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Abstract 

The paper adopts a comparative approach in analyzing the 

circumstances that prompted the British to adopt different economic 

policies in their various colonies in both East and West Africa. In all 

of these, Land, a major factor in the production process was the pivot 

on these policies resolved. For example, in East Africa, Where arable 

land was scarce, the whites established settler colonies at the expense 

of a marginalised indigenous population. The reverse was the case 

in British West Africa where the environment was endowed with 

fertile soil necessitating the participation of the peasants in the cash 

crop production for export. To a large extent, the operation of the 

colonial economy in both East and West Africa was responsible for 

the disarticulation and underdevelopment of the indigenous 

economies  

 

Introduction 

The term “land” is used in the widest sense to include all kinds of natural 

resources such as farm lands, mineral wealth...and fishing grounds”. 

(Hanson,1966:33; As a factor of production, the main function of land is the 

provision of specialised space where production of a myriad of goods can 

take place. (Migereko; 2013:1)  

A study of the administration, use and ownership of land in East and West 

Africa reveals a contrast between the settler and non-settler colonies. While 
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in the non settler colonies of British West Africa, the main thrust of the land 

policy was increased and easy access to land for Africans for the purpose of 

agriculture, (Hopkins;1973:214), in the settler colonies, access to land for the 

African even for small holding was difficult primarily due to the fact that a 

large proportion of land was appropriated by the colonial government and 

distributed to European settlers in very large holdings for a small fee. 

(Rodney;1976:167) Land use and administration in British East and West 

Africa were thus different despite being ruled by the same colonial power, 

Britain. In West Africa, more Africans had access to land in British 

territories than in the French because while the colonies of the former had 

good soil, suitable for colonial agriculture, (Austin;2010:19) the latter did 

not, causing it to exact the cost of administration and production from the 

indigenous people through various taxes including labour tax. 

(Wiley;2011:5)  

Most of the expropriation theories are based on the existence of powers of 

eminent domain from which Governments derive legal authority to take 

over individual or group private property rights in exchange for 

compensation. (Ndjovu;2015: 10) It is sometimes used to enhance greater 

equitable distribution of land. (Ndjovu;2015:10) This was, not the case in 

East Africa as well as parts of French West Africa 

Though all the land ordinances appeared to have had similar provisions, 

other accompanying laws, and the context within which the provisions of 

the ordinances were implemented created major differences which 

manifested as harsh and inhumane treatment in Kenya and parts of French 

West Africa; barely tolerable in Tanganyika and Uganda; and tolerable in 

British West Africa. Furthermore, land policies of both sub regions were not 

uniformly applied even within colonies.  

 

Colonial Land policies in East and West Africa  

The provisions of the various land ordinances specified the following: A 

vast proportion of land (designated “Crown Land”) in the respective 

colonies was brought under the direct ownership, control and 
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administration of the colonial governments for which they had the sole 

responsibility to alienate; land owned by Africans could only be allocated 

to non Africans with the written permission of the Commissioner; land 

belonging to an African may be appropriated by the colonial government 

with or without compensation for “public purpose”. These determined 

significantly the number of Africans who had access to land, the number of 

acreage they could cultivate and the duration; and on their income 

generation and capital accumulation capacity. 

In Kenya, the 1898 and 1902 Ordinances brought all land, occupied or 

unoccupied by indigenous peoples directly under the control of the Crown 

(Okoth-Ogendo,1999:2) The 1915 Land Ordinance as well as the Eldgin 

pledge (Ndalilah, 2012:283) confirmed the status of the 1902 Ordinance and 

went beyond to accord more privileges to the settlers as Asians were 

prevented by state policy from acquiring land in the white highlands which 

was reserved for Europeans.(Ndalilah, 2012:282-383).  

In Tanganyika, the 1895 Ordinance promulgated by the Germans 

transferred all land without proper ownership documentation whether 

occupied or not to the colonial government. (Okoth-Ogendo;1999:2). As a 

trustee territory of the British after World War I, the rights of the indigenous 

population over their resources including land was supposedly protected. 

