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Abstract. The continuing economic stagnation of the Middle East 
and North Africa (MENA) has typically been explained in terms of 
the resource-curse thesis. Yet, without analyzing the geographical 
constraints of MENA and the institutions of the region, particularly 
ones that pertain to land and property rights, this explanation is 
partial at best. Specifically addressing the structural constraints on 
using land for economic transformation, we offer a new explanation 
for the underdevelopment of MENA. We show that transformation 
in agriculture is inhibited by fuzzy property rights in land that were 
inherited from colonial and post-colonial agricultural policies. Political-
economic transformation in MENA could unleash the power of land 
in the region.

Introduction

Middle Eastern and Northern African (MENA)1 countries have not suc-
ceeded in developing their economies, in the narrow sense that their 
economic growth has not allowed a convergence with the richest 
countries. At the macro level, if economic performance is measured 
by GDP per capita, the Arab countries have performed badly. The 
small economies located in the Gulf (Kuwait, Qatar, UAE) are rich, 
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but, even when we include Oman, Bahrain, and Saudi Arabia, the 
biggest economy of the region, this Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
club comprises only 17 percent of the Arab population (Cobham and 
Zouache 2021a). The majority of the Arab League members, and espe-
cially the large populated countries (Egypt, Algeria, Sudan, Iraq, and 
Morocco), are characterized by a low average level of GDP per capita.

The continuing economic stagnation of the MENA countries has 
typically been explained in terms of the resource-curse thesis. This 
standard explanatory hypothesis has to do with the adverse effects 
that oil and gas resources have on economic performance and on 
political systems (Ross et al. 2011). This article will test another hy-
pothesis: Could the growth and development failures in the MENA 
region be explained by the lack of structural transformation in their 
economies? Indeed, at the sectoral level, the MENA countries, with 
the exception of Turkey, have not yet succeeded in transforming the 
structure of their economies. Agricultural production in MENA coun-
tries is not efficient and is marked by a low level of productivity. 
Most countries are dependent on imports to feed their population. 
Even in small, rich, hydrocarbon economies (Qatar, UAE, Kuwait), 
food security is challenged and so is food sovereignty. MENA agricul-
tural weaknesses and fragile performance are associated with limited 
industrialization. MENA countries are not industrialized, nor are their 
economies diversified. MENA countries participate in global trade via 
the exports of natural products, mainly gas and oil, but they are not 
actors within global industrialized networks (Al-Hussami and François 
2018).

The literature dealing with structural change is abundant (Syrquin 
1988; Timmer 1988). But the fundamental framework can be under-
stood from the contributions of illustrious economists who have ap-
proached the question at the theoretical and empirical levels: Samir 
Amin (1972) and Arthur Lewis (1954b).2 Development is growth ac-
companied by a transformation of economic structures (Amin 1972). 
Economic progress in the agricultural sector is a necessary condition 
for a process of industrialization of the economy for several reasons. 
The agricultural sector employs a large part of the active popula-
tion, is an outlet for industry, allows rural exodus by feeding the 
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urban population, and avoids a trade imbalance of an economy de-
pendent on imports (Amin 1972: 474). In addition, the agricultural 
sector provides a surplus that can be reinvested in a domestic industry 
that cannot emerge if it depends on international investment. Arthur 
Lewis’s contribution (1954a), at the origin of the theory of surplus and 
inspired by classical political economy, emphasizes the role of the 
surplus of agricultural labor in generating profits. That surplus favors 
capital accumulation in a dual economy, where a structural surplus of 
labor coexists with a capitalist sector in gestation. In this tradition, the 
economic dynamics depend on the share of profit in relation to wages 
and ground rent. In an agrarian economy, the agricultural sector is 
not very productive. Thus, the absorption of labor has no perverse 
effect on agricultural production. In the process of economic trans-
formation, the agricultural sector becomes more productive and more 
intensive, and it employs less labor and industry. The tertiary sector 
becomes the economic engine in terms of production, jobs, and sur-
plus. Insufficient progress in the agricultural sector could slow down 
or even prevent autonomous national industrialization. For some au-
thors, this is a major cause of persistent underdevelopment (Amin 
1972: 474). Amin proposes that structural transformations at the sec-
toral level depend on the type of agricultural production and on the 
property system related to it.

Structural change thus involves the evolution of the structures of 
production (Bosc and Bélière 2015).3 It also depends on changes in 
property rights related to land (Lewis 1954b). First, structural change 
affects agricultural holdings. It is particularly important for rural econ-
omists to examine the role of family property in the production sys-
tem, even in developed countries (Courleux et al. 2017).4

One major contribution of this article is to look at this farming 
dimension in the Middle East and North Africa to ascertain if the 
countries have experienced structural change in the agricultural sec-
tor. Our analysis shows that MENA countries have failed to achieve a 
structural transition in agriculture, which weakens these economies. 
Two factors explain this result: geography and institutions. The first 
explanation is that this region suffers geographically from specific 
environmental conditions that are not conducive to agriculture. The 
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second explanation of a weak agricultural sector is the institutional 
framework. Examining the evolution of that framework raises ques-
tions about the types of property rights or land tenure that are in 
place and the agricultural policies carried out by national authorities 
(Chang 2009).

