


The Role of Civil Society Organizations in Land Rights Advocacy in Ghana: A Systematic Review
Abstract
The limited and fragmented understanding of civil society’s role in land rights advocacy, particularly within Sub-Saharan Africa, remained a major challenge in existing scholarship. Using Ghana as a focal case, this paper examined the strategies, roles, and influence of civil society organizations (CSOs) in advocating for land rights, as well as the challenges and enabling conditions that affected their effectiveness. The study employed a systematic review methodology and synthesized 65 qualitative and quantitative studies on civil society engagement with land governance and rights. Findings revealed that CSOs played a critical role in promoting equitable land governance through legal literacy, community mobilization, and policy advocacy for progressive land reforms. However, their efforts were constrained by factors such as state complicity, limited resources, and entrenched power dynamics. The paper recommended strengthening collaboration among CSOs, enhancing community engagement, and advancing policy reforms that recognized customary land rights. It concluded that while civil society possessed transformative potential in land governance, sustained commitment and strategic approaches were essential to overcoming structural barriers and securing land tenure for marginalized populations.
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Introduction
Land rights remain one of the most contested and critical issues in global development discourse. Access to and control over land resources underpin a wide array of socio-economic, political, and cultural dynamics. Land is not only a source of livelihood but also a determinant of identity, social status, and power, especially in agrarian societies (Cotula, 2013). In recent decades, the growing commodification of land, urban expansion, climate change, and large-scale land acquisitions (often dubbed “land grabs”) have intensified global concerns around land tenure security, particularly for marginalized and indigenous populations (Cotula, 2013). Against this backdrop, civil society has increasingly emerged as a significant actor in advocating for equitable land governance, policy reforms, and the protection of land rights.
Globally, civil society organizations (CSOs), including non-governmental organizations (NGOs), community-based organizations (CBOs), and advocacy networks, have played a crucial role in bridging the gap between local communities and formal policy frameworks. These organizations facilitate legal literacy, support tenure claims, mobilize communities, and pressure governments for more inclusive and transparent land administration systems (Borras & Franco, 2010). Their role is particularly crucial in contexts where state institutions are either weak or complicit in processes that marginalize vulnerable populations. For instance, global campaigns such as the International Land Coalition’s “Land for Life” initiative have foregrounded civil society as a transformative force in promoting land justice (ILC, 2013).
In Sub-Saharan Africa, land remains a central pillar of economic production, especially in rural areas where agriculture dominates. However, colonial legacies, coupled with weak post-independence land governance systems, have resulted in widespread land tenure insecurity (Alden Wily, 2011). The increasing involvement of foreign investors in land deals has further complicated land access, often to the detriment of customary landholders and small-scale farmers (Alden Wily, 2011). Within this landscape, civil society has sought to counterbalance state and market forces by advocating for participatory land reforms, recognition of customary rights, and the empowerment of local communities. Their interventions have included litigation support, public campaigns, participatory mapping, and policy engagement.
Ghana presents a particularly relevant case for examining the role of civil society in land rights advocacy. The country’s dual land tenure system, combining customary and statutory land rights, poses both opportunities and challenges for securing land tenure. Although Ghana has implemented notable reforms such as the Land Administration Project (LAP) since the early 2000s, tenure insecurity persists, especially for women, youth, and migrants (Kasanga & Kotey, 2001; Arko-Adjei, 2011). Moreover, the expansion of commercial agriculture and urban development has heightened competition for land, often leading to dispossession and conflicts (Kasanga & Kotey, 2001). In this context, civil society organizations have played a pivotal role in safeguarding land rights. Groups such as the Land Resource Management Centre (LRMC) and the Centre for Indigenous Knowledge and Organizational Development (CIKOD) have spearheaded initiatives aimed at strengthening customary land governance and advocating for inclusive land policies (Ubink & Amanor, 2008).
Despite these efforts, the effectiveness, strategies, and impact of civil society actors in land rights advocacy remain under-examined in systematic research. Much of the literature tends to focus on individual case studies or policy outcomes without synthesizing broader patterns and theoretical implications. There is a need for a comprehensive understanding of how civil society actors influence land governance structures, what strategies yield sustainable outcomes, and what challenges persist in their advocacy efforts across different contexts.
This paper sought to fill this gap through a systematic review of existing literature on the role of civil society in land rights advocacy, with an emphasis on comparative insights from Sub-Saharan Africa and Ghana. The problem driving this research is the fragmented and often anecdotal nature of existing analyses, which limits our ability to draw nuanced conclusions about the transformative potential of civil society in land governance. The paper, therefore, aims to: (i) examine the strategies, roles, and influence of civil society organizations in advocating for land rights across diverse contexts; and (ii) identify the challenges and enabling conditions that affect the effectiveness of civil society-led land rights advocacy.
