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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Expanding Community Rights over Natural Resources initiative seeks to help communities that depend on natural 
resources in marginalized, environmentally fragile regions secure greater control over those resources and their 
benefits, particularly as collectively owned commons; and to encourage the kinds of public investment that will improve 
productivity and returns from those resources.

problems and solutions: Even though the natural resources around rural communities are typically their most 
important economic asset, they often have limited rights to use them. Powerful interests—government, mining, petroleum, 
logging, agribusiness, ranching, tourism—often claim exclusive access to these resources; corruption and mismanagement 
are additional problems. 

Many attempts to protect the environment by restricting resource use have adverse effects on poor families and on the 
resources themselves. Women and ethnic minorities tend to suffer the most from such policies. In some cases the best 
solution may be to award formal property rights to communities or households; in others, hammering out agreements 
between government agencies and communities to manage resources together, or changing regulations to allow 
communities to use the resources they depend on, regardless of who has formal property rights. 

We also work to ensure that communities benefit from government programs focused on natural resources. Giving them a 
say is both good for them and good for the environment.

locations: The work of the initiative falls into two clusters. The first involves forested landscapes in Brazil and other 
Amazon Basin countries; Honduras, Nicaragua, Guatemala, and the poorer states of southern Mexico; and the so-called 
“forestlands” of Indonesia. The second involves grasslands, dry lands, and marginal farmlands in West China; the poorer 
regions of central and eastern India; and East Africa, particularly Kenya and Uganda.

activities: The initiative promotes work designed to: develop and disseminate ways of thinking about the issues; test 
innovative ideas and serve as models for programs and policies; feed the case for policy reform; enable local activists, 
organizations, and social movements to participate in decisions over natural-resource use; influence global leaders and 
processes to achieve changes within countries; and promote the sharing of ideas and experience within and between 
countries.

levels and approaches: We work at global, regional, national/subnational, and local levels via approaches that involve 
both elites and grassroots: (1) research and development; (2) advocacy and communications; (3) training and capacity 
building; (4) networking; and (5) policy-oriented pilot projects. We often test and refine approaches that can then be of use 
to others, but none of our work centers on improving conditions in only one or a few localities.

the global component and the six field offices: Globally, the initiative emphasizes support for (1) the Rights and 
Resources Initiative; (2) the exchange of information across Amazon Basin countries; (3) the exchange of information about 
pastoralist rights; and (4) global monitoring, evaluation, and learning. Emphases in the six field offices vary:

	 	 • Brazil: Guaranteeing the rights of traditional peoples over forest lands, and helping them to plan for and manage the 
	 	    territories they already control.

	 	 • Mexico and Central America: In the former, increasing spending for community forest management and ensuring 
	 	    that government programs meet community needs; in the latter, supporting the demarcation, titling, and 	
	 	    management of minority territories; in both, helping groups adapt natural-resource management to changes 	
	 	    related to migration.
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	 	 • Indonesia: Protecting the rights of some 65 million people living in areas the government claims as 
	 	   “state forestlands.”

	 	 • West China: Helping disadvantaged farmers/herders secure control and benefit from natural resources, 
	 	    strengthening their participation in decision-making processes, and ensuring that government investment programs 	
	 	    better adapt to their needs.

	 	 • India: Improving both public investment in support of rainfed (as opposed to irrigated) agriculture and the 
	 	    environmental and social impact of existing support.

	 	 • Kenya and Uganda: Supporting natural-resource policies that reduce rural poverty and vulnerability and protect the 
	 	    rights of women and marginalized communities.

 

FORD FOUNDATION MISSION

The Ford Foundation supports visionary leaders and organizations on the frontlines of social change worldwide. Its 
goals for more than half a century have been to strengthen democratic values, reduce poverty and injustice, promote 
international cooperation, and advance human achievement.

