Pre prints.org

Article Not peer-reviewed version

Impacts of the 99-Year Leasehold on
Residents in Peri-Urban Land of
Eswatini - the Case of Mbabane

Mfaniseni F. Sihlongonyane and Nomathemba Dladla i

Posted Date: 28 May 2026
doi: 10.20944/preprints202605.1989.v1

Keywords: 99-year leasehold; peri-urban land; chieftaincy; Swazi Nation Land; Title Deed Land

Preprints.org is a free multidisciplinary platform providing preprint service
that is dedicated to making early versions of research outputs permanently
available and citable. Preprints posted at Preprints.org appear in Web of
Science, Crossref, Google Scholar, Scilit, Europe PMC, OpenAlex.

Copyright: This open access article is published under a Creative Commons CC BY 4.0
license, which permit the free download, distribution, and reuse, provided that the author
and preprint are cited in any reuse.



https://sciprofiles.com/profile/4395459
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 28 May 2026 d0i:10.20944/preprints202605.1989.v1

Disclaimer/Publisher’'s Note: The statements, opinions, and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual author(s) and

contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to people or property resulting from
any ideas, methods, instructions, or products referred to in the content.

Article

Impacts of the 99-Year Leasehold on Residents in
Peri-Urban Land of Eswatini — the Case of Mbabane

Mfaniseni F. Sihlongonyane ! and Nomathemba Dladla 2*

1 School of Architecture and Planning, University of the Witwatersrand, Private Bag 3, Wits 2050,
Johannesburg, South Africa

2 School of Architecture and Planning, University of the Witwatersrand, Private Bag 3, Wits 2050,
Johannesburg, South Africa

* Correspondence: zullette92@gmail.com

Abstract

Due to the rapid rate of urbanisation in African cities, there is a high demand for land in the urban
peripheries of cities in the developing world. In the case of Eswatini, many of the peri-urban areas
are situated on land predominantly governed by traditional authorities according to customary land
management systems. From 1992 to 2005, a leasehold tenure system was implemented through a
Swaziland Urban Development Project (SUDP) funded by the World Bank. This paper explores the
economic, socio-cultural and spatial impacts of the 99-year leasehold on peri-urban areas under
chieftaincy using Mbabane, Eswatini as a case study, using a qualitative study involving field
interviews of 45 people and critical analysis. The central argument of the paper is that the
establishment of the leasehold tenure system has facilitated the integration of Swazi Nation Land into
global economic dynamics of urban change through the hybridisation of statutory and customary
practices, with some adverse effects.
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1. Introduction

It is now widely acknowledged that cities in the developing world are experiencing rapid urban
growth [1,2]. The rapid rate of urbanisation has caused a high demand for land in developing
countries [3,4] Studies have shown that due to the availability of land at a low cost and proximity to
jobs in cities, peri-urban areas have become the destination for infrastructural development [5-7].
Some researchers point out that peri-urban areas generally offer cheaper and easier access to land in
the continent, therefore attracting both low and middle-income groups [8]. This phenomenon has put
pressure on most peri-urban land in cities of the developing world [9-12]. In the case of Eswatini, the
country’s population residing in the peripheries of Mbabane and Manzini was estimated by Lowsby
and De Groot to be seven per cent of the total population by the mid-1990s [13]. The growing
population created unplanned settlements in peri-urban areas, where traditional leaders also played
a role by allocating land on Swazi Nation Land (SNL) which is land held in trust by the King on
behalf of the Swazi nation [14].

Since the 1980s, a deluge of economic activities have occurred in peri-urban interface of the major
cities [15]. These activities have contributed to a rapid rise in rental housing outside the formal urban
market whereby subjects/residents under chiefs provide accommodation to those who were working
in the factories, for students studying at the surrounding educational institutions, and for those who
were working in town. This has occasionally caused disputes amongst chiefs and led to the
degeneration of control mechanisms for traditional environmental resource management. The rise of
crime in these areas in the 1980s was a serious urban issue (see The Swazi Observer, 9 January 1985;
Times of Swaziland, 1 January 1985). Also, housing settlements were marginalising agricultural land.
This led to increased refuse disposal, transport congestion, and the rapid rise in uncontrollable
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informal business. Most strikingly, informal housing was fostering a spatial growth of the city beyond
its municipal borders, and as observed elsewhere in Africa, “The rural-urban divide had become
blurred” [16] (p. 19). Invariably, peri-urban settlements became spaces where Swazi customary and
‘modern’ urban systems contended.

Following a baseline study on low-income housing and informal settlements undertaken by
Marja Hoek-Smit in 1988 [17] and a few workshops by the government ministries, the Ministry of
Housing and Urban Development (MHUD) acquired funding from the World Bank in 1992 to
address the above-mentioned housing and urban development problems. The project was set up
through partnerships with the ministry, Manzini City Council and Mbabane City Council for both
Mbabane and Manzini. The project referred to as the Swaziland Urban Development Project (SUDP)
was designed to be a comprehensive and integrated project. [18] (p. 521) point out, “A core
component of the SUDP was the introduction of a 99-year lease, which was intended for residents
who were willing to pay a nominal fee for the installation of the infrastructure in return for a title
deed of the land.” The expansion of the city to the peri-urban areas of Mbabane corresponds to the
patterns of inclusion as defined by Angel and colleagues [19]. In their study of urban expansion,
Angel and co-authors conceptualise the different patterns that lead to the expansion of urban areas
in developing and developed countries, which are the expansions by infill, leapfrog development
and inclusion [19]. They define the pattern of inclusion as an area that entails all urban, rural and
peri-urban built-up areas that were previously not included within the defined urban layout [19],
which is the case in Eswatini.