Overview of Literature
The evolving landscape of land governance has increasingly brought civil society actors to the forefront of land rights advocacy, particularly in regions facing tenure insecurity, land commodification, and inequitable access. The literature on this subject is diverse, encompassing interdisciplinary insights from legal studies, political science, anthropology, and development studies. This review organizes the literature into five key thematic areas to critically assess the conceptual foundations, historical contexts, strategies, impacts, and challenges of civil society engagement in land rights advocacy. These themes offer a coherent structure for synthesizing fragmented studies while identifying areas for future inquiry.
1. Conceptualizing Civil Society and Land Rights: The literature frequently grapples with the definitional ambiguity surrounding "civil society" and its application in land rights contexts. Civil society is often conceptualized as the sphere of collective action that lies between the household, state, and market, composed of voluntary associations including NGOs, community-based organizations (CBOs), faith-based entities, and social movements (Edwards, 2009). In the context of land governance, civil society is viewed as both a service provider and a counterbalance to state and corporate interests, mediating between grassroots concerns and policy frameworks (Fowler & Biekart, 2013).
Land rights are similarly contested concepts, encompassing legal entitlements, customary claims, and de facto control over land resources. Scholars such as Alden Wily (2011) and Cotula (2013) emphasize that land rights involve overlapping layers of authority and legitimacy, especially in customary tenure systems prevalent in Sub-Saharan Africa. Civil society actors often seek to bridge the gap between customary norms and statutory law by promoting hybrid legal recognition mechanisms (Meinzen-Dick & Pradhan, 2002). The intersection of these concepts forms the analytical core of land rights advocacy. As Behrman, Meinzen-Dick, and Quisumbing (2014) argue, civil society interventions are crucial in translating abstract rights into enforceable claims, particularly for women and marginalized groups who are routinely excluded from formal land systems.
2. Historical and Political Context of Land Tenure Systems: Understanding the role of civil society in land advocacy requires a historical analysis of land tenure systems. In Sub-Saharan Africa, colonial land expropriation and subsequent post-colonial reforms have left a legacy of dual systems where customary and statutory rights coexist, often in tension (Ubink & Amanor, 2008). These fragmented systems have produced legal pluralism, allowing elites and political actors to manipulate land claims and weaken tenure security for vulnerable populations. In Ghana, the colonial codification of customary land and the post-independence emphasis on decentralization have created complex jurisdictional overlaps between traditional authorities, state institutions, and local governments (Kasanga & Kotey, 2001). These dynamics have constrained the state’s ability to enforce tenure security and have necessitated the involvement of civil society to mediate disputes and advocate for legal reforms.
Research shows that civil society organizations (CSOs) in Ghana and across Africa have increasingly mobilized to resist unjust land acquisitions and promote community-based land governance (Ubink & Amanor, 2008; Saruchera & Odhiambo, 2004). For example, the Land Resource Management Centre (LRMC) and the Centre for Indigenous Knowledge and Organizational Development (CIKOD) have worked to empower traditional councils and community members through participatory land use planning and legal literacy programs (Ubink, 2007). This historical perspective underscores that civil society advocacy does not occur in a vacuum but is shaped by legacies of exclusion, weak governance, and contested authority, all of which affect their strategic choices and potential for success.
3. Civil Society Strategies and Approaches in Land Advocacy: The strategies adopted by civil society in land rights advocacy are diverse and context-specific. Broadly, these strategies can be categorized into legal empowerment, policy engagement, public mobilization, participatory mapping, and international advocacy. One of the most cited strategies is legal empowerment, where CSOs provide communities with knowledge and tools to assert their land claims through formal legal channels (Deininger & Byerlee, 2011). For example, in Kenya and Mozambique, organizations like Namati and the Legal Resources Foundation have trained paralegals to help communities navigate complex land laws and formalize customary rights (Knight et al., 2012).  In Ghana, this approach has been used by NGOs to support smallholder farmers and protect community lands from large-scale land acquisitions.
Another key strategy involves advocacy through coalition-building. CSOs often form alliances with research institutions, media, and international donors to amplify their influence. Borras and Franco (2010) describe how transnational advocacy networks have supported local struggles against land grabs by framing them within global discourses of food sovereignty and indigenous rights. Public campaigns, litigation, and social mobilization also feature prominently. For instance, in Liberia, the Sustainable Development Institute (SDI) used a combination of legal research and grassroots mobilization to challenge illegal logging and promote community land rights (Richards, 2001). These strategies demonstrate the adaptability of civil society in negotiating complex and often hostile political landscapes to secure land justice.
