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people’s needs, but it a
lso means you 

know that your children’s needs will all 

be heard in the future when the land 

is divided and passed on to future 

generations. Customary law is supposed 

to protect the vulnerable members 

of a family (although in practice this 

protection is not always given.) If you 

have title
, then people who do not have 

their names on the title
 may lose all their 

rights. If y
ou want to title

 your own land, 

this may not seem a problem for you - 

but it m
ay be a problem for your children 

or grandchildren if one person inherits 

the title
 and tries to claim all the land as 

their own.

• It is harder to sell land outside the 

family under the customary system. 

Sometimes this can be seen as a 

disadvantage, but there is also a positive 

side. Land is more likely to remain in the 

family for future generations.

If there is a confl ict, it can be dealt with 

locally. This makes it e
asy and cheap for 

everyone. (If y
ou get a title

, disputes will be 

dealt with by magistrates courts. This may 

involve lawyers fees, costs of transport, 

court fees, etc.)

Certifi c
ates and titles mean that boundaries 

are marked and written down, which 

can reduce confl icts. However, it is also 

possible within customary tenure to mark 

There are costs involved in getting papers, 

either a title or certifi c
ate. You don’t have to 

pay anything if you remain without papers. 

(A certifi c
ate should cost 10,000/-. A title 

will cost 30,000/-, but you may have to pay 

a great deal more for surveying.)

If you don’t get papers, then the land 

continues to be governed by customary 

rules, and to be administered by the 

customary system. This has some 

advantages:

• You know what the procedures are in 

your local system (e.g. going to the head 

of the family, going to the clan, going to 

traditional fi gures such as (adwong wan 

tic or rwot kweri). You may not know 

what you have to do if you want to sell 

the land, if you have a land dispute 

or if the land is being inherited under 

the State system. This could cause 

problems if you don’t do things in the 

correct way.

• Customary law is more fl exible. This 

means that if m
istakes are made, it i

s 

much easier to put them right. It also 

means that solutions can be found 

which suit people in that situation. As 

long as everyone agrees, then this 

solution is legal.

• Under customary law, everyone has 

some land rights. Sometimes, this 

means you have to accommodate other 

1. What happens if I d
on’t get any papers?

1

If the land is yours, then you are still th
e legal owner of the land whether you have papers or 

not. Papers do not give you more rights to the land, but they do give you proof that is more 

acceptable to those from outside your community that the land is yours. They also mean that 

your land will be administered in a different way, as some State procedures will have to be 

followed (e.g. for inheritance) rather than using local or customary procedures.

Advantages to having no papers

 Making land work for us all

community or clan accepts that the land is yours. 

This means that in the future, your certifi c
ate should 

also be recognised by the clan heads or by your 

community, as well as by LCs and Magistrates.

 
A certifi c

ate will help you protect your land from 

claims by other members of your family. For 

example, if t
he family head tries to sell your land, 

your certifi c
ate will be proof that he had no right to 

do so and so the sale will not be valid.

The certifi c
ate will help ensure that the land will go 

to your wife and children (and anyone else) when 

you die. The simplest way to do this is by including 

their names on the certifi c
ate. In this way, even if 

one of you dies, the certifi c
ate will still be ‘alive’ 

in the names of all those remaining. You can also 

write a will, so that the people you want to leave the 

land to can have their names put on the certifi c
ate, 

to prove that they are the new owners of the land. 

Even if someone else tries to take advantage of 

them and to grab the land, they will always be able 

to come back and reclaim the land, for example, by 

going to court.

A certifi c
ate is much cheaper to acquire than a title

. 

A title
 to land, including the costs of surveying, may 

cost hundreds of thousands of shillings. However, 

a certifi c
ate should only cost 10,000/-; that is 

5,000/- on application and another 5,000/- when it 

is issued.

