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land interventions — whether in India, Tanzania, Peru, 

the Philippines or elsewhere — are far more effective in 

helping poor rural and urban communities when those 

communities are meaningfully involved.  

This is one of the key principles for which the Global 

Land Tool Network (GLTN) advocates. GLTN partners, 

with their Secretariat in UN-Habitat, recognise that 

grassroots engagement is a necessary element in any 

land tool design and implementation. Our special 

thanks go to those GLTN partners and their local affili-

ates who drive the initiatives described in the report: 

the Huairou Commission, the International Land Coali-

tion, and Shack/Slum Dwellers International.

There is a great deal of untapped potential for con-

structive engagement between formal structures and 

grassroots communities. These could deliver land-

related interventions that are both cost-effective and 

large scale, and reach all of those who need them. 

Through providing small grants, GLTN enables a process 

of learning and communication to take place that leads 

to grassroots solutions making the critical leap from a 

modest pilot phase to systemic change through large-

scale interventions.  The examples described in this 

report will build confidence among stakeholders from 

different sectors towards achieving this goal.

Dr Joan Clos 

Executive Director, UN-Habitat

FOREWORD

The women living in 

Maasai communities of 

Longido, northern  

Tanzania, have attended 

training workshops and 

now know their land 

rights and what the  

Village Land Act means to 

them.  In India, an alli-

ance of slum and pave-

ment dwellers has used 

self-enumeration at citywide scale as a tool to actively 

engage with local governments in decision making. In 

the Philippines, Community-Based Forest Management 

agreements have been advocated by a local NGO as 

an additional way to secure indigenous land tenure 

rights in the face of increasing commercial pressure on 

customary territories. Women’s groups are undertak-

ing their own community assessments and initiating 

community-led planning in Lima, Peru.   

Grassroots groups such as these across Africa, Asia and 

Latin America are ready to engage at a higher level in 

implementing pro-poor land policies.  

Too often, land interventions are based on an exclusive, 

top-down approach that fails to involve the grassroots 

communities they are meant to serve. Implementation 

is also frequently top-down. Grassroots communities 

play a purely passive role: they are seen as objects of 

data gathering and, later, as beneficiaries. This is one 

of the major reasons that land policies remain so poorly 

implemented and why implementation tools are often 

ineffective.

This report sets out four examples where grassroots 

organizations’ engagement with formal land policy 

implementation processes is strengthened. The  

premise is that land policy implementation and any 
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In 2010, the Global Land Tool Network (GLTN) provided 

support to four pilot projects aimed at helping grassroots 

organizations to strengthen their engagement with 

formal land policy implementation processes. In India, 

a grassroots-based alliance promoted an alternative, 

more people-centred and effective methodology for 

a city-wide slum upgrading programme. In Tanzania, 

a local NGO and women’s network explored how the 

Village Land Act can be better implemented to improve 

the tenure status of Maasai women. In Peru, a network 

of community organizations helped women’s groups 

and whole communities to take a proactive role in 

natural disaster mitigation efforts. In the Philippines, a 

land-rights NGO, working with indigenous community 

organizations and government agencies, succeeded in 

unblocking the processes for securing land access and 

tenure over idle lands. 

This booklet describes these innovative projects and 

identifies some of the key lessons that can be learned 

from them. The starting point is the belief that land 

policy implementation and any land interventions 

will be far more effective in helping poor rural and 

urban communities when those communities are 

meaningfully involved. The questions it addresses 

are why should grassroots communities be actively 

engaged in this way? And how can they most 

effectively engage? 

Five key messages are emphasized: 

1. Effective policy implementation is demand-led.

2. Grassroots communities have vital information. 

3. Grassroots communities have vital resources.

4. Effective engagement builds on effective 

organization.

