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ABSTRACT
Natural calamities such as drought, famine, and climate change have collided 
to create a humanitarian crisis. For the Horn of Africa (HoA), famine is among 
the factors that have caused the worst historical damages to the individual 
countries. Man-made calamities such as decentralized agricultural, pastoral 
activities and forest clearing are also root causes for the damage. Institutional 
arrangements (IAs) on land tenure systems and agricultural land conversion 
(ALC) as a part of this problem will be analyzed in this paper. Poor IAs on land 
are considered the main cause of insecure land tenure which diminishes the 
productivity of agriculture in this region, and this, specifically in times of 
drought, exacerbates famine. Accordingly, the paper explores the idea that 
to what extent poor IAs on land tenure systems can explain the famine in the 
HoA. IAs on land comprise two main functions: land quality management 
and regulation and standard-setting for land utilization. The types of IAs for 
land often differ. The “optimal” arrangement depends on political, economic, 
social, climatic, geographical, and technical factors that together form 
a complex system of IAs.
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Introduction

Famine

Famine is universal, and extreme hunger results in drastic bodyweight loss and morbidity increase. 
Hunger is a cycle of socio-economic crises, increasingly prolonged over time, consisting of the gradual 
decline of the most vulnerable groups and the degradation of their livelihood structures, with an 
increase in mass hunger.[1,2] Although famine remains vulnerable to conflict in the poorest countries, 
issues of malnutrition spread far more widely. Equitable growth and poverty eradication are at the core 
of the fight against chronic malnutrition, but attempts to tackle starvation include a host of political 
obstacles, including the end of civil wars in which soldiers use hunger as a weapon of war. As the 
essence of hunger shifts, so do the steps are needed to tackle it.[3] Famine occurs in populations 
vulnerable to food insecurity, and sometimes, a minor triggering event that drives them from poverty 
to hunger is experienced. As this increased vulnerability results from social processes, resorting to 
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stress or adaptive mechanisms typically leads to even higher long-term vulnerability and decreases 
hungry people’s ability to cope with the next disaster.[2]

Famine in the horn of Africa (HoA)

Data shows[1] that there has been insufficient progress in reducing hunger in Africa, particularly in the 
sub-Saharan region. Nevertheless, significant improvements have been made, and the prevalence of 
undernutrition has been reduced from 33.3% in the early 1990s to 23.8% by 2014. In total, the number 
of undernourished people in the sub-Saharan area is estimated at 214.1 million in 2012–14. This rate of 
increase can mainly be attributed to Sudan’s inclusion in the North African region .[4–6]

Drought, famine, and climate change have caused the Horn of Africa (HoA) to create 
a humanitarian crisis.[7] Providing a broad and clear image of such crises can play a key role in the 
management of their impacts and outcomes. In this context, the role of climate change in contributing 
to the situation is also important to examine. In this regard, re-examining the evidence is very 
important to provide a better picture of the links between climate change, drought, hunger, and 
migration. For the HoA, famine is among the factors that have caused the worst historical damages to 
the individual countries. While food shortages in this area are relatively common, formal declarations 
of famine are unusual. However, Ethiopia, for example, is better known for its famine history than its 
many historical contributions to world civilizations like the Axumite civilization. The earliest famine 
in Ethiopia was recorded for the ninth century. Regretfully, the HoA is not the only region today that 
has not triggered early warnings. During 2012, 4.7 million people in South Sudan were expected to be 
food insecure, and conditions deteriorated daily.[8]

Not only Ethiopia but also the other countries of the HoA (Djibouti, Sudan, South Sudan, Eritrea, 
Kenya, Uganda, and Somalia) have suffered from famine throughout their histories. According to 
FAO (2011),[9] more than 40% of the region’s population (i.e., 40% of 160 million) is living in areas 
prone to extreme food shortage. The world is witnessing an ongoing famine story in these countries. 
While global attention has been increasingly focused on hunger, poverty, and global food distribution 
inequality over the past 50 years,[10] there seems to be no solution to this dilemma that has affected 
millions of people. Even when predicted (e.g., through an early warning system), a drought can cause 
the deaths of many thousands of humans and animals. To answer the research question “Why is it so 
difficult to fulfil the basic needs of these people,” institutional arrangements (IAs) on land tenure 
systems will be analyzed as a part of this problem in this paper. The authors of this paper consider poor 
IAs on land to be the main cause of insecure land tenure, which diminishes the productivity of 
agriculture in the HoA, and, specifically in times of drought, exacerbates famine. Accordingly, the 
paper explores the idea that to what extent poor IAs on land tenure systems can explain famine in the 
HoA. This paper is divided into the following sections. First, the necessary definitions will be outlined. 
Second, the causes for poor IAs on land will be given, and third, the link between poorly functioning 
IAs and famine will be laid out, followed by a description of potential solutions.

Methodology

This study performed a comprehensive literature review to investigate the cross-cutting issues 
surrounding institutional arrangements and describe connections between poor institutional 
arrangements and famine (Table 1).

