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Women’s Tenure Rights and Land Reform in Angola 

 

Abstract: 

Current Angolan municipalisation reforms present a unique opportunity to affect local practice on how 

community and individual land-holder tenure is administered and to protect women's equitable rights to land. 

Angola is a post-war country, with weak land tenure legislation and limited local government management 

capacity. Customary traditions are practiced in the various regions a of the country do not respect women’s 

rights of ownership and inheritance. More than 62 percent of the population live in informal settlements with 

insecure land tenure under the threat of forced evictions. Families living in poor communities affected by the 

expansion of cities and towns are particularly vulnerable. Of these, families lead by women are the most at 

risk. Securing rights to land and housing assets are important to livelihoods of women headed households by 

permitting access to financing that they require to grow their enterprises as well as for incrementally 

upgrading their housing. 
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Women’s Tenure Rights and Land Reform in Angola 

 

Statutory vs Customary Land Rights 

Angola is a post-war country, with weak land tenure legislation and limited local government management 

capacity. More than 62 percent of the population live in urban and peri-urban areas and are increasing and 

putting pressure on land and services. Much of the population in these areas lives in informal settlements 

with insecure land tenure under the threat of forced evictions. Land conflict is an issue affecting urban, rural 

and peri-urban areas. Poor communities affected by the expansion of cities and towns are particularly 

vulnerable. Of these, women are the most vulnerable. Access to land is a matter of survival, for those who’s 

only income and accumulated assets are drawn from their land. More than half of families depend on 

informal sector activities to sustain themselves. Securing rights to land and housing assets are important to 

livelihoods of women headed households by permitting access to financing that they require to grow their 

enterprises as well as for incrementally upgrading their housing.  

 

The post-socialist inheritance has left the State as the formal owner of all land. In practice however there is 

an active informal land market, large scale-land grabs by urban elites, and increasing conflicts affecting 

communities, small holders and families, particularly those headed by women. While the existing land law 

recognizes customary land use (residential, traditional agriculture and access to water) customary traditions 

are practiced in the various regions and cultures of the country, women’s rights of ownership and inheritance 

are weakly protected and are often unrecognised.  

 

The formal statutory systems governing land rights and transactions in Angola are more favourable to 

women than in many African countries, but they are not yet fully realized and implemented in practice. As it 

emerged from almost 30 years of civil war, Angola enacted legislation that articulates principles of non-

discrimination and gender equity. A progressive family law proactively provides for the rights of women in 

common law marriages and the inheritance rights of daughters. However, despite the mandates of the formal 

law, customary laws and traditional practices prevail. Those customary laws and practices mostly favour 

men, and men dominate Angola’s political, economic, and social spheres. the majority of Angolan women 

remain trapped with a lack of assets, illiteracy, limited economic opportunities, and the need to care for 

children and relatives. Land rights provide a critical asset to all women regardless of their circumstances but 

most particularly those with the fewest options. The Government of Angola’s current land and 

decentralization reforms provide an opportunity to design a strategy for protecting and improving women’s 

rights to land and livelihoods potential. 
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Despite constitutional provisions, all citizens are not equal in practice before the law, due to inadequate 

information, limited resources, and weak local administrative systems. Traditional authorities, such as local 

chiefs (sobas) are often the only administrators, mediators, and adjudicators of land rights that women will 

ever encounter. Less than one percent of the traditional chiefs are women. These individuals and local 

institutions of governance and dispute resolution generally apply customary law and local practice to guide 

decisions regarding land rights. Under traditional succession practices, Angolan women generally do not 

have land access equal to men‘s, as family land passes to sons and male relatives of the deceased husband. 

Women generally move to her husband’s house upon marriage and often live on and cultivate land owned by 

the husband‘s family or granted by the family or soba (traditional authority) to the husband. If the women are 

subsequently widowed, abandoned, or divorced, the former husband or relatives of the husband may force 

the women from the husband‘s land and home.  

