test was performed in SPSS, and a coefficient of 0.883 was calculated, confirming
that the items (questions) have relatively high internal consistency. According to the statistical result
from the independent variables, the people result criteria estimated the achievement of cadastral
organization at most (1.724). The societal result predicted with a coefficient of 0.281 less. This indicates
that the people criterion determines more importantly than other variables. Overall, the independent
variables scored the performance of the cadastral organization 24.92 out of 40 points. Findings from
interviews and group discussion also confirmed that the most bottlenecks for the organizational
achievement are the strategic plan, quality of leadership, bureaucratic processes, and supply of
resources. Therefore, we suggest that the responsible authorities need to pay more attention to
the enabler criteria (especially, the design of policy and strategy, quality of leadership, provision
of resource and partnership, and the process), in order to improve the achievements of the urban
cadastral system organization.

Keywords: urban land; urban cadaster; performance evaluation; land management; Ethiopia

1. Introduction

Land is the ultimate resource, without which, life on earth cannot be sustained [1]. The 2030 Agenda
for Sustainable Development puts land at the center of accelerating and achieving the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) worldwide. The reason is that land plays a significant role in sustainable
development due to its multiple economic, social, political, and cultural dimensions. In terms of the
economic aspect, it serves as a basis for livelihood; in terms of the social aspect, land is a space for
interaction; in terms of politics, land is a source of power; in terms of culture, land is a symbol of
collective identity [2]. Hence, significant efforts have been invested all over the world for the correct
management of land, including the development of reliable cadastral systems towards a secure land
recordation [3,4].
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The human dimension of land relates to the concepts of land governance, land management, and land
administration. Although these concepts are interconnected, the land administration guideline [1] defines
them separately and specifically. According to the land administration guideline, land governance is
the process by which decisions are made regarding the access to and use of land, the manner in
which those decisions are implemented, and the way that conflicting interests in land are reconciled.
Land management is the process by which the resources of land are put to good effect; it covers all
activities concerned with the management of land as a resource, both from an environmental and
from an economic perspective. Land administration is the processes of recording and disseminating
information about the ownership, value, use, and development of land. The land management
paradigm [5] turns the cadastral system into the engine of land administration, such that cadastral
information assists the functions of land tenure, land value, land use, and land development. In this
way, the cadastral system becomes the core technical engine delivering the capacity to control and
manage land through the four land administration functions [6]. Soto [7] and Larsson [8], Yildiz [9],
and Milka [10] also recognized that accurate and reliable cadastral systems are fundamental to the
economic development of any nation.

The main issue of the cadastral system is documenting land information in support of land
management, and its definition varies depending on each country’s circumstance and context [11,12].
In addition to this, the level of understanding and operation of cadastral systems in different countries
are different due to the fact that there are different interpretations of the concept as a consequence of
cultural, legal, social, and institutional differences [13]. According to Williamson [14,15], the cadastral
system is the foundation and an integral component of parcel-based land information systems (LIS) that
contain a record of interests in land. These systems are the central component of the land administration
and land management in a state or jurisdiction [16]. Bogaerts [17] defined cadastral systems on the
basis of their constituents, in which the cadastral system is a blend of a land registration and a cadaster.
In the same way, Zevenbergen et al. [18] stated that a cadastral system consisted of the land registration
and the cadaster. For Silva et al. [13], it is the combination of a cadaster with a spatial focus, and a
land register with a legal focus including all aspects of the juridical, fiscal, and regulatory cadaster,
and developed and assessed considering its political, legislative, economic, technological, and social
aspects and relationships. Other scholars defined the term as a subsystem of LIS, which incorporates
other subsystems; juridical, regulatory, and fiscal cadastral systems [19,20]. The cadastral template [21]
defined it as the system that includes the cadaster, title registry, and the associated processes of
land transfer, subdivision, and adjudication, often termed land administration. To Enemark [5,22,23],
a mature cadastral system could be considered as a land administration system.

Although there is no universal definition of a cadastral system [15,24], for the purposes of this
research paper, it is defined as a system that refers to the operations that a cadastral organization is
conducting [25].

Ethiopia, as one of the fastest developing countries in Africa, is in the process of implementing a
modern urban cadastral system at the country level. In response to this, new legal and institutional
frameworks have been introduced. In this regard, the Constitution of the Federal Democratic Republic
of Ethiopia (FDRE) [26], under Article 40 §3, states that the mandate of administering both urban and
rural land is given exclusively to the regional states. As an integral part of the land administration, the
Constitution promotes the implementation of cadastral systems. Given this empowerment, the urban
land is administered and managed by the legal frameworks of Proc. Nos. 721/211 [27] and 818/2014 [28].
These proclamations dictate the modality of urban land acquisition and registration, respectively.
The institution undertaking these mandates is the Ministry of Urban Development, Housing and
Construction [29].

In addition to these legal frameworks, a five-year strategy called the Growth and Transformation
Plan (GTP) was introduced to implement the cadastral system policy. According to this strategy,
adjudication and registration of 1.6 million and 1.2 million landholdings, respectively, across 91 cities,
are planned with 200,000 adjudicated and 150,000 registered in the first year across the prioritized
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23 cities [30]. Ethiopia’s urban cadastral system is carried out with the goal of providing a safe and
reliable real property registration system in order to foster land management which, in turn, achieves
sustainable development goals (SDGs) [31]. Literature studies [16,25,32–35] have documented that
Ethiopia’s urban cadastral system has not been successful. In view of this, Daniel [20] argued that
Ethiopia has experienced a poor urban land registration system due to the past land registration
laws and also because strategic directions were not comprehensive. With regard to operational
cadastral registration, Deininger [36] revealed that the early 1990s attempts of land titling in Ethiopia
were unsuccessful. According to Tigistu [33], the problems and challenges faced in implementing
cadastral systems basically fall within the realm of policy and legislative gaps, technical deficiencies,
and inadequate institutional arrangements. Likewise, Chekole [25] reported that, though there have
been many projects developed to implement the urban cadastral system, none of them could be
successful. Each of these projects contained trials for implementing cadastral systems, yet these
were often not complementary to earlier projects. This has resulted in overlaps, redundancies,
and ill-functioning and inconsistent cadastral systems throughout the country. The aforementioned
issues are results of the absence of a progress performance evaluation of the project in each project phase.
In other words, there is no systematic assessment and evaluation of the strengths and weaknesses of
earlier projects, and there is no systematic set of guidelines used at the start of projects.

Therefore, the purpose of this research is to investigate whether the quality of leadership, strategic
planning, excellence of professional expertise, level of partnership, and mode of process affect the
organizational performance of the urban cadastral system significantly or not. The underlying research
question is: does quality of leadership, strategic planning, excellence of professional expertise, level
of partnership, and mode of process affect the organizational performance of the urban cadastral
system significantly?

2. Methods and Materials

2.1. Description of the Study Area

According to the Ethiopian constitution, Ethiopia is a federal state, administratively structured
into nine regional states and two city administration councils (FDRE, 1995). Based on the nature of the
research question, Addis Ababa, the capital city of Ethiopia and headquarters of the African Union,
was selected as a case study for the following reasons: the city is giving urgent attention to the cadastral
system; it is also the place where the urban cadastral system is being undertaken extensively compared
to other regional cities; in addition, the city was selected to serve as a pilot area for the rest of the
regional cities.

2.2. Data Obtained and Used

To achieve the intended objective of the study, both primary and secondary data sources were used.
Primary data were collected through physical observation and semi-structured interviews. Secondary
data were collected from published journals, books, and grey literature (reports, proclamations,
regulations, directives, standards, and legislations).

2.3. Experimental Design

The study applied a true experimental research design that relies on statistical analysis to determine
the extent to which cadastral system organizational achievements are met. To do so, data were
collected in all (ten) sub-cities of Addis Ababa. Likert-type open and close-ended questionnaires
were administered to a sample of 150 land administration and management professionals, who were
selected purposively. Additionally, ten cadastral system directors from all sub-cities provided their
responses in focus group discussions consisting of 6–8 experts in each sub-city.
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2.4. Questionnaire Design

Both close-ended and open-ended questions (see Appendix A) were designed and administered
to the sampled participants. Respondents were requested to rate their level of satisfaction for 33 closed
questions raised for 9 categories (5 enablers and 4 results in the EFQM excellence model) related to
their organizational circumstances. Benchmarking this model, a number of scholars [37–43] have
evaluated the perceptions of respondents based on Likert scale data. The questionnaire contained both
positively and negatively worded items to identify random responses. Close-ended responses are
bounded between 1–5 scores and represent “Not at all satisfied”, “Slightly satisfied”, “Moderately
satisfied”, “Very satisfied”, and “Completely satisfied”.

2.5. Methods and Theoretical Framework

The research applied desk review and case study research methods. The desk review focuses on
exploring and looking into existing literature on cadastral systems performance evaluation. Case study
was used to get real-life situations and better understandings into the detailed actions of cadastral system.

The research has benchmarked Connel’s [44] theory of change to guide the overall theoretical
aspect of cadastral systems. Given that the origin of the theory of change lies in the field of monitoring
and evaluation, it is an adequate framework for an urban cadastral system performance evaluation in
order to determine how much of the intended result of a given intervention is achieved as a result.
The EFQM Excellence model is used as an analytical tool to comprehensively measure and evaluate the
performance of the urban cadastral system (see Figure 1). The intervention criterion evaluates what
and how an organization does in response to the achievement that the organization aimed for.

The enabling interventions are leadership, strategy, people, resource and partnership, and process,
which, when effectively implemented, aids the organization to achieve the intended result. For the
sake of analysis, these enablers and results are independent and dependent variables, respectively,
which can be quantified within the concept of cadastral systems. Each criterion has its own weight,
which needs to be considered. The sum of all criteria accounts an overall weight of 100%.

Thus, the overall processes of the theory of change follow a cause–effect relationship as in the Logical
model (a hypothesized description of the chain of causes and effects leading to an outcome of interest).
It depicts the relationship between organizational activities and its intended effects. When evaluating an
urban cadastral system, enablers such as policies and strategies, leadership, excellence of professional
expertise, partnerships, and processes are benchmarked as enabling requirements, while organizational
results (business results) are benchmarked as organizational achievements.

Figure 1. EFQM excellence model (Source: adapted from EFQM [45]).
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2.6. Statistical Methods

After collecting the required data, Cronbach’s alpha (a measure of internal consistency) was used
to check how closely related a set of items (questions) are. Cronbach’s alpha, which ensures that either the
response given from each respondent was consistent or not, was used to validate and ensure that the data is
reliable. Based on the collected data, qualitative and quantitative data analysis techniques were employed.
In undertaking the quantitative analysis, a regression model was used to investigate the extent to
which independent variables affect the dependent variable. The correlations among the independent
variables were also investigated to see which variable has more effects. Data collected from interviews,
open-ended questionnaires, observations, and focus group discussions were described qualitatively.

In order to make sure that the collected data are correct, consistent, and useful for its accuracy
and reliability against respondents, the data were verified through Cronbach’s alpha in SPSS.
The alpha coefficient for this study is 0.883, suggesting that the items have relatively high internal
consistency. A reliability coefficient of 0.70 or higher is considered “acceptable” in most research
studies. After ensuring that the data reliability was correct and certain, Equation (1) was used to
calculate the overall organizational achievement of the cadastral system. The equation represents the
influence of independent variables X on the dependent variable Y, which is a fundamental concept in
ordinal regression.

Y = β0 + β1X1W1 + β2X2 W2 + . . .+ βnXnWn (1)

where Y is the dependent variable (overall organizational performance), β0 is the intercept, βn is
coefficients (estimates), Xn is the mean value of independent variables, and n refers to the number of
independent variables, which in this case is 8. The intercept for ordinal regression model is zero since
it starts from the origin.

Table 1 shows basic descriptive statistical information about the response statistics. The minimum
and maximum numbers are bounded between 1 and 5 to represent level of satisfaction. The Mean
describes the average of the responses; median explains the value separating the higher half from the
lower half of a response, while the mode explains the number that appears most frequently.

Table 1. Response statistics of the questionnaire (n = 150).

Strategy Leadership People
Resource &
Partnership

Process
People
Result

Customer
Result

Societal
Result

Organizational
Result

N
Valid 150 150 150 150 150 150 150 150 150

Missing 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Mean 3.12 3.25 2.97 3.95 3.97 3.37 2.65 3.41 3.11
Median 3.00 3.20 3.00 4.00 4.00 3.25 3.00 3.00 3.10
Mode 2.75 3.40 3.00 4.00 4.00 3.25 3.00 3.00 3.00

Assumptions of Ordinal logistic regression model: ordinal logistic regression (often just called
“ordinal regression”) is used to predict an ordinal dependent variable given one or more independent
variables. There are four assumptions to validate this model. (1) Dependent variables should be
measured at the ordinal level; (2) independent variables must be treated as either continuous or
categorical, they cannot be treated as ordinal variables; (3) two or more independent variables that
should not be highly correlated with each other (no multicollinearity); (4) each independent variable
has an identical effect at each cumulative split of the ordinal dependent variable.

Regression model fitting information: Since the collected data from questionnaire are in the form
of order (rank) through Likert scale, ordinal regression model was performed to extract meaningful
information. This type of regression model has five conditions to be fulfilled.

Model fitting: this is the measure of how well the model fits the data. The significance level of alpha
is 0.05, which limits the level of significance value. The result from this model is 0.00 (See Table 2), which
is less than the common alpha level of 0.05, which indicates that it is statistically significant, telling that
the model gives better predictions. The statistical significance indicates that changes in the independent
variables (enablers) correlate with shifts in the dependent variable (organizational performance).
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Goodness of fit: The goodness of fit of a statistical model describes how well it fits a set of observations.
Measures of goodness of fit typically summarize the discrepancy between observed values and the
values expected under the model in question. The significance value for the goodness of fit (Pearson) is 1
(see Table 2), which is greater than the common alpha level of 0.05, which indicates that it is statistically
significant and suggests that the model fits the data very well.

Table 2. Regression model fitting information that justifies appropriateness of the model.

Model Fitting Information

Model −2 Log Likelihood Chi-Square df Sig.

Intercept Only 485.218
Final 309.316 175.902 43 0.00

Link function: Logit.

Goodness-of-Fit

Chi-Square df Sig.

Pearson 558.504 851 1.00
Deviance 309.316 851 1.00

Link function: Logit.

Pseudo R-Square

Cox and Snell 0.690
Nagelkerke 0.719
McFadden 0.363

Link function: Logit.

Test of Parallel Lines a

Model −2 Log Likelihood Chi-Square df Sig.

Null Hypothesis 363.724
General 338.524 b 25.200 c 40 0.967

The null hypothesis states that the location parameters (slope coefficients) are the same across response categories.
a Link function: Logit. b The log-likelihood value cannot be further increased after maximum number of step-halving.
c The Chi-Square statistic is computed based on the log-likelihood value of the last iteration of the general model.
Validity of the test is uncertain.

Pseudo R2: This statistic indicates the percentage of the variance in the dependent variable
(organizational performance) that the independent variables (enablers) explain collectively. If R2

(Nagelkerke) is greater than 0.7, it indicates that 70% of the independent variables explain the
dependent variable, which in this case is 0.719.

Test of parallel line: this is the test according to the assumption of proportional odds. This is a key
assumption in ordinal regression. The assumption is that the effects of any explanatory variables are
consistent (proportional) across the different thresholds (by thresholds we mean the splits between each
pair of categories of your ordinal outcome variable). In other words, that the explanatory variables
have the same effect on the odds regardless of the threshold.

2.7. Uncertainties and Shortcomings of the Study

Since the study was conducted in the capital city of Ethiopia, the result may not be certain to make
generalization to other cities of the country due to geographical differences. Due to the COVID-19
situation, some of the interviews with key informants were made through virtual communication,
which may limit the study in getting detailed information compared with physical presence with the
interviewee. In addition to the EFQM excellence model, it would have been better if the study had
benchmarked other evaluation frameworks.
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3. Results

3.1. Socio-Economic Profile of the Respondents

Age and Marital Status: The age of respondents affects their views about the particular problems;
usually age indicates level of maturity of individuals, in that sense age becomes more important to
examine the response. The perceptions and attitudes of the person can also differ by the marital status
due to the acquired responsibilities through marriage. Table 3 shows that 64.7% of the respondents
were within the range of 20–30 years; 30% were within the range of 31–40 years; and 5.3% were within
the range of 41–50. This indicates that the majority (64.7%) of the respondents were professionals
within the age of 31–40 years. An overwhelming number of the respondents (73.3%) were married and
the remaining (26.7%) were unmarried.

Education and educational background: education is one of the most important characteristics
that might affect a person’s attitudes and way of looking and understanding any particular social
phenomena. The educational background of respondents also affects the credibility of the responses.
A considerable number of respondents (80.7%) were BSc graduates and 19.3% were MSc graduates
who are working in the cadastral system organization. In relation to this, most of the experts (70%)
are land administration graduates, while lawyers, geomatics and civil engineers, IT, geographers,
and related fields share the remaining 30% (see Table 3). It is believed that the organization has
recruited appropriate professionals who can accomplish the intended missions of the cadastral system.