A broad search for relevant papers and reports on land tenure and famine (mainly African 
famine) took place between 1979 and 2018 using major databases including Google Scholar, 
Web of Science, and Science Direct. The following five keywords were used: 1) Institutional 
arrangements, 2) Horn of Africa, 3) Land governance, 3) Food security, 4) Agricultural land 
conversion, and 5) Land tenure. In addition, other relevant papers cited in this article have 
been reviewed to support evidence generated in similar previous studies. The current study 
focused solely on English-written research papers published in peer-reviewed international 
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journals. This paper also looked at the research findings identifying relevant issues related to 
the above five keywords while increasing the initial large number of papers produced from 
different sources. More precisely, as summarized in Figure. 1,

the following specific approaches will be utilized in a framework of four steps in order to achieve the 
study’s goal:

a) Definition of relevant concepts: It was important to lay out the definitions of some concepts that 
are relevant to the subject of the paper. These main terms were Institutional Arrangements, Land 
Governance, Land Tenure, and Food Security.

b) Exploring the causes of poor IAs: Since poor IAs can affect land tenure systems, it is necessary to 
explore the causes of poor IAs in the HoA.

c) Layout the links between poorly functioning IAs and famine: Famine is the result of many 
variables. The purpose of this step is to explain the link between poor institutional arrangements 
and famine.

d) Description of potential solutions: Considering the knowledge gained in the previous steps, 
a description of potential solutions for famine in the HoA is developed.

Table 1. Steps, objectives, methodology, and outcomes of the study.

Steps Objectives Methodology Outcomes

Problem definition Defining the relevant 
concepts

Literature review Gaining a comprehensive perspective

Exploring the causes Exploring the causes of poor 
IAs

Literature review 
Expert panel 
discussions

Finding the main lacks and bottlenecks

Lay out the links Describing the feasible 
solutions

Literature review 
Expert panel 
discussions

Describing linkages between poor IAs and 
famine

Description of 
solutions

Finding potential solutions Literature review 
Expert panel 
discussions

Achieving proper solutions

Figure 1. The structure of the study cycle.
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Definitions and concepts

It is important to lay out the definitions of some concepts relevant to this paper. To maintain focus, the 
terms Institutional Arrangements, Land Governance, Land Tenure, and Food Security will be 
described in the following section.

Institutional Arrangements (IAs)

According to Eaton et al. (2007),[11] IAs are about a set of rules or agreements governing the activities 
of a specific group of individuals pursuing a specific goal. Geels (2004)[12] and Klijn and Teisman 
(2000)[13] view IAs as various formal or informal schemes and coalitions for joint action and 
intergovernmental collaboration, from the public–private partnership and contracting structures to 
organizational networking and policy frameworks. Many researchers[14–17] have endorsed the sig
nificant meaning of good functioning institutions for the development of a country. Shirley (2005)[18] 

even states that poor institutions are the roots of under-development. She uses the North concept of 
institutions: “humane restrictions that structure human interactions” including formal restrictions 
such as constitutions and laws and informal restrictions such as regulations, conventions, and codes of 
conduct.[19]

To cope up the challenges of development, Shirley states that countries need an institutional 
framework that supports a market economy that includes two types of institutions. First, institutions 
that encourage lower transaction cost and promote trust. Secondly, institutions that can stimulate 
the state and other influential actors in order to protect private property and personal rights. 
Property rights are threatened by either too weak or too strong states. Therefore, people and 
organizations will refrain from investment in knowledge, skills, or assets because property rights 
are insecure and transaction costs are high. Following, a lack of investment will lead to low 
production, innovation, and productivity. It is also believed that one of the reasons why states are 
still economically underdeveloped is that powerful actors want to preserve the current institutions 
due to certain personal interests. In addition, the society supports and sustains the status quo by 
their beliefs and habits.[20,21]

Regarding the HoA, it is perceived that producers may have difficulties in accessing inputs and 
selling commodities. Moreover, purchasers and processors may have difficulties in obtaining suffi
cient, timely, and qualitative supplies which might be due to a high illiteracy rate in the region.[22] 

Eatona et al. (2007)[11] explain why producer organizations are needed:

● It is not necessary for private companies to act in the interests of farmers.
● Private firms may not be willing to make specific investments in relation to a group of farmers.
● Private enterprises may use their market power (e.g., if there is an oligopolistic or monopolistic 

market structure) to increase their share of economic profits.
● Private firms cannot track the farmer’s compliance with the agreement, giving the farmer room 

for opportunistic behavior.
● Private undertakings may not be willing to insure against specific risks.

The link between institutions and wealth and famine

Institutions typically use the term property rights (which vary in their position in legal doctrine) to 
describe an actor’s right to use valuable assets. An actor’s property rights are expressed in both formal 
rules and social norms and practices, and their economic importance depends on how well other 
members of the society understand and uphold property rights. External control is based on the 
property rights of an actor.[9] The actors themselves establish internal control by means of various 
measures to gain control of scarce resources, including supervision, protection, private guard recruit
ment, and reputation tests.
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An economic transaction cost is an approach to corporate financial clarification. It takes into 
account the relative merits of performing transactions within organizations and using markets 
between various actors (organizations).[23] This takes into consideration the minimal reason, knowl
edge problems, contract costs, and opportunism.

