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a b s t r a c t

This article uses ethnographic evidence from Tigray to revisit the debate on informal rural land markets
in present-day Ethiopia. It explores informal farmland rental from a historico-anthropological, micro-
analytical perspective in relation to the formal allocation of land use rights and to other informal land
transfer practices. It shows how different rationales for land rental give rise to different socially embedded
tenancy configurations. On the basis of this empirical evidence, the paper questions the appropriateness of
the common idea that in Ethiopia ‘the land rental market is expanding’. It argues that research and policy
thinking on land in Ethiopia could gain analytical power and relevance by adopting a less monolithic and
abstract view on people’s informal land transfer practices.

© 2010 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Based on ethnographic research in Tigray, this article aims to
revisit and broaden the scientific and policy debates on informal
rural land markets in present-day Ethiopia. A major resource for
the country’s agriculture-based economy and affected by recent
radical tenure changes, land has become one of the most widely
discussed and politically sensitive issues in the Ethiopian develop-
ment debate. Throughout the imperial period, land inequality was
high, until land was nationalized and land use rights were redis-
tributed by the socialist Derg regime in 1975. Having carried out
its own land reform programmes, the current Ethiopian People’s
Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) government enshrined
smallholder farmers’ land use rights in its 1994 constitution.
Although restrictions on land transfer remain in place, the EPRDF
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lifted the 1975 ban on land lease in 1991, after which land rental
market activity was found to increase all over the country (see,
among others, Rahmato, 2004; Belay and Manig, 2004; Teklu, 2004;
Teklu and Lemi, 2004; Benin et al., 2005; Tesfay, 2006).

Economists have set themselves the task to assess the perfor-
mance of the emerging land rental market in terms of allocative
efficiency and productivity as well as redistributive effects. Yet,
empirical evidence on several aspects of the functioning of the
land rental market remains inconclusive. A first issue is that
some authors find that informal rural land markets1 decrease
land inequality (Teklu, 2004; Teklu and Lemi, 2004; Pender
and Fafchamps, 2006), whereas others conclude the opposite
(Deininger et al., 2008b, 2009). Second, there is no consensus on
the efficiency of agricultural production on rented land versus
owner-operated2 land. Indeed, there is mixed evidence of higher
(Croppenstedt and Demeke, 1997; Benin et al., 2005; Emana et
al., 2006; Kassie and Holden, 2007), similar (Beyene, 2003; Tesfay,

1 As Ethiopian law forbids farmland sale, the terms ‘land rental market’ and ‘land
market’ are used interchangeably.

2 Strictly speaking, Ethiopian farmers are not land owners but holders of land use
rights. We use the two terms interchangeably.
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2006) and lower (Gavian and Ehui, 1999; Ahmed et al., 2002a;
Deininger et al., 2008b) input use and productivity on rented than
on owned land.3 Although these divergent findings may be due
in part to differences in research area and methodology,4 authors
tend not to include research design characteristics as explana-
tory factors.5 In addition, uncertainty may preclude conclusive
results even within a single study (see, among others, Pender and
Fafchamps, 2006).6 With regard to policy, it is argued that land reg-
istration could stimulate land rental markets by enhancing tenure
security (Negatu, 2001; Rahmato, 2004; Benin, 2006). However,
empirical research has failed to provide convincing evidence that
the government’s recent large-scale registration programmes are
effective in this respect.7

While some questions have remained unanswered, others have
been left unasked. First, the large majority of land rental trans-
actions in Ethiopia are between relatives, neighbours or friends
(Belay and Manig, 2004; Deininger et al., 2008b, 2009). While
the efficiency of contracts between kin and non-kin partners has
been compared (Holden and Ghebru, 2005; Kassie and Holden,
2007, 2009), the meaning, causes and wider consequences of land
rental’s social embeddedness have been little studied. Second, sev-
eral authors report considerable discrepancies, of a factor of five
and more, between the total areas of farmland rented-out and
rented-in by all households in a survey sample (among others Belay
and Manig, 2004; Teklu and Lemi, 2004; Holden et al., 2007). While
a non-zero sum game is theoretically possible if the sample selec-
tion is biased against either lessor or lessee households, the authors
do not question or explain these disproportions. More generally, it
could be argued that existing research tends to de-contextualise
and de-historicise Ethiopian land tenure and transfer practices.
Questions of lessors’ and lessees’ asset portfolio composition have
primacy over motivational issues while the relations between land
rental and other informal land transfer institutions receive little
attention. Time horizons usually do not extend beyond the last land
reform while research on continuities with pre-reform situations
is in its infancy (Kebede, 2008).

