
International Journal of Research Publication and Reviews, Vol 4, no 12, pp 3945-3949 December 2023 
 

International Journal of Research Publication and Reviews 

 

Journal homepage: www.ijrpr.com  ISSN 2582-7421 

 

 

Examining the Current Situation of Customary and Statutory Land 

Tenure Practices in Anambra State, Nigeria  

Ekebuike, A.N1, Ono, M.N1 and Anyadiegwu, P.C.2 

1Department of Surveying and Geoinformatics, Nnamdi Azikiwe University Awka, Nigeria 
2Department of Surveying and Geoinformatics, Imo State University Owerri,  Nigeria 

 

ABSTRACT 

Land tenure systems play a crucial role in shaping the socio-economic landscape of any region, influencing agricultural practices, community development, and 

overall economic growth. This research paper delves into the examination of the current situation regarding customary and statutory land tenure practices in 

Anambra State, Nigeria. Anambra State, located in southeastern Nigeria, represents a microcosm of diverse cultural, historical, and legal factors that contribute to 

its unique land tenure dynamics.  
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1. Introduction 

Land tenure systems in Anambra State, Nigeria, represent a fascinating tapestry woven from a rich historical legacy, deeply ingrained indigenous 

traditions, and the intricate interplay of customary and statutory practices. The complexity of these tenure systems is manifested in the dual existence of 

customary land tenure, steeped in the traditions and communal ownership of indigenous communities, alongside statutory systems influenced by a 

historical amalgamation of colonial-era legislation and contemporary legal frameworks. 

The historical evolution of land tenure in Anambra State serves as a foundational aspect of understanding the current landscape. The pre-colonial era 

witnessed a harmonious interdependence between communities and the land, with customary practices guiding the allocation and use of resources. These 

customary systems, embedded in the cultural fabric of the various ethnic groups within the state, established communal ownership and stewardship as 

core tenets of land governance (Okafor, 2004). 

The imposition of colonial rule dramatically altered these traditional practices, introducing legal frameworks that reshaped the tenure dynamics. The Land 

Use Act of 1978, a landmark legislation during the military regime, fundamentally transformed land ownership by vesting all lands in the state in the 

hands of the Governor (Okafor, 2004). This legislation, influenced by colonial principles, sought to centralize control over land to facilitate economic 

planning and development but inadvertently led to conflicts between customary and statutory systems. 

In navigating the intricate web of customary land tenure, one encounters the profound influence of indigenous traditions and the role of traditional leaders 

in land governance. Customary practices in Anambra State are deeply rooted in kinship ties, communal decision-making processes, and rituals that define 

land ownership and use (Ogundele, 2012). This communal approach to land tenure, while fostering a sense of belonging and social cohesion, also faces 

challenges related to boundary disputes and inheritance conflicts (Ogundele, 2012). 

Concurrently, statutory land tenure practices operate within the framework of legislative provisions, notably the Land Use Act, and contemporary legal 

structures. The statutory system introduces bureaucratic mechanisms for land allocation and administration, often conflicting with the decentralized and 

communal nature of customary practices (Oluwafemi et al., 2016). This duality in land tenure systems has created a complex legal landscape, marked by 

overlapping jurisdictions and ambiguities in rights and responsibilities. 

The socio-economic implications of these intertwined systems are profound, influencing agricultural practices, rural-urban migration patterns, and overall 

economic development. The communal nature of customary land tenure has historically played a pivotal role in supporting agricultural activities and 

community development (Oluwafemi et al., 2016). However, challenges such as limited access for women and the youth, as well as difficulties in securing 

land titles, impede the realization of the full economic potential of the land (Okafor, 2004). 

In order to comprehend the present situation, it is imperative to critically assess the challenges and opportunities embedded in these land tenure systems. 

This research endeavor seeks to provide a comprehensive analysis of the current state of customary and statutory land tenure practices in Anambra State, 

http://www.ijrpr.com/


International Journal of Research Publication and Reviews, Vol 4, no 12, pp 3945-3949 December 2023                                     3946

 

 

drawing on historical insights, legal frameworks, and socio-economic considerations. By delving into these intricacies, the paper aims to contribute to 

the formulation of informed policies that foster sustainable land management and equitable community development in the region. 