Thus the 1923, Land Ordinance No 31 declared the land “public” and vested 

same under the control of the Governor to be held for use and common 

benefits of the natives. (Okoth-Ogendo;1999:2) This gave more Africans 

access to cultivable land in areas where the soil condition permitted the 

cultivation of export crops. However, land was scarce because large 

portions of fertile land were appropriated by the colonial government for 

European settlers, missionaries, and the colonial government which 

declared some areas, forest reserves. (Swai;undated:125) 

British interest in Uganda at the initial stage was primarily strategic 

regarding access to the Nile thus the colony was allowed to retain partial 

independence. The 1900s agreement between the British and heads of the 

various kingdoms ceded substantial portion of land the to latter (Okoth-
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Ogendo;1999:2) while part of the remainder was declared Crown land and 

given to Europeans. The remainder was left in the hands of original owners 

and administered under customary law. (Migereko;2013:1)  

The territories in British West Africa were acquired piecemeal. In Nigeria, 

the 1861 Treaty of Lagos (Nigeria) transferred all land for which the treaty 

was entered into to the British Crown. (Udoekanem et al, 2014:183). The 

land and Native Rights Act enacted in 1916 transferred to the colonial 

governor right over all native lands in Northern Nigeria to be administered 

for the use and common benefit of the natives of northern Nigeria.  

The 1916 Niger Lands Transfer Act transferred the rights held by the Royal 

Niger Company to lands it acquired and vested same in the British Crown. 

(Udoekanem et al vol 4 No 21 2014:184)  

Like Nigeria the colonial government employed both statutory and 

customary laws in the Gold Coast.(Land Tenure in Ghana) In the South, the 

existing customary law was retained while in the northern territories land 

ownership and administration was placed under the direct control of the 

colonial government as was the case in Northern Nigeria (Land Tenure in 

Ghana)  

The attempt to convert all lands in the south to crown land was successfully 

resisted by traditional chiefs, the native middle class elite and the Chamber 

of Commerce of London, Manchester and Liverpool.(Land Tenure in 

Ghana).  

The north was declared a protectorate in 1900 and through four legal 

instruments, all native lands were vested in the Governor as was the case 

in Nigeria. The legislations include the following: The Administration 

(Northern Territories) Ordinance (Cap III), 1902; The Land and Native 

Rights Ordinance No. 1, of 1927; The Land and Native Rights Ordinance, 

21 November 1931 (Cap 147) 1951; and The Minerals Ordinance 1936 (Cap 

155)revised in 1951. (Land Tenure in Ghana).  The enforcement of these 

laws was however limited as was the case in Nigeria. Only a few 

acquisitions were made for public buildings and infrastructure, and no 

major acquisitions were made which led to the displacement of any local 
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community as was the case in Kenya. (Land Tenure in Ghana). The 

incidence of illiteracy in the north was so high that the local communities 

did not take cognizance of the law and continued with the existing pre-

colonial customary land laws. (Land Tenure in Ghana;undated:7) 

In French West Africa, the 1830 Civil Code provided for the protection of 

customary rights of Africans over their land. However, in 1925 the law was 

restricted to the protection of land and property rights of only “assimilated” 

Africans.(Willey, 2011:5)  The 1830 law did not stop the colonial 

government from granting large land concessions to Europeans especially 

in Ivory Coast and in Guinea despite the fact that French West Africa 

suffered acute land shortage due to the drought stricken nature of most of 

the colonies. (Henderson, 1977:15). 

 

Impact of the Crown Land Provisions on Agriculture 

Loss of Tenancy Rights  

The immediate impact of the various land ordinances was the loss of 

tenancy rights for both cultivators and pastoralists (Rodney;1976:180) 

although this occurred in varying degrees in all the colonies. While the 

colonial government in West Africa depended on the efficient and cost 

saving mode of production of the indigenous farmer for the production of 

cash crops for export, (Hopkins;1973:213) in East Africa the state 

determined to exclude the indigenous population from producing as land 

owners. 

