
Four years since the Voluntary 
Guidelines were endorsed 
by the Committee on World 
Food Security as the global 
consensus on improving 

tenure, their principles and processes are inspiring people around the world to take action. 
With wide ownership by governments, civil society and the private sector, they represent an 
unbiased framework in which new conversations on tenure are taking place, new skills are 
being developed, and new policies are being influenced in participatory ways.

This brief shares some stories on improving tenure from Africa, Asia, Europe and Central Asia 
and Latin America. These cases have been supported by FAO, working with donor partners 
of Belgium, European Union, Finland, France, Germany, Italy, Switzerland and the United 
Kingdom. There are many other similar stories.

An update on the voluntary guidelines on 
the responsible governance of tenure of 

land, fisheries and forests in the context  
of national food security

Improving tenure, improving lives

2016: Putting the Voluntary Guidelines into action 

Recording tenure rights using open source software

Open source software provides affordable ways to record 
tenure rights consistent with the Voluntary Guidelines. Open 
Tenure is used in Guatemala with a cloud-based community 
server to provide digital records through in-the-field 
capture of community tenure rights and boundaries, and in 
Uganda to establish a digital system to record and manage 
information for certificates of customary ownership. In 
Nigeria, certificates are captured digitally through Open 
Tenure and then integrated with a digital cadastral map maintained in SOLA Registry and SOLA 
Systematic Registration, an open source application used to support the modernization of the deeds 
registries. The software was developed with support from Finland and the United Kingdom (DFID).

Integrating work on the Voluntary Guidelines and the
Framework and Guidelines in Africa

Capacities are being strengthened in countries to link the Voluntary Guidelines and the 
Africa Land Policy Initiative (LPI) Framework and Guidelines on Land Policy in Africa (F&G) 

and, at the Pan-African level, to promote effective land policies to provide equitable and 
secure access to land. The two instruments are closely linked: during the negotiations of 

the Voluntary Guidelines, the LPI provided negotiators from African countries with technical 
assistance based on the F&G. They are being implemented jointly through a Memorandum 

of Understanding between FAO and UNECA (host of LPI) and with funding from Switzerland 
and the EU. Transversal support is being provided to projects in 10 countries (Angola, Burundi, 

Côte d’Ivoire, Ethiopia, Kenya, Malawi, Niger, Somalia, South Sudan and Swaziland) in a way 
that enables them to learn from each other’s’ experiences through a web-based knowledge 

management platform and physical meetings. 

Sierra Leone has reflected the preparation and content of its new national land policy on 
the Voluntary Guidelines, incorporating their principles and drawing on their text in over 90 
paragraphs. A multi-stakeholder, inclusive process has ensured broad national ownership. 
There is strong political will and national commitment to use the Voluntary Guidelines. 
The Government’s Inter-Ministerial Task Force brings together five ministries (Agriculture, 
Forestry and Food Security; Lands, Country Planning and the Environment; Fisheries and 
Marine Resources; Justice; and Local Government and Rural Development) supported by 
a Steering Committee, a Technical Working Group and a Secretariat. They are tasked with 
guiding the review of the legal, policy and institutional tenure frameworks; reviewing and 
validating the recommendations; and developing plans for implementation.

Sierra Leone’s commitment was demonstrated by a G7 Land Partnership Agreement with 
Germany and FAO that focuses on using the Voluntary Guidelines to improve governance 
of tenure for land, fisheries and forests, addressing cross-cutting issues such as gender, 
recourse mechanisms and the legal framework.

Sierra Leone adopts a land policy to improve governance

Myanmar uses consultations to refine land use policy

Myanmar’s national land use policy, adopted in January 2016, is in line with international standards, 
most notably the Voluntary Guidelines, and reflects multiple stakeholder interests through a 
consultative and participatory process that took two years. The policy is an unprecedented part of 
Myanmar’s transition and the Government extended the process, reflecting the importance given 
to the consultations. The policy addresses governance frameworks for resource administration and 
focuses on strengthening tenure security, a concern to smallholder farmers, ethnic communities, 
women and other vulnerable groups. It will guide the development of a comprehensive land law.

Work started in 2012 with the national dialogue on land tenure and land use rights. In October 2014, 
the Government opened a draft policy to public comment and consultation in every region and 
state. Financial support by the United Kingdom (DFID) and Belgium fostered the use of the Voluntary 
Guidelines by civil society and grassroots organizations and provided for a capacity assessment 
where stakeholders from government and civil society assessed their capacities. This work has helped 
to instil ownership and commitment and create momentum for further activities.
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Sierra Leone’s legal 
and policy review 
in the context of the 
Voluntary Guidelines 
assisted the land 
policy and is informing 
changes in the fisheries 
policy, fisheries 
development strategy, 
general registration 
act, registration 
of instruments 
act, wildlife and 
conservation act, 
forestry act, rubber bill  
and wetlands bill.
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Civil society promotes  
learning opportunities

As a result of the 
training a consultation 

framework has been 
set up with civil 

society so that the 
next law submitted 

to Parliament can 
be analysed with 

the support of 
civil society, and 

in the light of 
the Voluntary 

Guidelines.  
(Senegal)

Uganda is working with local authorities 
and civil society to recognise customary 
and forest tenure rights consistent with 
the Voluntary Guidelines with the financial 
support of the United Kingdom (DFID).

