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The  Metaketa  In i t ia t i ve  i s  a

col laborat ive  research model
with  a  miss ion  to  improve

knowledge  about  cr i t ica l

governance  i s sues  through

r igorous  f ie ld  exper iments .  In

each  Metaketa  " round , "  the

in i t ia t i ve  coord inates  mult ip le

s tudies  on  a  spec i f ic  top ic  or

intervent ion  in  a  var ie ty  of

countr ies  and  contexts .  

The  second  Metaketa  round

focused  on   formal izat ion,
taxat ion,  and publ ic  serv ices ,
with  s tudies  in  s ix  countr ies

explor ing  i f  demand -s ide

behav iora l  in tervent ions ,  which

reduced  upf ront  t ransact ion  costs

that  prevent  people  in terested  in

enter ing  in to  a  f i sca l  contract

wi th  the i r  government  f rom

doing  so ,  increase  fo rmal izat ion ,

access  to  publ ic  goods ,  and  tax

payments .  Here  we  share  the

story  of  an  exper iment  in  the  DR
Congo  to  promote  fo rmal

property  t i t les  and  increase

property  tax  revenue .  

The  Metaketa  In i t ia t i ve  i s  l ed  by

Ev idence  in  Governance  and

Pol i t ics  (EGAP )  at  the  Univers i ty

o f  Cal i fo rn ia ,  Berke ley .  I t  i s

par t ia l l y  funded  by  the  UK 's

Department  fo r  In ternat iona l

Deve lopment  and  invo lves  a

global  network  of  researchers

conduct ing  s tudies  in  countr ies

around  the  wor ld .  

p r o j e c t  c o u n t ry :  D R  C o n g o

Chie f  cadast ra l  surveyor  of  the

Prov inc ia l  Government  of  Kasa i  Centra l

measur ing  a  respondent ’s  plot



Low  ra tes  of  part ic ipat ion  in  the  fo rmal

s tate  sector  are  an  impediment  to  good

governance  and  economic  deve lopment

in  many  countr ies  in  Afr ica  and

elsewhere  in  the  deve lop ing  wor ld .

Governments  s t ruggle  to  l evy  taxes  and

adminis ter  publ ic  goods  and  programs

among  in formal  economic  actors  about

whom  knowledge  i s  scarce .  Take

Kananga ,  DR  Congo  fo r  example .

Although  i t  i s  the  four th  l a rgest  c i ty  in

the  DR  Congo ,  only  16% of  propert ies

have  of f ic ia l  l ega l  t i t le .  In  the  context

o f  Kananga ,  th i s  low  ra te  of

formal izat ion  re f lects  the  fact  that  the

cur rent  procedure  fo r  obta in ing  l ega l

t i t le  i s  di f f icu l t  and  cost ly .  As  a  resu l t ,

of f ic ia l  l ega l  t i t le  remains  ra re .

The  absence  of  these  fo rmal ized  l and

t i t les  creates  a  wide  range  of  problems

for  c i t i zens  and  fo r  the  s tate .  On  the

c i t i zen  s ide ,  there  i s  a  r i sk  of

expropr iat ion .  This  r i sk  was  recent ly

la id  bare  in  the  Kamayi  quarter  of

Kananga ,  where  a  number  of

households  were  disp laced  a

government  br idge  const ruct ion

pro ject ,  without  compensat ion .  Such

insecur i ty  of  tenure  may  decrease

product ive  investment  in  the  plot .

Furthermore ,  l and  t i t le  i s  used  as

co l la tera l  fo r  obta in ing  loans  at  the

c i ty ’s  banks .  Because  of f ic ia l  l and

t i t les  are  scarce  in  Kananga ,  the  great

major i ty  of  the  populat ion  i s  ef fect i ve ly .  

barred  f rom  the  fo rmal  f inanc ia l

sector .  On  the  government  s ide ,  the

lack  of  property  ownersh ip  in format ion

inhib i t s  tax  col lect ion  and  the

prov i s ion  of  publ ic  goods .  A  recent  tax

co l lect ion  campaign  (Weige l  2020 )  in

DR  Congo  found  that  sending

col lectors  door - to -door  in  randomly

se lected  neighborhoods  increased

property  tax  compl iance  f rom  0 . 1% to

1 1 .6%.  But  the  major i ty  of  c i t i zens

cont inue  to  avo id  pay ing  taxes .

Increas ing  of f ic ia l  documentat ion  of

property  ownersh ip  in  the  c i ty  may

increase  the  s tate ’s  abi l i t y  to  ra i se

revenue  through  taxat ion .  I t  wi l l  a lso

increase  the  abi l i t y  of  the  government

to  ta rget  publ ic  goods  prov i s ion

ef fect i ve ly .

