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FOREWORD (FIG)

The Social Tenure Domain Model (STDM) represents a significant and successful col-
laboration between FIG and GLTN/UN-Habitat.  This publication examines the evolu-
tion of STDM and its growing role in addressing global challenges such as food security, 
housing rights for displaced populations, migration and climate resilience. 

The Model has evolved as a transformative response to these global challenges, offer-
ing a flexible, inclusive, and innovative approach to understanding the people to land 
relationships. By applying the continuum of land rights, as developed by the Global 
Land Tool Network (GLTN) the STDM addresses shortcomings in Land Administration 
Systems to recognise the realities of informal and customary tenure. The recordation 
of these legitimate rights has contributed to poverty reduction, gender equality, and 
environmental sustainability,

The journey of STDM, as documented in this publication, is one of impactful partner-
ship working.  In the early years of GLTN (2006 -2010) STDM was developed as a multi-
partner pro-poor land tool in support of sustainable land management. It was seen 
as the key tool for implementing the GLTN foundational concept of a “continuum of 
land rights” and presented in the joint FIG/GLTN publication (FIG Pub. 52, 2010).

Now, after 15 years, this publication provides an insight into the further evolution and 
use of STDM including its integration with the Land Administration Domain Model 
(LADM), which is recognised as a normative annex in the ISO standard, a significant 
milestone. Moreover, this integration enables the direct use of STDM-based informa-
tion within national land information systems, thereby broadening the scope and im-
pact of STDM on pressing global issues.  Furthermore, the publication also outlines 
the possible pathways for aligning the STDM Model with the UN-GGIM Framework for 
Effective Land Administration (FELA).  

At the heart of STDM’s success are partnerships and capacity-building that initiates and 
empowers local communities, governments, and professionals.   Notably, the STDM 
model has been used successfully within the FIG Volunteer Community Surveyor Pro-
gram (VCSP) providing the opportunity for young surveyors to engage and foster col-
laboration in the fieldwork of recording customary and informal land rights.  

STDM distinguishes itself through its adaptability and inclusivity, proven its value in 
diverse contexts, from urban slums and rural communities to post-conflict and post-
disaster settings. Its ability to enhance tenure security for marginalised populations is 
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particularly noteworthy.  Such recordation of legitimate land rights is the foundation 
for adequate housing, improved living conditions, agricultural productivity, and the 
resolution of land disputes

Looking ahead, the future of STDM depends on its ability to scale and sustain im-
plementations while remaining inclusive and adaptable. Advocacy and awareness 
efforts, both nationally and globally, alongside robust governance and financial sus-
tainability are essential to drive adoption and ensure that STDM reaches those who 
need it most.

The authors from Kadaster International, the University of Twente, NL and the GLTN 
secretariat are to be congratulated with providing this insightful publication, with con-
tributions from the wider community. 

This publication stands as a testament to the power of collaboration, innovation, and 
community-driven solutions in the pursuit of sustainable development.   It is hoped 
that this work will be widely used and that the evolution and adaptability of the STDM 
Conceptual Model continue for decades to come. 

Diane A Dumashie 
FIG President (2023–2026)
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FOREWORD (UN-HABITAT)

In many developing countries, tenure insecurity persists not because people lack le-
gitimate land rights, but because systems for recognizing, recording, and protecting 
those rights still fail to reach the communities that need them most. With much of the 
world’s landholdings still undocumented, millions remain excluded from legal protec-
tion, which weakens their access to basic services and the full enjoyment of economic 
opportunities that derive from secure land and property rights. UN‑Habitat’s 2026 – 
2029 Strategic Plan recognizes the significance of this correlation, noting that adequate 
housing cannot be achieved without secure land rights and that tenure insecurity ag-
gravates an already severe global housing crisis.

The Social Tenure Domain Model (STDM) was created more than a decade ago as an 
innovative and practical approach to document the full spectrum of legitimate peo-
ple‑to‑land relationships as envisioned within the continuum of land rights. Since then, 
it has matured into a robust model and information tool used across diverse contexts, 
helping previously excluded groups gain recognition within land administration sys-
tems. As one of GLTN’s flagship tools, STDM acknowledges that legitimate rights ex-
tend far beyond what is formally registered, and does so in ways that are inclusive, 
affordable, gender‑responsive, incremental and therefore scalable.

Its use across informal settlements, customary areas, and crisis-affected fragile settings in 
Africa, Asia‑Pacific and the Arab region demonstrates that STDM does more than docu-
ment land rights. It also creates space for meaningful dialogue by bringing together com-
munities, local authorities, traditional leaders and governments to address tenure issues, 
resolve disputes and shape more responsive land-related policies and laws.

This publication comes at a time when global priorities are shifting, making STDM even 
more relevant. Food security demands stronger recognition of smallholder and women 
farmers’ land rights. The climate crisis requires data and tools that help communities 
adapt and manage risks. Displacement and conflict continue to uproot millions, un-
derscoring the urgency of protecting Housing, Land and Property (HLP) rights. Glob-
ally, the adoption of STDM as an annex to the revised ISO Land Administration Domain 
Model (LADM) elevates it from an alternative approach to an internationally recognized 
pathway for inclusive land administration.

These priorities reflect GLTN’s commitment to securing land rights for all and align 
closely with UN‑Habitat’s Strategic Plan, which places housing, land and basic services 
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at the center of sustainable urbanization. STDM continues to show how GLTN’s mission 
is realized in practice through tools that are inclusive, gender‑responsive and fit for 
purpose.

While much has been achieved, continued effort is needed. Sustaining country‑level re-
sults, integrating STDM with national land information systems, maintaining long‑term 
capacity development and securing financial support remain critical. This publication 
demonstrates that strong foundations have been laid through a shared commitment 
to ensuring no person, community or tenure type is left behind.

UN‑Habitat remains determined to continue working with GLTN partners to bridge the 
gap between global policy and local experiences and to advance land tenure security, 
good land governance and fit-for-purpose land administration as a drivers of equitable 
and sustainable development, for a more dignified future for all.

Ombretta Tempra 
Chief, Land, Housing and Informal Settlement Section 
Global Solutions Division 
UN-Habitat
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Social Tenure Domain Model (STDM) is an innovative concept, model, and infor-
mation tool designed to address gaps in conventional land administration systems by 
recognising and documenting all people-to-land relationships, including non-formal 
and customary rights along the continuum of land rights. Developed by the Global 
Land Tool Network (GLTN), STDM aims to complement traditional systems by offering a 
flexible, inclusive, and affordable alternative option to collect, manage and disseminate 
land information. This publication examines the evolution of STDM and its growing 
role in addressing global challenges such as food security, housing rights for displaced 
populations, migration and climate resilience.

Land administration and its land administration systems are foundational to sustaina-
ble development, yet they often fail to encompass the realities of informal and custom-
ary tenure systems, leaving many communities unrecognised and vulnerable. STDM 
bridges this gap by providing a means to document all people-to-land relationships, 
contributing to poverty reduction, gender equality, and environmental sustainability. It 
is firmly aligned with key global frameworks supporting sustainable development such 
as the UN Framework for Effective Land Administration (FELA).

STDM has demonstrated its capacity to enhance land tenure security, particularly for 
marginalised populations such as slum dwellers, smallholder farmers, women, and dis-
placed communities. Its application in diverse settings has shown how secure tenure 
is the basis of adequate housing, improves living conditions, fosters agricultural pro-
ductivity, reduces land disputes, and supports sustainable land management. Further-
more, STDM has proven to be a valuable tool in post-conflict and post-disaster con-
texts, helping to document and restore land rights, enabling communities to rebuild 
their livelihoods.

The integration of STDM with the Land Administration Domain Model (LADM) has 
further strengthened its relevance, ensuring compatibility with an international ISO 
standard, and so enhancing interoperability with national land administration systems. 
This synergy supports broader applications of STDM, from improving food security; 
housing, settlement planning, land and property rights of displaced populations; ad-
dressing urbanisation challenges and promoting climate action.

The future of STDM lies in its ability to scale and sustain implementations while main-
taining inclusivity and adaptability. Achieving this requires strong governance, com-
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munity ownership, and financial sustainability. Legal and policy frameworks must rec-
ognise and formalise STDM’s contributions, and sustainable funding mechanisms must 
be established. Technological advancements, such as mobile integration, cloud-based 
systems, AI and ML, and enhanced data security, will ensure that STDM continues to 
meet the evolving needs of land administration.

At the heart of STDM’s success are partnerships and capacity-building initiatives that 
empower local communities, governments, and professionals. Programs like the FIG 
Volunteer Community Surveyor Program (VCSP) have demonstrated the transforma-
tive impact of engaging young professionals and fostering collaboration. Advocacy 
and awareness efforts at both national and global levels are critical to drive global 
adoption and ensuring that STDM reaches those who need the concept most.

