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Introduction

According to the Preliminary Findings from the Global Land Observatory (GLO), the
global distribution and governance of land remain highly imbalanced, revealing a
striking divergence between legal ownership and actual land use. While States,
private entities, and customary systems coexist, the lack of formal recognition of land
rights remains a central concern for investment, sustainability, and food security. Land
is a primary resource and strategic asset for agricultural development. Legally,
States are the principal landholders, owning approximately 64% of global land,
followed by private entities (18%), customary ownership (8%), and 10% of land with
unknown status. However, in practice, this configuration shifts substantially: public
land tenure accounts for only 28%, private holdings for 20%, and customary tenure for
42%, with the remaining 10% unclassified. Despite the central role land plays in
livelihoods and food systems, only 35% of rights are formally recognised and
documented, leaving 1.1 billion people (23% of the global adult population) in
situations where land rights are insecure. In some cases, the formalisation of land
rights through titling makes land tenure rights less secure because once a title exists,
it can be alienated. In conditions of imbalanced power relations, this can lead to land
grabs. The formalisation and recording of land rights (be it private property or
common property) has its own downsides.

Gender disparities persist: men are significantly more likely than women to hold
formal or statutory legal rights to land. Among the 91 countries reporting on SDG
Indicator 5.a.2 (Ensuring women’s legal rights to land ownership and/or control), 49%
have adopted no or only limited legal measures aligned with the Sustainable
Development Goal on gender equality in land rights. Moreover, the distribution of
global agricultural landholdings is deeply unequal—the largest 10% of landholders
operate an average of 56% of agricultural land, representing 89% of all agricultural
holdings in aggregate terms.
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It is important to distinguish between speculative or non-agricultural land
investment and legitimate agricultural business structures. In many countries,
farms commonly operate using corporate models for reasons such as succession
planning, risk management, and operational efficiency. These structures are often
integral to the viability and continuity of family farms and may be compatible with
sustainable agricultural production. Two structural, often invisible trends exacerbate
these inequalities. First, corporate and financial entities account for nearly 70% of
large-scale land transactions, with pension funds comprising 51% of those
investments. Second, 73% of these entities operate on a shareholder basis,
concentrating decision-making power in financial markets rather than in local
communities. Failure to comply with signed agreements and assumed obligations
which hinder also the development of the countries. Corporations can be family farms
where private shares are divided between family members. While it’s certainly true
that there are real estate investment funds and other corporate owners who
speculate on farmland value, the corporate model may be compatible with
agriculture. For example, in France, the only country systematically monitoring this
phenomenon, corporate farms represent 42% of holdings yet manage more than
67% of the country’s utilised agricultural area. On top of this, the total area of fertile
land is steadily declining as a result of land take. In particular, processes such as soil
sealing pose serious risks to the long-term preservation and productive potential
of land, as urban expansion permanently covers fertile soil with concrete and other
impermeable materials. As an example, in Europe, between 1990 and 2006, more
than one million hectares of agricultural land were lost to urban development,
corresponding to an estimated loss of over six million tonnes of wheat. Between
2000 and 2006, the annual loss in production potential was equivalent to
approximately 700,000 tonnes of wheat (Impact of land-take on the land resource
base for crop production in the European Union, Tóth, 2012). Added to this is the land
take resulting from the installation of ground-mounted solar panels for the
production of renewable energy. This practice exacerbates land take – with negative
repercussions on soil fertility – and drives up demand for land, leading to higher land
prices and competition with farmers. 
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Farmland conversion remains an ongoing concern in Canada and New Zealand,
where agricultural land continues to be lost to urban expansion and infrastructure
development.

From the perspective of farmers, in some contexts, secure and enforceable property
rights are a precondition for long-term investment, sustainable land management
and intergenerational continuity. In other cases, the formalisation/regularisation of
property rights has facilitated the commodification of land, large-scale land
acquisitions for commercial farming and land grabs by agribusinesses. In
Mozambique, for example, the land tenure and legal security denominate DUAT—
land use and development rights obtained by legalisation of land—protects farms
and particularly women against land usurpation in case of widowhood or divorce. It
can also be used to access credit, as the title can be used as collateral in some
financial institutions, allowing women to invest in land productivity (agriculture),
with the assurance that they will not be evicted. Inequalities in access to land rights
persist in many regions, often due to legal, institutional or administrative barriers.
Addressing these challenges requires strengthening neutral legal frameworks
that guarantee equal rights and non-discrimination for all individuals, rather than
introducing differentiated regimes. According to the State of the World’s Land and
Water Resources for Food and Agriculture (SOLAW) 2025 Report, the potential
exists to feed the 9.7 billion people predicted to make up the world’s population
by 2050, and the approximately 10.3 billion people when the global population is
projected to peak around 2085.