2. Historical Overview 

An in-depth historical analysis is essential for unraveling the complex layers of land tenure systems in Anambra State, Nigeria. The pre-colonial era 

serves as a critical starting point, characterized by a communal ethos that defined land ownership and utilization. Communal land ownership was a 

fundamental aspect of indigenous societies, where communities coexisted in symbiotic relationships with their environment, guided by intricate customary 

practices deeply rooted in the cultural and spiritual fabric of the various ethnic groups within the state (Bruce and Migot-Adholla, 1994). 

During this era, land was regarded not merely as a commodity but as a communal resource, intricately linked to the identity and survival of the community. 

Traditional practices, such as communal decision-making processes and the establishment of kinship ties, played a pivotal role in governing the allocation 

and use of land. This communal land tenure system fostered a sense of belonging and collective responsibility, ensuring the sustainable management of 

resources and the preservation of cultural heritage (Okafor, 2004). 

The advent of colonial rule in Nigeria marked a watershed moment in the history of land tenure in Anambra State. The British colonial administration 

introduced a different paradigm, imposing legal frameworks that sought to categorize and regulate land ownership. The introduction of individual land 

titles and the imposition of property rights based on Western legal principles significantly disrupted the communal nature of land ownership (Okafor, 

2004). 

The pinnacle of this transformation was the Land Use Act of 1978, a legislative landmark during the military regime. This act aimed to streamline land 

administration by vesting all lands in the state in the hands of the Governor, thereby centralizing control and decision-making (Ogundele, 2012). While 

the act was intended to facilitate economic planning and development, its implementation had profound implications for customary land tenure, leading 

to conflicts and tensions between the customary and statutory systems (Ogundele, 2012). 

In the post-independence era, efforts were initiated to reconcile the disparities between customary and statutory land tenure systems. The government 

recognized the need to harmonize these dual systems to promote socio-economic development and ensure equitable access to land resources (Ogundele, 

2012However, the journey towards harmonization has been fraught with challenges, including conflicting legal frameworks, overlapping jurisdictions, 

and the need to balance the preservation of cultural heritage with the demands of modern governance (Ogundele, 2012). 

Efforts to address these challenges have resulted in legal reforms and policy interventions aimed at creating a more integrated and responsive land tenure 

system. Legislative amendments and community engagement initiatives have sought to bridge the gap between customary practices and statutory 

requirements, paving the way for a more inclusive and adaptable land tenure framework (Deininger, 2003; Okafor, 2004; Ogundele, 2012). 

In essence, the historical trajectory of land tenure in Anambra State encapsulates a narrative of evolution, adaptation, and contention. The pre-colonial 

communal ethos, disrupted by colonial interventions, has undergone transformations that continue to shape the contemporary landscape. Understanding 

this historical continuum is vital for grasping the complexities of the current situation, as Anambra State grapples with the challenge of balancing tradition 

and modernity in its land governance structures. 

3. Land Tenure Practices 

3.1 Customary Land Tenure Practices 

A comprehensive exploration of customary land tenure practices in Anambra State necessitates a nuanced understanding of the multifaceted dynamics 

inherent in this traditional system. At the heart of customary land tenure are the pivotal roles played by traditional leaders, the intricacies of communal 

decision-making, and the delicate processes of allocating and transferring land within indigenous communities. 

Traditional leaders, often revered as custodians of cultural heritage and symbols of authority, wield considerable influence in customary land governance. 

Their roles extend beyond mere administrative functions, encompassing the spiritual and cultural dimensions of land ownership. Chiefs, village heads, 

and titleholders play instrumental roles in mediating disputes, interpreting customary laws, and ensuring the equitable distribution of land resources. 

Communal decision-making processes form the backbone of customary land governance, reflecting the collective nature of indigenous societies. These 

processes involve community assemblies, councils of elders, and traditional institutions where consensus is sought before any significant decision 

regarding land use or allocation is made. This communal approach fosters a sense of shared responsibility and collective ownership, reinforcing the bonds 

that tie community members to the land. 

