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Land policy development is today seen by most analysts in Africa as one of the major challenges for the future of the continent. West Africa is a region with high diversity. The ecological diversity is dominated by the contrast between the Sahel zone, where agro-pastoral activities are dominant, and the coastal area where plantation economy (Cocoa, coffee, palm oil, rubber trees…) is the lead agricultural activity. While the region has been shaped by powerful and prestigious traditional empires (Empire of Ghana (7th Century), Mossi Empire (11th century) Empire of Mali (13th century), the Arabic domination influenced the development process of the region. However, the European colonial conquests and domination by end of 19th century left the deepest footprint on West African societies, land policies and institutions, including official languages: today, West Africa is a mix of Anglophone, Francophone, Portuguese and Arabic speaking area. 

Land is central to the development of West Africa; despite existence of valuable mineral resources and oil, the region is relatively poor, and countries are mainly dependant on agriculture. Improving equitable access to land, securing land tenure and lowering land related disputes and conflicts can be a factor for economic growth and poverty reduction. At the opposite, failure to promote sound land policies and appropriate laws leads to increasing land disputes, constrains agricultural production and fuels social and political instability.
Among initiatives which can contribute to sound land policy development and to improved land governance, the establishment of land observatory emerges as one of the most concrete and structuring initiative in the West Africa region. The UEMOA
 has recently realised a regional study on “Land issues in the context of regional integration”
, which led to expression of strong interest of member states for the establishment a regional land policy Observatory. This initiative is presently at a very early stage. However based on the study and on key messages and recommendations of a regional workshop convened by UEMOA
 this paper discusses the interest of land policy observatories and their potential roles to land policy development processes in the region. Specific attention will be given to the contribution of land observatories in stimulating monitoring of trends.
1- Land policy processes and land observatories in West Africa: previous experiences
The idea of establishing land observatories in West Africa is not new. It is then important to have a look at previous experiences, in order to draw lessons for the future. But first, it is important to shape land observatories with major land policy processes in the region
Key land issues in West Africa