The second contribution of our article is to correct some mistaken 
ideas about the forms of land tenure that can explain the lack of struc-
tural change in agriculture. Many commentators have presumed that 
MENA countries are handicapped by their pre-colonial Islamic tradi-
tions because those traditions supposedly failed to assign property 
rights in ways that would encourage productivity. We investigate this 
question of inherited institutions to determine whether it is valid. Our 
findings contradict the mainstream view that Islamic traditions have 
restricted the development of agriculture in MENA countries. Instead, 
we find that agriculture suffers from a confusing bundle of property 
rights in land that are mainly due to the colonial and post-colonial 
legacies.

We conclude the article with a policy discussion and conclusion 
that show how the national authorities do not respond to the chal-
lenge and structural weaknesses of this region.

The Structural Characteristics of Agriculture    

in the Middle East and North Africa

Academic and public discussions on the Middle East and North Africa 
often underestimate, or even omit, agricultural issues since the source 
of their economic surplus is supposed to come from natural resources, 
oil and gas in the majority of studies. Yet, the production and commer-
cialization of these resources are the privileges of a minority among 
the population of the region. As noted earlier, the GCC countries with 
high GDP per capita encompass less than 20 percent of the regional 
population. The Arab world is still marked by large rural and peasant 
populations.

MENA countries have changed some basic features of agriculture, 
leading to certain improvements (World Bank 2021b). Agricultural 
land as a share of total land in the region increased from 28 percent 
in 1981 to 37 percent in 2016. The value added to GDP by agriculture, 
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forestry, and fishing fell from 10.9 percent in 1990 to 4.6 percent in 
2019. Agriculture has dropped in the Arab world from 35.2 percent of 
total employment in 1991 to 18.7 percent in 2019. The use of capital 
in agriculture has increased from 60.9 tractors per 100 square kilome-
ters of arable land in 1980 to about 154 in 2000. Quite interestingly, in 
Egypt, the number of tractors per 100 km2 increased from 250 in 1990 
to about 390 in 2008. In Lebanon, the number grew from 175 in 1990 
to 640 in 1999. Despite these recent improvements, the main picture 
in this region reveals structural weaknesses and heavy constraints. We 
give four main structural factors related to the agricultural economy of 
MENA countries. We will focus on the fourth dimension, the property 
structure, and especially the farming system, that is intimately con-
nected to the first three dimensions.

The first factor appears when we look at the share of rural pop-
ulation (Table 1). In the Arab world as a whole, this share has dra-
matically decreased from 68.8 percent in 1960 to 40.8 percent in 
2019, which testifies to a structural urbanization process (World Bank 
2021b). Nevertheless, this combined figure hides a great dispar-
ity between highly urbanized countries, mainly located in the Gulf, 
that have no rural population, and countries like Comoros, Somalia, 
Djibouti, Yemen, Syria, Mauritania, and even Morocco, all with large 
rural populations. Two major Arab and African countries, Sudan and 
Egypt, remain predominantly rural.

The second feature is that agriculture is still an important part of 
the regional economy. Various North African countries, such as Egypt, 
Morocco, and Tunisia, are highly reliant on agriculture. In some of 
them, agricultural production is part of value chains in other economic 
sectors, such as food processing and retail systems. The contribution 
of agriculture to overall gross domestic product varies greatly across 
these nations from about 3 percent in Saudi Arabia to 14 percent in 
Egypt (Table 1). In most MENA countries, agriculture’s value added is 
less than 10 percent of GDP, while in oil-producing countries, such as 
Libya and the Gulf countries, it is 2 percent or below.

In the MENA region, agricultural production is dominated by cere-
als, which, under the impetus of policies that aim to diminish food de-
pendency, represent around 60 percent of cultivated lands, particularly 
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in poor Arab countries (Yemen, Sudan, and Mauritania). Yet, horticul-
ture is the most productive sector and the most integrated with global 
trade. Egypt and Iran provide 50 percent of the total value of MENA 
agricultural production, followed by Sudan, Morocco, and Algeria (27 
percent),while the other MENA countries (excluding Turkey) contrib-
ute 23 percent of the total production. Accordingly, Turkey, Egypt and 
Iran are the three “giants” of the MENA zone in terms of agricultural 
production. Three other North African countries—Morocco, Tunisia, 
and Algeria—and one Sub-Saharan country, Sudan, could be seen as 
intermediary agricultural states.

The third structural feature, as shown in Table 1, is that agriculture 
still provides a substantial proportion of employment in the region. In 
several countries—Egypt, Libya, Iran, Syria, Morocco, and the mem-
bers of the Arab League, namely, Mauritania, Djibouti, Comoros, and 
Somalia—agricultural employment represents at least 15 percent of 
the total, and it reaches almost 70 percent in a few cases. In Sudan and 
Yemen, where more than 60 percent of the population still lives in 
rural areas, agriculture’s contribution to employment and valueadded 
trails behind (FAO 2017). This points to low productivity and hidden 
unemployment in the countryside. In a substantially urbanized coun-
try like Turkey, for example, 30 percent of the labor force still works in 
agriculture but contributes only 9 percent of the value added (Lowder 
et al. 2019).

The fourth feature that characterizes the lack of structural transition 
in the Middle East and North Africa deals with agricultural tenure. 
The central message is that agriculture is in the hands of small farms, 
mainly family farms, that own small pieces of land and rarely employ 
salaried workers. FAO data provide a detailed picture of property 
structures in the Middle East and North Africa.5 In order to determine 
if a consolidation process6 has occurred in the MENA countries, we 
will deal with two features: the size of structures and the distribution 
of land.