The foundation believes all people should have the opportunity to reach their full potential, contribute to society, and 
have a voice in the decisions that affect them. Ford believes the best way to achieve these goals is to encourage initiatives 
by those living and working closest to the places the problems occur; to promote collaboration among the nonprofit, 
government, and business sectors; and to ensure participation by men and women from diverse communities and all levels 
of society. 

The foundation works mainly by making grants or loans that build knowledge and strengthen organizations and networks. 
Since our financial resources are modest compared with societal needs, we focus on key problem areas and program 
strategies.

FORD’S WORK ON SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

We believe that helping low-income communities gain greater access to natural resources is critical to both reducing 
global poverty and sustaining the quality of our environment. 

Many of the world’s poorest families rely on natural resources—forests, grasslands and other natural assets—for their 
basic livelihoods, yet they have limited access to these resources or opportunities to benefit from their use. Poor rural 
communities are also particularly susceptible to the threats posed by climate change. The foundation has developed two 
initiatives to address these challenges. The first, Expanding Community Rights over Natural Resources, is described in this 
document. The second, Climate Change Responses That Strengthen Rural Communities, focuses on ensuring that global 
responses to climate change meet the needs of poor rural communities. The two initiatives work synergistically to enable 
marginalized people to steward natural resources in more sustainable, community-oriented ways.
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EXPANDING COMMUNITY RIGHTS OVER NATURAL RESOURCES INITIATIVE

goals of the initiative

The Expanding Community Rights over Natural Resources initiative has two goals. The first is to help communities that 
depend on natural resources and that are situated in marginalized, environmentally fragile regions secure greater control 
over those resources and their benefits, particularly as collectively owned commons. Our target communities are the ones 
most in need of support—ethnic and racial minorities, women, and traditional peoples. The second goal is to encourage 
the kinds of public investment that will improve productivity and returns from those resources. Together these goals 
hold the potential both to reduce poverty for hundreds of millions of people and to achieve major improvements in the 
environment—and with relatively small investments.

Realizing this potential requires innovative new ways of thinking. Many current approaches to managing forests, 
grasslands, and other areas unsuited to intensive agriculture are based on a myth: that these areas are pristine, 
unpopulated wilderness, or that they are wastelands ripe for industrial use. In fact, they are home to more than a billion 
people. Our work seeks to make rural, ethnic-minority, and indigenous people the stewards of these lands and the 
managers of their own livelihoods. We believe that giving them a say in land-use management, planning, and development 
has multiple benefits. It is good for the communities. It promises to reduce conflict and illicit activities. And it is very good 
for the health and sustainability of the environment.

problems we address

Despite rapid growth in urban poverty, 75 percent of the world’s poorest people still live in rural areas, particularly areas 
unsuited to commercial agriculture. We concentrate on low-income communities in forests, grasslands, and marginal 
agricultural lands around the world. Households there depend on multiple sources of income, which may include farming 
as well as other activities. They also rely heavily on forests, grasslands, and water resources for food, energy, medicine, 
shelter, fodder, fertilizer, and cash. Most, although not all, of our work focuses on marginalized and environmentally fragile 
regions in middle-income countries.

Even though the natural resources around these communities are typically their most important economic asset, they 
often have limited rights to use them. Where they have gained ownership or secure access, they may be hampered 
by inadequate levels of public investment, inappropriate policies, or competition from corporations unrestrained by 
regulation. Governments and other powerful interests—mining, petroleum, logging, agribusiness, ranching, tourism—
often claim exclusive access to these resources and their benefits. Corruption and mismanagement are longstanding 
problems; large land acquisitions by foreign investors for farming are a newer one. Whole groups can lose access when 
conflicts displace them or when large companies or agricultural settlers—often from other ethnic groups—move into their 
lands and territories.

At the same time, many well-meaning attempts to protect the environment by restricting traditional uses of resources 
turn out to have adverse effects on poor families and on the resources themselves. Women and ethnic minorities—groups 
that depend heavily on natural resources and have the least power to defend their rights when they are abused—tend to 
suffer the most from such policies. In addition, women often lose access when their husbands die of AIDS. 