The allocation and transfer of land within indigenous communities are intricate processes guided by well-established norms and practices. Kinship ties 

play a pivotal role in determining land rights, with inheritance patterns often following lineage structures. Family elders and community leaders are 

involved in ensuring a fair distribution of land, considering factors such as the needs of the family, individual contributions to the community, and 

adherence to established cultural norms. 
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Cultural norms and rituals are integral components influencing land ownership within the customary framework. These norms are not only legal guidelines 

but also reflections of the values and beliefs that underpin the community's identity. Rituals associated with land allocation ceremonies and symbolic 

practices often accompany the transfer of land rights, reinforcing the spiritual and cultural significance of the connection between the community and its 

ancestral lands. 

However, amidst the rich tapestry of customary land tenure, challenges emerge that necessitate careful consideration. Conflicts over boundaries between 

neighboring communities can arise due to differing interpretations of historical land use patterns or changes in community demographics. Inheritance 

issues, particularly concerning gender biases and disputes among heirs, pose additional complexities that customary systems grapple with. 

Moreover, the interface between customary practices and modern legal systems can lead to tensions. The lack of formal documentation and standardized 

procedures in customary land tenure may create ambiguities that are incompatible with statutory requirements. As a result, customary landowners may 

find themselves entangled in legal disputes that challenge the legitimacy of their traditional land rights. 

In the ongoing examination of customary land tenure practices, it is imperative to delve into these challenges and complexities. By doing so, a more 

nuanced understanding of the strengths and vulnerabilities of customary systems can be attained, facilitating the formulation of policies that aim to 

preserve the cultural richness embedded in these practices while addressing the evolving needs and dynamics of the communities they serve. 

3.2 Statutory Land Tenure Practices 

The statutory land tenure system in Anambra State is intricately woven into the legislative fabric of the Land Use Act of 1978, a pivotal piece of legislation 

that fundamentally reshaped the governance of land ownership. This act, enacted during a period of military rule, consolidated land rights by vesting all 

lands within the state in the hands of the Governor. The sweeping nature of this provision marked a departure from the traditional customary practices 

that had historically governed land ownership, introducing a centralized and bureaucratic approach to land administration. 

One of the primary implications of the Land Use Act on land ownership lies in the concentration of authority within the office of the Governor. By placing 

all lands under the purview of the state executive, the act aimed to streamline decision-making processes and facilitate comprehensive planning for 

economic development. However, this centralization of power has given rise to concerns regarding the potential for arbitrary decision-making, as 

individual land rights became subject to the discretion of the state. 

Land administration agencies, operating under the mandates of the Land Use Act, have become key players in the statutory land tenure framework. These 

agencies, such as the Anambra State Physical Planning Board and the Ministry of Lands, Survey, and Urban Development, play pivotal roles in the 

allocation, documentation, and regulation of land transactions. The formalization of land ownership through certificates of occupancy and other legal 

instruments has become a standard practice, reflecting the shift towards a more structured and regulated land tenure system. 

The dual tenure system, wherein customary and statutory land tenure coexist within the same geographical space, presents both challenges and 

opportunities. The inherent tension between these parallel systems often results in conflicts, as the decentralized and communal nature of customary 

practices clashes with the centralized and bureaucratic framework of statutory land governance. Discrepancies in legal frameworks, ambiguous land 

boundaries, and disputes over land rights can emerge, necessitating a delicate balance between preserving cultural heritage and adhering to modern legal 

standards. 

Recent legal reforms have sought to address some of the challenges posed by the dual tenure system and enhance the adaptability of statutory land tenure 

to the local context. Amendments and policy initiatives aim to strike a more harmonious balance, recognizing the importance of traditional practices 

while introducing mechanisms for conflict resolution and land rights protection. These reforms also reflect a broader recognition of the need to align 

statutory land tenure with the evolving socio-economic dynamics of Anambra State. 

In examining recent legal reforms, it becomes evident that the state is engaged in a continuous process of refining its statutory land tenure practices. These 

reforms respond to the evolving needs of the population, promoting transparency, fairness, and efficiency in land administration. By scrutinizing these 

changes, we gain insights into how the statutory framework is adapting to address the intricacies of land governance, acknowledging the need for 

flexibility in navigating the delicate balance between tradition and progress in Anambra State. 

4. Socio-economic Implications 

The investigation into the socio-economic consequences of existing land tenure systems in Anambra State unfolds a narrative that traverses the realms of 

agriculture, infrastructure development, and overall economic growth. By delving into these dimensions, a nuanced understanding emerges of how land 

tenure practices shape the economic landscape, influencing both individual livelihoods and broader community development initiatives. 