 

The inheritance practices upon which customary law in Angola are based are often discriminatory towards 

women. However, women are responsible for generating income, from informal trading or cultivation 

providing for household food security, and raising children and caring for the ill and elderly. The proportion 

of women heads of household continues to grow. 34.5% of households and 46% of per-urban slum 

households are headed by women1. They also form the majority of those families living in extreme poverty. 

The problem of poverty within communities is also a result of inability to develop alternative ways to 

generate income. More than half of families depend on informal sector activities to sustain themselves. 

Assisting women to explore alternative and improved income generating opportunities that may contribute 

diversify their income sources, providing them with knowledge to access financial services, as well as 

facilitating their access to loans for investing in their small businesses, will contribute to improve their 

abilities to increase their possibilities to reach economical independence for themselves and for their 

families. Land tenure security is important for securing credit for poor families and women-headed 

households.  

 

In the central plateau of Angola, the implementation of national policies respecting women’s rights remains 

incomplete (specifically for small holdings and peri-urban occupations). The practice of the existing 

customary system are still widely observed specifically, territories are administered under the leadership of 

traditional leaders, the “Sobas” (at Ombala level, a kind of a traditional district) and of the “Seculos” (at 

community level).  

 

                                                
1 World Bank (2016) https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.HOU.FEMA.ZS , and Henda Ducados, “Luanda Peri-Urban 
Gender & Household Profile” http://www.dw.angonet.org/content/luanda-peri-urban-household-gender-profile-
2001-2002. 
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Past land reform programmes, together with the break-up of communal land holdings, have led to the transfer 

of exclusive land rights to males as heads of households. This ignores both the existence of female-headed 

households and the rights of married women to a joint share. However women, living in the customary law 

system, are often unaware of their statutory rights. Poor access to information also contributes to the lack of 

knowledge by citizens of their rights. By providing adequate and better information to women about their 

rights and access to land, as well as providing knowledge on land rights to the communities where they are 

included, will result in an increased awareness among women of their right to equally access and control land 

and housing. 

 

Land Conflicts 

Angola’s four decades of armed conflict were characterized by land expropriation, forced removals, 

resettlement, and the massive internal displacement of rural and urban populations. Prior to independence 

Portuguese colonial settlers had appropriated over 40% of registered land and denied African occupation of 

much of the remaining forested and reserve land. During the civil war after independence in 1975, warring 

parties used forced removals of populations from their lands as tools of war (Cain 2012 p.173). Since the end 

of the war in 2002, the reintegration of politically divided populations and ex-combatants—was linked to 

access to land that became a primary factor in social reconstruction.  However post-war land legislation  

did not provide the opportunity for Angolan peasants and communities to register their properties or gain 

restitution for their lands that had been expropriated during the colonial settlers’ landgrab. The government 

distributed the equivalent of 50 percent of the land held by commercial farmers in colonial times  to 

a small number of mainly urban-based absentee owners, who paid insignificant prices for secure 

tenure rights in order to eventually exploit these lands commercially. As happened in colonial times, 

the modern commercial sector was allocated an excess of underused land, which was set aside by 

the new owners for possible future use or speculation. Local peasant farmers, on the other hand, 

were treated by the Angolan state much like they had been treated under the colonial regime 

(Pacheco 2002). They were left with small, often scattered parcels of land divided between tiny 

irrigated garden plots and less fertile, seasonally used lavras (plowed plots) for staple crops. Post-

war legislation made no provision for existing or previous possession or occupants’ rights 

(usucapiao) by which property rights may be acquired through continued use over time. Therefore 

the main driving force for the rapid return of rural IDPs to their areas of origin was their need to 

reclaim family lands and the fear of finding it staked out by an intruder or usurper often holding title 

deeds issued by a government official. Resettlement of IDPs, excombatants, and returning refugees 

produced innumerable local conflicts over land allocation, often resulting in clashing interests 
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between the returnees and those who had stayed behind in their areas of origin.  The role of 

traditional authority in land management had been eroded through the years of colonial rule and 

civil war. However, the return and resettlement of almost 3 million people to their rural areas of 

origin provided a renewed role for traditional leaders in dealing with local land conflicts and 

providing testimony regarding families’ historical land claims. 

