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This book is dedicated to all those who struggle for land that has
been promised, yet never delivered, to the hundreds of peasant
women and men who are assassinated every year for daring

to claim their right to land, and to the hundreds of indigenous
people who are murdered for defending their ancestral
territories.

Thanks to your struggle and sacrifice, a better world is possible.
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Foreword

Only two decades ago, land redistribution appeared to be dead, along with the
state-led model of industrialization that had motivated most agrarian reform
efforts. The structural adjustment programs of the 1980s once again focused
attention on external markets. In this context, land redistribution lost its pri-
mary economic rationale since enhancing rural incomes to support an expand-
ing internal market for the industrialization effort was no longer a priority.

The issue of the pressing need for land redistribution was resurrected in
the 1990s by two contending forces: the rural social movements contesting
their exclusion under neoliberalism, and the World Bank. Despite their
differences, they share a recognition of the centrality of the land question for
rural livelihoods.

The World Bank now associates the continued concentration of land in less-
developed countries with intractable rural poverty and, in a departure from its
previous analyses, also with the disappointingly low economic growth rates in
many regions. The solution is to put land into the hands of those who can work
it most productively, ostensibly small farmers. This should be done via the
market, it contends, which can distribute land more efficiently than the state
and with less conflict.

For the rural social movements that have joined together to form Via
Campesina (an international association of peasant, landless, indigenous, and
women’s organizations), the market, rather than being part of the solution, is
part of the problem. Increased reliance on market forces in the context of
neoliberal economic restructuring has led to the demise of peasant farming.
Under these conditions, market-led land reform is destined to fail. Market-led
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x  Foreword

land reform is also unjust, they argue, since it rewards those who in the past
have usurped and concentrated land.

Most of the essays in this volume—whose scope includes Africa, Asia, and
Latin America—demonstrate either the shortcomings of previous agrarian
reform efforts or the limited nature of market-led land reform in those coun-
tries where it has been implemented. The authors, most of whom are
researchers closely associated with the rural social movements, place power
relations center-stage in their analyses. They show that the limited agrarian
reform efforts of the past failed, not because of intrinsic problems of peasant
agriculture but because of the lack of political will among elites in the face of
entrenched resistance from the landlord class. Similarly, decentralizing land
distribution efforts to the local level, including the sale and purchase of land,
exacerbates the power differences between those who control land and those
who do not in favor of the former.

Several factors favor redistributionary agrarian reform in the current period.
Somewhat ironically, among them is hyper-urbanization. The lack of corre-
spondence between urbanization and industrialization has meant that in a num-
ber of the countries discussed in this volume, the majority of the poor now reside
in urban areas. High rates of urban under- and unemployment, and the atten-
dant crime and squalor, have made the cities increasingly unlivable. In this con-
text, a rural solution to urban problems has gained support among social move-
ments and some sectors of the urban middle class and the elite, particularly in
contexts where it is cheaper to redistribute land than to create urban jobs.

Another factor favoring redistributionary agrarian reform in the current
period is the pressing need for sustainable agricultural systems. The industrial
model of agriculture, based on the intense use of natural resources (particu-
larly water and hydrocarbons), while successful in the short run to generate
export revenues, is simply not sustainable on a global scale.

The most important factor, however, in placing redistributionary agrarian
reform back on the agenda has been the agency of peasants, rural workers, and
their organizations. The 199os brought a resurgence of rural organizing, par-
ticularly among sectors that had not been previously organized, such as rural
women, indigenous groups, and the landless. Moreover, these national organ-
izations are increasingly linked at the regional and global levels. Via
Campesina has taken a leading role in the World Social Forums, which have
been held annually since 2001, and in the case of Latin America, the hemi-
spheric-level Social Summits and anti-FTAA meetings.

The essays in this volume argue that redistributionary agrarian reform
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could be the pillar of an alternative model of development to neoliberalism,
one built on food sovereignty—~favoring national agriculture over imports—
and sustainable development—prioritizing small farmers over corporate
agriculture. They outline the main elements required for successful agrarian
reform efforts: they must be massive in scale, based on the intense mobiliza-
tion and participation by the landless, and comprehensive, which requires a
supportive state. As the rural social movements remind us, “Another World
Is Possible!” This volume is an important contribution to defining this vision.