In some cases the best way to address these problems is to award communities (or households within them) formal 
property rights. In others cases the best solution may be hammering out agreements between government agencies and 
communities to manage the resources together. Or it may be to change the rules and regulations in such as way as to 
allow communities to use the resources they depend on regardless of who has formal property rights.

We also work to ensure that communities benefit as much as possible from government programs focused on natural 
resources. In large middle-income countries such as Brazil, China, India, Indonesia, and Mexico, government investment 
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in improved resource management can bring both income and social change to rural communities. Yet too often when 
governments spend large sums to improve the natural-resource base, their policies and programs are either poorly 
adapted to local conditions or poorly implemented.

The Expanding Community Rights Over Natural Resources initiative works synergistically with the foundation’s Reponses 
to Climate Change That Strengthen Rural Communities initiative to enable rural and ethnic-minority or indigenous people 
to steward natural resources in more sustainable, community-oriented ways. Since some 30 percent of all the world’s 
carbon emissions come from the rural sector, this goal has tremendous potential for reducing climate change.

initiative structure

The work of the initiative falls into two clusters. The first encompasses forested landscapes in Brazil and other Amazon 
Basin countries; Honduras, Nicaragua, Guatemala, and the poorer states of southern Mexico; and the so-called 
“forestlands” of Indonesia. The second cluster encompasses grasslands, dry lands, and marginal farmlands in West China; 
the poorer regions of central and eastern India; and East Africa, particularly Kenya and Uganda.

The initiative also seeks to influence global and regional leaders beyond these particular countries. This global component, 
too, can be divided largely into the two aforementioned clusters—work on tropical forests on the one hand and on issues 
relating to grasslands on the other.

The Expanding Community Rights Over Natural Resources initiative falls under the auspices of the foundation’s Natural 
Resources and Sustainable Development unit. Each of the six field offices involved in the initiative has examined the 
problems in its own area and designed its own plan. In this way, the single initiative is tailored to the particulars of each 
region, exemplifying the balance between unity and diversity that we seek to promote more widely within sustainable 
natural-resource planning.

initiative activities

The Expanding Community Rights Over Natural Resources initiative promotes various activities, including work designed to

	 	 • develop and disseminate ways of thinking about the issues;

	 	 • test innovative ideas and serve as models for larger government and donor programs and policies;

	 	 • generate evidence that feeds the case for policy reform;

	 	 • enable local activists, innovators, organizations, and social movements to participate in decisions over 	
	 	    the use of natural resources;

	 	 • influence global leaders and processes to achieve changes within countries; and

	 	 • promote the sharing of ideas, information, and experience within and between countries.

our global, regional, national, and local work

The initiative works at four scales simultaneously, with developments in each scale reinforcing those in the others. 
Successful experiments or pilots in specific locations, for example, can influence national and even global policies. Global 
work may affect the way policymakers in particular countries think about the issues. Work in one country can be cited in 
an exchange of experience with other countries—and so on.

At the global level, we encourage major international agencies (the World Bank, the UN agencies, international 
development-assistance agencies, global conservation and poverty-reduction NGOs) to support policies, programs, and 
projects that favor low-income communities, ethnic minorities, and women. We coordinate and communicate directly 
with these agencies, and our grantees conduct research, convene workshops and training events, organize media events, 
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and pursue similar activities designed to influence the way they work and think. At present our global work concentrates 
mostly on forests; however, newer work on grassland issues is reaching a point where we can effectively partner with 
international groups that share our goals.

At the regional level, we focus largely on exchanging information and lessons learned among groups that support 
community natural-resource management in the Amazon Basin; in Mexico and Central America; and in China, India, and 
Kenya.