Institutions are the rules of the game in a society or, more formally, the humanly constructed 
limitations that affect people’s interaction. Institutions are set up to reduce uncertainty by providing 
daily life with a structure. However, as we analyze the costs arising from the institutional framework, 
we see that they are not only the product of that framework but also the institutions that have 
contributed to the development at the end.[19]

The concept of social welfare is at the root of the inequality problem. Social welfare is, according to 
the utilitarian approach, the sum of human welfare. Equal opportunities not only entail the distribu
tion of jobs on a merit basis but also allow everyone to have equal chances of obtaining those 
credentials that will reflect merit, in terms of education, health, etc. Empirically, an insightful 
description of America’s inequality is given by Sokoloff and Engerman (2000),[24] who suggest 
a historically established institutional explanation at the root of colonial endowment factors in 
order to explain income inequality, human capital, and political power. The political institutions are 
important to prevent famine and reduce inequality, or at least to ensure lower levels of inequality. 
Nevertheless, with regard to the form of institutions that influence famine mortality and poverty, 
a significant distinction should be made. This distinction includes “control of corruption” and 
“government effectiveness” of the land governance indicators.

Land governance

Land management is the second important term. “Land governance concerns the laws, processes, and 
mechanisms by which decisions on access to and use of land are made, how decisions are implemented 
and enforced, and how conflicting land interests are handled”.[25]

Land governance can either support the development or create conflict among people and institu
tions. Good and enforceable land governance offers a required development structure and essential 
protection against many forms of corruption.[26] On the other hand, weak land governance opens 
doors for corruption in the land decision processes and also creates a basis for other corruption.[9] As 
reported by FAO (2011),[9] Transparency International (TI) shows that there is a very strong correla
tion between rates of land-based corruption and overall corruption in a country’s public sector. In 
other words, land governance is synonymous with IAs.

Generally, IAs on land and land governance are interrelated. Strong land governance should 
support IAs on land that facilitates development through securing rights and interests related to 
land. If the land governance system focuses on corruption-like bribery, it could weaken the IAs. 
Likewise, if IAs are weak and based on corruption or manipulation, they might affect land governance. 
For example, the Land Administration and Land Use Development Project (ELALUDEP) aimed to 
describe IAs in Ethiopia, since Ethiopia is among the countries facing challenges regarding its land 
sector that include policy and legal frameworks, institutional arrangements, and technical and 
financial aspects.[25] Kuusaana and Gerber (2015)[26] found that synergies exist between institutions 
of land and changes in their impact on land markets, as well as in ensuring agricultural jobs, capital 
spills, local economic development, and infrastructural improvements in Ghana.[27]

Land tenure

The concepts of land tenure and food safety are also important for this research.[9] The following 
definition of land tenure is used: “Land tenure is the relationship, whether legally or customarily 
defined, with respect to land, between individuals or groups. Land tenure is an institution, i.e., rules for 
company-invented behavior regulation”. The relevance of this definition is that land tenure is seen as 
an institution. Maxwell and Wiebe (1999)[28] also refer to land tenure as an institution: “Land tenure is 
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the system of rights and institutions governing the land and other resources access and use.” In fact, 
land tenure is a vast and complex system with a large variation and complexity.[29–33] Delville 
(2007)[32] and Holden et al. (2016)[33] explained that the linkage between tenure security and food 
security is complex. They argued that the political relevance of the connections between land access, 
tenure security, and food security is enhanced by increasing land scarcity and high climate risks. 
Property rights are another important link in the discussion of land tenure. For example, the 
interaction between land rights and food security can be described as follows: the result of weak 
land rights is tenure insecurity that leads to poor land management. Poor land management can have 
many negative effects, such as land degradation and low land productivity resulting in food 
insecurity.[34] Land tenure and property rights affect the use of technologies for the management of 
agricultural and natural resources.

Guaranteed property rights provide farmers with sufficient incentives to increase their efficiency in 
productivity and can contribute to sustainability in the environment. It is reasonable that farmers do 
not feel an emotional connection to the land they cultivate without property rights, do not invest in 
land growth and do not use the inputs effectively. Securing these land rights can be seen as the basis for 
food security. Land reform and registration of private property can actually lead to uncertainty and 
conflict over land rights. Ubink et al. (2009)[35] outline and compare different studies on the relation
ship between the registration of land rights and the productivity of the land. They showed that 
a positive relationship between private property, security, investment, and productivity does exist. 
However, especially in Africa, this significant relationship was not found. Nevertheless, Legesse et al. 
(2018)[36] found that land security is one of the most important factors affecting the decision of 
farmers to implement reforestation intervention in Ethiopia.