STDM has evolved into a transformative concept for inclusive and sustainable land ad-
ministration. Its alignment with international frameworks and its proven adaptability 
across diverse contexts position STDM as a crucial enabler for all.
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ABBREVIATIONS

CCO Certificate of Customary Ownership 
CRUD Create, Read, Update, Delete
CSO Civil Society Organisation
FAO Food and Agriculture Organisation
FELA Framework for Effective Land Administration
FIG International Federation of Surveyors
GIS Geo Information System
GLTN Global Land Tool Network
GNU GPL General Public Licence
HLP Housing, Land and Property
IDP Internally Displaced People
IGIF Integrated Geospatial Information Framework
ISO International Standard Organisation
LADM Land Administration Domain Mode
LAS Land Administration System
LIS Land Information System
NLIS National Land Information System
ODK Open Data Kit
OGC Open Geospatial Consortium
OICRF International Office for Cadastre and Land Records
QField Quantum Field
QGIS Quantum Geographic Information System
SDGs Sustainable Development Goals
STDM Social Tenure Domain Model
UAV Unmanned Aerial Vehicle
UN United Nations
UN-GGIM United Nations Committee of Experts on  

Global Geospatial Information Management
UN-Habitat United Nations Human Settlements Programme
UNCBD United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity
UNCCD United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification
UNHCR United Nations high Commissioner for Refugees
VCS Volunteer Community Surveyor
VCSP Volunteer Community Surveyor Programme
YSN Young Surveyors Network (of FIG)
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1	 THE EVOLVING ROLE OF STDM IN MODERN AND 
FUTURE LAND ADMINISTRATION

“Alone we can do so little; together we can do so much.” – Hellen Keller

The way land is accessed, used, planned, transacted, and developed has a great impact 
on sustainable development. With land administration being defined as the process of 
recording and disseminating information about the land tenure, use, value, and devel-
opment and use of land and its associated resource. Customary, informal tenure, and 
other forms of tenure along the continuum of land rights, are often left out of conven-
tional land administration systems. The Social Tenure Domain Model (STDM) is an ap-
proach to complement conventional approaches in land administration. 

 
Figure 1: STDM as a concept, model and information tool.

Land Administration and its Land Administration Systems (LASs) are foundational for 
sustainable development, providing the necessary information for land management 
policies and decision-making processes. However, comprehensive LAS coverage is 
limited to a small fraction of developed countries globally. A key challenge in many 
countries that lack the coverage is the ability to consider and incorporate non-formal 
legitimate tenure rights, such as informal and customary tenures in their processes, a 
gap that the Social Tenure Domain Model (STDM) aims to bridge by recognising and 
facilitating the recordation of all forms of people-to-land relationships.

Throughout this publication whenever we are using the term STDM we refer to the 
concept, the model, and the information tool.
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1.1	 STDM and the International Federation of Surveyors (FIG)
The Social Tenure Domain Model (STDM) has been the subject of significant interest 
within the International Federation of Surveyors (FIG) but also within the wider global 
land community. Notably, various publications have created the basis of our current 
understanding and application of STDM, with two publications being published under 
the umbrella of FIG and GLTN.

•	 FIG Publication No. 52 (2010): This publication, authored by Christiaan Lem-
men, marked a key moment in the conceptualisation of STDM. FIG Publication 
No. 52 presented STDM as an additional approach to land administration, in 
areas where traditional land administration systems were inadequately estab-
lished. It emphasised the model’s flexibility in accommodating various tenure 
types, from formal to informal, and its potential in supporting land rights for all, 
particularly in regions that do not recognise informal tenure.

•	 FIG Leaflet (2014): Building upon the FIG Publication No. 52, this leaflet further 
explored the practical applications and implications of STDM.

With the groundwork laid by these earlier publications and various UN-Habitat GLTN 
reports (available within the OICRF and GLTN Website), these publications seek to be 
revisited and show possibilities for expanding the concept of STDM.

This publication aims to explore the evolution and significance of STDM as a concept, a 
model, and an information tool (Figure 1) in the dynamic landscape of land administra-
tion. It aims to provide a comprehensive and updated perspective on STDM, reflecting 
its journey from an emerging approach to a robust approach for addressing diverse 
land administration and management issues.

1.2	 Who is this publication for?
This publication has been prepared for FIG members, GLTN development and network 
partners, UN agencies, civil society organisations (CSOs), government authorities at all 
levels, academic institutions and land practitioners who would like to get an overview 
of STDM and its relation to key international frameworks and current global challenges. 
It specifically addresses organisations and institutions supporting national and/or local 
governments in their implementation of land related projects. The publication is based 
on focused group discussions amongst the STDM Advisory Board, various dedicated 
STDM sessions at FIG events and an STDM Industry Workshop and Writeshop in 2023.
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2	 THE ROLE OF STDM TO SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT

In the context of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, adopted by UN Mem-
ber States in 2015, the need for effective land administration systems is recognised. 
The Framework for Effective Land Administration (FELA), endorsed in 2020 by the com-
mittee of experts of the United Nations Global Geospatial Information Management 
(UN-GGIM), serves as a policy guide for UN Member States. This framework is a set of 
guidelines and a comprehensive approach to managing and modernising land admin-
istration systems to support economic growth, social inclusion, and environmental 
sustainability. The adoption of FELA aims to promote prosperity while protecting the 
planet, recognising that sustainable management of land is integral to achieving the 
2030 Agenda. The 2030 Agenda’s focus on the 5Ps—People, Prosperity, Peace, Partner-
ship, and Planet—highlights the critical role that effective land administration plays in 
achieving sustainable development. Figure 2 represents how effective land administra-
tion supports and demands the 5Ps is used to show the relevance of STDM. 

STDM strengthens effective land 
administration by recognizing all 

people – land relationships and so 
safeguarding dignity and protecting 

human rights

STDM strengthens effective land 
administration by facilitating 

inclusive participation and 
supporting sustainable land 

management

STDM strengthens effective land 
administration by reducing land disputes 

through transparent, participatory and 
inclusive documentation and so 

supporting post-conflict recovery

Upholding Dignity and Equality 

Enabling Economic Growth and Wellbeing 

Addressing conflicts and Fostering Stability

STDM strengthens effective land 
administration by providing an adaptable 
framework for data and information 
integration and promoting 
interoperability

Strengthening Collaboration

STDM strengthens effective 
land administration by 
encouraging sustainable land 
use and monitoring 
environmental changes

Protecting the Environment and Ensuring Resilience

 
Figure 2: The 5Ps (People, Prosperity, Peace, Partnership and Planet) linked to STDM.

The Social Tenure Domain Model (STDM) aligns seamlessly with these principles, enhanc-
ing the impact of land administration systems in various ways – some are listed here.

1. People: Upholding Dignity and Equality

Effective land administration supports poverty eradication, food security, and the 
recognition of diverse land rights, thereby promoting dignity and equality. STDM 
strengthens these efforts by: Recognising all people – land relationships: It accommo-
dates informal and customary tenure systems that often are not supported in conven-
tional systems. Safeguarding dignity and protecting human rights: By preventing the 
misuse of land information, STDM ensures that the documentation process respects 
and protects rights, both of individuals and of communities, in line with the principles 
enshrined in the United Nation’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights.
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2. Prosperity: Enabling Economic Growth and Wellbeing

Access to secure land tenure and efficient land markets is essential for fostering pros-
perity and community wellbeing. STDM contributes by: Supporting sustainable land 
management: STDM supports the effective use of land resources, promoting long-term 
prosperity.

3. Peace: Addressing Conflicts and Fostering Stability

Land-related conflicts can destabilise societies, making effective land administration 
crucial for peace. STDM plays a vital role by: Reducing land disputes: Through trans-
parent, participatory, and inclusive documentation of (overlapping) land rights, STDM 
helps prevent conflicts over land ownership and usage. Supporting post-conflict re-
covery: It provides an approach for recognising and restoring land rights in conflict-
affected areas, contributing to long-term stability.

4. Partnership: Strengthening Collaboration

Effective land administration thrives on partnerships across various levels—interna-
tional, national, and community. STDM enhances these collaborations by: Facilitat-
ing inclusive participation: It ensures that marginalised groups, often excluded from 
formal markets, have their land rights recognised, allowing them to engage in land 
markets and contribute to economic growth. Providing an adaptable framework: It 
integrates with existing systems and supports the sharing of knowledge, data and in-
formation, fostering collaboration among diverse stakeholders. Promoting interoper-
ability: STDM’s flexibility allows it to work alongside different technologies and meth-
odologies, enabling seamless cooperation across sectors.

5. Planet: Protecting the Environment and Ensuring Resilience

Sustainable land management is key to protecting our planet’s resources and ensuring 
resilience against environmental challenges. STDM supports this by: Encouraging sus-
tainable land use: By securing land tenure, STDM promotes responsible land manage-
ment practices that protect natural resources. Monitoring environmental changes: It 
provides the means to document land use changes, supporting in the monitoring and 
protection of the environment for future generations.

