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Abstract: In the North-west of Sierra Leone, customary land access hinges on “Bora” —a system tied
to respect and social obligations, not formal ownership. ”Bora” payment is a small token strangers
and women from non-land-owning families give to the community or landowner related to accessing
land for farming, building a house, using natural resources, or other purposes, usually a basket of
rice or a few chickens, to allow them to use a piece of land to grow food for their families. This study
is the first to utilize the “Bora” practice to examine land governance issues in rural areas of Sierra
Leone.This study uses a mixed-methods approach, including biographic surveys and interviews with
key stakeholders, to understand the social, economic, cultural, and political factors influencing
women’s land rights in the context of a case study.The findings from this study contributes to ongoing
debates about gender, land rights, and the evolving nature of customary practices in the face of
economic and social transformations. It recommends that policymakers and development
practitioners consider the nuances of the “Bora” practices beyond the lens of mere monetization and
advocate for solutions that truly empower rural women in land ownership and management.

Keywords: local land politics; Bora payment; gender inequality and land governance; rural women’s
rights; Sierra Leone

1. Introduction

‘Bora” emphasizes respect for social hierarchies and elders, who in rural Sierra Leone are often
male landowners. The research explores how “Bora” becomes conditional for women seeking land
access. They might need to exhibit subservience and unquestioning obedience to male authority
figures, further perpetuating gender power imbalances. The concept of ‘Bora’ practice seek to examine
land governance issues in Sierra Leone and how the concept has been strategically used by men to
maintain control over land and resources, framing challenges to women’s land rights as disrespect
for tradition and elders. However, locally, a stranger somebody from far away and women from non-
landowning families regardless of the length of stay must seek land from the landowning families.
Thus, the study seeks to contribute to the literature by identifying specific challenges within customs
and traditions, highlighting the unique value of this approach in studying customary and traditional
phenomena.

Similar to many other countries, in Sierra Leone, natural resources ownership is closely linked
to customs, social status, and political influence (Smith et al., 2020; Carolin, 2022). Smith (2020) argues
that property ownership has historically been a marker of social status. Through rental, sale, and
collateral, land creates direct economic benefits (Boone, 2014). Property ownership has been used to
establish and uphold social hierarchies in numerous countries. Many people believe that those with
more land or precious possessions are more powerful and have a higher social status. In the words
of Bourdieu (1986), “property ownership can be seen as a form of capital that confers social status
and power.” One way to think of property is as a representation of cultural identity and belonging.
Particularly, land ownership can help people feel more connected to their heritage, community, and
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ancestors. Mauss (1990) highlights the role of property in these processes as she examines the
importance of gift-giving and exchange in preserving social relationships and status.Owning real
estate can give people financial stability and independence, enabling them to take advantage of
chances for growth and to meet their basic necessities. Property ownership can be a source of social
class and economic power, as suggested by Weber (1978). Relationships and social networks can also
be impacted by property ownership. Property owners may have greater access to social and economic
possibilities, which can result in more solid social relationships.

As cities expand, agricultural land is often converted to residential and industrial use. This can
displace rural populations, including women who rely on agriculture for their livelihoods. Women
often have less access to alternative economic opportunities, making them particularly vulnerable to
displacement (Azadi, H. et al. 2011a). In many societies, women have limited control over land and
financial resources, hindering their ability to adapt to these economic shifts. When land rights are
insecure, farmers may be more likely to convert land to other uses, fearing they will lose it otherwise.
Women often face greater challenges in securing land tenure, making them more susceptible to the
negative consequences of land conversion. Socio-economic factors such as poverty, and lack of access
to education can increase the likeliness of agricultural land conversion. Women in many areas of the
world are disproportionally affected by poverty, and lack of educational opportunities (Azadi, H. et
al. 2011b). Diverse communities may have somewhat diverse relationships between property
ownership, social standing, and culture. With inheritance rules and conventions playing a big part,
land ownership may be a key factor in determining social rank and identity. Ownership of real estate
may have a stronger correlation with both personal and financial success. Colonialism’s legacy can
affect social hierarchies and patterns of property ownership, giving certain groups historical
advantages over others (Azadi, H. et al. 2011b).

Sierra Leone has grappled with extreme poverty, with more than half its citizens surviving on

less than $1.90 per day, the international poverty line (World Bank, 2021). An estimated 60% of the
population is under the age of 25, with women accounting for 52% of the total population according
to the country’s recent mid-term census (Statistic SL, 2022). Women play a significant role in food
production, producing food for their families. However, women often lack ownership of or control
of land, compared to men (Renner-Thomas, 2010). Although there is currently limited rigorous data
on gendered land ownership, the available data shows large differences between women’s
participation in agricultural production and their ownership of farms in most rural Sierra Leone.
With more than 60% of Sierra Leone’s population engaged in agriculture, the sector contributes
almost half of the country’s GDP (FAO, 2021). Women make up about 70% of the country’s
agricultural workforce.
Women continue to face barriers to accessing land and property as a result of patriarchal cultural
norms in Sierra Leone (Renner-Thomas, 2010). A similar set of institutional barriers, including
inadequate mandates, reforms, and human resources, also hinder women’s ability to achieve their
right to land access (Albrecht, 2017; Annie and Scholler, 2019).Several legal reforms have been
introduced by the Sierra Leonean government to eliminate gender-based discrimination.In the areas
of employment, education, and health, the status of women is gradually improving as a result of the
different interventions by the Government of Sierra Leone. Customary land tenure practices that are
tokenistic and minimalistic continue to impede the successful implementation of the Gender Equality
and Women’s Empowerment Act of 2022 and the Customary Land Act of 2022. This emphasizes the
persistent difficulty in eliminating gender inequities in land ownership and governance, as women
still struggle to achieve the benefits of equal land rights.

1.1. Rationale of the Study

Numerous studies across various nations, such as Sierra Leone, have indicated that enhancing
women’s land rights enhances their influence within the family, fosters a sense of security and self-
esteem, improves their social standing, supports better education and health for their children, and
helps reduce gender-based violence, among other benefits (Bob-Milliar, 2009; Kleist, 2011; Adotey
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2019; Logan, 2013; Fairbairn, 2013; FAO, 2019). According to Boone (2014), women in Sierra Leone
who possess land are more involved in household decision making.

Land is regarded as the most significant asset, increasing an individual’s socioeconomic status.
Land rights consist of recognized and enforced rules by an external authority and are associated with
the idea of property rights. These land rights generally allow for the usage, transfer, and control of
property. Issues arise when there is a gap between various social and legal frameworks, as property
rights can fall under multiple legal jurisdictions. The presence of conflicting legal systems may lead
to inconsistencies in defining and acknowledging women’s land rights. It is broadly accepted that
women’s ability to access and manage land is essential for poverty alleviation and rights based
development strategies. The extent to which women can access and control land significantly shapes
their living conditions, influences their economic stability, personal safety, and affects gender
dynamics. The provision of vocational education and training on rural women’s empowerment is
directly related to improving the social standing of women in rural areas. This improvement in social
standing is a strong factor in improving women’s land rights (Ebrahimi et al. 2022). Some of the
factors that influence rural development, such as access to resources, education, and technology, are
crucial for women’s empowerment, including their ability to secure land rights. In many countries,
including Sierra Leone, outdated laws, policies, and deeply rooted customs continue to impede
women’s ability to claim their rights, as formal state regulations clash with informal governing
systems.

Nonetheless, the legal frameworks supporting women’s property rights have not been
effectively implemented. Although women play a crucial role in property management and use,
particularly regarding agricultural land, their access and control over such assets are frequently
overlooked. Additionally, Sierra Leone’s diverse ethnic and cultural landscape establishes various
customary practices and cultural norms that also influence gender relationships and the concept of
women’s property rights. To frame gender-friendly legislation and remove institutional and cultural
barriers, it first becomes essential to explore and document the ground realities about land and
property in the country, perceptions, as well as challenges faced by women in acquiring their rights
to own, control and use family resources. The significance of this research is found not just in
recognizing the legal, institutional, and sociocultural obstacles that women encounter when trying to
access land rights; this study’s results can aid in creating suitable policies to address those challenges.
Organizations and groups focused on rights can leverage these results for advocacy based on
evidence, and they can also develop programs aimed at eliminating sociocultural hindrances. Being
a public document, it is available for use by various governmental and non-governmental agencies,
as well as academic institutions.

1.2. Theoretical and Conceptual Framework

This study aims to analyze the paradoxical situation in rural Sierra Leone where financial respect
coexists with the denial of women’s land access rights. The concept of “bora,” signifying respect for
elders and authority figures, will be the central lens through which we examine this tension. The
research starts with the understanding that property access and ownership differ by gender. Thus,
the social and cultural aspects related to women’s ability to obtain land are crucial issues for this
research.

The gender roles and responsibilities lead to a system of values that maintains unequal power
dynamics between men and women, influencing a nation’s policies and programs. After these
policies and programs are established, they reshape how men and women are viewed in society and
influence their treatment. Consequently, this study also examines the legal, social, and cultural
obstacles that women face in accessing land. Additionally, a critical part of this research is to
investigate how much women know about land policies, laws, and procedural systems.

These three theoretical lenses offer valuable perspectives for analyzing land governance issues
in Africa, particularly as they intersect with gender, power, and historical context. The theory of
Feminist Ecology which focuses on the interconnectedness of gender, environment, and power
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relations. The theory highlights the disproportionate affects of environmental degradation and land
loss on women, often due to patriarchal structures and discriminatory practices. Feminist ecology
enhance the understanding on how land governance policies and practices can be gendered and how
they may reinforce or challenge existing inequalities. The theory of Neo-Patrimonialism on the other
hand, focuses on analyzes the ways in which political elites use their power to accumulate wealth
and maintain control over resources, often through patronage and corruption. Neo-patrimonialism
help to explain how land governance in Africa is often influenced by personal relationships,
patronage networks, and the pursuit of private interests. This has lead to the marginalization of
certain groups, including women, who may have limited land availability. Critical Land Studies
focuses on the critiques of the dominant narratives and ideologies surrounding land ownership, use,
and governance. Critical Land Studies seek to challenge the assumption that land is a purely
economic resource and to consider its social, cultural, and political dimensions. This will be
particularly useful in understanding the complex and often contested nature of land governance in
Africa, where land is often seen as a source of identity, security, and power.