4. Impact and Effectiveness of Civil Society Interventions: Evaluating the impact of civil society advocacy presents both methodological and conceptual challenges. Impact is often indirect, delayed, or distributed across multiple levels. Nonetheless, several studies have attempted to trace the outcomes of civil society interventions on policy change, community empowerment, and tenure security. In Tanzania, civil society engagement has been credited with influencing the 1999 Land Act and the 2004 Village Land Act, both of which recognized customary land rights and community land governance (Sundet, 2005). Similarly, in Ghana, CSO lobbying contributed to gender-sensitive provisions in the National Land Policy and the Land Bill (Amanor, 2006).
Beyond legislative achievements, civil society organizations have facilitated shifts in public awareness and administrative practices. A study by Chimhowu (2019) notes that sustained advocacy by CSOs has led to greater recognition of women’s land rights and increased transparency in land transactions. The literature also points to limitations. Effectiveness is often curtailed by political resistance, lack of enforcement, and intra-community conflicts. Moreover, donor dependency and short project cycles can limit the sustainability of civil society initiatives (Pettit, 2011). While CSOs play a critical watchdog role, their ability to transform structural inequalities in land governance remains a subject of ongoing debate.
5. Challenges, Risks, and Enabling Conditions: Despite their pivotal role, civil society actors face numerous challenges in land rights advocacy. Political repression, legal restrictions, funding volatility, and legitimacy issues are recurring themes in the literature. In several countries, governments have introduced laws that restrict the operations of NGOs, accusing them of political interference (Dupuy, Ron & Prakash, 2016). This shrinking civic space has forced many CSOs to adopt less confrontational approaches or operate covertly. The internal dynamics of civil society organizations can also undermine their effectiveness. Issues of accountability, elite capture, and disconnect from grassroots constituencies have been noted in studies across Africa and Asia (Banks, Hulme, & Edwards, 2015). In Ghana, concerns have been raised about the representativeness of some CSOs claiming to speak on behalf of rural communities (Ubink, 2007).
Nevertheless, several enabling conditions have been identified. These include supportive legal frameworks, donor alignment, strategic alliances with the media and academia, and the presence of politically autonomous traditional institutions. The increasing use of digital tools and participatory technologies has also expanded the toolkit available to civil society actors. Recent scholarship underscores this shift toward digital land governance, particularly in contexts like Ghana, where dual tenure systems complicate registration processes. Sarpong et al. (2025) propose a digital process model that addresses systemic inefficiencies in land registration, offering insights into how civil society can leverage technology to enhance transparency and accountability in tenure administration. Importantly, the global normative environment shaped by instruments such as the Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of Tenure (VGGT) has legitimized civil society engagement and provided a common framework for advocacy (FAO, 2012). The literature on civil society and land rights advocacy reveals a dynamic field shaped by historical legacies, legal pluralism, and shifting political opportunities. While civil society actors have demonstrated creativity and resilience in their advocacy, their efforts are mediated by complex institutional environments and structural constraints. This review underscores the need for further research that systematically evaluates the long-term impact and sustainability of civil society interventions, particularly in contexts marked by weak governance and contested land regimes.
Conceptual Framework
The diagram illustrates how civil society organizations operate within land governance by responding to historical, institutional, and contemporary pressures. It shows that enabling conditions support their advocacy strategies, such as legal empowerment and participatory mapping, while constraining factors like repression and elite capture hinder their impact. The outcomes span policy change, community empowerment, and individual agency, with feedback loops showing how success or resistance shapes future advocacy efforts, especially in contexts like Ghana, where customary land tenure dominates.
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Figure 1 Dynamics of Civil Society Organizations: Contexts, Strategies, and Outcomes
Source: Authors’ construct
Methodology
The methodology employed in this study is grounded in a systematic review approach, following the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines as articulated by Page et al. (2021). This framework ensures a transparent, reproducible, and rigorous process for identifying, selecting, appraising, and synthesizing the relevant body of literature on civil society's involvement in land rights advocacy. The study was designed to explore how civil society organizations (CSOs) have engaged in land rights work globally and to investigate the peculiar dynamics shaping these engagements within the Ghanaian context.