2. Objectives of the Paper

This paper investigates the impact of the 99-year leasehold in a peri-urban environment of
Eswatini from 2007 to 2023, looking at the case studies of Mahwalala and Nkwalini in Mbabane.
Through a qualitative study involving field interviews and critical analysis, this research explores the
economic, socio-cultural and spatial implications of the 99-year leasehold on peri-urban areas of
Mbabane. It seeks to discuss leasehold as an economic tool shaping the transformation of territorial
governance of land in peri-urban areas of Mbabane and its associated spatial implications for urban
change, 16 years later. The central argument of the paper is that the establishment of leasehold
ownership facilitates the unsettling integration of Swazi Nation Land into global economic dynamics
of urban change through the hybridisation of statutory and customary practices associated with Title
Deed Land.

This paper contributes towards the understanding of the 99-year leasehold and how it is
perceived in the project area of Mbabane, Eswatini and its implications for the developing world. It
contributes to the understanding of existing urban governance processes and the competing interests
of actors in peri-urban areas as influenced by “actually existing neoliberalism” [20] (p. 351). It
expands on the overall understanding of land tenure and how development projects impact people
and spaces in cities of the developing world. By so doing, the paper provides a window through
which to understand peri-urbanisation, in its territorial, functional, and transitional vectors of urban
land governance. It also offers some insights into the rural-to-urban transformation, interaction and
its associated spatiotemporal dynamics in the global south. Furthermore, the paper sheds light on the
tensions that emerge from the encounter between urban and rural land practices, and it is essentially
poised to inform policy on future interventions for fostering sustainable urban development in
Eswatini.

2.1. Research Methods

The material for this paper was largely extracted from face-to-face interviews with residents
from Mahwalala (Zone 2, 5 and 6) and Nkwalini (Zone 3 and 4), from City officials of the Municipal
Council of Mbabane, as well as officers from banks. In total, forty-five (45) participants were
interviewed, which entails 30 residents, 11 City officials and 4 officers from financial institutions. The
interviews were conducted from March to May 2023. All interviews were selected through purposive
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sampling. All residences were purposively selected through the housing typology, whereby homes
with a maximum of 2 building structures were selected. Apartments and single rooms (fitimela') were
deliberately left out because this research required information from owners of the land, instead of
people who are renting a room or apartment. Homes that were selected were random to have an
equal probability in terms of gender and age. The areas of Mahwalala and Nkwalini are
predominantly populated by black Swazi and some immigrants from Mozambique. All officials were
purposively selected based on the department under which they work, which is related to the SUDP
and the 99-year leasehold. The gender ratio among residents was 56 per cent women and 44 per cent
men. All 4 bank officials were male, and City officials had a gender ratio of 55 per cent women and
45 per cent men.

Open-ended questions were employed to determine the impacts of the 99-year leasehold, a land
tenure implemented in Msunduza, Mahwalala and Nkwalini through a development project known
as the Swaziland Urban Development Project (SUDP). Residents were asked about how the 99-year
leasehold has impacted their day-to-day practices as well as their land practises. All officials were
asked about their role in the implementation of the SUDP, as well as how and why the 99-year
leasehold was introduced into these spaces that were previously informal settlements.

Secondary sources of data were also used, such as reports prepared by the World Bank group in
Eswatini, the Cities Alliance, the Municipal Council of Mbabane, and fact sheets used by City officials
for the project, as well as newspaper articles and academic papers. Other sources of written work that
were used for this research were legislation on land in the country. The open-ended questions asked
in this research were to determine the impacts of the 99-year leasehold on peri-urban areas that are
shaped by traditional leaders and rural practices. The SUDP and the 99-year leasehold were
implemented first in Msunduza as a pilot study and later in Mahwalala and Nkwalini, making these
sites relevant for this research.

Conducting face-to-face interviews provided more information about the study area with
limited documentation. The reliance on word-of-mouth has its limitations, as far as verification is
concerned. However, the information provided by participants had similarities, which addressed the
issue of verification. Some of the information also correlated with the factsheets provided by the
Municipal Council of Mbabane.

The first section of this paper discusses land leasing and its historical evolution. Section two
unpacks the background of the (SUDP) in relation to land leasing. The third section looks at the
impacts of the 99-year leasehold in the context of Eswatini in shaping urban spaces and the welfare
of its citizens. In conclusion, section four analyses the socio-economic impacts of lease holding on the
residents of the study sites in relation to security of tenure, accessibility and infrastructure. This
section explores the cultural impacts on the residents in relation to traditional (or rural) land and
social practices.

3. Literature Review: The History of Land Leasing in Africa from Pre-Colonial to
Post-Colonial Times

The 99-year leasehold is not a new or foreign concept for the Americas and the African continent
[21]. Land leases were administered during pre-colonial and colonial times through concessions in
these two continents [22-24]. From the 18th and 19th centuries, European empires were expanding
across the Americas and Africa, and the leasing model was used to obtain land for varying purposes.
England, for one adopted land leasing for industrial and housing purposes [25-27]. Some European
companies were given rights to large pieces of forest land [23,28,29], unoccupied land [22], and
agricultural land during the colonial era in the African continent [30]. Olanya outlines that during

1 Titimela in English means trains (sititmela — singular train). This word was coined by Swazis to
describe a line of attached singular rooms, commonly developed in peri-urban and rural areas for

rental purposes.
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colonial times in Africa, land leased to European settlers enabled the process of capital accumulation
for the select few [31]. Settler colonialism created land displacement for the indigenes, separating
them from the means of production [31-34]. For example, Southall points out that Black Africans
were only allowed to own a home through 30-year leasehold rights in the 1960s in South Africa,
which limited them from accumulating capital like their white counterparts [35].