At the national and subnational levels, we work mostly in ten countries (Brazil, China, Guatemala, Honduras, India, 
Indonesia, Kenya, Mexico, Nicaragua, and Uganda), although some global and regional grants involve national work in 
additional countries.

At the local level, we provide input to the higher levels. Often policymakers have to see how a given approach operates 
on the ground in specific locations to be convinced of its value. None of our work, however, has as its central objective 
improving conditions in only one or a few localities.

initiative approaches

The initiative seeks, through the grantees we fund, to influence the policies of both governments and international 
agencies. For the most part we do not fund government agencies, although in some countries we award them grants to 
encourage them to explore new methods that would be difficult for them to fund within existing programs. Since our 
place is on the cutting edge—in terms of both ideas and the regions we target—we are often called on to help test and 
refine approaches that can then be of use to others. The five principal approaches we emphasize involve both elites and 
grassroots:

		  Research and Development

	 	 • Conducting studies and analyses aimed at bolstering policy advocacy on natural-resource access 	
	 	    and sustainable uses.

	 	 • Disseminating the results to our partners and to policymakers and opinion leaders.

		  Advocacy and Communications

	 	 • Convening workshops and seminars to help develop innovative policies.

	 	 • Promoting successful methods for community resource management.

	 	 • Advocating policy reforms in meetings and negotiations with government officials.

	 	 • Using the media to promote policy ideas that favor rural community resource rights.

	 	 • Communicating our achievements to our target audience, which includes governments, philanthropic funders, 	
	 	    NGOs, technical cooperation agencies, academics, journalists, regional networks, and grassroots organizations.

		  Training and Capacity Building

	 	 • Training advocates, experts, practitioners, and local leaders about natural-resource policy issues and related 	
	 	    topics from a pro-poor perspective.

	 	 • Building the advocacy skills of indigenous, traditional, and other rural leaders.

	 	 • Improving the management, governance, means, and communications of organizations and networks that 	
	 	    advocate for community rights.
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	 	 Networking

	 	 • Coordinating with other donors that have greater influence with policymakers.

	 	 • Supporting civil-society organizations and subnational, national, and international networks that serve as 	
	 	    platforms for policy advocacy.

	 	 • Promoting exchanges between community-rights experts and advocates.

	 	 Policy-Oriented Pilot Projects

	 	 • Funding pilot projects that introduce and test new methods for national natural-resource policies and 	
	 	    international funding initiatives.

	 	 • Using specific cases to demonstrate that giving rural people rights to manage natural resources reduces poverty 	
	 	    and strengthens the environment.

GLOBAL AND REGIONAL IMPLEMENTATION OF THE INITIATIVE

GLOBAL COMPONENT

The initiative’s global component focuses on influencing international and regional leaders beyond particular countries. It 
can be divided into two clusters—forestlands and grasslands. It currently has four emphases:

	 	 • Support for the global Rights and Resources Initiative, a global coalition that works to promote community 	
	 	    rights over forests.

	 	 • Support for the exchange of information and experience across Amazon Basin countries.

	 	 • Support for the exchange of information about pastoralist rights.

	 	 • Global monitoring, evaluation, and learning for the entire Community Rights initiative.

BRAZIL

goals

In Brazil and the Amazon Basin, the initiative focuses on guaranteeing the rights of traditional peoples and communities 
over forestlands and helping those communities protect and manage the territories they already control. It also addresses 
structural inequalities in order to secure the delivery of effective public services to historically excluded populations. It 
seeks the creation and consolidation of mosaics of land uses and ownership in the Amazon, and particularly in the State 
of Pará, that include conservation and sustainable-use protected areas, agrarian reform settlements, lands for rural Afro-
descendents (quilombos), indigenous peoples’ lands, and farms.

The goal is to see low-income rural communities gaining social visibility and greater participation in both the formation 
and the implementation of development policies, particularly those relating to land and territorial access. We hope to see 
conflicts over land use resolved in favor of traditional peoples’ communities and their lands demarcated to their benefit. 
Once the Brazilian government’s policies, programs, and projects favoring traditional peoples are well implemented, rural 
communities’ livelihoods and quality of life will improve considerably.