5. Better policies come through learning by doing.

These projects were part of the Network’s wider work 

on grassroots participation and the development 

of pro-poor, gender-responsive tools for land policy 

implementation. Together with the GLTN Secretariat 

and UN-Habitat a number of GLTN partners and their 

local affiliates collaborated to support the projects: 

these were the Huairou Commission, the International 

Land Coalition and Shack/Slum Dwellers International. 

Maasai women learning about their land rights under the Village Land Act, Tanzania
Photo © UN-Habitat/Åsa Jonsson
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   The laws and policies may be in place, 
but governments lack the appropriate tools 
to implement them.

Access to land and secure tenure are prerequisites 

of poverty alleviation and sustainable development 

in both urban and rural contexts in developing 

countries. Unfortunately, land policies have often 

tended to deliver access to land and tenure security 

predominantly for high and middle-income groups, or 

for businesses in the formal sector. Land users who are 

poor, such as farmers, pastoralists and forest users with 

customary rights to land, or the inhabitants of informal 

urban settlements, have been poorly served. Corruption 

and lack of political will has often blocked pro-poor 

reforms, and where land initiatives have targeted the 

poor, the scale has generally been too small to meet 

demands.

In many cities and countries, however, there are laws 

and policies that create the potential for pro-poor, 

gender-responsive outcomes. But even where such laws 

and policies exist, their effect has been disappointing. 

Often, little thought has been given to how these can 

be implemented effectively and in less time. There 

is also little recognition of what it takes to ensure 

such laws and policies have the desired impact in the 

communities they are supposed to serve. 

For example, implementation strategies often envisage 

unnecessarily expensive surveys or long and complex 

administrative procedures that block progress. 

Implementation may be delegated to government 

agencies or local authorities that may not have the 

necessary human and financial resources, or the 

necessary political will, to achieve implementation at 

scale. Grassroots communities may not even know 

that these laws and policies exist. In short, the laws 

and policies may be in place, but governments lack the 

appropriate tools to implement them.

Sharing data collected through self-enumerations in India 
Photo © Slum/Shack Dwellers International
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Part of the problem is that policies and tools for land 

administration and management are often developed 

with an exclusive, top-down approach that does not 

involve the grassroots communities that these tools 

are meant to serve. Likewise, implementation may 

be conceived as a top-down process. Grassroots 

communities are thought of as having a purely 

passive role, as objects of data gathering and later as 

beneficiaries. But excluding the grassroots can lead 

to interventions that are poorly designed, difficult to 

implement and that do not address the real needs and 

interests of those they are supposed to benefit. 

Without the active participation of grassroots 

communities, implementation is done without the 

wealth of knowledge of local conditions that these 

people possess and without them defining their own 

needs and priorities. In treating communities as passive 

beneficiaries, implementing authorities fail to recognize 

just how much communities themselves can do to 

overcome problems and to contribute to government 

efforts. Indeed, without these communities actively 

creating pressure for implementation that addresses 

their needs, it may not happen at all. 

The question is not ‘Is it participatory?’ 
but ‘How participatory is it?’.

Grassroots communities should have a say in 

participatory implementation processes for those 

processes to be really effective. Communities need a 

clear stake in their engagement with implementing 

agencies, which means knowing that their engagement 

will make a difference.

   Critical engagement in policy 
implementation is a powerful learning 
experience, and forms a basis for engagement 
in policy development at the highest levels.

   Excluding the grassroots can lead to 
interventions that are poorly designed, 
difficult to implement, and not 
representative of the real needs of those 
they are supposed to benefit.

“Participation” can mean very different things to different 

people. The question we need to ask of every land policy 

implementation process is not “Is it participatory?” but 

“How participatory is it?” Participation can be very weak 

or very strong. The stronger it is, the more effective it will 

be in moulding implementation processes that actually 

work for poor people. 