According to the outlined studies by Legesse et al. (2018),[36] only a few lands have been registered 
because registration programs were ‘slow, expensive, difficult to keep up-to-date, and hard for poor 
people to access’.[36,37] Moreover, the operational distribution of land has long been known to affect 
the output in unmechanized agriculture, which means that a highly unequal distribution of land 
reduces productivity. While the ability to make profitable use of land depends on policies in areas 
outside land policies that may warrant separate attention, secure and well-defined land rights are vital 
to property ownership, efficient growth, and the functioning of market factors.

Food security

Food security is described by Maxwell (1996, p.155)[38] as ‘state of secure and sustainable access to 
adequate food for active and healthy living’. The definition of food security seems simple but it is 
not. There are over 200 definitions in published writings.[39] As a working definition, FAO (2002)[39] 

describes food security as accomplished when all people have access to appropriate, safe, and 
nutritious foods that meet their dietary requirements and food preferences for active and balanced 
living at all times, and food insecurity when people lack sufficient physical, social, or economic 
access to food. IAs, land governance and land tenure are interrelated, and these three can affect food 
security positively or negatively. For people to achieve food security, there should be available land 
and assured land tenure supported by IAs. In other words, there has to be access to land and consent 
on how that land can be accessed and used for agricultural purposes. Finally, this should be 
supported by an effective and consistent land governance system without corruption, which 
means there should be a rightful decision to implement and follow-up on the agreed IAs. In such 
cases, food security can be achieved. Otherwise, weak IAs can lead to food insecurity. Land 
administration is generally considered as an enabler of food security.[40,41] The current African 
land tenure challenges are the result of the administrative and resource right systems developed 
during the colonial period.[42] Therefore, it is important to understand the land-use systems and the 
processes of transformation in order to find the links between land tenure, food security, and 
sustainable agriculture.[43]
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Agricultural land conversion (ALC)

Land conversion is generally defined as a process in which land is converted from one form of use to 
another. The transition takes place in most reported cases from agricultural to urban use.[44–46] The 
conversion of land is often linked to land-use policies, which can lead to issues, such as dispossession, 
land loss, and food insecurity. This is not the only phenomenon that is inevitable in economic 
development and population growth.[47] However, ALC is considered to be the most important factor 
among different types of land conversion.[48] The increasing demand for non-agricultural uses and the 
lack of land to meet these requirements have resulted in increasing numbers of agricultural land being 
converted into non-agricultural uses. Agricultural land demand is largely dependent on agricultural 
land prices. Demand will rise if agricultural land prices are low, and if agricultural land prices are high, 
demand will be lower. Thus, there is an inverse relationship between demand and the price of 
agricultural land.[49] Farmers are potential suppliers of agricultural land in the context of conversion 
and, at the same time, the farmer himself is a claimant of his land because agricultural land provides 
usefulness in addition to agricultural production and the income from it. Agricultural land is therefore 
essential to poor people’s lives in rural areas as it is their main source of food, shelter, income, and 
social equity.

In India, for example, cultivable land is showing a declining trend. Data show that as many as 20 
states reported a decrease of 790 000 hectares in cultivable land between 2007–08 and 2010–11. The 
decrease is mainly due to the diversion of cultivated land for non-agricultural purposes, including 
construction, industry, and other development activities, which will have a long-term impact on food 
security, with the country requiring more and more food grains to support its growing population.[50] 

According to a study by Ashok (2012),[51] India is one of the 29 countries with the highest levels of 
hunger and poorly fed women. Likewise, in the case of China, another fastest-growing economy in the 
world is facing severe food insecurity. The main reason for this is the non-agricultural conversion of 
agricultural land. Grown land conversion has emerged as a critical political and security issue, largely 
due to concerns about food and the environment.[52]

Several studies[53,54] have indicated that the main causes of ALC are population growth, economic 
growth, and urban sprawl, including the development of real estate and infrastructure, and finally the 
speculative activity of agricultural land on the demand side of ALC. On the supply side, low returns 
and profitability, lack of inputs, and variations in land size are driving farmers to sell or convert 
agricultural land for non-agricultural purposes. This conversion causes both agricultural land and 
agricultural output to shrink. In the long run, all these factors pose a threat to food security and are the 
main causes of famine.[54] Because of its dependence on climate factors, agriculture is known to be the 
sector most affected by drought. Drought can have a negative impact on the agricultural sector, 
resulting in drastic ALC. Countries in East Asia, North America, and Europe lost all cultivated land 
due to climate threats. For example, climate incidents, including freezes and droughts, have had 
a negative impact on the U.S. agricultural sector and have resulted in the conversion of land use in this 
country.[55]

Uncontrolled ALC has a major impact on the environment in general and, in particular, on 
agricultural products.[47] ALC is also the result of numerous biophysical processes and drivers that 
operate on a variety of scales (both temporal and spatial). Considerations about the potential 
impacts of climate variability on agriculture in the last decade have significantly changed research 
interests.[56]

Discussion

The experiences of HoA of agricultural land conversion

The southern part of HoA has a civil war with Ethiopia, Eritrea, and Somalia, and many of the people 
of Rwanda have crossed the borders to seek refuge in Tanzania and Uganda. In combination with the 
severe climate, the effects of war placed increased pressure on the land and had a heavy impact through 
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deforestation. Fires are a big issue. Desertification has increased, particularly in Sudan, where 13 of its 
26 countries have been declared “affected by desertification” by the United Nations Convention to 
Combat Desertification (Table 2).[57]