STDM is a dynamic, adaptable concept, capable of addressing contemporary challeng-
es and evolving needs. Its future development and application will be key in shaping 
sustainable, equitable, and efficient land administration systems worldwide, signifi-
cantly contributing to global sustainable development goals.



15

3	 LINKAGE BETWEEN LADM AND STDM:  
A SYNERGETIC APPROACH TO LAND 
ADMINISTRATION

The Land Administration Domain Model (LADM) and the Social Tenure Domain Model 
(STDM) are complementary and when integrated into each other, significantly enhance 
land administration systems.

3.1	 LADM: The ISO Standard
LADM, established as ISO 19152:2012, provides an international standard for land ad-
ministration. It focuses on formal land tenure systems, offering a conceptual model that 
includes a wide range of land-related objects and relationships. LADM’s strength lies in 
its ability to standardise the representation of land rights, restrictions, and responsibili-
ties (RRR), thus facilitating interoperability and data exchange between different land ad-
ministration systems. Additionally, STDM, an initiative by the Global Land Tool Network 
(GLTN), specifically addresses the need to record non-formal land tenures along the con-
tinuum of land rights. It is designed to be flexible and inclusive, capable of document-
ing all people-to-land relationships (e.g. customary rights, occupancy rights, squatting, 
nomadic or pastoral rights, overlapping claims, disputes and shared or communal rights 
etc.) that are often overlooked by conventional land administration systems, with STDM’s 
focus on social aspects of tenure relationship makes it an essential concept in regions 
where formal land registration systems are limited or non-existent. Within the ISO LADM 
standard STDM was included as informative annex in 2012. Within the recent revision 
of LADM, STDM is included as a normative annex B within ISO 19152-2:2025. This closer 
integration of LADM and STDM offers a comprehensive approach to land tenure docu-
mentation. While LADM provides the formal standardised structure, STDM brings in the 
flexibility to accommodate all people-to-land relationships.

3.2	 The synergy of LADM and STDM
The synergy of having STDM closely linked to the LADM concept allows for:

Inclusivity in Land Rights Documentation: By combining LADM’s structured ap-
proach with STDM’s flexibility, land administration systems can document both formal 
and informal land rights, ensuring no land tenure types are excluded.

Enhanced Data Management: The integration facilitates interoperability through bet-
ter data management and sharing capabilities. LADM’s standardised conceptual model 
ensures consistency in data handling, while STDM’s adaptability allows for the inclusion 
of various land tenure scenarios in a standardised way.

Support for Policy and Decision-Making: This combined approach provides policy-
makers with a more comprehensive understanding of the various land tenure land-
scapes. It supports in the formulation of policies that are inclusive of all tenure types, 
thus promoting equitable land governance.

Global and Local Relevance: While LADM provides a globally recognised standard, 
STDM ensures local relevance by accommodating informal land tenures prevalent in 
many parts of the world, supporting pro-poor land policies and corresponding pro 
poor land recordation systems.
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Capacity Building and Awareness: The integration helps in capacity building, as pro-
fessionals and stakeholders get equipped with knowledge and tools to handle a spec-
trum of land tenure types, enhancing the overall effectiveness of land administration.

Inclusivity in
Land Rights

Documentation

Enhanced Data
Management

Support for Policy and
Decision-Making

Global and Local Relevance

Capacity Building and Awareness

 
Figure 3: Synergy of LADM and STDM.

Thus, the linkage between LADM and STDM is more than a technical linkage; it rep-
resents a holistic approach to land administration that acknowledges and addresses 
the complexity of land tenure systems. This integrated approach and having STDM in-
cluded as a normative annex not only enhances the efficiency and effectiveness of land 
administration, through a possible integration of STDM data in national LAS system. 
This possible integration also plays a crucial role in ensuring equitable access to land, 
thus contributing to the broader goals of sustainable development and social justice.

3.3	 The Terminology that makes the difference between LADM and 
STDM

 
Figure 4: Semantic distinctions between LADM and STDM.

While the Land Administration Domain Model (LADM) and the Social Tenure Domain 
Model (STDM) share a similar conceptual foundation, there are key differences in the 
terminology used and the types of data recorded within each model (Figure 4). These 
differences are critical in understanding the distinct purposes and applications.
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Party Class: LA_Party vs. Party
In both LADM and STDM, the UML class for collecting information about parties (per-
sons or entities) involved in land administration is named similarly: LA_Party in LADM 
and Party in STDM. However, the types of parties recorded in each system differ. In 
LADM, parties are typically those who are legally recognised, often requiring formal 
identification such as a national ID or birth certificate or entity/company registration 
ID. Conversely, STDM broadens the scope to include parties who may not yet have for-
mal recognition, such as people without national IDs, birth certificates, or other con-
ventional forms of legal documentation, or (traditional) groups who collectively hold 
tenure to specific land and its resources. This inclusivity allows STDM to document re-
lationships for a wider range of parties, both individuals, particularly those in informal 
or marginalised communities, indigenous communities and non-recognised groups.

People-to-Land Relationship: LA_RRR vs. SocialTenureRelationship
The class describing the relationship between people and land also differs in termi-
nology and application. In LADM, this relationship is captured by the LA_RRR class 
(representing Rights, Restrictions, and Responsibilities). While LADM can theoretically 
record informal relationships, it is primarily designed for formal, legally recognised ten-
ure types. On the other hand, STDM uses the SocialTenureRelationship class, which ex-
plicitly encourages the recording of all types of people-to-land relationships, including 
those that are informal or customary, such as occupancy, nomadic land use, and other 
non-formalised land uses. This approach ensures that even the most marginalised and 
unconventional land relationships can be documented.

Supporting Documents: Justifying Social Tenure Relationships
A distinctive feature of STDM is its emphasis on the SupportingDocuments class, which is 
linked to the SocialTenureRelationship. This class allows for the inclusion of various forms 
of evidence that justify and support the recorded people-to-land relationships. These 
documents can range from informal contracts and electricity bills to videos, sketches, and 
even voice messages. Though there is a class for Source Documents in LADM, this flex-
ibility in documentation may contrast with LADM, where supporting evidence is typically 
more formalised and may not accommodate the diverse types of documents (evidence) 
recognised in STDM. After conversion from STDM to LADM these supporting documents 
can be included in LADM for historical reasons to maintain the history.

Spatial Unit: LA_SpatialUnit vs. SpatialUnit
The spatial unit, which represents the physical extent of the land, is termed LA_SpatialU-
nit in LADM and SpatialUnit in STDM. Although the naming is similar, the criteria for what 
can be recorded may be different. In LADM, spatial units generally need to have clearly 
defined boundaries and must meet certain formal criteria to be registered. In contrast, 
STDM allows for the recording of spatial units that might not meet formal standards in-
cluding less strict accuracy requirements, such as those with overlapping boundaries or 
undefined edges, reflecting the realities of informal settlements and customary land uses.

In essence, while LADM and STDM share a similar conceptual model, their differing 
terminologies, and the scope of data they record reflect their distinct objectives. LADM 
is more aligned with formal, legally recognised land administration, whereas STDM is 
designed to be inclusive, capturing the full spectrum of people-to-land relationships, 
particularly in contexts where formal recognition may be lacking.
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4	 IMPLEMENTATION OF STDM

The implementation of STDM has been instrumental in bridging formal and informal 
land tenure, offering flexibility, inclusivity, and a pro-poor, gender-responsive approach. 
Its application across various global contexts in developing countries has demonstrat-
ed its effectiveness in enhancing land rights, fostering community involvement, and 
supporting conflict resolution and post-disaster recovery. The Volunteer Community 
Surveyor Program (VCSP), initiated by FIG’s Young Surveyors Network (YSN), has been 
critical in advancing STDM. Through hands-on training, wisdom workshops and field 
deployments, VCSP has empowered young surveyors and the communities they were 
serving. Additionally, the VCSP strengthened the implementation of STDM in various 
developing countries, contributing to improved land governance and administration.

4.1	 Examples in Stories of Change
STDM is specifically highlighted as a key tool developed and utilised by the Global Land 
Tool Network (GLTN) in various contexts documented in various country reports for in-
terventions implemented in GLTN’s Phase 3 Programme. A summary of selected cases 
is presented in Figure 5, with further details available in the GLTN Phase 3 report (2019 
– 2023).

Bridging Formal and Informal Land Tenure
STDM is designed to bridge the gap between formally registered land and land that is 
not registered. This makes it especially useful in contexts where formal documentation 
of land rights is scarce or non-existent. In Uganda, STDM was used to map informal 
settlements in Mbale and Kampala, capturing data on land use and occupancy that 
were not recognised in the formal system, thereby bridging the gap between informal 
settlements and formal land tenure recognition. In 2020, a digital CCO template devel-
oped using STDM was officially approved by the Ministry of Lands, Housing and Urban 
Development in Uganda and subsequently gazetted by the Uganda Printing and Pub-
lishing Corporation. To strengthen partner capacity, targeted development initiatives 
were conducted in 2021, culminating in the establishment of a Community of Practice 
in January 2023 to foster knowledge exchange, coordination and integration of CCOs 
into the National Land Information System in Uganda.