While these theories originated in the Global North, they can be adapted and applied to the
African context to provide valuable insights. They can be use to compare experiences which will
identify common patterns and challenges, as well as unique contextual factors. These theories offer
conceptual frameworks that can be used to analyze and understand complex issues such as ‘Bora’
related to land governance in Africa. It is essential to contextualize these theories to the specific of
African context. These theories assist in identifying and integrating indigenous knowledge systems,
which offer a broader perspective on land governance matters and the involvement of women. To
grasp how women face marginalization inland governance fully, it is crucial to examine how gender
intersect with other elements like race, class and ethnicity.

1.2.1. Feminist Political Ecology

The framework of Feminist Political Ecology (FPE) provides an interesting perspective in rural

Sierra Leone, highlighting how the appreciation for economic influence (“bora”) exists alongside the
restriction of women's rights to access land. This situation sheds light on the intricate relationships
between gender, authority, and the management of resources. FPE critically examines the political
dynamics and power relations embedded in environmental and resource control, highlighting the
gendered dimensions of these processes (Jane Doe, 023). In the context of land access, FPE reveals
how patriarchal systems and customary practices often exclude women from ownership and control,
despite their crucial roles in agricultural production and household well-being (Rocheleau et al.,
2015). FPE frameworks highlight the historical processes, such as colonial legacies and market forces,
that have contributed to unequal land distribution and concentrated ownership in the hands of men.
This context sheds light on why simply respecting “bora” might not be enough to address the
underlying gendered power imbalances in land access.
Analyzing how “bora” becomes conditional for women seeking land access is crucial. Women might
need to exhibit subservience and unquestioning obedience to male authority figures, effectively
trading financial respect for their fundamental land rights. This reinforces the concept of women’s
land access as a privilege granted rather than a fundamental right (Agarwal, 2014). Understanding
how local elites and power brokers strategically use “bora” to maintain control over land is crucial.
FPE encourages examining how women navigate these complexities and develop resistance
strategies to claim their land rights, such as forming collectives or appealing to alternative legal
frameworks (Nightingale, 2011). This important examination can guide policy making and support
initiatives focused on breaking down patriarchal systems, enhancing women’s rights to land, and
obtaining justice for the environment.

1.2.2. Neo-Patrimonialism

This theory investigates informal power structures and patron-client relationships. The concept
of “bora” becomes entangled with these power dynamics. While ostensibly promoting social harmony
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and respect for authority, it can be strategically used by local elites to reinforce their control over land.
By framing challenges to their dominance as disrespect for tradition and elders, they can maintain
the status quo over land rights matters of women (Bayart, 2009). Analyzing how local elites leverage
patronage networks to control land distribution and access is crucial. Women might be excluded from
these networks, limiting their ability to influence land decisions and challenge existing power
structures (Bratton, & van de Walle, 1994). Women seeking land access might need to navigate
complex negotiations with patrons, exhibiting subservience and loyalty in exchange for limited
control over land use. This reinforces their dependent position and undermines their bargaining
power. Understanding how women navigate and potentially subvert these power dynamics is
important. They might seek alternative legal frameworks, form alliances with other marginalized
groups, or leverage their social capital to challenge the patronage system and claim their land rights
(Goetz, 2003).

1.2.3. Critical Land Studies

Critical Land Studies critiques how legal frameworks, market forces, and customary practices
often interact to marginalize certain groups, particularly women, from equitable land rights (Peet et
al., 2002; Harvey, 2003;Rajan, 200). Examining how colonial history shaped land ownership patterns
and legal frameworks is crucial. Colonial policies often dispossessed Indigenous communities and
favoured male elites, contributing to present-day inequalities (Harvey, 2003). Understanding how
neoliberal policies and global land grabs can exacerbate land access disparities is essential. Women,
lacking formal titles and secure rights, might be particularly vulnerable to losing land through these
processes (Lavery, 2015). Analyzing how customary practices, while important for cultural continuity,
can reinforce patriarchal norms and limit women’s land rights is crucial (Cotta, 2016). The concept of
‘bora’, while emphasizing respect, might be used to justify excluding women from decision-making
about land.

2. Materials and Methods

The study used combined qualitative and quantitative methods. Conducting in-depth
interviews with women, men, and community leaders in rural Sierra Leone that provided rich
insights into lived experiences and perspectives on Bora, land access, and gender dynamics. As
Creswell (2014) argues, case study inquiry is still an effective method for studying real situations,
challenges, and difficulties. It does so by presenting a well-crafted explanation of the difference
between logical generalization and statistical generalization. Twenty households—including women,
youth, community leaders, and those with a history of ‘bora” payment—were purposefully chosen to
participate in semi-structured interviews in order to learn about their specific experiences with land
owners and traditional authorities. Ten women and fourteen other participants—young people,
people with disabilities, the elderly, and landowners—participated in separate focus groups to
examine their experiences with land tenure security. In order to get information on policies,
institutional actions, and historical background linked to land use and traditional management in
community, interviews with government officials, representatives of non-governmental
organisations, and traditional authority were also performed. To gather information on
demographics, land ownership status, gender dynamics of land ownership, tenure insecurity,
perceptions of ‘bora’ in the community, and experiences of social challenges, a structured survey was
given to 35 randomly selected households. Descriptive statistics were used to analyse survey data in
order to look at the features of the land (size, location, productivity), as well as the demographics of
the women involved in ‘bora’ payment (age, marital status, size of household). In order to evaluate
the effect of ‘bora” on women’s land access, regression analysis was used to identify variables
influencing land tenure security for women, such as the existence of land titles and involvement in
decision-making bodies. Impact evaluation analysis measured changes in women’s land access,
agricultural output, and income levels by comparing data from before and after a tenure intervention
(e.g., legal assistance program, empowerment, livelihood program). The influence on women'’s
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livelihoods, their methods for gaining access to land, and their experiences with tenure issues were
all understood through the use of qualitative data gathered from focus group talks and transcripts.
Individual accounts of women were subjected to narrative analysis in order to comprehend the
prevailing power dynamics and sociocultural environment.

3. Results

The results and data analysis of the survey data set are presented in this analysis. The data set is
made up of responses from respondents with information on their land status, type of land tenure,
age and gender, access to land constraints due to ‘Bora’ and benefits, and land ownership by age and
gender. To make the data set easier to understand, it is presented in tabular form. The results of the
data analysis were presented using suitable tables and visualisations in an understandable and
succinct manner. The study will draw attention to important findings and trends found in the data.

Figure 1 above shows that respondents indicated that Access right, as indicated by 64%
respondents, is the most emphasised land status, indicating a strong community focus on ensuring
the right to enter and use land. This suggests these communities” focus on ensuring individuals can
enter and utilize specific areas. Use right, noted by 22% of respondents and 12% respondents for
control right are also important, though to a lesser extent, suggesting a balance between practical use
and some degree of control. Transfer right shown by 5% of respondents has the lowest count,
indicating that these communities may not place as much emphasis on the transferability of land
rights. The emphasis on access right indicates these communities’ priority for ensuring that
individuals could use and benefit from the land. The lower emphasis on transfer right suggests that
these communities do not place high importance on the ability to transfer land rights.

Land Status

70 64

60
50
40

30
22

20
12

0 |
Access right Control right Transfer right Use right

Figure 1. Land Status of Respondents. Field Survey Data,2024.

The dataset in Figure 2 above presents responses from 103 individuals, segmented by gender.
To assess whether gender influences land rights, the researcher examined the “No” and “Yes”
responses within each gender category. The data reveals that 43 out of 60 female respondents
(approximately 72%) answered “No,” indicating they do not have the same land rights as men. This
significant proportion suggests that most women in these communities perceive disparities in land
rights compared to men. In contrast, 17 out of 60 female respondents (approximately 28%) answered
“Yes,” indicating they believe they share the same land rights as men. This minority within the female
group may signify that some women feel they have equal access to land rights.
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Do women have the same right to land as men?

mNo

mYes

Female Male

Figure 2. Whether women have the same land right as men. Field Survey Data,2024.

Among the male respondents, 32 out of 43 (approximately 74%) answered “No,” suggesting that
most men in these communities recognized gender disparities in land rights. Conversely, 11 out of
43 male respondents (approximately 26%) answered “Yes,” indicating that a minority of men
believed women have the same land rights as men. The data indicates that a significant proportion
of both female and male respondents perceive gender disparities in land rights within peri-urban
settlements in Sierra Leone. Approximately 72% of female respondents and 74% of male respondents
answered “No” when asked whether women have the same land rights as men, reflecting a prevalent
perception of gender-based inequities. While there is a minority in both groups that responded with
“Yes,” the preponderance of “No” responses highlights the need for addressing gender disparities in
land rights and promoting gender equality in land access and ownership within these communities.
The data underlines the importance of targeted interventions to promote equitable land rights for
women, thus contributing to their access to land and sustainable livelihoods.

The data from Figure 3 above is structured to examine land ownership based on the gender of
respondents and their age categories. The two primary responses are “Yes” and “No” to whether
respondents have any land. The data is further divided into age groups, allowing for a detailed
understanding of land ownership patterns. Among females in the 18-24 age group, three respondents
(3) reported owning land, while three (3) males in the same age group indicated land ownership. In
the 25-34 age category, land ownership is reported by six (6) females and four (4) males. The 35-44
age group shows a significant gender difference in land ownership, with nine (9) females and fifteen
(15) males owning land. Among those aged 45-54, one (1) female and eight (8) males own land. In the
55-64 age group, three (3) females and four (4) males report land ownership.

