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Abstract

Tensions characterise life in a resettlement community in Ghana, over 40 years 
after it was formed. Media reports trace the problem to a 30-acre parcel of 
land. However, interviews with ordinary people and opinion leaders in the com-
munity and officials who played key roles in planning the resettlement scheme 
reveal that the land conflict is only one part of the problem. More structural 
and institutional problems exist as the key drivers of poverty and unrest in this  
resettlement town. From this perspective, some mitigating policies are suggested.
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Introduction

TENSION is mounting between the settlers of the Volta River Authority (VRA) reset-
tlement site at Vakpo-Dunyo and residents of Vakpo in the Kpando district over the 
ownership of a stretch of land. The tense situation has been aggravated by the shooting 
and killing of Alphonse Dzible, a citizen of Vakpo-Dunyo, on a path between the site 
and Vakpo, an incident some people have linked to the conflict…the settlers are claim-
ing legitimacy to settle in the area, the chiefs and people of Vakpo are insisting that they 
vacate the place and relocate elsewhere to make way for the cultivation of a 30-acre 
mango plantation by a private investor.

This is how the Ghanaian Times of 15 June 2006 captured the problems 
of resettlement in Vakpo-Dunyo (VD), a poor community in Ghana, Africa. 
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Typically, media reports such as this one capture the ‘facade’ without analysing 
the ‘forces’ or drivers of the problem. Research work does better in presenting a 
more systematic and nuanced perspective. However, since this township (reset-
tlement scheme) was formed over four decades ago, it has not been evaluated by 
researchers, possibly because it is a very small and physically insignificant town.

So, the state of knowledge of the problems there is shaped by media reports 
that typically present the issues as merely a problem of host–settler commu-
nity land conflict. However, recent complaints from the settlers to the govern-
ment’s town manager, Volta River Authority (VRA), suggest other problems 
plague the community. It is this divergence between ‘news’ as reported in the 
print and electronic media, on the one hand, and the complaints of the people 
themselves, on the other hand, that motivated the authors1 to carry out this brief 
study. The article describes the broader context that gave rise to the resettlement 
and reveals the deep-seated problems that impel the tensions in the township.  
The article has four parts. The first part describes the Volta River Project.  
The second part explains the approach used for the research, while the third  
part reports, discusses and analyses the key findings of the study. The final part 
considers possible ways to improve prevailing social conditions.

The Volta River Project

The Akosombo dam was constructed in 1965 by the Government of Ghana with 
the help of foreign donors. Its principal aim was to generate electricity and supply 
power to the country. During its construction, the dam flooded many surrounding 
villages, creating the need to resettle affected people. In all, 52 resettlement  
towns were established to cater for about 80,000 displaced people (Lawson, 1968; 
Riverson, 1999). One such resettlement town was VD, the case study area.

The Township2

The township Dunyo is located in the Kpando district of the Volta Region in 
Ghana. It is located on an area that hitherto belonged to the Vakpo township. The 
settlers came from 17 villages across the Volta Region3 and were predominantly 
farmers who cultivated vegetables such as pepper, garden eggs and okra. The total 
population at the time of resettlement was 1,136 people.

Following the flooding, the leaders of the settlers were consulted on the  
choice of site to be used as the resettlement town. Before the people could re- 
locate to Vakpo, however, the VRA had begun their activities in order to inform 
the government of what preparations it needed to do and provisions it had to  
put in place. This step was in accordance with the resettlement programme.4  
VRA also gathered detailed information about the choice of neighbours of the 
affected people, the household type, domestic gods and other cultural practices. 
In addition, information about the types of houses being occupied by the people, 
house size, building materials used and the major social amenities provided  
were also obtained5 for the purposes of planning.
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To assist in sociocultural considerations, records related to ethnic practices  
and village layout were gathered. With this information, the working party6 was 
able, inter alia, to identify the population affected and the expected population at 
site, the number of houses expected to be built and a possible site for the town.

Stakeholder consultations were held with the Vakpo (host) community repre-
sented by their chief. The chief agreed to give out portions of Vakpo land for the 
establishment of the resettlement town. According to oral accounts, the then para-
mount chief of Vakpo described the settlers as ‘unfortunate victims of a project of 
national interest’ and pledged to co-operate fully with the government in pursuing 
a worthy cause.