Additionally, land-use and tenure policies should support the productivity and
competitiveness of the agricultural sector by enabling investment in science,
technologies, innovation and sustainable transactions, taking into account
climate change, and efficient scale of production. Policies affecting land use should
be grounded in science-based decision-making and risk assessment. Land-use
frameworks should avoid overly restrictive or prescriptive approaches that limit
producers’ ability to adapt to local agronomic, economic, and environmental
conditions. Secure land tenure and well-functioning land markets are essential to
facilitating intergenerational farm transfer and enabling the next generation of
farmers.
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These global dynamics form the backdrop for the World Farmers’ Organisation
(WFO) policy deliberations on land use and tenure. The findings resonate strongly
with the Assessment of Members’ Positions on Land Tenure and Land Use (WFO Task
Force on Land Use and Tenure, April 2025), which underscores the urgency of
ensuring secure tenure, balanced land-use planning, access to finance, and
farmers’ rights to free, prior, and informed consent. WFO members highlight that
insecure land tenure undermines farmers’ capacity to invest in sustainable
practices, exacerbates generational turnover challenges, and limits women and
youth from fully participating in agricultural systems.

This policy builds upon both the GLO findings, the SOLAW Report, and the WFO
member assessment to guide the Organisation’s advocacy and action framework in
promoting equitable, sustainable, and farmer-centred land governance.
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The WFO calls for the following actions to promote equitable, secure, and
sustainable land governance globally. Land use and land tenure policies should be
based on full respect for the right of property, legal certainty, due process and
equality before the law. Measures must be general, objective and non-
discriminatory, avoiding distinctions based on gender, age, scale of production,
income, geographic location or legal structure.
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Recommendations

Governments should establish clear, transparent, and accessible land
registration systems that recognise customary and collective rights, with
accessibility assessed in consultation with farmers’ organisations. Strengthen legal
certainty, ensure the enforceability of rights and protect duly acquired titles,
including, where applicable, the formal recognition of legitimate customary rights,
without undermining existing lawful ownership. 

It is equally urgent to create social protection policies for the vulnerable
farmers, such as women, youth, people with disabilities, and less privileged small-
scale farmers in general in rural areas, as they have been suffering adverse impacts.

Governments should strengthen legal protections against land grabbing and
expropriation or limitations on property rights that are not clearly defined by law,
ensuring that agricultural land is used primarily for food production and ensuring
that any expropriation is exceptional, justified by a defined public purpose, subject
to due process, and accompanied by fair, full, and timely compensation. 

Governments should promote cooperative mechanisms that improve land
access for youth and women. Facilitate voluntary and market-based mechanisms
for land access and transfer, ensuring freedom of contract and respect for land
rights.

Policy makers should promote public frameworks that protect the balance
between the right of the farmer to decide what to do with their land vs the
collective need to keep arable land in farm use.

Land Tenure Security
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Governments should enforce land-use planning frameworks or planning tools,
such as zoning practices, land use regulations and land protection laws, to
safeguard productive farmland and fertile land. Land-use planning frameworks
provide long-term predictability and legal stability, allowing farmers to make
productive decisions within clear, general, and non-arbitrary regulatory parameters.  

Food security should remain a primary objective of land-use policies,
recognising the essential role of farmers in achieving sustainable increases in
production through investment and innovation, including adequate investment,
science, mechanisation innovations and also transference of technologies.  

Public authorities should recognise and uphold the right to Free, Prior, and
Informed Consent (FPIC) for all farmers and communities affected by land-related
decisions.
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Sustainable and Balanced Land Use

Women's Land Rights and Generational Renewal

Governments must align laws with SDG 5.a.2, guaranteeing equal land rights for
women, and showing how SDGs are clearly and intrinsically linked to the farmers’
work by regular training.

Governments should reform inheritance and property laws that restrict
women’s access to land, as a matter of urgency, as in some countries, women
farmers still suffer from traditional norms. International institutions and private
partners should fund training and awareness programmes that empower women
and youth in land governance. Incentives could be provided both in the form of
financing and technical support (e.g., training). 