With  benef i t s  on  both  the  c i t i zen  and

government  s ide ,  expanding  the  fo rmal

land - t i t l ing  database  of  the  prov inc ia l

government  has  the  potent ia l  to

improve  governance ,  boost  c iv ic

engagement ,  and  s t imulate  investment

in  Kananga .
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t h e  c h a l l e n g e

C a n  s i m p l i f i c a t i o n  a n d  s u b s i d i e s

i n c r e a s e  d e m a n d  f o r  a n d  a c c e s s

t o  f o r m a l  p r o p e r t y  t i t l e s ?

Res idents  help  improve  the  loca l

routes  dur ing  weekly  "Salongo "  ( loca l

publ ic  goods  prov i s ion  by  community

members )
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An  ongoing  pro ject  in  Kananga ,  with

a  populat ion  of  1  mil l ion ,  seeks  to

unders tand  property  tax  compl iance

by  randomiz ing  in  which

neighborhoods  c i t i zens  rece ive

household  v i s i t s  by  tax  col lectors .

Jon  Weige l  at  the  London  School  of

Economics ,  who  was  work ing  on  th i s

pro ject ,  sought  to  bui ld  on  th i s

ex i s t ing  partnersh ip  with  the

prov inc ia l  tax  minis t ry .  They ,  a long

with  Gabr ie l  Tourek  at  MIT  and

Harvard  researchers  Pablo  Balan  and

August in  Bergeron ,  worked  together

on  an  in tervent ion ,  randomized  at

the  household  l eve l ,  that  inc luded

an  inv i tat ion  to  a  l and  t i t l ing

program  that  lowered  both  the

t icket  pr ice  and  the  t ransact ion

costs  of  acqui r ing  a  l and  t i t le .  Whi le

ind iv idua ls  of ten  pay  $ 1 ,000  or  more

for  a  t i t le  in  Kananga ,  the  t i t l ing

program  capped  household  out lays

to  the  of f ic ia l  pr ice  of  $ 100 .  

Furthermore ,  t reated  households

were  subsequent ly  randomized  in to

a  pr ice  subgroup  of fe r ing  0%,  25%,

or  50% subs id ies ,  such  that  a  th i rd

of  t reated  households  could  acqui re

a  t i t le  fo r  $75  and  $50 ,  respect ive ly .

Moreover ,  the  program  cut  the

t ransact ion  costs  of  obta in ing  a  l and

t i t le  because  government  of f ic ia l s

and  program  s ta f f  v i s i ted

part ic ipants  at  the i r  homes ,

obv iat ing  the  need  fo r  c i t i zens  to

make  f requent  t r ips  to  the

government  of f ices .  In  the  context  of

th i s  f ie ld  exper iment ,  the

researchers  examine  two  main

quest ions :

1 . )  Who  demands  fo rmal  property

r ights  in  weak  s tates ?  

2 . )  What  are  the  ef fects  of  urban

land  t i t l ing  on  economic  and

pol i t ica l  outcomes ?

r e s e a r c h  d e s i g n

INTERVENTION :  SIMPLIFYING  AND

SUBSIDIZING  ACCESS  TO  FORMAL

PROPERTY  TITLES

Old  cadast ra l  maps  used  by  the

Prov inc ia l  Government  of  Kasa i  Centra l



The  l and  t i t l ing  program  in  the  DR

Congo  increased  c i t i zens ’  in tent  to

formal ize  by  45  percentage  points  and

the  probabi l i t y  that  households

obta ined  a  property  t i t le  by  14

percentage  points .

In  the  communit ies  where  the

intervent ion  did  not  take  place ,  very

few  households  t r ied  to  open  a  doss ie r

in  the  government  t i t l ing  of f ice .  By

contrast ,  a lmost  hal f  of  the  households

that  rece ived  the  door - to -door  t i t l ing

program  in i t ia ted  a  t i t l ing  process  by

schedul ing  a  v i s i t  f rom  government

land  surveyors .  Moreover ,  households

randomly  inv i ted  to  part ic ipate  in  the

program  were  13 .7  percentage  points

more  l i ke ly  to  acqui re  the  t i t le

compared  to  s imi la r  households  in  the

contro l  group .  These  s tark  di f fe rences

in  demand  fo r  t i t les  suggest  that  the

t icket  and  t ransact ion  costs  are  key

const ra ints  on  l and  fo rmal izat ion  in

Kananga .

