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Abstract
Introduction: Land use planning is central to sustainable urban development, yet its implementation remains a persistent challenge in rapidly growing African cities. Ghana’s planning system, despite legal reforms such as the Land Use and Spatial Planning Act (Act 925 of 2016), continues to face institutional fragmentation, customary–statutory conflicts, and limited enforcement. This study examined the barriers to land use plan implementation in Tamale Metropolis.
Methods: A mixed-methods case study was employed. Quantitative data were collected from 152 households selected through multi-stage sampling and analyzed using SPSS version 26 for descriptive statistics. Qualitative data were gathered through 15 key informant interviews with officials from the Lands Commission, Land Use and Spatial Planning Authority (LUSPA), Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), Tamale Metropolitan Assembly (TMA), and traditional authorities. Thematic analysis was applied to interview transcripts, with triangulation across data sources to enhance rigor.
Results: Most households (70%) reported no involvement in scheme preparation, and only 30% possessed building permits. Over 60% reported environmental problems such as flooding, poor drainage, and encroachment on open spaces. Key informants identified weak inter-agency coordination, inadequate resources, political interference, and unregulated customary land allocations as major barriers. Verbatim accounts highlighted how chiefs’ land sales often undermined statutory zoning, while officials cited difficulties in enforcing buffer zones and public space protection.
Conclusion: The findings confirm that fragmented institutions, low participation, weak records, and conflicts with customary authorities undermine effective implementation. Addressing these challenges requires stronger inter-agency taskforces, integration of traditional leaders into statutory planning, streamlined digital permitting, and public education on planning compliance. Enforcing ecological buffers and modernizing land records will also enhance urban resilience in Tamale and provide lessons for similar contexts in Ghana.
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Introduction
Land use planning is globally recognized as a critical mechanism for balancing competing demands on land, supporting sustainable development, and ensuring environmental protection(1–4). At the global scale, land use systems face pressures from rapid urbanization, climate change, and economic growth, necessitating improved planning frameworks that integrate environmental, social, and economic dimensions (5,6). Scholars argue that the adoption of geospatial technologies, digital platforms, and artificial intelligence has advanced monitoring, but governance weaknesses and political constraints continue to limit effectiveness(4,7).
In Sub-Saharan Africa, the challenges are particularly acute due to the pace of urban growth and weak institutional capacities (8). Many African cities are expanding at rates that outpace the preparation and enforcement of statutory land use plans, resulting in sprawling informal settlements, inadequate infrastructure, and environmental degradation (9,10). Limited financial resources, overlapping mandates of land institutions, and low levels of public participation further undermine plan implementation (11,12).
In West Africa, the problems of planning enforcement are evident in cities such as Lagos, Accra, and Ouagadougou, where uncontrolled development in flood-prone and ecologically sensitive areas reflects institutional fragmentation and weak governance(13–15). Studies in Ghana, Nigeria, and Sierra Leone consistently report that enforcement agencies struggle with inadequate resources, unclear institutional roles, and political interference(1,4,16). These challenges are compounded by the dominance of customary tenure, which covers approximately 80 percent of land in Ghana and much of West Africa, creating tensions with statutory frameworks(8,17,18) .
In Ghana, land use planning has a long history shaped by colonial legacies, rapid urbanization, and contemporary decentralization reforms. Despite the promulgation of the Land Use and Spatial Planning Act (Act 925 of 2016), implementation remains constrained by poor coordination among statutory agencies, inadequate funding, and conflicts with customary authorities(14,19). Research highlights multiple weaknesses, including poor record-keeping, unregulated land sales by chiefs and family heads, and slow delivery of land services (20,21). These weaknesses are visible in both large metropolitan areas such as Accra and Kumasi and in rapidly growing secondary cities such as Tamale (22,23).
Tamale, the capital of Ghana’s Northern Region, exemplifies the tensions between customary and statutory planning. The city has grown rapidly over the past two decades, expanding into peri-urban areas where land is predominantly under the control of traditional authorities (24–26). Studies have shown that chiefs and family heads allocate land for uses that often conflict with statutory layouts, while weak enforcement by planning institutions has led to encroachment on open spaces, flooding, and incompatible land uses (25,27). Urban expansion in Tamale is associated with farmland loss, environmental degradation, and weakened livelihoods among peri-urban communities (24,28,29).
Given these dynamics, it is critical to examine the factors that undermine the effective implementation of land use plans in Tamale. This study therefore investigates the roles of key institutions, the influence of customary–statutory conflicts, the level of public participation, permit and enforcement practices, the integrity of land records, and the environmental consequences of weak plan implementation. By situating the analysis in both global and national debates, the study contributes to understanding the systemic challenges facing land use planning in Ghana and offers practical recommendations for strengthening institutional coordination, community engagement, and environmental resilience.

