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Mary  Kom eiyan would like to  grow food  for  her  children.  But  she has no land. She lives in

a village where crops com e second  in im portance to  livestock.   Cows feed on the sm all plot

of  m aize near  her  house.  She cannot  take act ion  because the anim als belong  to  her

husband.  Her  situat ion is typical  of  Maasai  wom en in Tanzania.  They  have lit t le or  no say

on how land is used.

But  one local  init iat ive is helping wom en to  secure their  land r ights.  The Maasai  Wom en

Developm ent  Associat ion,  or  MWEDO, has succeeded in m aking  custom ary  pract ices less

rigid.  Over  the last  decade,  MWEDO has enabled  850 wom en from  two dist r icts to  acquire

land. They  have achieved  this through  lobbying for  their  r ights under Tanzania’s Village

Land Act  of  1999. The Act  provides for  equal access and  ownership of  land between  m en

and  wom en.

Scolast ika Porokwa is a  social worker  with  MWEDO. She says,  “The posit ion  of  Maasai

wom en towards access to  and  ownership of  land is very  lim ited.  This is due to  the Maasai

culture,  the com m unal land ownership system  and  pat r iarchal leadership.”

Maasai  land belongs to  the com m unity.  I t  is cont rolled by  m en and  used to  graze

livestock.  Wom en are the caretakers of  hom esteads.  They  have lit t le access to  land to

produce food  for  children.  This has worsened poverty am ong  wom en, which increases

inequality.  I n  addit ion,  few  wom en know about  Tanzania’s land policies and  processes.

MWEDO m obilized  wom en to  form  leadership  forum s,  known locally  as baraza .  During

these gatherings,  both  m en and  wom en were m ade aware of  Tanzania’s land laws. The

wom en worked with  governm ent  authorit ies and  t radit ional  leaders to  develop custom ary

land use plans for  each  village.  Through  these plans,  land surveying and  dem arcat ion were

carr ied out , using  t radit ional  knowledge.  This was all done in collaborat ion  with  village

governm ents.

The next  step is for  wom en to  apply  to  their  villages to  secure individual or  group

ownership of  land. The num ber  of  wom en who have been  able  to  access land for

agriculture,  grazing and  set t lem ent  has increased. More wom en now request  inform at ion,

and  m ore wom en are assum ing local  leadership  posit ions.
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Ms. Porokwa reflects that ,  “Long- term  collaborat ion  with  local  governm ents is necessary

for  effect ive results.”  She also  believes that  increasing  the num ber  of  wom en in decision-

m aking  bodies is key  to  increasing  their  bargaining power.  This will have a posit ive effect

on access to  other r ights,  such as educat ion and  health. 

For  Ms.  Porokwa,  “This success is not  enough.  We m ake sure that  good pract ices are

shared with  new groups.”  This sharing will ensure that  the successes and  lessons learned

are carr ied to  other parts of  Maasailand and  the rest  of  East  Afr ica.
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