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In Brief 
 

▪ Chiefdom Land Committees (CLCs) established by the 2015 National Land Policy was 

operational in only 51 chiefdoms, three years after the policy launch.  

▪ Relative to households without CLCs, households in chiefdoms with CLCs experience a 

negligible increase in ownership of agricultural land 

▪ Although agricultural plot sizes were trending downward between 2011 and 2018, households in 

chiefdoms with CLCs experienced a smaller decrease than those in chiefdoms without CLCs.  

▪ The number of land transactions increased between 2011 and 2018, but this increase was smaller 

in chiefdoms with CLCs than those without.   

▪ Similarly, household’s ability to secure loans for business ventures fell in the same period, but 

households in chiefdoms with CLCs fared better than those in chiefdoms without CLCs.  

▪ Finally, local courts in chiefdoms with CLCs experienced, have a higher number of land 

litigation. CLCs may have made land issues more salient and empowered people to take land 

cases directly to local courts.   

 

Background 
 

Sierra Leone has a dual land tenure system, where the institution that governs land administration in the 

Provinces is customary law, and in the Western Area, the land is under freehold administration. This 

difference in land ownership dates back to the 1927 Protectorate Land Act. Under the customary law, the 

Paramount Chief (PC) holds land in his community's trust. Post-independence governments legitimized 

the power of the customary authorities--mostly older males and marginalized the youth. Many have 

argued that this formed part of the foundations for the decade long civil war.2In the post-conflict era, in 

the absence of formal land demarcation and registration,  large commercial land investments in the rural 

areas and competing claims over land have given rise to disputes over land.  

To address this situation, in 2015, Sierra Leone launched the National Land Policy, the first-ever 

comprehensive land policy reform since 1966.  The policy aimed to safeguard access to land, set the 

framework for large scale land investments, and improve tenure security for marginalized groups such as 

women and youth.  

At the provincial level, the policy introduced Chiefdom Land Committees (CLCs) to administer land in 

the chiefdoms of Sierra Leone. As land in the rural areas is the most valuable household asset, 

policymakers hoped the reform would boost economic activity--households could commercialize their 

lands. The security of tenure would allow people to use their land more successfully as collateral for 

business loans. Additionally, policymakers hoped the reforms would allow households to increase profits 
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from land lease agreements and other transactions. To reduce conflicts, CLCs were to mediate over 

disputes arising between individuals, stakeholders, and marginalized groups over the land in the chiefdom. 

This policy brief examines the economic and social impact of the CLCs in the chiefdoms ahead of 

impending parliamentary revision to the 2015 National Land Policy.   

I conducted a nationwide survey of all chiefdoms in 2019 to identify operational Chiefdom Land 
Committees. My research suggests that only 51--about a third of chiefdoms adopted CLCs. When the 
government launched the policy, it did so with limited administrative resources and financing for 
implementation. With weak support and guidance from the central government adoption of CLCs was 
inconsistent and weak. Various civil society organizations, like NAMATI warned that poor 
implementation of the policy would undermine its promise back in 2015.3  
 
Tables 1 and 2 in the Appendix show that even chiefdoms that complied with the policy implemented it 

in different ways. The selection method of committee members varied, as did the frequency at which the 

committee met. However, almost all CLCs mediated land cases among community members. 

Figure 1: Chiefdoms with Operational CLCs in 2019 

Note: Chiefdom Polygons using 2015 chiefdom boundaries. The Shaded polygons are chiefdoms that had CLCs, 

according to our survey of chiefdom officials.   

Method and Data 
 

I compare land-related socio-economic outcomes between chiefdoms with and those without CLCs. For 

economic outcomes, I use the Sierra Leone Integrated Household Survey (SLIHS) collected in 2011 

(before policy reform) and  2018 (after policy reform).  For land disputes, I obtained longitudinal 

administrative data on land litigations from all functioning local courts. The data includes periods both 

before and after the policy reform.  

To estimate the impact of the CLCs, I use a difference-in-difference strategy, which is the mean 

difference in outcomes between the compliant and non-compliant chiefdom in the period before and 

after the policy. The outcomes I compare include: 
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▪ The number of land cases litigated at the local courts: The Author's administrative 

survey of local courts in Sierra Leone. The data covers the period 2009 to 2018, and it 

provides some measure of conflict over land in chiefdoms.  