Experience and level of income: experience gives firsthand knowledge of what is actually working
in the industry. In Table 3, the majority of the respondents (78.7%) have about 4 years of experience,
while the remaining 21.3% fall within the range of 8–11 years. It was ensured that the respondents were
all very experienced staffmembers who are (or have been) involved in all aspects of land administration
activities. The collective responses can thus be considered significant. Respondents’ level of income
plays an important role in shaping the economic conditions of an individual, which, in turn, is likely to
have a bearing on the responses to a posed problem. Most of the respondents (79.3%) were earning a
monthly income of between 12,001 and 15,000 birr, 12.7% of the respondents earn between 15,001 and
18,000 birr, while the rest (8%) earn above 18,000 birr.

Table 3. Profile of the respondents.

Characteristics Frequency Percent Characteristics Frequency Percent

Age Educational Background

20–30 97 64.7 Land Administration 105 70
31–40 45 30 Geomatics 7 4.7
41–50 8 5.3 Law 14 9.3

Marital Status Geography 6 4

Single 40 26.7 Civil Engineering 7 4.7
Married 110 73.3 IT 8 5.3

Education Others 3 2

BSc 121 80.7 Income (ETB)

MSc 29 19.3 12,001–15,000 119 79.3

Experience (years) 15,001–18,000 19 12.7

4–7 118 78.7 >18,000 12 8
8–11 32 21.3

3.2. Correlation Results

Correlation (see Table 4) explains the level of association between involved variables. According to
the assumption of the ordinal regression model, the level of association between or among independent
variables should not be greater than 0.7.
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Table 4. Correlation results among variables.

Policy &
Strategy

Leadership People
Resource &
Partnership

Process
People
Result

Customer
Result

Societal
Result

Original
Result

Policy & Strategy 1
Leadership 0.371 1

People 0.140 0.202 1
Resource & Partnership 0.1 0.423 0.206 1

Process 0.062 0.253 0.146 0.662 1
People Result −0.081 0.013 0.037 0.036 0.04 1

Customer Result 0.001 0.054 0.027 −0.003 −0.004 0.042 1
Societal Result −0.006 −0.037 −0.045 0.092 0.046 −0.031 −0.077 1

Organizational Result −0.034 −0.060 0.12 −0.035 −0.040 0.508 0.252 0.455 1

3.3. Ordinal Logistic Regression Model Estimation Result

Ordinal logistic regression model was used to predict the relationship between the ordinal outcome
and independent variables towards urban cadastral system level of excellence. From Table 5, it can be
noted that policy and strategy, leadership, resource and partnership, process, and customer result are
variables which are not statistically significant (p values > 0.05).

Table 5. Coefficients that estimates the influence of independent variables on the dependent.

Variables Estimate (β) Exp (β) Std. Error df p Value

Policy & Strategy 0.354 1.425 0.476 1 0.457
Leadership 0.489 1.631 0.653 1 0.454

People 1.120 3.065 0.510 1 0.037
Resource & Partnership 0.508 1.662 0.735 1 0.489

Process 0.540 1.716 0.681 1 0.875
People Result 1.724 5.607 0.618 1 0.000

Customer Result 1.657 5.244 0.377 1 0.085
Societal Result 0.281 1.324 0.312 1 0.000

Based on this evidence, we retain the null hypothesis and reject the alternative hypothesis.
To interpret the result, cadastral system policy and strategy, quality of leadership, provided resource
and partnership, existing process to deliver services, and the satisfaction result of the customer have
no significant effect on the organizational achievements. This does not mean that those variables do
not affect, rather they affect the performance of the cadastral organization with less significance. For
instance, the quality of cadastral policy and strategy affects the organization with 0.354 amounts.
When the independent variable (policy and strategy) increases with 1 unit, the dependent variable
(organizational result) will increase with 0.354 amounts.

On the other hand, People, People Result, and Societal Result are statistically significant
(p values < 0.05), which in this case reject the null hypothesis and accept the alternative hypothesis.
Based on significance values (p values), People, People Result, and Societal Result have a significant
effect on the success of the organizational achievements.

Table 6 provides the results of the ordinal logistic regression model. According to the results,
all thresholds are statistically significant at the significance level of 0.05.
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Table 6. Estimated coefficients, assigned weights, and mean response rate.

Independent Variables
Calculated

Coefficients or
Estimates (β)

Assigned
Weight (W)

Mean

(
¯
X) Values

Dependent
Variable

(Calculated)

Policy & Strategy 0.354 1.0 3.12

Y = 24.916

Leadership 0.489 0.8 3.25
People 1.120 0.9 2.97

Resource & Partnership 0.508 0.9 3.95
Process 0.540 1.4 3.97

People Result 1.724 0.9 3.37
Customer Result 1.657 2.0 2.65
Societal Result 0.281 0.6 3.41

The column of Calculated Coefficients or Estimates (β) provides the values for β1 to βn for this
equation; the column Assigned Weight (taken from the EFQM excellence model) presents the weights
for the respective independent variables, and the column Mean (X) Values presents the average values
for all respondents in each variable. Expressed in terms of the variables used in this table, the regression
equation for the overall performance of the organization is calculated based on Equation (1).

Cadastral system achievement (Y)
= (0.354 ∗ 1 ∗ 3.12) + (0.489 ∗ 0.8 ∗ 3.25) + (1.120& ∗ 0.9 ∗ 2.97) + (0.508 ∗ 0.9& ∗ 3.95)
+(0.540 ∗ 1.4 ∗ 3.97) + (1.724 ∗ 0.9 ∗ 3.37) + (1.657 ∗ 2.0 ∗ 2.65)
+(0.281 ∗ 0.6 ∗ 3.41) = 24.916

(2)

3.4. Interview and Focus Group Discussion Results

The interview was made (see Table 7) for directors of the urban cadastral system agency in each of
the 10 sub-cities. Apart from this, focus group discussions among land administration experts were
conducted to crosscheck and validate the responses from the directors.

Table 7. Interview score from the cadastral system directors of ten sub-cities.

Statements Very Poor Poor Fair Good Excellent Total

Quality of policy and strategic plan 8 2 10
Quality of organizational leadership 8 2 10

Excellence of expertise (People) 4 4 2 10
Provision of resource 8 2 10

Quality of organizational (process) 8 2 10
People Result 5 4 1 10

Customer Result 4 4 2 10
Societal Result 1 5 4 10

4. Discussion

The EFQM Excellence Model is based on the logical assumption that excellence in enablers
will lead to superior results, and thus leadership drives policy and strategy, people management,
and partnerships and resources, and these three elements influence the results through suitable
processes [45]. As a quality model, the EFQM Excellence Model explains, through its enabler criteria,
the areas that the organization should consider as input to improve its results, as well as the result
indicators that must be achieved. In this regard, the EFQM Excellence model provides a pattern
of relationships both between enablers and results, and between the criteria. Empirical evidence
shows that significant relationships exist between the result elements, where results on one level
contribute to outcomes on others [46,47]. The excellence model assumes that customer results, people
results, and society results will, together, ultimately infer organizational performance. Research on the
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relationship between enablers and results indicates that weaknesses in leadership can affect people,
customer, societal, and key organizational results [48,49].

Based on the findings of this research, reliability of the empirical data was tested through
Cronbach’s alpha (0.883) and passed the required level of significance, which is 0.7. This result can be
compared with the result by Carlos [50], Cronbach’s alpha of 0.71. Hence, the result confirmed that
the items (questions) have relatively high internal consistency. The selected regression model (ordinal
logistics regression model) was proved to be a good fit with our data and passed the required level of
significance (see Table 2). In addition to this, there was an assumption for the ordinal regression model
to be met in relation to correlation, which states that correlation among independent variables should
not be highly correlated. On the basis of this assumption, it can be observed from the Table 4 that there
is a positive and negative correlation between independent variables. If the correlation is greater than
0.7, it is said to be highly correlated (multicollinearity). Accordingly, the assumption is met on the basis
of this benchmark. The maximum correlation among independent variables is 0.662, for partnership
and process variables, while the lowest correlation is −0.003 for partnership and customer results.
These statistics indicate that the ordinal regression is an appropriate model to analyze and interpret
the data.

We also considered the results of model fitting, goodness of fit, Pseudo R2 and test of parallel
line. Nagelkerke’s (R2) statistics showed that the independent variables explain about 71.9% of the
variations in the outcomes. All those statistics confirm that the model is a good fit to explain the
outcome. Based on these test results, estimates (coefficients) presented in Table 5 are calculated.
Those estimates or coefficients of the independent variables (Strategy, Leadership, People, Partnership,
Process, People Result, Customer Result, and Societal Result) determine the dependent variable
(organizational performance). Coefficients are the change in the response associated with a one-unit
change of the independent, all other independents being held constant. In short, these parameters are
values for the regression equation to predict the dependent variable.

The performance of an urban cadastral system is measured through 8 independent variables,
each with a satisfaction score between 1 (not at all satisfied) and 5 (completely satisfied), thus the
sum of the overall performance of the cadastral organization could achieve a minimum of 8 and a
maximum of 40. Since the performance of an urban cadastral system is measured only through the
eight independent variables, there is no intercept (β0) that can be added with the rest of the estimated
coefficients. Hence, based on the results obtained in Table 6, each independent variable predicted the
dependent variable in different weights. In the case of the urban cadastral system of Addis Ababa,
people result and customer result were estimated with the highest scores among all the independent
variables, which are 1.724 and 1.657, respectively, while strategy and leadership were estimated with
the lowest values, which are 0.354 and 0.489, respectively. Accordingly, people result was affected
the most compared to the rest of the variables, and on the other hand, policy and strategy has less
effect on the overall organizational result. Thus, the high value of the regression estimation parameter
implies that there is strong causal relationship between the independent and dependent variables.
Therefore, the overall performance of the organization is evaluated out of 40. Based on the findings of
this research, the urban cadastral system organization scored 24.196 out of 40. In percentage, the Addis
Ababa urban cadastral system organization has an overall performance of 62.3%.

With regard to interviews, ten cadastral sub-city directors were interviewed to respond to questions
related to the performance of their organization in relation to EFQM criteria. They responded that the
most bottlenecks for the achievement of their organization are strategic planning, quality of leadership,
bureaucratic processes, and supply of resources. In this regard, most of the respondents (80%) agreed
with this idea, in that it was not designed in a way that responds to the existing circumstances of
the city.

In addition to this, results from the focus group discussion confirm that most problems emanate
from the strategic plan, supply of resources, and leadership skill. Comparing these responses with the
interview and questionnaire, it measures the reality of the organization.
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5. Conclusions

The objective of this paper was to evaluate the performance (achievement) of the urban cadastral
system of Ethiopia, using the case of Addis Ababa, based on the EFQM excellence model. The main idea
behind the research is about cadastral information, which is a basis for property valuation, land-use
planning, land tenure, and land development. Cadastral information offers accurate inventories of
land parcels, provides a true and exact description of the legal situation of rights in land, provides a
standardized database for management of public lands, serves as a basis for valuation and taxation,
and serves as evidence of ownership for legal cases. Thus, the research benefits land administration
stakeholders with these and other related land administration and management functions. This study
was conducted based on an international performance evaluation model called EFQM. In this regard,
the research is unique in that there is no study conducted in Addis Ababa using this type of evaluation
framework/model. It is an empirical study on the urban cadastral system of Addis Ababa using
primary data based on direct observation. Hence, it can serve as literature to the scientific community.
The research will benefit the land administration and management stakeholders (governmental
organizations, NGOs, private sector, etc.) to be aware of the experiences of the urban cadastral
system of Addis Ababa. This, in turn, makes the stakeholders well informed in their decision making.
Apart from that, some of the interviews with key informants were made through webinar, which may
limit the study in getting in-depth information compared with physical presence with the interviewee.
The findings showed that the urban cadastral system organization achieves an overall performance
of 62.3% with major problems identified in the strategic plan, supply of resources, leadership skill,
and the processes bureaucracy.

Policy implications: land administration and management proclamations, regulations, directives,
and standards are issued by policy makers. Designing these laws needs well-informed decision
makers. Decision makers within the domain of the land governance theme should be aware of what
the reality on the ground looks like and about the achievements of the cadastral system organization
for their financial planning. Hence, this research provides insights for policy makers in making
well-informed decisions. In addition to this, we recommend that the responsible cadastral authorities
need to pay serious attention to the enabler criteria (especially, the design of policy and strategy,
quality of leadership, provision of resource and partnership, and the process), in order to improve the
performance of urban cadastral system achievements.

Future works: this research has conducted the performance of the urban cadastral system
organization in Addis Ababa using the EFQM Excellence model. Other scholars in the field may
undertake studies using other evaluation frameworks apart from EFQM.
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Appendix A. Evaluation Criteria of the Cadastral System Organization

Within the framework of the EFQM excellence model, nine criteria were developed and distributed
to the respondents in the form of Likert scale questions. The concept behind this research is that people
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results, customer results, and societal results are achieved through leadership-driving cadastral policy
and strategy, people, partnership and resources and processes, which leads ultimately to excellence in
cadastral organizational performance achievements. There are included sub-criteria, though broad
questions are only presented here.

1. Leadership: how do leaders develop mission and vision, and implement them via appropriate
plans for urban cadastral system organization?

2. Strategy: does the urban cadastral system organization implement their mission and vision by
developing a stakeholder focused strategy?

3. People: does the urban cadastral system organization value its people and create a culture that
allows the mutually beneficial achievement of organizational goals?

4. Partnership and resource: how does the urban cadastral system organization plan and manage
external partnerships, suppliers, and internal resources in order to support their strategy, policies
and the effective operation of processes?

5. Process: does the urban cadastral system organization design, manage, and improve processes to
generate quality services for customers and stakeholders?

6. People results: does the urban cadastral system organization achieve and sustain outstanding
results that meet or exceed the needs and expectations of their people?

7. Customer results: does the urban cadastral system organization achieve and sustain outstanding
results that meet or exceed the needs and expectations of their customers?

8. Societal results: does the urban cadastral system organization achieve and sustain outstanding
results that meet or exceed the needs and expectations of relevant stakeholders within society?

9. Organizational results: does the urban cadastral system organization achieve and sustain
outstanding results that meet or exceed the needs and expectations of their business stakeholders?
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Abstract: The rise of urban populations has rendered cities in both developed and developing
countries vulnerable to poor health and diseases that are associated with urban living conditions
and environments. Therefore, there is a growing consensus that while personal factors are critical
in determining health, the urban environment exacerbates or mitigates health outcomes, and as
such the solution for improving health outcomes in urban settings can be found in addressing socio-
environmental factors that shape urban environments. Land tenure security is a social environmental
factor of health that has been understudied by urban geographers despite its obvious role in shaping
urban environments, housing conditions, and health. We interpret literature and infer possible
pathways through which land tenure security connects to health and propose a land tenure security
and health nexus conceptual framework for modeling and investigating the extent of this connection.
Based on a narrative review of literature, this inter-disciplinary paper shows that land tenure security
can influence health outcomes via four pathways—infrastructure access, environmental justice,
psycho-ontological security, and social cohesion. Going forward, a subsequent investigation can
focus on developing an index of land tenure security health insults, based on which an empirical
investigation of the relationship between land tenure security and health disease is possible.

Keywords: tenure security; health; urban health; land tenure; urban planning; social determinants;
land tenure security and health nexus; environmental justice; land use; land management

1. Introduction

City life is a reality for many and is rapidly becoming so for most of the world’s
population [1–3]. The world today is experiencing a fast pace of urbanization with nearly
70% of the global population projected to live in urban areas by 2050 [4]. Conventionally,
urbanization has been linked to development, and development with health, but in the
face of development is the growth of slums, which are characterized by poor health [5].
Cities are therefore characterized by three processes, namely the movement of people into
urban centers, development of informal settlements due to lack of tenure, and emergence
of environmental and health problems. Thus, while urbanism is idealized to entail social
improvements with consequential better quality-of-life for urban residents, on the contrary,
in many low-income and some middle-income countries, urbanization conveys inequality
and exclusion. This creates cities and dwellings characterized by poverty, overcrowding,
poor housing, severe pollution, absence of basic services, and poor health which is defined
by the unequal social context that surrounds the daily life of the disadvantaged, and
often, socially excluded groups [6]. The rise of urban populations has rendered cities in
both developed and developing countries vulnerable to poor health and diseases that
are associated with urban living conditions and environments [3]. In response, there
is a wealth of literature that recognizes the need to understand the impacts of urban
environments and living conditions on the health of urban populations [5,7–13]. There is

Land 2021, 10, 257. https://doi.org/10.3390/land10030257 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/land

229



Land 2021, 10, 257

now a growing consensus that while personal factors are critical in determining health, the
urban environment exacerbates or mitigates health and well-being outcomes [14,15]. This is
because cities are so ubiquitous and their impact so pervasive that it is difficult to consider
any aspect of health ignoring urban settings [16]. To emphasize this, Corburn [17] posits
that if the global community is serious about the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs),
greater attention must be paid to understanding and acting to improve urban places, living
conditions, and the social and economic conditions that can promote health equity. Hence,
the solution for improving health outcomes in urban settings lies in addressing urban
environments and associated land–people relations than narrowly focusing on healthcare
systems—a stance aligned with socio-environmental determinants of global health [18].