Carmen Diana Deere
Director, Center for Latin American Studies
University of Florida






Preface: A History and Overview
of the Land Research Action Network

This book comes at a key moment in the history of the age-old struggle for
land. Agrarian reform is back at the center of the international debate over
rural development, after a long hiatus during which it was virtually a forbid-
den topic. Fair and equitable access to land and other resources like water,
forests, and biodiversity is perhaps the most fundamental prerequisite for the
kind of inclusive, broad-based development that would allow nations to pro-
vide all of their citizens with a decent standard of living and make possible
more ecologically sustainable management of natural resources. This book
proposes a model of development that focuses on the redistribution of land
through agrarian reform and through supportive policies for small farmers,
an alternative paradigm, that has been called “food sovereignty” by La Via
Campesina, the global alliance of peasant, family farm and landless peoples’
movements, and which is described on the final chapter of this volume.

In the immediate post—World War II period, there was a flurry of land
reform efforts across the Third World, some successful and some relatively
unsuccessful, for reasons addressed in this volume. Yet in the 1970s and
1980s, the topic of agrarian reform became taboo in official development cir-
cles—one would be labeled a communist or a dinosaur, stuck in the past, if
one raised agrarian reform as a serious option. But recently, a combination of
factors has put it squarely back at the center of the development debate.

The 1990s saw the coming of age of well-organized movements of landless
peasants and rural workers in much of the Third World. While the landless
have always engaged in sporadic invasions of property belonging to absentee
landlords, there has been a qualitative change in the cohesion, organization,
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and political savvy demonstrated by contemporary groups—the undisputed
leader of which is Brazil's Landless Workers’” Movement (Movimento dos
Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra [MST])—though very significant, organized
land occupations have also taken place in recent years in countries as diverse
as Indonesia, Paraguay, Zimbabwe, Honduras, Thailand, South Africa, and
Nicaragua, among others.

These organizations press for access to land for their landless or land-poor
members, and they increasingly speak with an international voice through La
Via Campesina, which also sponsors the Global Campaign for Agrarian
Reform (GCAR). GCAR seeks to build cooperation among landless move-
ments and to build support for them so they can bring effective pressure to
bear on governments and in international forums.

Landless movements have put the struggle for land reform back on the
agenda of national policy debates—often at tremendous cost in terms of arbi-
trary arrests and lives lost. At the opposite end of the spectrum, economists at
the World Bank have finally come to accept a key point that activists and social
scientists alike have been making for decades: after examining their own data
on countries around the world, World Bank economists have come to the con-
clusion that extremely inequitable access to productive resources, such as land,
is a major obstacle to economic development and even to economic growth.
The Bank itself has now placed its version of land reform at the center of the
policy packages it pushes on Third World governments.

While what the Bank calls land reform—essentially privatization, the pro-
motion of markets in land, and “market-led” mechanisms of access—is a far
cry from what La Via Campesina and other grassroots movements call for, this
change in Bank policy has had the salutary effect of making legitimate again
the call for land reform and the struggle over its definition. In fact, as high-
lighted in this book, we are witnessing a period of intense struggle over the
content of the “agrarian reform” that is back on the development agenda.
There are at least four general visions that define the key positions in this
debate. On the one hand, the Bank and other international agencies, as well
as governments, favor a market-based approach born of neoliberal thinking,
which is examined by the authors in part II of this volume; while grassroots
movements and progressive governments lean toward redistributive models
that involve expropriation, some of which are reviewed in part III. Other cru-
cially important viewpoints are those of indigenous peoples’ organizations,
which emphasize the importance of “territory” over “land,” as well as auton-
omy and self-determination; and a gender perspective that is highly critically
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of biases favoring men, both in current land tenure arrangements and in many
agrarian reform programs, while women often lack titles or other guarantees
of access to land. These perspectives are also examined in this volume.

This book represents the first harvest in the English language of the work
of the Land Research Action Network (LRAN). LRAN is an international work-
ing group of researchers, analysts, nongovernment organizations (NGOs), and
representatives of social movements. LRAN’s aim is to provide research and
analytical support to movements that are struggling for land, as part of the
Global Campaign for Agrarian Reform (GCAR). We offer this volume as an
informational and analytical tool to those movements, and to those re-
searchers, policy makers, activists, academics, analysts, students, and others
who are interested to learn more about issues of agrarian reform in the early
twenty-first century. In this book we begin with a historical perspective on
agrarian reform and land issues, using case studies of representative countries.
We then devote the bulk of the book to an examination of the different view-
points in the struggle to define agrarian reform, and to an evaluation of the
results to date of the policies and strategies that emerge from these contrast-
ing perspectives.

Financial support for much of the research presented in the volume and
for the publication of this book was provided by the Ford, C. S. Mott, and Pond
Foundations; by the Kaplan Fund; and by the Evangelischer Entwicklungs-
dienst (EED) of Germany. We are grateful for their support. We express spe-
cial thanks to the peasants and landless people of La Via Campesina and other
social movements for the constant inspiration that they give us.