Methods
Study Area
The study was conducted in the Tamale Metropolis, the capital of the Northern Region of Ghana. Tamale is a rapidly growing urban center with a population of 374,744 (30). The city was selected as the case study area due to its high rate of urban expansion, the presence of multiple land administration agencies, and frequent challenges in land use planning implementation, including encroachment on ecological reserves, poor enforcement of development control, and conflicts between customary land allocation and statutory planning frameworks.
Research Design
The study employed a mixed-methods case study design, combining quantitative surveys and qualitative interviews. A case study design was appropriate given the focus on an in-depth examination of the institutional, social, and environmental dynamics of land use planning in a metropolitan context (31). The mixed-methods approach enabled triangulation of results, improved validity, and provided both breadth and depth of understanding (32).
Study Population
The study population consisted of two groups:
1. Household respondents: Adult household heads residing in selected communities within the metropolis.
2. Key informants: Officials from land and planning institutions (LUSPA, TMA, EPA, and Lands Commission) and traditional authorities directly involved in land allocation and community land management.
Inclusion Criteria
· Household respondents aged 18 years or older, residing in the community for at least two years, and able to provide informed consent.
· Officials and traditional leaders directly involved in planning, enforcement, or land allocation.
Exclusion Criteria
· Minors (<18 years), temporary residents, and visitors.
· Institutional staff without direct responsibility for planning, enforcement, or land management.
Sampling and Sample Size
For the household survey, a multi-stage sampling procedure was used. Sub-metropolitan areas were purposively selected to reflect diverse socio-economic and spatial conditions. Communities were randomly selected, and households were chosen using systematic interval sampling. A total of 152 household heads were surveyed. 
For the qualitative component, purposive sampling identified officials with direct expertise in land planning and traditional leaders involved in allocation. A total of 15 key informant interviews (KIIs) were conducted: 4 from LUSPA, 3 from TMA, 3 from the Lands Commission, 2 from EPA, and 3 from traditional authorities. The number was guided by data saturation (33), reached when no new themes emerged.
Data Collection Tools and Procedures
Two instruments were used: a structured questionnaire for households and semi-structured interview guides for key informants. The questionnaire covered socio-demographic characteristics, awareness of planning schemes, participation in scheme preparation, land acquisition processes, permit ownership, and perceptions of development control. The key informant guides were institution-specific but generally explored institutional mandates, coordination, enforcement practices, challenges, and recommendations.
Data were collected between March and May 2023. Household surveys were conducted face-to-face in English or Dagbani, with trained interpreters used when necessary. Key informant interviews were conducted in English, audio-recorded with permission, and supplemented by field notes. Each interview lasted 45–60 minutes.
Data Analysis
Quantitative survey data were entered into SPSS (version 26) and analyzed using descriptive statistics (frequencies, percentages, cross-tabulations). These results highlighted levels of awareness, permit compliance, and household perceptions. Qualitative data were transcribed verbatim and analyzed thematically, following Braun and Clarke’s (34) six-phase framework. Codes were inductively developed and grouped into themes that aligned with the study objectives, including institutional fragmentation, customary–statutory conflicts, participation gaps, and environmental impacts. Representative verbatim quotations were used to illustrate themes.
Rigour and Trustworthiness
Several strategies were used to ensure rigour:
· Credibility: Achieved through triangulation of data sources (household surveys, multiple institutions, traditional authorities), prolonged engagement in the field, and member checking with some key informants to validate interpretations (35).
· Transferability: Enhanced by providing thick descriptions of the study context, including socio-political and cultural structures that shape land use planning in Tamale, enabling readers to assess applicability to other contexts.
· Dependability: Ensured through an audit trail documenting data collection processes, coding procedures, and analytic decisions, reviewed periodically with academic supervisors(36).
· Confirmability: Established by reflexivity—acknowledging the researcher’s role and potential biases—and by grounding interpretations in verbatim quotes. Peer debriefing with research colleagues further strengthened neutrality.
· Reliability (Quantitative): The questionnaire was pre-tested in a non-study community, and internal consistency was measured using Cronbach’s alpha, which showed acceptable reliability (>0.70) for multi-item scales (37).
By integrating quantitative and qualitative data, and applying these trustworthiness criteria, the study ensured validity, depth, and consistency of findings.
Ethical Considerations
Ethical approval was granted by the Department of Planning, Kwame Nkrumah University of Science and Technology (KNUST). Permissions were obtained from institutional heads before interviewing staff. Informed consent was obtained from all participants, who were assured of voluntary participation, confidentiality, and the right to withdraw at any time. Household respondents’ identities were anonymized, and all data were stored securely.