The literature on addressing urban environments to promote health connections
is diverse but distributed in professional silos. Most of the literature has subscribed
to a planning approach and either praised or blamed urban planning approaches or
their absence for the health conditions in urban areas or advocated urban planning as
a solution to urban health conditions [13,19–21]. Many have attributed urban health
conditions to urban green spaces [22–26], urban density [27,28], transport planning [29,30],
environmental pollution including air, water, and noise pollution [31–33], urban land use
changes [34–36], and lack of basic infrastructure and water and sanitation facilities [12].
For many, the picture that comes to mind at the mention of urban health is the striking
informal settlement that comes with urbanization in most developing countries. The
mention of informal settlements creates a picture of poor health and high disease burden
and informality which is identified with lack of space and tenure insecurity [13,37,38].

People to land relations and land tenure security are central to the informality, high
disease burden, environmental pollution, density, blue-green spaces, land use change,
sanitation, and basic infrastructure which are identified with health in urban areas. Land
tenure security provides rights that enable access to blue-green spaces, urban infrastructure,
and services, while also providing the incentive for environmental stewardship and invest-
ment in household infrastructure such as water and sanitation facilities to improve living
conditions. Yet, urban planning literature [13,19,21] has made implicit the complex role of
land tenure and tenure security in understanding urban environments and health. Some
scholars [13,20], in advancing an urban planning course, have argued in the wake of recent
pandemics that urban planning, a profession that emerged in the late nineteenth century
with a goal of improving the health of the least well-off urban residents, has lost its focus
throughout the twentieth century. However, we think that urban planning has not neces-
sarily lost focus, rather it has failed to explicitly leverage the role of land tenure security in
urban planning to unleash the full health benefits. While the urban planning and health
nexus articulated in literature cannot be underestimated [13], we argue that underlying
planning is land tenure which, when combined with planning, leads to improvement in
livelihoods [39], quality of life [40] and health. Therefore, focusing on urban planning
as a solution to urban health conditions without tenure is a recipe for gentrification [41],
which in itself has implications on health [42–44]. Planning and land tenure have land
use in common, and while planning organizes space according to uses, tenure connects
people to these organized spaces. Therefore focusing on planning alone leads to “urban
planning dilemma”, where those with legitimate rights to land are different from those
deciding how and what to use the land for [45]—a situation which has implications for
urban environmental outcomes and health.

Land tenure security is a socio-environmental factor of health that is hardly referenced
in the debates about urban built environments and health connections. Nevertheless, it
plays an obvious role in shaping urban environments, housing conditions, and for that
matter health. Made explicit, Watson [46] emphasizes the importance of land tenure and
health in the following excerpt:

“Our identity as human beings remains tied to our land, to our cultural practices, our
systems of authority and social control, our intellectual traditions, our concepts of spiritu-
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ality, and to our systems of resource ownership and exchange. Destroy this relationship
and you damage—sometimes irrevocably—individual human beings and their health.”

Although this quote clearly recognizes that land tenure is a determinant of health
and well-being, the pathway for such association is multi-directional [46] and less under-
stood. In fact, it still sits at the heart of much academic and policy debates which promote
tenure choices to deliver certain outcomes including sustainable cities and housing, green
cities, clean cities, land degradation neutrality, environmental conservation, and various
SDGs [4,38,47–49]. A growing land tenure insecurity correlates with a growing poverty
level and volume. A growing poverty level and volume correlates with an increase in
compromising of health issues. An increase of compromising of health issues increases the
amount of disadvantaged urban population. Yet, it remains unclear how, where, when,
through which mechanisms, and under which conditions land tenure insecurity drives and
affects health issues. A fundamental issue in land management literature is that there is
little reference to health. Likewise, health literature hardly refers to land tenure or land
tenure security. In effect, there are insufficient provisions for health in the formulation of
land policies and insufficient provisions of land tenure in health policy formulation. Hence,
health issues are never a comprehensive part of land policy formulation or are the imme-
diate objectives of land tenure security interventions. Consequently, there are no explicit
formal connections between land tenure security and health, which is an omission in both
science, policy, and practice. There is no comprehensive study that connects land tenure
security with health despite several studies which suggest potential linkages between the
two variables [49–54]. The ones that have attempted this connection [47,50,51,55,56] have
either ended up alleging a link between land tenure security and health without show-
ing the mechanisms and pathways of this link [51], are not grounded on theoretical and
conceptual frameworks [50], or based on a limited scope of what constitutes tenure [47].

This study fills this gap by a process of inferring from existing documentation what the
connections between land tenure security and health could be and how this could translate
into a land tenure security and health nexus conceptual framework. Such a framework
would make the pathways through which variations in land tenure security on the one
hand and health issues on the other hand influence or affect each other. The objective of this
inference review is to derive the scope, extent, nature, and gaps of existing research on ur-
ban environments and health from a land tenure lens/perspective, to identify the pathways
through which land tenure security and health are linked, and to develop a land tenure
security and health nexus conceptual framework for understanding these linkages. The
study sets the stage for further investigation for measuring and empirically investigating
the relationship between land tenure security and health outcomes and diseases.

In the next section, we demystify the concepts of health, tenure security, and theoretical
foundations of the land tenure security and health nexus. Section 3 describes the methods
used in this review. In Section 4, we synthesize findings on the land tenure security and
health nexus highlighting the existing evidence of the potential linkages between land
tenure security and health. We then present, in Section 5, the land tenure security and
health nexus conceptual framework and conclude with implications and recommendations
for further research.

2. Land Tenure Security and Social Determinants of Health: Theoretical Framing

Ansari et al. [57] argue that there is a need for (inter-disciplinary) theoretical frame-
works that encompass the role of social and environmental determinants of health while
acknowledging the crucial inter-connectedness of social context, behavior, and biology.
Subsequently, theoretical models such as that by Barton [15] emphasize this need by
showing the determinants of health in urban settlements which go beyond the individ-
ual to encompass social context in which people live. Although theory by itself is not a
panacea, it can help to select key goals and measurable indicators needed to formulate
health policies [58]. The strong correlation between proximate determinants of health
often obscures the impact of distal social factors, including land tenure security, that can
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influence the causal pathways for health outcomes within populations. Therefore, theories
guide the selection of key constructs and concepts thought to have influence on health
and to explain the multiple social and biological processes that result in embodiment and
consequent manifestation in the disease burden and health outcomes of populations and
individuals. This new thinking conforms to the ideals of modern social epidemiology—a
branch of epidemiology concerned with the way that social experiences, social structures,
institutions, and relationships influence health [59]. Current dimensions of health call for
integrative and cross-disciplinary research strategies or systems, each directed towards
some aspects (including land tenure security) of the complex relationship of health and
diseases to society and the individuals [57]. Theories underpin such research and provides
the basis for explaining the connections between specified phenomena within and across
specified domains by using interrelated sets of ideas whose plausibility can be tested by
human action and thought [60]. Before delving into what theory is relevant for advancing
the cause of land tenure security and health, it is important to understand what the two
concepts denote.

2.1. Demystifying the Concepts of Land Tenure Security and Health

Like many concepts, the concepts of land tenure security and health are fluid and,
as expected in intellectual discourse, connote different meanings to different individu-
als and groups, including that it is referred to as housing tenure in some jurisdictions.
While the semantics of the concept may be argued differently, we hold the view that land
tenure security encompasses housing tenure security. Thus, variants of housing including
mortgage, ownership, or rental housing as classified in some jurisdictions, are variants of
tenure that come with varying levels of tenure security. Our use of land tenure security
is to underscore the fact that land is the basic building block of housing and as such land
tenure security and housing tenure security cannot be separated. Particularly in developing
country context where real estate markets are dominated by private housing development,
tenure in relation to land is mostly precedent to housing tenure. Notwithstanding varying
conceptualizations of land tenure [61–66], it fundamentally denotes a rights-based social
relationship, whether legal or illegal, between people, land, and society and the basis
upon which land is held, used, or owned. The concept of tenure security has evolved
in response to efforts to clarify investment incentives of property holders [67]. Varying
views on the concept of land tenure security has led to its definition from two broad
schools of thought—the assurance and the substance of rights school of thoughts. On
the one hand, proponents of the assurance school of thought define security of tenure in
terms of the uncertainty of rights, the probability of loss of all or part of the rights held,
the expected time of residence before eviction, the uncertainty of changes in government
policy, and the impacts of changes in policy on tenure attributes [62,64,68–71]. On the
other hand, the substance of right school of thought defines land tenure security in terms
of the duration of rights, legal title to land, renewability of rights, and the right to sell or
transfer land [72,73]. This study shares the views of Bruce and Migot-Adholia [74] that
land tenure security exists when an individual perceives that he or she has legitimate
claims to a piece of land on a continuous basis, free from imposition or interference from
outside sources, as well as the ability to reap the benefits of labor and capital invested in
that land, either in use or upon transfer to another holder. Thus, land tenure security exists
when one’s land tenure is legally recognized through formal registration or documentation;
socially recognized through informal, customary, and undocumented tenure arrangements;
and/or symbolically recognized through anti-eviction, adverse possession, social legiti-
macy, and extra-legal means, as well as when such tenure is also perceived to be secure by
the tenure rights holder. We acknowledge that tenure is socially constructed and that there
are different lenses for looking at land tenure—either via the lens of degree of formality
(continuum of land rights) or legality (legal titles to land) both of which confer varying
social obligations of land ownership and use—rights, restrictions, and responsibilities. A
focus on legality often excludes legitimate and intermediary tenures that proffer enough
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security of tenure that are commensurate with people’s circumstances of life. We hold
the view that the legality of tenure by way of titles is not necessarily a precondition for
land tenure security [75]. Instead, the individual’s perception anchored on the degree
of formality of tenure and the rights, restrictions, and responsibilities conferred by this
formality, is the defining feature of land tenure security. The argument here is not that
titles do not guarantee secure tenure, rather that there are multiple ways to achieving land
tenure security that is not exclusive to land titles. Hence, we view land tenure security
from a degree of formality perspective that enable us to capture the variants of tenure
on the tenure continuum including but not limited to private rent, public rent, freehold,
co-housing, and squatting.

The concept of health includes the traditional biomedical, ecological, holistic, and
other universal concepts [16]. From the traditional point of view, health is the absence
of disease and illness. That is a person is healthy if only all organs of the person are
functioning normally [16]. From an ecological perspective, health is a relative concept
that is influenced by the individual’s quality of life and surroundings and depends on the
individual’s ability to adapt to a dynamic environment and society. Thus, health according
to the ecological school of thought is the state of equilibrium between human beings and
their environment. The holistic concept of health combines the traditional and ecological
concepts by conceptualizing health as multi-dimensional concept that seeks to understand
human health within the context of environment, which encompasses the physical and
social environment.

Adopting a holistic approach to health, the World Health Organization (WHO) in
1986 defined health as “a state of complete physical, mental, and social well-being and
not merely the absence of disease or infirmity”. Critics [16,76,77] argue that WHO’s
definition of health lack specificity in defining well-being, for equating well-being to health,
and for assuming health as a perfect state of being, which is practically not achievable.
However, the various viewpoints of health articulated by the critics agree that the concept
of health is multidimensional, involves the absence of disease, and is not influenced by
a single criterion. Therefore, this study subscribes to the WHO’s definition of health
and multidimensionality of health, based on which the study envisions four dimensions
of health—environmental, physical, social, and psychological, which can potentially be
affected by land tenure security. The abstract question then is, what has a social science
construct such as land tenure security got to do with a biomedical construct of health? A
premise for answering this question is identifying a framework that allows for identifying
and connecting the two interdisciplinary concepts.

2.2. Framing Land Tenure Security as a Social Determinant of Health

Although vigorously speculated in intellectual and policy discourses, land tenure secu-
rity and health are two distinct concepts that are hardly investigated together. There is liter-
ature evidence that hints at linkages between land tenure security and health [50–53,78,79].
The connections between land tenure security and health are mostly investigated without
mono-disciplinary theoretical and conceptual frameworks for testing the associations or
causal pathways that link land tenure security to health outcomes. On one hand, there are
health frameworks [80,81] that link health outcomes with environmental factors, but land
tenure security is hardly one of such factors that are linked to health outcomes. On the other
hand, there are land management frameworks including sustainable land management
framework [82,83], responsible and smart land management framework [84], land gover-
nance assessment framework [85], land tenure security and spatial justice framework [86],
and tenure responsive land use planning [87] which address land and land tenure security
issues but rarely include health matters. Evidence from preliminary reviews of land tenure,
urban and environmental health literature, and daily urban life and urbanization experi-
ences suggests that there must be an inter-relation between land tenure security and health
diseases. The manifestation of this inter-relation is that land tenure patterns dictate housing
patterns and neighborhood conditions which directly affect health outcomes. Similarly,
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land management interventions such as slum upgrades, resettlement, and tenure formaliza-
tion have delivered improved health and well-being as outcomes through improved tenure,
housing, and environmental conditions [56]. Therefore, if land tenure influences housing
and environmental conditions and housing and environmental conditions influence health
outcomes, there must be a relation between land tenure security and health outcomes. In
fact, this relationship exists and manifests in urban informal settlements, but has been
given little attention, which has led to some implications on the health burden of urban
areas. This makes it compelling to revisit this relationship. However, an understanding
of this relation requires an inter-disciplinary integration of theories that combine society,
environments, and health. One domain that presents an opportunity for such integration
is social production of health and disease theories which combines ecology, biology, and
social context to understand distal social and environmental determinants of health.

Three social epidemiology theories which are relevant for understanding health out-
comes and socio-environmental context are psychosocial theory, social production of
disease theory, and eco-social theory [18]. The three theories agree that health outcomes are
results of an interplay between society and biology but differ in their respective emphasis
on different aspects of social and biological conditions and how they integrate to shape
population health and disease patterns.

The psychosocial theory hypothesizes that the social environment changes host suscep-
tibility by affecting neuroendocrine function [88,89]. It emphasizes endogenous biological
responses to human interactions by focusing on responses to stress and on stressed people
in need of psychosocial resources but ignores who and what generates psychosocial insults
and buffers as well as how their distribution is shaped by social, political, and economic
policies [60]. In relation to this study, the theory offers insights for investigating the social
and psychological stresses imposed on people by the presence or absence of land tenure
security, and the consequences on health outcomes.

The social production of disease theory [90] posits that economic and political insti-
tutions and decisions that facilitate economic and social privilege and inequality are the
“fundamental causes of inequalities” in health [91]. It focuses on the health impacts of state
policies but offers few principles for identifying and investigating what the actual social
determinants of health are [60]. Hence, the theory resonates with policy thinking, and in
the case of this study, how land and tenure policy set broad social contexts that influence
health outcomes.

The eco-social theory embraces the social production of disease approach while en-
gaging a comparable analysis of biology and ecology [60]. The eco-social theory of disease
distribution seeks to answer the principal question—what is responsible for population
patterns of health, disease, and well-being, as manifested in the present, past, and changing
social inequalities in health? [60]. It integrates social and biologic reasoning along with a
dynamic, historical, and ecologic perspective to develop new insights into determinants of
population distributions of disease and inequalities in health [92]. The key construct of the
eco-social theory is embodiment—how humans biologically incorporate the material and
social world in which we live, from conception to death.

Two propositions of the eco-social theory are key for relating land tenure and tenure
security to health outcomes:

1. Societies’ epidemiological profiles are shaped by ways of living which are created by
current and changing societal arrangements of power, property, and the production
and reproduction of both social and biological life, involving people, other species,
and the biophysical world in which we live.

2. In societies exhibiting social divisions based on property and power, and in which
those with the most power and resources constitute a small percentage of the popu-
lation, the more prevalent the health outcome, the greater the absolute burden (and
potentially the relative burden) on those with less power and fewer resources, because
they constitute the majority of the population.
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In the context of this study, these propositions are relevant for understanding the role
of land tenure in health, particularly how variations of land tenure security stratify society,
impose differential access to resources, rights, and power that shape health burdens and
outcomes of populations and individuals.

Together, the three theories above emphasize the concept of “social position” which
underscores social determinants of health [18]. Within this purview, we framed land
tenure (security) as a social position, which shapes people’s living conditions and health
outcomes. In other words, viewed as a social determinant of health, land tenure creates
a social structure or relations in society; variations in the nature of tenure and security of
tenure create social stratification and assigns individuals to different social positions and
circumstances that affect their health.

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Study Design

Methodologically, this study adopted a narrative review approach [93]. Narrative
reviews are less discriminatory in the identification, assessment, and inclusion of studies,
which allows for pooling ideas and evidence from studies of varying scientific quality [94].
Unlike systematic reviews, a narrative approach enables searching more broadly across
disciplines [95], which allowed us to search interdisciplinary trends in land tenure, urban
health, environmental management, urban planning, land management, and health issues.
In addition, new topics such as that under consideration in this study do not have enough
primary research data upon which to base conclusions, which makes a narrative review
appropriate for approaching both scientific and gray literature to derive new knowledge.
Admitting that narrative reviews suffer the criticism of potential bias in literature selection,
such bias is not spared in an individual-conducted systematic review. Hence, given the rel-
atively new nature of this study, its interdisciplinarity, and the breadth of related literature
across disciplines, we find a narrative review approach more appropriate for this study.
Therefore, following Green et al.’s [93] methodological framework for writing narrative
reviews, we conducted a narrative review of urban planning, health, and land tenure
literature to understand the role of land tenure security in health outcomes. According
to Green et al. [93], a narrative review comprises four stages—identification of sources of
information, setting parameters and delimiting search terms, defining selection criteria,
and summary and synthesis of results.