Shalmali Guttal,
Focus on the Global South, Thailand

Maria Luisa Mendonga,
Social Network for Justice and Human Rights (Rede Social), Brazil

Peter Rosset,
Center for the Study of Rural Change in Mexico (CECCAM ), Mexico

Co-coordinators,
Land Research Action Network (LRAN)
www.landaction.org






PART ONE

Land and Agrarian Reform:
Historical Perspectives






INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW

The Resurgence of Agrarian Reform
in the Twenty-first Century

Michael Courville and Raj Patel

We have a real problem with land tenancy; land distribution—
mucho tierra en pocos manos (much land in few hands)—not
everyone has land and everyone needs some!

— Honduran small-scale farmer

Although more people now live in cities than in rural areas, a significant pro-
portion of the world’s poor still live in the countryside. For them, no less than
for their homeless counterparts in towns and cities, landlessness remains a
pervasive social problem. From the dawn of modern capitalism in sixteenth-
century Britain (Wood 2000) to contemporary land claims in Zimbabwe
(Moyo 2000; Moyo and Yeros 2005) land has been, and continues to be, at the
center of rural conflict.!

A constant theme in conflicts over land is control, both of the land itself and
of material resources and uses associated with it, such as water, wood, min-
erals, grazing and gathering. This control hinges on property rights. The abil-
ity to own and transfer possession of land through private property, in turn,
has invariably been predicated on other forms of economic, social, and cultural
power. At the same time, the development and concentration of private prop-
erty rights have typically been mechanisms for entrenching and consolidating
the power of some groups over others. Perhaps the starkest example of the
inequities propagated through the privatization of property is seen through the
lens of gender: while they produce the majority of the world’s food, for exam-
ple, women in the Global South? own only 1 percent of the land. The domi-
nance of the private property model has allowed landownership to become
increasingly concentrated along existing lines of power in the hands of fewer
and fewer people, usually men. Exceptions to this rule are hard won.

Private property ignores need in favor of the demands of rule and order. As
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4 LAND AND AGRARIAN REFORM: HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES

Wood notes (2000), the instantiation of such property rights has involved noth-
ing less than the birth of our modern capitalist world. The transformation of
the relationship that farmers, producers, and, indeed, landlords had with the
land, turning it into an entity that can be traded and mediated by the market,
changed the character of rural life forever. The expansion of land markets had
the effect of dislocating the peasantry economically, physically, and socially, first
in England and then, within an astonishingly short period of time, in the rest
of the world.

This pattern would be reproduced in the colonies, and indeed in post-
Independence America, where the independent small farmers who were
supposed to be the backbone of a free republic faced, from the beginning,
the stark choice of agrarian capitalism: at best, intense self-exploitation,
and at worst, dispossession and displacement by larger, more productive
enterprises. (Wood 2000)

The inequality resulting from this dislocation brought radical social change
across the world (Polanyi 1944; Williams 1994, 41-103). Thousands of peas-
ants and smallholders were pushed off the land toward new cities and towns.
Once there, they became integrated into a new set of social relations that no
longer depended upon a primary relationship to the land (Brown 1988, 28—
31). During the early colonial period in the United States, in a nation that had
little actual peasantry? and that championed free market liberalism, the swift
and uneven concentration of land was widely thought to foment social unrest.
Led by Thomas Paine, a demand for “agrarian justice” was advanced, calling
for an equal distribution of land or for just compensation to small farmers, to
avoid the ill effects observed during England’s feverish land grab of the eigh-
teenth century (Paine 1925). This call for justice fell on deaf ears as the United
States moved toward industrial expansion and did not look back.

The increased concentration into fewer hands of agricultural land around the
world continues to this day, with little regard for the overwhelming evidence of
the landlessness* and inequality it has caused (Herring 2000; Thiesenhusen
1995, 159—62; Umehara and Bautista 2004, 3—18). The extent of this concen-
tration of control undoubtedly would be more severe were it not for persistent
and ongoing resistance, with new agrarian struggles commanding the attention
of millions worldwide. The struggles of the landless in Africa, Asia, and Latin
America have brought a renewed demand for agrarian and land reform around
the world. This book provides an overview of these struggles, the issues and
policies they confront, and the links that bind them together.
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The Shifting Demands for Agrarian Change

Early nineteenth-century land tenure reforms were often taken up, particularly
in Latin America, by fledgling states as they struggled to break free from their
colonial past. More often than not, the catalyst for land tenure reform and early
agrarian change during this era was the liberation of a new merchant class and
the emancipation of national elites from the vestiges of colonial power and reli-
gious rule. The consideration of the small farmer rarely, if ever, figured into
this burgeoning expansion of colonial relations. The importance of the small
farmer, however, would come to the fore as national development projects of
the late nineteenth century began to confront the obstacle posed by feudal land
relations.