Flexibility and Inclusivity
The tool is recognised for its flexibility and inclusiveness, as it can accommodate a vari-
ety of tenure types, ranging from formal, informal, customary, to indigenous land rights 
in urban, peri-urban and rural settings. In the Chamuka Chiefdom of Zambia, STDM 
was applied to document a variety of land tenure types within the community, accom-
modating both traditional landholding patterns and more formalised land rights. The 
Chamuka experience resulted in the enumeration of 46 villages, covering 6,223 parcels, 
4,252 households, and 27,428 beneficiaries, along with the training of 73 para-survey-
ors. This has highlighted the significance of traditional land governance systems espe-
cially in national land policy development. In collaboration with Lusaka City Council, in-
terventions using STDM were conducted in Kanyama settlement, in Lusaka City, where 
a total of 18,400 records were captured. Using this data, approximately 330 occupancy 
licences were issued through STDM by 2023.
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Pro-Poor and Gender-Responsive
STDM is noted for its pro-poor and gender-responsive approach. This aspect ensures 
that the tool is sensitive to the needs of marginalised groups, including women and 
the poor, in land tenure documentation. In Kenya, STDM has been instrumental in rec-
ognizing non-formal rights within informal settlements and refugee camps. In informal 
settlements, it fostered greater community cohesion and empowerment through the 
issuance of Certificates of Occupancy. The establishment of Community Land Com-
mittees to oversee STDM-generated databases also enabled women to participate in 
decision-making processes, contributing to a more inclusive and equitable approach. 
STDM further supported the piloting of the Community Land Act (2016) in informal 
settlements, with a draft guideline document developed to capture experiences and 
lessons learned from its application in the Mabatini settlement, Nairobi County. In Ka-
kuma, STDM offered valuable insights into the target population, enabling a clearer un-
derstanding of the refugees’ socio-economic conditions within the settlement camp.

This approach ensured that the land rights of various marginalized groups were recog-
nized and documented.

Participatory Approach
The implementation of STDM often involves participatory methods, where local com-
munities actively engage in data collection about their land and land rights. This en-
hances community involvement and ownership of the process and data. In Nepal’s 
post-earthquake recovery efforts, STDM was used for community-driven data collec-
tion, where the earthquake-affected residents actively participated in mapping their 
land parcels for reconstruction and resettlement.

Versatility in Various Contexts
Throughout the publication (‘Stories of Change’), STDM is applied in diverse settings 
– from urban informal settlements, post conflict and disaster areas, natural resource 
management to rural communities. This demonstrates its adaptability to different so-
cio-political and environmental contexts. In post-conflict Sinjar, Iraq, STDM was used to 
document land claims and support the resettlement of displaced Yazidi communities. 
Since 2018, over 15,000 Housing, Land and Property (HLP) claims have been recorded, 
benefiting approximately 100,000 individuals through the issuance of certificates. This 
underscores its relevance and effectiveness in post-conflict settings.

Supporting Land Rights Documentation
Implementation of STDM has been used effectively for documenting land rights, par-
ticularly in areas where traditional landholding patterns are prevalent, and formal land 
registration systems are not yet adequate. 

Conflict Resolution and Post-Disaster Recovery
STDM has been instrumental in resolving land disputes and in supporting communi-
ties in post-disaster recovery efforts, like in the case of the Philippines, where after Ty-
phoon Haiyan, STDM was used to document land rights in affected areas, aiding in 
the resolution of disputes and supporting recovery efforts by ensuring that land rights 
are clearly defined and recognised. In Eastern Democratic Republic of Congo, STDM 
was also used to mediate and resolve land disputes by documenting overlapping land 
claims and rights, thus helping to reduce conflict over land ownership.
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Integration with Other Tools and Approaches
STDM is often integrated with other GLTN land tools and approaches for comprehen-
sive land rights management and governance solutions. In Uganda, STDM was inte-
grated with participatory mapping and enumeration tools to improve infrastructure 
and basic services in informal urban settlements, showing how it can be combined 
with other methods for comprehensive land management solutions.

Figure 5: Eight cases and examples of STDM in the Stories of Change (GLTN 2025).

From all the cases and examples, STDM stands out for its ability to address complex land 
tenure issues in a manner that is inclusive, participatory, and responsive to the needs of 
vulnerable populations. Its application across various projects showcases its effective-
ness in improving land tenure security and aiding sustainable development efforts.

4.2	 Examples via Volunteer Community Surveyors
Via the STDM train-the-trainers programme in the early 2010s more than 300 young 
surveyors from 65 countries have been trained on the STDM concept, model and infor-
mation tool via the FIG Young Surveyors Network (FIG YSN). To capitalise on this in 2017 
with the support and collaboration of GLTN FIG YSN developed the Volunteer Com-
munity Surveyor Programme (VCSP) with a focus on building a foundation for GLTN 
country-level activities. The 2017 pilot involving 12 Volunteer Community Surveyors 
(VCS), 7 GLTN country implementation projects and 7 GLTN partners demonstrated 
the opportunities of engaging more young surveyors., which, in 2023, led another 33 
young surveyors being deployed on-site as volunteers (VCS) at different STDM imple-
mentation levels linked to 9 countries and supporting 8 GLTN partners. The success 
stories and feedback from all involved have allowed a partnership from stakeholders 
within FIG and the land administration industry, by achieving the following:

1.	 Improved volunteers’ (VCS) understanding of land laws, tenure systems, 
governance, and project management

2.	 Provided practical training in software and tools

3.	 Enhanced the professional credibility of VCSs, enhancing their field expertise in 
mapping, data collection, and community engagement
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4.	 Encouraged involvement across diverse technical competencies, engaging 
more in FIG commissions

5.	 Highlighted the importance of addressing social, environmental and economic 
challenges

6.	 Established the Young Surveyors Networks in Sierra Leone and Namibia, 
fostering knowledge sharing, innovation, empowerment, and capacity building 
aligned with FIG goals.

7.	 Continued impact of the STDM country implementation has shaped the career 
path of some of the volunteers (VCS).

More detailed information can be found in FIG Publication No. 82 (2024).
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5	 STDM FOR GLOBAL CHALLENGES
STDM aims to address some of the most pressing global challenges related to land 
tenure, food security, climate resilience, and the protection of vulnerable people. As 
global issues like rapid urbanisation, climate change, and forced displacement inten-
sify, access to secure land rights becomes crucial for sustainable development and hu-
man well-being. The following sections explore STDM’s role in enhancing food security, 
supporting displaced people, and contributing to climate resilience.

5.1	 How STDM can contribute towards enhancing Food Security
Food security is a pressing global challenge, with nearly 30% of the world’s population 
facing moderate or severe food insecurity. Smallholder farmers and rural households, 
particularly those dependent on informal or communal land tenure, are disproportion-
ately affected. Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia, regions where 90% of the world’s 
extreme poverty is concentrated, are also the areas hardest hit by food insecurity and 
insecure land tenure. This link between poverty, hunger, and insecure land tenure cre-
ates a complex challenge that is even becoming more evident through rapid popula-
tion growth, urbanisation, and climate change.

Some critical factors that impact Food Security are:

•	 Customary Rights of Smallholder Farmers: Many smallholder farmers, espe-
cially in rural areas, operate under customary land tenure systems that are not 
formally recognised, leaving them vulnerable to social injustice, land disputes, 
evictions, and exclusion from government support or credit access.

•	 Rapid Urbanisation: Urban sprawl is encroaching on valuable agricultural land, 
especially in peri-urban areas, further reducing the available space for farming 
and threatening the livelihoods of smallholder farmers who rely on this land for 
food production.

•	 Large-Scale Land Acquisition: The rise of large-scale land acquisitions, often 
by private corporations or foreign investors, can displace local farmers, espe-
cially when customary or informal tenure rights are not recognised.

•	 Gender Inequality: Women, who represent 43% of the global agricultural 
workforce, only account for 15% of landowners worldwide. Without secure land 
rights, women struggle to make decisions about land use, hampering their abil-
ity to ensure food security for their families and communities. Securing women’s 
access to land can significantly improve food production and reduce hunger.

The Role of STDM in Enhancing Food Security
The Social Tenure Domain Model (STDM) plays a role in addressing some of the root 
causes of food insecurity by improving land tenure security, especially for smallholder 
farmers, women, and marginalised communities. By providing tools for participatory 
mapping, recordation, and enumeration, STDM helps to identify and record land rights, 
thus ensuring that vulnerable populations have secure tenure, which is critical for im-
proving agricultural productivity and ensuring long-term food security.