A further goal is to extend the initiative to share the lessons of Brazil with other Amazon Basin countries. All nine Amazon 
Basin countries are, in fact, involved in some supported projects.
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context

In Brazil, the world’s fifth-largest country both in size and population, inequality runs deep: the income of the richest 10 
percent of the population is 30 times that of the poorest 40 percent. Yet the country has relatively good laws and policies 
relating to natural-resource-access policy for traditional peoples and communities—the main challenges are related to 
enforcement and implementation. The Brazilian legal framework provides diverse kinds of access to land (e.g., private land, 
common land, protected areas) as well as development opportunities (including special programs for low-income people).

Currently the initiative is concentrating its efforts on a specific region, the Deforestation Belt of the Brazilian Amazon. 
This region, twice the size of Texas, and particularly the portion in the State of Pará, currently has the highest 
deforestation rate in the country. Though it suffers from huge areas of poverty, it also boasts a rich cultural and social 
diversity, comprising indigenous peoples, other traditional peoples, and peasant communities.

strategies

• Supporting a wide range of institutions—local NGOs and small producers’ associations, state-level NGOs and national 
NGOs and networks (including the private sector), universities, traditional peoples’ and peasants’ movements and 
organizations, and state-level government agencies—to guarantee land and territorial rights for traditional and peasant 
communities in the Amazon.

• Supporting participatory mapping processes to identify traditional communities and their land and territorial demands.

• Bettering the legal enforcement of traditional peoples’ constitutional rights to land by assisting rural communities 	
   in lawsuits.

• Sponsoring applied research on the effects of a land-regularization process on public lands, and on land management 	
   and land use, particularly in agricultural areas.

• Helping government agencies design participatory processes for the development of territorial demarcation and 	
   land-management plans.

• Building the capacity of government agencies and civil-society organizations to implement sustainable-use management 	
   and agrarian-reform plans for rural settlements.

• Aiding local communities in ensuring sustainable natural-resources use in the demarcated territories (indigenous 	
   peoples’ lands, rural Afro-descendent lands, and extractive reserves).

MEXICO AND CENTRAL AMERICA

goals

In Mexico the initiative is working to increase government spending for community and indigenous forest management 
and to ensure that government programs meet community needs. In Nicaragua, Honduras, and Guatemala the initiative 
supports the demarcation, titling, and management of the territories of indigenous and Afro-descendent peoples. 
Territorial rights and better governance and management are key to strengthening organization and leadership among 
these communities. Our work also aims at helping groups adapt their natural-resource management to changes related to 
migration.

context

Migration is a major issue in the region: communities must adapt their production systems and institutions to respond to 
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the challenges and opportunities that migration poses. A second important issue is how to help communities benefit more 
from the forests around them. Since communities already own the majority of forestland in Mexico this means ensuring 
they can make a better living from it—through effective government support for community forestry enterprise. In Central 
America communities and indigenous peoples also own and/or manage much of the forestland, but a great deal remains 
to be done as far as consolidating indigenous and community rights over forests.

strategies

• Funding our grantees—including regional networks, small think tanks, indigenous and Afro-descendent organizations, 	
   small-development NGOs, and universities—to further the initiative’s goals.

• Promoting forestry policies more favorable to indigenous communities in Mexico.

• Supporting the demarcation and titling of indigenous and Afro-descendent territories in Nicaragua and Honduras.

• Addressing issues of mining and petroleum extraction in indigenous territories across the region and promoting efforts 	
   to build a network of small farmers and indigenous peoples.

• Assessing migration’s impact on production systems, natural resources, and local institutions and seeking to position 	
   issues relating to migration and natural resources in local and regional discussions.

• Working with grassroots community organizations to develop responses to migration.