The agrarian question of the late nineteenth century pivoted on the role of
the small-farm sector and the pace of capitalism’s movement into agricultural
production. By the early twentieth century, a now-classic debate emerged in the
Soviet Union, between those who championed the inevitability of large-farm
dominance and efficiency, as argued by Karl Kautsky (1988, reprint), and the
family farm economy as a viable alternative path to development, championed
by Alexander Chayanov (1966). The former positioned the small farmer as
transitory, a shrinking class in the transition to capitalist development in the
countryside. The latter viewed the small producer as a central actor in the eco-
nomic activity of the countryside, destined to maintain an integral position
within the rural class structure. Kautsky’s analysis and argument for a more
efficient, modernized agricultural sector helped move the peasantry off the
land and toward industrialized cities. The Kautskian view of agrarian change
shared much of the optimism found in classic theories of industrialization and
capitalist transition at the turn of the twentieth century; it was a vision that cap-
tured the imaginations of most world leaders struggling for independence, and
it shaped the policies of revolutionary nations aiming for rapid, large-scale con-
version of the agricultural sector. The small-farm path to development was,
conversely, often viewed as reactionary, anachronistic, and romantic.

Twentieth-century industrial production biases directed the practice of
most national rural development schemes toward input-intensive, monocul-
tural production that, crucially, required large contiguous areas of land in order
to be successful. Sowing the seeds of a new “national agriculture” along these
lines, governments turned away from the rural poor, who had their own vision
for agrarian change. The Chayanovian view of a different rural vision, based
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on family farms and peasant cooperatives, has its echoes today in peasant
movement struggles for agrarian reform (see the conclusion in this volume).

The national reorganization of the countryside in favor of industrial agri-
culture was made possible, paradoxically, by struggles for national liberation,
which drew heavily on ideas of land being for the people. From the end of the
Second World War until the fall of the Berlin Wall, efforts for independence
from colonialization were suffused with the rhetoric of democracy, equality,
and rights, while they bore differing visions of land and agrarian reform for
national change. The extent to which this rhetoric matched reality depended
on a complex amalgam of domestic and international circumstances and
choices, with highly variable outcomes in different countries (as we detail
below). With the end of the Cold War, however, the debate over land redistri-
bution has narrowed dramatically. Formerly a central point in a program of
postcolonial independence, agrarian and land reform programs are now
framed by considerations of equity and production efficiency arbitrated by the
World Bank, with the full support of international finance institutions and
their network of local elites.

This shift in focus differs dramatically from the original understanding of
agrarian reform as a means to a range of outcomes including dignity, justice,
and sovereignty, and as a platform in a broader process of national enfran-
chisement and democracy. Today, it is possible to see a convergence of agrar-
ian policies in different countries, shaped by each nation’s domestic political
considerations but tending toward a common set of features: property, scale,
technology, and the market. This is the neoliberalization of agrarian policy—
a process that has its analogues across a range of other domains, from trade
to the role of the state (Magdoff, Foster, and Buttel 2000).

Neoliberal agrarian reforms diagnose, and prescribe policies for, rural
areas in ways that differ significantly from the national liberation projects of
the twentieth century. Through this analytical paradigm shift, the policies to
which the term “land reform” refers have altered beyond recognition from
their mid—twentieth century counterparts. Most centrally, redistributive state-
led agrarian reform is unthinkable within this new paradigm. Instead, policy
discussions now highlight considerations of efficiency, making issues of
equality and distributive justice secondary, if they are considered at all. Many
of the most prominent and recent arguments for and against land reform
since the Cold War have come to pivot on economic questions (de Janvry and
Sadoulet 1989; de Janvry et al. eds. 2001; Kay 2002a; Deininger et al. 2003;
Griffin, Khan, and Ickowitz 2002). Along the way, an interest in small farmer
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efficiency has reemerged as a legitimate debate and policy concern. Many World
Bank development economists have come around to the view that the redistri-
bution of land to small farmers would lead to greater overall productivity and eco-
nomic dynamism (Deininger 1999; Binswanger, Deininger, and Feder 1995), a
view long since arrived at by others (see Barret 1993; Berry and Cline 1979;
Cornia 198s; Ellis 1993; Feder 198s5; Lappé et al. 1998; Prosterman and Riedinger
1987; Rosset 1999; Sobhan 1993; Tomich, Kilby, and Johnston 1995).