This  pro ject ’s  resu l t s  are  most  s imi la r

to  those  observed  in  the  Ind ia  s tudy

that  fo rmed  part  of  th i s  Metaketa

round .  Whi le  the  Ind ia  pro ject  focused

on  acqui r ing  fo rmal  access  to  water

connect ions ,  both  s tudies  found  that

there  was  a  l a tent  demand  fo r

formal izat ion  but  that  bureaucrat ic

obstac les  l imi t  fo rmal izat ion .  In  Ind ia ,

the  process  fo r  water  connect ion  i s

complex  and  bureaucrac ies  do  not  act

in  coord inat ion  with  each  other .  In  the

DR  Congo ,  ind iv idua l  bureaucrats  are

poor ly  paid  and  have  weak  incent ives

to  s impl i f y  government  procedures  or

to  encourage  fo rmal izat ion .
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r e s u l t s

Probability that

households obtained a

property title

increased by 14

percentage points.

14

Citizens' intent to

formalize increased by

45 percentage points.

45



l e s s o n s  +  I m p a c t

q u e s t i o n s  f o r  f u r t h e r

c o n s i d e r a t i o n

Do  people  rece ive  ind iv idua l  or  group  benef i t s  f rom  fo rmal izat ion ?

Can  they  access  s imi la r  benef i t s  in  the  in formal  sector ?

How  cost ly  and  complex  i s  the  process ?  

Do  the  benef i t s  outweigh  the  costs ?  

Do  pol i t ic ians  and  bureaucrats  benef i t  f rom  fo rmal izat ion ?  

Do  pol i t ic ians  and  bureaucrats  see  i t  in  the i r  in terest  to  s impl i f y

procedures ?

As  researchers  and  pract i t ioners  cont inue  to  s tudy  how  to  lower  the

bar r ie rs  to  fo rmal izat ion ,  here  are  a  few  quest ions  fo r  fu r ther

cons iderat ion :  

 

Perhaps  the  most  important  lesson  i s

that  c i t i zens  have  high  demand  fo r

formal  property  r ights  in  Kananga  and

yet  are  s tymied  in  the i r  ef for ts  to  obta in

property  t i t les  by  excess ive

bureaucrat ic  red  tape  and  weak

incent ives  among  bureaucrats .

Urbanizat ion  i s  proceeding  rap id ly  in

sub -Saharan  Afr ica ,  and  many  c i t ies  are

fac ing  s imi la r  fo rmal izat ion  bott lenecks

to  the  one  s tudied  in  Kananga .  

Yet ,  important ly ,  governments  s tand  to

benef i t  f rom  l and  fo rmal izat ion  as  i t

may  fac i l i ta te  fo rmal  property  tax

co l lect ion  and  usher  in  heightened

economic  act iv i ty .  Governments  may

thus  have  incent ives  to  re form  the

bureaucrac ies  in  charge  of  l and

formal izat ion  by  s impl i f y ing  procedures

to  obta in  fo rmal  t i t les  or  by

st rengthening  ind iv idua l  of f ic ia l s ’

incent ives  to  respond  to  c i t i zens ’

demands .  Indeed ,  the  prov inc ia l  

governor ,  who  pres ided  over  a

ceremony  i s su ing  new  t i t les  to  property

owners  in  Kananga ,  has  championed

the  in i t ia t i ve  and  supports  the  sca le  up

of  the  program .

Key  takeaways  f rom  th i s  pro ject  and  the

other  s tudies  that  fo rm  th i s  Metaketa

round  suggest  that  fo rmal izat ion  i s

a t t ract i ve  to  ind iv idua ls  when

governments  of fer  va luable  personal

benef i t s ,  such  as  access  to  ret i rement

income  in  exchange  fo r  fo rmal iz ing .

Furthermore ,  fo rmal  government

serv ices  need  to  be  more  va luable  than

the  a l ternat ives  ava i lab le  in  the

in formal  sector  in  order  fo r  there  to  be

a  demand  fo r  fo rmal izat ion .  F ina l l y ,  and

perhaps  most  important ly  in  the  case  of

the  DR  Congo ,  to  increase

formal izat ion ,  governments  need  to

cons ider  the  ind iv idua l ’s  perspect ive  of

the  process  and  that  of  government

bureaucrats .
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For  addi t iona l  in format ion  about  th i s  s tudy ,

v i s i t  the  pro ject  webpage .    

Explore  other  pro jects  in  the  Metaketa  I I

round .  

LEARN  MORE

Jonathan  Weige l ,  Pr inc ipa l  Invest igator

London  School  of  Economics

j .weige l@ l se .ac .uk

Jac lyn  Leaver ,  Director  of  Research

EGAP

j leaver@berke ley .edu

KEY  CONTACTS

https://egap.org/project/the-origins-of-tax-compliance-and-accountable-governance-a-randomized-field-experiment-in-the-dr-congo/
https://egap.org/our-work/the-metaketa-initiative/roundtwo-taxation/

