ABSTRACT

“Land Governance and Boundary Disputes in South Sudan and Northern Uganda”
A Rift Valley Institute research report by Cherry Leonardi (Durham University) and Martina Santschi (swisspeace)

This report analyses the underlying causes of recent disputes and conflicts over internal and international boundaries in South Sudan and northern Uganda. Based on historical research and qualitative interviews conducted in Aweil East and Kajokeji (South Sudan) and Moyo District (Uganda), it argues that boundary disputes need to be understood in the broadercontextof changing land value, patterns of decentralisation and the resulting mechanisms of local land governance. As land is perceived to have gained real or potential monetary value in recent years and to be at greater risk of appropriation and land-grabbing, there are growing attempts to assert more exclusionary definitions of customary land rights or to convert these into private property rights. Both processes involve the distortion of longer-term patterns of land tenure, in which multiple, overlapping forms of rights and obligations were claimed and exercised over land. The increasing contestation or denial of some of these land rights has been further fuelled by the growing ethnicisation of decentralised government units and political constituencies in both South Sudan and Uganda. Encouraged by national recognition of customary land rights, local governments have increasingly sought to harness the assumed legitimacy of customary land authorities to manage land disputes, transactions and alienation of land for governmental or commercial purposes. The report explores the tensions, contradictions and effects of these hybrid land governance mechanisms, to show that they have the potential, paradoxically, to contribute both to the causes and to the resolution of boundary disputes.
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