Agricultural productivity stands as a linchpin in the socio-economic fabric of Anambra State, where the majority of the population relies on agriculture 

for sustenance and income. The customary land tenure system, with its communal ethos and historical ties to agricultural practices, has traditionally 

played a pivotal role in supporting smallholder farmers. However, conflicts arising from dual tenure systems and uncertainties regarding land rights can 

impede agricultural investments and disrupt production cycles, potentially hindering the optimization of agricultural potential in the state. 

Infrastructure development, a key driver of economic progress, is intricately linked to land tenure practices. Statutory frameworks that formalize land 

ownership and facilitate the planning and execution of infrastructure projects are vital for fostering economic growth. Conversely, challenges arising 
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from the coexistence of customary and statutory systems may result in delays and complications in infrastructure development, limiting the state's ability 

to enhance connectivity, accessibility, and overall economic efficiency. 

Examining the gender dimension, the impact on women's access to land is a crucial lens through which to understand the socio-economic repercussions 

of land tenure systems. Customary practices, while deeply embedded in cultural norms, often present obstacles for women to secure land rights and access 

resources critical for agricultural activities. Statutory systems, with their formalized documentation, may offer a more inclusive framework, but the 

complexities of dual systems can still pose challenges. Understanding these dynamics is pivotal for fostering gender equality and unlocking the full 

potential of women as contributors to agricultural productivity and community development. 

Rural-urban migration, a phenomenon influenced by economic opportunities and the perception of land as a resource, is another dimension of socio-

economic implications. The stability and attractiveness of rural areas for habitation and livelihoods are inherently linked to the effectiveness and fairness 

of land tenure systems. If land tenure practices are perceived as inequitable or if conflicts persist, it may drive migration to urban centers in search of 

more secure economic prospects. This, in turn, can contribute to the challenges of urbanization, including pressure on infrastructure, housing, and social 

services. 

Community development initiatives, ranging from local entrepreneurship to educational programs, are profoundly impacted by the prevailing land tenure 

systems. The ability of communities to leverage their land resources for sustainable development is contingent on the clarity, security, and adaptability 

of land tenure frameworks. Striking a balance between preserving cultural heritage and enabling economic progress becomes imperative for ensuring that 

community development initiatives are not hampered by land-related disputes or impediments. 

In conclusion, the socio-economic implications of land tenure systems in Anambra State are multifaceted, intertwining with the fabric of daily life, 

economic aspirations, and community well-being. By investigating the influences on agriculture, infrastructure, gender dynamics, migration patterns, and 

community development, this paper seeks to contribute to a holistic understanding of the challenges and opportunities inherent in the existing land tenure 

landscape. Such insights are indispensable for shaping policies and interventions that promote sustainable economic development and social equity in 

Anambra State. 

5. Challenges and Opportunities 

Understanding the intricate challenges and opportunities within the realm of customary and statutory land tenure practices in Anambra State is imperative 

for crafting sustainable and inclusive solutions. By recognizing and addressing these challenges, policymakers can pave the way for the harmonious 

coexistence of both systems and explore avenues for leveraging modern technologies to enhance land administration efficiency. The challenges and 

opportunities are documented as follows: 

a) Challenges 

1. Conflicting Norms and Legal Ambiguities: The coexistence of customary and statutory land tenure often leads to conflicting norms and 

legal ambiguities. The lack of alignment between traditional customs and formal legal frameworks can result in disputes over land ownership 

and rights. 

2. Boundary Disputes: The interface between customary and statutory systems can give rise to boundary disputes, especially in areas where the 

demarcation between communal lands and individually owned plots is unclear. This ambiguity can lead to protracted conflicts and hinder 

sustainable land management. 

3. Gender Inequality: Customary practices, deeply rooted in cultural traditions, may perpetuate gender biases in land ownership, limiting 

women's access to and control over land resources. Statutory systems, while providing formalized documentation, may not fully address these 

gender disparities, creating challenges for inclusive land tenure (Okafor, 2004). 