Local authorities in Kasese district, working 
with the central and district governments 
and a university, are issuing certificates 
of customary ownership with a focus on 
women and vulnerable groups, who report 
increased tenure security and decreased 
land conflicts. Open Tenure (open source 
software) allows certificates to use satellite 
imagery, which increases transparency and 
data quality.

Training to prepare forest management 
plans and other documents required for 
registration of forest rights was provided 
to pilot communities (Masindi, Lamwo 
and Bushenyi) and private forest owners. 
The Government worked with civil society 
and informed partners, community land 
associations, private forest owners and 
citizens through radio talk shows, spot 
messages, drama skits and workshops.
 

Between 
60 and 100 
people per 

country have 
been trained 

as trainers and 
200 to 2 500 
people have 

been sensitized 
through 

meetings, radio 
programmes, 

videos and 
newsletters.

Civil society is increasing the use of 
the Voluntary Guidelines through 

training programmes supported 
by Belgium in seven countries: 

Guatemala, Malawi, Myanmar, Nepal, 
Niger, Senegal and South Africa. 

The flexible training activities allow 
participants to reflect on how the 

Voluntary Guidelines can be applied. In 
South Africa, people from different sectors 
are working together to explore solutions 
to common problems. In Senegal, ensuring 
that a steering committee has the capacity 
to draft a plan to support the land reform 
process was highlighted. In Guatemala, 
training paved the way for civil society 
networks on governance of tenure.

Training programmes bring together national 
and international organizations. National 
partners have control over the training and 
follow-up events, adapting programmes to 
local needs and strengthening their networks 
on tenure. Country initiatives use a modular 
framework that was developed and tested in 
each participating country by FAO and FIAN, 
building on the “People’s manual for promoting, 
monitoring, implementing and evaluating the 
Voluntary Guidelines”.

A national multi-stakeholder platform on the 
Voluntary Guidelines, supported by a steering 
committee, has emerged as an important forum to 
discuss and inform tenure reform in Senegal. It was 
launched in 2014, and with financial support from 
France and Italy it has helped move forward work 
on more equitable access to natural resources that 
started in the 1990s. The Voluntary Guidelines 
serve both the National Tenure Reform 
Commission and civil society and provide a 
framework for consolidating the various interests 
on governance of tenure. Dissemination and 
implementation of the Voluntary Guidelines 
is strengthened by support to the reform 
process. Inclusive dialogue at multiple levels 
has targeted local governance processes, 
including pilot activities, which are making a 
difference on the ground.

“

The map highlights 
countries where FAO 
and donor partners have  
supported initiatives 
that range from raising 
awareness on how people 
can use the Voluntary 
Guidelines in their own 
situations through to 
developing new policies 
and laws.

Developing capacity in pasture committees of 
five communities in Kyrgyz Republic increased 
participation by community members in 
governance of pastures and reduced disputes 
and conflicts among pasture users. The 
communities benefit from improved pasture 
fee collection rates, and pasture committees 
now receive active support from local 
authorities, recognising their role in local 
economic development.

Committee members gained knowledge and 
skills for implementation of the innovative 
2009 Pastures Law, which decentralized the 

sustainable use and management of pastures 
that provide food security for 65 percent of the 
Kyrgyz population. The Voluntary Guidelines 
are embedded in the work, which includes 
gender equity assessments. Participants learned 
how to involve the community, solve disputes, 
collaborate with local authorities and private 
businesses, and establish participatory and 
transparent procedures for the annual allocation 
of pastures to herders. They acquired skills in 
mapping and monitoring grazing capacity, 
carrying out inventories and valuations of 
pastures, and designing and implementing 
pasture management and investment plans.

Developing capacity to improve tenure of pastures in the Kyrgyz Republic

Kasese is the only 
district to have 
issued certificates 
of customary 
ownership. A system 
was established 
for recording 
and managing 
certificates, and over 
4 600 certificates 
have been validated 
and entered in the 
database.
The first community 
and private forests 
were registered in 
Uganda in 2014 
although laws had 
recognised forest 
tenure for almost 14 
years.

Guatemala adopts policy 
framework to improve land 
governance

Guatemala’s new land governance policy 
incorporates principles of the Voluntary 
Guidelines, with the objective of improving food 
security and nutrition in rural areas, particularly 
among indigenous communities, and 
promoting stability, investments and growth 
in agriculture. The policy addresses tenure 
security comprehensively by recognizing and 
strengthening indigenous communal systems 
of tenure and management, recognizing and 
promoting women’s rights, and facilitating 
access to productive assets by small farmers 
and indigenous communities. It promotes 
the integration of rural areas into the national 
economy.

Key stakeholders improved their understand-
ing by receiving information on the Voluntary 
Guidelines. Training was provided for staff of 
land policy institutions to improve their capac-
ity, and relevant government agencies (Secre-
taría de Asuntos Agrarios, Comisión Presiden-
cial de Desarrollo Rural) were assisted in the 
review and formulation of the policy.

Recording tenure rights in Uganda
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