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Welcome from Mokoro 

 

I’d like to welcome you all today on behalf of your hosts, Mokoro. Mokoro is an Oxford-based 
consultancy agency which is 35 years old this year. It was established by a group of ODI fellows who 
had worked for the newly independent government of Botswana. On their return home they rather 
fancied the idea of continuing to work together, so they founded Mokoro (which means canoe in the 
Tswana language). Most Mokorons are economists, but some of us have more interesting 
backgrounds, as historians, anthropologists etc. and we work on land issues. We number Martin 
Adams and Chris Tanner, who will be speaking to you shortly, Liz Daley, who works on women’s land 
rights and is in the audience today, and Stephen Turner, who cut his teeth in South Africa and 
Namibia, and myself. Mokoro holds regular seminars and those on land they seem to come around 
every 2 years, e.g. New Research on Women’s Land Rights, November 2015; Women’s land rights in 
Southern and Eastern Africa (remembering Kaori Izumi), June 2013, and Land – tenure, grabs, gender 
and the law, November 2011. 
 
Today’s seminar will bring together speakers who have engaged seriously on land advocacy in Africa 
in recent years and will look at what lessons have been learned and at how best to respond to the 
current threats to Africa of the global land grab. 
 
At recent seminars when participants have been asked to introduce ourselves in one sentence, I say 
‘Robin Palmer, lifetime land activist’. Which is only a slight exaggeration!  
 
In 1960 I took a boat from Southampton, then a train from Cape Town, then another train from 
Bulawayo and finally arrived in Salisbury, Southern Rhodesia, where I studied for a history degree at 
the University College of Rhodesia and Nyasaland. One of my teachers was the late Terry Ranger, 
who was an extremely prominent political activist. I went on to write a PhD on the politics of land in 
Rhodesia and got deported after Ian Smith’s UDI in 1965. The PhD eventually became this book, 
published 40 years ago by James Currey (who I’m delighted to see in the audience). I’d like to read 
just a few lines from it.  
 
That experience explains why I became a land activist, first as an academic, later as a land policy 
adviser for Oxfam, then as an occasional consultant. I’ve been running a Land Rights in Africa 
website since 2000, first with Oxfam, now in Mokoro space to give voice to those who are critical of 
dominant World Bank and other orthodoxies. Now 983 entries! Includes 2 films – very recently The 
Dynamics of Land Deals in Africa covering Mozambique, Tanzania & Zambia, & a 2012 film on Mali, 
Land Rush 
 
Before introducing our speakers I’d like to mention that this Tuesday marked the 4th anniversary of 
the death of my good friend Kaori Izumi. Kaori was a formidable fighter for women’s land rights in 
the context of HIV and AIDS and is an absolutely shining example of the fact that it is perfectly 
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possible to be both a thoroughly respectable academic and a powerful advocate for change. Young 
people please take note!  
 

The speakers 

 

Martin Adams 
I once introduced Martin Adams by saying that he had worked on land in just about every country in 
the world and possibly in a few places in outer space as well! He has done so in a great variety of 
roles – as a researcher, as a technical adviser within land ministries in a number of African countries, 
as a consultant, and as an adviser to civil society land alliances in a number of countries. He is one of 
those people who you can always rely on for help, support and advice, as I have done over many 
decades. He should be slowing down a bit, but he tells me that he is shortly hoping to lead the 
design of a short training course in Land Governance for personnel (i.e. government, civil society, 
journalists) from all Africa Union member countries. This through the University of the Western Cape 
and UNECA/AU Land Policy Initiative. 
 
The subject of Martin’s talk is: Lessons of land law reform in southern, central and eastern Africa 
1990-2015  
 
 
Chris Tanner 
Chris Tanner is someone who clearly enjoys challenges. Currently he is trying to combine being a 
farmer in mid-Wales with being a consultant! Equally challenging was his 11 years of work in 
Mozambique with FAO in the wake of the passing of a very progressive land law and a popular land 
campaign led by the late José Negrão. You’ll find a number of Chris’ writings in the Mozambique 
section of the Land Rights in Africa website.  
 
The subject of Chris’ talk is Struggling to implement a progressive 1997 land law in Mozambique  
 
 
William Beinart 
As the Rhodes Professor of Race Relations in the University of Oxford from 1997 to 2015, William 
Beinart will need no introduction to many in this audience. I first met William in 1978 when we were 
both research fellows at Queen Elizabeth House. He subsequently escaped to the University of 
Bristol for 14 years, but then returned to Oxford. He has published (predominantly on South Africa), 
taught and tutored prolifically and the tributes paid to him on his retirement denoted a very special 
person. 
 
The subject of William’s talk is Recent experiences acting as an expert witness in land restitution 
cases in South Africa  
 
 
Rachel Ibreck 
Rachel Ibreck is also an academic who also collaborates with civil society activists in Africa on a 
variety of issues. She is currently Lecturer in Politics and International Relations at Goldsmiths, 
University of London, having previously worked at LSE and ICS in London and the University of 
Limerick. I met Rachel in Limerick in 2013 when she facilitated a fascinating meeting of Christian Aid 
Ireland partners working on land from countries as diverse as Angola, Israel and the Occupied 
Territories, Sierra Leone, Liberia, Colombia, Ethiopia, India, Uganda, and Zimbabwe. The title of that 
meeting was The Politics of Land Grabbing: Strategies of Resistance. More recently, Rachel wrote a 



chapter, ‘A Right to Land? Activism against Land Grabbing in Africa’, in Alex de Waal’s 2015 Advocacy 
in Conflict. Critical Perspectives on Transnational Activism.    
 
The subject of Rachel’s talk is Reflections on the significance of customary authority and local 
patronage politics for land grab advocacy in Africa and she will be focusing on Sierra Leone and 
South Sudan. 
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