In British and French West Africa, the “crown land” effect was mild 

compared to the East African colonies as land remained largely under 

customary administration even in areas where Crown land existed. 

(Udoekanem etal vol 4 No 21 2014:183). The reasons for this are as follows: 

Firstly, an economic system suitable to 20th century colonial objectives 

already existed especially in British West Africa and by 1914 had proved to 

be quite successful. (Hopkins;1973:214) thus there was no need to dismantle 

it. Secondly, European produce trading firms which feared that European 

plantations may form a monopoly, increase produce price far beyond what 
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the firms paid Africans, thereby reducing their profit significantly; were 

able to dissuade the colonial government against granting large land 

concessions to Europeans for the purpose of agriculture. Thirdly, most of 

the European plantations had by 1914 failed woefully due to ignorance of 

local conditions. (Hopkins:1973:213) Finally, the absence of a settler 

population in the Kenyan model made this possible. This is because if the 

Europeans had discovered significant mineral deposits sufficient to attract 

a large European population, then there would have been need to also grant 

large land concessions for European plantation agriculture. In that case, the 

colonial land administration in West Africa may not have been different 

from that in East Africa. (Hopkins:1973:213) 

In French West Africa, most of the land was drought stricken and so was 

unsuitable for colonial agriculture. Furthermore, the French gave out large 

land concession to Europeans to establish plantations. (Austin;2010:19) 

What remained was not enough for the indigenous people. Thus most of 

them had to earn a living as wage labourers. That is if they escaped being 

used as forced labourers. This impacted negatively on their income and 

standard of living. French colonies were some of the poorest in the sub 

region and they are yet to recover from the excess exploitation by the 

French. 

At the outbreak of the war in 1914, most of the European plantations had 

failed in Sudan(cotton), Guinea(banana) and Ivory Coast(coffee and cocoa). 

(Vidrovitch;1977:58) However, the concession arrangement continued 

uptill the 1930s when their failure to cope became obvious and effort was 

made to give more land to Africans. Land in African hands continued to be 

administered under customary law by new chiefs appointed by the French 

who did not bother much about equitable distribution. (Vidrovitch;1977:58) 

The implication of this was that a vast majority of indigenous peoples in 

British West Africa had access to fertile land whose tenure was relatively 

secure and thus participated actively in the agricultural sector as land 

owners much more than in other colonies.  (Austin;2010:15). However, the 

price the produce trading companies and later the Marketing Boards were 
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willing to pay for the crops was so low that the majority of the farmers 

operated at subsistence level. (Rodney;1976:) 

The indigenous population in Kenya had a far worse fate than their 

counterparts in other colonies. The presence of a European settler 

population undermined the welfare of Africans as settler interest became 

paramount. Crown land, therefore, meant the appropriation by the colonial 

government of almost all land for distribution to settlers. What was left was 

barely enough for subsistence, called “reserves” exclusively for Africans. In 

1926, the reserves were ordered according to ethnic groupings with serious 

implications for post independence national unity. (Ndalilah;2012:286). In 

addition since the reserves were classified under Crown land the colonial 

government had authority over them and thus reallocated portions of it to 

Europeans when it deemed fit. (Okoth-Ogendo;1999:3) It was only after 

several enquiries and commissions that a clear separation was made 

between Crown Land and private land in 1938 on paper only. (Okoth-

Ogendo;1999:3)  

A major impact of the crown land policy in Kenya was that the agricultural 

sector was dominated by the settlers who owned vast expanses of land 

amounting to between 1000 to 350,000 acres per European. (Rodney, 

1976:167) Africans could only survive as squatters and hired labourers 

(Wolf;1970:276) with negative consequences for their income generation 

and capital accumulation capacity. Kenya consequently experienced one of 

the worst labour regimes as the colonial government enacted inhumane 

laws (Ndalila;2012:282) to ensure cheap and subservient labour for its 

nationals.  