Results
Socio-Demographic Profile of Household Respondents
A total of 152 household heads participated in the survey. Respondents were predominantly male (66.4%) and married (63.8%). Nearly half (46.7%) were aged between 48–59 years, while only 7.9% were above 60 years. Levels of education were generally low: 34.9% reported no formal schooling and 42.8% had only basic education. Occupations were dominated by informal work, with 34.2% self-employed and 24.3% in public service (Table 1).
Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics of household respondents (N = 152)
	Variable
	Category
	Frequency (n)
	Percentage (%)

	Age
	18–35 years
	25
	16.4

	
	36–47 years
	44
	28.9

	
	48–59 years
	71
	46.7

	
	60+ years
	12
	7.9

	Sex
	Male
	101
	66.4

	
	Female
	51
	33.6

	Marital Status
	Married
	97
	63.8

	
	Single
	29
	19.1

	
	Widowed/Divorced/Separated
	26
	17.1

	Education
	No formal education
	53
	34.9

	
	Basic (Primary-JSS/Arabic)
	65
	42.8

	
	Secondary/Post-secondary
	12
	7.9

	
	Tertiary
	22
	14.5

	Occupation
	Self-employed
	52
	34.2

	
	Public servants
	37
	24.3

	
	Private sector/NGO
	43
	28.3

	
	Unemployed
	20
	13.2



Main Players in Land Use Planning
This theme examined the actors responsible for land use planning and their roles. It covered three sub-themes: (1) mandated roles of agencies, (2) coordination among stakeholders, and (3) the role of traditional authorities.
Mandated Roles of Agencies: Household awareness of the agency responsible was limited. Only 36.8% identified the Town and Country Planning Department (now LUSPA), while 27.6% mentioned the Assembly, 15.1% the Lands Commission, and 20.5% admitted they did not know (Table 2).
Table 2. Household awareness of lead planning agency (N = 152)
	Response
	Frequency (n)
	Percentage (%)