Disagreements over land became more frequent as the scramble for land between powerful commercial 

interests and peasants threatened evictions of families who had fled the conflict-ravaged countryside to make 

homes on land without sufficient legal title. In rural communities, fertile agricultural land with relatively easy 

access to urban markets was in high demand. These sites frequently became the focus of disputes between 

residents and returning IDPs as well as more powerful commercial interests.  

 

A recent diagnostic study carried out in Huambo province in Angola’s Central Highlands revealed that 75% 

of the peasant small holders said that they do not see any benefit from the commercial farms near the 

communities. Only 1% of respondents mentioned any benefit from commercial exchanges between the 

community and the commercial farmers and no-one reported that the proximity of commercial farms brought 

the community any improvement in access to services like water and electricity. Approximately 10% of 

small-holder respondents said that because many farms were acquired through forced expropriation of 

community lands they felt threatened by the presence of commercial farmers in their neighborhoods and that 

with the passage of time they feared conflicts which could lead to the further expropriation of local 

community’s lands. 

 

Land conflict is an issue affecting urban, rural and peri-urban areas. In urban areas the poor risked being 

uprooted from their homes because their sprawling musseques frequently occupied ideal locations for elite 

housing developments, offices, and roads. Poor communities affected by the expansion of cities and 

towns are particularly vulnerable. Of these, women, elderly and people living with disabilities are 

the most vulnerable. Access to land is a matter of survival, for those who’s only income and 

accumulated assets are drawn from their land.  

 

Advocacy and Public Policy Reform 

Angola is currently undertaking major governance reforms to empower municipalities with elected local 

councils.  A key to municipalisation will entail decentralising the management of land.  It will be necessary 

to build the capacity of local administrations and local communities to strengthen family land tenure and 
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protect the rights women. If the poor majority are to be the primary beneficiaries of land tenure reform, the 

design of tools for managing land rights must take this into account. Poorer groups will have more effective 

access to such procedures where they receive clear information about how the system is meant to operate, 

and where the local government institutions responsible are located close by, working in local languages 

using tools of mapping and recording, including accepting oral testimonies as evidence to support claims. 

Effective and responsive judicial and land administration systems which are accessible to poor people and 

vulnerable groups are therefore crucial components of successful, pro-poor land policy reform. Development 

Workshop is working at the public policy level with the Government’s National Land Commission 

developing a land policy reform that aims to address contradictions between formal, informal and customary 

tenure, which have lead to conflicts and inefficiencies. Women status in traditional rules is one area of 

contradiction that needs to be addressed. 

 

Women have a lower level of knowledge about their land rights compared to men with the exception of the 

15-17 age group. The recent study in Huambo province (Development Workshop 2018) revealed that of the 

men interviewed aged 18-25, 20% said they were aware of the existence of the land law, and only 15% of 

women respondents claimed to have knowledge about the law. The percentage difference between men and 

women over the age of 36 was 20% (see Figure 1). 

 

Current Angolan municipalisation reforms present a unique opportunity to affect local practice on how 

community and individual land-holder tenure is administered and protected. The Ministry for Territorial 

Administration and the Ministry of Planning and Housing is developing a set of land-management and 

mapping tools for the use by local municipal administrations. The tools employ the principal of “social 

domain tenure” (STDM)2 promoted by the UN’s Global Land  Tools Network GLTN, Participatory Inclusive 

Land Readjustment (PILaR) and rapid gender tenure assessments.  

 

The protection of gender rights should be rolled out in the new municipal government reforms to be 

implemented across Angola. These reforms involve the election of municipal councils Autarquias. The 

raising of public awareness about the rights of women to equal access to assets such as land, housing and 

means of livelihoods will ensure that these issues are protected at the local government level.  

