The Struggle over Land

World Habitat Day Report from the Violation Database 2015

This World Habitat Day coincides with the inauguration of a promised new era. The Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) that the UN General Assembly recently adopted to guide
development policy for the next 15 years augur an innovative approach to development. The past
is always a prologue to what is yet to come, while many lessons remain to be learnt from the
experiment of the last 15 years’ pursuit of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). This
review of data from the HLRN’s Violation Database (VDB) over the past four years forms an
evidence-based pattern of abuses that should inform priority setting in the course corrections
sought in this new era.

The pursuit of remedies, including “the full and progressive realization of human rights,” remains
a constant in the ongoing struggles over land in every region. Recalling the millennial
development agenda’s previous edition shows that the MDGs largely overlooked land issues. The
only exception lies in the interpretation of MDG 7 with its promise to improve the living
conditions for 100,00 million slum dwellers within a period estimated to coincide with an increase
of 500,000 slum dwellers.

On the other hand, however, among the Habitat || commitments, adopted in 1996, states and
UN specialized agencies promised to address land issues equitably. Those Habitat Il commitments
remain standing, although largely unimplemented, as the world prepares to renew the cyclical
Habitat Agenda in 2016 to guide more-specific human settlements development through 2036.
Among those Habitat Il principles stands the solemn commitment to “prevent and remedy forced
evictions” and ensure equitable access to, and secure tenure of XXXXX land, especially for women
and youth and respect for the primordial rights of indigenous peoples.

At this pivotal stage of global policy development, with its ever looming and growing challenges
of climate change, displacement and cyclical financial crises, we reflect on the patterns of land
rights violations through HLRN’s four-year thematic monitoring cycle that, this time, coincides
with political upheavals exemplified by the 2011 popular uprisings in the Arab states. While the
cumulative land rights violations across Middle East/North Africa doubtless have contributed to
the vociferous calls for fundamental regime change, the region’s patterns that apply the long
kleptocratic land-grabbing model of Israel has manifested with impunity by state and nonstate
actors across that region, but also beyond. Thus, this global focus puts those ever-dramatic
events in a context that permits cross analysis and comparative lessons learned.

In this perspective, this year’s HLRN annual report on the occasion of World Habitat Day keeps
each region equally under review, while anticipating the priorities and devilish details in
monitoring the new SDGs and the norm setting to come out of the UN-wide Habitat Il conference



in October 2016. In the spirit of critical inquiry, and in the normative frame of states’ long-
standing Habitat 1| commitments and human rights treaty obligations, we offer the following
review as a contribution to the enduring task of evaluating their implementation so far, deriving
lessons for setting, implementing and monitoring the new generation of development promises,
taking into consideration the essential human rights dimensions of land.

Africa

Asia

Europe

Latin America

Middle East/North Africa
North America

Oceania

Conclusion

While the new Habitat Agenda remains under deep debate, the newly adopted SDGs enshrine a
clearer recognition of the importance of land in the development agenda for the next 15 years.

Secure and equitable rights to land and natural resources as cross-cutting area for Targets in
key Post-2015 reports

Target 1.4: By 2030, secure equal access for all men and women, particularly those in need, to
basic services and financial services, including microfinance; and reduce by X % the number of
women, men, indigenous peoples and local communities who lack secure equal rights to own
land, property, and productive resources.

Target 2.3: By 2030 substantially increase small-scale food producers’ productivity and incomes,
particularly of women, family farmers, urban agriculturalists, fishers, hunter-gatherers, and
pastoralists, through secure access foral to preductiveresourcesand-inputs, knowledge,
financial services and markets, and secure and equitable rights to land and other natural and
productive resources.

Goal 5: By 2030 ensure women realize, on equal basis with men, secure rights to land and
property, and other assets and productive resources.



Goal 11: By 2030, ensure secure rights to land and universal access to adequate, equitable and
affordable housing and basic services for all women and men, eliminate slums, and upgrade
informal settlements.

Goal: By 2030, ensure the implementation of sustainable management of all types-offoerests;
terrestrial ecosystems, halt deforestation and degradation of forests, and increase reforestation
by x% globally, with respect for the rights of indigenous peoples and local communities and
their participation in decision making.

Proposed Target 16.4

By 2030 inerease inclusive, participatory and representative decision making at all levels and
ensure prior informed consent of indigenous and local communities in decision making and
natural resources management, and promote the use of their traditional knowledge and culture
By 2030 fully implement inclusive, participatory and representative decision making at all levels
and ensure free, prior and informed consent of indigenous peoples and local communities in
decision making and natural resources management, and promote the use of their traditional
knowledge and culture.
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