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“A visit to displaced communities in 
north Honduras reminded me why we 
need Prindex”
 - Malcolm Childress, Co-Director

Malcolm visited Honduras in April as part of a 
fact-finding and speaking delegation sponsored 
by the US State Department.

On the northern coast of Honduras, palm forests 
give way to white sands, blue seas and one of the 
world’s most spectacular coral reefs. But, in a story 
that will be familiar to observers of land rights 
worldwide, that beauty has brought developers 
eager to build, and conflict around the ownership 
of land occupied and claimed by longstanding 
Garifuna communities.

Conflicts over land are part of what has 
made Honduras a country characterized by 
exceptionally high levels of violence. The 2016 
murder of the land rights activist Berta Caceres is 
the case which has received the most notoriety in 
international media, but conflicts are widespread. 
Not far from the north coast in the Aguan Valley 
140 people were killed in land rights-related 
violence in the three years to 2014.

Honduras is also one of the countries in which 
Prindex is currently collecting new data on 
citizens’ perceptions of the security of their land 
tenure rights. For us, this is more than just a 
research project. When we publish in October, we 
want to contribute to processes which reduce and 
prevent conflict over property rights such as those 
affecting communities of the northern coast, by 
situating their struggles for the first time in a truly 
international study of citizens’ perceptions of land 
rights, calling international and national attention 
to the issues in a new way.

I heard from people on the northern coast and 
Bay Islands who had been threatened, and whose 

loved ones have been subject to violence related 
to land conflicts.

In several cases, coastal areas where traditional 
villagers have farmed, foraged and fished for 
generations have been turned into condos or golf 
courses, or fenced off pending new development. 
Some residents have left, migrating to the US or 
big cities, and many who have remained express 
a deep sense of deprivation of part of their 
livelihood and heritage.



A visit to northern Honduras cont.
Elsewhere in the country, mining, agribusiness 
and hydroelectric projects have driven similar 
conflicts.

The activists I met with on the north coast 
frequently cited the decisions of the Inter-
American Court of Human Rights that were 
handed down in 2015 concerning three of 
these communities to restore their ancestral 
land as definitive support for their claims. But 
implementation of these decisions has yet to 
become evident. The government insists that 
these decisions are being implemented and 
that it is currently undertaking valuation of 
private claims in the affected areas to make 
compensation. (Our data includes questions 
on the perceived effectiveness of courts and 
government to enforce land rights laws.)

What stands out to me is the isolation of these 
communities in their struggle to resolve their 
claims, and the lack of visibility of their story 
within national debate and consciousness. The 
Garifuna communities and the Bay Islands felt 
a long way from the front pages. There was a 
tremendous frustration that, people told me, 
government wasn’t listening. 

The role of Prindex is to be part of redressing 
that, pushing land rights further up the political 
agenda, and showing that there is global as well 

as national interest. As we conduct future rounds 
of our survey, we will know more about which 
countries are making progress, and which are 
standing still.

I believe that’s why there has been so much 
interest in Prindex from policymakers who want 
to move the land conversation forward, as well 
as from civil society.  There is reason for cautious 
optimism. The global land rights community 
is stronger and more ambitious than ever. In 
Prindex, for the first time, it will have a dataset to 
match that ambition, and provide a foundation 
for efforts to deliver security of land tenure and 
property rights worldwide.

Prindex data launch 
set for 17 October!

• Prindex will launch on 17 October 2018 at the 45th plenary of
the Food and  Agriculture Organisation’s Committee on World Food
Security in Rome, and worldwide online.

• Release of data, reports and infographics from first 15 countries:
Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Costa Rica, Cote D’Ivoire, Ecuador, Honduras,
Liberia,  Madagascar, Mozambique, Namibia, Peru, Rwanda, Senegal,
Thailand, Zambia.

• New-look interactive website will allow users to explore data



When it comes to land rights, perception is (almost) everything
Anna Locke, Co-Director, on 
a key aspect of Prindex

In 2015 the UN agreed a new 
tranche of global sustainable 
development goals, signed 
up to by all member states 
and due to be achieved by 
2030. Among them was 

a target to increase not only the proportion of adults 
with legally documented property rights, but also the 
proportion of adults who perceived their property rights 
to be secure, whether legally documented or not.

Why would they include this metric in a group of global 
goals? Isn’t perception by its very nature subjective, 
vague, anecdotal – far from the world of hard facts we 
need to make policy and drive change? On the contrary, 
knowing how people feel about their tenure security 
is absolutely critical to understanding how they will 
behave, and therefore to addressing the problems that 
come with feeling insecure or unsafe. 

This is why our new project, Prindex, has perceptions at 
its heart. By asking representative samples of people in 
different countries around the world how secure they 
feel in their homes and on their land we are building 
a data-based tool that is rigorous, internationally 
comparable, and demographically representative. It 
will help policy makers understand how to drive and 
measure improvements in the security of property and 
land rights.

