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Land reform:
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No easy answers
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1)LIL crudely, the term “land reform’ subsumes pwao
distinet types of patiatives, the relative importance of
which differs from country o coumry. The more
dranmatic type » thar which fnvalves the rediseribution of

land o those with oo lictde land, or rose from whom it
was wrengfully taken, The other main type is teunre
referin, which althouglt more subtle than redistribution
often affects much larger nimbers of people — by
altering the rules thal govern how peaple may use,
bequenth, trnsact, and exclude others from theic b,

{ne commonly thinks of Lnd reform as pertaining
ter ruval Jand, for instance as part of a broader process of
agrarnut reforo, bur ersasingly land reforny involves
urban seedement, noc least hecause of rapid urbanisation
aid the ‘regulscacion’ chis often muakes necessary.

Roots of land reform

Whal are the historical circumsences that make land
reform an imperstive? Colontalism is certainly one of
the most significunt of chese, pacticularly in countrics
such as Kenva, South Africa, Zimbabwe, and Namibia,
where colonial powers pushed the indigenous
inco tr make for
setelers, creating stk inequalitics between the luter

population ‘reserves’ wity
andk the former, and simultaneously entrenching
dualistic renure and agriculoure systems, In other
situations, such as in the

colonialisn vxacerbated existing inequalities, for

Indian Subcontinent,

example by inueducing taxes which compelled poorer
peasanls 10 borrow money fom wealthier land owners,
to whom they often defaulted and bad o cede their
land. However, land also

reforn 15 sometimes

introduced o correct for well-meane but unsuccesstul
rural re-engrineering, such as the post-coloual {jaomaa
setilement policies in Tanzania, or the collecrivist
agriculoure sysceos mrroduced in many of the “Eastern
Block’ countrics, Finally, land reform s sometnnes
made necessary by demographic and economic change,
for exumple as higher population densities and
commercialisation of agriculeural production tend 1o
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introduce pressure to conmmoditise and/or individualise
land rights, which governments nay seck to
accommodate in the interest of promoting orderly
developient, or resist in favour of other alyectives,

Untangling the economics

The economic arguments for land reform are complex
and contentious, Probably the one most widely cited
in favour of redistributive land reform is chat smaller-
scale producers are more labour-using and more
productive per unit of land. Therefore, land reform that
entatls carving up large estates into smaller units
promises W increase labour absorpeion generally while
also conwributing ta greater aggregate production,
Heowsever, the empirical literacure suggests that smalker
farms are by no means always more productive,
particularly in cnvironments where prospects for
intensification are modest,

A maore convineing, or at least widely applicable,
ceonomic arganent is that redistriburive land reform can
ingrease the coonomic self-sufficiency of poor rural
households. Bven if such redistribution fils w boost, or
even leads in a modest sacrifice of, aggregate production.
it may be one of the tew measures available to
government to reduce the incidence of cconomic
marginalisation and mssociated social problems. However,
two Guestions often vex governments in this regard, Figst,
what is the net benefit after taking inte accounc displaved
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farm worker jobs? And second, wlich poor should benefit,
and i termns of whar kind of agriculeure? Redisceibutive
land reform in Southern Africa, for example, hay
siruggled to find o satisfaccory balance between very
poor houscholds for whom land redistribution
realistically offers only a hope of sugmenting semi-
stthsistence production, and less poor households for
whont bind relorm: promises the opportunity o become
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fully-fledgred, mediuvm-seule commercial farmers, hut of
whom relatively few can be helped.

Arpuably the economic rationale for rediseributive
land retorm 15 clearest where the reform s of the Tand-
to-the=tiller' varicty, that is, where the land of an
abwentee hindlord s vested i the tenant, as has been the
case in some of the land reforms in East Asia. lu these
sitwations there vou continuity of the system of
praduction, but with the former tenants enjoying better
incentives and more operattonal control.

In contrast to redistributive land reform, tenore
teform is generally expected to contribute to
agricultural development in four main ways: first, by
encouTaEing more investment in the long-term
productive potential of the land: second, by mereasing
the access to and use of credit; third, by facilitating the
emergence of a land market. thus encouraging the
mevement of land to more officient users; and four,

by reducing the occurrence of land disputes. That
tenure retorm Gwvours these effects is nocin doubeg
however, the extent o which a renure reforin does 1n
fact Tiave these eflects depends largely on the presence
of complementary referms, including the liberalisation
of mput and commodiey markes, and the improvement
of land administration systems. Another consideration is
whether tenure relorm may have certain negajve
consequences, not least the passibilicy thae the increwsed
macketability of Tand may result o the conselidation of
Lind away from poorer households, whose decisions o
sedl cheir bsd righes may Later prove to he ro thetr own
~ and society’s = detrlent,
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Social and political imperatives

CHOGM — Crimie /' |

Land reform invalves chunge in the relative polideal,
social and economic power of groups within society,
and therefore does not always proceed along
economically rational lines, A major imperative tor land
reforme is to provide secure and equitable rights to land
for the rural poor, wluch usually imvalves taking land
from the wealthy to obeain a becter discribution of
property and income. In theory this would also achicve
a more equitable distribution of power, particularly in
rural areas. Such reforms can underpin socially and
environmentally sustainable development by reducing
the sociul instability that inequality can lead to. This is
the case particularly where land represents the principal
form of wealth and the principal source of cconomic
and political power.