From the Sierra Leone Integrated Household Survey (2011 and 2018). Data jointly collected by the World 

Bank and Statistics Sierra Leone. It is a nationally representative sample of over 6000 households. 

▪ Perceived agriculture land ownership: The share of households that say they own 

agriculture land  

▪ Household agriculture plot sizes: The average household agriculture plot size in acres  

▪ Household ability to get a loan: The share of households that say they got loans for 

business is related to land because households can use their land as collateral. Lenders are 

more likely to give loans if tenure security is more guaranteed.  

▪ Household land transactions: The share of households that say they made land 

transactions--buying, selling, or leasing. 

Findings 
Land Cases Litigated in Local Court 
 

Figure 2 below shows a bar graph of the average annual number of cases litigated at the local courts in 

chiefdoms with and without CLC both before and after the policy. It shows that for both chiefdoms with 

and without CLC   the average number of land cases went up between the period before and after the 

policy. However, this increase was much more significant for courts in chiefdoms with CLCs.  The 

difference is about 0.7 land cases per court per year, a 60 percent increase to the average annual cases for 

the study period.  

Figure 2: Local Courts in Chiefdoms with CLC Experience More Land Cases 

Source: Data from the Author's administrative data from local courts. 



Note: Y-axis is average annual land cases per court.  The bars correspond to the average annual land cases per court per year for the 

local court in chiefdoms both before and after policy.    

 

While this result appears to contradict a stated land policy objective (to reduce land cases), this outcome 
may be desirable. Land cases are a tiny fraction of the local courts' types of cases, as shown in Figure 6 in 
the Appendix.4   Landowners who bring their cases to the local courts may be doing so because of the 
positive impact of CLCs on landowners’ awareness of their rights—empowering them to seek justice. 
Also, if the CLC activities make land issues more salient, then it may be that people choose to litigate over 
land, especially those who are relatively better off. From a policy perspective, it is clear that CLCs impact 
land cases in the chiefdoms. Policymakers must ensure CLCs are effective in addressing arising land 
disputes. 
 

Land Ownership 
 

Figure 3 below shows the chiefdom average for households that say they own agricultural land in the two 

surveys. Overall, a small increase in the proportion of households that say they own agricultural land from 

about 78 percent in 2011 to 84 percent in 2018. The increase was smaller in the chiefdoms without CLCs 

compared to those with CLCs. This 3 percent increase is statistically and economically insignificant, 

suggesting that the CLCs did not affect households' share of land ownership. 

Figure 3: No Impact on Share of Households  That Own Agricultural Land.  

Source: Data from Sierra Leone Integrated Household Survey 2011 and 2018.   
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Note: The variable agricultural land ownership is captured at the household level with the value 1 if the household owns agricultural 

land and 0 otherwise. The chiefdoms means are obtained by collapsing household data to the chiefdom.  Y-axis is the chiefdom mean 

for households that say they own agricultural land in the two surveys.  

 

Agriculture Plot Size 
Figure 4  below shows that the household plot size dropped in the period between 2011 and 2018. The 

median household in a chiefdom had about 4.5 acres of agricultural land in 2011; this dropped to 1.6  

acres in 2018. This decrease in plot size was steepest for households in chiefdoms without CLCs. They 

had a 3.5 acres average decrease in plot size compared to 2.2 acres for households with CLCs. This 

difference is not statistically significant at the 5 percent level, but economically it is large. It was about 88 

percent of the average household plot size in 2018.  

This finding implies that although the policy did not impact land ownership, landowners enjoyed more 

land tenure security--they were able to keep more of their land.     

Figure 4: Overall Plot Size Decreased Between 2011 and 2018. Households in CLC Chiefdoms 

were better off. 

Source: Data from Sierra Leone Integrated Household Survey 2011 and 2018.   