3.2. Identification of Sources

According to Green et al. [93], this stage comprises searching electronic databases,
references of known articles and authoritative texts, including expert recommendations
and unpublished research. Here, we conducted a search in PubMed, a major public
health database, and Web of Science, an interdisciplinary research database. We also hand-
searched expert recommended scientific and gray literature in Google and Google Scholar
which could elude our search parameters due to different indexing in research databases.
The inclusion of gray literature was necessary, as research on land tenure security and
health linkages are scanty and mostly talked about in policy briefs and organizational
reports such as the World Health Organization, UN-Habitat, and Global Land Outlook.

3.3. Setting of Search Parameters and Terms

Setting search terms and parameters is required to set comprehensive boundaries that
make it possible for the authors to retrieve all relevant studies, while focusing the effort as
it is not feasible and practicable to review every single study that has some relation to the
topic of interest. Therefore, we conducted a systematic search in PubMed, Web of Science,
Google Scholar, and Google in October 2019 (and updated in November 2020) using specific
combinations of keywords and terms related to land tenure security, urban health, health,
land use, built environment, and urban planning. Due to paucity of literature on the topic,
the search was not limited geographically and temporally. However, there was a preference
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for more studies which were relatively recent (<10 years old) without compromising
foundational ideas, facts, and logical arguments for recent publications. See Appendix A
for the search terms and combinations that were used to identify relevant literature.

3.4. Definition of Selection Criteria

This stage of the review process involves defining search and selection criteria enabling
the categorization of diverse studies into relevant and non-relevant literature. The selection
involved a three-stage screening process and a final inclusion criterion. The literature
search in PubMed, Web of Science, and specific searches in Google and Google Scholar
yielded 15,371 records. Using Citavi, duplicates were removed during importation of
citation text data, which brought the number of records to 10,178. First, the records were
screened by titles to eliminate literature that, by their titles, were either irrelevant or
unrelated to land tenure security and health. For instance, titles such as “Where Did They
Come from-Multi-Drug Resistant Pathogenic Escherichia coli in a Cemetery Environment?”
and “Similarities and Differences Between Yoruba Traditional Healers (YTH) and Native
American and Canadian Healers (NACH)” were removed. This step excluded 9733 records.
The remaining records were screened by reading their abstracts and selecting those which
referred at least to a context in which either land tenure and/or health were discussed.
This yielded 95 documents, which were selected for full review (see Figure 1 for flowchart
of literature search process). A study was considered relevant literature for inclusion
in this review, only if their abstracts suggested a focus on land tenure (in)security and
variants of the term (including housing tenure, homeownership, tenure regularization,
homelessness, housing security, land security, housing instability, etc.) and health variables
including, sanitation, pollution, diseases, and illnesses. By full review, we mean reading
and extracting data from the abstracts, introduction, findings, and conclusion of each study.

Figure 1. Flowchart of literature search process.

3.5. Summary and Synthesis

Green et al. [93] recommends taking notes on each of the literature works reviewed
and constructing a short overview of the research topic based on the literature. Accordingly,
we designed a data extraction sheet in Excel, with which we extracted data and took notes
from each of the studies reviewed. The data extraction sheet was designed to retrieve
data on the objective of each study, the methods used, the variables that were investigated,
the findings relating to land tenure security and health, and a section for author note
and comments. Relying on thematic analysis, we explored themes within the findings by
color-coding the data extraction sheet according to themes, grouping and synthesizing
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the findings of each study to derive themes that address the connection between land
tenure security and health. From this literature synthesis, we present our findings in the
next section.

4. The Land Tenure Security and Health Nexus: Pathways of Association

The review identified four pathways through which land tenure security and health
are connected—physical space and basic infrastructure, environmental conditions and
stewardship, psycho-ontological security, and social cohesion. Our findings demonstrate
that land tenure security, or the deprivation of it, fosters or hinders the above pathways and
influences the severity or mildness of health burdens and health outcomes of individuals
and urban neighborhoods.

4.1. Land Tenure Security, Physical Space, and Basic Infrastructure

One way to improve the living conditions and health of urban dwellers is the pro-
vision of affordable and secure shelter with access to basic services and amenities. Yet,
literature shows that over one billion people are living in urban (mostly informal) areas
that lack access to space and basic infrastructure and services [38]. Several scholars have
simply attributed health outcomes in these areas to the provision of water, sanitation, and
hygiene facilities through physical planning [96,97]. On the contrary, the solutions to poor
health, material deprivation, lack of access to health care, clean water, and sanitation are
not merely in the provision of these resources but in the access to these resources and the
social milieu within which they are provided [98]. One such context to view the provision
of infrastructure and basic services is land tenure. There is a connection between a person’s
land tenure status and health, which is mediated by the link between tenure and access to
infrastructure and basic services [99]. Lack of secure tenure either leaves people with no
other options but to settle on hazardous lands, deprives them access to basic amenities in
cities, or disincentivizes people from undertaking private investment in infrastructure to
improve their living conditions. Unsatisfactory land tenure relations and insecurity can
impede investment in housing improvement, water, sanitation, and other services [100].
Moreover, viewed differently, the provision of these infrastructure by central government
can lead to dispossessions and exposure to harsh living conditions where there is no secu-
rity of tenure [101]. Merely providing infrastructure in urban neighborhoods is not enough
to improve the living conditions and health of the inhabitants. Instead, people need secure
tenure to access and enjoy these infrastructure and services. The lack of land tenure security
means that people end up occupying high-risk land on which infrastructure and service
provision are less attractive or not feasible at all. Another way in which insecure tenure
affects the provision of infrastructure and services is the revenue leakages that are also
associated with areas characterized by undefined and secure property rights. Low govern-
ment revenues from these areas also mean low budgetary allocations for the provision of
health and other infrastructure and services [102]. From a data perspective, the instability
of persons and neighborhoods without secure tenure also presents a data problem, which
is required for undertaking infrastructural and service interventions to improve health or
reduce health burdens [103]. Beyond governments providing infrastructure and services,
self-help provision, investment, and improvement of basic infrastructure and services
are inhibited by the absence of secure tenure. This makes a difference in livelihood and
health outcomes as it, for example, limits private provision of sanitation in deprived urban
neighborhoods [100]. Neighborhoods with ample physical infrastructure and amenities
such as housing, water supply, sanitation, basic drainage, and public space are less prone to
poor health and disease contagion. Bhardwaj et al. [104] debunked claims of urban density
rendering cities vulnerable to diseases and posit that density is not the problem but infras-
tructure. To leverage the health benefit of infrastructure however requires that people have
secure tenure to access physical infrastructure and amenities to lower their health risks.
Giving people secure tenure rights not only enables access to state provided infrastructure
but can unleash investment in private infrastructure [105–107], which is an incremental
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and pro-poor approach to meeting infrastructure needs of urban neighborhoods, given
that it is expensive to implement all the infrastructure needs of urban areas. Thus, when
people have secure tenure, they can improve their living conditions and health through
undertaking self-supportive basic infrastructural investment and improvement. According
to Gomes et al. [108], land tenure insecurity inhibits the construction of definitive houses,
which in their view makes homes vulnerable to Chagas diseases.

4.2. Land Tenure Security, Environmental Conditions, and Stewardwardship

The link between land tenure security and health is manifest in the complex connec-
tion between land tenure security, environmental justice, pro-environmental behaviors, and
investment to improve environmental conditions. Urban areas are generators of polluting
emissions, vast quantities of solid and human waste that contribute to health risks, and
can have serious impacts on public health [99]. People without secure tenure who tend to
live near environmentally hazardous facilities feel these impacts disproportionately. This is
because either the lack of access to land pushed them to settle for whatever land is available
regardless of dangers, or the absence of secure rights made them unable to defend their en-
vironmental rights and demand justice from other users of the environment. The insecurity
of tenure also means that people are vulnerable to climate shocks and disaster [109,110].
Precarious land rights or land tenure insecurity make people vulnerable to environmental
injustice. Without strong or secure land rights, people are unable to resist injustice. When
tenure is secure, individuals can push back environmental hazards in defense of their
health and environmental rights [111]. Security of tenure is therefore a precondition for
environmental justice, the lack of which inhibits the ability of people to take transformative
action that can either improve environmental justice or reduce environmental injustices
that affect their health [112]. Transformative actions stimulate individuals to undertake
investments that improve their environments, to undertake environmental management
practices, or to participate in collective environmental activities to reduce their health bur-
den. Secure tenure confers on people environmental rights, responsibility, and restrictions,
i.e., rights to enjoy environmental benefits and defend their environments from pollution
by others, responsibility to be environmentally accountable to others, and restrictions to
act within the confines of environmental laws and other people’s environmental rights.
The sense of ownership, control, and responsibility that comes with land tenure security is
the driving motivation for investing in environmental improvement which fosters good
health [52,106,107,113]. Secure tenure also ensures participation in collective activities for
better urban environmental conditions, which affects health. Compared to their coun-
terparts who have secured tenure, people without secure tenure lack attachment with
their surroundings and do not feel responsible for maintaining healthy environmental
practices [114]. Therefore, land tenure security holds an important place in environmental
health. First, it provides rights to resist unfair distribution of environmental benefits and
burdens. Secondly, it confers responsibility on people to invest in their environments and
act within environmentally permissible boundaries.

4.3. Land Tenure Security and Psycho-Ontological Security

A third pathway through which land tenure security connects with health is the
psychological security afforded by security over land. Land tenure security contributes
to improved health and well-being through two mechanisms: first, by allowing people to
have a secure home, it allows some degree of ontological security. Second, it reduces stress
associated with insecure tenure and frequent relocations [115]. Land tenure insecurity
undermines the ontological security pertaining to the deep psychological need that all
human beings have for a home or other locale to operate as a site of constancy, routine,
and control in their lives [116]. Thus, the confidence of a person in the continuity of their
self-identity and the constancy of the surrounding social and material environments of
action [117]. On the contrary, secure tenure commands prestige, autonomy, and protection,
which affect the individual’s mental state and health. Mental health effects of tenure
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are not only related to the patterns of stress and anxiety associated with insecurity; the
instability of tenure over a reasonable period also means that there is a regular fracturing
of social ties and networks which affects a person’s psychological being [47]. Insecurity of
tenure is detrimental to the sense of stability and belonging of individuals. People who
make multiple transitions due to instability of tenure are observed to show worse mental
health outcomes as psychological distress increases with the number of transitions [118].
Literature generally supports the notion that homeownership is associated with better
psychological health as it offers greater feelings of security compared with other forms
of tenure [78,119–122] which are characterized by lack of control and threats of eviction.
Owning a home reduces depressive symptoms. Park et al. [55] posit that compared
with homeowners, renters are more likely to have depressive symptoms and poor self-
rated health. This is mediated by the health effects of housing unaffordability which was
observed among renters. Gentrification and residential displacements due to high rents
exerts psychological stressors, which affect a person’s mental health. A study showed
that women who reported depressive symptoms attributed their health circumstances to
high mobility, eviction, and problems paying rent [123]. While these studies limit tenure to
ownership and leasehold, they agree in their stance that the security and control offered by
ownership and the instability associated with rental housing is the distinguishing feature of
tenure that affects the psychological health of owners and renters differently. As observed in
the city of Belo Horizonte in Brazil, a tenure regularization project led to a downward trend
in stress-related homicides in regularized slums, compared to the non-regularized slum
settlements [124]. Similarly, a study of migrant populations in urban China indicated that
persons with informal tenure have the highest level of perceived stress and worse mental
health compared to their counterparts with formal tenure [125]. All these findings suggest
that land tenure insecurity predispose holders of such volatile rights to psychosocial
distress and diminishing ontological security. Although the literature has dominantly
emphasized on homeownership and rental which are forms of tenure [78,119,120,122], it
shrouds the nuances of tenure especially in developing country contexts where focus is put
on individual land access rather than mortgage and investor supplied housing. Hence, it is
relevant to investigate these linkages in different contexts where socio-cultural dynamics
present multiple forms of tenure along the tenure continuum.

4.4. Land Tenure Security and Social Cohesion

Land tenure security gives people a sense of autonomy, social identity, and control
over their living environment resulting in increased residential stability and reduced
stress [115]. The increased residential stability and length of residence contributes to
social cohesion, which influences the individual’s social health. Social cohesion, social
capital, and social networks are important to the material, psychosocial, and political
aspects of empowerment that underpin social well-being and equitable health in urban
settings. Observation and empirical data, mainly from high-income countries, indicate
improvement in health outcomes following improvements in social support and social
network [6]. By reducing residential mobility, land tenure security ensures that social ties
and networks are maintained. Tenure instabilities deprive people from resources, and
from opportunities for socializing. Moreover, the possibility of eviction at any time evokes
anxiety, which makes it difficult to retain social ties. On the contrary, guaranteed tenure
security creates a foundation for social engagement and strong friendships [126]. This
contributes to individual self-esteem, sense of belonging, and community participation.
Social mechanisms rely on social interactions between groups to influence behaviors
and attitudes, formation of social networks that transmit information, resources, and
social support which influences health outcomes [127]. Neighborhoods characterized
by informality and insecurity of tenure suffer blemish of place and poor neighborhood
reputation [128]. This affects individuals’ sense of identity and social status, which leaves
a feeling of social exclusion and social stigma. The way these neighborhoods are viewed
by different groups including residents and policy makers affects social service provision
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which has an influence on health [128]. More formal and secure forms of tenure are
associated with enhanced neighborhood reputation which has led many scholars to argue
that reducing concentrations of informal and less secure tenures and increasing more
mixed communities with secure rights reduces social stigma and exclusion which improves
people social well-being and health [127,128]. Thus, secure tenure fosters social health
through building strong social networks, sense of community, and participation such as
in communal work and clean up campaigns for the social good. Where there is no secure
tenure owing to gentrification and residential displacements, households lose the essential
security and sense of knowing they can call a place home [116], and this affects a person’s
social and psychological well-being.

5. Conceptual Framework for Land Tenure Security and Health Nexus

Drawing evidence from the preceding section, we propose that looking into concerns
and variations of land tenure security has the potential to address, promote, make resilient,
or render susceptible multiple dimensions of neighborhood and individual health through
four pathways described in the conceptual framework as displayed in Figure 2. Traditional
biomedical frameworks for addressing health and diseases assume that health outcomes
are a result of deviations from measurable biological factors. Hence, they leave little room
for the social, environmental, psychological, and behavioral dimensions of health [129]. In
contrast, social epidemiological and biopsychosocial frameworks acknowledge that a basis
for understanding the determinants of health and arriving at appropriate interventions
for addressing health patterns is that the social context in which a person lives is taken
into account [18,57,129]. Land tenure security represents both a social context and social
position that influence health through multiple dimensions and outcomes. From a health
promotion perspective, land tenure security can be viewed as a multidimensional, behav-
iorally based socio-environmental intervention that has the potential to modify factors that
affect health outcomes.

Figure 2. Conceptual framework for land tenure security and health nexus.

Land tenure security has been shown to provide psycho-ontological security which
reduces the stress and anxiety associated with tenure insecurity to deliver positive mental
health outcomes [47,55,115,116,122]. Reduced residential mobility and sustained social ties
associated with tenure security is shown to promote social cohesion, keep families together,
reduce place blemishes and social stigmatization, and enable households to focus on long-
term goals such as personal relationships, career development, child health, and human
capital development which collectively impact social health [115]. Similarly, secure tenure
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has been demonstrated to facilitate access to and investment in space improvement, basic
infrastructure, and services such as water, sanitation, and hygiene facilities that can promote
people’s physical health [56,99,101,102,104,130–132]. Finally, land tenure security has been
shown to be a socially empowering intervention that empowers people with environmental
rights, instills environmental responsibility, and imposes environmental restrictions, which
collectively enable individuals to lessen their environmental burdens or improve resilience
against environmental ills and injustices. Thus, land tenure security empowers people
to protect their living environments, while using their own environs responsibly and
within permissible limits to improve environmental health [109–112,114]. Land tenure
security influences health outcomes by tapping into the socio-physical environment and
distal factors such as environmental justice, psychological security, social cohesion, and
infrastructure access to modify health outcomes of neighborhoods and individuals. Our
conceptual framework linking land tenure security and health was informed by social
determinants of health thinking, underscored by three theories of social production of
health—psychosocial theory [88,89], social production of disease theory [90], and eco-social
theory [60].

From Figure 2, land tenure security, a socio-environmental intervention, guarantees
psychological security to promote mental health. It does this by reducing psychosocial
stresses and anxieties associated with tenure insecurities and threats of evictions, be it
by state authorities through expropriation, planned land uses, development controls,
building codes/standards, others claiming rights to land or natural disaster-induced tenure
insecurity. Land tenure security ensures environmental justice, enabling a rights-based
empowerment to individuals and neighborhoods to take transformative environmental
actions against environmental injustices, such as pollution and insanitary conditions, to
promote environmental health. Similarly, land tenure security promotes physical health
through an infrastructure and service pathway by providing legitimacy and entitlement to
use existing state-provided infrastructure or incentivizing individuals and households to
undertake private investment in basic infrastructure and life-sustaining services. Finally,
land tenure security promotes social health through social cohesion, leveraging on the
sustainable social ties and networks afforded by residential stability. Improvements in
any dimension of health is improvement in other dimensions of health. With appropriate
tenure responsive interventions and policy, land tenure security will ensure good sanitation,
access to basic socio-economic amenities, create a sense of place and social identity, and
access to nature and green space. Good sanitation impacts environmental and physical
health, basic socio-economic amenities impact physical and social health, a sense of place
and social identity affects social and mental health, and access to nature and green space
affects mental and environmental health.

6. Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations for Further Research

To tackle the health burden of urban areas, there is the need to address the health
risks, challenges of urbanization which define the social context within which people
live, and the stratified social positions assigned to individuals and neighborhoods by
these risks, challenges, and opportunities. Poor health and health inequalities can be
addressed by focusing attention on the creation, management, and improvement of the
socio-environmental settings in which people live [48]. In this paper, we set out to explore
land tenure security both as a socio-environmental setting and a social position and its
connection to health. Drawing upon results of 95 gray and peer-reviewed articles, this paper
demonstrated that land tenure security influences health via four pathways—providing
psycho-ontological security, enabling environmental justice, infrastructure access and
fostering social cohesion. These four pathways promote four dimensions of health namely
mental, environmental, physical, and social health. Underscored by social production
of health theories, we framed land tenure security as a social determinant of health and
accordingly proposed a conceptual framework for understanding the nexus between land
tenure security and health.
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The paper addressed a critical gap in land management, urban and global health
literature, where the health impacts of land tenure (in)security are less understood and
understudied, despite policy and intellectual discourses in the wake of coronavirus disease
2019 (COVID-19) which points to greater health burden of areas characterized by smacks of
land tenure insecurity. The connection between land tenure security and health is a reality
we live with, manifest in our daily encounter and interaction with informal settlements,
and unsightly scenes of filth, and continuous (re)emergence of communicable and non-
communicable diseases in our cities. This paper and subsequent studies advance a course
for achieving the new urban agenda and key sustainable development goals including no
poverty, zero hunger, life on land, sustainable cities, and clean water and sanitation, all of
which feed into health and well-being.

Advancing the course of land tenure security and health nexus implies abandoning
the mono-disciplinary silo approaches and opt for integrative inter-disciplinary approaches,
which connect land tenure security and health. Land tenure policies and interventions
must be designed to target and achieve health specific goals and outcomes. Similarly,
health policies must integrate tenure security in the design of health interventions in a
bid to deliver health equity. This means in practice that health and land professionals and
institutions must collaborate and work together to deliver a common goal of good health.
Thus, cities must work towards adopting health-in-all-policies with the ultimate objective
of redressing social structures and factors such as variations in land tenure that generate
inequalities in health and health outcomes.

The findings from the current study also open up further research avenues. First,
despite the emerging evidence of a link between land tenure security and health, there
are still no studies that empirically measure this connection. Hence, there is the need
to go further to investigate empirically if there is a connection between land tenure and
health and if tenure variations explain variations in health outcomes and disease outbreaks.
Secondly, the findings open avenues for exploring tenure security and environmental
health justice in cities. Land tenure security is a rights-based approach to justice. Therefore,
wherever land tenure insecurities are served, environmental injustices are served as well.
A third research avenue is the prospect of this study to inspire research into the mediating
role of urban redevelopment, urban greening, and health in cities. Whereas urban greening
and redevelopments have health justifications and benefits, they also carry the risk of
gentrification and inequities in access, where there are insecure tenure rights. Thus, research
is needed to understand how secure tenure can help mitigate the unintended health effects
of urban redevelopments and associated gentrification. The findings also open up a
fourth avenue for investigating variations in land tenure security in connection to health
inequalities in cities. To this extent, neighborhood land tenure security patterns could be
studied and analyzed spatially to understand health and disease patterns and distribution
in cities. A key driver for activating the link between land tenure security and health is
policy. Thus, the study also opens a fifth research dimension that would seek to understand
the interactions of urban land tenure policy, urban planning policy and health policy to
deliver equitable health outcomes in cities.

This study is only the beginning of a new research agenda to rethink urban health
from a land tenure security lens. Moving beyond theory, a further step of this study is to
develop a tenure security “health insults” index based on which an empirical investigation
of the connection between land tenure security and health outcomes is possible.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Search terms.

Search Terms & Strategy PubMed Records Web of Science Records Google and Google Scholar

“Land tenure” and “urban health” 42 33 -

“Land tenure” and “health” 0 64 -

“Land rights” and “health” 26 0 -

“Land rights” and “urban health” 2 0 -

“Built environment” and “diseases” 339 589 -

“Built environment” and “urban health” 183 82 -

“Land ownership” and “health” 84 77 -

“Land security” and “health outcomes” 4 0 -

“Land tenure” and “health vulnerability” 22 0 -

“Housing tenure” and “health” 382 187 -

“Built environment” and “health” - 3650 -

“Built environment” and “health outcomes” 921 364 -

“Urban health vulnerability” 3022 1 -

“Built environment” and “health vulnerability” 299 0 -

Built environment and diseases 1135 0 -

“Land” and “health nexus” 2 8 -

“Land tenure” and “disease” 22 16 -

“Land rights” and “diseases” 4 0 -

Land tenure health nexus 165 10 -

Land tenure disease nexus 47 0 -

Land access health nexus 0 0 -

“Land tenure” and “health” 122 87 -

“Land tenure security” and “environment” 1 8 -

“Land tenure security” and “environmental” 1 24 -

“land tenure” and “environmental health” 2 4 -

“Land tenure” and “environment” 119 251 -

“Land tenure” and “diseases” 24 22 -

“Housing tenure” and “mental health” 46 63 -

“Land tenure” and “mental health” 1 2 -

“Land ownership” and “environmental health” 4 1 -
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Table A1. Cont.

Search Terms & Strategy PubMed Records Web of Science Records Google and Google Scholar

“Land tenure” and “social health” 3 2 -

“Housing tenure” and “environmental health” 3 2 -

“Land” and “social health 26 36 -

“Housing tenure” and “physical health” 8 11 -

“Homelessness” and “physical health” 151 193 -

“Homelessness” and “social health” 11 15 -

“Homelessness” and “environmental health” 26 4 -

“Informal tenure” and “health” 338 0 -

“Informal tenure” and “environmental health” 8 0 -

“Slums” and “social inclusion” 3 10 -

“Slums” and “social exclusion” 9 26 -

“Housing tenure” and “social exclusion” 3 11 -

“Informal settlements” and “health” 365 414 -

“Informal settlements” and
“environmental health” 25 11 -

“Informal settlements” and “physical health” 5 7 -

“Informal settlements” and “social health” 3 3 -

“Informal settlements” and “mental health” 22 33 -

“Sense of place” and “health” 89 146 -

“Informal settlements” and “sense of place” 3 0 -

“Informal settlements” and “social exclusion” 3 11 -

“Informal settlements” and “social inclusion” 3 8 -

“Informal settlements” and “diseases” 67 55 -

“Land tenure” and “social identity” 0 5 -

“Land tenure” and “social exclusion” 0 6 -

“Land tenure” and “social inclusion” 0 6 -

“Land tenure security” and “sense of place” 0 1 -

“Land tenure” and “sense of place” 0 2 -

“Land tenure” and “cultural identity” 0 4 -

“Housing tenure” and “social inclusion” 0 4 -

Specific hand searches in Google and
Google Scholar - - 262
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Abstract: The social construction of the agri-food market has undergone revolutionary changes
throughout history since the Anthropocene. This conceptual paper discusses the embeddedness of
institutions in this market construction. To do so, this work analyses the geographical indication (GI)
of agri-food market formation through the lens of critical theory. Through dialectics, it analyzes the
historical process of agrarian systems’ shape according to their complexity, and the origins and effects
of hegemonic interests in the construction of agri-food markets. Furthermore, this work shows how
the market has evolved from different trade types as the capitalist system also evolved, changing the
mechanics of trade and functions of food production. The results indicate that as agrarian systems
evolved, food became more homogeneous and standardized in order to meet the demands of urban
masses in capitalist economies. Regions where less complex systems predominate tend to hinder
the creation, maintenance, and perpetuation of products such as GI, which may compromise their
existence in the long run. Moreover, nations reproduce ideologically oriented interests according
to the formation of dominant groups in each place, as also expressed in the agri-food market. This
paper aims to provide new conceptual and theoretical insights into the institutional mechanisms and
historical processes of agri-food market construction in terms of power interests.

Keywords: geographical indication; agrarian systems; economic sociology; cultural hegemony;
agri-food complexity; critical theory

1. Introduction

The relationship between humans, agriculture, and food production and consumption
has been an issue since around ten thousand years ago [1]. The Neolithic saw the estab-
lishment of the first permanent human settlements, made possible by the domestication of
animals and plant cultivation. Nevertheless, this relationship has not been the same in ev-
ery location, nor has it developed the same way. As a complex combination of a cultivated
ecosystem and productive social system [1], agriculture evolved heterogeneously across
time and space.

The comprehension of this complex arrangement is crucial for understanding the
dynamics of the diversity of food and agri-food production. The development of a wide
variety of agrarian systems unrolled into a number of embedded constructions of particular
realities involving food, from systems with high labor employment, small areas, and family
use, to large tracts of land, highly mechanized and owned by multinational companies.

As these multiple agri-food systems evolved, societies became more complex in terms
of production and consumption. As societies progressively started to transition from rural
communities to urban and densely populated areas, food demand also changed. Some
massive agricultural changes boosted production to provide food for the new boroughs
near castles in the Middle Ages; however, the population remained predominantly rural
until the 18th and 19th centuries, which brought an unprecedented agricultural boom. This
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period’s output significantly increased production per area in English farms compared to
others [1,2]. This period characterized the first agricultural revolution of modern times.

A second moment between the end of the 19th century and the mid-20th century
brought motorization, mechanization, mineral fertilization, and specialization, changing
the function of food in societies permanently, reducing it from its cultural role to the mere
role of feeding the growing urban masses. The new characteristics of functions and agrarian
structures put food in a global commodity perspective, changing the agri-food market.

The food market has also changed over time. If, centuries ago, food was more related
to social and cultural construction, in modern times, food is either a necessary input for the
great mass of workers or a luxury embedded by the allegory of three-star chefs as an item
for the benefit of a few.

The necessity of satisfying the hunger of massive urban crowds in the wake of in-
dustrialization led to a standardization of agri-food products, which lost their identities
and cultural significance over the years. Later, in the 20th century, the improvement of
this centuries-old process would find a basis in Taylorism, affecting food production and
leading to Fordism in the agri-food market [3].

Therefore, the modern agri-food market, dissociated from embedded cultural aspects,
is simplified by the intrinsic matters related to commodity production, which could be
more easily explained by orthodox economics. However, as a counterpart, there is an
increasing demand for other food sources, such as those related to culture, geography, and
historical meaning—for instance, geographical indication (GI) products.

As with the ways in which people have fed themselves over time, the market has
also changed, from community trading of goods, followed by the regional exchange of
food, to modern commerce, with commodities such as coffee and soybeans on stock
markets. Furthermore, the comprehension of how institutions influence markets is crucial
to understanding their operation.

Much work has been done on economic issues pertaining to specific crops, on the
political economy of agricultural goods trading, and even approaches relating to niche
markets. However, little has been debated with regard to sociological approaches to
economic matters. A single approach to study such markets cannot explain the richness
and complexity of their diversity.

The core theoretical question of this paper concerns the GI agri-food market’s con-
struction, and how institutions shape it according to power interests. However, markets
are not all the same; therefore, they cannot all be analyzed using the same paradigms. Here,
the proposition is supported by Allaire [4–6] that markets—especially food markets—are
complex institutions, and are shaped by social construction. Thus, their analysis requires a
more in-depth approach to their functioning, such as economic sociology to examine the
complexity and diversity of different agricultural systems.

Critical theory in agriculture has been applied to specific and important themes
concerning the rural environment. Its use is relevant in pedagogical processes in order to
demonstrate the relevance of the hegemonic discourse [7,8], in the study of the behavior of
social movements in face of the inherent accumulation of capital in capitalist societies [9,10],
or even in dynamics of agrarian changes in local contexts [11]. However, it is in the context
of the agrarian question, peasants, and the impacts of globalization in the 21st century that
CT is most vital in the development of research [12–16].

The question is: what drives GI agri-food markets? Or, in other words, how do
institutions act towards agri-food markets? Although grounded theory supports most of the
works concerning agri-food markets, developing concepts and deepening the approaches
from a theoretical spectrum is necessary. In this sense, this work addresses the development
of such markets based on agrarian and critical theory (CT). Thus, supported by Gramsci’s
and other critical theorists’ arguments about market institutions, we aim to explain how
some regions developed differently from others in this niche.

Therefore, the purpose of this work is not to present new data or empirical analyses
but, through dialectics, to present new insights and perspectives on the construction and
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development of agri-food markets—specifically GI. The design of these products and their
market has been debated for some time. However, there is also a need to rethink and
discuss the forms of production, as well as the causes and consequences of production
models. Thus, the option of theoretical confrontation, addressing the global history of
food construction, should add depth to the debate and raise new questions regarding the
direction of global food production.

The debate over forms of production and consumption has been gaining attention and
prominence from a sustainability perspective. The main challenge is to unravel the origins
of the problems in order to propose action to achieve fundamental changes. However,
few studies have been devoted to deepening the understanding of how food markets are
created, with due consideration of the complexity of their object of study. Therefore, it is
necessary to provide possible ways to make this approach more assertive and accurate.
Furthermore, this work seeks to provide a debate over existing paths of discussion of the
agri-food environment.

The concept of food and consumption as social constructions is a central theme of this
paper. Thus, as social constructions, this work considers different economic approaches
to investigate the agri-food markets’ economic problems. To do so, this work analyses GI
agri-food market formation through the lens of critical theory, explaining the development
of markets based on the construction of institutions favoring regional elites.

Therefore, this paper aims to provide new conceptual and theoretical insights on the
institutional mechanisms and historical processes of agri-food market construction towards
power interests. Supported by critical theory, it aims to contribute with studies dedicated
both to those interested in agricultural markets and to policymakers and practitioners in
the conduct of policies aimed at rural development.

Firstly, this work presents agri-food markets in terms of agricultural systems, cultural
aspects, and compelling implications for markets. The following section presents theoretical
and empirical tools used by researchers to try to explain markets. Tools such as critical
theory and the institutionalism perspective proposed by economic sociology enhance the
discussion of the logic of market operations and complexities.

Later, this work discusses the findings between the convergences of the theories used
and the different existing markets resulting from productive diversity. These meeting
points are subsequently adapted to the concepts of hegemony, elites, and institutions.

Lastly, this work summarizes the findings, pointing to future pathways, and giv-
ing perspective for applications and possible usage by market actors in the pursuit of
market improvement.

2. Methods

Humanity has always discussed food’s origins, as well as its market and intrinsic
human relations. However, all scientific approaches to debates regarding food are signifi-
cantly recent. Many works have been conducted to reveal the engines of markets and how
they operate, from seeding, to commerce and, lastly, consuming habits. Nevertheless, few
studies have sought to understand the sociological issues of agri-food market construction.
Thus, this work aims at providing explanations of agri-food market construction based on
critical theory.

To achieve the proposed objectives, this paper dialectically analyzes the formation of
agri-food systems. The analysis was carried out through the temporal reconstruction of the
forms used by humanity in agriculture, exposing the sociological and economic concepts
for these phases, and confronting them with the involvement of institutions in shaping
these systems. From the perspective of the critical theory of sociology, this work shows the
forms of construction of existing systems, and points to the reasons for such conformation.
The choice of critical theory as an analytical path is based on the explanatory capacity of
historical materialism.

For this work to face and fulfill the task of conceptually discussing the institutional
mechanisms that exert influence and establish hegemonic visions of agrarian development,
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it is necessary to set the adopted parameters. Since this is not a literature review, the
references do not follow a specific timeframe or database. Thus, the work is divided into
the following themes: agri-food systems, the economics of agriculture, rural and economic
sociology, globalization impacts, and agri-food markets. This thematic separation is crucial
for selecting the works consulted. The different aspects that influence the deep analytical
perspectives that permeate the hegemonic common sense are noticeable and differentiable.
In each subsection, the basic concepts of the subject are presented, followed by its agrarian
application and a discussion of how CT can be applied to it. Thus, this work must be
understood as not just the sum of its parts, but the exponential result of its embeddedness.
Therefore, each subject’s key works, precursors, or transformers were approached for
conceptual discussion, touching on the necessary essence of each subject, without losing
the significance of the dialectics.

The investigation of markets without due consideration of their complexity can result
in risky mistakes. It is crucial, then, to consider the peculiarities of production systems,
such as the historical and cultural consumption aspects that influence this market. This,
centered on critical arguments, demonstrates how agricultural systems of food production
and commerce develop from different agrarian systems according to hegemonic interests
and the embeddedness of institutions and elites.

In order to properly approach this issue and understand the functioning of modern
agri-food markets, the main aspects needed to be discussed. Thus, this paper is divided
into two main sections:

The first section regards the agricultural systems of production; it starts by detailing
the cultivated system’s influences and the social productive system, as well as their con-
sequences for the products. Then, by structuring the systems, the work goes through the
history of agri-food production, establishing a notion of intrinsic societal relations and food
functions. Subsequently, with a historical construction of changes in productivity logic, the
paper works through the transformation of food’s cultural and functional roles in society.