In the case of Eswatini, Bonner gives details of the concession rush under King Mbandzeni from
the 1800s. Crush and Bonner indicate that from the 1870s, 100-year leases were granted to European
companies and corporations [28,34]. Daniel accounts that a Concession Committee was established
to address a variety of issues among the concessioners in 1904 [36]. When the British gained control
over the country, the Land Proclamation Act of 1907 was enacted to enable the conversion of
concessioned land to freehold land [34,36,37]. The Land Proclamation was enacted to establish the
partitioning of land into three parts, allowing white settlers to have freehold land in the country and
creating land reserves for the Swazi people [37]. From a political economy point of view, Daniel
argues that the Proclamation Act not only established white settler farmers in the country but also
integrated the country’s mining and agricultural production into the global economy [36]. British
companies acquired large concessions for farming and forestry. For example, Peak Timbers was a
company established for forestry, north of Eswatini, which contributed to the country’s export
revenue [36]. With such laws in place, Swazi indigenes became landless and were left out of the
economy.

By the 1940s, the colonial state began to sell these concessioned lands which were referred to as
Crown lands, to individual settlers and private companies [33]. This was mainly because the
government could not incur the costs of developing this land [33]. The sale of these privately owned
white farms to companies gave rise to the eviction of indigenous squatters [38]. By 1943, some private
companies continued to threaten squatters with evictions and others offered terms where indigenes
would offer their labour, but most indigenes left, thus intensifying the squatter issue in the county
[38]. Some of the sectors later developed include: extraction of asbestos in Havelock in 1939 and
Ngwenya Iron ore in 1964 in the northern part of the country; Ubombo Ranches in 1949 and Mhlume
in 1958, processing sugar in the eastern parts of the country; Bhunya Pulp Company in 1959 and
timber plantation and manufacturing of pulp in 1961 in the west; Malkerns pineapples, 15 km from
Manzini in 1968 in the central part of the country [39]. To this end, several scholars posit that land
leasing was and is still a model that advances capitalism [31,35,40—42].

From the 1960s, most African countries gained independence, which brought a wave of land
reform and redevelopment programmes [43-45]. German et al. state that most land reform initiatives
adopted land leasing [46]. Several African states, such as Ghana, Zimbabwe and Kenya, reintroduced
land leasing as a form of tenure to work towards land tenure reform [47-50]. The way land was
administered and managed in the process of reform in previous colonies from the 1960s to 1980s
shifted to a neo-colonial system that benefited the elite African minority as opposed to the Europeans
[36,51,52]. This neo-colonial system continued to displace natives) from their land, particularly poor
smallholder farmers and thus establishing a rich peasantry [53] (p. 186). As such, from the
independence era to contemporary Africa, land leasing can be best described as accumulation by
dispossession by Harvey [54]. Levien and Batou both describe accumulation by dispossession as the
seizing of land from poor citizens through other means [55,56]. It is widely observed that smallholder
farmers across Africa and the Americas lost their land due to large land deals and development
projects [53,57].

For example, when the Government of Ghana introduced leasehold tenure to transform their
customary land tenure system [59] through what was called a “modern addition” to the customary
land tenure system using the Concession Ordinance of 1962 and the Minerals Act of 1962 respectively
[61], the chiefs used Customary Land Secretariats to sell and lease out the land to outsiders and
investors for agricultural and residential purposes eventually displacing locals [62]. Similarly, the
notion of agrarian reform in Kenya followed a neocolonial repressive pattern. From 1960, leading to
Kenya’s independence in 1963, many black farmers (mainly Kikuyu, Embu and Meru tribes) were
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settling in abandoned or unmanaged farms, which presented a threat to the colonial economy [51].
By 1965, the Agricultural Development Corporation (previously known as the Ministry of
Agriculture) was established to contain radical change but still favour Africans within the
agricultural sector [51]. Wasserman points out that this Corporation bought and managed
approximately 320 000 acres of farmland, and this land was eventually sold or leased to trained or
experienced large-scale Kenyan farmers [58]. Many of the farmers were of the Kikuyu, mainly
because the Kikuyu peasantry was vocal about agrarian reform, resulting in unrest [58].

Likewise, Eswatini reintroduced land leasing to large farming estates, including sugar and
pineapple plantations, after independence in 1968. From the 1970s, contract farming began to thrive
in the agriculture industry, with private companies leasing farms to smallholder farmers [55]. Apart
from private companies that had freehold farms, research shows that some of the previously
concessioned farms were bought back through a buy-back programme that was initiated by King
Sobhuza II before independence [37,53,59,60]. Levin indicates that the buy-back programme was
created to have as much land as possible under SNL [60]. However, land targeted by the buy-back
programme was bought by Tibiyo, an entity established by the monarch in 1968 [37,61] — as an
institution that works with the government and other stakeholders to pursue economic growth for
the people of Eswatini. Parallel to private companies that leased land to smallholder farmers, Tibiyo
also leased SNL to private companies such as Mhlume Sugar [60] and Simunye Sugar estate [62].