Five key contributions how STDM Supports Food Security:

1.	 Strengthening Tenure Security: STDM enables the documentation of informal 
and customary land rights, offering landholders greater protection from forced 
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evictions, land disputes, and land grabs. This security encourages investment in 
land and sustainable farming practices, which boosts food production.

2.	 Gender-Responsive Solutions: By recognising and documenting women’s 
land rights, STDM empowers women to make decisions about land use, which 
directly impacts food production and food security. Women-led cooperatives 
benefit from secure tenure, allowing them to implement climate-responsive 
agricultural practices and enhance the productivity of degraded land.

3.	 Mitigating the Effects of Urbanisation: STDM helps local governments 
identify and manage land resources, ensuring that agricultural land is protected 
from encroaching urbanisation. This is crucial for maintaining food production 
in rapidly urbanising areas.

4.	 Supporting Customary Land Rights: STDM is designed to respect and 
document customary land tenure systems, providing smallholder farmers with 
recognition of their land rights. This formal recognition can help farmers access 
credit, government support, and agricultural programs, all of which are essential 
for improving food security.

5.	 Promoting Sustainable Land Management: By using spatial data collected 
through STDM, local governments can implement better land use planning, 
ensuring that land is used efficiently for food production. This data can also be 
used to issue Certificates of Customary Ownership or Land Ownership for informal 
landholders, further securing tenure and promoting sustainable land use.

Five aspects how STDM supports Food Security
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Figure 6: Five key contributions how STDM supports Food Security.

5.2	 STDM’s Role in Addressing Conflict-Induced Displacement and 
Housing, Land, and Property (HLP) Rights

As of mid 2024, there were over 122.6 million forcibly displaced people worldwide, in-
cluding refugees, asylum seekers, and internally displaced persons (IDPs). This number 
is marking a 5% increase from the end of 2023. Nearly 90% of them were displaced in 
low- and middle-income countries, and displacement figures continued to rise in 2024. 
A significant number of displaced individuals live in urban areas, creating unique chal-
lenges in accessing housing, land, and property (HLP) rights. For these populations, 
displacement often leads to the destruction or loss of homes, making it difficult to re-
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turn or rebuild their lives. Moreover, the legal and administrative barriers to accessing 
HLP rights—such as a lack of documentation or non-functioning land administration 
systems—further complicate their situation.

Critical Challenges to HLP Rights for Displaced Populations:

•	 Loss of Homes and Documentation: The destruction of property and loss of land 
documents during conflicts makes it difficult for displaced individuals to prove 
ownership or tenancy.

•	 Urban Displacement: The concentration of refugees and IDPs in urban areas 
complicates the allocation and management of land, exacerbating existing is-
sues related to overcrowding, tenure insecurity, and service delivery.

•	 Legal and Administrative Barriers: Displaced populations often face legal and 
bureaucratic challenges in reclaiming their land rights, particularly in countries 
with non-functioning land administration systems or complex legal procedures.

Three key contributions how STDM Supports Displaced Populations and HLP 
Rights
The Social Tenure Domain Model (STDM) offers an approach to documenting and pro-
tecting the HLP rights of displaced populations. By enabling participatory mapping 
and the collection of georeferenced data, STDM plays a critical role in safeguarding 
the land rights of displaced individuals, improving tenure security, and facilitating their 
return and resettlement.

STDM’s Key Contributions to Supporting Displaced Populations:

1.	 Documenting HLP Claims and Supporting Evidence: STDM allows for the 
collection and georeferencing of HLP claims, even in areas with non-functioning 
land administration systems. In conflict-affected regions like Syria, STDM has 
been used to map the properties of refugees and IDPs, safeguarding evidence 
of ownership for future restitution or compensation processes.

2.	 Increasing Tenure Security for Returnees: STDM helps displaced individuals 
secure occupancy documentation and certificates, which are essential for 
accessing reconstruction grants and resettlement assistance. In Iraq, for 
example, STDM facilitated the issuance of over 15,000 occupancy certificates to 
Yazidi returnees, enabling them to rebuild their homes and livelihoods.

3.	 Supporting Camp Coordination and Management: In refugee and IDP camps, 
STDM helps map and manage the distribution of land and resources. In Kenya’s 
Kakuma Camp, STDM was implemented to assess land tenure security, identify 
conflicts, and improve infrastructure planning, contributing to a regeneration 
strategy for the camp.
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Figure 7: Three key contributions how STDM supports Displaced Populations.
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A visual depiction of the process to support humanitarian and recovery activities using 
STDM is included below (see Figure 8). As highlighted in the diagram, particular efforts 
are needed to design the process in a participatory manner and closely monitor the 
implementation of the project, looking out for potential obstacles, vulnerabilities, and 
discrimination patterns.

 

Figure 8. Simplified schematic representation of the process for the use of STDM to sup-
port humanitarian and recovery activities. Source: UN-Habitat/GLTN (2021).

5.3	 Climate Change: Addressing Environmental Goals through 
STDM

Climate change presents one of the pressing global challenges, affecting ecosystems, 
economies, and communities. Climate resilience—the ability of systems to adapt and 
reorganise in response to environmental hazards—is crucial to mitigating these im-
pacts. Key international frameworks, such as the United Nations Framework Conven-
tion on Climate Change (UNFCCC), the Convention on Biological Diversity (UNCBD), 
and the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD), highlight the 
close link between land use, tenure security, and environmental sustainability. Achiev-
ing climate goals, such as restoring 30% of degraded land by 2030, requires secure land 
tenure, especially for vulnerable groups like smallholder farmers, indigenous peoples, 
and communities who rely on communal lands.
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Critical challenges:

•	 Land Degradation and Loss of Ecosystems: Nearly 20-40% of the world’s ice-free 
land is degraded, contributing to biodiversity loss and reducing the capacity of 
land to support agriculture, forestry, and natural ecosystems. Large-scale resto-
ration and conservation efforts are needed but can displace vulnerable commu-
nities if their land rights are not protected.

•	 Deforestation and Land Use Change: Land use changes, such as deforestation 
and agricultural expansion, contribute to 13-21% of global carbon emissions. 
This can lead to displacements, loss of informal or communal rights, environ-
mental degradation and increased climate vulnerability thereby further exacer-
bating tenue insecurity, particularly for vulnerable communities.

•	 Vulnerable Communities at Risk: Climate action often requires large areas of 
land for restoration or conservation, which can disproportionately affect poor 
communities, pastoralists, and women. These groups are often excluded from 
formal land tenure systems, making them more vulnerable to displacement or 
loss of livelihood.

•	 Lack of Integration in Land Administration Systems: Existing land administration 
systems are not fully designed to meet the complex demands of climate resil-
ience. Many systems do not account for overlapping land uses, informal tenure, 
or the need for data integration across environmental and land-use monitoring.

Five key contributions how STDM Can Support Climate Resilience

1.	 Inclusive Land Tenure Documentation: STDM supports the recognition of 
both formal and informal tenure types, ensuring that vulnerable populations, 
such as smallholder farmers and indigenous groups, have secure tenure rights. 
This prevents displacement in areas designated for conservation or restoration 
and incentives sustainable land use.

2.	 Support for Sustainable Land Management: By documenting diverse land 
rights and uses, STDM enables communities to adopt climate-smart agricultural 
practices, manage natural resources sustainably, and engage in reforestation or 
restoration projects that are essential for climate resilience.

3.	 Data for Environmental Monitoring: STDM’s ability to integrate spatial data 
with national and global monitoring systems makes it a valuable tool for 
tracking land use changes and deforestation. It can provide essential data to 
policymakers and scientists for better climate adaptation strategies.

4.	 Community-Based Adaptation: STDM’s participatory approach empowers 
local communities to manage their land in ways that enhance resilience to 
climate impacts such as droughts, floods, or desertification. This approach 
ensures that climate interventions align with local needs and contexts.

5.	 Protection of Vulnerable Groups: STDM promotes gender equality by 
recognising women’s land rights and encouraging their participation in land 
management decisions. This can improve food security and sustainable land 
use practices, particularly in regions where women play a key role in agriculture 
and natural resource management. STDM also supports the recognition of 
land rights for indigenous peoples, whose customary tenure systems are 
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often overlooked and excluded from formal land governance frameworks. By 
safeguarding their cultural heritage and reinforcing their role in maintaining 
the ecological integrity of their land, STDM contributes to protecting both their 
livelihoods and the environments under their custodianship.

Five aspects how STDM supports Climate Resilience
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Figure 9: Five key contributions how STDM supports Climate Resilience.



28

6	 WAY FORWARD

With STDM now recognised as a normative annex to the Land Administration Do-
main Model (LADM), its implementation aligns closely with the principles of effec-
tive land administration. The UN-GGIM Framework for Effective Land Administration 
(FELA) provides a comprehensive policy guide for UN Member States to introduce or 
modernise land administration and information systems. It is structured around nine 
pathways, each with specific goals and requirements aligned with the Integrated 
Geospatial Information Framework (IGIF), and organized under three thematic clus-
ters: Governance, Technology, and People.  This section presents strategic directions 
for advancing the implementation of STDM, structured around these three thematic 
clusters.