The tssue of historical redress is another major
imperative for land reform: to remedy the ills of the
past through rescoring land to people dispossessed by
conflict or unjust practices such as expropriacion, land
grabbing, or forced removals. Thus land reform can be
used to build national reconciliavion and stability. In
countries with a colonil history, such reforms are often
about repossession of land alienated by colonial settlers,
The legacy of this history often means chat cxisting
land relations — and the impetus for land reform — are
defined in racial terms. Land reform in Southern Alrica
is largely driven by the need to teverse the white-black
racial imbalance of lund ownerslip wrought by
colonialism and apartheid. In Laon America, land
reform s seen as necessary to resolve the huge
inequality between large landowners of Latin descent
and land-poor indigenous Americans, In Fiji, a source
of contflict between Indian-Fijians, who are descended
froms the indentured labourers brought by the British o
work on the sugar estates, and Melanesian-Fijians, ts the
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wish of the lateer to ensure the former do noy oo
ownership of too much fand, o concern thae leaders of
the Melanesian-Fijians have bath tuelled and capitalised
upon. Tl redress of these imbalances is often crucially
important for racial harmony, it much depends on
“whether the dispossessed ave numerically superior or
are otherwise powerful, A case in poine s Botswana,
where the indigenous Basarwa (San) have lost lund
rights to the mujority Tswana-speaking people, in
retation 1o whenn they are celatively powerless.

The historicalZeacial dimension of land conflice and
land reform often goes to the heart of isues ofdentivy
and  citizenslip,. Such psychaological issues are

encapsulated in che concept of the *burial’ of the
umbilical cord a5 « powerful symbalic rool’ 1o a
particular plice, or my o related vein, the psychic and
culwural imporance of maintaining (or re-gaining)
aceess o the land where one'’s ancestors are buried. 1t
not always casy for policy-makers to understand. never
mind respond o, the Ger thae the psychologieal/
political and cconomic impetus for land reform
sometinies exist at different levels, Taking again the
example of Southern Africa, survey information
indicates that the overwhelming nmajority of Africans
are keenly aggrieved by che fact that the minority
white population controls the vast majority of
agriculeurad Lind, even while the number of Afmcans
whao adenuly more agriculiural land as o personal
prioricy appears to be relaovely modest.

Risks and abuses of reform

Laud veforms have a habi of proceediog o fits and
stares. Asin Pakisan, land reforms mpy sall due 1o
resistaniee from current larger tandowners, who often
have access to economic and political power. The
flipside of the power of the "landed classes’ to dictace
the pace and extent of reforims, is the frequent lick of
organisation of the landless or rural poor to exerr
pressure on govermnent, Flowever, o find reform may
alse stall because there 15 a lack of clarity as o the oue
benetits and objectives of land reform, such that the
actuad resources allocated to land retorim an fact fall weli
shott of the stated political committent o it. Much of
the landa-related discantent in Guyana owes ta che
reluctince of the government to apportion state land to
sunall-holders, thus an impasse can occour even in the
absence of identfiable oppasing vested intereses,

The dangers of allowing land reform to stall, or of
not getting it underway 10 the firse plice, can be
sigmificant. The deep sense of grievance of the landless
can lead o social unresc and land invasions, further
polarising different imerest proups, and possibly serving
a5 an apening that opportunistic politicians can exploit

o prain shore-term suppore. Sometinwes what passes for
land reform is merely the replacement of one linded
elite with another, with the landless poor benefiting to
a much lesser degree.

Land reform in changing times

T s instructive to note that unequal land ownership
does not always constitute an impetus {or lod reform.
nequalities of rutal fand holding, for example, arc more
extrenie in North Amoerica and much of Europe than
in, say, South Africa or Pukistan; however, where land
no longer represents a prineipal form of wealth, and

agriculture no longer constitutes an veoonoemic
proposition for a large share of the population, land
reform may well not be an imperative. The impetus for
rural land reform depends in large measure on the
gquality and accessibility of alternarive economic
oppatcanities. To an unfortunate extent, some of the
urgency for land reform in deweloping countries woday
owes to the fact that these altermatives remain scarce,
The face is, it i probably nou in 4 country long-term
interest to have large numbers of widely dispersed rural
small-holders, not least because of the challenges of
providing rural dwellers with education and health
care, and ultimately inegrating them into the modern
economy. Moreover, in so far as land reform eneails a
‘return to the land, it is imporeant to note that what
constitutes a viable farming-based livelithood today may
be entively ditferent from what was viable in the [9th
or early 20th century.

I'his 15 not to suggest that land reform may not be
wrgent in the short-term, bul the expectations of o
must be assessed realistically. [ronically, v increasingly
appears  that the secial/political/psychological
imperatives behind land reform are more sohid than the
putely economic anes. The question then is, given the
imperative of land reform for these ends, what form
should 1 asswimne, mnd how much s the country willing
w pay for ie?
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