The second section regards the main aspects of critical theory and institutions. The
approaches of specific literature to the matter are vital to a thorough comprehension of
the subject. As markets are social constructs [17–20], they must not be understood only as
a matter of supply and demand. Moreover, the more complex the relations of the social
networks and the actors involved in the construction of the market, the more factors must
be taken into account.

As such, within the second section, this work presents an economic approach based
on classical economics, political economy, and economic sociology. In terms of classical
economics, this work presents the main concepts of competition—vital for market com-
prehension. Subsequently, this paper considers political economy as a tool for agricultural
market analysis; it includes other elements in a macro-level approach, allowing a broader vi-
sion of reality, such as supply chains [21], value chains [22–24], and political factors [25,26].
In the last part of the section, this paper addresses economic sociology and discusses agri-
food markets. This is an approach that attempts to understand the multifactorial influence
of performance [27–29], networks [17,30,31], and institutional perspectives [32–35].

In the last part of the section, agricultural systems are confronted by critical and
institutional theory. In this way, each approach gives a more explicit meaning to analysis
according to agri-food production’s evolution. By doing so, this paper aims to analyze how
markets’ development represents the interests of elites in each region.

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Agri-Food Systems

Agriculture has been crucial for the development of humankind. Since the Neolithic
period, when Homo sapiens learned to domesticate species of plants and animals, they
began to transform themselves into cultivator societies. This transformation of the envi-
ronment from the original represents the Neolithic agricultural revolution. Such change
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leads authors such as Childe [36] to affirm that this was the first revolution to transform
the human economy.

The possibility of settling down in a particular place and producing one’s own food
was, in fact, revolutionary, changing the dynamics of the whole world. No species had done
it before, and it allowed small communities to be born and become societies. The spread of
this model of life happened differently across the world. The cultivated species and animals
were different and adapted differently in each place. This difference implies two main
subsystems of agriculture: a cultivated ecosystem, and a productive social system [1,37–40].

These two subsystems define the characteristics of food, as well as its social dynamics
and economic environment. It is crucial to understand the concept of what food represents
in all of its meanings. Food is not just what one eats; it is a product of thousands of years
of interactions between humans and the environment. Furthermore, it has consequences
for the formation of societies, economic dynamics, and culture. The following section of
this work details both subsystems.

According to the authors of [1], the cultivated ecosystem deals with a set of practices
and land use—direct and indirect—that affect soil fertility, its physical aspects, diversity,
and any type of practice that changes its conditions of use and/or its surroundings. Factors
such as the intensity of use and the techniques employed have a variable influence on
both plant and animal production. This comprehension is set by the sum and interrelation
between subsystems that do not exist independently.

On the other hand, the productive social system, according to the authors of [1],
represents three main aspects of production: men and women, including labor force,
knowledge, and savoir-faire; inert means, such as equipment and tools; and living matter,
such as plant and animal species. The geographically localized combination of these
factors, along with the type of usage, technical, economic, and social definitions, allows a
theoretical construction of agrarian systems’ dynamics, as Thom [41] pointed out to the
value of systems’ taxonomy.

Therefore, the development of a theory of agrarian systems is crucial for analysis.
Despite the conceptual differences, these two are the core of these complex, structured,
well-established subsystems that sustain a theoretical structure. Agrarian systems develop
as a result of general changes in the form of production, the employed labor, the adopted
techniques, the productive capacity, or the purpose. They can develop in an unequal,
contradictory manner, or even go into crisis. According to Mazoyer and Roudart [1],
when the changes in those factors engender a new cultivated ecosystem, an agricultural
revolution takes place.

The theory of agrarian systems differs on some level from spatial production the-
ory [42], in that the former relies on a view that the rural regions are organisms char-
acterized by resources, rights, society, and capital, or the three-dimensional rural space
system based on culture, society, and material [43], for example. Nevertheless, both the-
ories are complementary and based on the work of Ren [44]. This work adopts Mazoyer
and Roudart’s [1] viewpoint, based on the agrarian system theory, which builds multi-
layer factors that influence the agrarian scenario, adopting a sociological perspective that
characterizes rural spaces during space and time, considering all determinant factors.

In ancient agrarian systems, the concern was only to produce enough food to meet the
family’s own caloric needs, and perhaps those of the community in which the individuals
were inserted. The development of agri-food production evolved differently worldwide.
Soil, climate, availability of plants, and cultural habits influenced the necessary practices
to feed the people better. Some of them, even in the Neolithic period, stood out, whether
they were more irradiating—such as the center of the Near East, the Central American,
Chinese, and New Guinean focuses—or those less irradiating centers such as the South
American, North American, and Thai [1]. Such dispersion of agricultural development
throughout history is so relevant that some researchers have theorized its relationship with
civilizations’ linguistic and cultural development [45].
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The close relationship between cultural development and food has led to the char-
acterization of certain products in specific regions. In addition, ancient records attribute
qualitative aspects to the origins of some products, such as Lebanon cedar, Corinthian wine,
or Brindisi oysters. Thus, historically, peoples’ production, preparation, and consumption
of food have been related to agrarian systems specific to each region. Some even gained
notoriety for having specific characteristics that differentiated them from others.

However, the world has changed over the centuries. Civilizations have become less
rural and more urban. Throughout history, some agricultural revolutions were crucial
to multiply food production and favor urban centers. These revolutions allowed more
outstanding production in the same areas due to new technologies. Therefore, less labor
force was needed.

Revolutions such as the Neolithic, with sedentism, were significant. Even in antiquity,
agrarian systems with the use of fallow and light traction allowed exponential gains,
followed by the use of heavy traction, which brought about a new revolution in the
Middle Ages. However, at the end of this last period, there were differences between
regions—especially in Europe. With the use of new equipment more suitable for cultivation,
productivity gains were accentuated, which led to changes in the social relations of the
land and the structure of the domain. This resulted in the concentration of areas in the
possession of dominant classes, characterized by an individualistic logic, starting to employ
labor in place of land possession by the working class. This practice reduced the need for
territorial expansion for agricultural production, thus replacing slash-and-burn methods.

A portion of the population started to concentrate on other functions in urban cen-
ters related to rural activities, such as boroughs. Thus, with this new urban mass, after
introducing liberal ideas and the allowance of broader practices of production, trade, and
circulation of goods and people, a new era was taking place in Europe. This new era began
with a new agricultural revolution—the first of modern times. The substitution of systems
without fallow for rotating crops with forage and grain provided new impetus in food
production. This gain provided the industrializing cities with the necessary supply and,
consequently, also provided more appropriate implements to increase production.

The growing urban concentration sustained by the supply of these new productive
forces boosted the industrialization of large centers until the end of the 19th century. This
achievement enabled the development of productive chains linked to the land, such as
textiles, beer, sugar, and alcohol, which was only possible with abundant productive
surpluses. The limitations of the production system were concentrated on the tools, since
the properties used were mainly private, and labor was also employed, despite some
regions remaining focused on family farming, lacking technology and tools. This all
changed substantially with the Industrial Revolution.

With the Industrial Revolution in the 19th and early 20th centuries, not only indus-
try and commerce were affected. New agricultural implements such as plows, seeders,
and harvesters entered the agricultural equation, transforming the European and North
American scenarios through the new steel technology available. However, at this point,
another parallel phenomenon also occurred: Fordism, which also impacted the agrarian
sector and changed the logic of food production. From that time, the world started to
adopt a Weberian perspective of rationalization, which also applied to agriculture and
food, although lacking a general theory for Fordist agriculture [46].

Commodities are defined generically as any goods that can be traded. However, the
term is commonly used to refer to raw materials or goods with aspects and characteristics so
uniform and abundant that they do not depend on the place of production. Therefore, they
are traded in large volumes, with a constant flow and circulation throughout the planet.
This also implies that, due to both the quantity available on the market and the intense
standardization, their producers are only price-takers. In the agricultural case, coffee,
soybeans, wheat, sugar, alcohol, corn, and orange juice can be categorized as commodities.

Beyond Gramsci’s [47] concept of Fordism—of extreme rationalization of production
and consumption through cultural and political means, based on Taylorism—this new logic
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of conceiving the global system also affected agrarian systems. The main argument relies
on the transformation of the production and consumption paradigm towards massification.
The process of commoditization changed the perspective of food around the globe.

Authors such as Kenney et al. [48] argue for the contribution of American agriculture
to the production and consumption markets of undifferentiated commodities, while Potter
and Tilzey [49] point to neoliberalism, neomercantilism, and multifunctionality on the
European side. Both works see the succession of events from Fordism, post-Fordism, and
globalization as a global phenomenon of standardization and homogenization of food,
endorsed by institutions and states that affect the market unevenly.

This sequence of phenomena that affected rural regions, agricultural production,
and food consumption resulted in reducing product diversity and local factors’ influence
on the product. The effects of massification and standardization are based on efforts to
minimize differences between products so that they can be commercialized on a global
scale. With the minimization of differences between products globally, there has also
been a consequent change in agrarian systems to meet the productive demand. Due
to the new logic of overproduction, there is homogenization, and consequent decreases
in the number of species consumed, varieties produced, and differences in production.
Thus, the forms of production are reduced to as few varieties of agrarian subsystems as
possible. Mechanization becomes predominant, reducing differences in cultural treatment,
the influence of edaphoclimatic conditions, the need for uniformity, and the social factors
inherent in the attribution of value, reducing the relative workforce in the system.

However, according to the theory of agrarian systems, changes can occur as a natural
part of development, despite the agrarian systems’ consistency. These systemic changes
have triggered shifts in trade blocs, globalization, liberalization, agro-technologies, societal
demands, and climate change [50–54]. The more specific the system, the more complex it
is. For example, agri-food producers with geographical indication (GI) registration base
their products’ differentiation centrally on natural, human, and historical factors [55].

The first item—the natural factors—is the concept of an “essential link between the
location in which a food or beverage is produced, and its quality or other consumer
attributes” [24]. The second, known as savoir-faire, refers to the techniques, materials,
and production methods used. The last considers immeasurable elements attributable
to the producing region’s culture or history, which are applied to the product, making it
notorious. Finally, the sum of the three composes what Allaire [6], based on the work of
Goodman [56], qualifies as “the immaterialization of food and the institutionalization of
quality”—a concept that considers environmental aspects such as soil and climate, but also
cultural and human factors, characterizing intrinsic characteristics of agri-food products,
and capable of providing specific regional qualities.

Therefore, such elements are central to the creation of more flourishing and more
complex agrarian systems. Each of them directly influences the product, and provides a
myriad of combinations that generate unique products.

The natural factors are the environmental aspects that qualitatively influence the
products; this is what Josling [24] refers to as terroir. However, this is not entirely accurate;
it represents a set of environmental factors—such as soil, climate, light, altitude, physical
elements, and others—that yield specific characteristics to the products grown there. It is
the foundation that gives uniqueness to each and every product coming from the field. It is
so crucial and particular to the characterization that it cannot be reproduced elsewhere.

Savoir-faire relates to the labor put into practice. The concept refers to the human
factors that can produce “typicity”, or unique, traditional character [55]. It is the work
of cultural bias in a geographic location that implies a historical process of knowledge
construction over time, as endorsed by Guy [57].

The last item regards the cultural aspects that are embedded in the construction of such
products. Sometimes referred to as “history” [55,58], it is more appropriately called culture,
since history is part of cultural construction. Despite disagreements on a definition of the
concept, this work adopts the understanding of Tylor [59], addressed by Abdel-Hadi [60]
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(p. 12) as “that complex which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom and
any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society.”

Therefore, in spaces where the simplification of systems predominates, agri-food
production is based on commodities in large portions of land, tending not to have areas
for production imbued with the necessary conditions for more complex products, such
as those with GI. Thus, there is a tendency to widen the scope of prevailing and profit-
maximizing systems in capitalist societies. Hence, with the decrease in the capacity for
interaction between individuals in the rural space due to the increase in crops, decrease in
the number of farmers, reduced exchange of experiences, and suppression of environmental
factors in food, there is less terroir variability and, consequently, a smaller market for these
products. In the long run, this fact tends to compromise the variability of these products
and their markets.

Consequently, the direction of these markets is profoundly affected by the guidelines
and regulations promoted by local, national, and regional policies. In this way, the devel-
opment of agricultural markets centered on the production of commodities, or of products
with culturally added value, is constructed according to the predominant ideas of the insti-
tutions. Thus, institutions that are socially oriented towards consolidating the maintenance
of hegemonic systems tend to suppress systems that favor differentiated products and
markets in the long run. Therefore, the maintenance or alteration of these systems must,
necessarily, go through the institutions’ composition to represent the intended interests.

There are discussions in academia about the concept of terroir containing other fac-
tors. Terroir is a traditional concept widely used to describe the particularities of GI
products; it is widely used in the wine market, although it can be applied to all agri-food
products [61–63]. It regards the relationship between the product’s quality or taste and its
geographic origin [64]. However, the concept of terroir addressed by this work is close
to that used by Barham [55], which considers not only environmental aspects reflecting
the product’s quality, but also human and cultural factors that give particular attributes to
agri-food products or wines. Therefore, dividing the concept into three parts allows for
a better understanding of all influencing factors, broadening the comprehension of the
complexity embedded in these products. Indeed, environment, savoir-faire, and culture
are embedded concepts that comprise the GI market. Such products go beyond Marx’s
comprehension of homo faber, due to a complex, embedded paradigm of equally complex
agrarian systems, needing a consideration of their roots in order to fully comprehend the
issues of this market. To summarize the understanding of the differences in the formation
of both types of agri-food market, Figure 1 illustrates the conceptual chain of both paths.

3.2. A View from Economics

Economics has been on the agenda as a science since the 18th century, sometimes
associated with sociology, and sometimes dissociated from it. Initially, classical economics
was treated as a pure and liberal science by figures such as Adam Smith [65]. Later, it was
treated differently, via more critical views on its function by Marx [66] and Keynes [67],
which brought new thoughts on employment matters in macroeconomics.

Stein [68] and Allaire [5] argue that the tools provided by mainstream economics
are limited, and cannot provide sufficient elements to support development. Despite the
charge of these elements being more related to institutions and structures of concepts, it
brings an essential element of reflection on the role and consistency in using these tools.

Since Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations, in 1776 [65], economics has been considered
an independent subject. The aforementioned book is a landmark text on economics, and by
discussing the issues of the division of labor, productivity, and free markets, is still vital
reading on the subject. Moreover, the book was written during the Scottish agricultural
revolution (therefore embedded in this context), seeking to form an economic theory
opposing the theories of mercantilist foundations that could no longer respond to problems
arising from new realities, such as protectionist tariffs on precious metal reserves.
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As approached by Say [69], Ricardo [70], and Mill [71,72], classical economics is based
on liberal perspectives of the market. Significant matters that ground such thoughts rely
on self-regulating systems, in which external and state interference is not only unnecessary,
but unwanted. Classical economists comprehend that such entities and measures limit
and disrupt the market’s perfect function, and that the market is governed by its own
independent production laws and trade, needing no other external factors, and reaching its
natural optimum by itself. Such understanding is best summarized by Smith’s most famous
analogy developing the invisible hand concept, central to the laissez-fare philosophy—the
premise of neoclassical economics.

 

Figure 1. Opposing chains of agri-food market construction.

Regarding agrarian issues, Smith [65] understands that this activity is less prone to
a division of labor than manufacturing, concluding that it does not result in significant
differences in development between countries. However, he understands that such activity
is more desirable than industrial work in the context of North America, due to land
availability and owner control over the process.

Smith’s view reveals a singular comprehension of the agrarian system, despite giving
due importance to agriculture. He understood this system as complete land control and
ownership along with total separation of labor between the urban and rural environments.
This view shares the worldview that characterized the time; it endorses a utilitarian
conceptualization of land use maximization. Moreover, by pointing to complete control as
a positive asset, along with the large availability of land, it converges with the capitalist-
based global system in formation at that time, based on profit maximization. As such,
Smith understands that subsistence is of primary importance to long-term industrial-based
economic growth; however, he also understands that a utilitarian view of the land function
manifests that land should be comprehended as an asset for profitable use only by owners
discharged from food sovereignty. Furthermore, by endorsing the use of large portions of
land towards maximization, the author expresses the thought of land owners and elites of
the time.
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On the other hand, neoclassical economics was first quoted by Veblen [61] to set new
perspectives based on new ideas of granting value based on the relationship between the
material desire to acquire a specific good and the costs of production. These new ideas
were based on the thought of maximization of utility and profit, based on rational choice
theory, best defined by Arnsperger and Varoufakis [73] under three axioms (despite their
observations on the development of this school of economic thought): methodological
individualism, methodological instrumentalism, and methodological equilibration. In sum,
based on the lack of pluralism, neoclassical economics reduces the analysis of reality into
previously squared theory, and does not fully consider the concreteness of all social facts.
However, it prevails both in academia and in public and private institutions.

The liberal view proposed by classical and neoclassical economics supposes that the
market works more adequately when there is no or minimal regulation, since it develops
naturally towards an optimal equilibrium, provided by the free competition of economic
agents. Therefore, it is centered on a utilitarian view towards maximizing gains and
specialization of functions through division of labor. The premise of self-determination
of individuals towards their own gains, although legitimate, does not aim at social or
collective gains as primary intentions.