The people of Vakpo were satisfied with these arrangements, so the Government 
of Ghana acquired the area (using executive instrument (EI) 129 (under the State 
Lands Act 1962, Act 125)). The erstwhile Lands Department handled the acquisi-
tion and related issues such as compensation assessment and payment on behalf 
of the VRA and the government. The entire parcel of land acquired for the reset-
tlement scheme was demarcated into three parts: ‘land for the resettlement town-
ship’, ‘farmlands’ for the settlers and ‘reserved lands’ for future use by the settlers. 
In all, a total of approximately 8.26 square miles of land was acquired. The name 
Duno, which means ‘nice town’, was proposed by the people for the resettlement 
site to signal their satisfaction with the town.

Out of the total population of 1,136 (with 232 affected houses), 182 opted 
for cash compensation. The number of people expected at the new site was 954 
for whom 165 houses were going to be built. After the creation of the township,  
152 houses were built for the settlers whilst 13 houses were built to accommodate 
teachers and other government officials posted to the resettlement town.7

The management of the town is done by the town manager and the chiefs. The 
former is responsible for the day-to-day administrative activities of the settlers. 
The latter, the chief of the town, is responsible for social activities such as com-
munity labour and township development. In addition, he settles conflicts within 
the community.

It is important to analyse why this seemingly carefully planned scheme is 
plagued with conflict and tensions. The existing literature is inadequate for this 
purpose. For that reason, we conducted some interviews in the community.

Methods

The insight that emerges from this work arises from interviews with chiefs, elders 
and natives of the two communities Dunyo and Vakpo during the months of June 
and July 2007. In designing the questionnaires, we were guided by the extant  
literature on resettlement (e.g., Wet, 2000). Some of these studies (e.g., Killion, 
1994; Koenig and Diarra, 1998; Nicholas, 2001) point to the inadequacy of  
compensation and inappropriateness of top-down approaches to designing reset-
tlement schemes. Others studies such as Chiremba and Masters (2008) draw 
attention to the weaknesses in government approaches to resettlement. Recent 
research has focused on resettlement with development (RWD). That is, looking at 
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resettlement as a broader policy of empowering the settlers beyond just compen-
sation (Cernea, 2003; McDonald et al., 2008; WCD, 2000). The questionnaires 
included both closed- and open-ended questions.

In drawing the sample,8 community members were asked for their advice 
regarding whom we should interview. Using this approach, we interacted with  
88 people, made up of 5 children, 20 women and 63 adult men. Among the men 
were the chiefs and the elders of the town. Five officers of the VRA who were 
involved in the resettlement programme were also interviewed.

Why the Tension?

From our fieldwork, it emerged that the source of the problem is systemic. The 
state failed to honour its part of the ‘bargain’ with the communities that form  
the townships. In addition, the resettlement scheme seemed to have been rushed 
as it failed to anticipate some potential problems. These problems warrant a more 
detailed discussion.

The size and security of tenure are major problems. Settlers were promised 
3-acre farmlands in order to continue their farming activities and earn some 
income. However, to date, the promised parcels of land have not been allocated 
to them. The only explanation given by the VRA is that the host community has 
not been very co-operative. This problem of landlessness has led to a reduction 
in the ‘financial capital’ of the settlers since they have no other means of earning 
a living. This situation has been worsened by the lack of documents to confer a 
clear title to land. As such, the type of interest/title the settlers have is unclear. One 
area where this problem of unclear boundaries and tenure arises is Dzogbega, a 
stretch of land that measures about 300 acres. Members of the host community 
claim that Dzogbega did not form part of government acquisition. They have, 
therefore, taken over the Dzogbega lands. This opaque land tenure has prevented 
the settlers from obtaining loans from financial institutions to expand the houses 
they were given to accommodate their families whose size has increased since the 
resettlement.