Like elsewhere in the continent, several scholars point out that when the Simunye Sugar Mill
was established in the late 1970s, close to 500 families were forcefully evicted from their land for this
estate [62-64]. Levin gives another scenario where families were evicted from their land by the
Ministry of Agriculture, for the government to have a farm in Nkalashane [63]. Tisuka TakaNgwane,
another entity established by the monarch in 1976 to develop the country’s wealth to support the
Swazi people, also leased property to private companies or individual citizens to date [65]. However,
the empowerment of ordinary citizens has not been achieved. Although legislation to leverage
economic advantages for the indigenes was introduced, e.g., the enactment of the Land Speculation
Act 8 of 1972 to favour local citizens, it has not been realised. Lea observed that the local Swazi elite
(‘middle-class’ and rulers) systematically adapted and subjugated various elements of the inherited
system of government to serve its own interests rather than those of the foreign and settler
bourgeoisies [66].

With the adoption of Structural Adjustment Programmes (SAPs) in the 1980s, many African
countries adopted leaseholding as a means to facilitate private ownership, further putting the
interests of local citizens in an adverse position. The SAPs were imposed on most African countries
by international organisations such as the IMF and World Bank during this time [67,68] and this did
not lead to affirmation of land interests for local citizens. The SAPs implemented in Ghana, within
the agricultural sector from 1987 to 1991, caused a great shift in land tenure [69,70]. Land reform was
driven by neoliberalists instead of the government and this led to private companies having primary
access to land [68]. Consequently, the private investors and speculators acquired large tracts of land
and leased them out to private companies that evicted indigenes [69].

In Eswatini, the adoption of land leasing was influenced by the embrace of market policies from
the period of independence. Hickel links this approach to the fact that several loans from the World
Bank were obtained by the country since 1962 to fund various projects [71]. It was to be expected then
that the government shifted towards obtaining more loans from the World Bank and the IMF under
the conditionalities of structural adjustment programmes and was subjected to cutting tariffs and
subsidies [71] when the country experienced a decline in its economy in the 1980s. Consequently, the
government of Eswatini was assisted by the World Bank to implement a development programme
for upgrading informal settlements in 1992 [72] under the conditionalities of the bank. In the process,
land leasing was reintroduced through the implementation of an upgrading project known as the
Swaziland Urban Development Project (SUDP) [73,74] under the Ministry of Housing and Urban
Development (MHUD).
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4. Land Leasing in Eswatini: The Background of the Swaziland Urban
Development Project (SUDP)

The project was co-funded by the World Bank and the Government of Eswatini. The World Bank
loaned the government US$29 million [75]. Although the project started in 1992 [76], this loan
agreement between the government of Eswatini and the World Bank was signed in 1995 [72,77]. An
amount of US$34 million was committed by the Government of Eswatini, making the total project
cost US$63.4 million [77]. The objective of the project was to improve land tenure security in the
settlements and to integrate these informal settlements into the urban fabric with good and efficient
service delivery [72,78]. The project introduced the 99-year leasehold tenure in the peri-urban areas
of Mbabane and Manzini. This is a form of tenure where the Eswatini government, with authorisation
from King Mswati I, leased land to Swazi citizens for 99 years, mainly for residential purposes [72].
The main purpose of introducing this land holding was to improve individual security of tenure.
According to the World Bank, the project aimed to improve the living conditions of residents through
land reform and to provide better urban services for the urban poor in these sites [72].

The government decided to upgrade Mahwalala (Zone 2, 5 and 6) and Nkwalini (Zone 3 and 4)
in Mbabane. When the project started in 1992, the MHUD assigned the National Eswatini Housing
Board to oversee the SUDP in Msunduza (site 1, see Figure 1), the pilot area for the project [72,78].
The first phase of the SUDP that took place in Msunduza is said to have been completed in 2002 [76].
The MHUD then assigned the Municipal Council of Mbabane to oversee the project sites of Nkwalini
and Mahwalala which is the focus of this paper (see Figure 2 below). Since the National Eswatini
Housing Board and the Municipal Council of Mbabane were the forerunners of this project under
Msunduza, Nkwalini and Mahwalala, there were other supporting agencies. These agencies were
main service providers, namely, the Eswatini Water and Services Corporation, Eswatini Electricity
Company, Deeds Registry and Surveyor General [72,77,79,80].

Legend
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Township Boundaries

E 1. Msunduza

B 2. Mahwalala/Nkwalini
[] Mbabane Municipal Boundary
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% Manzini

[] African Boundaries

South Africa
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Mozambique
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Figure 1. Location of Eswatini, capital city Mbabane and the case area number 2. Map developed by
Nomathemba Dladla, 2023.
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Figure 2. Location of the case study of Nkwalini and Mahwalala in Mbabane. Map developed by Nomathemba
Dladla, 2023.

Historically, there are different stories on how people migrated into the area. Some residents
obtained land in the area through the acquisition of a permit from the District Commissioner’s office
[81]. From the District Commissioner’s office, residents were given a temporary occupation permit
that was renewable at a fee of E2 (less than €1) (Swaziland District Office, 1989). Another group of
residents accessed the land through the kukhonta system, which is done under chiefs according to
customary law.? This occurs when a chief allocates land to a subject in return for paying allegiance
[18]. The third group of residents is a population of migrants from rural to urban areas and migrants
from neighbouring countries such as Mozambique [82] (p. 550) and South Africa [83] (p. 526).

After the development of all the plots, access to land was facilitated by a Plot Allocations
Committee. This committee was established by the MHUD and the Municipal Council of Mbabane
(MCM). This committee constituted of MHUD as Chair, the Eswatini Housing Board as secretariat,
MCM officials and resident representatives of the different zones in Mahwalala and Nkwalini. The
selected representatives were trained by officials of the Municipal Council. The purpose of this
training was to inform and educate them on how to engage with residents [84]. It can be argued that
this training was meant to sensitise the representatives on the delicate nature of land allocations that
they were about to embark on. The committee set priority groups, with primary and secondary
allocations. The primary group to be allocated plots were heads of households who already lived in
the area before the project [84]. The secondary group of people was heads of households who were
forced to move due to the development project or who had not built any structure on the land [84].