In the 25-34 age group, thirteen (13) females and seven (7) males report not owning land. In the
35-44 age group, twenty-one (21) females and one (1) male indicate that they do not own land. For
the 45-54 age category, five (5) females and one (1) male do not own land. In the 55-64 age group, one
(1) female and an equal number of males, which is one (1), report not having land ownership.
Additionally, in the 65 and above age category, one (1) female and no males report not owning land.
The data reveals a diverse picture of land ownership in this peri-urban community in Sierra Leone.
The analysis shows variations in land ownership patterns based on gender and age. The age group
with the highest proportion of landowners is the 35-44 age category, with a noticeable gender
disparity favouring males. The 45-54 age group has a smaller number of landowners, primarily
dominated by males. The “No” category in land ownership suggests that a significant portion of the
respondents, particularly in the 35-44 age group, do not own land. This could have implications for
their access to land-based resources and livelihood opportunities.
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Distribution by Gender and Age for land ownership

18-24 oo 3
2534 T ©
3544 | e 15
45-54 [ — g
55-64
. u Fomale
25-34 | —— 13 = Male
35-44 | —————————— )
45-54 F 5

55-64 W 1

Yes

No

65 and above ™ 1

0 5 10 15 20 25

Figure 3. Distribution by Gender and Age for Land Ownership. Field Survey Data,2024.

Figure 4 shows the findings indicate a diverse landscape of land acquisition methods within the
community, with various gender-specific patterns. Government allocation is reported by seven
individuals, comprising two (2) females and five (5) males. On the other hand, family land ownership
is more prevalent among males, with five (5) men reporting ownership compared to three (3) females.
In the inheritance category, seven (7) females and ten (10) males claim land ownership through
inheritance. Purchasing land, which may indicate financial capability, sees six (6) females and
fourteen (14) males. The data reflects disparities in government allocation and land purchase,
suggesting a potential imbalance in resource access. In contrast, inheritance and family land
categories reveal gender-specific dynamics related to customary practices and family structures.

Method of Land Acquisition by Gender
Male [ 14

Female [N ¢
Male [N, 10

Inheritance | Purchased

Female NG
Male [N 5

Female [N 3
o c
3 - £
ggggcg Female Il 1
IEETL3
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0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16
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Figure 4. Method Land Acquisition by Gender. Field Survey Data,2024.

The findings from the Figure 5 indicate a gender-based breakdown of ownership documents
within a sample of 103 respondents. Among the 60 female participants, 9 reported having ownership
documents, 41 marked “Not Applicable,” signifying that they do not own any land, and 10 indicated
“No,” implying that they have land but lack formal documentation. On the male side, out of 43
respondents, 19 reported having ownership documents, 9 selected “Not Applicable,” and 15
confirmed “No” regarding ownership of documentation, suggesting that they have land but do not
possess formal proof of ownership. The prevalence of the “Not Applicable” and “No” responses
across both genders highlights the nature of land tenure in the community, where land may be owned
and used without formal documentation. These findings highlight the importance of recognising
local customary land tenure systems and the necessity of gender-sensitive land policies. It calls for
balanced, context-specific approaches when assessing the impact of tenure conflicts on women’s
access to land and sustainable livelihoods in peri-urban settlements in Sierra Leone. Understanding
the community’s diverse land tenure dynamics is essential for crafting policies that address the
variety of land ownership situations within the community, particularly for women who may have
different paths to land access and utilisation.

Do you have ownership documents?

45
41

40
35
30

25 mNo
20 19 m Not Applicable

15 Yes
15

10

Female Male

Figure 5. Distribution of Ownership of land document by Gender. Field Survey Data, 2024.

The type of document owned as shown in Figure 6 reveals the ownership of specific types of
land documents, namely “Title deed,” “Offer letter,” and “Temporary occupation paper,” categorised
by gender. Among the 60 female participants, a significant majority (50) reported owning no land or
land documents, 8 possessed title deeds, and 2 held offer letters. In comparison, among the 43 male
respondents, 24 did not have any land or land documents, 16 owned title deeds, 2 had offer letters,
and one male respondent had temporary occupation papers. The data emphasises gender-based
disparities in land documentation within the community. Notably, a substantial number of female
respondents, accounting for approximately 83.3% of female participants, reported owning no land or
documents. This highlights the potential vulnerability of women'’s land rights and access to resources,
as the absence of formal documentation may make them more susceptible to tenure conflicts. In
contrast, among male respondents, around 55.8% did not possess any land or land documents. This
suggests that land tenure issues are not limited to gender; they affect women and men within the
community. The presence of title deeds among 16 male participants may indicate a more formalised
land tenure system among some men.
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Which Type of Document?

50
24 m Female
m Male
16
8
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None Title deed Offer letter Temporary
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Figure 6. Type of Document Owned. Field Survey Data,2024.

The ownership of title deeds and offer letters by both genders underscores the importance of
formal land documents in securing land rights. These findings are significant for understanding the
challenges and disparities in land access and tenure, which are essential to evaluating the impact of
tenure conflicts on women'’s access to land and sustainable livelihoods in peri-urban settlements in
Sierra Leone.

3.1. Why Landowners Do Not Have Documents

The data set consists of 103 responses explaining why landowners do not possess the necessary
land documentation. The predominant reason, articulated by 50 respondents, is that they do not have
land to claim. This highlights a fundamental problem where many respondents do not own any land,
thus not requiring land documentation. Another substantial group, comprising 29 respondents,
indicates they possess land documents, which may suggest a willingness to formalise land
ownership. However, they face challenges or conflicts related to the documentation process. Issues
include corruption within the land surveyor profession, such as “The first surveyor ran with my
money” and “The surveyor ran away with the money to complete the process,” pointing to issues
within the land administration system.

Family land ownership is a prevalent factor cited by 13 respondents. They describe their land as
either family-owned or inherited from family members. This reflects the influence of traditional
family land tenure practices in these peri-urban communities. Some respondents (5) explicitly
mention that the land in question is a family land, emphasising the communal nature of land
ownership in these areas. This aspect contributes to the complexity of land documentation,
particularly in the absence of clear title deeds. Additionally, specific respondents (4) highlight the
inability to obtain land titles for family lands within the province. This suggests a broader issue
regarding the absence of formal land registration practices in certain regions, adding to the difficulty
of land tenure.

Financial barriers emerge as a concern for a few individuals, with one respondent expressing the
inability to pay for the documentation process, as indicated by “The new surveyor is asking me to pay
2,000 Nle (Approximately 100US dollar) that I don’t have yet.” This highlights the financial aspect as a
barrier to accessing land documentation. In one instance, a respondent reports having sought
assistance from the Ministry of Lands but was informed that all the lands are state-owned, implying
that land documentation may not be available for these properties. This reveals a potential lack of
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clarity in land ownership rights and a perception that state ownership prevails. The data further
highlights an issue with land registration practices, as indicated by a respondent’s statement “We
don’t register land right in this community.” This points to gaps in administrative and legal procedures
for land registration within these communities.

The data analysis reveals that the lack of land documentation among landowners in peri-urban
settlements in Sierra Leone is an issue many individuals face. The reasons range from the absence of
land ownership and financial constraints to the influence of traditional family land tenure practices
and issues within the land administration system. Additionally, the perception of state ownership
and challenges regarding land registration further complicate the matter. To address these challenges
effectively, comprehensive land reform and improvements in land governance, including providing
clear land titles and ensuring equitable access, are essential. Furthermore, legal and administrative
reforms are crucial to facilitating formal land registration and documentation processes in these
communities.

The Table 1 above reveals the key practices and narratives that affect women'’s ability to access
and benefit from land in peri-urban communities. The data consistently highlights the significant role
of male relatives, such as husbands, fathers, or brothers, in enabling women'’s access to land. Women
are often dependent on these male family members to secure land rights. This dependence reflects
traditional gender roles and patriarchal norms within these communities. Cultural norms and
societal perceptions continue to play a crucial role in shaping women'’s access to land. These norms
reinforce traditional gender roles, where men are perceived as the primary landholders and decision-
makers. As a result, women'’s access to land is often determined by these cultural norms, limiting
their rights.

Table 1. Practices of Tenure Access for Women in Peri-Urban Communities.

Respondent Tenure System Acquisition Method Land Use
1 Customary Lease from family Farming, petty trading
2 Customary Claiming land rights Farming
3 Customary Farming
4 Statutory Purchased Business, housing
5 Statutory Allocation by government | Business, housing
6 Statutory Purchased Business, petty trading

Field Data-Interview, 2024.

Payment of “Bora” Tokens—Some communities require women to make payments, often called
“Bora” tokens, to access land. This financial requirement is an additional constraint, making land
access more challenging for women, particularly those with limited resources. The analysis highlights
the influence of traditional gender norms, financial constraints, and dependence on male relatives as
significant barriers to women’s access to land in peri-urban communities. These practices and
narratives perpetuate gender inequalities and hinder women’s empowerment and economic
independence. To promote equitable access to land for women, it is crucial to address these deep-
seated cultural norms, provide legal protections, and support initiatives that empower women in
land tenure matters. Additionally, interventions that reduce financial barriers, such as the “Bora”
token, can help enhance women'’s land rights and economic opportunities in these communities.