As a result of political conflict and persistent instability, people are fleeing their homes, clearing 
forests, and starting a livelihood in new lands. Then, there will be less food, food shortage, or price 
growth in regions which are processed. Conflicts have not only damaged societies but, in each of these 
HoA countries, have also destroyed water systems. Conflict, however, is not the only reason people flee 
their homes. The researchers learned that pastoral people flee their homes for beliefs and rituals in the 
southern part of Ethiopia. For instance, if somebody is dead or there is another wind, they are going to 
flee considering the initial place as haunted. Conflicts in each country have generally damaged or 
destroyed water and sanitation systems.[55]

Although all conflicts in HoA (e.g., inter-state conflicts in 1998 called Ethiopian-Eritrean) have 
their own characteristics, they often have a common characteristic, i.e., control over natural resources 
is a source of conflict.[58] Land and water are key factors in the economic activities of these societal 
groups. Manipulation of “normal” livelihood competition has often been used in order to achieve, 
maintain, or expand political power with political intent. There are many examples in the region, but 
resource disputes are sometimes more apparent than others because of the root causes of the 
conflict.[5]

Apart from the heterogeneity in landscapes, cultures, and political systems, the HoA is unstable 
with its land-use conversion. Land-use conversion in the region has changed following the political 
transformations, such as independence from colonialism, wars, socialism policies, developmental state 
policies, and neo-liberalism policies. Land-use conversion occurs suddenly following a change in 
political policies. For example, when Ethiopia and Eritrea were considered as two independent 
countries in the political transformation from monarchy to military, a huge land use conversion 
occurred. The land-use conversion which allowed farmers to take land from the landlords known as 
“land to the tenant” was initially done for distributive justice, but it also created social crises because it 
was not based on the consent of the landlords. The countries most impacted were the developing 
countries in Africa and Asia. The HoA experienced droughts 6 years in a row over the first 17 years of 
the twenty-first century, which resulted in very severe food shortages and hunger.[55]

Causes and consequences of weak institutional arrangements

The food system perspective, although increasingly embracing, has been poorly reflected in institu
tional terms.[59] The HoA is known for its weak governments, war-torn countries, and high corruption 
levels. These factors can influence the stability of the region. Migration is another problem in these 
countries.[60] Environmental damages happen not only due to disasters and war but also due to 
migration.[60] But all of this happens because of unclear policies and individual interests. Unclear 
policies, individual interests, and high illiteracy rate create room for weak IAs. Policies that are not 
clear and are interpretable in different ways are open for manipulation, and illiterate people might not 
calculate well the advantages and disadvantages of IAs. This might affect their food security indirectly. 
In this way, there are high possibilities that weak IAs, which only fulfil the interest of few, will be 
developed. It is likely that weak IAs cause corruption in land governance.

There is a broad consensus that the state in HoA is suffering from a lack of institutionalization which 
is understood as ‘the objective and subjective penetration of society’ by existing state institutions. As far 
as institutionalization is concerned, therefore, the dual institutions (traditional and modern) have not yet 
found a way to serve the state-building process in terms of socio-economic condition and natural 
resource management.[61] The state, which is dominated by enforced modern institutions, has not been 
able to dominate traditional or informal institutions primarily in rural areas nor has it been able to 
integrate traditional institutions in order to foster a viable and functional state [20]. Basically, as long as 
the HoA state could not find a balance for the IAs, there will be a question of governance and perpetual 
conflict within the region. Proper IAs and organization mitigate famine in HoA by decentralizing 
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decision-making; promoting the building of a state by building unity among divided ethnic identities; 
reducing natural-resource disputes and protecting the interests of disadvantaged parts of society 
(including farmers and pastoralists), respecting and safeguarding customary land rights; and fostering 
gender equality through the revision of certain conventional values.[28] The HoA state’s dysfunction is 
due to the large part to the existence of two opposing hierarchical governance structures. The main 
center is in the urban sphere and is embodied by a new post-colonial state while the other is represented 
by rural pastoral communities.[62]