On the Size of Farms

FAO (2014) shows that family farms (not necessarily small farms) pro-
duce more than 80 percent of food in the world, a number confirmed 
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by Lowder et al. (2016). Graeub et al. (2016) estimate that 53 percent 
of the world’s food is produced by family farms.7 In the Middle East 
and North Africa, small farming is also crucial, from the point of view 
of both ownership and labor. According to the most recent observa-
tions, made accessible by the Statistical and Economic Department of 
FAO, there are at least 18 million holdings in Arab countries that rep-
resent 3 percent of the total number of holdings worldwide (Lowder 
et al. 2019). Figure 1 puts together data for the most recent censuses in 
selected countries. Time series available at the country level ( Jordan, 
Iran, and Egypt) will be examined. We first consider farmland distri-
bution and farm size over time, based on census data, to shed light 
on possible transformations of agriculture and food systems at the 
regional and national level.

Considering changes in average farm size as a proxy for structural 
transitions in agriculture in 11 MENA countries from 1960 to 2010, 
we observe a sharp decrease in the average farm size from almost 8 
hectares per holding to around 3.5 hectares. This trend is not straight 
over the considered period: a sharp decrease is recorded in the 1980s, 

Figure 1    
Share of Holding and Agricultural Areas in Six MENA Countries
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then a slight decrease in the following period until the 2010s, where 
a slight increase is then recorded, which may reveal a consolidation 
process (FAO 2017). We analyze in detail the trends in this indicator 
over time and give the slope of this change. Tables 2 and 3 present 
these values at the country level for most of the region. There are only 
three countries for which we record a positive slope in the average 
farm size: Algeria and Turkey with very tiny positive changes and 
Saudi Arabia with a significant positive value. This indicator remains 
stable over time in Turkey, which may confirm a consolidation pro-
cess. Saudi Arabia, which passed through several reforms and policies 
in the agricultural sectors during the period, also shows a consolida-
tion as reflected in this indicator. On the other hand, countries such as 
Egypt, Iran, Lebanon, and Yemen report a declining trend in average 
land holdings. These countries show increasing fragmentation and 
an increasing role of middle-size farms and large farms. A smooth 

Table 2 

Number of Farms per Country, 1960–2010    
(in thousands of farms)

1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010

Algeria 900 1,000
Egypt 1,600 2,900 3,500 4,500 4,400
Iran, Islamic Republic 1,900 3,600 4,300 3,400
Iraq 591
Jordan 56 62 92 80
Lebanon 127 143 195 170
Morocco 1,100 1,500
Saudi Arabia 181 212 242 285
Syrian Arab Republic 524 486
Tunisia 325 516
Turkey 3,400 3,700 4,100 3,100
Yemen 756 1,500

Source: See Table 3.
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reduction in farm size is recorded in two middle-size countries—
Jordan and Morocco.

Labor force analysis is also a key aspect of the structural analysis 
of agriculture. Table 4 provides a glimpse. An accurate analysis is dif-
ficult because of the lack of data on the region, especially for recent 
years, so the following features should be interpreted cautiously. The 
first characteristic is the reliance of farms in MENA countries on family 
members. The average number of household members employed on 
the farm is lower than in other developing regions, even if it is higher 
in Algeria and Yemen, where the presence of household members on 
the farm is higher than two per holding. The second structural char-
acteristic is the relative absence of hired labor, with the exception of 
Qatar, where the farming system is based on hired labor.

On Land Distribution

Agricultural production is highly dependent on the structure and dis-
tribution of land, in particular via the impact it has on productivity 
(OECD/FAO 2018). Besides, structural change goes with a transfor-
mation of land structures and a change in land distribution. The fol-
lowing analysis of farmland distribution in the MENA region is, again, 
highly constrained by the availability of data that have been collected 
in agricultural censuses with the support of the Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations.8 We will first give a broad regional 
perspective and, where data will allow it, provide a more accurate one 
for selected countries.

North Africa, Algeria, and Morocco present similar structures in 
terms of farms and farmland distribution. Figure 1 shows that more 
than half of holdings belong to size classes smaller than 5 hectares, 
while medium-size classes up to 50 hectares represent the remaining 
part. The share of farmland in the smallholder classes—less than 5 
hectares—is about 10 percent in Algeria and 20 percent in Morocco. 
In both countries, medium-size farms are important, especially in 
Morocco. In the Middle East, Lebanon shows a pretty equal distri-
bution in terms of farmland among the different land classes, but 
holdings are concentrated among the lowest part of the distribution. 
Holdings with less than 1 hectare represent more than 70 percent of 
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the total, and holdings smaller than 5 hectares represent more than 90 
percent of all holdings. The 2001 agricultural census of Turkey, one of 
the main regional agricultural producers and exporters in the region, 
shows that middle-size farms from 5 to 50 hectares represent more 
than 30 percent of the total holdings but more than 70 percent of  
the farmland in Turkey. Large-land-size classes represent a very 
low share of holdings and around 10 percent of the farmland. In  
the Arabian Peninsula, Qatar and Yemen present the trend in the share 
of farmland and of holdings in various size classes: smallholders have 
most of the holdings, but large holders own most of the farmland.

In order to grasp changes that occurred in the structural trans-
formation processes, time series on the distribution of holdings and 
farmland are needed, which has been possible in three countries: 
Egypt, Iran, and Jordan. See Figures 2, 3, and 4.