3.2. Constraints to Access Land
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The Table 2 above summaries women'’s constraints in accessing land and how they compare to
men’s constraints. The data indicates that women face specific constraints when it comes to accessing
land in the study area. These are often related to cultural norms and gender roles. Women often rely
on male relatives, such as husbands, fathers, brothers, or uncles, to access land. The absence of a male
figure in their lives can limit their access to land. Cultural norms and societal perceptions influence
land access, with women being seen as having limited rights to land ownership and decision-making.
These norms reinforce the idea that land is primarily under male control. The practice of paying
“Bora” tokens for land access can be a constraint for non-land-owning women. Women sometimes
must make payments to access land. This can be an added financial constraint. Conversely, men and
women face limited legal recognition of land rights under customary systems.For women to access
land you have to take “respect-Bora” to the chief in any amount to access land to farm. The lands
belong to different families in this community. The chief is usually from land owning families, in
other cases the chief is not from any land owning family but still served as the custodian of the lands.
Focus group discussion (FGD) in MaSorie reveals that women must present “respect-Bora” (a
symbolic or financial offering) to chiefs to access land for farming. “For women to access land you have
to take ‘respect-Bora’ to the chief in any amount to access land to farm (FGD respondents, Masorie).” This
highlights the influence of traditional practices in land access. The Bora tradition demonstrates the
dual role of culture as both a barrier and facilitator, wherein women can gain access to land only
through adherence to customary norms. The following is a biographic narratives from different
women to understand their respective experiences with land access in their community.

Table 2. Women'’s Constraints to Access Land.

Constraints Women Men
Dependence on Male Relatives Yes No
Cultural Norms Yes Yes
Payment of “Bora” Tokens Yes Yes
Limited Legal Recognition Yes Yes

Field Data-Interview, 2024.

From a Landowning family, woman 50yrs old has been without land to do farming even though
“Bora” was paid more than 20 years ago “My mother was born here. Both my parents are dead. I
was born in this community and my father gave my hand in marriage. I am the oldest of all my
uncles’ children. I do not have a husband, a mother, or a father. I run a small business to support
myself. I am not respected, I am not consulted on anything related to land. In a family of 40 children,
I am the oldest grandchild. They have done a lot of things with the land but I'm not consulted. I have
12 grandchildren now. I have to beg for land from the smallest child in the family. Even though my
mother paid “Bora” for land before she died, they have not given me the land that was promised to
my mother. I was told when I was ready, but since then, I have had no access to the land from my
mother and she had paid “Bora” for it. Since their sister left us, up to date they have not given me
land. Whenever I need to access land for any other purpose, I must beg them with Bora. My family
members have mocked me in this community. Only a few of them provide for me and support me. I
have no security, no support and no protection from anybody. Even if I have a case, I will end up in
jail or worse”. (Field data-Biographic respondent-Mabolleh Community)

Experiences from migrant single women 25years is different when it comes to land access ’No
bora no land, because the bora determines that you indeed beg for the land. The cost of the bora varies
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depending on what you what you want to use. A minimum of Nle100 or more in some case, just to
show the respect to the land-owning family. Domestic violence used to occur between husband and
wives on what to be done with the proceeds from the products after harvesting. Most times they just
take the money and do not decide with the woman. We are aware that their is a new law strengthen
women’s land rights in community. We think is to reduce the conflict, and help women to be able to
get access to land”. (Fied data-Biographic respondent-Mara Community).

Married migrant woman 36years old in communities is limited to the kind of business, and her
relationship with her husband is constraint. “I am a farmer, and doing small business. My husband decides
what to plant in the land. Some products we both decides, at times he decides. We plant cassava, pepper,
groundnut and sweet potato. I don’t feel good at some of his decisions. He will take the money and will not
account what he is doing. At times he will show me the money and tell me what he is going to do, that makes
me feel good. When I confront him about the times he will not show me or tell me about the money he will beg
me, other times we will make conflict. He is not from a land owning family, so at times he will tell me he is
giving money to the land owning family. He pay “Bora” to just one family, but even as that he can only work
on land for subsistence and lequminous crops, no cash crop. Every harvest season he need to meet the family
again and pay the “bora” and at times give them some of the produce. I do not enjoy working at all. I have three
children with him. I am the one doing most of the work; clearing, planting, harvesting and even taking the
produce to the market. So it’s very hard for you to get money. I wake up early, not enough sleep and no access
to the money. My family migrated here. I was unable to go to school. I don’t have access to micro-credit due to
the high interest rate. If I can get my own money I have alot of things I want to do on my own”. (Field data-
Biographic respondent- Makarie community).

Separated migrant woman 46years old living in communities also constrain with land access “’1
am separated with my husband. My husband leave me over two years ago with two children. He did
not make any contact, care for the children nor show any concern. I lost my right to land because my
husband is not around and the family said they will not give me land. The father told me that he will
not give me land to farm. They have removed me as part of the family, they don’t care for the children.
The father said if I can take care of the children let me continue. But if I have the bora other families
might give me land. When he was around we use to plant vegetables, cassava, sweet potato,
groundnut and he will use the money alone, if I asked he will beat me and send me to my people. He
is from a land-owning family. I have beg for the land that we were using but his father said no because
his son is not around. I am a migrant from other village but have lived here for a while. My family
comes from another village as well. I have scares from those fights. My only survive through hand
out from good people in the community. It's has been difficult for me and the children. I am not
educated and I cannot go back to my family because my father said that marriage is not sweet so I
have to bear with whatever condition. My mother is old and I cannot leave her in the town to go to
the bush. I have no money, no livelihood activities, no land and no one to help me in this community”’
(Field data-Biographic respondent- Makarie community).

In the Statutory system land rights for women is intricately web into complex male dominant.
Women can only access land through their husbands. Insight from 30 year old Illiterate women with
three children. “Women don’t play with land in this community. To use land you have to pay Bora (Token).
We used to fight for land before now between families and families. That fight was violence but now it is more
about going to court. If you don’t have money you just have to sit down as a woman in this community. The
respect that you show to the landowners will determine whether you use the land, even with your husband.
Before, women didn’t have the right to land, but now we understand fully that women too have the right to
land. Before now land deals did not involve women. We are not consulted, taking part in decision-making and
sharing the profit from the land. Migrant women too can have access to land if they come with the kind of
respect needed. They have to spend some time in the community. After a while, they will have access to land.
Like if they have children, marry or do business in the community. No bora no land, because the bora determines
that you indeed beg for land. The cost of the bora varies depending on what you want it to use. A minimum of
NLE 100 or more in some cases, just to show respect to the land-owning family. Domestic violence used to
occur between husbands and wives about what to do with the proceeds from the products after harvesting. Most
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times they just take the money and do not decide with the woman. We are aware that there is a new law
strengthening women’s land rights in the community. We think it is to reduce conflict and help women be able
to get access to land. Now if you're part of a land-owning family, even if you are married you still have the right
to the land. In this community, we do petty trading and farming. Conflict is mostly between families and
communities over boundaries or the sharing of land and money deals. Community awareness due to
interventions from organizations on women'’s land rights. We are telling them, men that we have the right to
land now, so it’s good for the household, the community and the nation as a whole. We do not have access to
fertilizers, loans and life skills to enhance our production. The micro-credit available is very high interest, so
it’s difficult for us. There are not many sales, and our produce without fertilizers does not do well so it becomes
difficult when you take those loans. The MFI charges high interest. Our profit margin is low due to
transportation costs and other associated costs”. (Field data-Biographic respondent-Grafton community).

Experience from 40 year women farmer who was birth and has lived in the community for her
life but still struggle to access land “’I don't have land here, but if I need land I would ask people to give me.
My husband migrated to this community, I have birthed all my children here. We are now considering ourselves
as indegines. We rent lands always from people. Myself I do farming and petty trading, when I have some
produce I do business with it. I have seem small conflict within families for land but they settled it fast because
they are one family. Even if you are angry you just have to take it easy, for the children. Our own group is
suppose to help ourselves, but the things we have as a group, for you to access those things becomes difficult.
Even if you want to lend those things, they often tell me that “you’re always lending as if you’re the only one
in the group”. So I meet the group leader personally to lend things. I am not even going to asked them again
for things. We are 25 in the group with traders, farmers, land owning families etc. I also do small small business
for my children in different classes. I have to continue to business and farming to care for them. I am also part
of the village savings that I use to support my family and husband. I have loan from the savings to support my
husband with the sum of Le 500. As soon I have my own money I pay my debt to avoid conflict in the group.
Even when I have money, I used some and eat some for future uses since I have children. I have try my best to
do different types of business, farming and other thing just to have different sources of income, in order for the
children to meet food at home. My farm work, I usually supervise the work from the labourer to enable me to
support my children in school. I have had a problem with land in this community with one land owner that
own the village. One of the “’Lasarie” went to my house. I had to bring my people to help resolve the case before
the case was settled. A landowner (male) used to abuse, attached and fight with me regularly right in front of
my house. I had to move away from my house, you were not offended here. He continued that he will continued
to abuse me because he was born here. I had to tell him that I beg the families they have given me the land. He
continued that they own the lands so he can abuse me freely as he want. My children warned me to leave him
alone that he will continued to abuse us. He took stick hit me with it, I shouted and cried out. He was standing
under the iron of my kitchen trying to find more weapons to hit me. He hit his head on the nail and blood started
hosing out. He was drunk. Then his families came out in large number to attach me. It was a difficult case for
me in this community. But my goodness in the community helped me a lot in the case. I spend five days in
Police custody. In the process of the investigation, the Police visited the scene of the incident and saw that I was
not the one who cause his injuries. I have to refund his cost for medical and apology to them even though I was
the victim in all of this. My husband stay in another village he had to come to help with the case. I was born
here, since my mother cam to marriage here we have been in this community all of my life. I only know this
community as my home. I am thankful to God for seeing me through those difficult moment. I am trying with
my children to live in peace with everyone in this community. My children help me a lot with money and taking
care of myself. They do not want me to depend on anyone in this community. I have experience little peace for
the time being in this community. I try to always resolve issues with my children and neighbors peacefully
always. It is hard for women without men support in this community. I have had several issues with members
in this community with their children. I still beg with “’Bora’ to the families for land when I want to farm”.
(Field data-Biographic respondent -Masorie community).