4. Limited Access to Formal Documentation: Customary land tenure often lacks formal documentation, making it challenging for landowners 

to prove their rights in legal disputes. Conversely, statutory systems, while providing formal titles, may face issues of bureaucratic red tape 

and inefficiencies in land administration agencies. 

b) Opportunities 

1. Synergy between Customary and Statutory Systems: There exists an opportunity to foster synergy between customary and statutory land 

tenure systems. By recognizing the strengths of both systems, policymakers can work towards developing a hybrid model that preserves 

cultural heritage while incorporating the formalized structures and documentation inherent in statutory framework. 

2. Legal Reforms and Policy Interventions: Opportunities lie in the realm of legal reforms and policy interventions that aim to address the 

challenges posed by dual tenure systems. Amendments that align customary practices with contemporary legal standards, while respecting 

cultural norms, can create a more adaptable and inclusive land tenure framework. 

3. Community Engagement and Education: Empowering communities through education and engagement initiatives can enhance 

understanding and acceptance of formal land tenure processes. This can be coupled with efforts to integrate traditional leaders into the formal 

land administration structures, fostering a sense of ownership and cooperation. 
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4. Technology Integration: The integration of modern technologies, such as Geographic Information System (GIS) mapping and digital land 

registries, offers opportunities to streamline land administration processes. Implementing these technologies can enhance transparency, reduce 

bureaucratic hurdles, and provide accessible and accurate land records. 

5. Inclusive Decision-Making Processes: Creating platforms for inclusive decision-making that involve diverse stakeholders, including women 

and youth, can contribute to more equitable land tenure systems. This approach ensures that the perspectives of all community members are 

considered in shaping policies and interventions. 

In navigating the challenges and opportunities presented by customary and statutory land tenure practices, Anambra State stands at a crossroads where 

informed and strategic decisions can pave the way for a more resilient and adaptive land governance framework. By acknowledging the cultural heritage 

embedded in customary practices and harnessing the benefits of modern legal and technological innovations, policymakers can create a balanced and 

inclusive land tenure system that meets the evolving needs of the communities it serves. 

6. Conclusion 

In the pursuit of unraveling the intricate layers of customary and statutory land tenure practices in Anambra State, this research has endeavored to provide 

a comprehensive understanding of the current situation. The multifaceted exploration, spanning historical, legal, socio-economic, and challenges 

dimensions, contributes to a nuanced comprehension of the complexities inherent in the state's land governance systems. 

Historical Context: The historical trajectory, from pre-colonial communal practices to the transformative impacts of colonial rule and the Land Use Act 

of 1978, forms the bedrock upon which Anambra State's land tenure systems have evolved. Understanding this historical context illuminates the forces 

that have shaped the intricate interplay between customary and statutory practices. 

Legal Frameworks: The statutory framework, governed by the Land Use Act of 1978, represents a critical pivot in the evolution of land governance. Its 

implications for land ownership, administration, and the challenges posed by the coexistence of customary and statutory systems lay bare the tensions 

and opportunities within the legal structures influencing land tenure in the state 

Socio-economic Implications: An exploration of the socio-economic dimensions underscores the far-reaching consequences of land tenure practices on 

agricultural productivity, infrastructure development, and overall economic growth. The gender disparities, rural-urban migration patterns, and their 

impact on community development initiatives shed light on the profound role that land governance plays in shaping the socio-economic fabric of Anambra 

State. 

Challenges and Opportunities: Identifying the challenges encapsulated in conflicting norms, boundary disputes, and gender inequalities within 

customary and statutory systems is crucial. Simultaneously, the research underscores the potential opportunities for synergy, legal reforms, technology 

integration, and inclusive decision-making processes. These opportunities lay the foundation for building a more adaptive and inclusive land tenure 

framework that aligns with the diverse needs of Anambra's communities. 

In conclusion, this research aspires to transcend the boundaries of academic inquiry, aiming to be a catalyst for informed policy decisions that can usher 

in sustainable land management and community development in Anambra State. By synthesizing historical insights, legal analyses, socio-economic 

considerations, and a keen awareness of challenges and opportunities, this paper endeavors to empower stakeholders with a holistic understanding. In 

doing so, it seeks to contribute to the ongoing discourse that shapes the trajectory of land governance in Anambra State, fostering a balanced, adaptive, 

and culturally resonant framework that serves the interests of both the present and future generations. 
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