
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

CASE STUDY 

Southern Algeria 

 

An example of 
decentralised land 
governance: the 
introduction of the 
wilaya in Algeria 
Alegria inherited a centralised system of governance at independence 

in 1962. As a result, all policy and decision-making were controlled by 

the central government, to the exclusion of local government and 

local communities. With growing discontent within the local 

communities in southern Algeria, the government has worked with 

local government to decentralise power and include local 

communities in decision-making processes.  

 

 

PRINCIPAL ORGANISATIONS INVOLVED 

Wilayas 

Touiza Voluntary Association 

LOCATION 

Southern Algeria 

TIMELINE 

1962 - 2015 

TARGET AUDIENCE 

Civil society organisations; activists and 

researchers; government departments. 
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Case description 
Background issues 

In Algeria, land policies were characterized by heavy state-control. Various reforms were 

undertaken to decentralize land governance by restructuring the administrative division 

(1963, 1974, 1984, 2015) and by promulgating new laws and by-laws (the municipal 

codes of 1967, 1990 and 2011 and the law on planning and urban planning of 1990). 

However, the devolution of power to the local level was somewhat ineffective since local 

authorities depended on the central government for state subsidies. All past land 

reforms did not achieve decentralisation; instead, they strengthened central 

government's control of the local government.   

The 1980s were characterised by transition from a single party state, to an era of 

political pluralism. However, central government and some sections of civil society did 

not embrace the change. There was opposition to the introduction of inclusive decision-

making processes at the community level. The transition to an all-inclusive state was met 

with resistance and violence. From 1990, elected officials continued to take the lead in 

local governance, notwithstanding pressure from the central government to interfere in 

their mandate.  

After the enactment of the Municipal Code of 2011, a new administrative ‘wilaya’ 

(administrative district) was created in 2015 for the Saharan territories. Whilst the local 

government of elected officials had the mandate to manage the wilaya, the walis 

(prefects) appointed by the central government would interfere in the local 

government's duties. As a result of the decentralisation process, new decision-makers 

GOOD PRACTICES 
Towards making land governance more people-centred 

This case study is part of the ILC’s Database of Good Practices, an initiative that documents and systematises 

ILC members and partners’ experience in promoting people-centred land governance, as defined in the 

Antigua Declaration of the ILC Assembly of Members.  

Further information at www.landcoalition.org/what-we-do 

This case study supports people-centred land governance as it contributes to: 

Commitment 1 Secure tenure rights 

Commitment 5 Secure territorial rights for Indigenous Peoples  

Commitment 6 Locally managed ecosystems 

Commitment 7 Inclusive decision-making 

Commitment 8 Ensure transparency and accountability 
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emerged: local authorities, administration representatives, new social groups and civil 

society. Traditional institutions such as religious brotherhoods and djemaas
1
 were side-

lined without necessarily being dissolved. The redistribution of power through the 

masterplan for development and urban planning (PDAU) and the 2011 Municipal Code 

often went against the traditional organization of the local society in southern Algeria. 

Solution 

In 1990, the government adopted the masterplan for development and urban planning 

(PDAU). Its adoption prioritised the involvement of multi-stakeholders in local land 

governance. In the last ten years, the state has been working to integrate good 

governance and citizen participation in decision-making processes. Local populations 

have demanded equitable redistribution of national wealth and participation in decision 

making.  

Activities 

Algeria comprises of 1,541 communes distributed in 48 wilayas. Local communities elect 

representatives through the People's Assembly of Wilaya, while the commune is elected 

through the Communal People's Assembly. Furthermore, the douar, which includes 

agricultural lands made available by rural exoduses, creates communities with common 

values and challenges. 

From the promulgation of Law 90-31 (1990) which allowed political pluralism, there are 

three distinct stages in civil society life: 

1990 to 1993 

This was an enthusiastic phase characterized by the creation of more than 50,000 local 

and national civil society associations. Many associations emanated from political parties 

or were brought into politics as soon as they were formed. 

From 1993 to 1999 

During this period, civil society associations began to work with local communities. They 

however faced challenges in addressing issues of inclusive decision-making, 

decentralisation and multi-stakeholder participation.  

