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HOW TO USE THIS PUBLICATION

This basic legal reference publication has been prepared as part of the OHCHR output on
land and human rights. It aims to provide a concise and user-friendly guide on key
international legal standards, including international human rights, humanitarian and
criminal law, to those working on land issues so as to make them aware that such standards
may be applicable to their work.

It begins with a brief overview of the main international law standards relevant to land and

human rights. The introductory secti on i s f ol |l owed by fisummary sheet
between international human rights standards and land issues, along with examples of the

concrete application of the standard by human rights mechanisms. Each sheet can be read

independently, as well as in combination with other sheets. Applicable standards may differ

depending on the specific context.

Each summary sheet is composed of:

A Introductory paragraphs that illustrate situations where the standard is relevant;

A Key international standards that can be applied to land-related situations;

A Examples of how the standards have been applied and interpreted by United
Nations and regional human rights mechanisms;

A Examples of international, regional and national human rights jurisprudence;

A References to relevant international standards and guidelines developed by United
Nations human rights mechanisms or adopted by the governing bodies of United
Nations agencies.

The present publication is based on research into the relevant international and regional
legal instruments, and the interpretation and application of these standards by the United
Nations human rights mechanisms, as well as the jurisprudence of international and
regional human rights bodies.

This publication remains a work in progress. The list of applicable standards in the summary
sheets is not exclusive and additional standards may be included as further analysis is
developed.

This publication should be read in conjunction with other publications, guidance and tools
produced by OHCHR, available at: www.ohchr.org.

To offer feedback on this publication, or for enquiries, please contact Bghazi@ohchr.org.



http://www.ohchr.org/
mailto:Bghazi@ohchr.org
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INTRODUCTION

Land is not a mere commodity, but an essential
element for the realization of many human rights.

Access to, use of and control over land directly affect the enjoyment of a wide range of
human rights. Disputes over land are also often the cause of human rights violations,
conflicts and violence. Importantly, the human rights dimensions of land management are
directly linked to most aspects of social development, peacebuilding and humanitarian
assistance, as well as disaster prevention and recovery.

An increasing number of people are forcibly evicted or displaced every year to make way for
large-scale development or business projects, such as dams, mines, oil and gas
installations or ports. In many countries the shift to large-scale farming has resulted in
forced evictions, displacements and local food insecurity, which in turn has contributed to an
increase in rural to urban migration and consequently further pressure on access to urban
land and housing. A considerable portion of this displacement is carried out in a manner that
violates the human rights of the affected communities, thus further aggravating their already
precarious situation. Urban development projects have led to socioeconomic polarization in
cities owing to escalating costs of land and housing and depletion of low-income housing.
Measures taken to protect the environment are also at times in conflict with the interests
and human rights of populations that depend on land for subsistence and survival. At the
same time, failure to effectively prevent and mitigate environmental degradation and the
negative impact of climate change could drastically reduce access to land, especially for
marginalized groups. In addition, land remains a crucial element in conflict and post-conflict
contexts. Disputes over land are often the cause of conflicts and, once the conflict is over,
the restitution of housing, land and property rights for returning refugees and internally
displaced persons constitutes a fundamental part of peacebuilding.

Growing global concerns about food security, climate change, rapid urbanization and the
unsustainable use of natural resources have all contributed to renewed attention to how
land is being used, controlled and managed. Yet, up to now, a systematic analysis has not
been conducted to unpack the application of international human rights standards to the
management of land in order to protect and promote human rights. This publication,
together with other publications and tools on land and human rights produced by the Office
of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), aims to promote
understanding of land issues from a human rights perspective.
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