	Town and Country Planning / LUSPA
	56
	36.8

	Metropolitan Assembly (general)
	42
	27.6

	Lands Commission
	23
	15.1

	Do not know
	31
	20.5



Officials, however, explained their statutory roles in detail. The EPA described their oversight function but complained of late involvement:
“Our role is basically to safeguard the environment. We are supposed to check wetlands, buffer zones, and all sensitive areas. But most of the time, we are not invited early. We come in when the houses are already there, and then what do you do? Nobody is going to demolish people’s homes, so we just try to manage the damage. It makes our work frustrating.” (EPA official)
The Lands Commission also described their difficulties:
“Our duty is to ensure that leases and registrations match the approved layouts. But what happens is that people go to the family or the chief first, and buy the land. By the time they come to us, they have already built or started building. We are left to clean up the mess, and often pressured to register even when it does not follow the plan.” (Lands Commission officer)
Planners at LUSPA highlighted their technical lead but dependence on others:
“We prepare and supervise the schemes, that is the law. But implementation is a shared job. EPA handles the environment, the Assembly issues permits, Lands Commission does the documentation. Without them, our plans stay on paper.” (LUSPA officer)
The Assembly echoed the difficulty in enforcement:
“We are mandated to enforce the schemes, but in practice overlaps exist and procedures are not followed. The laws are there, but people ignore them, and we don’t always have the power to force compliance.” (TMA official)

Coordination Among Stakeholders: Coordination among institutions was described as weak and inconsistent.
“Planning should bring us together - EPA, Assembly, Lands, LUSPA. But it doesn’t happen. Each one works in its own way. Usually, we only meet when there is a problem, like flooding or someone has built on a waterway.” (EPA official)
A planner confirmed:
“We prepare the technical layouts, but Lands Commission registers allocations and the Assembly issues permits, often without asking us. That is why the schemes don’t reflect what was agreed.” (LUSPA officer)
The Assembly described conflicts arising from this:
“A family can sell land, get it registered at Lands Commission, and we may not even know. Then the person comes to build, and when we stop them, they show documents. At that point, our hands are tied.” (TMA official)
From the community perspective, this created confusion:
“Chiefs say one thing, Assembly says another, and Lands also has their own. For us ordinary people, we don’t know who to follow. Everyone gives a different instruction.” (Household respondent, male, 54 years)
Role of Traditional Authorities: Traditional authorities remained central to land acquisition. Nearly half (44.1%) acquired land from chiefs and 32.2% from families (Table 3).
Table 3. Source of land acquisition (N = 152)
	Source
	Frequency (n)
	Percentage (%)

	Chief / Traditional Authority
	67
	44.1

	Family
	49
	32.2

	Lands Commission / State agency
	21
	13.8

	Other
	15
	9.9


A traditional leader defended this practice:
“We are the custodians of land. People come to us first. It is our right and our duty. Families survive by selling land, so even if government has layouts, we will still sell. Government comes later with papers, but people need land immediately.” (Traditional Authority representative)
Officials lamented how this practice undermined planning:
“Sometimes land meant for schools, roads, or parks is sold by families. When we try to stop it, chiefs or family heads insist they had every right. Enforcement becomes impossible.” (Lands Commission officer)
Households confirmed this sequence as normal:
“When you need land, you go to the chief or family first. Later, you go to the Assembly or Lands Commission for papers. That is how it works here.” (Household respondent, male, 47 years)