Much of economics stems from Marshall’s “perfect markets” model [74]. Based on the
ideas of classical economics, Marshall believed that with an abundance of buyers and sellers,
the market tends towards equilibrium. Despite providing good didactic models, such as
the formulation of the model created by Pareto [75], and facilitating the understanding
of economic concepts, their ideas were criticized both by Hayek [76], who understood
competition as a process in constant change, and Granovetter [31], who understood that
markets are determined by multiple factors, making such perfection impossible. From
both sides, one can conclude that markets are not perfect, and that models can illustrate
ideal but unrealistic situations. However, this model advanced a positivist, economic
liberal ideal that less regulated markets tend to function better. In practice, they are
determined by institutions that aim to maintain the status quo, creating maintenance tools
for their holders.

The determining conditions of these perfect markets have been known for a long
time. Firstly, that there are many buyers and sellers, so there is no personal influence
in the market (atomization). Secondly, that there is a perfect substitute for the good on
the producers’ side (homogeneity). Thirdly, that there is free movement of goods and
productive facilities for any party (mobility). Fourthly, that there is no barrier to entry
into the market (permeability). Fifthly, that there is no imposition of any part of price
holding, which results from the market itself (free price flow). Sixthly, that no social actor
has information different from the others (transparency).

Within agri-food markets, commodities configure the nature of goods that are closest
to the ideal model. These goods, as previously stated, considering their intrinsic charac-
teristics, contemplate simplified realities in which ceteris paribus is best applied. These
sorts of goods reduce the complexity of food, fitting more adequately with analysis that
does not consider elements beyond the surface, and deepens through the causes, reasons,
and hidden elements of the social factors. However, commodity production systems are
designed only to maintain the hegemony of agrarian elites, in detriment to the production
of food imbued with culture and destined for food sovereignty.

Since the first appearance of the term “political economy” in Montchrétien’s work [77],
the embeddedness of the state, economy, and society have become clearer, as noted by
Mayntz [78] (p. 5). The Weberian concept of the term is rooted in government participation
and intervention in employment and growth. Balaam and Veseth [79], for example, argue
that the conceptual difference between political economy and economics lies in interna-
tional trade. However, rooted along with economics, the political economy also centers the
causes of social actions on self-maximization of benefits, rooted in utilitarianism, limiting
its explanatory capacity.
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Nevertheless, in the 18th century, François Quesnay—one of the pioneers in the field—
reflected on the importance of agricultural production. He attributed value to it due to
the multiplication of the farmer’s effort and resources, while manufacturing, services,
commerce, and trade would be “sterile” [80]. Years later, Theodore Schultz, upon receiving
the Nobel Prize in economics in 1979, recognized the relevance of agriculture, placing it at
the center of world economic development [81].

The relevance of agri-food matters to the field results from globalization. It is not by
chance that it coincides with a new perspective on the state’s role in the economy. In the
agricultural sector, globalization resulted in the acceleration of the rationalization and mass
production of goods, later adapted and optimized through Fordism. This process resulted
in the massification and standardization of consumer goods. Gramsci [47] argues that the
stability and maintenance of such a production system are integral to the performance and
influence of the state.

Thus, under this interpretation of the system, the state acts towards the standardization
and homogenization of agri-food products, while maintaining elites’ status. Therefore, the
globalization processes of massification, standardization, and transformation of the food
sector sustain this logic of food and fiber for the industry. Thus, there is an evident loss
of authenticity and diversification, consequently reducing the complexity of the agrarian
system. This results in loss to the consumers, and simplifies the offer of agri-food products
and political economy to answer the state’s political and economic influence in the relations
of production and consumption. As such, Benjamin [82] points to authenticity (uniqueness)
and locale (physical and cultural) as attributes that embed an irreproducible character in
goods and objects. Such a concept can be easily attributable to GI agri-food in order to sum
value and work as a counter-movement to a mass-culture society.

In short, industrialization also plays a role in the construction of rural development—
that is, not only in agro-industries, but also in the construction of combat spaces aimed
at the greater potential for maximizing profits. In industrialized societies, these appear
as the main battleground. However, in nation states where agrarian elites prevail, indus-
trialization does not develop. Thus, extensive rural estates become the most significant
source of power, and their owners constitute institutions, structuring the domination of
these agrarian elites and strengthening their hegemony. In this way, the production of
commodities in monoculture systems tends to suppress industrial development and stifle
the growth of other agricultural systems.

3.3. The Sociological Perspective

In order for high-quality and meaningful agri-food products to be consumed by
everyone, and not just seen as “Veblen goods”, they need to be affordable and plentiful.
For this to occur, systems capable of producing them must be possible and desirable and,
therefore, have a favorable environment for them to flourish. Such environments are
the institutions.

North, in 1991, stated that “Institutions are the humanly devised constraints that
structure political, economic, and social interaction. They consist of both informal con-
straints (sanctions, taboos, customs, traditions, and codes of conduct), and formal rules
(constitutions, laws, property rights)” [83]. The author understands that institutions are
created to promote trust in trade, and work as an economy’s incentive structure.

In other words, formal or informal institutions act in such a manner that allows
or constrains economic and social development. The direction of the force exerted by
institutions strengthens or weakens the performance of each sector. In any case, institutions
play a decisive role in the economy’s performance or, more specifically, the performance
of markets. Additionally, the proper functioning of the involved institutions in societies
is decisive with regard to the performance of the markets. Oriented institutions towards
specific segments determine the success or failure of an economic sector. This concept is
crucial for further conclusions.
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In a complementary manner, Acemoğlu, Johnson, and Robinson also address the
relevance of institutions in economic and social development, by studying the purposes
of institutions based on the colonization process [84]. The authors argued that the devel-
opment of European-colonized countries performs differently due to the home country’s
interests. Colonization of regions for purely exploratory purposes or to enrich certain states
restrains local development, as seen in countries in Africa or South America. However,
in regions where colonization took place for the purpose of permanence, the institutions
allowed for development, such as in Australia and the USA. The argument is based on
the types of colonial policies, the feasibility of settlements, and those institutions’ persis-
tence [84].

Additionally, Acemoğlu notes the influence of institutions on economic reforms. The
author argues that in order to maintain privileges, interested and powerful groups act
on their own behalf. However, the changes must reach not only formal but also informal
institutions in order to achieve results [85–87].

The new economic sociology (NES) also brought essential elements that contribute to
understanding of the influence of institutions on markets. Based on Weberian thinking,
Swedberg [88] (p. 7) defines NES as “the application of sociological ideas, concepts and
methods to economic phenomena—markets, companies, stores, unions, and so on”. The
author, supported by Weber, describes that its object studies “both economic phenomena,
as well as how these phenomena influence the rest of society and how the rest of society
influences them (economically relevant phenomena)”.

In 1985, Granovetter used anthropological factors, such as those of Polanyi, to develop
a critical theory of the relationships between individuals and institutions in a correlated
manner [17]. With such relationships between them, embeddedness occurs, changing the
market’s characteristics. The main reason for this is that marketing behavior is based on
trust and bad faith involved in the relationships between agents. Therefore, the connection
of actors and institutions acts over the core fundaments of the market’s functioning.

The theory of embeddedness in markets starts from the negation of classical and neo-
classical utilitarian thinking, as well as from under and over-socialized views of consumer
choices. The author was concerned about the atomization of human actions. This theory
is based on the behavior of humans as a result of both the social web in which they are
inserted, and their own initiative, avoiding theoretical extremes.

For the development of the NSE, Granovetter relies on three pillars: that economic
action is a form of social action, that economic action is socially situated, and that eco-
nomic institutions are social constructions [17,31,89]. Under any of them, the importance
of complex analysis of a concrete economic issue from a non-isolationist perspective, but
as part of a social context, is noteworthy. Alternatively, with regard to Granovetter’s
work, Raud-Mattedi [90] (p. 65) highlights this understanding, stating that “The market,
therefore, does not consist of a free play of abstract forces, supply and demand, between
actors atomized and anonymous, but in a set of actions closely intertwined in concrete
networks of social relations”. However, even within markets, authors differ as to the most
appropriate approach for each market. This is typically divided into three theoretical
groups [18,91]—(a) networks [17,30,31,92,93], (b) institutions [32,94–96], or (c) perfor-
mativity [28,29,97,98]—as explanatory mechanisms for the emergence and dynamics of
the markets.

Granovetter [17] (p. 488) describes a fundamental sense of validation and market
gaps in his article on embeddedness. The author, without detailing explanations of over-
or under-socialization, argues that “what has eroded this confidence in recent years has
been increased attention to the micro-level details of imperfectly competitive markets,
characterized by small number of participants with sunk costs and ‘specific human capital’
investments”. However, in response to this work, Raud-Mattedi [90] (pp. 63–64) refers to
this understanding, stating that “The market, therefore, does not consist of a free play of
abstract forces, supply and demand, between atomized and anonymous actors, but in a
set of actions closely intertwined in concrete networks of social relations”. Still, Stein [99]
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proposes that institutions (property rights included) are crucial to examining markets, and
that biases can hinder even neo-institutionalist perspectives in the neoclassical economy.

Still, with regard to the NES, Fligstein and McAdam [100] take a more in-depth
approach regarding markets and institutions. The authors theorized about how institutions
emerge, become stable, and are transformed to remain alive in what they call a theory
of fields. This theory looks at disputes that occur at the intermediate or meso levels of
dispute, implying that actions occur within organized local groups. It is in these disputes
that institutions are built, stabilized, and transformed. Thus, Fligstein and McAdam argue
that institutions result from social interaction between actors that confront one another
in arenas or fields, and distance themselves from rational choice theorists by attributing
importance to the social construction of identities, interests, actions, and action structures.
Furthermore, they argue that the groups with the most significant influence in a strategic
field of action promote shared identities and meanings by appropriating material and
existential resources to legitimize their privileged position in the field, forging rules that
favor them and defending the maintenance of their superior resources and power [100].

In another work, Fligstein went further and developed a theory of markets [94]. Here,
the author theorizes that firms, faced with competition scenarios, tend to build what he calls
“conception of control”, where the incumbents’ business model dominates the market’s
way of acting [94]. In the same work, he states that the creation of markets seeks stability in
order to reduce the harmful effects of competition. For Fligstein, the state is a fundamental
actor in reducing these harmful effects and promoting stability by acting not only through
bureaucratic and legal means [94]. Sometimes, even its performance takes place through
regulatory means and active participation [94].

In a third work by Fligstein, the author uses the metaphor of “markets as politics”
to discuss how markets and states are intimately embedded. By dissociating the market
into three phases (creation, stabilization, and transformation), he maintains that market
arrangements develop around property rights, governance structures, conceptions of
control, and rules of exchange [34]. Among the various propositions made, two stand out
for this work: The first argues that “Laws and accepted practices often reflect the interests
of the most organized forces in society” [34]. The second states that “the entry of countries
into capitalism pushes states to develop rules about property rights, governance structures,
and rules of exchange in order to stabilize markets for the largest firms” [34]. Along with
the other 14 propositions, he concludes that “Markets are social constructions that reflect
the unique political-cultural construction of their firms and nations” [34]. His approach
adds to the sociological approach to markets by deepening and consolidating some aspects
of how states act to guarantee their interests. Thus, we affirm in this conceptual paper that
for the specific context of agri-food markets, the state not only acts in the markets, but also
acts in defense of the interests of the social segments that it hegemonically represents.

One last sociological aspect is crucial in this work. Gramsci’s theorization of hege-
mony is the glue that unites and gives purpose to the forms of construction of markets,
emphasizing the different constructions in the agri-food sector. This conceptual work
does not intend to extract all of the concepts and critical approaches carried out by the
author, but simply to enter into what is pertinent to developing an understanding of the
functioning of modern agri-food markets—cultural hegemony.

At the beginning of the 20th century, Gramsci developed the concept of cultural
hegemony in a European context of intense industrialization and, therefore, of large
masses of the population migrating from the countryside to the cities. He argued that this
domination is usually built up due to the prestige of more powerful groups, as a result
of their positions and roles in the world of production [47]. Consequently, this process of
domination over these groups takes place through the state (or political society) to maintain
the status quo [47]. The author goes deeper by asserting that this consent is given through
ideological formation. Thus, the culture and values of the bourgeoisie become “common
sense” for everyone, making the masses identify with it and defend their causes as their
own, containing popular revolts [47].
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Gramsci still distinguishes intellectuals (in what would fit better today with a concept
of authority) from the countryside and cities, arguing that there are significant differences
between them [47]. The author’s established concept of traditional and organic intellectuals
(adapted by us to authorities) derives from his notion of forms of ideology. For Gramsci, the
agents responsible for these forms of articulation receive these names. In their theoretical
elaboration, traditional intellectuals are those most detached from the economic structure,
without a necessary relationship with the social or political class. In contrast, organic
intellectuals are the agents responsible for the ideological promotion of their function in
the economic field, due to their similarities with the ruling classes in the political and
social areas.

From the point of view of these authorities as traditional and organic categories, they
present opposite influences in their relationships. While there is a vertical relationship with
the exercise of power by these authorities in the field, the opposite occurs in industry [47].
This conclusion implies that the exertion of power and ideological dissemination in rural
areas occurs via a top-down social structure. In other words, the domination through
assimilation occurs through the manufacture of consent, where the ruling social classes
exercise their worldview over the popular classes. Meanwhile, in the industrial sector, this
takes place through peers, in a horizontal manner.

Both the construction of the concept through the theorization of cultural hegemony
and the distinction of the relationship of influence between the authorities of the coun-
tryside and the cities inexorably compose the construction of markets. In this work, we
argue that this construction of hegemony is even more present in the agri-food markets
due to this relationship, and that there is still a change-resistant productive structure for
the dominant groups to remain in a position of influence, privilege, and power.

3.4. Impacts of Globalization

As agricultural systems evolved into more specialized and simplified agri-food pro-
cesses, the agricultural market also walked the same path—notably after the Second
World War, through scaling up and diversification in the trade of agricultural goods [101].
However, these systems evolved unevenly on a global scale. Wallerstein points out how
globalization affects countries differently; his theory rejects the conception of “first”, “sec-
ond”, and “third world”. Instead, he proposed a modern world system, classifying nation
states in three possible positions—center, semi-periphery, and periphery [102]—derived
from dependence theory.

Wallerstein’s theory is adequately applied to the functioning of agri-food markets in
the modern world. Nation states that play a leading role in the agricultural sector seek
to do so through soy, corn, and sugar commodities. Such agricultural cultures are only
possible with the simplification of agrarian systems, and are exercised in large portions of
land—often in monocultures represented by high concentrations of rural properties.

The nation states situated in these positions are located in the periphery and semi-
periphery of the world system, supplying the countries of the center with food and primary
products, and acquiring these more industrialized products. On the other hand, due to
industrialization, countries in the center of this system manage to buy primary products
from countries on the periphery of the globe, and dedicate themselves to producing food
in more complex agrarian systems and, consequently, in more complex agri-food markets.
Hence, globalization conditions the geography of the production process and the market for
agri-food products, consolidating the exchange relationship. This relationship reinforces
the thesis that the central countries started to occupy distinct and privileged positions
relative to the others in the world system, due to prioritizing the industrialization of
their economies.

However, this intra-nation relationship reproduces asymmetric effects in the construc-
tion of agri-food markets. Due to the characteristics of the productive systems inherent
in these markets, globalization impacts the world’s production and food systems, where

264



Land 2021, 10, 1182

peripheral nations have the development of complex markets compromised due to the de-
velopment of capitalism, causing an unequal agri-food development between nation states.

The construction of a global market guided by the center–periphery logic places
agri-food production in an asymmetric perspective. On the one hand, countries in the
periphery are characterized by the production of primary products, or commodities, to
supply raw materials to the central nations. On the other hand, the more industrialized
and central countries consume these goods and export value-added products. In this way,
the international market is built with disproportionate weights in terms of values. Thus,
considering these characteristics of production systems, countries on the periphery and
semi-periphery of the global system tend to maintain this format, due to the hegemonic
process that benefits the ruling classes. Therefore, in a world system of low mobility be-
tween nations for a commercial balance, the tendency towards alterations in the productive
systems becomes equally reduced.

Roland Robertson states that the ideas, cultural forms, and goods reach the world.
However, due to the cultural diversity of each place, those global forms are perceived
differently and adapted to each reality. He calls this phenomenon “glocalization” [103]. In
the GI case, this phenomenon is well observed in cheese, for example. The Parmigiano-
Reggiano cheese is a protected designation of origin (PDO), made in the Italian regions
of Emilia-Romagna and Lombardy. When Italian immigrants went to South America at
the beginning of the 20th century, they brought their cheesemaking knowledge along with
them. This resulted in analogous cheeses called Parmesão, in Brazil, or Parmesano, in
Argentina. However, according to EU regulations on GI products, neither is recognized as
the same as the original.