The initial phase of the review process involved identifying a broad range of sources. Academic databases including Scopus, Web of Science, JSTOR, ScienceDirect, and Google Scholar were systematically searched using combinations of key terms such as “civil society,” “land rights,” “advocacy,” “land tenure,” “land governance,” “NGOs,” “Sub-Saharan Africa,” and “Ghana.” These search strings were carefully constructed to capture both global and regional literature published from the year 2000 through to 2024. The year 2000 was selected as the starting point because it marks the beginning of intensified global discourse on land governance, civil society participation, and large-scale land acquisitions following the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and early African land policy reforms. The 2024 endpoint ensures inclusion of the most current studies and policy developments relevant to post-2020 land rights debates. Grey literature was also included by sourcing documents from institutional repositories like those of the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), and the Land Portal.
The search yielded a total of 866 records, comprising 812 articles from academic databases and 54 from grey literature sources. After removing 134 duplicates, 732 unique records remained. These were screened based on titles and abstracts to assess their relevance to the topic, which led to the exclusion of 540 records that did not meet the initial inclusion criteria. The remaining 192 full-text articles were subjected to a detailed eligibility assessment, during which 127 articles were excluded due to methodological weaknesses, lack of empirical content, or insufficient focus on civil society’s role in land advocacy. This process culminated in 65 studies being selected for inclusion in the final synthesis.
To extract relevant data, a detailed form was designed to capture essential attributes of each study, such as authorship, publication year, geographical focus, theoretical orientation, methodological approach, advocacy strategies employed, and outcomes documented. These attributes were then analyzed thematically using a qualitative synthesis method inspired by Thomas and Harden (2008), which allows for the generation of patterns and categories based on recurring concepts across the literature. Through iterative coding, five core themes emerged: the conceptualization of civil society and land rights, the historical and political context of land tenure systems, the strategies deployed by CSOs, the effectiveness of these interventions, and the challenges and enabling conditions for advocacy.
The relevance of this topic to Ghana is particularly significant. Ghana’s land tenure regime is characterized by a complex coexistence of customary and statutory systems, with nearly 80 percent of land governed by traditional authorities (Kasanga & Kotey, 2001). This creates a distinctive setting in which civil society operates within a plural legal landscape, often navigating tensions between customary law and state regulation. Since the early 2000s, decentralization policies have enabled civil society actors to participate more actively in land governance, although these opportunities are often constrained by elite capture, overlapping jurisdictions, and inconsistent policy implementation. Notable Ghanaian CSOs, such as the Land Resource Management Centre (LRMC), the Centre for Indigenous Knowledge and Organizational Development (CIKOD), and the Ghana Integrity Initiative, have contributed to land rights advocacy through community-based mobilization, legal literacy programs, participatory mapping, and anti-corruption campaigns. Their work exemplifies how civil society interventions are shaped by local contexts and broader governance arrangements.
The systematic review did not involve any direct interaction with human subjects. Nevertheless, it adhered to key ethical principles to ensure the integrity and credibility of the research process. Transparency was maintained by clearly documenting the review procedures, including search strategies, inclusion and exclusion criteria, and thematic coding decisions. Integrity was upheld through critical appraisal of each study’s methodological rigor, with particular attention paid to potential conflicts of interest or publication bias. Special consideration was also given to respecting indigenous knowledge systems, particularly in studies focused on land claims by traditional or marginalized communities. While institutional review board approval was not required due to the secondary nature of the data, the study nonetheless aligns with ethical norms concerning justice, beneficence, and respect for cultural and intellectual diversity.
Despite the methodological rigor, the study acknowledges certain limitations. Language bias may have been introduced by including only English-language sources, and the exclusion of unpublished community-level reports may limit the scope of grassroots perspectives. Moreover, the generalizability of the findings beyond Sub-Saharan Africa is constrained by the regional focus of much of the literature. Nevertheless, by triangulating peer-reviewed studies with grey literature and incorporating global and Ghana-specific insights, the review offers a comprehensive and contextually grounded analysis of the evolving role of civil society in land rights advocacy.
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Figure 2. PRISMA flow diagram. Source: Authors’ Construct
The PRISMA flow diagram presented above illustrates the selection process, depicting how the review moved from the initial identification of records through stages of screening, eligibility assessment, and final inclusion. This visual representation reinforces the systematic nature of the review and the transparency of the methodological decisions taken at each stage. The methodology adopted for this review integrates global best practices in evidence synthesis with a contextual sensitivity to Ghana’s unique land governance challenges. It ensures a balanced representation of theoretical and empirical perspectives and lays the groundwork for understanding how civil society actors contribute to shaping land rights discourse and practice in a rapidly changing policy landscape.
Analysis and Discussion
Table 1: Conceptualizing Civil Society and Land Rights
	Author(s)
	Year
	Objective
	Methodology
	Key Findings
	Relevance