The most effective engagement strategies are likely to 

be those that build on strong grassroots organization 

in which communities are able to take the initiative to 

ensure that effective implementation takes place. Such 

active, critical engagement in the policy implementation 

process is also a powerful learning experience for 

community-based and civil society organizations. It 

forms a basis on which they can engage in policy 

development at the highest levels. 
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What does “involved” mean? A typology of grassroots participation

Different degree of participation can be characterized as follows, from weakest (and least effective) 
to strongest: 

Passive involvement: Community members receive information but have no opportunity to 
express their own views.

Information giving: Community members answer questions from outsiders, but have no influence 
over what the questions are or how the information they give is used. 

Consultation: The views of grassroots communities are taken into account, but decisions are made 
by others who are under no obligation to accept the community’s views.

Functional participation: Grassroots community members are involved in groups brought 
together by outsiders to meet their objectives, with the latter defining and limiting the scope of 
community decision-making.

Interactive participation: Grassroots communities are closely involved in needs analysis, 
information gathering and decision-making phases, and the outsiders favour the communities’ 
viewpoints, giving them an incentive to stay actively involved.

Self-mobilization: Grassroots communities take the initiative in gathering information, identifying 
needs and setting objectives; they involve outsiders as partners if needed, and possibly in a 
catalytic role. 

Source: UN-Habitat, 2009. 

Community risk mapping in Lima, Peru have formed a successful basis for government support  
Photo © Huairou Commission
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GLTN’S WORK ON GRASSROOTS 
PARTICIPATION

The Global Land Tool Network brings together 

international partners to work on tool development as 

practical ways to solve problems in land administration 

and management. It also provides technical assistance 

to initiatives at country-level. The Network’s strategies 

for promoting grassroots participation reflect this 

institutional setting. 

The first strategy is advocacy aimed at governments, 

local authorities, donors and other development 

partners on the need for a stronger role for grassroots 

communities in land interventions. An important 

part of this strategy is the documentation and 

communication of experiences that show the difference 

which grassroots engagement can make. 

The second of the Network’s strategies is to mainstream 

stronger grassroots participation within the work of its 

partners. 

The third is to work through partners to support 

grassroots organizations. This can include technical 

support and high-level lobbying to help create 

opportunities for engagement; “seed funding” that 

aims to be catalytic in enabling a learning process; 

and support to build the capacity of grassroots 

organizations for engagement in land implementation 

processes.

The fourth strategy related to all of the above is to 

scale-up effective community-led initiatives so that they 

potentially reach more people and have a larger impact. 

The challenges of “scaling up”

Many organizations work at a community level, developing innovative ways to address problems 

faced by communities. But they face particular challenges when they seek to “scale-up” to a 

provincial, city-wide or national level. These relate in particular to the need to build a working 

relationship with policy makers and state agencies, whilst not weakening the community-led quality 

of their work. Key challenges include: 

1. Maintaining effective representation of, and accountability to, the grassroots.

2. Communicating effectively at a scale, using different forms of media.

3. Ensuring that participation is not lost or watered-down, and that the value of a community-led 

approach is recognized by state actors.

4. Reconciling or overcoming competing interests by building a wider coalition of support among 

policy makers, NGOs, academia, media, donors, and so on. 

5. Reconciling local and technical knowledge, making technical information accessible to 

grassroots communities and local knowledge acceptable to technical specialists. 



GOAL STRATEGIES

To strengthen 
and scale-up the 
role of grassroots 
communities in land 
administration and 
management

Advocate on the necessity of a stronger role for grassroots communities

Mainstream grassroots participation in tool development by GLTN partners

Support grassroots organizations to strengthen their role

Build capacity of grassroots organizations
 training
 documentation of promising practices
 facilitating peer-to-peer learning through exchange

Technical support from GLTN Secretariat and other key partners

Financial support (seed funding) at critical phase
from GLTN Secretariat or partner

Direct lobbying to create opportunities for engagement

Figure 1. How GLTN promotes grassroots participation

Community validation of information in Lima Peru  
Photo © Huairou Commission
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