• Providing leadership training to indigenous and Afro-descendent leaders in Honduras and Guatemala.

INDONESIA

goals

In Indonesia the focus of the initiative is on the rights of some 65 million people living in areas the government claims 
as “state forestlands.” We hope to: help develop clear and functioning government-recognized mechanisms for rural 
communities to effectively assert their rights to tenure; increase rural households’ income through more equitable 
engagement in the market, secure tenure, and access to public services and investments; and improve environmental 
stewardship based on principles of equity. 

context

Natural resources here have long been used by elites as a source of revenue to be exploited for political ends and personal 
gain. Until the fall of Suharto in 1998 and the subsequent move toward decentralization and democratization, there were 
virtually no mechanisms of accountability or avenues of recourse short of violence. Although the situation has improved, 
land grabs and conflicts persist, and even the President has acknowledged the government’s ineptitude in addressing 
these problems.

Today millions of natural-resource-dependent communities have become “squatters” on their own land. Two-thirds of 
Indonesia’s landmass is considered “state forestlands” by the Ministry of Forestry and is controlled by the government. 
None of this land was verified as forested before the boundaries were drawn, and in fact much of it has not had forest 
cover for many years—if ever. Community forests, agricultural lands, and settlements dominate at least half of it.
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strategies

• Subsidizing research and development for appropriate policy reform, implementation, and enforcement—for example,  
   by consolidating existing maps of territories claimed by natural-resource-dependent communities, and by expanding  
   participatory mapping activities, to demonstrate to policymakers what needs to be done.

• Supporting pilot projects promoting pro-poor approaches to natural-resource management, including help in putting  
   into operation existing policy mechanisms that provide communities secure access to forest and other natural resources.

• Encouraging advocacy and communications at different scales to promote pro-poor natural-resource policies through  
   multiple media and a variety of approaches. 

• Building the capacity of institutions and professionals to promote legal and natural-resource-management literacy for  
   alleviating poverty and securing rights.

• Supporting networks and exchanges that facilitate learning among professionals to engender impact at scale.

• Performing analyses and actions to address underlying causes of failures in forest governance, including forest finance.

• Joining with other grantmaking programs to foster communications as advocacy, to further agrarian reform and  
   government transparency, and to work on financial services for the poor.

CHINA

goals

In the grasslands and uplands of West China, the initiative endeavors to support the development of policies and 
funding mechanisms to help disadvantaged farmers/herders secure control and benefit from sustainable use of natural 
resources and to reduce poverty. It seeks to strengthen farmer/herder participation in decision-making processes for local 
policy implementation and monitoring. And it aims to strengthen civil-society advocacy for increased resource access, 
sustainable use, and poverty reduction in these rural communities.

Foundation grantees are seeking to shift the emphasis in West China from resource extraction toward local development, 
working with government to design poverty-reduction and grazing-management programs that more fully meet the 
needs of local pastoralists and upland farmers. They are working with communities to pilot joint-management agreements 
between government and communities that will allow farmers/herders to better secure their resources and express their 
concerns to the government. And they are piloting NGO and community management of government-project funds for 
natural-resource improvement.

Progress will mean better community access and control over land and natural resources and a reduction in disputes, as 
well as policy innovations that support group tenure, land-resource cooperatives, and grassland fencing reform. It will 
lead to the adoption of policy alternatives regarding ecological resettlement, grazing bans, nature-reserve access, and 
participatory use-rights mechanisms. It will see an increase of resources for government and community-based natural-
resource-management institutions. And it will encourage the creation of new policies for rural resource management and 
poverty reduction.

context

The huge West China region is relatively poor and marginal. Resource extraction by external capital has mainly boosted 
growth outside the region; similarly, resource conservation has mainly met external needs. Although local governments 
receive funds from national natural-resource projects, a participatory West China resource-development strategy is  
still emerging.
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Some 42% of China is grassland—but it is increasingly under threat, and grassland damage is exacerbating rural poverty.  
The government’s response has been more restrictive conservation policies that limit herder resource control or even 
remove the herders from their traditional communities and are thus contributing to new forms of poverty and vulnerability. 
The government has the funds to address these issues but lacks the capacity to pilot participatory experiments that lie 
outside its current policy framework. That is where the foundation comes in—to facilitate new government–researcher–civil 
society alliances and support rural community-level policy-oriented experimentation and learning.

strategies

• Supporting research by multi-disciplinary and multi-organization teams to strengthen resource-management policies  
   and poverty-reduction methods, and to provide recommendations for reform.