With insufficient IAs to deal with HoA’s economic crisis, efforts to stabilize the economic 
environment have led to yet another issue of rising interest rates and conflicts. The HoA countries 
are struggling with inflation, rising interest rates and unpredictable exchange rates. All these problems 
have negatively impacted economic growth and resulted in unemployment, especially among young 
people, which exacerbates the economic situation.[62] When the full focus of the government is to 
resolve conflicts, it undertakes drought mitigation programs, financial, or development programs. 
Additionally, the government normally spends all the available money on the war, which often 
prevents it from addressing people’s economic needs. A circumstance like this leads to famine: Poor 
communities are especially susceptible to drought and famine because they lack the capacity to 
respond to natural disasters.[63,64] In a working paper for the FAO[9], land governance and corruption 
are linked. Just like overall governance, when land governance is functioning, corruption is low, and 
the other way around. High corruption levels have a negative impact on development, Foreign Direct 
Investment (FDI), and crop yields. In addition, instability can also lead to weak land governance and 
corruption. It has to be acknowledged that administratively, the HoA has never been stable. War and 
civil war are always present and capable of great outrage. This instability shows a growing level (e.g., 
conflict in South Sudan and terrorist attacks of Al-Shabaab in Somalia), a further destabilization 
influenced by the Arabian Peninsula, a continuous risk of radicalization of the Muslim population, and 
a sharp increase in migration flows to Europe. As the UNECA and the IGAD have reported, state- 
based conflicts in the HoA from 1989 to 2014 resulted in 554,808 deaths, 2,728,503 refugees, and about 
6,575,230 internally displaced people (IDPs).[59−64] This gives an ideal surface for corruption and 
manipulation, and weak IAs, that support only the interest of few people, can easily be developed and 
injected into the illiterate population in unstable states.

Land ownership is another factor for instabilities in the HoA. For example, the Ethiopian revolu
tion from a monarchy to a military regime started with discussions on land ownership. A prominent 
slogan of the military regime was “land to the tenant”, and for many rented houses, the ownership was 
transferred from the owners to the tenants. Huge farmland ownership was transferred to the farmers 
who worked on it. However, the evolving trends in African land markets show that land transfers to 
governments are increasing and seeking for food and fuel security compared with private investors [9]. 
In addition, African governments already lease large areas of land traditionally used by small-scale 
farmers to transnational corporations for industrial farming or to plant trees as carbon sinks to earn 
carbon credits.[65] The land has emerged as a strategic commodity market for governments seeking 
medium- and long-term integration of land acquisition with national food demand. Land deals 
involved intergovernmental partnerships among states highlighted by mutual financial stakes, such 
as the Special Agreement on Agriculture and Investment between Syria and Sudan for a 50-year lease 
on 12,600 ha of land.[9] The Gulf States also received private investment. In addition, the EU and the 
US, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates have provided key sources of investment 
throughout the continent.

There are two main functions of land IAs: land quality management, and land use regulation and 
standard-setting. Each function needs an appropriate institutional arrangement for making the entire 
sub-sector work effectively. The regulatory role has in many cases proved to be a fairly simple part of 
the overall task. These factors can be classified into six groups of political, economic, social, climatic, 
geographical, and technical factors that together form a complex IA system (Figure. 2).

A prerequisite is that the organizational mandates and structures and the institutional environment 
are adequately matched. The preferred organizations may have a specific scale and scope, depending 
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on local conditions. However, land governance and control of the land tenure system typically require 
a relationship with food security. Overall, specific functions can be enhanced in line with the need for 
food safety.

Links of IAs and famine

On a larger scale, land grabbing is seen as one of the causes of decreasing food security. The term land- 
grabbing already has a negative connotation. It is usually seen as an activity where foreign investors 
buy land, in this case in the HoA, for their own benefit and at the cost of the local population. The 
main reason for land grabbing is crop-biofuel production. During the international food crisis in 2007 
and the first and second quarter of 2008, land grabbing has spread because of high food prices and 
food shortages.[66] The crisis put the national food security back on the political agenda.[67] However, 
Azadi et al. (2013)[65] explain that it is crucial to evaluate which land deals can be considered “land 
grabbing”, and under which conditions it would rather be a “development opportunity”. They also 
point out that agricultural outsourcing could be a win or loss for both sides (investor and investee).

According to Šváblová (2014),[28] the two issues have not been integrated into earlier studies. That 
is why they set the various links between land tenure and food security into a framework that captures 
the reciprocal effects. In the literature on land tenure and food security, one finds a rather positive link 
between the two topics, but this is based mostly on assumptions and is rarely empirically 
demonstrated.[28] Land and food security are dynamically connected in order to bring about structural 
changes in the distribution of resources among households through decision-making in production, 
marketing, consumption, and investment.[32] Property and access to land continue to be important 
determinants of household food security in poor countries facing high climate risks.[32] The land is not 
only a vital livelihood asset but is also essential for the enjoyment of various human rights, including 
the rights to life, food, housing, property, development, and self-determination.[68] The land is an 
important aspect of the livelihood of people living in Africa, though the rights of land ownership are 
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Figure 2. Factors forming a complex IA system.
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not well arranged in most countries. This affects the productivity of the land because people are not 
willing to invest in the land they do not own. Not well-arranged property rights lower the productivity 
of the land. This leads to more food insecurity. Nevertheless, the land is seen as one of the best foreign 
sells. Why do states sell their land? Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) is seen as input for the economy. 
Most countries in Africa that are dependent on only a few products aim to diversify. They also see 
agriculture as a potential for employment and as a solution to the food security problem. For example, 
FDI can bring new technologies and infrastructure and help to boost agricultural productivity. Cotula 
et al. (2009)[69] refer to a report from UNCTAD1 and state that governments in Africa have actively 
promoted foreign investments by improving the investment sector.