6.1	 Governance in the Implementation and Scaling of STDM
The governance of STDM is multi-faceted, requiring attention to themes such as scal-
ing, sustaining, integrating, broadening, and global application. Each of these areas 
presents specific challenges and opportunities for governance, legal/policy develop-
ment, and financial resourcing. STDM’s governance is about managing the tool and 
its concept, navigating the complex institutional, financial, and legal aspects that are 
critical for the long-term success of STDM initiatives.

Sustaining STDM Implementations
Sustaining STDM projects beyond their pilot phase is critical to ensuring they evolve 
into permanent, community-managed systems. While numerous STDM implementa-
tions have demonstrated success, the long-term sustainability of these efforts is still 
a key challenge. The sustainability of STDM depends on strong community engage-
ment, where local actors take ownership of the process including the use of the tool. 
To achieve this, governments and local authorities, land professionals as well as key 
private sector actors must commit to the long-term support and empowerment of 
communities in managing land tenure systems. At the same time, legal frameworks 
need to start recognising the legitimacy of STDM implementations, allowing for formal 
recognition and integration into national land administration processes. Financial sus-
tainability is equally important, and securing sustainable budget lines, by both state 
and non-state actors, for the continued operation of STDM is crucial. Beyond traditional 
funding mechanisms, it is worth exploring additional revenue streams, such as using 
STDM-generated data to support socioeconomic programs and attract further invest-
ment. Sustainable financing models that rely on local, regional, or professional com-
munities of practice can ensure that STDM continues to grow and evolve.

Scaling STDM for Broader Use
Scaling STDM from community-based applications to broader national or sub-national 
levels presents its own set of governance challenges. As STDM applications grow, from 
registering hundreds of parcels to managing millions, the complexity of logistics, ac-
countability, and resource allocation becomes more pronounced. To scale effectively, 
institutional support is needed to ensure the capacity to manage larger datasets and 
maintain quality control. Policy, institutional and legislative reforms are necessary to 
facilitate this scaling, ensuring that STDM aligns with national land governance strat-
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egies. Additionally, financial resources must be prioritised to support the expansion 
of STDM, with coordinated efforts between national governments, donors, and other 
stakeholders to provide the necessary funding and capacity-building support.

Integrating STDM into National Systems
Integrating STDM with existing national land information systems (LIS) is another key 
governance consideration. Initially designed as a tool for areas where national LIS were 
either inaccessible or unaffordable, STDM has since gained legitimacy and recogni-
tion in many contexts. As a result, there is a growing need to support the integration 
of STDM into national land governance structures. This can be achieved through the 
established link between LADM and STDM which aims to facilitate the integration and 
interoperability for seamless data exchange. This requires sustained dialogue between 
different levels of government and stakeholders to ensure alignment with broader na-
tional goals. In terms of legal frameworks, legislative reforms may be needed to formal-
ise the role of STDM in national land administration. Financial support for integration 
efforts must be planned from the outset, ensuring that the necessary infrastructure is 
in place to support long-term success. Additional through the integration of STDM into 
National Systems an additional revenue stream could be generated.

Broadening the Application of STDM
While STDM has primarily focused on land tenure recognition and documentation, its 
potential applications extend far beyond these areas. The tool can play a critical role in 
addressing global challenges such as food security, supporting displaced people, con-
tributing to climate resilience, improving land-based own source revenue and sustain-
able land management. To broaden the scope of STDM, partnerships with institutions 
involved in cross-cutting issues. Legal frameworks governing these issues should be 
analysed to e.g. identify how STDM can be integrated into broader land use planning 
and environmental monitoring efforts. In terms of financing, the 2030 Agenda provide 
an opportunity to secure funding for expanding STDM’s role in addressing these global 
challenges, helping to ensure that the tool remains relevant and impactful.

Global application of STDM
As the STDM concept continues to evolve, it has gained traction beyond its origi-
nal contexts and is increasingly recognised on a global scale. To further enhance the 
global application of STDM, a community of practice should be established, bringing 
together stakeholders from across the surveying, geospatial, and land governance sec-
tors. Knowledge transfer and capacity-building efforts can help extend STDM’s reach 
and ensure that it is adapted to the unique needs of different countries and regions. 
In terms of legal considerations, international frameworks such as the Framework for 
Effective Land Administration (FELA) already align well with the principles of STDM. 
Continued collaboration with international organisations, governments, and donors 
will help ensure that STDM is recognised as a legitimate and valuable tool for land ad-
ministration globally. 

6.2	 Technology in the Implementation and Scaling of STDM
The Social Tenure Domain Model (STDM) its design and technological choices are part 
of why it is particularly suited for working in various contexts. It brings together mature 
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and stable open-source software through a consistent, easy-to-use interface, which al-
lows non-specialised users to define and manage tenure information, visualise spatial 
units as well as support the creation of reports. It is also important to note that the 
implementation of STDM is not just about the technology, information tool or software 
itself; it includes processes, institutional arrangements, and contractual mechanisms 
needed to ensure successful implementation. This section outlines key technological 
aspects of STDM, including its interoperability with LADM, its functionality, and future 
developments. That STDM is a normative annex of the Land Administration Domain 
Model (LADM), ensures the interoperability in how land tenure information is captured, 
processed, and analysed. These technical features enable STDM to function as a tool for 
local and national decision-making, providing evidence of land rights and supporting 
broader land administration efforts. 

Enhancing technical functionality, architecture, and deployment
STDM’s functionality is designed to facilitate data management and analysis through 
a user-friendly interface, which is integrated with GIS tools. This integration with tools 
such as QGIS underpins STDMs spatial analysis and provides the foundation for inter-
operability with other open-source tools, ensuring that communities and institutions 
can build sustainable geospatial workflows around familiar software. It further allows 
for the handling of spatial data, linking the physical aspects of land tenure with its so-
cial dimensions. STDM supports multi-user environments through its PostgreSQL da-
tabase server, enabling institutions to share and centralise databases, thus enhancing 
collaboration and reducing data duplication.

One of the strengths of STDM is its capacity to manage a wide range of data types, 
from basic land tenure information to linked supporting documents such as images, 
videos, legal papers or any other supporting documents. This flexibility extends to its 
integration with mobile data collection tools like ODK (Open Data Kit), which supports 
field data collection. In addition, future integration with GIS applications such as QField 
or others allow direct spatial data capture in the field, further strengthening STDM’s 
participatory approach. STDM’s ability to auto-generate data forms and manage CRUD 
functions (create, read, update, delete) makes it an efficient tool for data entry and 
management, while its relational data model allows for linking different entities to cre-
ate a coherent land administration system.

The system architecture of STDM is structured into four layers: data collection, STDM 
core functionality, GIS integration, and the database layer. These layers work together 
to ensure that the tool can be deployed in various environments, from small-scale com-
munity projects to larger (national) systems. The multi-layered architecture supports 
scalability and integration, allowing STDM to adapt to different project sizes and re-
quirements.

Defining innovation in STDM as ongoing process
As land administration continues to evolve, so must STDM. Future developments in 
STDM will focus on enhancing its data security, expanding its functionality, and ensur-
ing that it adheres to global standards in land administration. Data security is a key 
concern, especially as projects scale up and involve larger datasets. Proper data protec-
tion mechanisms, including compliance with national and international regulations on 
data privacy, will be critical in gaining official recognition of STDM-generated data.
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Innovation in STDM is an ongoing process, driven by the needs of user projects and 
changing regulatory environments. Future developments may include enhanced mo-
bile integration, seamless document management, the seamless conversion of STDM 
to LADM, and the use of web services and cloud-based APIs to improve data handling 
and sharing capabilities. Building on its strong integration with QGIS, STDM will con-
tinue to benefit from the innovation of the wider QGIS ecosystem, including desktop, 
web, and mobile extensions such as QField. Innovation also requires collaboration with 
academia, private sector in the tech industry and other partners, ensuring that the tool 
remains responsive to user needs while fostering new ideas and improvements. This in-
cludes exploring more advanced models for representing customary land tenure and 
using emerging people-centred technologies to simplify spatial data acquisition and 
management.

Incorporate standards and enhance interoperability
STDM’s alignment with global standards is a critical aspect of its ongoing development. 
As a tool based on LADM, STDM must continue to evolve with the latest versions of 
the standard. The inclusion of STDM as a normative annex in the revised LADM version 
ensures that the two models remain compatible, and lessons learned from STDM im-
plementations can inform future LADM developments. STDM’s use of Open Geospatial 
Consortium (OGC) standards ensures that it remains interoperable with other land in-
formation systems and geospatial tools.