3.3. Thematic Analysis
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The first narrative comes from a 50-year-old woman who has faced significant challenges
regarding land access and ownership despite being from a landowning family. She shares her
experience of exclusion from family land rights and highlights the impact of gender discrimination,
social isolation, and economic insecurity. The second narrative from a 25-year-old migrant single
woman reflects her experiences with land access, domestic violence, and the evolving legal
framework for women'’s land rights. The woman highlights how the cost of the “bora” (a customary
land payment) impacts her ability to secure land and how gender-based conflicts, particularly related
to land usage and proceeds from harvests, have affected her life. Additionally, she mentions the
recent introduction of laws meant to improve women’s land rights, signaling a shift towards greater
gender equality. The third narrative is from a 36-year-old married migrant woman highlights the
challenges of limited autonomy, constrained economic opportunities, and gendered dynamics in
rural livelihoods. Her experiences illuminate broader social, cultural, and economic issues faced by
women in similar contexts. The woman’s story reflects her struggles with decision-making in
farming, financial independence, and gendered roles in her household. Her account reveals a cycle
of dependence, inequity, and resilience as she navigates her responsibilities as a farmer, business
owner, wife, and mother in a patriarchal rural setting. The fourth narrative comes from a 46-year-old
separated migrant woman facing severe challenges related to land access, economic insecurity, and
social exclusion. Her experience highlights the intersectionality of gender, marital status, migration,
and cultural expectations in determining access to resources and rights. The fifty narrative explores
the challenges faced by a 28-year-old educated woman with one child when attempting to buy land
in the Statutory land system in Tokeh community, Freetown. Despite her education, income, and
persistence, she and her mother encountered numerous barriers, including gender discrimination,
abuse, intimidation, and systemic inefficiencies. The sixth narrative is shared by a 30-year-old
illiterate woman with three children, providing insight into the complexities of land rights for women
in a community where patriarchal structures dominate. Despite recent advancements in women’s
land rights through legal reforms, systemic challenges persist. The narrative reflects a blend of
cultural, economic, and social dynamics that shape women’s access to and control over land. The
seventh narrative recounts the experiences of a 40 year old woman in Masorie, living in a community
where land access, economic survival, and social relationships intersect in complex ways. Although
her husband migrated to the community, she considers herself a native due to her long-term
residency and familial roots. Her story reflects the struggles of securing land, balancing economic
activities, managing conflict, and fostering community relationships, particularly as a woman in a
patriarchal setting. The following analysis examines 12 themes, providing a detailed understanding
of her lived realities and the broader socio-cultural implications.

Theme 1a: Land Dispossession and Unmet Promises

The primary conflict in the narrative from Biographic respondent in Mabolleh community
revolves around land dispossession. Despite her mother paying “Bora” (a form of land payment) for
land many years ago, the woman has never been granted access to it. “Even though my mother paid
‘Bora’ for land before she died, they have not given me the land that was promised to my mother (Field data-
Biographic respondent-Mabolleh community).” This underscores the systemic failure to honor family
agreements. Even though the woman'’s mother fulfilled her obligations by paying for the land, the
promise remains unfulfilled, highlighting a pattern of land-related injustices. The inability to access
the land speaks to the deeper inequities in land distribution, where promises made by family
members are often not upheld, especially when it comes to female beneficiaries. Despite the
numerous challenges, the respondent persevered and eventually secured a piece of land, albeit with
significant compromises. “I am happy that I have a portion that I can use to construct a small house (Field
data-Biographic respodnet- Mabolleh community).” This resilience highlights women’s determination to
overcome systemic barriers and secure resources, even in the face of significant adversities. It also
underscores the importance of empowering women to assert their rights in land-related matters.
Biographic respondent from Masorie community not that women does not own land in the
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community but relies on borrowing or renting land for farming. Her plea for land often involves
negotiation and dependence on goodwill from landowning families. “I don’t have land here, but if I
need land, 1 can ask people to give me (Field data-Biographic respodnet-Masorie community).” This
underscores the precarious nature of her land access. The respondent in Masorie community
indicated that the dependence on landowners for farming restricts her autonomy and economic
security. The use of “Bora” to plead for land highlights the cultural norms that dictate land
transactions, particularly for non-landowning women.

Theme 1b: The Financial Constraints and Economic Barriers of “Bora” in Land Access

The Biographic respondent in Mabolleh community emphasizes how the customary payment of
“bora” is essential for accessing land, but the cost can be prohibitive depending on the intended use
of the land.”No bora no land, because the bora determines that you indeed beg for the land (Field data-
Biographic respondent-Mabolleh community).” This theme highlights the economic barriers to land
access in her community. The payment of “bora” is a key ritual that dictates whether one can use land,
but its cost varies based on what one intends to do with the land. This reinforces the idea that land
access is not simply a matter of need or legal right but is also highly dependent on one’s ability to
meet financial obligations. Biographic respondent in Mara community mentions that the cost of
“bora” can vary, with a minimum payment of N100 or more, indicating that not everyone can afford
it. “A minimum of Nle100 or more in some cases, just to show the respect to the land-owning family (Field
data-Biographic respondent-Mara Community).” This highlights how economic disparity impacts land
access. The payment of “bora” is framed as an act of respect, but for many, especially women and
migrants, the cost of “bora” is a significant financial barrier. Biographic respondent in Makarie
indicated that the variability in cost based on land use also introduces an element of unpredictability,
further complicating access for women. The family’s reliance on rented land limits their crop choices,
which affects their income. “He pays ‘Bora’ to just one family, but even as that, he can only work on land for
subsistence and leguminous crops, no cash crop (Field data-Biographic respondent-Makarie community).” This
highlights the constraints imposed by insecure land tenure. The inability to cultivate cash crops limits
the family’s income potential and forces them into subsistence farming, which is often unsustainable.
The Bora system, a token payment, is a prerequisite for accessing land, serving both as a symbol of
respect and an economic barrier. “To use land you have to pay Bora (Token) (Field data-Biographic
respondent-Grafton community).” This practice institutionalizes inequality by creating an economic
barrier that restricts women’s access to land. The Bora, while culturally significant, perpetuates
dependency and excludes those who lack financial resources. Respect toward landowners, often
expressed through Bora, is a determinant of whether a woman can access land.“The respect that you
show to the landowners will determine whether you use the land, even with your husband (Field data-
Biographic respondent-Grafton community).” Cultural expectations of respect reinforce power
imbalances between landowners and land users. This dynamic often limits women’s autonomy and
reinforces their dependency on land-owning families.

Theme 2a: Gender-Based Exclusion from Control Over Land Use Decisions and Acquisition
Processes

Biographic respondent in Mabolleh community indicated that despite being the oldest
grandchild in a large family, the woman is excluded from decisions about the family land, which is
typically managed by male relatives. “I am not respected, I am not consulted on anything related to land
(Field data-Biographic respondent-Mabolleh community).” This exclusion is a direct result of gendered
family roles. Despite her seniority in terms of age and family position, the woman’s exclusion from
land discussions illustrates how women are often sidelined in important matters of inheritance and
property. The lack of respect and consultation reflects societal patterns of patriarchy that undermine
women’s authority in land-related decisions. Biographic respondent in Mara community indicated
that despite being involved in agricultural labor, the woman does not have a say in the critical
decisions about land use, which is typically determined by male family members. “Most times they
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just take the money and do not decide with the woman (Field data-Biographic respondent-Mara Community).”
This emphasizes the exclusion of women from decisions about how land is used and its proceeds are
allocated. In Makarie community, biographic respondent noted that even when women contribute
labor to land-related activities, their opinions and needs are disregarded in favor of male authority.
This ties into broader gender disparities in agricultural and economic systems. During her marriage,
the woman was subjected to physical abuse and economic exploitation by her husband. “When he was
around we used to plant vegetables, cassava, sweet potato, groundnut, and he would use the money alone. If I
asked, he would beat me and send me to my people (Field data-Biographic respondent- Makarie community).”
This highlights the dual forms of oppression faced by women—physical violence and economic
disempowerment. The woman’s inability to benefit from her labor reflects broader patterns of
gendered economic exploitation within familial structures. Biographic respondent in Tokeh
community highlights how landowners and intermediaries took advantage of her and her mother
due to their gender. “The landowners took advantage of the fact that we are women with no male to assist us
in the land acquisition processes (Field data-Biographic respondent-Tokeh community).” This reveals the
entrenched gender biases that women face in the Statutory land system. Without male representation,
women are perceived as vulnerable and are often denied equal treatment during negotiations. In
Grafton community, biographic respondent revealed that land rights remain deeply embedded in a
patriarchal system, where women’s access to land is contingent upon their relationships with men.
“Women can only access land through their husbands (Field data-Biographic respondent-Grafton
community).” This highlights the pervasive male dominance in land ownership. Women’s land rights
are secondary and often dependent on their marital status or male relatives, reinforcing a system
where women are not primary stakeholders in property management. Women are systematically
excluded from decisions regarding land use, profits, and boundaries.”Before now land deals did not
involve women. We are not consulted, taking part in decision-making and sharing the profit from the land
(Field data-Biographic respondent- Grafton community).” Exclusion from decision-making perpetuates
women’s marginalization. This limits their ability to assert agency over land-related matters,
reinforcing their secondary status in family and community structures.

