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 Across Sub-Saharan Africa, state control of land is incomplete. Although the law 

may vest all land in the state or the President, in practice customary authorities delegate 

access to much of the region’s rural land. Due to the social and economic importance of 

land in agrarian countries, control of territory is a fundamental source of power for both 

chiefs and state politicians. In Zambia, chiefs gain their authority from their capacity to 

allocate land. Not only are their roles in resolving conflicts and in spiritual leadership 

secondary to their position as custodians of the land, but their legitimacy in these other 

functions derives from their power over land allocation. Thus when individuals, 

investors, and the Zambian state seek to transfer land from customary control to state 

land title in order to facilitate agricultural investments, there is a fundamental shift in 

power relations.   

 This paper focuses on the changing pressures put on the dual system of land 

tenure, accelerated by recent increased interest in large-scale land acquisitions, through a 

close analysis of the case of Zambia. Zambia’s chiefs are legally custodians of an 

estimated 60 to 70% of the country’s land. In order to gain statutory title on rural land, 

the chief must consent to the permanent transfer of his or her customary land to state 

land. The government’s desire to court foreign direct investment (FDI), to diversify away 

from reliance on mining, and to achieve national food self-sufficiency following recent 

food price hikes have combined with the predominant narrative of plentiful arable land 

and water reserves to support a major push for a transition to large-scale, agro-industrial 

farming.  To this end, the government has facilitated the acquisition of customary land for 

foreign-run plantations and, the focus of this article, is in the process of developing 

100,000 hectare farm blocks in each of Zambia’s ten provinces.  Zambia’s Farm Blocks 

policy provides an important window into the strategic interactions between customary 

and state actors. This process is deeply political and alters the balance of state and 

customary authority. In this paper I analyze the process of transferring land between 

customary and state authority in Zambia in order to explain when chiefs and their 

populations resist or enter the state.  
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