A major rationale for the inclusion of land rights as part 
of the global goal to reduce poverty is that people’s 
perceptions – their expectations about the future – 
determine how they behave. If a farmer fears that her 
land will be seized before the coming harvest, she is 
less likely to invest in improvements that make her and 
her community’s land more productive for years to 
come. The same goes for a craftsman’s workshop in a 
sprawling metropolis, or a small business struggling in 
the suburbs.

Furthermore, a legal title is meaningless if government 
can revoke it at a moment’s notice, if a court system 
is too choked to allow it to be defended, or if police 
won’t enforce a court order. Conversely, some informal, 

traditional systems of property rights can provide 
enormous security when trust is high. This is true of 
Tanzania, where Prindex’s 2017 trial study found that 
the one third of Tanzanians with informal documents 
reported comparable security to those with formal 
titles. (Those with no documents at all felt noticeably 
less secure.) Perceptions are a yardstick by which we can 
compare different systems globally, and even within 
countries.

A demographically representative survey of perceptions 
also means listening to women and younger men – not 
just the household heads most likely to hold official 
titles – about the formal and informal barriers to their 
security. Surveying a representative sample of the 
population of a country allows government, civil society 
and business to design solutions for everyone, even 
those whose views or experience won’t show up in 
other data. It’s inclusive, respects diversity, and makes 
for better policy. 

Ultimately, measuring perceptions is the best way 
to rigorously compare countries and regions with 
sharply differing systems and allow policymakers and 
researchers to design, target and evaluate interventions 
to improve security. Measuring perceptions 
complements the knowledge we have about legal title 
and different land registration schemes around the 
world, and gives us an invaluable insight into why land 
rights matter. 

Prindex will meet a need for inclusiveness, comparability 
and policy relevance, and in doing so advance 
its mission of empowering the global land rights 
movement, including partners from government, 
business and civil society, to improve tenure security 
around the world.

Our peer-reviewed survey is now live in 15 countries. 
We will cover 33 before the end of the year and around 
140 countries by 2020. When we begin to publish data 
this autumn, it will mark the arrival of the largest, most 
ambitious attempt ever to understand how secure 
people worldwide feel in their right to live in the place 
they call home – and to use that understanding to 
deliver change.
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Prindex trial data sheds light on tenure insecurity in India 

Get the latest updates on PRIndex direct to your inbox. 
Sign up at prindex.net/bulletin

Soumya Chattopadhyay 
takes a look at Prindex’s 
2017 trial data from India, 
and raises questions to drive 
future research. The full text 
of his blog, with charts, can 
be read at  
landportal.org/blogs

In October, Prindex will publish our first full tranche 
of data from 15 countries worldwide. While preparing 
our final survey, we conducted two trial runs, including 
one in India, Colombia and Tanzania in 2017. That data 
provides an insight into some of the questions that 
our full survey data – eventually to cover around 140 
countries – may help answer.

Our initial analysis of the India data identified patterns 
and differences in perceived tenure security of the 
dwelling they lived in, across the 20 of India’s 29 states 
covered and between rural and urban areas within 
states, and raised questions about what might be 
driving these.

There is remarkable variation across Indian states in 
the proportion of respondents who feel some degree of 
worry of losing rights to their home: it ranges from over 
37 percent in Telangana to less than 5 percent 
in Uttarakhand. However, the overall level of worry 
is not necessarily related to the intensity of worry in 
each state: Jharkand, where only around 12 percent of 
respondents were somewhat-to-very worried about 
losing their property, had a higher proportion of people 
who were very worried than Telangana. Nearly 47 
percent of the total worried in Jharkhand were very 
worried, versus only 5 percent of all respondents in 
Telangana feeling insecure.

Two sorts of hypothesis initially suggest themselves:

Legal and policy frameworks: in India, individual states 
are vested with the power to legislate and administer 
land-related property rights – particularly those pertaining 
to ownership and taxation. This has resulted in significant 
interstate differences in the legal and policy framework 
on land rights. Combined with variations in how they are 
administered and enforced, this can create different levels 
of how secure people feel about being able to hold onto 
their land and property.

Demographics and economics: another hypothesis 
is that in states with higher concentrations of 
economic activities and population, the greater 
pressure on land in turn drives up levels of 
insecurity and worry.

Prindex’s data also revealed that rates of perceived 
insecurity about an individual’s dwelling are higher in 
urban areas compared to rural areas across 18 states.

Beyond the disparities in state-level land tenure policy 
design and implementation, a probable cause is higher 
pressure of urban population density – both in terms of 
people per unit area, as well as urban population as a 
proportion of the total state population. Indeed, our initial 
analysis shows that states with a higher proportion of 
urban population report higher urban dwelling insecurity.

Beyond this first glance, there remains a rich seam of 
analysis to be explored. In combination with other land 
holding and socio-economic data, we expect the Prindex 
database to offer a deeper understanding of the levels and 
drivers of perceptions of land tenure and property rights 
security.
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