On the other side, why do foreign investors want to buy land? Food prices have long been stable. As 
a part of the answer, around 2007, the prices of food globally arose to a huge extent. This food price 
inflation has created an incentive for agricultural investment.[70] The rise of food prices has mainly 
been caused by the increasing demand for food and biofuels, as well as the climate changes, causing 
extreme climate conditions that negatively affected the harvests. As a consequence, this rise in food 
prices has led to a rise in land acquisition. However, acquiring land overseas for food has risks because 
of dependency. Though farmland acquisition by foreign investors can be an opportunity for devel
opment (win-win), it can also be win-lose when the investors win, but host countries challenge 
damages or difficulties.[71]

This win-lose situation can be called “land-grabbing”. In the discussions around land grabbing, 
there are a few ways of looking at it. First, the one that is dominating the current debate is led by 
international activist organizations. According to this debate, the foreign investments in land are 
exploitive and a threat to the host countries and their population. They are also a new form of 
agricultural neo-colonialism. Second, the liberal version is more optimistic and sees opportunities for 
the host countries. In this debate, the risks are being recognized, but it is being argued that both 
investors and host countries can benefit equally if they take into account good decision-making, better 
land administration, improved quality and transparency of land transactions, and greater institutional 
capacity of host countries.[67] A third approach looks at the structural changes in the agricultural 
sector. It is being debated whether land deals will have a long-term effect on social aspects, such as class 
division and social polarization. The focus of the debate should be on the relations of the political 
dynamics of land property and the changes in these relations. Land grabbing will lead to the (re) 
concentration of wealth and power.

In short, the causes for low productivity (part of the famine problem) on land include several 
factors: 1) At the local level, the productivity of land is low because people do not invest in land 
because of poor property rights; 2) At the regional level, weak states have poor institutions and 
therefore make poor land deals; and 3) At the international level, the reason why foreign investors 
want to buy land is the rising food prices. The land that is bought is not producing food for the local 
community.

Potential solutions and success or obstacle to the functioning of the organization

Land and human resources are the principal wealth of most countries in the HoA. People need land 
and related resources, such as forests and water for food production and basic livelihoods. Forest 
availability and use are important for poverty alleviation, food supply, equity, political stability, 
economic power, and sustainability.[71,72] Climate change, violent conflicts and natural disasters, 
population growth and migration, and demands for new sources of energy such as biofuels are 
increasingly affecting poor and vulnerable people’s land rights. However, the quality of land manage
ment plays an important role in solving a number of tenure-related issues. In addition, the quality of 
land governance will also affect the outcome of reforms aimed at addressing these same issues. As 
a result, there are few efforts by development agencies and organizations to push for greater freedom 

1UNCTAD World investment directory 2008. 43.
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of movement for their beneficiary populations as they fail to conceive of the willingness of citizens to 
follow risky migration methods, which generates a fundamental conflict.[73] The ‘Alliance to End 
Africa’s Famine’ is organizing and promoting the efforts of other actors who can raise, receive, accept 
and disburse funding more quickly and efficiently. The HoA banks are pursuing a multi-pronged, 
creative approach to mobilize additional non-conventional capital by private sector clients with capital 
complementing the usual channels of poverty alleviation emergency funding. This was demonstrated 
to be a success during the Ebola crisis when business leaders met to discuss the vital role that the 
private sector could play in its contribution to solutions in times of crisis by drawing on their expertise 
to establish medium- and long-term solutions.[74]

On the one hand, in conjunction with improvements in infrastructure, agricultural success has 
a strong effect on economic development, job rates, demand for other goods, food security and overall 
poverty reduction in the HoA countries. The agricultural potential of most of the countries affected 
has yet to be completely developed, with large quantities of arable land not yet being cultivated.[72] On 
the other hand, without legal land rights, vulnerable low-income households are unable to defend land 
claims and engage in land tenure disputes positively. The absence of land rights was a major factor in 
increasing land insecurity for the rural poor. Agricultural production depends on land and creates 
food. There is a link between agriculture, land, and food, which means that governments should 
deploy all possible resources to a sustainable agricultural sector, which requires sound land 
management.[40,41] As a regional organization, the Intergovernmental Authority on Development 
(IGAD) has consistently been engaged in efforts to resolve the prolonged conflict in HoA. IGAD 
Member States have devoted their money, time and energy to cope with this dispute which the 
international community generally neglects. The conflict has complicated the problem of power- 
sharing, resource distribution, land and real estate. It has also deepened the current clan divide, which 
has often been used by political elites to attain their limited interests at the expense of the national 
agenda.[75] Moreover, in order to recognize and address the needs of citizens over their entire lifetime, 
governments have no other choice than empowering and educating their citizens. Governments 
should empower their farmers through relevant policies. Furthermore, farmers should be assisted in 
learning how to make fruitful deals, being informed about what is going on in the world around, and 
how to make win-win IAs.[15]