It is a measure of the success of this neoliberal reframing of policy that even
those scholars and policy makers who side with arguments for redistributive
land reform find themselves doing so on terms of economic growth—as
increased Gross Domestic Product (GDP)—and not on terms of justice, food
sovereignty,® equality, or rural transformation. Nonetheless, it is useful to see,
for example, as Griffin, Khan, and Ickowitz (2002) have demonstrated, using
what they term a “heterodox economic framework” (though see Byres 2004a,
b), that without a redistribution of land in the Global South, economic growth
will continue to evade the best efforts at top-down development, and the chasm
between poverty and wealth will continue to deepen. Griffin, Khan, and
Ickowitz (2004, 362—063) offer a theoretical model that allows for considera-
tion of the political dimensions of resource distribution—land in this case—
by considering the socially sanctioned dimensions of property law and the
ways in which property rights change over time.

When and how property is defined and regulated reflects the struggle for
power in any given place and is subject to change usually in alignment with
the needs of large property owners and the goals of the state (Kerkvliet and
Selden 1998, 50-53). The case of Guatemala is helpful for illustrating this
process (see chapter 1 in this volume). The definition of public lands, or
economiendas, in colonial Guatemala was sufficient to maintain the colonial
lords’ power and access to land, but it stood in the way of the desires of the new
merchant class upon independence. Land law was reconfigured to facilitate
land seizure from the Church and taxes were brought upon the old latifundistas
who left so much land idle (Scofield 1990, 161-65; Williams 1994, 58—60).
Agrarian reform can be and has always been a political as well as an economic
demand, and it is the political aspect of redistributive reform—who calls for
the reforms and on what terms—that has been so caustic throughout the
twentieth century, and even more so in the beginning of the twenty-first cen-
tury. While it has become somewhat less controversial to call for land reform
on economic grounds (as Griffin, Khan, and Ickowitz [2002] have done), eco-
nomically based arguments for land alone will not be sufficient to change the
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structured inequalities of the rural sector. As the logic of neoliberalism con-
tinues to unfold across the globe, a suffocating economisme® continues to choke
off any demands for increased resource equality (Amin 2004).

The rise of neoliberalism has come to be associated with an antiauthori-
tarianism that exacerbates the decline of an already weakened state and a con-
comitant promise of “democratization.” Many liberal scholars, citizens, and
activists currently celebrate the opportunity they see for marginalized groups
to now mobilize, and for civil society, more generally, to flourish. The declin-
ing ability of the state to regulate and direct a domestic development project
has, to some eyes, created this welcome opportunity for resistance and grass-
roots empowerment. Yet, most grassroots movements find themselves strug-
gling to be effective political forces in an age of free-market politics in which
access to the state is now mediated by direct economic power.

While it is true that the marginalized are increasingly allowed to make
demands and to organize within civil society, the reconfigured neoliberal state
stops them short of bringing their demands to fruition through government.
Through a combination of decentralization and an increased privatization of
public services, the state comes to function as an organizational tool for mar-
ket expansion, and less a vehicle for representative democracy or resource dis-
tribution. Thus neoliberal populism creates a force that empowers people to
act without ever providing any actual mechanism to help movements realize
their goals: it has led to an era of both more political voices and increasing state
quiescence (Petras and Veltmeyer 2003; Teichman 1995). This reorganization
of the state thus forces any current demand for agrarian reform firmly within
the parameters of a depoliticized (market-oriented) project. In this way, an
emphasis on land reform alone as a means to boost agricultural productivity
avoids addressing the other dimensions of power and historical inequity that
in the current agenda have marginalized both the rural sector and the rural
poor. Similarly, a populist struggle for land that does not take into considera-
tion power, social rights, and the historical struggle of small farmers” and the
landless could quickly become part of the neoliberal project and lead to
increased political exclusiveness.

