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ICARRD Special Thematic Session
Securing Rights to Natural Resources: From Research to Policy
Session organized by the International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) and the 
CGIAR Systemwide Initiative on Collective Action and Property Rights (CAPRi)

Wednesday 8 March from 13h to 14h30, Meeting Room A
Topics discussed: 

Presentation of a research conducted by IFPRI, IWMI, and CAPRi, on the complexity and diversity of people-resource-tenure systems, especially rights over land, water, and trees. 

Panellists:

> Ruth Meinzen-Dick, IFPRI and CAPRi, USA, 

> Barbara van Koppen, IWMI, South Africa, 

> Michael Kirk, Institute for Cooperation in Developing Countries, Phillips University Marburg, Germany, 

> Stephan Dohrn, CAPRi, USA, 

Presentations

Stephan Dohrn, research analyst with CAPRi, presented a summary of research conducted by IFPRI and CAPRi on land management and land rights. His presentation focussed on the need to recognize the complexity of the relationships between people, resources, and land tenure systems as a prerequisite to achieving sustainable resource management and poverty reduction.

Ruth Meinzen-Dick, senior research fellow in IFPRI’s Environment and Production Technology Division and Program Coordinator of CAPRi discussed the complexities involved in understanding women’s control over natural resources, especially rights over land, water, and trees, and ways to strengthen women’s rights.

Barbara van Koppen, principal researcher on Poverty, Gender, and Water at the International Water Management Institute (IWMI), discussed the implications of water resource management reform for small-scale rural water users in developing countries—in particular, the mushrooming new water legislation across Africa, Asia, and Latin America. The proposed win-win solution for both the state and rural small-scale users is to remove legal dimensions from what are essentially administrative water management tools.

Michael Kirk, professor at the Institute for Co-operation in Developing Countries of the Philipps University in Marburg, Germany, presented a study investigating the impact of asset endowments and human capital on people’s readiness to cooperate or engage in social activities within four Cambodian villages.

Discussion

People often think about property rights in a narrow sense as ownership - the right to completely and exclusively control a resource. But property rights are better understood as overlapping “bundles” of rights and can be divided into use rights, such as the right to access the resource, withdraw from a resource, or exploit a resource for economic benefit; and control or decision-making rights, such as the rights to management, exclusion, and alienation.

To have policy impact research needs to make clear what policy makers, donors and practitioners can do when dealing with complexity. Projects may not work if they become too complex, but oversimplification can also reduce the rights of marginal groups, including women.  Recognizing complex realities should not be an excuse for policy to remain inactive or stop searching for solutions. While broad principles may best be established at the national level, and enforcement requires well-defined mechanisms that are backed by the state, specific rules and regulations should respond to cultural, political, and ecological demands at local levels and, thus, be adopted and implemented at the lowest possible level of governance.

Resources cannot be looked at in isolation from each other. To be effective water rights have to be aligned with other rights systems dealing with land and other resources. In the same way, secure rights to resources alone will not lead to poverty reduction and a more sustainable resource management. Improved education, health systems can be both preconditions for functioning rights systems and a consequence of more secure rights.

To strengthen women’s rights to resources, just changing the legislation—as problematic as that may be--is not enough.  The difficulty is to induce social change by challenging social norms. Legal literacy campaigns have an important role in this but change cannot be achieved in the short term.
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