Egypt experienced an intense process of liberalization that started in 
the mid-1990s and involved the implementation of structural transfor-
mation plans under the influence of international institutions (Clément 
2000). Figure 2 shows that Egyptian farms are typically owned by 

Figure 2    
Share of Holding and Agricultural Areas in Egypt in 1999–2000 and 2010 

Source: Government of Egypt, the Arab Republic of (2002, 2012).
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smallholders. A U-shaped trend can be observed in the changes that 
happened between the periods considered. A structural change began 
in the distribution of holdings, marked by a slight decline in the share 
of farms smaller than 2 hectares and a slight consolidation process in 
farms larger than 2 hectares. More importantly, the share of farmland 
by land size also changed in the other medium- and large-land-size 
classes. Ownership became more concentrated.

Agricultural censuses of the Islamic Republic of Iran (2003 and 
2014) reveal key changes in the share of holding by land class. 
Figure 3 shows a sharp reduction of the share of holdings in small 
farms (less than 2 hectares), an increasing share in the category of 5 
to 10 hectares, a reduction in the 10 to 20 hectare class, and an in-
crease in the categories that follow. In the farmland distribution, there 
are slight changes in the smallholder categories, with some signals 
of a consolidation process in the upper-middle-size categories of 10 
hectares and more. Iranian data thus show a process of slow structural 
transformation in the agricultural sectors.

Figure 3    
Share of Holding and Agricultural Areas in Iran in 2003 and 2014 

Source: FAO (2010, 2019).
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The Jordanian agricultural system is particularly interesting. 
Although a large part of the territory is not arable, the country ex-
ports agricultural products and is integrated into international mar-
kets. Data reveal that Jordan has experienced structural changes in the 
distribution of holdings and farmland: an increasing share of small-
holder units but an increase in the category of upper-middle holdings 
from 20 to 50 hectares and the introduction of large-scale farms. This 
probably reveals the influence of international market-oriented farms. 
Liberalization and international integration seem to have caused 
changes in the agricultural-export-oriented sector.

In the MENA countries as a whole, however, little structural change 
has occurred, even though agriculture is still a major sector in some 
countries, notably in highly populated countries. How can it be 
explained?

Figure 4    
Share of Holdings and Agricultural Areas in Jordan in 1997 and 2017 

Source: Government of Jordan (2007, 2017).
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Geography Matters

Part of the explanation for the absence of structural change in MENA 
countries has to do with the specific constraints that the region expe-
riences. Those constraints help explain the lack of structural change 
in the agriculture sector and especially low agricultural productivity.

The first issue deals with the nature of land. This issue is obviously 
“natural” when one is reminded of the geography of the MENA re-
gion. It has also an economic and sociological dimension. Less than 
5 percent of land is arable in two-thirds of the countries of the re-
gion, while many countries (Saudi Arabia, Lebanon, Tunisia, Morocco, 
Yemen, Mauritania, and Syria) have huge desert pastures for livestock 
grazing. Of all the land in the area, one-third is agricultural land (crop-
land and pastures) of which only 5 percent is arable (OECD/FAO 
2018: 70). In addition, about 40 percent of the cultivated land requires 
intense irrigation. Cultivable soils are of very poor quality, mainly due 
to salinization, which is caused by irrigation practices, erosion, and 
climatic conditions. Land productivity is generally low compared to 
other regions, although MENA productivity is higher for fruits than for 
cereals. In addition, Egypt and Jordan have higher productivity than 
the MENA average.

The second issue is related to the water drama in the region. The 
MENA countries suffer from an enormous level of hydraulic stress, 
the highest in the world according to several studies. Only Iran, Iraq, 
and Mauritania exceed the threshold for renewable water resources of 
1,000 m3 per capita per annum (OECD/FAO 2018). (One cubic meter 
of water is 1,000 liters.) Total water productivity—GDP or other aggre-
gate measure of production per unit of water used—in MENA coun-
tries is estimated to be half the world average (OECD/FAO 2018: 74; 
World Bank 2018: xxxiv). The low agricultural productivity of water is 
highly problematic, given the extremely arid conditions of the region. 
According to Al-Otaibi (2015), the average annual per capita avail-
ability of renewable water resources in the region is only 1,200 cubic 
meters, roughly one-sixth the world average of 7,000 cubic meters. 
Thus, MENA countries have far less water to use for irrigation than in 
less arid regions.
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The Middle East and North Africa thus suffer from extreme nat-
ural constraints (Traboulsi 2014). The Near East is characterized by 
a transitional Mediterranean climate, with low rainfall, the level of 
which deteriorates as it goes east, and south, with a gradual transition 
to desert. The MENA region is also located in proximity to the great 
deserts of Arabia and Africa (the Sahara). The rainy season occurs 
from October to May, with 50 percent of annual rainfall in the winter 
(December to February). The climate is also spatially variable, both 
in terms of temperature and precipitation, due to geography (altitude, 
latitude, and continentality). Annual rainfall varies between 800 mm 
on the northern coast of the Near East to 1,800 mm on the peaks of 
Mount Lebanon; there is less than 50 mm in the Negev and on the 
edge of the Arabian Desert. The MENA region loses a lot of moisture 
to evaporation during the summer drought; it peaks in spring and au-
tumn. The rainy areas are located in the land area close to the Black 
Sea in the north of Turkey, in the land close to the Caspian Sea in Iran, 
in the costal lands of South Turkey, Syria, Lebanon, and Palestine, in 
the lands of West South Sudan, and in the Ethiopian highlands (Shahin 
1999).