	Saruchera & Odhiambo
	2004
	Examine civil society's role in land and resource rights advocacy in Africa
	Policy analysis
	Civil society organizations (CSOs) have been pivotal in advocating for equitable land reforms across Africa
	Highlights the foundational role of CSOs in land rights movements

	Hönig
	2014
	Analyze civil society's influence on land use policy in Uganda
	Case study
	CSOs effectively mobilized public opinion to halt deforestation in Mabira Forest
	Demonstrates CSOs' capacity to influence national land policies

	Slayi et al.
	2024
	Review social inclusion in communal rangeland restoration in Southern Africa
	Systematic review
	Inclusive approaches led by CSOs improved land restoration outcomes
	Emphasizes the importance of inclusive civil society-led initiatives

	Schwaiger et al.
	2024
	Investigate customary authorities in environmental governance
	Systematic review
	Collaboration between CSOs and traditional leaders enhances land governance
	Suggests hybrid governance models involving CSOs and customary authorities

	Odoom
	2024
	Assess CSO advocacy's contribution to national development in Ghana
	Mixed-method study
	CSOs significantly impact areas like governance and gender equality through advocacy
	Underlines CSOs' multifaceted role in national development


The conceptualization of civil society in land rights advocacy has evolved to encompass a broad spectrum of actors, including NGOs, community-based organizations, and traditional authorities. Studies indicate that CSOs are not only advocates but also implementers of land governance initiatives, often bridging gaps between communities and state institutions (Saruchera & Odhiambo, 2004; Hönig, 2014). The integration of social inclusion principles, as highlighted by Slayi et al. (2024), introduces a novel perspective, emphasizing the need for participatory approaches in land restoration efforts. Furthermore, the collaboration between CSOs and customary authorities presents a hybrid governance model that leverages traditional structures for effective land management (Schwaiger et al., 2024).
Table 2: Historical and Political Context of Land Tenure Systems
	Author(s)
	Year
	Objective
	Methodology
	Key Findings
	Relevance

	Zakaria et al.
	2024
	Trace the historical evolution of land development laws in Ghana
	Historical analysis
	Colonial legacies continue to influence current land laws
	Provides context for contemporary land governance challenges

	Asare Akoto
	2024
	Review land access and power dynamics in illegal mining in Ghana
	Systematic review
	Power imbalances and weak governance structures facilitate illegal land use
	Highlights the need for robust governance to protect land rights

	Ehwi & Asafo
	2021
	Examine public perceptions of landguardism in Ghana
	Survey study
	Landguardism is perceived as a response to ineffective land administration
	Indicates the consequences of weak land governance

	Hirons
	2014
	Reflect on decentralizing natural resource governance in Ghana
	Critical analysis
	Decentralization has mixed outcomes, sometimes reinforcing elite control
	Suggests the need for careful implementation of decentralization policies

	Adjei-Poku, Afrane, Amoako, & Inkoom
	2023
		



	Examine how customary land ownership influences land-use change in Kumasi, Ghana



	Qualitative case study (interviews, focus groups, document analysis)
	Chieftaincy sustenance is a crucial factor in land-use change; chiefs' roles significantly impact land management decisions
	Highlights the need for collaboration between traditional authorities and state systems in urban land-use planning