Financial actors should design credit and investment instruments tailored to the
needs of women and young farmers. 

Responsible Investment and Corporate Land Concentration

Internationally recognised principles on responsible investment and tenure
governance, focusing on transparency, legal compliance, and respect for property
rights. 
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Governments and investors should comply with the CFS Principles for
Responsible Investment in Agriculture (RAI) and the Voluntary Guidelines on
the Responsible Governance of Tenure of Land, Fisheries and Forests (VGGT).

Policies addressing land concentration should be based on objective, evidence-
based criteria and should not discriminate between producers based on size,
scale, legal structure, or business model.

Financial institutions should ensure transparency in land acquisitions, including
disclosure of ownership structures.

Governments should establish public land registries to track large-scale and
foreign land holdings, ideally with international support, in order to avoid
unintended delays in implementation.

Financial institutions should promote investment frameworks that strengthen
family farming and prevent excessive land concentration, but it is also
important to secure the interests of the extended family for intergenerational
security.
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The CFS Principles for Responsible Investment in Agriculture and Food Systems (CFS-RAI), adopted by the Committee on World Food
Security (CFS) in 2014, provide global guidance to governments, investors, and other stakeholders to ensure that agricultural
investments contribute to food security, decent work, and sustainable development while respecting existing tenure rights (both
formal and customary) and human rights.
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Capacity Building, Education, and Informed Decision-Making

Governments, farmers’ organisations, and international institutions should
strengthen regular education and continuous training for farmers aimed at
enhancing awareness and sensitivity in decision-making processes related to
the sustainable use of land and water. Such education should emphasise the
long-term impacts of production choices on soil health, water resources,
ecosystems, productivity, and intergenerational sustainability. Promoting the
principle of food sovereignty, environmental sustainability and climate resilience
with social justice integrates climate justice, ensuring proper policies that protect
the environment, ensure resilience and justice for all. 

Education and capacity-building initiatives should be practical, science-based,
and focused on improving producers’ ability to assess risks, evaluate
alternatives, and adopt sustainable technical solutions suited to their specific
agroecological and economic contexts.
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These initiatives should be implemented through neutral and inclusive
mechanisms, such as extension services, technical assistance programmes,
applied research, producers-led knowledge networks, and public-private
partnerships, ensuring equal access for all producers without discrimination or
conditionality affecting property rights.

Strengthening informed decision-making through education and knowledge
transfer should be understood as a complementary and preferable tool to
regulatory intervention, reinforcing voluntary adoption of sustainable practices
while fully respecting land tenure security and freedom of production.

The WFO can play an immediate and proactive role in this area by coordinating
and promoting international knowledge-sharing initiatives among farmers’
organisations, including the dissemination of best practices, technical guidelines,
and case studies on sustainable land and water management.

Such actions may be implemented immediately through existing WFO structures
by fostering farmer-to-farmer learning, supporting technical exchanges,
webinars, training modules, and pilot initiatives, and by facilitating collaboration
with the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), research
institutions, and extension services, while fully respecting national legal
frameworks and the autonomy of producers.

These WFO-led initiatives should focus on practical, voluntary, and scalable
solutions, ensuring rapid implementation and tangible impact, and positioning
education and informed decision-making as a central pillar of sustainable land and
water use policies.

WFO POLICY ON LAND USE AND LAND TENURE

Climate Sustainability and Food Security 

Climate and sustainability policies related to land use should incentivise the
voluntary adoption of sustainable practices, recognising that secure property
rights are a key driver of long-term environmental stewardship. Governments
should adopt integrated land-use frameworks that balance agricultural,
environmental, and urban needs.

The adoption of such technical solutions should be supported through general
incentive schemes, access to information, research, extension services, and
innovation, without imposing mandatory production models or restricting farmers’
freedom to choose the most suitable practices for their specific agro-ecological
and economic conditions. 
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Secure land tenure and respect for property rights are essential conditions for
the effective uptake of sustainable technical solutions, as they provide farmers
with the confidence necessary to invest in long-term improvements in land, soil,
and water resources. Governments should integrate sustainable land
management practices into national strategies. Insecure tenure arrangements,
including short-term leasing, can discourage long-term investment in land
improvements, soil health, and farm infrastructure. This dynamic is observed in
multiple jurisdictions and has important implications for sustainability outcomes.

Public and private investors should support land-use models that enhance
food security, environmental sustainability, and resilience.
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