> Kukhonta refers to a process whereby a traditional leader known as a Chief allocates a
portion of land to individuals or a family that are seeking for land in a chiefdom within the
area that is under the Chief’s stewardship. Access to the land is acquired once individual or
family gives the local Chief a cow or gift and pays allegiance to the Chief.
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A supplementary allocation list was also done which included resident widows and resident children
of the heads of households. In the case of a polygamous family, a second or third wife of the head of
household was also considered a beneficiary [84]. The list went as far as including tenants who lived
in the project area.

In 1994, a 99-year leasehold agreement was formulated together with the Allocations Criteria
and Procedures and a Resettlement Policy and Guidelines. These documents set conditions to assist
officials on how to allocate and register residents under this new land holding. The conditions
included being a Swazi citizen; having no other residential properties within the project location;
having proof that one can pay for the plot and annual rates, and applicants needed to pay a
commitment fee of E400 upon submitting their application [84]. Since this was an in situ project, the
Government of Eswatini made sure that no indigenes were evicted; they took priority (Simelane,
2014). Once the plots were developed and surveyed, indigenous residents were to be allocated the
plots. Upon allocation of the plot, residents had to pay a commitment fee of E400, which is
approximately €20 [85]. Allocated residents were required to pay for the servicing of the plot and this
price was determined by the square metres of each plot. The Municipal Council of Mbabane
registered the 99-year lease plots since the MHUD handed over the power of attorney to the
Municipality.

The 99-year lease agreement stipulates that the contract is between the Government of Eswatini
represented by the Municipal Council of Mbabane and the lessee (a resident). It states that the areas
that have been developed into townships are under Crown land (farm) that has been disposed of by
the Ministry of Housing and Urban Development, authorised by King Mswati III. Other details in
this agreement are the size of the Crown land and the size of the individual plot leased out; the
duration of 99 years to lease the plot, which can be extended; and the terms and conditions of using
the plot with the sole purpose being residential (99-year title deed). The impacts of the new land
system and the project itself are ongoing and have lasting effects on the residents.

5. Discussion: The Impacts of Land Leasing in Peri-Urban Areas

When residents were asked about how the 99-year leasehold has impacted their day-to-day
living as well as their land practices in their area. Residents were also asked whether they found this
landholding more secure compared to SNL or freehold. From the interviews, it was determined that
this landholding has shifted residents’ perception of land tenure security and it has contributed to
issues of land accessibility and women’s rights to land. The conversations with residents highlight
how the infrastructure development of these areas has allowed market forces to shape the land value,
considering poor land management and governance. The same issues pointed out by residents were
raised by city and bank officials; however, they find that tenure security and land accessibility for
women have improved. Amid these new encounters, the urban poor indigenes have been socially
and economically displaced, leading to gentrification.

As a form of tenure, the 99-year leasehold was initially unacceptable and misconstrued by the
residents and by financial institutions as either an SNL or a foreign land holding. The residents did
not encourage its adoption besides the development of basic services such as roads, security lighting
and skips. Most of the indigenes saw the new leasehold regulations as imposing restrictive land
practices that they needed to gradually assimilate. Many stated their preference for the traditional
lifestyle on SNL. This lifestyle allowed them to build more than two houses on their designated plot
and they were free to keep livestock such as chickens, goats and cattle. The residents also saw the
leasehold as something that championed the cause of the Municipality. This is parallel to the case
study of Wa in Ghana, where the introduction of the leasehold favoured new inhabitants more than
the lifestyle of indigenes [86].

The main concern for residents was the payment of rates compared with the method of a one-
time payment used under customary tenure. This was contrary to the customary practice under chiefs
where residents only take part in the practice of kuhlehla, which is a way of paying allegiance to the
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monarch?®. One participant frustratedly stated, “...bekuncono ngoba besingakhokhi imali, besihlehla nje...”
(participant #46, 2023) (literally meaning “it was better before because we did not pay with money,
we would pay by doing work”). Most residents agreed with this sentiment and emphasised that they
preferred to give their time to show allegiance to the chieftaincy instead of paying money to the City
of Mbabane. Other residents complained that paying rates does not make a difference because the
Municipality was slow in providing services. One respondent said, “kuyafana yesisi... nome siyabhadala
nome asibhadali.” (participant # 29, 2023) — meaning, there is no difference, even if we pay rates, we do
not receive the services.” Another issue was that not all residents can afford to pay the rates, making
it difficult for the city to deliver services.

Not only did the residents appreciate the culture of kuhlehla, but there were also other practices
that they appreciated from the traditional management system under chiefs. Most residents indicated
that they can no longer bury their loved ones on their land. Under customary land management, the
subjects are allowed to bury their loved ones within their land parcels. Contrary, this is not allowed
within a municipal jurisdiction. Therefore, government officials were faced with the challenge of
what to do with the already existing graves in the home sites during the plot surveying process. The
existing burial places were “...nullified and demarcated as grave sites.”, as a city official indifferently
said (participant #25, 2023), since grave sites cannot be zoned as a land use under residential areas
according to the Town Planning Scheme of the city. This was due to two main reasons: the high costs
that would be incurred by the government to exhume the deceased and the cultural practices linked
to disturbing one’s ancestors once they have rested. With this new way of living under leasehold, the
residents of this area were therefore compelled to buy grave sites that had been demarcated by the
Municipality on the outskirts of the city. Although obtaining a grave site at the city’s cemetery had
gradually become the norm, there was a price hike from E600 to E3,220 [88] which is an equivalence
of € 28.72 to € 153. 15, respectively. Therefore, obtaining a grave site for a loved one has become
expensive for the urban poor, motivating them to leave the developed leased areas. The same
phenomenon is experienced in peri-urban areas of KwaZulu-Natal in South Africa, where residents
still follow the tradition to bury their loved ones on their land; however, this is met with challenges
such as the lack of space [89].