In Tanganyika, the Crown land effect was not as harsh as it was in Kenya 

because the colony was not settler friendly and its mandate territory status 

demanded that indigenous peoples were not deprived of land. But land 

was scarce because apart from crown land, there were forest reserves and 

also land distributed to European missionaries. (Swai) However, more 

Africans were involved in the production for export as land owners than 

there were in Kenya or Uganda. The remainder survived as hired labourers. 
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In Uganda, the African chiefs with whom the 1900s treaties were signed 

appropriated most of the land in the kingdom areas to themselves and their 

associates leaving the majority of the Africans landless. (Okoth-

Ogendo;1999:2) Uganda had the highest number of hired labourers and 

labour districts as the majority of the indigenous people had to work for the 

few Europeans and the influential Africans to make a living. 

(Monitor;2012:2). For this reason, there were more plantations in East 

Africa, especially Kenya, than in West Africa due to the presence of a settler 

population in the former. 

 

The Emergence of New Patterns of Land Use and Labour Organization  

Reduced access to cultivable land for African coupled with the fact that they 

had to produce only state specified crops in all the colonies led to “new 

patterns of land use and labour organisation”. (Ndalilah;2012:283). Share 

cropping in West Africa and squatting in East Africa became widely used 

as a means through which most Africans were able to participate in the 

colonial economy and thus escaped abject poverty. (Zeleza;2003:128). Wage 

labour also became widespread.  

 

Commercialisation of Land 

Furthermore, there was a slight shift in ownership of land from ancestral 

holdings to commercial individual holdings. For example, migrant cocoa 

farmers of Southern Ghana who did not have sufficient capital pooled their 

resources together and bought land as a family, group or through 

companies formed by non-kinsmen and then split the land among them. 

(Zeleza;2003:128). In French West Africa, migrants in Dioula were able to 

venture into cocoa cultivation on a reasonably large scale by purchasing 

land in Ivory Coast with capital accumulated during pre-colonial 

era.(Hopkins;1973:218)  
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Unsecure Tenure 

The “good cause” and “public purpose” clause inserted in the    respective 

land ordinances empowered the colonial government to acquire land 

belonging to Africans with or without compensation for the public good. 

This made most of the tenancy rights unsecure. While some people had 

access to cultivable land with secure land tenure, the majority had only 

temporary occupancy rights which they lost at the slightest whim. 

In Kenya, only settlers had land security as even the land designated as 

African reserves was periodically reduced to create space for settlers 

especially after World War I (to resettle war returnees) 

(Africanfile.com;1990:1) and again in the 1920s when settlers relocated from 

Uganda and Tanganyika to the more settler friendly Kenya. In 1926, 

Africans were grouped in the reserves according to their ethnic affiliations. 

(Richardson, 2012:1)  

In Uganda select Africans had secured tenancy rights from the onset. The 

only problem was that they were a very small minority and they proceeded 

to conduct relations with the rest of the populace as sub imperialists. 

(Okoth-Ogendo;1999:2)  Africans in Tanganyika experienced a lot of 

dislocations as land was forfeited for the slightest reason including a short 

period of absence by the actual owner even for matters of ill health 

sometimes with compensation. (Ndjovu;2015:12) The good cause or public 

purpose clause was also applied in British West Africa although on a very 

small scale. Udoekanem et al (2014:183-184) states that no significant 

population was affected by this clause. 

Although the colonial government did not develop a system of land titling 

in West Africa, it upheld the indigenous customary right of farmers to 

ownership of trees they had planted regardless of the outcome of any 

litigation about the ownership of the land the trees grew on. 