 

                                                
2 Social Tenure Domain Model (STDM) participatory land information tool allows for the recordation of all possible 
types of tenures; STDM enables to show what can be observed on the ground in terms of tenure as agreed within local 
communities. Participatory mapping of boundary surveys based on handheld GPS observations, or by drawing 
boundaries on satellite images are some of the STDM tools developed in Angola. Information on customary tenure 
and informal settlement tenure are captured and registered through STDM. 
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Advocacy work is required by civil society organizations to combat gender inequality, to promote the status 

of women with a focus on cultural change particularly in communities where customary land traditions are 

still strong. Raising the awareness on the existing legal framework and rights of access to the land, housing 

and livelihoods, particularly for women, is a way to provide them with the tools to protect themselves against 

unfavourable rules set by customary practice and against land-grabs by urban elites. Women are too often 

discriminated against in terms of access and land tenure, although they are the ones who are mostly linked to 

the tasks of cultivating the land. Land conflicts are most often mediated by traditional leaders (see Figure 2) 

rather than government authorities who are more knowledgeable about legal rights. The encroachment by 

commercial real-estate developers and expropriation for plantation farming and mono-cropping limit further 

their access to land. Providing them with the information on their statutory land rights can contribute to 

safeguarding their tenure.  

 

A participative framework for planning the use of land needs to be promoted, with the purpose to 

accommodate the diverse interests of different groups using the land, thereby preventing potential conflicts. 

Small-holder and family agricultural production still ensures food security for most communities and in the 

country as a whole. The political buy-in of municipal authorities and the involvement of local community 

organizations and farmers associations, will be key. By raising the general awareness about the civic rights of 

women in the community, and the importance of protecting them for general development the local decision 

makers need to be influenced to embrace more inclusive customary rules, free of gender discriminatory 

principles.  

 

Angola is undertaking a major devolution of power and decision-making to municipalities3. Civil society has 

advocated for strong participatory governance reforms. The adoption of participatory gender-sensitive land 

management tools can have a strong platform for implementation. The capacity of the structures in charge of 

implementing legislation, land management and arbitration of conflicts needs to be reinforced. Land use 

planning is currently an activity that lacks coordination among the different institutions at national, 

provincial, and local level, without clear limits of intervention among them. There is also limitation in terms 

of skilled human resources capable to provide technically adequate rules for this activity. As a result land 

grabbing and occupation from powerful groups result often in misappropriation of community land, affecting 

vulnerable people, among them women. The new elected municipal councils will be required to deal with 

conflicts resulting from land use and property and find consensual solutions. 

 

                                                
3 Angola’s first Municipal elections will be held in 2022. 
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Co-production with communities and local government 

Co-production of knowledge on land tenure involving participation of communities and local government 

will require collaboration between municipal administrations and local community associations who are 

being trained in the use of participatory mapping tools (STDM). Data collected and the land tenure mapping 

produced is co-owned by the Municipalities and the community associations who engage in its production. 

The participatory diagnosis will be carried out after the training of local administrations and civil society. 

“Data ownership” means: the authority to allow or deny access to the data, and the responsibility for the 

data’s accuracy, integrity, and timeliness. The “cadastre” produced provides evidence of legitimate and 

verifiable land occupation that significantly improves legal tenure.  

 

Women often lack knowledge of their legal rights, including their land rights, marital property rights, and 

inheritance rights. Similarly local authorities often do not have clear knowledge of statutory rights and may 

have a weak understanding of the situation related to land issues in their areas of jurisdiction. There is a 

general lack knowledge of the land law, regulations, and procedures for implementing the laws, including the 

formalization of land rights and granting of concessions. The strategy to support women’s rights to land 

should be linked with providing training on the laws impacting land rights (both formal and customary) and 

do institutional capacity building for the new municipal administrations. It is hoped that women’s 

participation in elected decision-making bodies will support efforts to strengthen women’s rights.   

 

Land use planning and management is better addressed when there is the involvement of the different 

institutions in a concerted manner. Innovative co-participation engaging local government and traditional / 

customary leaders, the private sector, local associative groups, communities, will result in a participative way 

to approach and find solutions to the existing problems. Together with seeking experiences and lessons 

learned and shared at regional level or in other countries, will contribute to increase capacity of local 

networks to engage in and benefit from global and regional networks and knowledge sharing that supports 

land opportunities for rural women and men. 