Theme 2a: Exploitation by Intermediaries and Structural Inefficiencies in the Land System

Biographic respondent in Tokeh community indicated that the headman, who initially sold the
land, misrepresented its ownership, used the money for personal expenses, and delayed resolving
the issue. “The headman has told us plain that the money is not available again; he had used the money for his
medical bills (Field data-Biographic respondent-Tokeh community)”. This exploitation points to the lack of
accountability among intermediaries, who often act as gatekeepers in land transactions. Women, in
particular, are more susceptible to such exploitation due to systemic gender power imbalances. The
woman’s land acquisition process was marred by delays and complications, including double
registration of the land and a lack of communication from the surveyor. “We now realized that the land
has problems because the land has already been registered with the Ministry of Lands, Housing and Country
Planning (Field data-Biographic respondent-Tokeh community).” The double registration issue highlights
inefficiencies in the statutory land system, which fails to provide clear and conflict-free land tenure.
Such systemic flaws disproportionately affect women, who may lack the resources to navigate
bureaucratic hurdles. The woman’s experience with the headman and community reflects the
broader societal bias against women'’s involvement in land transactions. “They treated us as if we do
not have power and can take advantage of the fact that we are powerless (Field data-Biographic respondent-
Tokeh community).” This underscores the cultural norms that perpetuate women’s marginalization
and reinforce their dependence on male figures for agency in economic matters. The headman offered
lands that were either in swamps or on hills without access roads, leaving the woman with
suboptimal choices. “Even though the various lands that the headman ended up showing us, three were inside
water (swamps) and the other on top of the hills (Field data-Biographic respondent-Tokeh community).” The
substandard options reflect the inequities women face in accessing quality land. Such limitations
hinder women'’s ability to develop land and improve their livelihoods effectively. The woman and
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her mother invested heavily in the land, paying over half the cost, hiring a surveyor, and constructing
a mini structure, only to lose their investment when the land turned out to belong to someone else.
“I have already paid more than half of the cost for the land to the headman, contracted a surveyor to finalize the
ownership documents (Field data-Biographic respondent-Tokeh community).” The financial losses incurred
underscore the economic risks women face in land transactions. These risks are heightened by
systemic failures to ensure transparency and fairness in land ownership. The headman’s behavior
highlights how power dynamics in the land system favor intermediaries and male authority figures
over women. “He acknowledged that he will give me another land and even provided his correct mobile
number different from the one we used to call (Field data-Biographic respondent-5Tokeh community).”This
acknowledgment demonstrates how power imbalances are maintained until challenged by male
representation, exposing the systemic marginalization of women in property transactions.

Theme 3: The Burden of Family Expectations, Patriarchal Norms and Domestic Responsibilities

Biographic respondent in Mabolleh community indicated that the woman’s familial role as the
oldest grandchild in a family of 40 children, combined with her gender, places immense pressure on
her to fulfill expectations that she is unable to meet due to lack of support. “In a family of 40 children,
I am the oldest grandchild (Field data-Biographic respondent-Mabolleh community).” The woman’s
narrative reflects the paradox of being an elder in the family but still being unable to exercise power
or influence. The family’s patriarchal structure is reinforced by the expectation that only male
relatives will control resources such as land, despite the woman’s age and seniority. Biographic
respondent in Makarie community noted that the family’s reliance on land rented from landowning
families limits their farming options and profitability. “He is not from a landowning family, so at times
he will tell me he is giving money to the landowning family (Field data-Biographic respondent-Makarie
community).” Land tenure insecurity restricts the family to subsistence and leguminous crops,
excluding cash crops that could generate significant income. The need to continuously pay “Bora”
and share produce with landowners exacerbates economic vulnerability. The woman carries a
disproportionate workload in farming and household duties. “I am the one doing most of the work;
clearing, planting, harvesting, and even taking the produce to the market (Field data-Biographic respondent-
Makarie community).” This highlights the double burden of productive and reproductive labor faced
by rural women. The physical and emotional toll of her work is compounded by the lack of
recognition or equitable distribution of responsibilities. The woman’s exclusion from land access is a
direct result of patriarchal inheritance practices that prioritize male members of the family. “His father
said no because his son is not around (Field data-Biographic respondent-Makarie community).” This
highlights how land inheritance systems systematically exclude women, particularly those who are
separated or divorced. The woman'’s reliance on her husband’s family for land underscores the
structural barriers to women’s autonomy and resource ownership. Women acknowledges the
difficulties women face without male support in her community. “It is hard for women without men’s
support in this community.” This underscores the systemic reliance on male figures for social and
economic security. Women without male advocates face compounded vulnerabilities, limiting their
ability to assert their rights or access resources. Women'’s interactions with landowners, group
leaders, and other authority figures demonstrate her navigation of patriarchal structures to secure
resources and resolve conflicts. “I meet the group leader personally to lend things.” This highlights her
strategic engagement with power holders to access resources. Her reliance on personal appeals
reflects the necessity of navigating hierarchical structures to achieve her goals. The patriarchal
structure in Sierra Leone’s communities, where men hold significant decision-making power,
restricts women'’s ability to participate in land agreements and negotiations. “Most of the paramount
Chief in the north are men... when companies seek to invest in their communities only men are involved in such
meetings (Field data-KII-SiLNoRF).” The lack of female representation in critical land-related decision-
making further alienates women from controlling or benefiting from land transactions. The
patriarchal nature of governance structures exacerbates the barriers women face in gaining land
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rights, preventing them from accessing the economic opportunities that land ownership could
provide.

Theme 4: Social Isolation, Stigmatization and Marginalization

Biographic respondent in Mabolleh community indicated she feels isolated and marginalized
within her family and community. She is mocked by her relatives and left to fend for herself without
significant support. “My family members have mocked me in this community. Only a few of them provide for
me and support me (Field data-Biographic respondent-Mabolleh community).” This illustrates the deep
emotional impact of exclusion. Not only is the woman denied access to land, but she also suffers from
the social isolation that comes with it. Being mocked by her family highlights the social stigma
attached to her inability to access land and resources. The woman’s awareness of the legal reform
points to shifting social norms surrounding women'’s rights to land. “We think it is to reduce the conflict,
and help women to be able to get access to land (Field data-Biographic respondent-Mabolleh community).” This
theme reflects the evolving societal understanding of women'’s rights. Legal changes that strengthen
women’s land rights suggest that social norms regarding women’s roles in land ownership and
control are beginning to shift. These changes, while still in progress, offer a glimmer of hope for
greater gender equality in land access. The woman has been excluded from her husband’s family and
community, leaving her and her children unsupported. “They have removed me as part of the family, they
don’t care for the children (Field data-Biographic respondent-Mabolleh community).” This exclusion reflects
how marital separation can lead to social stigmatization, especially for women. By being ostracized,
she loses both social capital and access to essential resources, which further exacerbates her
vulnerability. Women'’s access to group resources is met with resistance, as other members accuse
her of excessive borrowing. “They often tell me that, ‘you're always lending as if you're the only one in the
group (Field data-Biographic respondent- Masorie community).”” This highlights the social tensions within
community groups. While these groups are designed to foster mutual support, internal conflicts can

1

undermine their purpose, especially for women in Masorie who rely on them for economic stability.

Theme 5a: Economic Vulnerability and Disempowerment Through Economic Dependence

Biographic respondent in Mabolleh community indicated that despite running a small business,
the woman is economically vulnerable. She relies on others for land access and support, illustrating
the economic dependency that arises from her exclusion from land ownership. “Whenever I need to
access land for any other purpose, I must beg them with Bora (Field data-Biographic respondent-Mabolleh).”
The need to “beg” for land access demonstrates the woman’s lack of financial autonomy. Her
economic survival depends on the willingness of her family members to grant her land, reinforcing
her vulnerability. Without land, her ability to expand her business or ensure her livelihood is limited.
The woman'’s narrative reveals her economic dependence on the goodwill of male family members
for land access, as well as the financial exploitation from her husband. “They just take the money and
do not decide with the woman (Field data-Biographic respondent-Mara).” This economic disempowerment
creates a cycle of dependency where women are reliant on male relatives for both land access and
income from land products. The woman’s financial dependency contributes to her inability to make
independent decisions, reinforcing her marginalized position within both the household and the
community. High-interest rates prevent her from accessing micro credit, further limiting her
economic opportunities. “I don’t have access to micro credit due to the high interest rate (Field data-
Biographic respondent-Mara).” Financial exclusion perpetuates cycles of poverty, especially for women
in rural areas. Without access to affordable credit, the woman is unable to pursue entrepreneurial
goals or improve her family’s living conditions. Despite her challenges, the woman expresses a strong
desire for financial independence and personal achievement. “If I can get my own money, I have a lot of
things I want to do on my own (Field data-Biographic respondent-Makarie).” This theme highlights her
aspirations for autonomy and self-reliance. Her statement reflects the resilience and agency of women
who seek to overcome structural barriers to improve their circumstances. Her business activities are
limited by her husband’s control and the lack of financial resources. “I am a farmer and doing small
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business (Field data-Biographic respondent-Mara).” The lack of access to capital and her husband’s
financial control limit her ability to expand her business. This restriction perpetuates her economic
dependency and inability to pursue larger entrepreneurial endeavors. The woman'’s lack of education
and economic opportunities limits her ability to improve her circumstances. “I am not educated and I
cannot go back to my family (Field data-Biographic respondent -Makarie).” This theme emphasizes the role
of education and economic empowerment in reducing women’s vulnerability. Without access to
education or skills, the woman is unable to secure alternative livelihoods, trapping her in a cycle of
poverty. The woman’s lack of land access and financial support leaves her without a stable livelihood.
“I have no money, no livelihood activities, no land and no one to help me in this community (Field data-
Biographic respondent -Mara).” This theme underscores the link between land ownership and economic
empowerment. Without access to land, the woman cannot engage in farming or other income-
generating activities, leaving her in a state of perpetual economic insecurity. High-interest loans, lack
of access to fertilizers, and limited life skills create significant barriers to improving agricultural
productivity and profitability. “The micro-credit available is very high interest, so it’s difficult for us. Our
profit margin is low due to transportation costs and other associated costs (Field data-Biographic respondent -
Mabolleh).” Economic challenges exacerbate women’s struggles with land access. Limited access to
affordable credit and agricultural inputs hinders their ability to achieve financial stability and
independence. Women engages in multiple economic activities, including petty trading, farming, and
savings group participation, to support her children and husband. “I have tried my best to do different
types of business, farming, and other things just to have different sources of income, in order for the children to
meet food at home (Field data-Biographic respondent-Grafton).” This reflects her resilience and
resourcefulness. Her commitment to diversifying income streams exemplifies the strategies women
employ to navigate economic insecurity in resource-constrained settings. Participation in the village
savings group allows Women to access loans, manage debts, and support her family. However,
borrowing from the group sometimes results in conflict. “I have loan from the savings to support my
husband with the sum of Le 500 (Field data-Biographic respondent -Masorie).” The savings group is both a
source of empowerment and tension. While it provides financial support, group dynamics introduce
conflict, particularly as women faces accusations of over-borrowing.