Application of Land Use Planning
This theme focused on how land use planning is applied. It had four sub-themes: (1) preparation of schemes, (2) public involvement, (3) permit acquisition and compliance, and (4) enforcement mechanisms.
Preparation of Schemes: Only 45% of households said a scheme existed in their area, and just 33% understood how schemes were prepared.
“We are not consulted when plans are made. We just see surveyors in the community or hear an announcement. Nobody explains the process to us, so people do not really know what is going on.” (Household respondent, male, 52 years)
“Layouts are brought from Accra or Kumasi and imposed here. If they explained and included us, people would take it seriously. But when it comes like that, people just ignore it.” (Household respondent, female, 41 years)
Planners admitted community involvement was low:
“The preparation process is surveys, mapping, and approvals. It is technical. But yes, participation is minimal. Communities only see the results, not the process.” (LUSPA officer)
Public Involvement: Seventy percent of households said they were not involved, though 76% believed they should be.
“If the community is part of the planning, they will protect the plan. Now people think planning is only government’s business. That is why they ignore it. If they sit inside the process, they will own it.” (Household respondent, female, 46 years)
“We only hear that a scheme has been made. Nobody asks us. That is why people resist following it — they never felt included.” (Household respondent, male, 44 years)
Even officials admitted gaps:
“We know participation is important. But because of time and resources, we don’t engage as much as we should.” (TMA official) 
Permit Acquisition and Compliance: Permit ownership was low: only 30% of households said their buildings had permits.
“The permit process is long and costly. People don’t have the time or money, so they build first. Later, maybe they will get a permit. Some never do because they know the laws are not enforced strongly.” (Household respondent, male, 54 years)
Officials admitted enforcement was weak:
“Our inspectorate exists but it is weak. People build overnight. By the time we arrive, the house is roofed. Then stopping it is very hard.” (TMA official)
Enforcement Mechanisms: By-laws existed but were undermined by politics and delay.
“People build in unauthorized places every day. We serve them with stop notices, but when we return, the building is already finished. At that point, who will demolish it?” (LUSPA officer)
“Politicians interfere all the time. If you stop someone, the next day a big man calls to release them. That makes our work powerless.” (TMA official)
“Nobody enforces the rules. People build even on roads or open spaces. That is why the town looks so disorganized.” (Household respondent, male, 50 years)
Underlying Causes of Poor Implementation
This theme explored why implementation remained poor. It had five sub-themes: (1) resource and capacity constraints, (2) customary–statutory conflicts, (3) political interference, (4) public awareness and education, and (5) poor land records.
Resource and Capacity Constraints: Officials stressed lack of resources:
“We don’t even have vehicles to monitor. Sometimes we see violations but can’t follow up because there is no fuel or transport. Staff are too few and overwhelmed.” (LUSPA officer)
“Yes, we have an inspectorate, but it is not resourced. No vehicles, no fuel, inadequate staff. With these constraints, it’s impossible to cover the whole metropolis.” (TMA official)

Customary - Statutory Conflicts: Traditional leaders emphasized their authority:
“We are the custodians. People come to us first, and it is our right to allocate. Families live on land sales, so we will not stop because government has a layout. Our duty is to share the land.” (Traditional Authority representative)
Officials described the consequences:
“Families sell land meant for roads or schools. When we try to stop the buyer, they come with chiefs or politicians backing them. It turns into a fight instead of enforcement.” (Lands Commission officer)
Households acknowledged this reality:
“When you need land, you don’t go to the Assembly. You go to the chief or family. That is how it works. Later you may go for papers, but first you must go to the owners.” (Household respondent, male, 47 years)
Political Interference: Officials said politics weakened their work:
“Politicians interfere constantly. We stop someone today, tomorrow a call comes from a big man to let them continue. It demoralizes staff and makes the laws look useless.” (TMA official)
“Even when we demolish unauthorized structures, sometimes orders come from above to stop. How can we continue? It weakens everything we do.” (LUSPA officer)
Public Awareness and Education: Both officials and households pointed to low awareness.
“Most people don’t know planning laws. They don’t know why layouts matter. Public education is almost non-existent. That is why compliance is so low.” (EPA official)
“We don’t know the rules. People just build when they have money. Later they say you broke the law, but nobody told you the law before. It’s not fair.” (Household respondent, male, 42 years)
Poor Land Records: Weak records created multiple sales and disputes.
“Because proper land records don’t exist, families sell one plot to two or three people. It ends up in court, and by the time cases are settled, houses are already built, even on reserved land.” (Lands Commission officer)
“Land papers are not reliable. Sometimes you buy land and later another person comes with different papers. That confusion makes people build quickly before someone challenges them.” (Household respondent, male, 39 years)