Other residents were lamenting how some of the developments have caused more harm than
good. For example, some drainage facilities were poorly designed, and this caused water to damage
their homes. When interviewed, an elderly widow exclaimed that she had issues with water flowing
into her plot causing damage. She sadly expressed that, Lamanti achamuka lamgwacweni etelabaleni.
Batsi ke nabasho akusiwo umgwaco lomkhulu labangangenela kuwo babone kutsi kwentekani. (participant
#28, 2023). Translated, “The water flows through to my plot from the road. The city officials say that
they cannot investigate the road because it is not a major road.” This means that only major roads
that need maintenance were prioritised, which defeated the purpose of advancing the urban well-
being of the residents in the area.

The other challenge about the leasehold area was that there was confusion about whether the
area was still under SNL or a foreign form of landholding due to hybrid land practices. Interviewed
officials from the formal banks indicate that they were unsure of the 99-year leasehold, as the land
practices of SNL and TDL co-existed. One official doubtfully asked if the 99-year leasehold land is
SNL. This has resulted in some institutions treating 99-year leasehold land as freehold land, while
other institutions were still unsure of this land holding. Therefore, the financial institutions were
sceptical of financing leasehold land because of the lack of information and the hybridity of the land
that is under this tenure. The exception was the Eswatini Building Society bank, which worked
closely with the Municipal Council of Mbabane in financing this land in the case study area.
Nevertheless, despite the officials from the Society having good knowledge of how the 99-year
leasehold land was financed, the understanding and interpretation of the 99-year leasehold by the

3 The term kuhlehla means paying allegiance to the Monarch by rendering services such as
free labour e.g. weeding the King’s fields [87].
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other financial institutions was unclear due to the lack of policy. Bank officials shared the sentiment
that the lack of a land policy in the country limits their institutions from financing this type of tenure.
One bank official indicated that the financing of 99-year lease property is, “..not a fully
commercialised undertaking...” (participant #59, 2024). This typifies the challenges of land
hybridisation as witnessed in semi-urban areas such as Thembisile Hani in South Africa, where the
authority responsible for land administration and management is unclear [90].

5.1. Hybridisation of Tenure and Governance Norms

Contrary to the challenges raised above, the 99-year leasehold was also seen to provide secure
land tenure for the citizens of Eswatini, according to all interviewed government officials. The main
school of thought was that this new form of tenure is more secure than land under the customary law
of SNL. One official eagerly justified, “The 99-year lease is a secure form of land tenure because it
gives one a paper [lease agreement contract] to say that they have user rights over a certain portion
of land. In case of disputes, the lessee can use the paper to protect their rights, unlike in SNL [Swazi
Nation Land], where there are land disputes and people cannot defend themselves, which increases
chances of losing the land.” (participant #22, 2023). The issue of land disputes is a common
phenomenon in the peripheries of cities of the South and this is due to the lack of effective land
governance [91]. In the case of Eswatini, the 99-year leasehold, devoid of a policy, attempts to address
the issues of disputes experienced in the peripheries.

In other words, the lease agreement contract or title given to residents provides a sense of
security, especially when it comes to issues of land disputes and cases of inheritance. The title given
in this case allows for land to be passed on to future generations. Section 10 of the Lease Agreement
clearly stipulates that upon the death of the lessee, the lessor will not terminate the lease, but the lease
agreement was assigned to the rightful heirs or executors of the estate. Other officials emphasised
that the 99-year leasehold is a sub-category of freehold tenure, thus making it secure. Academic
scholars define security of tenure as a right that every individual or group of people have that protects
them against forceful eviction [92,93]. Therefore, it could be argued that the 99-year lease agreement
covers the matter of protecting lessees from forceful evictions, which occurred on occasion under
chiefdoms [94,95].

More scholars define security of tenure from an economic perspective [96-98], the definition of
land tenure security from an economic perspective focuses on individualised land rights that ensure
security and increase the chances of investment [97]. This scenario supports de Soto’s argument that
the formalisation of land rights allows people to have some form of capital (an incentive), as it attracts
a different group of urban citizens, which includes developers and the middle-income group, to settle
in this area [96]. The incentive of having the opportunity to invest through tenure security
demonstrates how indirect financial incentives, as analysed by Vitae [99], influence local governance
beyond the framework of the SUDP and the 99-year leasehold. However, tenure security may offer
incentives for some, while it further excludes others.

Land accessibility and women’s empowerment

It is noted that the enactment of a 99-year leasehold in this area marked a shift towards affirming
women’s access to land. Women who were identified as heads of their households had land
registered under their names, even in cases where women were identified as heads of their
households or where their husbands or male counterparts were either deceased or no longer lived
with them. Similarly, children above the age of 21 years were eligible beneficiaries under this project
and land was registered under their own names, irrespective of gender. Therefore, the 99-year
leasehold tenure was a tool of empowerment for women in this case.