A Call for Agrarian Reform from Below:
The Small Farmer and the Landless

In many nations rural dwellers still rely on the land to grow their own food and
to provide sustenance for their families (Ghimire 2001b, 17-18). Land in rural
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communities is the central component ensuring the well-being and longevity
of families, much as Chayanov saw it. In this context land is not a commodity,
it is a source of life and society. Yet this foundation of life for the world’s poor-
est is systematically denied to them. The exclusion from this life-giving resource
is what drives the call for land and agrarian reform from below. Basic statistics
on landholding and farm size from around the world can help to underscore
this point. In Honduras, for example, the rural population was 64 percent in
2002. A 2003 agricultural census calculated that 2.4 million hectares, or 62 per-
cent of the nation’s agricultural land, were under the ownership of the largest
farmers (those with 50 or more hectares), yet these farms made up only 10 per-
cent of the total number of farms (Courville 2005, 62—63). The total land-
holding of the smallest farmers (those with less than 5 hectares) accounted for
a little more than 3.5 thousand hectares, or 9 percent of the total farmland in
the nation. It is the smallest farmers, however, who account for over 772 percent
of the total farms in the nation (Courville 2005, 62—63). The most recent data
also show a 28 percent increase in landholding concentration for the largest
farmers since the implementation of neoliberal reforms, while the smallest
farmers faced a 4 percent decline in overall landholding area.?

This is by no means a Latin American phenomenon. Uneven land con-
centration has created persistent landlessness in the Philippines. Population
statistics from 2000 show that 48 percent of the Philippine population live in
rural areas and that three-quarters of the rural poor depend on farming and
agriculture for their livelihood (Balisacan 2002; Economist Intelligence Unit
[EIU] 2004, 16). Yet at the same time, official estimates during the preceding
decade report that between 58 and 65 percent of all agricultural workers were
considered to be landless at any given time (Riedinger 1990, 17-18).
Landholding in the Philippines has favored the largest landholders, who are
often linked to positions of political power and prominence, as in the case of
former president (1986-1992) Corazon Aquino. Aquino’s administration
endorsed land reform policy during her presidential tenure, but it effectively
avoided major confiscations that would have dismantled the largest land-
holdings, including her own family’s 6,000-hectare estate (de Guzman,
Garrido, and Manahan 2004). The 2002 Philippine agricultural census found
that while the total number of farms since the 1991 census had increased by
4.6 percent, the average landholding of small farmers fell from 2.5 to 2
hectares. The limited data on land tenure makes this change hard to interpret,
but the ineffectiveness of past reforms and the questionable actions of past
administrations suggest a continued trend toward the erosion of small-farm
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landholdings. This, in part, has mobilized small farmers across the nation to
call for agrarian reform that is more transparent and that is designed not by
the landed and political elites, but by those who seek land for subsistence
(Borras 2003a; Llanto and Ballesteros 2003, 3—75).

The trend of land concentration and exclusion has also shaped the fate of
small producers and indigenous people in Africa. Take, for instance, the case
of Tanzania, which struggled to escape a colonial legacy of large coffee farms
and plantation agriculture established under German and English rule. In the
late 1960s, shortly after independence, the Tanzanian government removed
the Masai people from their ancestral territory in an effort to collectivize agri-
culture, dismantle colonial land-tenure patterns, and abolish plantation agri-
culture (Hyden 1980). The reform relied on the invocation of a fictive Masai
collectivity, which was supposed to provide the necessary dynamism for
socialized village agriculture. The reform effort failed in large part. A decline
in agricultural production followed. This brought increased private investment
and a voracious land grab from foreign developers that continued to keep the
Masai from their ancestral lands (Williams 1996, 218). Forty years after
Tanzanian independence, food security is still elusive, and the country’s agri-
cultural export production remains under the control of foreign investors
(Mihayo 2003; Ponte 2004, 622—25; Skarstein 2005, 334). Furthermore, 48
percent of Tanzania has been designated as wildlife preserve, even though as
recently as 2001, 63 percent of the population still relied on agriculture and
fishing for subsistence (Economist Intelligence Unit 2004, 15). The land
squeeze has increased the number of Masai employed in the newly established
safari tourist industry, which continues to funnel the lion’s share of GDP into
foreign pockets (ole Ndaskoi 2003a, 2003b). Many landless Masai struggle to
survive, earning meager wages while trying to maintain some of their tradi-
tional hunting and gathering rights on state lands, to feed themselves and their
families (ole Ndaskoi 2003a).

How such uneven land concentration arises—whether in Honduras, the
Philippines, or Tanzania—is no mystery. Though varied, the agents that
account for these examples of uneven land concentration are invariably acting
within a broad macroeconomic climate that privileges large-scale industry.
Modern production schemes such as logging, dam construction, tourism,
large-scale agricultural export, and cattle ranching are hungry for land, and
their land consumption pushes rural communities to the margins in almost
every case (Williams 1986). Rather than being protected by the state, small
farmers, indigenous communities, and peasants have been forced by govern-
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ments, under the banner of “broad-based rural development,” to work within
the demands of the market. The agricultural modernization championed by
governments and other global elites does not necessarily lead to new oppor-
tunities for rural people, who are, if they were not already, marginal to the
increased GDP of national development (Bryceson 2001; Carter and Barham
1996; Kay 1997). International financing of the agricultural sector builds a very
uneven playing field that is tilted against small producers, and the net eco-
nomic gains of world competition invariably involve vast gain for a few and
devastating loss for many.