Agriculture is the principal water consumer in the region. Al-Otaibi 
(2015) indicates that 85 percent of water is consumed by agriculture. 
In many countries, the supply of water does not come from natural 
sources but from desalination plants. Al-Otaibi (2015) estimates that 
the Middle East and North Africa produce more than 75 percent of the 
global volume of desalinated water: 70 percent for the Gulf countries 
(Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Qatar, Bahrain, and United Arab Emirates) and 
6 percent for Libya and Algeria.

The situation is not expected to improve in the future because 
of the growing climatic constraints. The main expected trends point 
toward warming and increasing aridity of the zone. The International 
Panel on Climate Change estimates a temperature increase of more 
than 2 °C by the end of the 21st century, a rainfall decrease to 24 
percent of the present level in the most optimistic scenario, and an in-
crease in the number of high-heat episodes (Traboulsi 2014). Figure 5 
shows for the Middle East the end dates of the rainy season (number 
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of days after September 1) between 1970–1971 and 2001–2002, as 
calculated by Traboulsi (2014).

Institutions Are Essential

This section examines the institutional features that might help to 
explain the difficulty of an agricultural transition in the MENA coun-
tries. In the case of structural change in agriculture, key institutions are 
property rights, land tenure, and the kind of ownership it involves.9 
Accordingly, we have opted for the standard approach in agricultural 
economics, inspired by original institutional economics. We offer a 
structural approach to land distribution based on ownership.

The “new” institutional economics proposes that development fail-
ures in the MENA countries are due to inefficient institutions inherited 
from Islam.10 Those traditional institutions are described as prevent-
ing the emergence of a modern and efficient institutional matrix in 
this region, particularly the establishment of private property rights 
(Kuran 2011).11 The prohibition of usury (riba) in Islam is theorized 

Figure 5    
End Dates of the Rainy Season in the Middle East, 1970–2002    

(number of days after September 1) 

Source: Traboulsi (2014). Reprinted with permission.
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to have a constricting effect on the development of a financial system. 
Polygamy is thought to pose problems in the distribution of inherited 
estates, causing land fragmentation. Religious donations (waqf), in-
cluding land donations, have been said to prevent the emergence of a 
strong state that would ensure the production of public or semi-public 
goods. The central message is that Islamic law constitutes an obstacle 
to the development of the MENA countries, insofar as it favors col-
lective institutions and prevents the development of private property. 
Critics of the Islamic tradition claim that it involves collective owner-
ship of land rather than private ownership.

One obvious implication of that mainstream vision is that it is dif-
ficult, even impossible, to analyze land ownership without a concise 
presentation of the Islamic land tenure system. The reader can refer 
to John Rae (2002) for a detailed presentation of land tenure in an 
Islamic context. See also Ben Hounet et al. (2011). Another conse-
quence is that a measure of land ownership, of its distribution among 
farmers, would be, if not impossible, useless. Cobham and Zouache 
(2021b) have shown that this culturalist conception of property rights 
in MENA countries has no theoretical or historical foundations.12

Using FAO data, we will, first of all, prove how mistaken this lit-
erature is by showing that the system of private property is the rule 
in Arab countries. We will see, through a set of case studies, that the 
problem lies rather in the complexity of the land legislation resulting 
from colonial and post-colonial history. “Islamic and customary law” 
seems to have favored fragmentation in land holding. It was followed 
by the colonial presence and, in turn, by post-colonial agrarian rev-
olutions. Finally, the liberalization process of the 1980s aimed at pri-
vatizing property rights. The result of that evolutionary process was 
a property system marked by a legislative millefeuille (layer cake), 
making property rights in land uncertain and insecure.

Land and Private Property in the Middle East and North Africa

Land tenure is a complex topic in the region because of a lack of 
accurate legal information on the MENA countries. What should be 
emphasized, in our view, is that private property has gradually become 
the rule in MENA land tenure systems.
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Table 5 shows land tenure information in seven countries. We have 
examined the legal status of agricultural land, and the result is that pri-
vate property is the main way of recording land tenure in the MENA 
countries. Most agricultural landowners are private farmers regardless 
of the country. When we look at land distribution, farmland area is 
still 90 to 95 percent owned by civil/private owners, compared to 
99 percent of the holdings. Morocco and Yemen are peculiar cases. 
The presence of different property and tenure systems as well as the 
role of other players in the Moroccan agricultural sector, notably the 
government, and of more traditional tenure systems in Yemen might 
explain the reported data. The only country for which we have time 
series is Egypt, where we can observe a slight concentration process 
towards other types of property systems that are not civil or private. In 
this country, an increasing share of farmland is owned and managed 
under other property systems and by actors other than private/family 
farmers.