Boaventura de Sousa Santos, on the other hand, points to the idea of an uneven
conflict between hegemonic states and ideologies on one side, and collective dominated
groups on the other, as counter-hegemonic [104]. According to the author, this polarized
position is due to several areas of knowledge based on epistemological exclusion. The
unequal struggle pushes the dominant models and interests of the North towards the
South of the globe via an unfair and hegemonic social hierarchy of knowledge, stretching
social inequality from the perspective of Boaventura de Sousa Santos or, from Wallerstein’s
perspective, in the dominant models and interests from the center to the periphery of the
globe. By disregarding and invalidating other forms of thought and cultures, a standard
model for the construction of science and society is established, consolidating the body of
knowledge and possibilities for building society. Thus, the author concludes that modern
capitalism needs alternatives to eradicate inequalities, and that this would only be possible
with what he calls “global cognitive justice”. The thinking of Sousa Santos is consistent
with Wallerstein’s.

Thus, the causes and effects of the process of globalization in the market and the agri-
food production structure become clear. The position of countries regarding the function
and products in the world system affects how countries produce food, the type of food,
for whom this market is constructed, and the biggest beneficiaries of the consolidation of
this market.

According to Milton Santos [105], globalization is characterized by a hierarchically
structured market articulated by hegemonic, national, and foreign firms, commanding the
territory supported by the state. This is precisely how globalization impacts markets. The
consolidation of agri-food systems aimed at maintaining the current status quo, both in the
periphery and in the center of the world system, makes the dominant interests in all parts
become hegemonic.

Thus, colonization also plays a role and generates consequences. Settlement- and
permanence-oriented colonization is capable of promoting development in nations in a less
predetermined and dispute-oriented way. In exploration-oriented colonization, the forma-
tion of the agrarian structure is previously established and divided for the elite construction.
This fact supports the model that places these same nations in peripheral conditions.
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3.5. Agri-Food Markets

Starting from Ilbery and Kneafsey’s [106,107] studies regarding specialty agri-food
markets, the authors concluded that this results from interactions between producers,
customers, and institutions. This embeddedness does not occur only by chance; the in-
volvement of these three aspects sustains a market that cannot sustain itself with customers
and producers alone. As such, the present work is dedicated to discussing the relevance
and influence of the third aspect of this market: the institutions.

From the mentioned definitions of perfect markets, it is utterly clear that there is a
significant variation in production models among agricultural markets. In the first case,
large agricultural markets that produce commodities—such as sugar, soybeans, or corn—
are significantly closer to the definition of the perfect competition conditions. There is
extreme homogeneity between products, mobility, volatile prices, a slight permeability of
participating actors, and information about production, logistical, and stock conditions is
known to any buyer or seller.

On the other hand, there is another relevant agricultural market. Local and regional
products are part of agricultural product niches that do not fit into this market. Such
niches are the definition of imperfectly competitive markets, full of details that need to be
looked at in depth, with few participants with sunk costs and investments in specific capital
through the terroir of each producing region. Therefore, the natural, evident, and unique
path for these agricultural markets is to fit within the approach proposed by the NES.

Both economic and agrarian matters present a myriad of complex forms of approach,
as seen previously. On the one hand, agrarian systems vary in their complexity, subject to
environmental conditions, human influence, and cultural factors. The more complex the
system, the more unique the resulting products, and the more complex the markets become.
On the other hand, the distinction of how to classify the analysis is not a simple toolbox.
However, the more subjective those analytic tools are, the more details can be perceived
and, therefore, the more capable the tools are of in-depth analysis. Sociological tools, for
example, allow for the examination of social actions through magnifying lenses, with more
detailed visualization and understanding. This facilitates the extraction of information
about the functioning and its causes, in addition to the results.

Agricultural practices developed over time; however, the development of these prac-
tices is asymmetrical in geographical and chronological terms. Thus, not only environ-
mental conditions, but also historical events and cultural aspects, pushed specific regions
towards specialization or diversification of technological advances, practices, production,
changes, and the role of agriculture in each society. The reasons for such differences were
previously discussed in this article. However, there are still some aspects of agricultural
markets that require attention.

Thom [41] argued that adopting a taxonomy of systems is imperative for the proper
analysis and development of a theory. Thus, the creation of a theory of agrarian systems
by Mazoyer and Roudart [1] allowed for the deepening of the subject. Furthermore, the
distinction of systems into the cultivated ecosystem and the productive social system
supports their theory. These two components suggest that agrarian systems can only be
altered if at least one of them is changed.

Both components are embedded. The cultivated ecosystem relates to a set of practices,
land use intensity, and environmental relations, and varies as socio-political moments vary.
For example, when times demanded more food production as the population grew more
rapidly, there was a need to intensify the land use and apply techniques to extract more
from the environment.

Productive social systems are no different. However, the need for the development
of new tools and equipment, selection of animals and plants for growth of production,
and the labor force dedicated to it also changed according to socio-political demand for
more food. However, as the demand over time has changed chiefly in quantitative terms,
the changes in these two components have also changed (cultivated ecosystem and the
productive social system supports) in qualitative aspects. Nevertheless, the rise of a new
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agrarian system does not imply the demise of the existing ones; different agrarian systems
can coexist. However, there is a tendency for specific systems to prevail. This depends on
the combination of forces capable of exerting political pressure. According to Gramsci [47],
within the world’s capitalist system, such pressure is exerted by the holders of economic
power through cultural hegemony. Therefore, any type of change in agrarian systems
depends on the ability to exert political pressure to change them, since the institutions have
the tools capable of influencing this process [108].

Although there are differences in conception at the start of the Anthropocene, this
work chose to consider the dawn of agriculture as the first agrarian system constituted.
However, even in discussions of origins, scholars consider the relevance of all the socio-
ecological complexity of agri-food systems [109]. The complexity of the systems hinges on
the impossibility of reproducing terroir-related quality, regardless of intrinsic regional char-
acteristics. Therefore, standardization of agri-food products over a wide geographic area,
reducing human, cultural, and environmental factors, implies a reduction in complexity.

Globalization started a process that improved Fordism [3]. This process resulted
in a struggle between local and global agri-food systems, and pushed smallholders and
communities towards niche formation [110,111]. The process of globalization is a result
of modern capitalism, and has goals of standardization and homogenization at its core.
Thus, the agri-food products that prevail in the current capitalist system are commodities
that are only possible in low-complexity agrarian systems. On the other hand, complex
agrarian systems result in non-reproductive agri-food products in other locations, due
to characteristics arising from cultural, human, and environmental elements. The GI
represents the complexity of such products from complex systems. The materialization of
terroir is institutionalized through the granting of intellectual property rights. Therefore,
through its institutionalization in GI, terroir constitutes a niche market, deserving a more
in-depth approach [112].

As shown in the discussion in the previous section, economics enables and is of
great analytical use to the agri-food market. However, as Smith [55] initially observed,
economics endorses a utilitarian worldview by maximizing land use. The theory provided
in The Wealth of Nations by the same author converges with the capitalist-based world
system in formation at that time, based on profit maximization. Smith understands that
individuals act for their own benefit by devoting efforts and resources to it. The denial
of secondary interest of societies is crucial to understanding the principles of classical
economics; it is sustained by individuals, lacking intent for the collective good. The core
of classical and neoclassical economics is based on rational choice theory—a thesis that
conflicts with the foundations of complex agrarian systems embedded with human, natural,
and cultural factors.

As Arnsperger and Varoufakis [73] previously noted, the three axioms of the theory
are methodological individualism, methodological instrumentalism, and methodologi-
cal equilibration. Thus, these theoretical foundations properly match the conditions of
perfect competition. Commodity conditions such as atomization, homogeneity, mobility,
permeability, free price flow, and transparency, due to their characteristics, are less easy to
influence and, therefore, more suited to classical and neoclassical tools.

Although also utilitarian, political economy has as its object of study the geopolitical
and globalization factors in transnational trade. Its development, along with globalization
and the post-Fordist society, added a political variable after an era of mercantilism. As such,
the conception of an accelerating mobility of capital along with worldwide urbanization
also developed based on everlasting development that progressed to the capitalism of mass
production and consumption.

From a rural perspective, this production and consumption philosophy is no differ-
ent. However, there are inherent differences in the means of production between urban
and rural living and production. For example, agri-food production is not a mechanical
process like industrial production. Soil, climate, and pests, among others, influence and
interfere with production. Nevertheless, capitalism has pushed agri-food production in
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the same direction, aiming for standardization and homogenization of mass production.
Moreover, Bonanno and Constance [3] point to the increase in the rationalization process,
pushing massification and standardization as only being possible with the participation
and influence of the state [47].

As addressed in the other perspectives, economic sociology also approaches the agri-
food markets. Additionally, more complex agrarian systems are endowed with cultural,
human, and environmental elements that influence the differentiation of their products.
These elements provide characteristics capable of producing unique and irreproducible
agri-foods in different areas. Thus, agri-food products of greater complexity reproduce
this complexity in the markets in which they participate and, consequently, provide the
conditions that keep them from perfect competition.

The best examples of these product markets arising from more complex agrarian
systems that are so particular and require differentiated markets are the products labeled
with GI. Such agri-food products are significantly different from commodities, since they
are irreproducible in areas other than those for which they are registered, for cultural,
human, and environmental reasons. However, due to the multiple factors derived from the
three terroir builders, the markets for these differentiated products can only be adequately
investigated through the lens of economic sociology.

Agri-food markets become more complex as their production systems add more
elements and produce more complex foods. However, as previously discussed, these
systems have developed asymmetrically around the world.

Some nations support more complex systems, enabling the development of a more
significant number of products imbued with their local cultures, the exercise of human
practices, and those influenced by the environment. Meanwhile, other nations maintain
simpler agrarian systems aimed at producing agricultural commodities.

Given the market imperfections addressed by Granovetter and Hayek [17,31,76], it is
clear that markets are not only formed by free trade relations between buyers and sellers.
External influences are present, as are built-in institutions—formal or informal [83]. Such
conformations sustained in the markets have built institutions with different purposes
around the globe.

As discussed by Acemoğlu, the formation of institutions in the world is strongly
influenced by colonization [84]. Thus, in countries where colonization was carried out in
an exploratory manner, the construction of institutions was supported by similar agrarian
and productive systems, as in Latin America and Africa. Thus, despite the existence of
productive initiatives in more complex market niches, nations with this type of colonization
mostly maintained commodity-producing systems. On the other hand, colonized nations
with purposes of permanence developed similarly to those of their origin, industrialized,
formed urban elites, and opened space for the construction of more complex markets in the
food field. In addition to the form of colonization, regions where the dominant groups do
not come from rural areas were able to implement formal institutions with greater capacity
for the development of more complex agri-food markets.

Thus, countries colonized in an exploratory manner created agrarian elites that repro-
duce themselves in political power. Formal institutions, be they state structures or legal
instruments, result from the political constructions into which they are inserted [18,34,94].
Thus, institutions represent the thinking and interests of dominant groups. In the case of na-
tions that maintained exploratory agricultural systems and, consequently, less complex mar-
kets, their institutions became reflections of groups with greater power in the countryside.

Therefore, with the formation of agrarian elites resulting from exploratory colonization,
structured groups that produce large-scale commodities are formed. On the one hand, such
groups exert local power and political influence and, on the other hand, consolidate the
common sense of the field’s function according to the theory elaborated by Gramsci [47].
In the same vein, Michels states that the interests of those on top of organizations always
come first, and oligarchies tend to sustain the elite’s interests and suppress people’s
interests [113].
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While consolidating the ideology and values of the dominant groups, institutions
suppress the development of systems that could threaten their hegemony. Thus, the agrar-
ian elites, upon establishing themselves as the dominant group in certain regions, build
systems of political and ideological tools that make the development of other productive
systems unfeasible. In these regions, by establishing the commodity production system
as a model, they suppress the development of more complex agrarian systems and niche
market products, such as products with GI.

The fact that institutions result from the embeddedness of the social actors involved
allows for mutability in their construction. However, since institutions reflect the groups
that influence them, in order for there to be transformations, it is necessary to change
the groups that dominate the construction of these institutions. Thus, in order for new
systems, products, and markets to flourish, it is necessary for new groups to become
dominant over the construction of these institutions. In the same sense, Acemoğlu and
Robinson argue that political institutions need to increase state capacity and distribution
of power in a balanced way in order to be inclusive [86]. Therefore, modernization is
achieved through inclusive and balanced institutions. Even more specifically, Allaire and
Wolf point out the importance of hybridity in institutions in the qualification process of
agri-food systems [114]; the authors’ approach solidifies the importance of transforming
institution-forming forces in order to objectify identity-based food systems.

In this way, the process of globalization consolidates the position of the nations
concerning their commercial function in the world, allowing little or no mobility between
them [102]. For this reason, Bonanno and Constance argue that global post-Fordism is
a system that takes advantage of economic and social rigidity, seeing the labor market
and local consumption as forces to be included or excluded according to their corporate
interests [3]. Thus, the capitalist logic of serving the interests of hegemonic groups is
maintained, to the detriment of the development of complex agri-food markets such
as GI. This view of the disproportionate effects caused by globalization is endorsed by
Friedland, who sees it as a phenomenon of heterogeneous effects and proportions across
sectors, regions, and products, and proposes a neo-Fordist approach to cross-cutting
commodities [115].

This concept paper indicates that the market (and especially the agri-food market) has
different levels of embedded influences, via economic and agrarian analysis. Therefore, we
can conclude that there is no such thing as an invisible hand. Economic issues and, more
specifically, markets are always oriented by a power balance. This balance is a result of
the embeddedness of social, political, and economic matters. The outcome of this struggle
pushes the profits towards the most powerful actors in play. Furthermore, GI agri-food
products arise from embedded agrarian systems resulting from terroir, as the fruition of
the multiple hands acting towards creating and stabilizing a market.

Finally, institutions are built to consolidate the ideas of the ruling elites. If, in turn,
these elites exercise power through domination over land, the tendency is for these institu-
tions to be oriented towards perpetuating this form of power and maintaining the interests
of dominant groups. Thus, the formation of these groups allows for divergent models
of agri-food production: One, oligarchic and commoditized, where colonization was
exploratory, and other, in productive niches where industrialization was able to emerge.

4. Conclusions

The present work sought to discuss the embeddedness of institutions in agri-food mar-
kets, based on critical theory. According to agrarian complexity, as well as the consequent
formation of the market, the present concept paper sought to approach the differences in
the construction of institutions by the dominance of interest groups. Much study has been
devoted to agricultural markets. This work sought to present contemporary approaches to
the theme and contextualize them in terms of their formation, central ideas, and analytical
skills associated with different agrarian complexities and their products. In no way does
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this work aim to exhaust the debate; simply to present possible, viable, and assertive paths
for the future discussion of these markets.

The first conclusion is that products such as GI, imbued with cultural values derived
from environmental conditions and proper knowhow, are only possible in complex agrarian
systems. In turn, such systems are reminiscent of practices in specific regions, carried over
time by the cultural factors that allowed their current existence. Therefore, as the complexity
of agrarian systems increases, the determining variables in the market for such products
also increase. Thus, regions where less complex systems predominate tend to hinder the
creation, maintenance, and perpetuation of such products, which may compromise their
existence in the long run.

A clear conclusion is based on the principle of the formation of agrarian systems,
with embedded relations with civilizations’ cultural formation. Food and culture are part
of the same matrix, and cannot be dissociated. Barham [55] and Allaire [4] suggest that
the embeddedness perspective along with convention theory analysis can enlighten the
discussion of origin-related food issues. Such a path could be a future avenue of research.

The second conclusion is that more or less complex agri-food markets develop due
to the elite formation in each region. In regions where there is an agrarian elite sustained
by the production of commodities, institutions tend to be built with their own interests in
mind. Regions with industrialized economies tend to set the interest groups on this sector
and open a window for dispute in the agri-food sector, allowing for the development of
more complex products.

On the other hand, as a third conclusion, regions colonized through exploration,
without goals of permanence, built institutions capable of maintaining this vision, as noted
by Acemoğlu [84,86,87]. In commodity-oriented nations, these institutions are formed
by agrarian elites who exercise power and influence over them. Furthermore, the theory
developed by Wallerstein applies to the present case in terms of maintaining positions
regarding their functions in the periphery and semi-periphery of the world.

The fourth conclusion is that the construction of institutions is carried out to promote
the maintenance of dominant groups’ interests through ideological means, as highlighted
by Gramsci [47]. Thus, in agri-food markets, nations reproduce these interests according to
the formation of dominant groups in each place: oligarchic elites where colonization was
exploratory, and productive groups dedicated to niches in regions where industrialization
was a driving force.

Finally, in response to the question presented at the beginning of this work as to
what drives GI agri-food markets, it is clear that the construction of these markets does
not result merely from productive capacity, from the number of individuals involved
in agriculture, or from the diversity of the environment that influences the goods. The
primordial and determining factor for the construction of these markets is the result of the
social conformation and power struggle where dominant interests prevail, which exercise
control through institutions, which is called hegemony. In other words, where agrarian
elites from fundamentally exploratory colonizing processes predominate, they tend to
perpetuate the dominance of low-complexity agrarian models, constraining more complex
embedded systems such as those endowed with terroir, such as GI. Meanwhile, in regions
where the dispute for power takes place in other fields, there is room for developing factors
capable of producing agri-food products and more complex markets. For agri-food markets
to be altered, it is necessary to break the hegemony of dominant interest groups over the
structures that form institutions. New systems can be developed only by breaking the
hegemony of these groups and expanding the base of influence.
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