A certifi c
ate is much easier to obtain and to amend 

than a title, since it is administered by the sub-

county. (You have to go to the District and Kampala 

in  order to administer a title
.) It 

should only; cost 

5,000/- to change the name on a Certifi c
ate on the 

A CCO is an offi cial document from the State 

saying that you are the owner of the and, because 

customary law recognised you as the rightful owner 

of the land. This can be used as proof of legal 

ownership if you want to sell the land, or if y
ou have 

any land dispute. (If s
omeone else manages to get 

a title
 issued on your land, this certifi c

ate may help 

you prove fraud or theft, b
ut the title

 may still b
e 

regarded as having a stronger claim on the land.) It 

is much easier to write many names on a CCO than 

on a title
- although there is nothing in the law which 

limits the number of names on a title
.

The CCO has a map attached to it, so it also proves 

where your land boundaries are. This will reduce 

boundary confl icts because you will have formal 

proof of where your land ends. (However, the ‘map’ 

is not formally surveyed with marker stones, and 

so unless it is
 made very clear where the borders 

are, e.g. by planting marker tre
es, it is

 still p
ossible 

for there to be a dispute about where exactly a 

boundary lies.)

In order to get a certifi c
ate, there has to be a public 

process with your neighbours of marking out where 

your boundaries lie and having a map drawn 

showing you own the land. This process is a public 

demonstration that you are regarded as the owner 

of the land and where your boundaries are. This 

alone should help reduce confl icts on the land.

A certifi c
ate will help protect you from land grabbers. 

It is an offi cial document that you own the land, and 

this will be recognised by all courts in the country.

Since the certifi c
ate is based’ upon the fact that you 

are regarded as the rightful owner by customary 

law, you will have to demonstrate that your 

2. What happens if I g
et a Certifi cate of Customary Ownership?

1

If you want an offi cial paper to say you own the land, but don’t want to get a freehold title
 to your land, 

you can apply for a ‘Certifi c
ate of Customary Ownership’ (CCO).You cannot apply for this certifi c

ate if 

your land has already been registered, that is, if a
 title

 already exists for your land. You can apply for 

this by going to the Area land Committee, and the Certifi c
ate is then issued by the Recorder (the Sub-

county chief). U
nfortunately, although Parliament created these certifi c

ates nearly ten years ago, most 

Districts have never offered them, and few people know what they are. As a result, th
ere is a lot which 

we don’t know about how the certifi c
ates will work - it i

s only with experience that we can say how the 

Courts will consider them, how the rights of different people to use the land will be protected, what 

procedures will be used for updating the certifi c
ates when there are land sales or upon inheritance 

when the certifi c
ate holder dies. In principle, you can get a certifi c

ate for land which you own either 

in rural or urban areas, as long as the land has never been registered (i.e. had a title
 issued for it). 

Unfortunately, the laws governing customary tenure are not very clear. You may need help in proving 

your rights to a Certifi c
ate. This situation should gradually improve if m

ore people apply for CCOs.

Advantages of having a Certifi c
ate of Customary Ownership (CCO)
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Upon your death if y
ou leave your land to your 

wife and/or children, it w
ill be easier for them to 

claim all the land if th
ey have a title

. (The easier 

way to ensure this, is to have their names already 

on the title
. If t

he title
 is just in your name, you 

should write a will to make sure that they can have 

it tra
nsferred into their own names on your death.) 

Then, even if someone grabs the land from them 

because they appear to be “weak”, they will 

remain with the title and can always claim the land 

back in the future, if n
ecessary by going to court 

and enforcing their rig
hts.

The land is not governed by customary law. This 

has advantages and disadvantages. The good 

thing is that State  law is much clearer and is 

written down although it m
ust be recognized  that 

the justice system is very weak  and the law is not 

always followed correctly or enforced.

Under State law, any rights not written on the 

title cannot be claimed, so there is much less 

confusion about the rights which different people 

claim over the land. It i
s possible to write down 

all the different rights which people have on the 

title, and these will re
main, even if th

e land is sold 

- though many people do not think to do this or do 

not know it can be done. These rights can include 

rights to cross the land, rights to graze cattle on 

the land after harvest. Once these are written 

down, they are clear and cannot be disputed.