(Austin;2010:15). In this regard tenancy right of Africans was more secure 

in West Africa than in the East.  
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Land Suitability 

There was more fertile land in British West Africa than in all the other 

colonies. Thus her colonies especially Nigeria and the Gold Coast were 

richer and individual African income level also higher than in other 

colonies. This meant better welfare for Africans than those in other colonies. 

Those in less lucrative areas (where the soil did not produce any of the 

specified crops or those who did not have land at all like in East Africa, 

constituted the bulk of the labour force. (Monitor;2012:2).    

For the French colonies the suitability of the soil conditions to colonial 

agriculture was a major challenge since a large proportion of the land mass 

comprised of drought stricken territory and thus grossly unsuitable for 

colonial agriculture. This brought untold hardship to the Africans 

especially during the war years as they were required to “produce” certain 

quota of crops regardless of the poor soil condition, failing which they 

would be punished. (Hopkins,1973:218-9)  

In East Africa, there was also not enough fertile land for the state specified 

crops. This meant that fewer people had access to land sufficient to 

participate profitably in export. In Uganda, there were producing centers 

and peoples from non producing areas constituted the bulk of migrant 

work force.(Monitor;2012:2).  

 

Restriction on Sale of land by indigenes  

Land as a factor of production could not be maximally utilised especially as 

regards the commercial transfer of land or as collateral to raise capital due 

to impediments imposed by colonial policies. It was difficult and in some 

areas impossible to acquire free hold title to land.(Austen;1986:142)  

Colonial land policy failed to stimulate the conditions that would have 

given rise to “competition and accumulation necessary to drive self 

sustained economic growth”. (Austin;2010:12). While the colonial state in 

East Africa readily made land titles available to the Europeans who held 

most of the land, Africans were refused loans due to the unwillingness of 
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the Colonial administration to establish clear legal titles on African lands. 

(Austin,2010:14) 

In Tanzania, two types of land titles were recognised by the colonial 

government, namely, deemed rights of occupancy and granted rights of 

occupancy (Women Land Rights in Tanzania;undated:5). The former, based 

on customary law had a less secure tenure than the latter which was drawn 

from statutory law. (Women Land Rights in Tanzania;undated:5). Loans 

could not be obtained on an insecure property. 

Furthermore, while the respective ordinances did not oppose the sale of 

land by Africans among themselves, it restricted the sale of land by 

indigenes to non indigenes except with the written approval of the 

Governor. (Udoekanem et al 2014:184) And since the majority was not 

sufficiently literate to pursue this process, the chances of raising capital for 

expansion was very limited.  

After the protests of the 1920s and 1930s, the colonial government in 

Uganda recognized the limitations arising from the use of customary law 

as regards accessing loan facilities and thus introduced the 

individualization of tenure on the surface to grant secure tenure to Africans 

and stimulate economic development but also to introduce divisive 

tendencies among the indigenes so that beneficiaries of the plan would 

support the colonial administration should a rebellion occur. 

(Mugambwa;2007:41). In Kenya, land markets did emerge in the 1950s, 

without the approval of the state. The British had to accept the registration 

of land.  

 

Conclusion 

The colonial land policies had similar provisions but other accompanying 

laws and the manner in which they were implemented created differences 

in the administration and management of land resource in colonial East and 

West Africa. While in West Africa the smallholder was preferred 

agriculture, in East Africa was dominated by European owned plantations. 
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This implied that more Africans in British West Africa benefited from 

colonial agriculture than their counterparts in the East. 

The suitability of the soil condition in British West Africa gave more 

Africans the opportunity to participate in the cultivation for export as land 

owners than in French West Africa where most of the territory was drought 

stricken. 

The presence of a settler population of European extract in East Africa 

created enormous disadvantages for the Africans especially those in Kenya 

as European interest was placed far above African welfare. 

The difference in the administration and management of the land resource 

in colonial East and West Africa therefore is essentially circumstantial: the 

presence of a settler population in the East and the unsuitability of the soil 

condition in French West Africa which caused the colonial government to 

intensify exploitation at great cost to the people. 
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