 

Recommendations: 

There is a need for the inclusion of a co-ownership clause into Angolan the Land Law. Co-ownership of land 

between spouses and/or family members is an important principal of land reform. (South Africa and 

Tanzania that have enacted legislation requiring land co-ownership by married couples) 

 

Development Workshop’s research provides evidence of the proportion of women-headed households in 

peri-urban areas (over 46% in slum areas of Luanda). Women’s land rights be reinforced and for land 
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legislation to be brought into compliance with Angolan law. The equal rights of men and women to assets 

and resources, as supported by the Constitution of the Republic of Angola and the Family Code of Angola, 

extend to rights of land access and land tenure security (the Family Code, 1989). Marriage is defined in the 

Family Code and includes registered unions and de facto unions as set forth in Titles III-IV of the Family 

Code. Pursuant to the principles contained in the Constitution and Family Code, spouses in a marriage, 

whether a registered or in a de facto union, are presumed to have equal rights to the land and any buildings 

that they occupy, and the burden is on the spouse claiming otherwise to provide evidence of the claim. It is 

therefore necessary to create specific land protection programs for women, without neglecting the sources of 

facilitated access and recording of women's information. In addition, it is recommended to introduce in all 

registration and titling processes a requirement to include the wife's or partner’s name (conventional or 

traditional marriage) since the owners, man and woman share the same roof. 

 

There is a need to eliminate sources of legal discrimination against women, ethnic and religious minorities, 

and other disadvantaged groups in economic matters. This includes de facto, as well as, de jure 

discrimination; this includes efforts to ensure equal rights for women in key economic areas such as land 

ownership and inheritance.  Where the property rights adversely impacted are held by a married couple, 

whether in a registered or de facto union, payment of cash compensation shall be made jointly to the wife 

and husband. If the couple elects in-kind compensation, the title to the property transferred shall be in the 

names of both spouses. 

 

Recommendations to improve women’s land rights in Angola include: implementing legislative and policy 

reform to remove legal constraints on women’s rights to land, promoting public information and awareness 

on women’s constraints and opportunities to land access, ensuring the participation of women in the land 

rights formalization and adjudication processes, and putting in place monitoring and enforcement systems to 

ensure that land rights formalization efforts successfully recognize and document women’s land rights, as 

well as enforce those rights. 

 

 

Conclusions: 

Angola has inherited a varied and complex set of landholding and land use practices, the evolution of which 

has been influenced by customary and cultural traditions, the colonial past, years of conflict and forced 

migrations, massive urbanization, and the socioeconomic development of the nation. From colonial times 

until the recent end of the conflict, Angolan legislators have demonstrated a consistent tendency to contain or 

circumscribe the land rights of the country’s rural and poor peri-urban populations and to direct land 
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resources to the hands of a few, while at various times supporting the development of commercial farming 

and mineral extraction (Clover 2005).  

 

The incorporation of international norms of good practice of civic and gender rights into Angolan legislation 

can result in real improvements in procedures for managing land and protecting the tenure rights of women 

and small-holders. The introduction of the concepts of public consultation and participatory planning in the 

post-war public discourse may have influenced the inclusion of these concepts in the land and planning laws. 

Public consultation on the 2004 Land Law was the first opportunity to lobby for the application of rights-

based legislation. Angolan civil society advocates for the promotion of land tenure rights for women and the 

protection of the urban and rural poor against arbitrary and forced removals. Land has become a political 

issue debated in the parliament and is influencing the platforms of political parties. Opportunities are 

increasing for civil society and community representatives to employ emerging local spaces such as 

municipal forums and consultative councils in order to bring the debate on land rights into the public arena. 

Land issues are likely to be high on the agenda of elected municipal councils when they are instituted after 

the first local governmental elections in 2020 and the constitution of municipalities with decentralized 

authority and budgets.  
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Figures 

Figure 1 Gender bias in knowledge of Land Rights (ref Development Workshop 2018) 
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Figure 2 Local actors engaged in mediating conflicts over land  

(ref Development Workshop 2018) 
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