• Supporting community-based pilots to demonstrate the effectiveness of pro-poor rural policies—pilots being  
   particularly important in China because government agencies are reluctant to promote new policies until they have  
   been fully tested.

• Piloting the use of participatory and economic tools (farmer/herder cooperatives, government-community  
   co-management agreements and poverty-reduction plans, village development funds) to promote  
	 community organization.

• Building domestic NGO, media, and civil-society capacity and collaborative platforms to advocate on selected issues,  
	 with the goals of increased media coverage, increased public discussion, and improved resource policies.

• Training professionals and local leaders to improve the management, resource mobilization, and communications  
	 abilities of organizations and networks.

• Encouraging the professionalization of key domestic environmental networks through human-resources development.

• Offering innovations in teaching on natural-resource management and use to promote intergenerational transfer of  
	 project learning and to train future planners.

• Contributing to international research on pastoral planning and poverty-reduction alternatives through publications,  
	 research partnerships, meetings, and networking.

INDIA

goals

In India the initiative concentrates on policy advocacy aimed at increasing and improving public investment in support of 
rainfed, as opposed to irrigated, agriculture. In particular, our grantees seek (1) to improve the design and implementation 
of existing public policies, such as the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA), ensuring particularly that 
funds are used to enhance the natural-resource base (including water, land, and vegetation) on which rainfed agriculture 
depends; and (2) to advocate for institutional and financial support that addresses the uncertainty inherent in farming that 
depends on rainfall.

context

The nation’s poverty is concentrated in its tribal-dominated eastern and central regions, where people make their living 
through a combination of short-term migration to find work, growing crops, and raising animals. A one-size-fits-all 
agricultural policy has not sufficiently distinguished between irrigated and rainfed agriculture, and expectations that the 
Green Revolution’s success in irrigated areas could be replicated in the rainfed areas have not panned out. The Green 
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Revolution itself is in trouble from falling water tables and growing soil fatigue. However, irrigated areas continue to receive 
much more public investment; and energy, pesticide, and water subsidies, price supports, and agricultural credit all target 
irrigated lands. The same disparities exist in animal husbandry, with the bulk of public investments targeting high-input 
dairy production rather than the livestock systems practiced by the poor.

NREGA guarantees every household a minimum of 110 days of employment per year. The bulk of this time is used in building 
agricultural assets through soil and water conservation in degraded, fragile landscapes. A number of features distinguish 
NREGA from earlier food-for-work and watershed-management programs: it is demand driven, stresses the elimination of 
contractors and machines, and provides an unemployment allowance. But implementing this massive program is difficult, 
and over the past five years low administrative capabilities have combined with high levels of corruption to undermine it.

strategies 

• Demonstrating, as part of a multi-donor-funded consortium of civil-society organizations, that NREGA can be used to  
	 improve the quality of natural resources and thereby make rural livelihoods more secure. 

• Testing approaches that will reduce bottlenecks on information and the flow of funds at various levels of government,  
	 thereby simplifying the implementation of NREGA.

• Enabling local mobilization with regard to the NREGA, and advocating for increasing the range of natural-resource- 
	 management work for which NREGA may be used at the state level.

• Advocating at the national level for the articulation of a public-investment policy framework, and at the subnational level  
	 for program funds in support of specific interventions.