This paper seeks to fill some of these gaps by exploring land
rental in Tigray from a historico-anthropological, micro-analytical
perspective. This approach starts from ‘real practices, current as
well as past, on every parcel of land and from the social inter-
actions surrounding these practices to explain the conditions of
access to land’ (Colin, 2004, own translation, p. 64). Elsewhere,
anthropologists have demonstrated the relevance of such a proces-
sual, comprehensive approach to explain changing issues of land
tenure and informal transfer. Chauveau (2006) analyses how the
evolution of the tutorat, the institution that regulates the trans-
fer of land rights from autochthones to migrant farmers in Côte
d’Ivoire, has paralleled changes in the social relations between

3 Gavian and Ehui (1999) find that tenants apply inputs more intensively than
owners, but are comparatively less productive due to the lower quality of inputs or
input application.

4 Studies differ on the level of the sampling design, the input measures recorded
and the method of data analysis, among other things. Some of the studies mentioned
here were performed on the same dataset.

5 A recent exception is Holden et al. (2009).
6 The authors do not consider their results powerful enough to reject the possi-

bility of moderate Marshallian inefficiency, despite the finding that input use and
yield differences between sharecropped and owner-operated land are insignificant.

7 Holden et al.’s (2007) claim that land registration in Tigray has increased land
rental market participation needs further investigation. The authors find that, for a
sample of around 300 households, the ratio of rented-out to rented-in land changes
from 8.5 in 1997 (before registration) to 0.8 in 2000 (after registration), but they
do not explain this sudden shift. If correct, households not included in the sample
must have experienced a reverse shift and processes other than land certification
are likely to have played a role.

these two groups and in intra-household land relationships among
the former. Colin (2005) shows that sharecropping in Mexico is
polymorphous and multifunctional, thereby challenging common
economic interpretations of the institution. Also, there is ample
evidence that commercial land transfers in West Africa are firmly
embedded in social relations, which challenges existing ideas of
land commoditization and land market development in the region
(Lavigne Delville et al., 2002; Chauveau et al., 2006; Colin and
Ayouz, 2006; Hagberg, 2006; Lentz, 2006, 2007). Finally, differ-
ent authors argue that land registration in Africa not only involves
recognition but also transformation of existing land rights (Shipton
and Goheen, 1992; Le Meur, 2006).

It is in this spirit the present study empirically investigates peo-
ple’s access to farmland in one locality in Tigray. After a description
of the research area and methodology, we outline the successive
land tenure regimes and explore the main land rental institution
in the period before the last land reform two decades ago. We then
discuss this reform and the current formal distribution of land use
rights, the latter being the outcome of the former and of the time
that has passed since then. In the next section, we examine how
people superimpose land exchange and loans upon this formal
land use rights pattern. Next, we show how land rental transac-
tions add a third ‘layer of rights’ (Lentz, 2006, p. 10; Lentz, 2007,
p. 41).8 In the study area, four broad categories of rationales for
sharecropping and a niche role for fixed fee rental can be distin-
guished, each giving rise to a specific tenancy configuration. To
conclude, we confront this empirical evidence with the received
idea of an expanding Ethiopian land rental market and a number of
the unresolved issues discussed above. We argue that land rental
questions are most effectively addressed by disaggregating them
and by including ethnographic insights into the various actors’ dif-
ferential social logics.

2. Research area and methodology

Our research area is the Degua Temben wereda or district, west
of the regional capital Mekelle in the Tigray highlands. Tigray is
Ethiopia’s third poorest region and poverty is demonstrably asso-
ciated with small land sizes (Jayne et al., 2003; World Bank, 2005).
Average arable land size estimates for Tigray, ranging from 0.5 to
1 ha per household, are indeed below estimates for the country
as a whole (Jayne et al., 2003; World Bank, 2005; Deininger and
Jin, 2006; Kebede, 2008; Deininger et al., 2008a). With an aver-
age household landholding of 0.9 ha9 Degua Temben is within this
range. The regional land Gini coefficient is around 0.45 (Mersha
and wa Githinji, 2005; World Bank, 2005; Nega, 2008). Although
there is variation across villages (Holden and Ghebru, 2005), recent
research finds around half of the Tigrayan households (Emana et
al., 2006; Tesfay, 2006; Holden et al., 2007; Ghebru and Holden,
2009) participate in land rental,10 which is in line with our esti-
mates for the research area.11 Over 90% of the district population
are subsistence farmers whose main economic activity is inte-
grated rainfed annual crop and livestock production. Pulses and
cereals are the major crops. Oxen provide draught power for
ploughing, which is an exclusively male activity. In the centre
of the district, the town of Hagere Selam is rapidly developing.

8 Similarly, Shipton and Goheen (1992, p. 311) talk about ‘overlapping rights’ and
Juul and Lund (2002, p. 5) about ‘multiple tenures’.

9 Own calculation based on Degua Temben district administration data.
10 Estimates for neighbouring Amhara region are in the same order of magnitude

(see, among others, Omiti et al., 1999; Sharp et al., 2003; Deininger et al., 2008b).
11 Also, 56% of the households in Ghebru and Holden’s (2009) sample in another

sub-district of Degua Temben participate in land rental.
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