The move towards 3D geospatial data and other advanced land administration tech-
nologies will require updates to STDM’s functionality. Standards such as CityGML for 
3D geospatial data will be incorporated into STDM, ensuring that the tool can support 
more complex land administration needs, such as urban planning and the manage-
ment of vertical properties, which are increasingly needed in informal settlements.

Participative software development and community contributions
STDM is an open-source software tool, licensed under the GNU General Public License 
version 2 (GPL v2). This open-source nature encourages contributions from the global 
community of developers, land administrators, and users. The STDM community together 
with the open-source community around QGIS and QField plays a crucial role in the tool’s 
continuous improvement, with users encouraged to report issues and provide feedback 
to guide future developments in extending and scaling STDM in diverse contexts.

The collaborative nature of STDM’s development ensures that it remains responsive 
to the needs of its users while fostering innovation through community involvement. 
With a growing user base and increasing international recognition, STDM is well-posi-
tioned to continue evolving as a leading tool in the field of land administration.

6.3	 People in the Implementation and Scaling of STDM

Building Strategic Partnerships
Strong partnerships are critical for promoting knowledge sharing, resource mobilisa-
tion, and capacity building in land administration. Local, national, and international 
stakeholders have successfully utilised STDM to secure land tenure through meaning-
ful partnerships tailored to specific country contexts. These partnerships promote the 



32

dissemination of innovative tools and ensure that land administration processes are 
informed by local realities, including customary and communal land tenure systems.

Partnerships with a wide range of stakeholders—local governments, communities, 
professionals, the private sector, and academia—are vital for advancing land rights 
documentation and management. Existing partnerships with key global partners such 
as OGC, ISO, FIG, and UN-GGIM need to be maintained and for the future of STDM even 
be enhanced. Engaging emerging tech start-ups and academic institutions enables 
continuous innovation and adaptation of STDM to meet evolving needs, particularly in 
areas where formal land registration systems are inadequate.

Advocacy and Awareness at National and Global Levels
National-level advocacy and awareness-raising efforts are essential to create an ena-
bling environment for the widespread adoption of STDM. Policymakers, local govern-
ments, and land administration agencies must be well-informed about the benefits of 
adopting STDM for improving tenure security and land governance. Legal reforms and 
media campaigns can help raise awareness, ensuring that STDM is seen as a viable, 
cost-effective tool for land administration, disaster management, and humanitarian ef-
forts.

One aspect is national awareness and capacity, another aspect is sharing the lessons 
learned and success stories from STDM implementations at the regional and global lev-
el. This knowledge-sharing enables the replication of best practices and informs global 
policy discussions on land tenure security, gender equality, and sustainable land use.

Capacity Building: Beyond Technology
Capacity building for the implementation of STDM is not limited to technology training. 
It encompasses a broader understanding of land governance, gender/youth-respon-
sive land rights, innovative land surveying methods, conflict/dispute management, 
and soft skills such as negotiations and change management. Local communities, land 
administrators/surveyors, and government officials require training not only in using 
the technology but also in understanding the complexities and different realities of 
land tenure relationships and governance structures. This comprehensive approach 
ensures that STDM maintains to be integrated into the broader land administration 
ecosystem, benefiting marginalised communities, especially those in customary or in-
formal settlements.

Academic institutions play a crucial role in advancing the development of STDM by 
serving as research hubs and testing/piloting grounds. Their involvement helps identify 
gaps and explore improvements in STDM, ensuring that it remains relevant. Addition-
ally, strategic partnerships with the open-source software developers, private sector 
and geospatial professionals foster the continuous development of STDM, integrating 
advanced technologies such as Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAVs) and machine learn-
ing for enhanced land surveying and data collection.

Engaging Local Communities and Governments
The successful implementation of STDM depends on the active involvement of local 
communities, leaders, and government agencies. Engaging these stakeholders ensures 
that the benefits of STDM are widely understood and that the concept is tailored to lo-
cal needs. Community-based participatory mapping, enumeration, and GIS processes 
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empower local populations to take ownership of the land tenure documentation pro-
cess. This grassroots engagement fosters trust and ensures that land rights are recog-
nised and protected at the local level. By embedding STDM within local governance 
structures, land tenure systems can be more effectively managed and secured. This 
also supports the long-term sustainability of STDM implementations, as local govern-
ments become advocates for the tool and its potential to improve land administration 
processes.

Expanding Educational Opportunities and Enhancing Awareness
Continued capacity building is essential to scale up the implementation of STDM. The 
inclusion of STDM in educational initiatives, such as developing comprehensive curric-
ula for land administrators, lawyers, and surveyors, can ensure that STDM becomes a 
core part of national land governance educational programs. Additionally, expanding 
initiatives like the Volunteer Community Surveyor Program (VCSP) offers young profes-
sionals the opportunity to gain hands-on experience in land administration projects, 
contributing to their professional development and strengthening local land govern-
ance capacities.

To ensure the successful adoption of STDM, it is essential to engage with modern com-
munication channels and media platforms to disseminate information. Creating tailored 
content for social media platforms, and other digital media can increase the awareness, 
also among tech-savvy audiences and encourage broader adoption of STDM.
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Figure 10: Possible ways forward for STDM using the UN-GGIM FELA.

7	 STDM: A TRANSFORMATIVE APPROACH FOR 
INCLUSIVE LAND TENURE DOCUMENTATION

Launched over 15 years ago, STDM has continued to develop and impact the lives of 
people, especially those in marginalized communities. Although we consider STDM to 
be a concept, a model and an information tool, it has also become a ‘brand’ of inclusive 
land tenure rights and their documentation. Some people use the term for the whole 
process around it, including the processes of getting recognition, setting up workflows 
to capture land information in a participatory manner, storing this land information 
and generating land documents from this.

STDM started as one of the first, and most successful, tools of GLTN; demonstrating 
that documenting non-formal, yet legitimate, land tenure rights was possible in both 
aspects – technical and practical. Since then the many implementations in different 
context have not only reiterated that but have also shown the transformative power 
of the implementation processes as such; with the information in STDM the conversa-
tion with (local or national) government changes, or sometimes even starts. With the 
increased status of the STDM model in LADM, the land tenure rights documented can 
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also be easier integrated in more formal land administration systems once the policies 
and laws are adapted.

Regardless of the successes and impacts of STDM since 2010, the need to upscale the 
implementation of documenting all forms of land tenure rights remains huge. Fund-
ing for both maintaining STDM as a robust and modern land information tool and for 
implementation projects and more formal recognition – including integration of STDM 
into the NLIS is constantly asking for attention. Capacity development, especially train-
ing, also continues to be needed, although a good base has been laid in the 2010s. Next 
to the (online) publications linked to STDM there is also an increasing body of research 
work published linked to STDM.

The flexibility of STDM allows for its very diverse implementations, and -as shown 
above- can contribute to tackling many of the global challenges. We are confident that 
it will continue to do so, even if other global challenges will emerge in the post 2030 world. 
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ANNEX: CASE STUDIES

Case study 1 – Collecting and referencing the HLP claims of Syrian refugees in Lebanon and 
Iraq

Through a pilot project, UN-Habitat and the Global Land Tool Network have implemented STDM to 
safeguard the HLP evidentiary documentation of Syrian refugees, currently in Lebanon and Iraq, by 
mapping and recording the HLP claims to their residential and non-residential properties in Syria, 
and by georeferencing a wide variety of forms of HLP and civil evidence to sustain the claims in pos-
sible future restitution and compensation processes. Between 2021 and 2023, the project reached 
over 18,000 Syrian refugees households and registered over 17,000 HLP claims. 

STDM has been implemented through a participatory and voluntary enumeration process, at no fee 
for the beneficiaries, applying a rigorous do-no-harm approach. The enumeration activities have 
been preceded by capacity development activities for UN-Habitat staff and implementing partners, 
and outreach activities for beneficiaries. The targeted refugee households have been informed 
about the scope of the project, data collection modalities, handling and storage according to the 
data protection protocol developed for this project. Enumerators conducted interviews with Syrian 
refugee households and filled in the STDM questionnaire using mobile tablets. The rights claimed 
include full ownership, joint ownership, long- and short-term use rights. A wide range of supporting 
HLP evidence (46 types of evidence) have accepted and safeguarded as well as along with support-
ing personal documentation – all in the form of a digital copy. All beneficiaries could record his/her 
housing, land and property rights and claims to their properties in Syria – either individually, or as 
member of a household. 

Over 17,000 Certificates of Collection and Safeguarding of Tenure Relationship Documents were 
issued by UN-Habitat and distributed to beneficiaries. There was no verification of the HLP claimed 
undertaken.

For more information on the implementation of STDM for collecting HLP claims of Syrian refugees, 
refer to the Guidance Note on the Application of the Social Tenure Domain Model in Syria developed 
by UN-Habitat and the Global Land Tool Network.