Touiza Voluntary Association of the Wilaya of Algiers 

Touiza Voluntary Association aimed to strengthen youth involvement in community 

development in southern Algeria. Touiza Voluntary Association, organizes youth to 

rehabilitate and restore schools, cultural centres and clinics. It supports the creation of 

income-generating activities by training young people and creating micro-enterprises 

such as sewing workshops, small beekeeping units, and sheep and goat farming. It also 

partners with associations in the same field throughout Algeria and abroad.  

Beyond the voluntary projects, Touiza gradually created a network of associations, and 

leads solidarity community development programs. The association also promotes 

inclusive decision-making. Their advocacy for inclusive decision-making processes led to 

mistrust by political parties and government, leading to the dissolution of some 

community associations linked to political parties.  

                                                        
1
 The lead body in a Sahrawi tribe, composed of elders and elected leaders. 



 

 

From 1999 to the present day 

Touiza Voluntary Association relied on research in understanding the construction of 

Saharan territories; identifying government duties; and assessing legal frameworks on 

the organisation of municipal territories in Algeria. This was also complemented by their 

fieldwork in the South West region, where they conducted interviews with elected local 

government officials, administrative officials, consulting firms and local communities. As 

a result of Touiza's continued work with local communities, they are more receptive of 

inclusive and participatory land governance.  

Importance of the case for people-centred land 
governance 

This case study demonstrates that demanding greater decision-making powers on 

behalf of local communities can strengthen their autonomy and control over their 

territories. Post-colonial countries around the world grapple with the effects of inherited 

centralised government structures. Decision-making remains the prerogative of the 

central government; taking away agency and decision-making powers from local 

communities. The experience of the wilayas in southern Algeria, demonstrates that it is 

possible for local communities to re-establish their role as key decision-makers, 

responsible for policies and local administration. 

 
Changes 
Baseline 

In southern Algeria, local governance was never promoted by the state due to 

geopolitical reasons. The central government maintained control of the southern region 

and continued to increase its control of the area. Insecurity and instability in the Sahara 

and Maghreb region have threatened the security of southern Algeria. In particular, 

political instability in neighbouring countries such as Mali, Morocco and Western Sahara 

threaten Algeria's security. The Malian Tuareg revolt could create a solidarity movement 

in Algeria. The Moroccan and Western Sahara border conflict has also increased the 

presence of Moroccan Zaouias (religious schools or monasteries) in Ouazzane and 

Taïbia. Furthermore, the rising number of terrorist networks involved in the trafficking of 

arms and narcotics constitute a new security threat in the region. Illegal immigration and 

Europe-bound transit also attracts people from other African countries, further 

threatening Algerian security. 

Achievements 

Community associations are better coordinating their work, and are working well with 

political parties. In 2017, the Touiza Voluntary Association rehabilitated schools in Adrar, 

Oude Souf, and Tamanrasset in southern Algeria. This has created a sense of 

community, emancipation and empowerment in southern Algeria.  



 

 

Lessons learned 
Lessons for civil society 

The example of the wilayas in southern Algeria demonstrates that collective action can 

facilitate decentralisation of power in post-colonial states. The local communities in the 

south of Algeria self-mobilised and organised collective action to enforce their right to 

participate in decision-making.  

Lessons for policy makers 

Important lessons for policy makers include understanding that communities are best 

placed to articulate their local challenges. As such, they must be given the platform to 

participate in decision-making. The case of southern Algeria debunks the myth of 

centralisation of power, and highlights that communities must be the drivers of policy-

making and administration within their territories. Systems like the decentralised wilayas 

demonstrate that effective and accountable local governance is achievable and 

beneficial to the local communities. 

Challenges 

The integration of local communities into the decision-making processes was challenging 

as they demanded greater autonomy and access to financial resources for their local 

communities. On the other hand, central government was reluctant to transfer power to 

the local government and struggled to propose an acceptable decentralised model of 

local governance. They initially chose to micromanage the local governments of the 

Saharan region through the walis. 

 
Supporting material 
References and further reading 

“La Gouvernance des Terres en Algerie”, Sofiane Khoukhi 

ILC Arab States Meeting Report, Tafila University Jordan, September 2017 
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