Though part of a profoundly political project, neoliberal land policy tries to
smother its own politics, couching its interventions as purely “technical” or
expedient (Ferguson 1990). Through this “technicalized” policy, small pro-
ducers and the rural poor around the world continue to be squeezed out of
national development schemes. The landless have, however, fought back.
Indeed, despite efforts to depoliticize the claims of landless people for agrar-
ian reform, there is ample evidence that the failure of the neoliberal project is
what has fueled the repoliticization of the very people it has excluded (Patel
2000). They have fought back not by adopting the language of technical
efficiency or expediency, but by means of political struggle, direct action, or
strategic linkages with international support systems or nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs).

Demonstrating that neoliberalism will fail in theory is one thing; showing
how it fails in fact is quite another. Listening to the experiences of those who
have endured the onslaught of modern agrarian reform policies, not only do
we see the theoretical deficiencies of the agrarian reform program, we learn
how this program, at best, willfully ignores existing power relations, thus com-
pounding them and exacerbating the inequalities that result. This is important
because, although the attempt to paper over historical inequalities has been
successful —to the extent that a range of government policies in the Global
South are premised on their irrelevance—the on-the-ground experience of
power persists and, with it, the possibility of other approaches to agrarian pol-
itics. At the time this book goes to press, for example, the South African gov-
ernment has taken a stern line in opposing any further expansion of its land

¢

program on the grounds that such a move would endanger “investor
confidence.” Yet even within the ruling African National Congress (ANC),
many grassroots party members remain convinced of the necessity for broader
powers of land confiscation and of their wider implementation. Still, the belief

that land reform should happen within a paradigm of “willing buyer—willing
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seller” is pervasive within most development circles. Indeed, South Africa is
one of many “success stories” that the World Bank has attempted to spin in
the Global South, with the explicit aim of furthering its policies. In this book,
we consider these policy experiments and their failings—the Bank’s “success”
stories are demonstrably inefficient, failing on the Bank’s own terms (see chap-
ter 5 in this volume). But the issue of the success or failure of a land reform
policy is even subtler than just World Bank policy failure, and has to do with
the fact that the terms for understanding land reform success and failure have
shifted over the last few decades.

There are currently at least two competing frameworks for establishing “suc-
cess” in agrarian reform. The first, rooted in the World Bank, sees efficiency and
effectiveness® as the defining characteristics of successful land reform. This
framework holds much of the politics, and the allocation of resources having
to do with agriculture, as a constant. Over the past decade, during which land
reform has existed under these parameters, this mode of agrarian reform has
established itself as, at best, a palliative approach, maintaining the status quo
while tinkering on the margins in order to address the most prominent and
acute symptoms of rural dispossession. Before the (as yet incomplete) capture
of policy options by neoliberalism, land reform was, to a greater or lesser extent,
part of a broader series of interventions in agrarian and national reform proj-
ects, encompassing considerations of nationhood, identity, employment, his-
tory, the Cold War, decolonization, and the provision of food. In these circum-
stances, metrics of success were far more ambiguous and varied.

A second contemporary framework for posing “the land question” is
offered by La Via Campesina, the international peasant movement,'® whose
framework is inherently plural. It demands a democratic process in which a
range of people not only “participate,” that is, play a central role in setting the
agenda, but also shape and dictate the contours of agrarian policy (Patel 2000).
The terms of reference for this kind of land reform are not written in
Washington, but in the fields—and defining its success or failure is in itself
a democratic project, informed by a history of struggle. Successful land
reform, under this rubric, depends on the political and historical context at the
time reform is implemented, but it invariably involves a mass democratic
engagement and will result in systemic, widespread redistribution, requiring
a deep commitment from the state. In most cases, though not all, the poorest
need the state to protect them, to fund their projects, and to engage in the rad-
ical redistribution that will ensure that the reform involves more than simply
a cosmetic change. Successful land reform will be, in a word, political. The
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emphasis on the political is important to bear in mind, when contrasting it
with the current crop of supposed Bank successes.