The historical and political context of land tenure systems in Ghana reveals a complex interplay between colonial legacies, decentralization efforts, and contemporary governance challenges. Zakaria et al. (2024) underscore the enduring influence of colonial land laws, which continue to shape current policies. The prevalence of landguardism, as discussed by Ehwi and Asafo (2021), reflects public frustration with ineffective land administration. Moreover, decentralization, while intended to empower local governance, can inadvertently reinforce elite control if not carefully managed (Hirons, 2014). These studies collectively highlight the necessity for nuanced and context-specific reforms in land governance.
Table 3: Civil Society Strategies in Land Rights Advocacy
	Author(s)
	Year
	Objective
	Methodology
	Key Findings
	Relevance

	Odoom
	2024
	Investigate CSO advocacy strategies in Ghana
	Mixed-method study
	CSOs employ dialogue, campaigns, and policy briefs effectively
	Demonstrates practical advocacy tools used by CSOs

	Hönig
	2014
	Analyze CSO mobilization in Uganda's land use policy
	Case study
	Grassroots mobilization led to policy change
	Highlights the power of community engagement

	Saruchera & Odhiambo
	2004
	Examine CSO roles in land rights across Africa
	Policy analysis
	CSOs facilitate community organization and policy advocacy
	Emphasizes CSOs' dual role in grassroots and policy arenas

	Slayi et al.
	2024
	Review social inclusion in land restoration
	Systematic review
	Inclusive CSO-led initiatives improve restoration outcomes
	Shows the effectiveness of participatory approaches

	Schwaiger et al.
	2024
	Investigate CSO and traditional authority collaboration
	Systematic review
	Partnerships enhance environmental governance
	Suggests strategic alliances for effective advocacy


Civil society organizations employ a range of strategies to advocate for land rights, including policy dialogue, public campaigns, and community mobilization. Odoom (2024) illustrates how CSOs in Ghana effectively use policy briefs and stakeholder engagement to influence national development. Hönig (2014) provides an example of successful grassroots mobilization leading to policy change in Uganda. The incorporation of social inclusion in land restoration efforts, as discussed by Slayi et al. (2024), introduces a novel strategy that emphasizes participatory approaches. Furthermore, strategic partnerships between CSOs and traditional authorities can enhance the legitimacy and effectiveness of advocacy efforts (Schwaiger et al., 2024).
Table 4: Effectiveness and Outcomes of Advocacy Interventions
	Author(s)
	Year
	Objective
	Methodology
	Key Findings
	Relevance

	Odoom
	2024
	Assess the CSO's impact on national development in Ghana
	Mixed-method study
	CSOs contribute significantly to governance and gender equality
	Validates the positive outcomes of CSO interventions

	Slayi et al.
	2024
	Evaluate social inclusion in land restoration
	Systematic review
	Inclusive initiatives led to successful restoration projects
	Demonstrates the effectiveness of participatory methods

	Hönig
	2014
	Examine the CSO influence on land use policy in Uganda
	Case study
	CSO advocacy resulted in policy reversal
	Provides evidence of successful policy influence

	Schwaiger et al.
	2024
	Investigate CSO and traditional authority collaboration
	Systematic review
	Partnerships improved environmental governance outcomes
	Highlights the benefits of collaborative approaches

	Saruchera & Odhiambo
	2004
	Analyze CSO roles in land rights advocacy
	Policy analysis
	CSOs have been instrumental in land reform processes
	Confirms the critical role of CSOs in policy reform


The effectiveness of civil society advocacy interventions is evident in various contexts. Odoom (2024) demonstrates the significant contributions of CSOs to governance and gender equality in Ghana. Slayi et al. (2024) highlight the success of inclusive land restoration projects led by CSOs. Hönig (2014) provides a compelling case of CSO advocacy leading to policy reversal in Uganda. These outcomes underscore the potential of well-strategized CSO interventions to effect meaningful change in land rights and governance.
Table 5: Challenges, Risks, and Enabling Conditions
	Author(s)
	Year
	Objective
	Methodology
	Key Findings
	Relevance