This marks a major improvement to the Swazi customary process, which requires that a woman
gain access to Swazi Nation Land through marriage, as reflected in other African countries [100]. In
Eswatini, just as in many African countries like Malawi [101] and Uganda [102], a woman who had
no husband can bring a male family representative, such as a father or son, to request land under
customary law [94]. The case study was influenced by customary land practices, which are gendered
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in nature. However, the enactment of the Constitution of 2005 and the introduction of the 99-year
leasehold in the peripheries have largely addressed easier access to land by women, which is one of
the greatest challenges on the continent [103-105]. However, some countries are implementing
gender-neutral land policies, such as the government of Botswana, which allocates land and housing
on a “first-come first-serve” basis, and promotes market-based initiatives which ignore inequalities
between men and women [106]

The 99-year leasehold has also challenged the Deeds Registry Act of 1968 in the affirmation of
women'’s rights to inheritance. Section 16 (3) of the Deeds Registry Act of 1968 stipulates:

Immovable property, bonds or other real rights shall not be transferred or ceded to, or registered
in the name of, a woman married in community of property, save where such property, bonds or real
rights are by law or by a condition of a request or donation excluded from the community [107]. This
clause restricted women married in community of property from registering property under their
own name. Lowsby and De Groot point out that land registered under this upgrading project was
registered outside the jurisdiction of the Deeds Registry Act to allow all women to have land under
their names [13]. The authors also argue that there was a need for the amendment of the Marriages,
Deeds Registry, Estates and Succession Acts to cater to all women, whether married or not. In light
of the Matrimonial Property Bill of 2022 and the Marriages Bill of 2022 in the pipeline, there is still a
need to amend the Deeds Registry Act [108] as land access and ownership remain a challenge for
some women, depriving them of the incentives that come with land ownership and tenure security.

5.2. Socio-Economic Exclusions and Financialization Dynamics

The improvement of infrastructure and services has influenced the land market in the area.
Although the advancement of services within the study area was gradual, the level of land transfers
under this land holding has increased. Land has been transferred or sold by indigenous residents to
second and third-generation lessees. These land transfers or sales were shaped by market forces. As
more land is transferred, developed and transferred again, the property values have increased. At
the initial phase of the upgrading project, land plots were transferred at maximum prices of E30 000
(€1,500). Currently, vacant land can cost close to E100 000 (€5,000) and developed plots up to El
million (€50,000). Through these land transfers, the development of new houses has increased,
especially in Mahwalala. Most of these developed properties are for rental purposes. The proximity
to the city centre makes the location of these rental properties ideal and they also cater to an increasing
working class. This development has therefore created a supply for the existing rental housing
demand in the city [109]. This is central to the neoliberal ethos of promoting market and
entrepreneurial flare. Therefore, it is notable that the 99-year leasehold is bankable and enables lessees
to invest using their property as the land is gradually becoming attractive to investors in Mahwalala
and Nkwalini. This correlates to the economic behavioural patterns analysed by Adenuga and his
colleagues. They conclude that beneficiaries who are given long-term land leasing options are more
likely to invest on the management and development of their land as opposed those who have short-
term rental land arrangements [110]. The 99-year leasehold in this case study area has contributed to
such economic behaviours among urban citizens.

In addition, the heightened land value increase resonates with hedonic pricing methods, as
recently studied by Barbot and Peroco, which is a method of determining the value of rental property
based on the social composition of an area [111]. To rent a house or buy a plot of land, the social status
of a landowner is considered along with one’s perception of how noisy the area is and if potential
neighbours are of a similar or higher social status [114]. This is evident in Mahwalala, where investors
are developing similar housing to attract the working class, and those who buy land as first-time
homeowners are more attracted to areas with new property developments with no nearby shacks or
older homes. This activity has led to the awareness of a social construct in Mbabane’s peripheries, in
which social hierarchies are formed among the working class and the urban poor — an area in need
of future research.
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It is arguable, therefore, that the formalisation process of the leasehold system constitutes a
crucial step in the economic development of these areas. The construction of roads provides
accessibility for residents and other developers, which has increased the development of commercial
zones in the area. The provision of municipal skips and flood lights marks an improvement in
services, unlike the previous norm of disposing of waste in a pit in the area. The following picture
shows the different types of development found in the study site.

A

Figure 3. Hilltop Kwik Spar in Mahwalala developed in 2022. Picture by Nomathemba Dladla 2023.

5.3. Maladministration and Clientelistic Practices

Although there is accessibility of land in the peripheries, the implementation of the 99-year
leasehold system unveiled loopholes in the real estate industry. Access to land is beneficial largely
for the elite/well-to-do class. The poor struggle to get access and to maintain land ownership under
leasehold. It is worthwhile to note that the issue of land maladministration is still prevalent. Some
participants reported the issue of multiple sales of one plot and a lack of efficient land administration.
One participant lamented that,

The project [SUDP] was really affected by the committee [Plot Allocation Committee]; some of
them [Committee members] sold the land and kept some [land] for themselves. My mother was sold
[bought] a plot that was already sold to someone else.” (participant #13, 2023).