Colonial Legacies and the Legislative Millefeuille13

We have examined several case studies of MENA countries. Differences 
and peculiarities exist. However, in general, property rights in land are 
not secure or stable, and they do not encourage individuals to register. 
On the contrary, land legislation is complex and unstable. It is confus-
ing because it appears to be a compilation of laws that resulted from 
three key moments: a colonial legacy based on continued use of colo-
nial laws, a post-colonial moment when several countries declared 
that agrarian revolutions would lead to true national sovereignty, and 
the liberalization processes of the 1980s and the 1990s. Land ten-
ures in MENA countries have been influenced by the colonial pow-
ers, mainly France, Italy, and the United Kingdom. They expropriated 
the best land from indigenous people to redistribute to settlers. They 
seized land either brutally by force or through a legal system that 
justified the transfer of land from private persons or collective institu-
tions to the state, which, at times, consisted of the army or an admin-
istration under the control of the metropole. At independence, the 
emerging nations did not automatically reverse colonial land seizures. 
The newly independent states also took control of land by means of 
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nationalization, socialization, or legislation. This was done with the 
intention of redistributing land to other parts of the population, either 
to rural residents, in case of agrarian revolution, or to the post-colonial 
elite. Consider the following examples in MENA countries.14

Bouderbala (1999) speaks of complex pluralist systems in North 
Africa characterized, in the case of Morocco, by the coexistence of 
minor Islamic or even pre-Islamic practices with the legacy of the 
institutional framework built during the colonial period. In Morocco, 
Bouderbala (1999) finds a context of insecure property rights in land, 
which often leads to insufficient registration, damaging effects on in-
vestment, and limitations on the possibility of financing by credit. Ben 
Hounet et al. (2011) also defend the idea that the analysis of property 
and its transmission in the Muslim context must depart from a cultur-
alist approach to law. They show, in the Algerian and Sudanese cases, 
the role of local anthropological dynamics and the weight of the co-
lonial heritage. In Sudan, the 1990 land reform law did not end the 
British colonial principle that treats non-registered land as state land. In 
Algeria, the French, after the confiscation of lands, organized land ten-
ures that eventually established the 1897 land tenure system (Bouvier 
1898). The Algerian revolution had the objective of redistributing land 
to the Algerians, but post-colonial legislation suggested the return to 
former owners of land that was abandoned by French settlers; this 
process was put under the control of the walis, the local representa-
tive of the state (Belhimer 2015). Property was collective, not because 
of the persistence of an Islamic law, but because of the socialist nature 
of the independent nation. The agrarian revolution, enacted under a 
1971 ordinance, gave the possibility of transferring the land to 90,000 
peasants (Belhimer 2015). The 1971 law also provided a framework 
for private property. In the recent period, and especially after the IMF 
structural adjustment program, the 1996 constitution and the resulting 
land tenure legislation established private property as the foundation 
of land tenure in Algeria. But private property in Algeria is confined 
to the relation between the redistributive state and the entrepreneurial 
bourgeoisie (Belhimer 2015). Ben Hounet et al. (2011: 4) also as-
sert that the succession of colonial and decolonization land laws has 
greatly complicated the institutional outline of land ownership. The 
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insecure nature of property rights in land has a disincentive effect on 
innovation in the agricultural-production sector, as shown in the case 
of potato farmers in Algeria (Bouzid et al. (2020).

Leservoisier (1994) defends the thesis that colonization had a 
significant and often underestimated impact on land ownership in 
Mauritania. Colonization influenced Mauritanian institutions in various 
ways: land confiscation and redistribution, local population dynam-
ics, so-called ethnic conflicts, water management, and the rempeccen, 
a system of contracts that allows sharecroppers to keep half of the 
harvest and thus to share it between the peasant and the landowner. 
Leservoisier (1994) argues that this institution of the Senegal River 
Valley appeared during the colonization period.

Local actors in Sudan and Algeria call on local, national, and inter-
national legislation to access and legitimize their land rights. Indeed, 
in a case studied by ElHadary and Obeng-Odoom (2011), the authors 
found a trend in Africa to secure land tenure, which facilitates the 
access to credit. However, they also found land grabbing in Ghana 
and North Sudan, made possible by weak states and by a legislative 
millefeuille that has arisen from overlapping and contradictory forms 
of regulation.

In Egypt, the land tenure system depended on British rule rather 
than Islamic law in colonial times. The Egyptian monarchy, under 
British control, interacted with a parliament composed of many big 
landowners. A mere 2,145 relatively large landowners (more than 84 
hectares per owner) owned 35 percent of the cultivated land, the rest 
being shared among 2,574,035 small owners (Pissot 1958: 33). The 
1952 agrarian reform aimed to redistribute land in order to destroy 
the political basis of the old regime. That led to a fragmentation of 
agricultural lands. (The same process occurred in Iraq with the 1958 
agrarian reform that aimed to destroy the influence of “imperialist big 
land owners” [Ishow 1987: 114].)

Private property became the basis for land registration in most na-
tions after independence (Sims 2016). The main issue seems to be not 
the persistence of Islamic land tenure systems but rather the develop-
ment of semi-informal or informal land tenure systems (Sims 2016). 
A recent study (Diab 2020) confirms that Egyptian citizens prefer to 
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avoid registering property due to the complex legal requirements that 
are involved. As a result, agricultural land cannot be used as collateral 
for bank loans for investment and modernization.

In the Middle East, colonialism also explains uncertain and com-
plex property rights in land. Syria and Lebanon still use French leg-
islation for the registration of real estate (Diab 2020). Lebanon still 
utilizes for agriculture the Ottoman Law on Cultivation and Watering 
of 1900 and other articles of the Code of Obligations and Contracts 
of 1932 (Diab 2020). In Iraq, land legislation is a mixture of Ottoman 
laws, British Mandate laws, revolutionary resolutions, and parliamen-
tary laws and regulations. The distinctive character of land legislation 
in Iraq would therefore be a fragmentation of the legal framework 
over time (Diab 2020).