A Land policy observatory in West Africa clearly needs to be linked to the land policy processes. Isolating an initiative on land observatories can lead to some fatal errors in the development process of this tool. First, the land observatory is set to address land issues, and to provide guidance in land related decision making. A snapshot of key land issues in the region is important to contextualise and orient the land observatory process. 
The West Africa regional consultative workshop on land convened by the AU-ECA- AfDB Land policy initiative (LPI) identified that despite clear national specificities, the West Africa region has important communalities. Some of the common land issues follow from the colonial land legislation legacy: Quite all countries face the challenge of legal dualism with a competition between statutory land systems and customary based land systems. The persistence of state sovereignty over land is also a common feature of land policies in the region.  Land tenure insecurity is a major concern for poor farmers, holding customary-based land rights. Intra-regional mobility is also a common feature in the region: the rural population in the poor Sahel zone is attracted by abundant natural resources and jobs opportunities in the relatively rich coastal West Africa. Such situations led to political tensions and even to conflicts with regional dimension. Most West African countries share important natural resources in border areas: this includes watersheds and water resources, forests reserves, wildlife and other ecosystems of international value. Last but not least, land disputes and conflicts are common in the whole region. The bloody conflicts opposing pastoralist communities and agriculturalist communities are well known in Nigeria; but in fact, they are recurrent in most Countries in the Sahel or the coast. During the last decade, post-conflict situations are issues of high concern in the region.
In West Africa there is a deep conviction that efficient responses to key land issues cannot be found exclusively at national level, and that regional cooperation and concerted initiatives are key to successfully address land issues in the region. Such perception may explain why so many regional institutions exist in this region
, and are active in the field of land policy and Natural resource management. CILSS has been in the past the most active institution working on land. Today, UEMOA shows strong interest in land, in the perspective of strengthening the regional common market. 
The Praia conference and land observatories 
Since a long time, land observatories have been considered as an appropriate initiative in order to foster land tenure security in the region. Different initiatives and processes led to the recommendation to establish land observatories. One of the flagship processes was the Praia process, jointly initiated by CILSS and Club du Sahel
. The Praia declaration identified some of the key land issues in the Sahel, which involves poor access of users to land laws and land services; poor recognition of customary based land rights and local practices as well as increasing local disputes over land and natural resources. But the conference also highlighted some promising avenues to solve such problems: this includes promoting equity-based framework land laws, including pastoral codes; empowering local communities and promoting decentralisation; promoting alternative dispute resolution mechanisms…
As a follow-up of the Praia conference, the St Louis conference
 identified the need to enhance knowledge on land issues in the Sahel. However, the Conference pointed at the fact that most of the research and training capacity related to the Sahel was based in Universities and research centres in the North. The conference suggested then that efforts be developed to establish national land observatories in the Sahel and to promote networking on land in the region. Such land observatories was marked out for data collection, information dissemination, research and training on land. At this time, the unique land observatory in the region was in Mali
. The conference suggested that lessons be drawn from the Mali land observatory and that assistance be provided to this in order to focus activities. Finally, Chad was the only country to establish a land observatory in 1997. 
Influence of the Land policy initiative (LPI) on recent land observatory initiatives
The LPI process was launched in 2006, with the aim to make available to AU member states, a Framework and Guidelines on land policy in Africa (F&G). The F&G went trough a consultative process and finally, was endorsed in 2009 by African Ministers in charge of Land while a declaration of African heads of states and governments called for its implementation through the regional economic commissions (RECs). 
Based on lessons learned from experiences across the continent, the F&G insisted on the importance of developing land policy processes: this includes land policy formulation, but also land policy implementation as well as tracking progress of land policy processes. With regard to land policy formulation, the F&G highlighted the importance of participatory and inclusive approaches and underlined the relevance of holistic and inter-sector approaches. With regard to land policy implementation, the F&G insisted on the need for African countries to develop implementation action plans, which includes development/ revision of land laws and regulations, appropriate institutional reforms and innovative land administration systems accessible to the poor. Due attention was given to the issue of funding the effective implementation of the land policy, with insistence for African countries to provide appropriate budgetary allocation. Last but not least, the F&G pointed at progress tracking as among the key area to work on, as this appeared to be the weakest dimension in experiences reviewed across the continent. The F&G called upon African countries to develop progress tracking systems and mechanisms, and integrate them as part of the land policy process. Such progress tracking systems should be seen as a benefit for countries themselves and not as a way to satisfy requirements of donors. 

The UEMOA, with support of the World Bank had already undertaken a study in 2004 on land and regional integration. However, the UEMOA decided in 2009 to update this study, and to convene a regional workshop in order to share and discuss the outcomes. 

Land observatories was seen by the participant member-states and other stakeholders as some of the most promising options to improve ongoing land policy processes in the region, including documenting land related change trends, and contributing to progress tracking of land policy formulation and implementation processes. 
2- Why a land policy observatory in West Africa?
Different reasons justify the strong interest in the region for land observatories.

Making land information available

Establishing a land policy observatory in West Africa is seen as a way of making land information available to different stakeholders in the region. Such stakeholders involve governments, local governments, regional economic commissions, development projects but also, civil society, the private sector in the region and development partners. The information gathered by the land observatory needs to be useful, that means that it should respond to the needs of the targeted persons and institutions. For example, the land observatory should provide country land profiles for donors, information on legal framework interesting land for private sector, regional land monographers for field projects, performance of land administration systems  for Civil society, or baseline data for the purpose of land policy evaluation. 
It is not realistic to consider that the land policy observatory will be the only institution in charge of generating information. Many other government departments, donors, Centres of excellences… have relevant information; the land observatory will identify and centralise sources of existing data, update some of them as needed and then collect missing data. 
In such a process, it is important that the land observatory work with target groups in order to reach consensus on what type of information need to be collected. This will dependant on stakeholders, and consultative processes are crucial. 