The problem of inadequate accommodation space was evident even at the 
beginning of the resettlement scheme. According to the settlers, the houses 
they were given under the scheme were not big enough to accommodate their 
families. The houses have single rooms and range between 4.8 m × 3.0 m and  
3.6 m × 3 m in size. Most of the settlers had occupied bigger rooms before they 
were resettled. This situation has led to overcrowding in some of the households.  
In turn, a significant number of people have migrated to other villages and 
those who have chosen to stay in the resettlement town recurrently have to stay  
with other families that are smaller in number. Such problems undermine family  
cohesion, particularly when social infrastructure in the town is inadequate.

The resettlement town has boreholes, a market stall, a public toilet and a school. 
However, there are no facilities such as clinics to provide healthcare for the  
settlers. Similarly, until recently, there was no electricity for the resettled commu-
nity, even though they had to vacate their homes to create the conditions necessary 
for electricity production for the country as a whole.



238  Social Change 45(2) 

All these problems are worsened by hostile treatment by the host commu-
nity members who have consistently threatened to take their land back from the 
settlers. Several reasons are given by opinion leaders to explain this impasse. 
Some of the leaders attribute the poor relationship to conflicting cultural values. 
There is also the perception that the settlers control a greater percentage of Vakpo 
lands. Therefore, there are fears among the hosts about the future security of their 
descendants. Other opinion leaders in the host community allege that the settlers 
are selling Vakpo lands to ‘strangers’ and some members of the host commu-
nity. To get ‘even’ with members of the settler community, some members of the 
host community try to sell portions of the resettlement lands to private investors. 
A case in point is the attempt to sell the 100-acre farmlands close to Kingdom 
Transport Services.

During the fieldwork, it was difficult to find evidence to substantiate the  
allegations that the settler community is selling land en masse. However, we 
found that these allegations are symptomatic of more structural problems.

A crucial structural problem is the failure by the state to adequately com-
pensate the host community for giving its land to the settler community. By 
the Volta River Development Act (1961), Act 46, Section 30, those who were 
responsible for the payment of compensation for affected properties are the VRA 
and the Government of Ghana. The VRA was required to pay compensation of 
up to £3,500,000 and any excess was to be borne by the central government. 
Records show that the VRA’s responsibility under the law had been fully dis-
charged by 1971, and any claim that emanated thereafter was handled by the 
now defunct Lands Department9 on behalf of the government. However, some 
opinion leaders of the host community reject the claim that compensation was 
paid for the said land. They contend that even if the compensation was paid, it 
was paid to the wrong people. This latter problem is a significant theme in the 
research of the eminent land economist W. K. Brobby (1990) who has consist-
ently argued that in Ghana a significant amount of compensation is paid to the  
wrong people.

Even if it is granted that the compensation was paid to the right people, this 
amount was not adequate. To date, not much of the excess compensation has been 
paid to the host community, which gave away a lot of its fertile land for the reset-
tlement scheme. It is this frustration with the systemic failure of the resettlement 
scheme that more convincingly explains the tensions in VD. Admittedly though, 
there are other issues that accentuate the problems.

Chieftaincy is one of them. It comes up in two different ways, namely ‘inter-
nal’ and ‘external’ issues. The internal chieftaincy disputes arise among the  
settlers who typically disagree on the right candidate to be their chief. The pro- 
blem arises because the settlers did not all come from the same village. Rather, they 
came from 17 different villages with as many different chiefs (see Annexure for 
the names of all these villages). Therefore, selecting one from among these chiefs 
is a recurrent problem.

Nevertheless, even when the settlers are able to agree on a name, the chief-
taincy problem takes a different form—the ‘external’ issue. Members of the  
host community do not recognise the chief of the settlers. Similarly, the current 
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paramount chief of Vakpo (host community) does not recognise the position of 
the chief of the settlers, though there are records to show that, prior to the creation 
of the resettlement town, all the 17 chiefs were gazetted and were constitutionally 
recognised. In spite of that, it is hard to achieve peaceful coexistence between  
two ‘autonomous’ traditional leaders who are supposed to be ‘overlords’ of land 
from the same ‘roots’. In turn, conflicts of superiority and allegiance between  
the two communities have emerged and persist.

Stepping Back; Moving Forward: What Can Be Done?