Likewise, land fragmentation in Iran could be explained, at first, by 
the Islamic law of partible inheritance (dividing land into smaller par-
cels at death), but the 1962–1971 land reform also had a great impact 
on the structure of land ownership. Social and economic factors, a 
social distributive structure, and the lack of a land market also explain 
the Iranian land tenure system (Barati et al. 2021).

Policy Discussion and Conclusion

The MENA region has not experienced a transformation in the agri-
cultural sector that would provide one key element of a structural 
transformation and promote industrialization. Why? This article does 
not aim to offer a singular response. We have rather chosen to offer 
two main explanatory paths that open the route to other research on 
agriculture in the MENA region.

First, we have shown that the MENA region suffers from structural 
constraints: scarcity of arable land, an arid climate, and low agricul-
tural productivity in countries where a large part of the population 
works in agriculture without contributing much to the GDP. Second, 
we have established that the institutional land structure in MENA 
countries has not radically changed. The lack of evolution of land 
tenure is not due to the domination of a traditional culture, inhibited 
by Islamic laws and customs. On the contrary, since independence, 
MENA countries have adopted land tenure systems based on private 
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property, and the collective dimension has come from the state, which 
controls the rules of land possession and distribution. Farms are still 
characterized by smallholders who do not use hired labor. Turkey 
seems to be an exception. Fragmented ownership and small farm 
units remain a big problem; they constrain productivity growth in ag-
riculture. One main institutional blockage is the slowness of the evo-
lution of landholding systems toward consolidation of ownership, a 
problem that can be explained by colonial and post-colonial legacies 
in the MENA countries. Consolidation is occurring in some countries, 
such as Iran, Jordan, and Algeria, but the evolution is very slow. The 
agricultural sector faces an insecure, complex, and unstable institu-
tional context relating to land tenure. Those features of tenure stifle 
the consolidation process.

Since MENA political actors are haunted by concerns about food 
security, food sovereignty, and political stability, they have not ad-
opted agricultural policies that would respond to these structural 
weaknesses (Obeng-Odoom 2011). They prefer commercial policies 
and social programs that prevent widespread hunger from being 
transformed into political uprisings. To put it in simple words: in the 
MENA region, land is not friendly, but it is also badly exploited.

MENA agricultural policies are an essential part of the post-colonial 
state-led development strategy. In particular, in formerly socialist Arab 
states, namely, Egypt, Algeria, Sudan, Yemen, Syria, and Iraq, a main 
challenge was to modify the national production system to facilitate 
the transfer of land from the landed bourgeoisie to the revolutionary 
peasant and rural populations (on Algeria, [Bessaoud 1980]; on Egypt, 
[Abdel-Malek1962]). MENA states also intervened directly in the com-
mercialization of cereals, oil, and sugar and provided support to farm-
ers and agro-industries (FAO 2018a: 30). Despite the policy reforms in 
the 1980s and 1990s, the MENA countries still strongly support the ag-
ricultural sector via two kinds of policies: first, standard protectionist 
policies (guaranteed prices, import tariffs) that seek to lower domestic 
prices and to increase import prices and, second, social policies that 
aim to provide the essential needs of the population (water, bread, 
oil, sugar, wheat, and energy products). These policies should also be 
interpreted politically, since their purpose is to avoid hunger riots that 
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could endanger political stability. Thus, they are basic components of 
the MENA welfare state (Malik and Awadallah 2013).

MENA agricultural policies are inappropriate for different reasons. 
The first policy problem is the inconsistency between subsidy poli-
cies and the availability of land and water. Despite water scarcity, the 
region has the lowest water prices in the world and spends massive 
resources on water subsidies (about 2 percent of GDP). While fruits 
and vegetables consume less water and provide higher economic re-
turns, about 60 percent of cultivated land remains in water-consuming 
cereals. This situation persists even though most countries in the re-
gion have a comparative advantage in the export of fruits and veg-
etables. A key reason for the seeming inconsistency between policy 
and water scarcity is political—the concern for both food security and 
food sovereignty involves reducing dependence on imports, particu-
larly cereals.

The second problem area involves the cost of social programs in 
MENA countries that are mainly composed of energy and food subsi-
dies and that impose a fiscal burden (Sdralevich et al. 2014). Countries 
in the region spend 5.7 percent of their GDP on subsidies, compared 
with 1.7 percent in the Global South (Ramadan 2019). There are differ-
ences between countries. Food subsidies are less costly than electric-
ity and fuel subsidies: in 2011, in nine MENA countries, food subsidies 
represented less than 1 percent of GDP, but more than 2 percent in 
Egypt, Syria, and Iraq (Sdralevich et al. 2014: 12). Gulf countries spend 
less on food subsidies than North African and Levant countries (Syria, 
Iraq, Lebanon). According to Sdralevich et al. (2014: 18), food subsi-
dies are better targeted than energy subsidies and thus have a better 
social impact by benefiting the poor than fuel subsidies, which, in 
addition to aggravating distribution problems, tend to institutionalize 
ecologically destructive development. Food subsidies diminish under-
nourishment and the prevalence of anemia among children under five 
years old (Ramadan 2019). They also benefit the middle class and the 
rich population (OECD/FAO 2018).