This is compounded by a lack of formal documentation, resulting in unverified information on
land transactions. In addition to poor administrative systems, places such as Mahwalala have been
known to be areas of high crime [112-114]. With the implementation of the new land tenure system
and the increased housing developments, more theft crimes have occurred in the area. A landlord
from Mahwalala sadly conveyed to a reporter in the local newspaper that, “...most of the time the
houses are empty and attracting tenants can become a hustle due to the cancer of crime...” [115].
According to Dhladhla, the high level of crime and lack of police presence have, however, propelled
the residents to be more aware, and have developed community policing (emphoyisa emango) to deal
with perpetrators. [113]. The lack of a strong police presence is a symptom of inadequate
administrative and management systems for the area. Relying on community police is a similar
occurrence in the peripheries of many townships in South Africa due to the lack of proper policing
in these areas [116,117].
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5.4. Gentrification and Socio-Spatial Inequalities

By and large, the formalisation of land rights through leasehold enhances capital development,
but it does not enhance the well-being of the local citizens who do not have capital. Since the study
area consists mostly of unemployed indigenes, many of them are negatively affected by this new land
holding since they do not have the capital to pay rates or to develop their land following the
municipal standards. It has been noted henceforth that the middle class tend to have more access to
the land as the poor sell their land due to a lack of capital. The more the well-to-do move into these
leasehold areas, the more gentrification takes place. Not only is the lack of affordability a push factor
for the indigenes, but the change in land tenure. As observed in many countries around the continent,
this is facilitated when land is largely regarded as a commodity, rather than performing a social
function, also with consequent speculation contributing to social exclusion [118] (p. 183).

Several residents attested to this in the interviews. One resident claimed that “Bantfu abakhoni
kubhadala ema-rates, babese bayatsengisa bayeka-Chief.” (participant #43, 2023). This means that people
cannot afford to pay rates, and they then decide to sell the land and find a place under SNL. Another
resident clearly articulated that, “The land system [99-year leasehold] scared many people, making
people [them] leave and [go] back to SNL.” (participant #55, 2023). When residents were asked how
they see Mahwalala-Nkwalini in the next 10 years, many indigenes expressed how the area will be
developed, but they will be excluded. These sentiments indicate that gentrification has become
central to the process of lease holding in the Municipality of Mbabane. Therefore, the 99-year lease
has also unveiled loopholes in this new land tenure system of the country. This trend is well
acknowledged in many poorer cities, such as Indian cities [119,120].

6. Conclusions

The adoption of the 99-year leasehold in Eswatini is creating a tripartite land tenure system, this
being freehold land, SNL and the 99-year lease. While this form of land holding opens new prospects
of development, it creates new challenges. It can be argued that the 99-year leasehold was
implemented to improve the lives of the urban poor, especially by providing access to land for
women; however, the urban poor are being replaced by the well-to-do on the ground. A new middle-
class system is being formed through the implementation of the 99-year leasehold. The prospects and
problems of the 99-year leasehold unpacked in this paper indicate the need for questioning the lack
of legislation, such as the land law and the 99-year lease policy, to avoid an ambiguous connotation
of the 99-year leasehold system. This suggests that the government of Eswatini must establish land
and housing legislation and policies that support local citizens, especially the urban poor.

Since the government of Eswatini worked closely with Eswatini Building Society during the
initial implementation of the SUDP, there is potential for the government to foster such a
collaboration with other financial institutions in the country. This implies that the government should
enact legislation that requires financial institutions to offer special home loans with an affordable
interest rate for lower-income groups. Once land legislation is passed, various institutions and the
public will have a clear guide on the financing of leasehold land. With policies in place, the leasing
process in peri-urban areas should not only be a function of private enterprise, but can also be a
means of incorporating people on SNL instead of being a means for degrading traditional systems
under SNL. Like elsewhere in the continent, the government should adopt a transformational
approach to customary tenure, issuing certificates that confer rights to convert customary lands into
freehold tenure [121].

This suggest that a process of lease holding should not be limited to land access, lease holding
should be part of a broader peri-urban strategy in which the government adopts an Environmental,
Social, and Governance (ESG) approach that incorporates: operating as a steward of the environment
and covers environmental issues like climate change, greenhouse gas emissions (GHG),
deforestation, biodiversity, carbon emissions, waste management and pollution; considers the impact
the leasehold has on people, culture and communities and looks at the social impact of diversity,

© 2026 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202605.1989.v1
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 28 May 2026 d0i:10.20944/preprints202605.1989.v1

14 of 19

inclusivity, human rights and supply chains; and, how the leasehold is directed and looks at
corporate governance factors like executive compensation, succession planning, board management
practices and shareholder rights. Sustainability must be at the heart of the country’s peri-urban
development strategy. The strategy should have a social imperative as well as a commercial
imperative. A social imperative means making sure that land dispossession, inadequate
compensation, unfair working conditions, occupational health, and safety hazards and promotion of
fundamental human rights are elevated. A commercial imperative means that lease holding in peri-
urban areas drives co-investment, facilitates economic diversification, and considers opportunities to
diversify and repurpose use of infrastructure through equitable revenue sharing, economic
diversification, community development initiatives, sustainable employment and business
opportunities. For example, cooperatives responsible for waste management, road and security light
management can be established to leverage inclusive economic development.

Since there is a high rate of unemployment in this study area, the Municipal Council of Mbabane
should assist the residents in creating cooperatives which will be responsible for certain management
requirements in the area. These cooperatives can be subsidised with the rates that are paid, since not
all residents can afford to pay rates. With the residents working and maintaining their surroundings,
rate payers will appreciate the benefits of paying rates. Those who cannot afford to pay rates will get
jobs through the cooperatives and facilitate their ability to afford services eventually. The Municipal
Council of Mbabane will also benefit when services are paid for by the residents. However, the city
should develop a system of monitoring and evaluation of development projects; and, for facilitating
the involvement of all land stakeholders, including traditional leaders and residents, in exploring
mechanisms for improving the leasehold system. This should be promoted through consistent
dialogue between the city and the residents, paying attention to maintenance systems for the
residential areas and ensuring responsible citizenship of the residents. Beyond participation, there is
a need to understand the realities of each leasehold context and to provide tailor-made policies and
guidelines for every case.
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