Theme 6: The Emotional Toll of Land Exclusion

Biographic respondent in Mabolleh community speaks of the emotional toll of being excluded
from the land inheritance process and the sense of helplessness that accompanies it.“I have no security,
no support and no protection from anybody. Even if I have a case, 1 will end up in jail or worse (Field data-
Biographic respondent -Mabolleh).” This reflects the psychological distress associated with the inability
to access critical resources. The fear of legal consequences or further social ostracism underscores the
emotional weight of the woman'’s exclusion, which affects her sense of security, self-worth, and
mental well-being. While not explicitly stated in the narrative, the exclusion from land access likely
carries significant emotional and social consequences, such as feelings of insecurity and
marginalization. “No bora no land, because the bora determines that you indeed beg for the land.” This theme
is inferred from the woman’s mention of “begging for land.” The emotional toll of having to request
land, rather than owning it, implies a loss of dignity and a sense of insecurity. Being denied land
ownership is not only an economic issue but a deeply personal and social one, affecting a woman’s
sense of self-worth and her position within the community. The woman narrates the prolonged
frustration, delays, and humiliation she experienced, which deeply affected her emotional well-being.
“This continued for months, going frustrated (Field data-Biographic respondent -Tokeh).” The psychological
toll of the process reflects the broader emotional burden women face in navigating discriminatory
and exploitative systems. This strain is compounded by systemic inefficiencies and lack of support.
Despite numerous challenges, women credits her faith and perseverance for overcoming difficult
moments. “I am thankful to God for seeing me through those difficult moments (Field data-Biographic
respondent -Masorie).” Her narrative conveys a strong sense of resilience. Faith serves as a coping
mechanism, enabling her to endure adversities and focus on her children’s well-being. Although not
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originally from the community, women identifies herself as an indigene due to her long-term
residency and familial ties. “I was born here, since my mother came to marry here. We have been in this
community all my life (Field data-Biographic respondent-Mabolleh).” This explores the fluidity of social
identity. Her assertion of belonging contrasts with the exclusion she faces, illustrating the tension
between personal identity and communal acceptance.

Theme 7a: Perception of Legal and Institutional Change to Reduce Conflicts

Biographic respondent in Mabolleh community narrative a broader lack of legal recourse for
women to challenge family decisions regarding land. The woman feels as though she would have no
support in any dispute over land ownership. “Even if I have a case, I will end up in jail or worse (Field
data-Biographic respondent-Mabolleh).” This statement highlights the lack of institutional or legal
avenues for women to assert their land rights. In many traditional settings, women face difficulties
accessing justice, especially when it comes to property disputes. The fear of legal repercussions
emphasizes the broader challenges women face when their rights are ignored by both family and
state institutions. The woman expresses hope that the new law will serve as a tool for empowerment,
helping women gain equal access to land and reduce conflict. “We think it is to reduce the conflict, and
help women to be able to get access to land (Field data-Biographic respondent-Mara).” This theme highlights
the role of legal reforms in promoting gender equality. Women view the new law as a means of
redressing historical inequities and as an essential tool in challenging entrenched patriarchal norms.
It suggests that legal frameworks can be a powerful tool for social change, particularly in the realm
of women's rights. The woman believes that the new law aims to reduce land-related conflicts, which
often stem from the exclusion of women from land rights. “I think it is to reduce the conflict, and help
women to be able to get access to land (Field data-Biographic respondent-Makarie).” The woman’s hope for
the legal changes to reduce conflict indicates a desire for systemic transformation in how land is
accessed and managed. The law is seen as a potential solution to the historical marginalization of
women in land rights, particularly in terms of reducing disputes between men and women over land
ownership and usage. After a violent altercation with a landowner, women was detained by the
police for five days, despite being the victim. “I spent five days in police custody. I had to refund his medical
costs and apologize to them even though I was the victim in all of this (Field data-Biographic respondent-
Masorie).” This reveals systemic biases in legal and social structures, where women, particularly those
without land or male protection, are often held accountable for conflicts in which they are victims.

Theme 7b: Awareness of Legal Reforms Strengthening Women’s Land Rights

The woman notes the existence of new laws aimed at strengthening women'’s land rights, which
she views as a positive development to address gender-based land conflicts. “We are aware that there
is a new law strengthening women’s land rights in the community (Field data-Biographic respondent-Mara).”
This theme reflects a sense of optimism and awareness among women regarding legal reforms. The
new law could potentially address long-standing issues of land access and gender inequality. This
recognition of legal change shows the evolving dynamics within the community and highlights a
potential avenue for improving women'’s access to land and empowering them in land-related
decision-making. The community’s awareness of women'’s land rights has increased, partly due to
legal reforms and interventions. Legal interventions have begun to challenge traditional norms,
creating a shift in perceptions. However, the narrative suggests that while awareness is growing,
implementation and enforcement remain limited.

Theme 8: Intergenerational Conflict in Marital Relationships and the Role of Male Representation in
Conflict Resolution

Biographic respondent in Mabolleh community noted that the conflict over land is not only
between generations but also within the same generation. The woman must beg younger family
members for land, indicating a breakdown of intergenerational trust and cooperation.”I have to beg
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for land from the smallest child in the family (Field data-Biographic respondent-Mabolleh).” This reflects how
family dynamics can be strained when traditional inheritance systems are disrupted. Despite her
seniority, the woman is forced to beg younger relatives for land, illustrating both generational and
gender-based tensions that impact family relationships and resource distribution. Financial secrecy
and disagreements over resource allocation cause recurring conflicts between the woman and her
husband. “When I confront him about the times he will not show me or tell me about the money, he will beg
me; other times we will make conflict (Field data-Biographic respondent-Makarie).” The woman’s narrative
shows how financial control and lack of communication exacerbate marital tensions. Her
confrontation indicates her desire for accountability and equality, but systemic norms hinder
resolution. The woman'’s separation from her husband has directly resulted in her exclusion from
land ownership and access. “I lost my right to land because my husband is not around and the family said
they will not give me land (Field data-Biographic respondent-Mara).” This theme illustrates how women'’s
land rights are often tied to their marital status in patriarchal societies. The absence of her husband
has rendered her powerless to claim her rights, reflecting systemic inequalities where land
inheritance and usage are dictated by male family members. The woman’s responsibilities extend to
caring for her elderly mother, further limiting her mobility and opportunities. “My mother is old and I
cannot leave her in the town to go to the bush (Field data-Biographic respondent-Mara).” This theme reflects
the intergenerational nature of caregiving responsibilities, where women are expected to prioritize
family obligations over personal growth or escape from harmful situations. The woman only
achieved progress in her dispute after involving a male figure, which immediately prompted the
headman to act. “I was advised that if I and my mother continued to push the issue, we will not see any
positive outcome, so let us bring a male when we are coming to the chief. (Field data-Biographic respondent-
Tokeh).” This theme illustrates the pervasive gendered norms that prioritize male authority in conflict
resolution. It demonstrates how women are systematically denied respect and agency in land-related
matters. Disputes over land boundaries and profit-sharing are common, involving families and
communities. “Conflict is mostly between families and communities over boundaries or the sharing of land
and money deals (Field data-Biographic analysis-Grafton).” These conflicts illustrate how unclear property
rights and traditional systems of land management create tension. Women, often excluded from these
discussions, are disproportionately affected by the outcomes. Despite facing conflicts, women
emphasizes the importance of resolving disputes peacefully for the sake of her children and
community harmony.”Even if you are angry, you just have to take it easy, for the children (Field data-
Biographic respondent-Masorie).” This highlights her role as a peacemaker. Her efforts to maintain
peace despite personal injustices reflect a commitment to family and community stability, even when
her rights are compromised.

Theme 9a: Cultural Expectations of Women'’s Roles

Biographic respondent in Mabolleh community reveals that the cultural expectations that
women should be passive in matters of land ownership and family wealth distribution.”They have
done a lot of things with the land but I'm not consulted (Field data-Biographic respondent-Mabolleh).” The
exclusion of the woman from land discussions is tied to deeply ingrained cultural norms that position
women as secondary stakeholders in economic matters, particularly land. These cultural expectations
place women in a perpetual state of dependence and limit their agency in managing family resources.
The woman describes how men, particularly husbands, often take the money from harvested land
products without consulting the women. This reinforces the gender dynamics of financial control
within marriages. Women, despite being involved in agricultural labor and land use, have no say in
how the proceeds from these efforts are used or distributed. The lack of consultation in financial
decisions suggests that women are not seen as equal partners in the management of land-derived
income. Farming decisions are predominantly controlled by the woman’s husband, leaving her with
limited autonomy. This theme underscores the power imbalance in decision-making within the
household. While farming involves joint participation, the woman’s voice is often secondary,
reflecting the patriarchal structures that govern agricultural practices. Cultural norms discourage her
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from leaving her marriage or returning to her family, forcing her to endure her current situation. “My
father said that marriage is not sweet so I have to bear with whatever condition (Field data-Biographic
respondent-Makarie).”.” This theme illustrates how cultural expectations perpetuate suffering by
normalizing women'’s subjugation. The pressure to endure a difficult marriage or separation without
recourse to family support reinforces patriarchal structures that prioritize family honor over
individual well-being.