So much for diagnosis. How can the situation be improved? The print and  
electronic media and official documents suggest that the only problem that the 
people of VD face is a land conflict over a 30-acre parcel of land. However, as we 
have seen, the land issue is only one aspect of the problem. The resettlement 
process has rendered the settlers landless and deprived them of their only source 
of living. The additional problems of insecurity of tenure, inadequacy of room 
space, failure to pay compensation and chieftaincy conflicts demonstrate that the 
institutions, structures and policies that should have provided a buffer to the shock 
of resettlement are disjointed and weak. Radical social change is urgently needed.

However, unless there is a change in the ‘transforming structures’ and current 
systems, the financial and social assets of the settlers may worsen. Given that 
the study town is agrarian, land policies may have to be reformed to improve 
the livelihood of the inhabitants. This reform should provide security of tenure 
that goes beyond just the provision of title certificates to the settlers. The reform 
should be linked to the recognition of land rights of the settlers by the host com-
munity. Availability of and access to land rights enforcement institutions need to  
be ensured through the establishment of offices of the Lands Commission and 
the Land Title Registry in the resettlement town. An unambiguous duration  
of property rights to land can be established, and a lucid definition of property 
rights and careful demarcation of boundaries to land be provided. More so, steps 
can be taken to compensate the host community, especially expropriated groups 
within the community.

In addition, the state could be pressured through demonstrations and agita-
tion to provide policies of extension services, credit facilities, health centres and 
educational facilities to increase the productivity of the settlers. Furthermore, a 
willing state could provide fertilisers, irrigation facilities and road networks that 
hook the town to major markets. These may boost the local economy and also 
help the settlers to expand the size of their houses.

The issue of chieftaincy is complex. A radical perspective on the institution 
would call for its complete removal because of its undemocratic foundations, 
especially since colonial times. Whether such a radical social change could occur 
in a society such as Ghana where these traditions are deeply embedded yet fre-
quently criticised (see, e.g., Austin, 2005; Ubink, 2007a, 2007b, 2008; Ubink and 
Quan, 2008) requires thorough research. In the interim, steps could be taken to 
harmonise the rules by which chieftaincy operates to make the institution more 
democratic. In the very short term, a committee of experts on chieftaincy affairs 
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made up of elected politicians, opinion leaders, other chiefs and stakeholders 
could be formed to find a solution to the chieftaincy crisis in the town. This way, 
the settler farmers’ self-worth and drive for self and family improvement could  
be permanently restored.

Annexure 

A list of villages that were settled at Vakpo:

 1. New Dzifadzi
 2. Old Dzifadzi
 3. Sempanaye
 4. Akukodze
 5. Akamakpe
 6. Segbefiape
 7. Godekwashiahiepe
 8. Norgbodzikope
 9. Tsatogokope
10. Akpatsakope
11. Tombukope
12. Gadrikope
13. Adigbokope
14. Kpakape
15. Komlakope
16. Gaforto
17. Afayiagbekope

Notes

1. Both authors worked in various capacities with the government town manager of the 
resettlement community.

2. Our knowledge here is inspired by interviews with community leaders and our perusal 
of scattered written works difficult to reference. Details of our approach are given later 
in the paper.

3. One of the 10 regions in Ghana. It is in southern Ghana.
4. The committee that was set up to draw the resettlement programme was to guide the 

government acting by the VRA on the steps to take in resettling the affected people.  
The committee recommended the creation of townships for the affected communities.

5. Readers are to note that the process of obtaining these vital pieces of sociocultural 
information was, it is argued, too mechanical and not as participatory as one would 
expect. We later argue, in the discussion of findings, that such differences persisted 
though the background work to obtain homogenous coexistence was done.

6. It consisted of social workers drawn from government departments such as Social 
Welfare and Community Development, Ministry of Agriculture and Survey Department.

7. It must be stressed here that not everybody was resettled. By the operating guidelines, 
properties that were below a predetermined value were not to be replaced. The owners 
of such properties were, thus, to receive cash compensation.
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8. Prior to drawing the sample, 15 questionnaires had been pretested to clean the questions 
of any difficulties and ambiguities.

9. The Land Valuation Board (LVB) took that mandate, until recently.
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