Note: The agricultural plot size is captured via recall in 2011, and in some cases, by GPS measurement in the 2018 Survey. The plot 

size is captured at the household level using various units converted to acres.  The chiefdoms means are obtained by collapsing 

household data to the chiefdom.  Y-axis is change in household plot size between 2011 and 2018. The red dot is the chiefdom 

household mean difference in plot size. The dash line are 95 percent confidence interval error bars.    

 

Transactions in Land 

 

Another area to assess the impact of the CLCs is whether land transactions increased in the chiefdoms. 

Land transactions occur most often where there is trust in the underlying land governance system--an 

explicit goal of the policy.  



Overall, households that say they conducted a land transaction increased from 11 percent in 2011 to 38 

percent in 2018. The increase was smaller for households in chiefdoms with CLCs than those without an 

increase of  20 and 27 percentage points, respectively.  This difference is not statistically significant, 

suggesting that CLCs did not alter land transactions supporting the findings above that household 

ownership and share of the land saw little change over time.  

Figure 5: CLC Seems to have Depressed Transactions in Land in the Chiefdoms 

Source: Data from Sierra Leone Integrated Household Survey 2011 and 2018.   

Note: Land transactions variable was calculated from household-level response to questions about the land sale, buying, and leasing. 

The household-level variable takes value 1 if the household either sold, bought, or leased land and  0 otherwise. The chiefdoms means 

are obtained by collapsing household data to the chiefdom.  Y-axis is chiefdoms mean for a share of households with land 

transactions.  

 

Household’s Ability to Get Loans 

 

The land is often the most valuable household asset in rural areas, and they are frequently used as 

collateral for loans. As such, households that receive business loans show the perceived increase in the 

security of land tenure.  

Figure 6 below shows that households that received loans for business fell from 35 percent in 2011 to 16 

percent in 2018. This decrease was much higher for households in chiefdoms without CLCs 28 percent, 

compared to those in chiefdoms with CLCs at 11 percent.  The difference in the change is statistically 

significant, suggesting the policy had a positive effect on landowning households’ ability to get loans.  

 

 



Figure 6: Overall Share of Households that Got Business Loans Fell Between 2011 and 2018 

Households in CLC Chiefdoms Experienced a Smaller Fall. 

Source: Data from Sierra Leone Integrated Household Survey 2011 and 2018.   

Note: The 2011 and 2018 SLIHS captured households that received business loans as a binary variable that takes value 1 if the 

household got a loan and 0 otherwise. The chiefdoms means are obtained by collapsing household data to the chiefdom.  Y-axis is a 

change in percent of households that got loans between 2011 and 2018. The red circle is the chiefdom mean share of households that 

loans, and the dash lines are 95% confidence interval error bars.    

 

Conclusion and Recommendation  
The findings above suggest that Chiefdom Land Committees have a socio-economic impact on 

landowners in the chiefdoms--especially on resolving land disputes. Although on average, the number of 

land disputes in local courts in chiefdoms with CLCs is higher, it may be because the CLCs empower 

landowners to seek legal redress, thereby increasing access to justice. Consequently, this increase further 

burdens Sierra Leone’s already stretched formal court system.  

On the economic front, there are some positive gains. The land policy helped households get loans in 

chiefdoms with CLCs, perhaps because of an increase in land tenure security, which encourages the use 

of land as loan collateral. Although the share of land owned did not increase, those who owned land 

could retain their properties.  

So far, the land policy has done little to improve land ownership equality at the chiefdom level—a key 

objective with marginalized groups; women and youth. Continued land ownership inequality further 

deepens economic inequality with regards to who gets access to business loans. As policymakers work to 

review the 2015 land policy, high emphasis should be placed on reducing inequality. 
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Appendix 
Table 1: Selection of Chiefdom Land Committees Members 

 

Table 2: Mediation Role of Chiefdom Land Committees 

 

Figure 6: Trend in Land and Other Cases Between Treatment and Control Chiefdoms 

 

Source: Data from Author’s administrative data from local courts.  

Note: Y-axis of both in panel (a) and (b) are average annual cases for land and other cases, respectively. The dash line (Treatment) are trends for 

chiefdoms that adopted policy and the solid line (control) for chiefdoms that did not adopt CLCs. X-axis is years. The vertical line indicates the 

year of policy launch.   

 

 

 