• Supporting research on public investment in rainfed versus irrigated agriculture, and determining the environmental,  
	 economic, and health impacts of long-term use of Green Revolution technologies.

• Collating the learning from earlier pilots and supporting ongoing pilots demonstrating the economic and ecological  
	 sustainability of rainfed agriculture and the mechanisms that might encourage farmers to adopt practices particularly  
	 suited to rainfed conditions.

• Supporting two national networks to undertake policy advocacy on improved targeting of public investments in rainfed  
	 agriculture and low-input animal husbandry.

EAST AFRICA

goals

In Kenya and Uganda, the goal is to improve the formulation and implementation of policies related to access to and 
control over land and other natural resources, and to natural-resource management. Here the initiative focuses on 
supporting natural-resource policies that reduce rural poverty and vulnerability and protect the rights of women and 
marginalized natural-resource-dependent communities, such as pastoralists, displaced peoples, and indigenous peoples. 

Specifically, we support the efforts of women to gain enduring rights to land and natural resources through the 
elimination of discriminatory laws and policies and/or the implementation of legislation providing for women’s equal 
treatment; and the efforts of minority communities (such as hunter-gatherers, forest dwellers, and pastoralists) to secure 
access to land and participation in decision-making over land and land-based resources. We seek to build the capacity 
of civil society to advocate and table its positions at the national level with the land- and natural-resource-policy reform 
processes. We also support the leading role of communities in monitoring and advocating for an inclusive process toward 
natural-resource-policy implementation.
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context

Historically, under colonial land policy Kenyans were dispossessed to create “white highlands” and large settler farms, and 
a highly inequitable land-distribution pattern persists. In Uganda the land question is also linked to historical factors, as 
well as tenure status, conflicting government policies, and the absence of a holistic national land policy.

Natural-resource-dependent communities who are ancestral owners, traditional users, and custodians of various natural 
habitats are losing their rights of access, tenure, and management as urbanized elites and government agencies advance 
their own interests. Often these communities are denied the opportunity to participate in decisions regarding policy and 
practice that affect them by threatening long-established systems of community management and endangering the fragile 
environmental base on which land-use systems depend.

Only a minority of women have access to land due to various patriarchal laws. In most cases women can access land only 
through their male relatives, and there is little security when traditional family structures dissolve through labor mobility, 
divorce, separation, or death. This situation has been worsened by the HIV/AIDS pandemic; women are often dispossessed 
of land after the death of their husbands, partners, or parents.

strategies

• Supporting research institutes and think tanks to generate and disseminate policy research and knowledge on key issues  
	 of land-tenure security, in Kenya focusing on land and urban politics, land management and administration, and land and  
	 the gender question; and in Uganda linking new knowledge with pro-poor advocacy and policies.

• Advocating in Kenya and Uganda for the finalization and implementation of the National Land Policies and for  
	 constitutional guarantees for women, ethnic minorities, and marginalized groups to land and resource use, access,  
	 and management.

• Piloting innovative aspects of the Kenya and Uganda Land Policies that foster equity, reduce conflict in the distribution of  
	 land and resources, address gender imbalances, and offer alternatives for securing rights of natural-resource access, use,  
	 and management by marginalized communities and women.

• Helping marginalized communities in both Kenya and Uganda understand their rights to own, use, control, and manage  
	 their ancestral land, territories, and natural resources. 

• Developing and implementing programs to improve knowledge on land and natural-resource rights and management, by  
	 expanding spaces for public participation on questions of land and natural-resource management.

• Changing the quality of reporting on these issues with training courses for media personnel, legal practitioners, and  
	 environmental law-enforcement agencies.

• Improving the organizational capacity of civil-society groups that focus on land and natural-resource issues in order to  
	 create a critical mass of professionals and analysts to promote long–term reforms in the management, use, and  
	 ownership of natural resources and land.

• Building media interest and support to shift public discourse on questions of land-policy reform and  
	 natural-resource rights.