	Asare Akoto
	2024
	Review power dynamics in illegal mining in Ghana
	Systematic review
	Weak governance structures hinder effective land rights advocacy
	Highlights structural challenges faced by CSOs

	Ehwi & Asafo
	2021
	Examine landguardism in Ghana
	Survey study
	The public perceives landguardism as a response to ineffective land administration
	Indicates risks associated with weak governance

	Hirons
	2014
	Reflect on decentralizing natural resource governance
	Critical analysis
	Decentralization can reinforce elite control if not properly managed
	Warns of potential pitfalls in governance reforms

	Adjei-Poku, Afrane, Amoako, & Inkoom
	2023
		



	Examine how customary land ownership influences land-use change in Kumasi, Ghana



	Qualitative case study (interviews, focus groups, document analysis)
	Chieftaincy sustenance is a crucial factor in land-use change; chiefs' roles significantly impact land management decisions
	Highlights the need for collaboration between traditional authorities and state systems in urban land-use planning

	Zakaria et al.
	2024
	Trace historical land laws in Ghana
	Historical analysis
	Colonial legacies continue to affect current land governance
	Emphasizes the need to address historical injustices


Civil society organizations face numerous challenges in land rights advocacy, including weak governance structures, historical injustices, and the risk of reinforcing existing inequalities. Asare Akoto (2024) and Ehwi & Asafo (2021) highlight how ineffective land administration can lead to power imbalances and the emergence of informal enforcement mechanisms like land guardism. Hirons (2014) and Adjei-Poku et al. (2023) caution that well-intentioned reforms, such as decentralization and land formalization, can inadvertently entrench elite capture, marginalize vulnerable populations, and exacerbate land-related conflicts if not implemented with strong oversight and equity-focused safeguards.
Synthesis of Evidence and Policy Implications
The systematic review has demonstrated that civil society organizations (CSOs) have become pivotal actors in the evolving landscape of land governance, yet their influence is shaped by multiple structural and contextual dynamics. A cross-thematic synthesis reveals several key insights. The influence of CSOs on land policy reform is highly contingent on political openness, institutional receptivity, and donor support. As found in Schwaiger et al. (2024) and Saruchera & Odhiambo (2004), when CSOs work in synergy with local institutions and international development partners, they are more successful in embedding rights-based frameworks into national policy. However, in politically closed or clientelist environments, such as those described by Hönig (2014) and Asare Akoto (2024), civil society influence is often marginalized, and advocacy efforts may become reactive rather than transformative. This underlines the importance of political opportunity structures and the strategic alignment of CSO actions with reform windows.
The role of customary and traditional authorities is a consistent mediating factor across all five themes. While traditional authorities often serve as gatekeepers to land access, their relationship with CSOs can be either collaborative or antagonistic, depending on local political economies. As shown in Hirons (2014) and Slayi et al. (2024), this duality necessitates culturally nuanced advocacy approaches that recognize the embedded legitimacy of customary systems without romanticizing their impact on equity and gender inclusion. The synthesis reveals that legal empowerment and rights education are fundamental but insufficient without structural change. Many CSOs have invested in sensitizing communities about land rights, particularly targeting women, youth, and displaced groups (Odoom, 2024; Zakaria et al., 2024). However, without parallel reforms in land registration, adjudication, and enforcement, knowledge of rights does not always translate into security of tenure. Moreover, decentralized legal systems often lack capacity and resources, which can weaken the enforcement of land rights even when community awareness is high.
Another cross-cutting theme is the challenge of elite capture and the unintended consequences of formalization. Several studies (e.g., Adjei-Poku et al., 2023; Asare Akoto, 2024) illustrate how land formalization, if not properly monitored, can reinforce existing inequalities and enable wealthier individuals to amass land at the expense of poorer households. Thus, CSO engagement must extend beyond legal reform to active monitoring of implementation outcomes and power dynamics on the ground. This aligns with recent evidence from Ghana demonstrating how formalizing customary land rights within participatory governance frameworks can improve tenure security and institutional accountability (Dinye et al., 2025). Such integrated approaches provide replicable models for Sub-Saharan African contexts where informal and statutory systems coexist. Importantly, this review identifies a growing but underexplored trend in the use of digital tools and participatory mapping by CSOs to document land claims and mobilize communities (Ehwi & Asafo, 2021). These tools offer novel ways of making land rights visible, especially in peri-urban areas where boundaries are often contested. However, questions remain about data ownership, sustainability, and government recognition of community-generated spatial data. The Ghanaian context, in particular, reflects both the opportunities and contradictions of civil society engagement. The coexistence of statutory and customary land systems, compounded by rapid urbanization and state ambivalence toward grassroots movements, creates a complex policy terrain. While platforms like the Lands Commission and National House of Chiefs offer formal entry points, actual reform outcomes are mediated through informal politics, elite interests, and historical land allocations (Asare Akoto, 2024; Zakaria et al., 2024). This necessitates a grounded, long-term approach to advocacy that goes beyond episodic campaigns.