Theme 9b: Gendered Power Dynamics in Domestic Violence

The narrative discusses the role of domestic violence, particularly between husbands and wives,
related to the use of land proceeds. “Domestic violence used to occur between husband and wives on what
to be done with the proceeds from the products after harvesting (Field data-Biographic respondent-
Mara).”.”This theme sheds light on the gender-based conflicts that arise in the management of land
proceeds. Women'’s inability to control the proceeds from land exploitation suggests a lack of
financial autonomy, which is further exacerbated by domestic violence. This points to the intersection
of land rights and gendered power imbalances in households, where men often dominate decision-
making regarding financial matters. The woman carries physical scars from her abusive marriage
and emotional scars from her exclusion and struggles. “I have scars from those fights (Field data-
Biographic respondent-Masorie).”.” The physical scars symbolize the tangible impacts of gender-based
violence, while the emotional scars reflect the long-lasting psychological effects of abuse,
abandonment, and exclusion. Throughout the process, the woman and her mother faced abuse and
threats, including the demolition of structures and verbal intimidation by thugs hired by the
supposed landowner. “We faced a lot of death threats, intimidation, and verbal abuse from the thugs hired
by the owner of the land (Field data-Biographic respondent-Tokeh).” The use of violence and intimidation
to resolve land disputes reflects a systemic failure to protect women’s rights and ensure secure land
tenure. It underscores the physical and emotional risks women face when engaging in land
transactions. The control of proceeds from agricultural production often leads to domestic conflict.
This highlights the economic disempowerment of women and their lack of control over resources
they help produce. Women recounts multiple incidents of harassment and physical abuse from a
male landowner in the community. “A landowner (male) used to abuse, attack, and fight with me regularly
right in front of my house (Field data-Biographic respondent-Masorie).” This illustrates the gendered nature
of violence and the power imbalance between landowners and women without land. The physical
assault and verbal harassment she endured underscore the vulnerabilities women face in patriarchal
societies when seeking basic rights like land access.

Theme 10: Loss of Family Support and Emotional Disconnect

Biographic respondent in Mabolleh community describes how, over time, she has lost the
support of most of her family, further isolating her and reinforcing her sense of abandonment. “Only
a few of them provide for me and support me (Field data-Biographic respondent- Mabolleh).” This highlights
the emotional and relational costs of exclusion. As the woman is left without family support, she is
increasingly disconnected from her relatives, further deepening her sense of isolation and
vulnerability. Her heavy workload and financial struggles leave her sleep-deprived and unable to
care for herself adequately.”l wake up early, not enough sleep, and no access to the money (Field data-
Biographic respondent- Mara).” This reflects the health implications of overwork and economic
dependency. Sleep deprivation and neglect of personal needs highlight the physical cost of systemic
inequalities. The woman’s responsibilities as a mother of three children further strain her limited
resources and energy. “I have three children with him (Field data-Biographic respondent- Mara).” Balancing
the demands of motherhood with farming and business activities exacerbates her economic and
emotional burdens. The lack of shared responsibilities creates additional challenges in providing for
her children and ensuring their well-being. The woman’s role as a mother intensifies her challenges,
as she struggles to provide for her children without any support. “It has been difficult for me and the
children (Field data-Biographic respondent- Mara).” The narrative highlights the intersection of gender
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and motherhood, where women bear the primary responsibility for child-rearing without adequate
support. This burden is exacerbated by her lack of financial stability and access to resources. Women’s
children play a critical role in her emotional and financial support, ensuring she remains independent
from community pressures. “My children help me a lot with money and taking care of myself. They do not
want me to depend on anyone in this community (Field data-Biographic respondent- Masorie).” This
emphasizes the importance of family as a support system. The reciprocal relationship between
women and her children reflects strong intergenerational bonds that mitigate some of the challenges
she faces.

Theme 11: The Impact of Widowhood on Land Rights

Biographic respondent in Mabolleh community noted that woman’s status as a widow plays a
significant role in her exclusion from land ownership, as she is denied rights that might have been
more easily accessible had she been married.”I do not have a husband, a mother, or a father (Field data-
Biographic respondent-Mabolleh).” Widowhood often exacerbates the vulnerability of women in
patriarchal societies. Without a husband to advocate for her rights or a father to claim land on her
behalf, the woman is doubly marginalized in both the family and community. The woman survives
solely through the generosity of community members, with no stable source of livelihood. “I only
survive through handouts from good people in the community (Field data-Biographic respondent-Mara).” This
reliance on charity underscores her economic vulnerability and lack of self-sufficiency. It reflects the
absence of systemic support mechanisms for women in her position, leaving her at the mercy of
others.

Theme 12: Intersectionality of Gender, Age, Family Status and Migration in Land Access

Biographic respondent in Mabolleh community illustrates the intersectionality of her identity as
an older woman, a grandchild, and a landless individual. Despite her seniority in age and position
within the family, her gender and lack of male support prevent her from accessing land. “I am the
oldest of all my uncles’ children (Field data-Biographic respondent-Mabolleh).” This intersectionality
highlights how multiple aspects of a person’s identity (gender, age, familial role) can compound their
marginalization. While she occupies an older and senior position within the family, her exclusion
from land ownership and decision-making demonstrates how women, especially older women, are
disproportionately disadvantaged. As a migrant, the woman’s land access is likely further
complicated by her outsider status in the community. “Experiences from migrant single women 25 years
old is different when it comes to land access (Field data-Biographic respondent-Makarie).” Migrants face
additional barriers to land access, often being considered outsiders in their new communities. This
status not only affects their ability to participate in land negotiations but also exacerbates their
vulnerability, particularly in a patriarchal society where both gender and migration status are factors
in determining land rights. The woman’s family migrated to the community, and she was unable to
access education due to displacement and poverty. “My family migrated here. I was unable to go to school
(Field data-Biographic respondent-Mara).” Migration disrupts educational and economic opportunities,
particularly for women. The lack of formal education limits her ability to access alternative
livelihoods or advocate for her rights effectively. As a migrant from another village, the woman faces
additional challenges due to her outsider status in the community. “I am a migrant from another village
but have lived here for a while. My family comes from another village as well (Field data-Biographic respondent-
Mabolleh).” This theme reveals how migration can compound a woman’s marginalization. Her lack
of familial ties within the community reduces her ability to assert claims to land or receive support,
highlighting the precarious position of migrant women in traditional land systems. The woman’s
narrative shows how even educated and financially stable women are not immune to gender-based
discrimination in land systems. “My experience is challenging despite my level of education and income
(Field data-Biographic respondent-Tokeh).” This theme illustrates the intersectional nature of the barriers
women face. While education and income provide some leverage, they are insufficient to overcome
deeply ingrained gender biases in land systems. Migrant women can gain access to land over time,
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provided they meet cultural expectations of respect and integrate into the community. “Migrant
women too can have access to land if they come with the kind of respect needed (Field data-Biographic
respondent-Mabolleh).” This theme underscores the role of social integration and respect in gaining
land access. Migrant women face additional barriers, including time and economic contributions,
before being accepted as part of the community.

4. Discussion

The customary land tenure system in Sierra Leone, with “Bora” at its core, presents a complex
picture for women’s access to land in peri-urban areas. While “Bora” offers a degree of livelihood
security, the emergence of “Respect Money” —a cash payment replacing traditional obligations—
raises concerns. It can reinforce gender inequalities by disregarding the social aspects of “Bora” that
fostered respect and community. Potentially excluding women who lack financial resources. While
customary laws may assign land use rights to male household heads, these traditions often clash with
women’s fundamental right to economic empowerment and security. The dependence on “Bora”
payments restricts women’s agency and control over their livelihoods, perpetuating a cycle of
dependence and vulnerability. Therefore, it is prudent to advocate for and actively participate in
revising customary land tenure systems to guarantee women’s equal rights to land ownership and
inheritance. This can involve formalizing customary practices that favor women’s access, or adapting
legal frameworks to better represent gender equality principles. By framing challenges to their
dominance as disrespect for tradition and elders, they can maintain the status quo and limit women’s
opportunities to claim their land rights. The ongoing debates about gender, land rights, and the
evolving nature of customary practices in the face of economic and social transformations should
motivate policymakers and development practitioners to look beyond mere monetization and
advocate for solutions that truly empower rural women in land ownership and management.

Moving beyond a narrow economic lens, it is prudent for policymakers and development
practitioners to recognize the multifaceted nature of “Bora.” It’s not just about money, but also social
ties and obligations. It's also should be looked beyond empowerment of women within the
customary system, but explore ways to strengthen women’s voices within the existing framework.
This could involve training on land rights and negotiation skills. However, support to alternative
land access models can be consider as an initiatives that promote joint ownership or long-term leases,
ensuring women have a secure stake in peri-urban land. Moreover, investment in education and
awareness through educating communities, particularly men, about the importance of secure land
rights for women and the benefits of equitable land access for all. In essence, policymakers can strive
for a future where “Bora” and other customary practices evolve to be more inclusive and guarantee
women’s equitable access to land in peri-urban Sierra Leone.

Furthermore, economic empowerment initiatives that support economic diversification for
women beyond agriculture,empowering them to generate income independently from land access.
This could involve fostering access to microloans, skill development programs, and market
opportunities. Also, invest in strengthening women'’s organizations in support of grassroots women’s
organizations working on land rights advocacy and access to resources. These organizations provide
vital support networks and collective bargaining power for women to claim their rightful place in
land ownership and utilization.

5. Conclusions

Understanding these land ownership patterns is essential for policymakers and organizations
aiming to address gender-related land disparities and promote sustainable livelihoods in peri-urban
communities. Gender-sensitive land policies and interventions may be necessary to ensure equitable
access to land resources, particularly for women and specific age groups within the community.
These insights are valuable for the formulation of targeted strategies and interventions aimed at
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improving women’s access to land and sustainable livelihoods in peri-urban settlements in Sierra
Leone.

This analysis highlights the necessity of gender-sensitive land policies and the examination of
customary norms to promote equitable access to land resources, particularly for women.
Understanding the dynamics of land acquisition is vital for assessing how tenure conflicts impact
women’s access to land and their pursuit of sustainable livelihoods in peri-urban settlements in Sierra
Leone. It is essential to consider these findings when crafting policies and interventions to address
gender-related tenure disparities and ensure equitable access to land and resources for all community
members.
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