Titled land is formally surveyed and the map is 

written down in the Land Registry. Even if someone 

removes the marker stones, the offi cial record of 

the land boundaries remains. When land is title
d, 

there are advantages for the Government. Stamp 

duty and other fees are an important source of 

revenue, and it m
akes it e

asier for them to plan 

land use when everything is documented.

A title is the highest form of proof of ownership 

under State law. If y
ou have a title

, then it is
 very 

hard for someone to prove that the land is not 

yours. (However, the Land Registry has many 

problems and there are many fake title
s in Uganda. 

Having a title
 is not a complete guarantee that your 

land rights will be protected.) A title
 is one of the 

strongest ways of protecting against land grabbers 

- that is why the grabbers themselves often try and 

get other people’s land title
d in their own name.

In some families, one member has tried to title
 all 

the family land in their own name, even the land 

which had been allocated to other family members. 

If you already have a title
 to the land which is yours, 

then this cannot happen.

It is possible for a whole family to get a single title
 

to all of their land, by forming a Communal Land 

Association (CLA) and registering in the rules of the 

Association which family member owns which parts 

of the land. You will need to get some advice about 

whether this would be a good idea for your situation, 

and about how to set up such an Association if you 

want to do this.

A title
 may be accepted by banks and micro-fi nance 

institutions as security for a loan (“collateral”). 

However, you need to remember that if y
ou use a 

title to secure a loan, you may lose the land if you 

don’t repay the loan on time.

Having a title
 makes it easier to sell land.

•  Someone who wants to buy land will see that the 

title proves that you own the land and there is less 

risk of them losing their money in a fake deal. This 

will m
ake them more willing to buy the land, and 

may mean you can get a higher price for the land, 

especially in urban areas.

•  If 
you have a title

, then you do not need to get 

permission from anyone outside your household 

(e.g. family head, clan)  to sell the land. However, 

you will still n
eed the written permission of your 

spouse, if th
is is land which is used to keep your 

family.

3. What happens if I g
et a title?

1

A title which says that you are the owner of the land is called a “freehold title”. (A
 leasehold title is also 

given by the District Land Board and is sometimes also called “a title
’; but this is a long term rental 

agreement and means the land actually belongs to the State and not to the person with the title
. You 

should not get a leasehold title if the land is yours.). O
nce you get a title, then customary law no longer 

applies on the land, and all of the administration of the land will be done by the State (Government) 

authorities. Advantages of having a freehold title



What should I do?

You have three choices.

1) You can choose not to get any papers at all. You are still the legal  
    owner of the land.

2) You can get a certificate of customary ownership. The certificate is  
    given by the Recorder (the sub-county chief).

3) You can get a title to your land. This means that you will be what is  
    called ‘the freehold owner’ of the land. You can apply for a title at the   
    District Land Board.

Some people want to get a leasehold title from the District Land Board 
on their customary land. This is not correct. A lease is a long term rental 
agreement, which is why you have to pay ground rent every year. You 
get a lease on land which is owned by someone else, e.g. the State (“the 
Government’’), but not on your own land.

There are advantages and disadvantages to each of the three choices. 
There is no ‘best way forward’ that will suit everyone. Read through the 
leaflets which explain what is involved in each choice. Discuss it with your 
family and decide which one suits your interests best.

Most people do not have any papers to show they own their land. The law says 
that even without papers, you have the same rights of ownership as people who 
have titles to their land. It is not necessary to get a title in order to own land.

You can own land without titles according to ‘customary rules’, for example 
because you inherited the land or because you bought it from the person who 
was locally recognised as being the real owner.

Nevertheless, some people feel that they would be more secure if they had titles, 
and there are some programmes which are encouraging people to get titles.

Is this a good idea? Are there advantages in getting papers for land? There are 
both advantages and disadvantages in getting papers of ownership for your 
land. No-one can decide for you what is the best for you, because that will 
depend upon your circumstances and your needs. If you understand what is 
involved in the different choices that you can make, then you and your family will 
be able to make the decisions that best suit you.
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