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Abstract:  
In their widely read discussion, the FAO, IFAD, 
UNCTAD and World Bank propose systematic 
property rights formalization as a massive-scale 
solution to the land grab problem. Noting that 
ownership is complex and often informal, the 
authors call for “the identification of rights 
holders, [the] legal recognition of rights and 
uses, [and] their demarcation and registration” 
as the first step in operationalizing the “first 
principle of RAI” – respect for existing property 
rights. This paper examines the case of 
Cambodia, one of at least a dozen countries 
where systematic land titling and large-scale 
land grabbing have proceeded in parallel in 
recent years. Cambodia’s last decade of land 
administration efforts exemplify the challenges 
of “formalization fix”, and highlight the 
geography of titling as a key question that has 
yet to receive adequate attention in 
international debates. Examining the spatial 
separation of systematic titling and agribusiness 
concessions, the ways in which property 
formalization can actually become a technology 
of land grabbing, and the larger arena of debates 
about “state land”, this paper challenges the 
formalization fix proposal and argues that land 
grabbing demands that the problem of 
unmapped state lands be addressed head on.
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