Environmental and Social Consequences
This theme explored the outcomes of poor implementation. It included four sub-themes: (1) encroachment on reserved and sensitive areas, (2) environmental problems, (3) incompatible land uses, and (4) community assessments of development.
Encroachment on Reserved and Sensitive Areas: Over half of households (55%) said reserved lands were encroached.
“The land meant for a playground in our area is now someone’s house. Nobody stopped it, and the children lost their space. We just watched it happen.” (Household respondent, female, 44 years)
“Wetlands and buffer zones were declared no-go areas. But today you see private houses there. Flooding has become common because water has no way to flow.” (EPA official)
Environmental Problems: Sixty-two percent of households cited flooding, poor drainage, and waste disposal as the biggest issues.
“Flooding happens because people build on waterways. If the plans were followed strictly, we would not suffer this every year.” (Household respondent, male, 41 years)
“Waste dumping is everywhere because open spaces are gone. The plans are not respected, so the environment is suffering.” (Household respondent, female, 37 years)
Incompatible Land Uses: Officials described the spread of incompatible uses:
“In residential areas you see piggeries, workshops, grinding mills. These are supposed to be in industrial zones. But enforcement is weak, so they are scattered everywhere, disturbing people’s peace.” (TMA official)
“Because the layouts are not followed, residential and commercial are mixed anyhow. You see drinking spots next to schools, garages inside neighborhoods. It is not healthy.” (LUSPA officer)
Community Assessment of Development: When asked to assess development in Tamale, only 17.8% rated it “good” or better. Most called it “fair” (42.1%) or “not satisfactory” (35.5%).
Residents described the city as disorganized:
“The development is not orderly. No open spaces, no proper roads. If the Assembly and chiefs worked together and educated us, maybe things would be different. But now everyone does what they like.” (Household respondent, female, 38 years)
“Tamale is growing, but not in a planned way. You see buildings everywhere, no parks, no proper drainage. It is not the city we want, but that is what has happened.” (Household respondent, male, 55 years)
Discussions
This study set out to examine the challenges of land use planning implementation in Tamale Metropolis by focusing on key variables such as institutional roles and capacity, customary - statutory conflicts in land allocation, public participation and awareness, permitting and enforcement, land records, and the environmental and social consequences of poor implementation. The results showed persistent weaknesses across these domains, reflecting both national patterns in Ghana and the local nuances of Tamale. In this section, the findings are interpreted in relation to previous studies, similarities and divergences are explained, and implications are drawn for urban planning and policy.
The findings on institutional roles revealed that although statutory agencies such as LUSPA, TMA, EPA, and the Lands Commission had well-defined mandates, in practice their efforts were fragmented, poorly coordinated, and constrained by inadequate resources. Key informants described overlapping responsibilities, delayed EPA involvement, and weak enforcement capacity. This observation is strongly consistent with Cobbinah et al., (14), who described Ghana’s planning system as a “complex coalescence” of actors with insufficient coordination, leading to ineffective implementation. Similar outcomes have been reported in peri-urban Kumasi and Accra, where institutional overlaps and under-resourcing reduce the capacity to enforce layouts(22,27). The convergence of findings is largely attributable to the structural governance framework in Ghana, which decentralizes implementation to MMDAs under Act 925 of 2016 but fails to adequately fund and equip these agencies. The implication is that Tamale requires an inter-agency enforcement taskforce with dedicated inspection budgets and operational resources to reduce duplication and strengthen accountability.
The study also revealed that customary–statutory conflicts remain central to implementation challenges. Most households acquired land from chiefs and family heads, often before any statutory processes. Officials reported that such allocations sometimes encroached on land reserved for schools, roads, or parks, and that they were pressured to regularize these sales. This finding mirrors broader national realities where approximately 80 percent of Ghana’s land is under customary tenure (17,18). Ahmed et al.,  (20) has documented the hybridity of land delivery in Tamale, where customary authority effectively dictates the first stage of land transactions. The similarity arises from the entrenched authority of traditional custodians, whose economic survival often depends on land sales. The implication is that customary authorities must be formally integrated into statutory planning, with clearance procedures that confirm layout conformity before land is alienated or registered.