Making information available also means that such information should be accessible to the public. A land observatory in West Africa should then offer data bases, widely accessible through internet facilities. However, other means of access should be organised, in order to take into account technologic marginalisation of part of the population. A periodic bulletin of the Land Observatory can be used to disseminate information on land issues, land events or on the progress of the land policy processes.
Informing decision making processes on land policy
Decision makers need clear, sharp and easy to access analysis on priority land issues. Deciding on issues to be covered by the land policy observatory is a key matter to be considered. Dialogue between policy makers and the land observatories will help avoiding that knowledge is generated by the observatory, but not meeting the basic needs of decision makers. 
Most analysis on land issues is empirical. Analysis of land issues will be more persuasive for governments if they are supported by reliable and updated data. In Burkina for example, the government decided to undertake a specific reform to simplify access to land titles, when it was provided information that since the colonial period, the existing land administration system was able to deliver only 3 600 land titles! From another point of view, public consultations on land policy formulation will be significantly improved if it is informed by appropriate and relevant data: 
Creating a platform for regional experts consultations

Based on generated information and policy analysis of interest for the region, a land policy observatory can become a key convener on land issues in the region. Today, African land experts are convened mainly by donors and development partners. Opportunities to meet in the region on a regular basis are not many. Convening experts of the region for meetings and discussions can lead to fruitful land policy networking activities in the region. The language barrier can constrain de development or reinforcement of such networks as the region is using French, English, Portuguese and Arabic. However, existing experiences indicate that it is possible to overcome the language constraint. 
3- Contribution of land observatories to the monitoring of change trends?

A land policy observatory is a tool to observe, to inform and to provide guidance. Land policy development is a long term process. It needs to be rooted in the present realities; but it also need to consider that the present land realities are dynamic and, that some deep change trends are already on the way, which will affect land policy in the long run. 

West Africa is today engaged in deep and rapid socio economic changes. These changes include different areas such as demography, environment, migration, urban development… and affect land relations.

One of the most important change trend which need consideration is population growth. Evidence from different prospective studies indicates that the present population of West Africa will double within a period of 30 years. The Club du Sahel
 study provides the following data on the progress of population in West Africa:

· 1930: 40 millions inhabitants 

· 1960: 85 millions  inhabitants 

· 1990: 215 million inhabitants 

According to the UNFPA world population report, from 293.2 million inhabitants today (2008), the region is expected to have 617 million inhabitants by 2050.  

Another important change trend that needs serious consideration by land policy makers is the rapid urban development in the region. It is common to hear that the population in West Africa is constituted by a majority of rural dwellers. If till true today, converging data indicate that this situation might not be the reality in the immediate future. West Africa will become urban very soon. In general, urban development is considered from the point of view of its negative sides: overpopulation, pollution, insecurity, sanitation problems… Land observatory should also highlight the positive dimension of urbanisation such as job opportunities, market opportunities for agricultural production, change of mentality.
By playing such roles, land observatory can feed the ongoing land policy processes or contribute in their evaluation. Observing the land dynamics will provide information on key changes and guide land policy formulation revision. And observing the land policy formulation or implementation process will help making timely adjustment and provide much more opportunity to succeed 
4- Conclusion
Land observatories can constitute useful tools in support of land policy processes in West Africa. A land policy observatory is a tool to observe, to provide guidance and to foster progress tracking exercises. As such, initiatives of land observatories need to be encouraged. 

To be successful, the West Africa land policy observatory initiative need to build on previous experiences, drawing lessons from successes as well as from failures. Some of the lessons, drawn mainly from the experience of the land observatory in Mali are the following:
· having a clear perception of what a land observatory is (and is not)

· being realistic and not too ambitious, at least in early stages

· avoiding duplication of roles and responsibilities with other institutions

· developing partnership at regional and international levels

· being linked to major land policy processes at national, regional and continental levels

· being visible and accessible
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