More research is needed on agricultural issues in the MENA re-
gion. There are many dimensions of this topic that we have not ex-
plored in this article. We do not consider the social composition of 
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the farming unit, in terms of both gender contribution and women’s 
access to farmland. We do not adequately address inequality issues 
that are crucial in the political economy of development, according 
to Harrison (1983) and Obeng-Odoom (2020). The relationships be-
tween agriculture, land, and the formation and persistence of political 
power need to be addressed. For example, in a special issue of a 
journal introduced by Baduel (1987), two authors directly consider 
how political power distorts agriculture. Ishow (1987) points out the 
role of the state, which is motivated by political and ideological fac-
tors, in the disequilibrium of agrarian structures in Iraq. Swearingen 
(1987: 53) shows how “agrarian issues in Morocco have their roots in 
the colonial past.” Further work is needed to integrate these elements 
in our analysis. Finally, our results are very dependent on the avail-
able data. Local, regional, and national surveys and case studies are 
absolutely needed in order to appreciate the heterogeneous features 
of the MENA countries that make each of them distinctive. We hope 
that our contribution might inspire both authors and state officials to 
develop the data and models needed for a richer understanding of the 
MENA region.
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Notes

	 1.	 The definition of the Middle East and North Africa differs between 
institutions, and research on MENA countries depends on data availability. 
We adapt the World Bank’s classification, which includes Algeria, Bahrain, 
Djibouti, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Oman, 
Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Tunisia, United Arab Emirates, West Bank and Gaza, 
and Yemen, to which we add Turkey. We also include in the global overview 
members of the Arab League (Mauritania, Comoros, Djibouti, Somalia) (World 
Bank 2021a).
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	 2.	 The reference to these authors means not only that we pay trib-
ute to their contributions but also that the observations they made are still 
valid, despite the failed industrialist strategies of MENA countries, especially 
in Egypt, Iraq, and Algeria (Corm 2014).

	 3.	 Our article does not deal with the financial dimension of land. 
Indeed, as Haila (1988) shows, land is a financial asset, the management of 
which has consequences for the structural transformation of societies, and 
particularly in the spatial relation of economic activities.

	 4.	 International institutions focus on the role of agrarian systems in 
world agriculture. According to the United Nations, globally, 500 million fam-
ily farms represent 40 percent of the working population and 80 percent of 
food production (FAO/IFAD 2019).

	 5.	 Our analysis is highly dependent on the definition we adopt of pos-
session and ownership, which is related to the use of FAO data, the main 
source of information in the region. Following the FAO (2015), we use the 
terms agricultural holding and farm interchangeably. Thus, landed property 
refers to a wide range of tenure types, including agricultural holdings, that 
here refer to farm ownership. Indeed, according to FAO (2015), the agri-
cultural holder is the person who makes strategic decisions regarding the 
use of the farm resources and who bears all risks associated with the farm. 
Agricultural holdings and agricultural area reported by the censuses generally 
include crop and livestock production. Communal lands are generally not 
included in the agricultural census. The exclusion of forests and communal 
lands means that the farm sizes are smaller than they would be were forests 
and communal lands included, especially in countries where these forms of 
ownership are present.

	 6.	 A consolidation process in agricultural economics is the process of 
enlargement of land holdings due to acquisition of others’ land or other merg-
ing processes. It generally refers, as in our case, to the increasing number of 
middle-sized holdings, which is generally reflected in a larger share of land 
that is owned by farmers of this class size.

	 7.	 Family farms are here defined on a country-specific basis, so that 
country-specific size limitations are considered.

	 8.	 FAO has promoted the Program for the World Census of Agriculture 
(WCA) since 1950 by providing governments with guidance on standard 
methodology and contents for their agricultural census. Agricultural holdings 
and agricultural area reported by the census include only crop and livestock 
production.

	 9.	 Daoudi and Colin (2017: 2) note that the term “property rights,” in 
particular when applied to land, refers to a bundle of several rights (rights 
of use, rights to gain from this use, fallow rights, investment rights, rental 
rights, sale rights, and administration rights). The right of private property 
corresponds to the case where an individual (actor) owns the whole bundle. 
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Talahite (2019) also addresses the nature of property rights. Since Alchian 
(1965), property rights refer to the use of resources in a society. A system 
of property rights is seen as a method of assigning to particular individuals 
the authority to select any use from a non-prohibited class of uses (Alchian 
1965: 818). One major contribution of Haila (2008) is to highlight the political 
aspect of property rights, especially in the politics of creating and distributing 
development rights and use rights.

	 10.	 On institutionalism, see Zouache (2014). New institutional eco-
nomics attempts to explain institutional factors, such as property rights and 
organizational rules, that were considered as given in standard neoclassical 
economics (Rutherford 2003). New institutional economics contains a biased 
assumption that institutions will be stable only if they are based on a narrow, 
individualistic view of self-interest, thereby denying the possibility that insti-
tutions may be effective if they are based on socially embedded practices of 
cooperation.

	 11.	 See Cobham and Zouache (2021b) for a comparative analysis of 
development in the Arab countries by Islamic economics and mainstream 
institutionalism.

	 12.	 Other arguments can be employed. For instance, the distinction 
between collective and private goods in the Quran does not hold in a period 
of conflict. Thus, private property was transferred to the collective manage-
ment (habous) in Algeria to avoid expropriation. Likewise, in Kabylia, an 
Algerian region, land was confiscated relatively less because it was considered 
less fertile, but after the revolt of 1871, the confiscation of land around Kabyle 
villages was used as a punishment by the colonial authorities.

	 13.	 A millefeuille is a French cake made of several thin layers of pastry 
sheets.

	 14.	 We have focused on the agricultural countries, and they are located 
in the Levant and in North Africa.
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