Public participation and awareness were also limited. Seventy percent of households reported no involvement in scheme preparation, though a majority expressed the view that they should be involved. Respondents described layouts as government work that did not concern them, leading to low compliance and resistance. This pattern aligns with studies in Ho and Sekondi-Takoradi, which documented weak citizen engagement despite formal provisions for consultation(38,39). The similarity can be explained by the limited capacity of local governments to fund outreach and planning literacy programs, with engagement often deprioritized in the face of resource scarcity. The implication is that neighbourhood-level consultations, radio discussions, and participatory design workshops should be institutionalized to build community ownership of schemes and reduce resistance.
The results on permitting and enforcement revealed that only 30 percent of respondents had building permits. Many adopted a “build first, regularize later” strategy, while officials described enforcement units as under-resourced and subject to political interference. These findings are strongly consistent with evidence from Sekondi-Takoradi, where delays in permitting and political intervention produced low compliance and increased disaster risk (27). The similarity reflects a predictable incentive structure: where approvals are slow and sanctions unlikely, developers are encouraged to bypass the process. The implication is to streamline permitting through digital platforms, enforce time-bound service standards, and protect inspectorates from political interference to improve compliance.
The persistence of multiple land sales and disputes further undermined plan implementation. Weak and fragmented land records were cited as enabling overlapping claims, encouraging hurried construction to secure ownership. This resonates with findings by Ameyaw & de Vries (18) and Kuusaana et al., (17), who emphasized poor documentation and fragmented registries as key drivers of conflict in Ghana. The similarity arises from the lag between customary allocation and statutory registration, which creates space for duplication and dispute. The implication is the urgent need to digitize and integrate land information systems, require georeferenced site plans, and provide chiefs and families with open reservation maps to reduce conflicts.
The environmental and social consequences of poor implementation were severe. Over half of households reported encroachment on reserved lands, while two-thirds identified flooding, poor drainage, and waste disposal as the main problems. Officials described incompatible land uses, such as workshops and piggeries in residential areas, contributing to degraded neighbourhoods. These findings are consistent with studies in Accra, Kumasi, and Sekondi-Takoradi that link weak enforcement to settlement in ecologically sensitive areas, increased flood risk, and declining urban quality (23,27,28). The similarity reflects the structural failure to protect ecological buffers in contexts where urban land demand exceeds regulatory control. The implication is that Tamale must prioritize the enforcement of no-build buffer zones, integrate strategic environmental assessments into scheme reviews, and restore drainage and open spaces to strengthen resilience.
Although these findings largely align with previous studies, there were some modest divergences. For example, household awareness of the lead planning agency was slightly higher in Tamale than reported in some smaller towns, possibly due to its metropolitan status and longer exposure to planning campaigns. In addition, the dense interaction between multiple agencies and traditional authorities in Tamale suggested a particularly complex institutional interface, extending beyond the peri-urban focus of many earlier studies.
The strengths of this study include its mixed-methods approach, which triangulated survey data from 152 households with insights from key informants across statutory and customary institutions. This provided both breadth and depth, enhancing the credibility of findings. The use of verbatim quotations enriched the analysis by giving voice to participants. However, the study was geographically confined to Tamale and may not generalize to larger cities such as Accra or Kumasi. In addition, the cross-sectional design limited causal inference, as findings reflect a snapshot rather than trends over time.
Conclusion
This study highlights that land use planning in Tamale Metropolis is constrained by weak institutional coordination, inadequate capacity, customary - statutory conflicts, low community participation, poor permit compliance, and fragmented land records. These challenges have produced significant environmental and social consequences, including flooding, incompatible land uses, and encroachment on open spaces. The findings reflect broader national patterns but also underline Tamale’s unique complexity, where statutory institutions and traditional authorities frequently overlap. To improve outcomes, stronger inter-agency collaboration through a joint enforcement taskforce is essential, alongside the formal integration of chiefs into statutory planning decisions. Public awareness and participation should be enhanced through workshops, outreach, and media campaigns. Additionally, streamlining permits with digital platforms, safeguarding enforcement units from political interference, and modernizing land records will reduce disputes and unauthorized developments. Enforcing ecological buffer zones and embedding environmental assessments in spatial planning will be crucial for building resilience and promoting sustainable urban development.
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