Several forces working in convergence or divergence have the potential to revolutionize the global 
political dynamics. The everyday reality of change has become so interconnected in this global age that 
even a slight change tends to affect us all. Therefore, the international community also needs to take 
actions at the macro level. Nowadays, for example, a major challenge faced by small-holder farmers in 
Africa is the lack of accurate climate information to make better decisions to improve or stabilize 
productivity.[76]

The international community should accept that it has a role to play in monitoring whether the 
rights of land users are effectively respected, as set out in the guidelines.[77] It means that the home 
states of foreign investors should, if capable, monitor the land deals.[78] Therefore, there is 
a proponent of the voluntary guidelines of the committee on World Food Security (CFS). On 
11 May 2012, the Committee officially confirmed the Voluntary Guidelines on the ‘Responsible 
Governance of Tenure of Land, Fisheries and Forests in the Context of National Food Security’. 
These guidelines are a way to eradicate hunger and poverty, promote sustainable development, and 
improve the environment. It is a framework actor that can be used to develop its own strategies, 
policies, legislation, and programs.[79] Unfortunately, these guidelines are not legally binding. 
Oxfam does agree with setting guidelines for the international community and support investments 
in agriculture. However, they do want the World Bank to freeze their investments until these 
guidelines are implemented. According to Oxfam, the World Bank, with its important position in 
the agricultural sector, should send out a stronger signal to land investors.[80] In response, the World 
Bank (2007) shares the concerns raised in the Oxfam report: “Our Land, Our Lives”. But they 
disagree with Oxfam to immediately freeze all investments. The investments are needed to cover the 
rapidly rising demand for food.[81]
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Conclusions

Many factors contributed to the famine in 2011, such as drought and war. In this study, it was tried to 
find out to what extent poor IAs on land could explain famine in the HoA. There are several factors, 
such as high illiteracy rates of the farmers, individual interests, corruption, or manipulation, creating 
weak IAs. This, in turn, leads to weak governance which is a reason for instability and famine. Farmers’ 
education on how to make deals and IAs for win-win solutions is vital for governments’ strength and 
stability. One way or the other, the instability affects the world, and therefore, the international 
community’s action is also an important aspect. Moreover, good land governance is needed to achieve 
equitable land distribution through which food security can be achieved for all parts of the population.

This paper reveals that the conversion of agricultural land, both on the demand and supply sides, 
poses a threat to food security and is considered as one of the main causes of famine. Securing land 
resource rights is important but not sufficient to boost living conditions and preserve forest resources 
and natural resource management. Rural communities must be able to manage the sustainability of 
their land and forests and enter the market for forest goods and services in a competitive manner 
either on their own or in partnership. To do so, they need institutional and political support.

The importance of personalities and leadership rises in the absence of stable organizational and 
strong frameworks. Land administrations have strong leaders with a clear vision and enough personal 
and political authority to enforce realistic IAs. Land administrations are non-executive bodies; 
however, the final outcome of their work is entirely dependent on the decisions of the respective 
legislative and executive branches. The international community must also take action at the macro 
level in this respect.

The analysis of the background and functioning of the IAs and famine has shown some features 
typical of the current practice of HoA and its institutional aspects. The huge emphasis on the process’s 
national ownership contrasts with the lack of human and financial resources. Financial support is 
needed to open the door for donors to influence the reform agenda. Similarly, global or foreign 
personnel who fill the capacity gap will affect the day-to-day functioning of organizations and the 
policy-making process significantly.

HoA’s background evaluation in this study shows that conflicts over resources are closely linked to 
political volatility and economic fragility. In addition, a conflict is not only the result of the conflict but 
also its continuation. In recent years, clarity has not been taken for granted despite the consolidation of 
state and regional institutions. Governance structures for managing and allocating natural resources 
must still be improved in order to explore and distribute resources and wealth fairly. IAs structures like 
inter-state, state, regional, and local governance at all levels need to be further built to address issues 
such as land tenure, water rights, and conflict resolution. Institutions, including both formal and 
informal arrangements, can range from local to the global level and may give rise to compliance or 
resistance.

The findings imply that external actors and the international community can perform a far greater 
role than the one that can be seen at first sight. While respecting the views of domestic political elites, 
they still set the general framework that determines the mechanism of acquiring farmland by foreign 
investors. The HoA case clearly shows that the importance of a specific sector for the construction of 
stable IAs in countries does not interfere with the level of political participation. In order to recognize 
and address the needs of citizens over their entire lifetime, governments have no other choice than 
empowering and educating their citizens.

IAs, land governance and land tenure are interrelated, and these three can affect food security 
positively or negatively. There should be available land and assured land tenure supported by IAs for 
people to achieve food security. Reviewing IAs by considering the appropriate level of government 
may help to clarify the opportunities for vital cooperation especially with respect to food security crises 
and famine and specifically in times of drought. In short, land and water are key to the growth of the 
HoA countries but can also be compounded by potential conflicts. It may be hard to achieve balance, 
but it is not impossible if the decision-making process takes into account the social, economic, 
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environmental, and political dimensions. Political knowledge is an essential requirement and can only 
be achieved if the needs and concerns of local populations are taken into account.
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