Conclusion
This systematic review has underscored the indispensable role of civil society organizations (CSOs) in advancing land rights, particularly within pluralistic and evolving governance landscapes such as Ghana. Civil society’s unique positioning at the intersection of community needs and policy processes enables it to translate grassroots concerns into tangible reform efforts through legal empowerment, participatory mapping, policy engagement, and public mobilization. In Ghana’s dual tenure system, where customary and statutory land authorities coexist, CSOs have demonstrated the ability to mediate between institutional actors and vulnerable landholders, thereby enhancing tenure security and democratic accountability. A novel insight from this review is the strategic and transformative potential of hybrid governance arrangements. Collaborations between CSOs and traditional authorities, when anchored in shared principles of equity and legitimacy, can enable more inclusive land management outcomes. Additionally, the increasing use of digital mapping and community-driven land documentation reflects a growing frontier in land rights advocacy, signaling a shift toward technological empowerment and spatial justice. These emerging practices suggest the need for adaptive strategies that can address both entrenched structural barriers and emerging governance opportunities.
Despite these advances, challenges persist. Weak institutional enforcement, donor dependency, elite capture, and politicized land reform agendas continue to undermine the sustainability and reach of civil society interventions. To build on existing strengths and address these constraints, several strategic recommendations emerge from the review. Civil society organizations should be formally integrated into national and subnational land governance structures, including land commissions and customary secretariats. Their consistent involvement will ensure that marginalized voices are represented in land policy design and implementation. At the same time, the state should recognize and support hybrid legal frameworks that blend customary landholding norms with statutory protections, with CSOs acting as facilitators of these community-centered legal innovations.
There is a strong case for expanded investment in digital land tools. Participatory mapping, GIS platforms, and decentralized data management technologies can greatly enhance transparency, minimize boundary disputes, and democratize access to land records. CSOs should be equipped with the tools and training necessary to scale up these initiatives across rural and peri-urban areas. Sustainable funding remains a critical enabler. Governments, in collaboration with independent oversight bodies, should establish publicly supported funding schemes for CSO land advocacy programs. Such schemes would enable long-term planning and reduce dependency on short-cycle donor projects, which often disrupt continuity and limit grassroots impact. All land-related civil society interventions must center on gender equity. Equally, tenure security interventions that enhance agricultural productivity at the community level can serve as empirical benchmarks for assessing CSO-led land advocacy effectiveness. Ayimaa et al. (2025) highlight how secure tenure arrangements under Ghana’s dual system directly influence rural livelihoods and food system resilience. Programs should be gender-transformative, going beyond participation quotas to dismantle structural barriers that limit women’s and youth’s access to land. CSOs should be supported to work with traditional and statutory leaders to embed gender equity into community land governance practices.
Cross-border alliance-building and knowledge exchange among African CSOs should be encouraged. Regional platforms can serve as incubators for advocacy strategies, legal innovations, and comparative learning, which are especially critical in the face of transnational land acquisitions and climate-induced migration. Civil society actors engaged in land rights must be afforded legal protection. Governments should enact and enforce laws that protect land rights defenders from harassment, criminalization, or violence, particularly when their work challenges powerful interests. Legal aid, whistleblower protections, and emergency response systems should be developed in collaboration with civil society itself. This review has illuminated not only the achievements but also the untapped potential of civil society in land rights advocacy. Far from being peripheral actors, CSOs are central to the reshaping of land governance in the 21st century. They are the connective tissue between global rights discourses and local land realities, and their effectiveness lies in their ability to innovate, mobilize, and mediate. Moving forward, a coordinated approach that centers civil society within land governance reform is not only desirable, it is essential.
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