Case study 2 – Supporting the Regeneration Strategy of Kakuma Camp 1, Kenya 

Within the framework of the European Union Trust Fund for Africa and Kenya programme, “Enhanc-
ing Self Reliance for Refugees and Host Communities in Kenya”, in 2021, STDM was piloted in Ka-
kuma 1 with the aim of improving the management of land services and structure allocation in 
the camp. Established in 1992, Kakuma refugee camp is the second largest refugee camp in Kenya. 
Home to refugees from Somalia, Ethiopia, Burundi, Rwanda and Democratic Republic of Congo 
counts a population of about 200,000 people (UNHCR, 2023).

As part of the pilot project, a total of 1,781 households were enumerated in the 7 blocks spread 
across two zones in Kakuma 1 camp. STDM was implemented to collect spatial, and non-spatial data, 
mapping settlement, resettlement and return intentions of people in the camp, their perception of 
land tenure security, trends on land-related conflicts and available resolution mechanism, adequacy 
and quality of housing, basic services and infrastructure within the camp – including access to safe 
drinking water, health, sanitation and waste management and education. UNHCR provided the in-
frastructure for hosting the collected data in their server. 

The resultant validated data was packaged into a project brief which was shared during the land 
forum in Turkana County in which the county government and other stakeholders participated. The 
findings from the data informed the development of the regeneration strategy for Kakuma 1, includ-
ing a responsive approach to land and housing tenure, and facilitated the development of a social 
and economic model that promotes sustainable and improved livelihood for the refugees and host 
communities across the Kakuma-Kalobeyei municipality. This approach can be upscaled in the fu-
ture to cover the whole of Kakuma camp to collect the data needed for planning and upgrading of 
the camp.

Reference: https://gltn.net/blog/good-land-governance-strategic-development-kakuma-regenera-
tion-strategy-kenya

https://arabstates.gltn.net/2022/09/16/guidance-note-on-the-application-of-the-social-tenure-domain-model-in-syria/
https://gltn.net/blog/good-land-governance-strategic-development-kakuma-regeneration-strategy-kenya
https://gltn.net/blog/good-land-governance-strategic-development-kakuma-regeneration-strategy-kenya
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Case study 3 – Housing rehabilitation and land tenure security of Yazidi minority in Iraq 

After the ISIL/Da’ish offensive in the Sinjar district strating in August 2014, more than 275,000 indi-
viduals, predominantly Yazidis, were forcibly displaced from the Mount Sinjar region. Abandoned 
Yazidi settlements were subject to systematic destruction or occupation by ISIL fighters. It is esti-
mated that over 3,000 houses were either razed to the ground or set on fire in the Sinuni sub-district 
alone. In 2017, as part of the UN-Habitat’s Urban Recovery Programme, in partnership with the 
Nineveh Governorate, UN-Habitat launched a Housing Rehabilitation pilot project in Sinuni, which 
facilitated the return of approximately 9,000 individuals and the rehabilitation of 1,500 houses. Fur-
ther, STDM was implemented to promote sustainable and safe return, by registering the HLP claims 
of the Yazidis. Since 2018, more about 15,000 HLP claims have been registered using STDM, benefit-
ing more than 100,000 individuals. As of September 2023, 11 collective townships were covered by 
the intervention, over 15,500 occupancy certificates endorsed by local authorities were issued and 
distributed to returnee families, and more than 3,000 houses were rehabilitated in Sinjar. Occupancy 
certificates not only increased their tenure security of the Yazidis but also made them eligible for 
housing rehabilitation. 

On 27 December 2022, the Iraqi government, led by its Prime Minister Mr. Mohammed S. Al-Sudani, 
issued a decree to formalize the recognition of the occupancy records issued by UN-Habitat as full 
property titles. This underscores the significant impact that the development and implementation 
of inclusive and gender responsive land tools, such as the STDM, can have in facilitating policy re-
form and ensuring security of tenure for all people.

Reference: https://gltn.net/blog/iraqi-authorities-officially-recognize-housing-land-and-property-
rights-yazidi-minority

Case study 4 – Mapping return villages in Darfur, Sudan 

In Sudan, UN-Habitat, UNDP and FAO - with the support of the UN Darfur Fund and Qatar - worked 
with the Darfur Land Commission and the Voluntary Return and Resettlement Commission of the 
Darfur Regional Authority to capacitate land institutions, such as the native administration and the 
State Ministries of Physical Planning and Agriculture, to improve Darfur’s land management and 
land disputes mechanism by providing technical recommendations to and developing the capaci-
ties of the competent authorities on necessary land reform, policies and legislation. 

The project, rolled out between 2015-2018, targeted 50 return villages. Among the key interven-
tions, a fit-for-purpose land registration approach was implemented to identify suitable land for 
the future extension of the return villages, in a way that prevent the emergence of conflict between 
returnees and families already residing in the return villages. This process was led by the State Min-
istries, with the technical support of UN-Habitat, and it was carried out through a participatory plan-
ning approach involving local communities: the paper-based plans were developed in the field with 
the communities and then digitized through the use of STDM. 

The plans, developed for 34 localities, marked the boundaries of 50 existing villages and possible di-
rections for the settlements future expansion considering buffer zones and land for livelihood. Nine 
nomadic corridors were screened and a gender-sensitive monitoring system was established along 
5 livestock migratory routes to prevent conflicts between farmers and pastoralists.

Reference: https://gltn.net/blog/strengthening-land-management-peaceful-co-existence-darfur-
sudan

https://gltn.net/blog/iraqi-authorities-officially-recognize-housing-land-and-property-rights-yazidi-minority
https://gltn.net/blog/iraqi-authorities-officially-recognize-housing-land-and-property-rights-yazidi-minority
https://gltn.net/blog/strengthening-land-management-peaceful-co-existence-darfur-sudan
https://gltn.net/blog/strengthening-land-management-peaceful-co-existence-darfur-sudan
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ANNEX: STDM AS A NORMATIVE ANNEX IN LADM

Annex B 
(normative)

Social Tenure Domain Model (STDM)
The Social Tenure Domain Model (STDM) is an initiative of UN-HABITAT to support pro-poor land ad-
ministration.[77] STDM is intended specifically for developing countries with very little cadastral cov-
erage in urban or rural areas. It is also meant for post-conflict areas, areas with large-scale informal 
settlements, or large-scale customary areas. The focus of STDM has been on the relationships between 
people and land, independently from the level of formalization, or legality of those relationships. It is 
a search for a model that will sttpport all forms of land rights, social tenure relations, and overlapping 
claims to land.[82][34][43] The STDM i s a conceptual model and not an application model. Both STDM and 
LADM are descriptive and not prescriptive. They provide formal languages for describing the many 
aspects of social tenure, so that the similarities and differences between the different LA systems can 
be better understood. The purpose is that the LADM will contribute to a better understanding of the 
many aspects of social tenure.

Table B.1 – The LADM class names with their aEiases in STDM

LADM class name STDMalias
AdministrativeSource SocialTenurelnventory
LegalSpaceBuildingUnit Unit
BoundaryFace BoundaryFace
BoundaryFaceString BoundaryFaceString
GroupParty GroupParty
BAUnit n.a.
Level n.a.
Mortgage Collateral
LegalSpaceUtilityNetwork UtilityNetwork
Party Party
PartyMember PartyMember
Responsibility Responsibility
Restriction Restriction
RequiredRelationshipBAUnit n.a.
RequiredRelationshipSpatia!Unit n.a.
Right STDM_Relationship
RRR Social TenureRelationship
Source Source
Point SurveyPoint
SpatialSource SpatialUnitlnventory
SpatialUnit SpatialUnit
SpatialUnitGroup AdminSpatialUnit
VersionedObject VersionedObject
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The Social Tenure Domain Model (STDM) is an innovative concept, model, and information 
tool designed to address gaps in conventional land administration systems by recognising 
and documenting all people-to-land relationships, including non-formal and customary rights 
along the continuum of land rights. This publication examines the evolution of STDM and its 
growing role in addressing global challenges such as food security; Housing, Land and Prop-
erty (HLP) rights for displaced populations, migration and climate resilience.

STDM has demonstrated its capacity to enhance land tenure security, particularly for margin-
alised populations such as slum dwellers, smallholder farmers, women, and displaced commu-
nities. Its application in diverse settings has shown how secure tenure is the basis of adequate 
housing, improves living conditions, fosters agricultural productivity, reduces land disputes, 
strengthens land-based revenue and supports sustainable land management. Furthermore, 
STDM has proven to be a valuable tool in post-conflict and post-disaster contexts, helping to 
document and restore land rights, enabling communities to rebuild their livelihoods.

STDM as part of the Land Administration Domain Model (LADM) has further strengthened its 
relevance, ensuring compatibility with an international ISO standard, and so enhancing inter-
operability with national land administration systems.

STDM has evolved into a transformative concept for inclusive and sustainable land administra-
tion. Its alignment with international frameworks and its proven adaptability across diverse 
contexts position STDM as a crucial enabler for all
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