Land and Agrarian Reform after World War 11

A first step toward understanding the neoliberalization of agrarian reform and
the World Bank model is to look more closely at the historical variance of agrar-
ian reforms worldwide since World War II. This period (1945-2000) covers
the process of decolonization and a reconfiguration of the international trad-
ing system. This reconfiguration (Friedmann 1982) had the effect, after their
nominal independence, of leaving many nations in the Global South shackled
to their preindependence economic roles as producers of agricultural exports
and natural resources for their former colonizers. The entrenchment of colo-
nial economic relations, within the emerging nation-states of the then-
designated “third world,” was a design feature of the postwar settlement
(Hobsbawm 1994). Toward the end of the Second World War, the Allied pow-
ers held a landmark conference at Bretton Woods in New Hampshire, at which
the architecture for many of today’s international financial institutions was laid
out. The web of world markets became more binding through these organi-
zations as lending and credit became new carrots for shaping the development
policies of the emergent nations, and these nations assumed mostly depend-
ent positions within this nexus.

A major outcome of this conference was the establishment and develop-
ment of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank (WB).
These international financial institutions were developed by the victors of the
war in an attempt to maintain international economic stability. In many
ways, these institutions have worked to shape the function of land within
developing nations, and they have a longstanding relationship to national
banking systems that have continued to finance large-scale agricultural mod-
ernization and expansion in the Global South (Bello 1994). Indeed, it is pos-
sible to view the considerable resources—political and military, as well as
financial—invested in these institutions’ success as a sign of the threat posed
by agrarian reform to the core nations after World War II. To understand this
situation, it is essential to explore how the meaning of land reform has
changed through the latter half of the twentieth century up to now. A brieflook
at a few nations from the Global South will help illustrate the variance in the
conceptualization of land reform.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, four nations had already engaged
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in varying degrees of land reform efforts as part of their plans for indepen-
dence, national development, and change. As early as 1910 Mexico, China,
Guatemala, and the former Soviet Union all made direct efforts to alter the
relationship between land and peasantry. Different assumptions about the role
of the peasantry in these four nations became the impetus for the redistribu-
tion of land and the reorganization of relationships in the agricultural sector
(Enriquez 2003, 2004; Kerkvliet and Selden 1998; Lewin 1968; Thiesenhusen
1995). These early efforts ranged from the peasant revolution—driven land
reforms in China and the rather more anti-peasant transformations of the
Soviet Union, to the reorganization of export agriculture coupled with the rise
of popular struggle in Guatemala!! and the radical agrarian struggle of Mexico.
Each of these nations successfully moved land into the hands of the landless,
but that alone did not correct persistent, uneven distribution of wealth and
power in the countryside.

In the case of Mexico, peasants have fought and struggled for land both
before and after the implementation of larger revolutionary movements for
independence. The hacienda system was weakened through the revolutionary
transitions, and land was redistributed to campesinos, but securing social
equality for campesinos has been an ongoing and increasingly frustrated proj-
ect (Henriques and Patel 2003; Thiesenhusen 1995, 29—49). In the Soviet
Union, peasants reluctantly participated in land reform efforts, and in most
instances faced violence, murder, and increased rural conflict throughout the
process (Lewin 1968, 107—31). Land tenure in the Soviet Union was mostly
reshaped through efforts at collectivization and the establishment of large state
farms, changes driven primarily not by the needs of rural producers, but by
urban demands for cheap food, a Kautskian view of the peasantry, and an inac-
curate analysis of rural society by party elites.'? In China, by contrast, the needs
of rural populations were foremost, and many of the beneficiaries of land
reform participated in the revolutionary transformation of power relations in
rural areas (Hinton 1990).

On the other end of the distributive continuum is the case of Guatemala.
Early colonial relationships to export markets brought about some limited,
but notable, land tenure reforms prior to the twentieth century (Williams
1994, 61-69). This early demand for land tenure reform emerged in
response to the conflicting interests of indigenous communities, political
elites, and large-scale domestic coffee producers. The latter saw some
benefit in extending the small producers’ tenure—allowing them to grow
food for their own consumption, thusrequiring less income to sustain their
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families—while maintaining reliance on seasonal peasant labor at very low
wages on large coffee haciendas. It wasn't until the period from 1944 to 1952,
however, that the nation pursued an official program of land and agrarian
reform. With this formal state commitment to agrarian reform came much
social upheaval that, on first glance, would suggest a redistributive success—
a case of increased smallholder beneficiaries and the reorganization of rural
social relations. Yet, despite the upheaval and international attention brought
about by these official efforts at reform, the impact of the land redistribu-
tion that occurred during the period was quickly reversed. (see chapter 1 this
volume)

This brief consideration of the four countries that saw significant land
reform before World War II point to the implications of the larger structural
(i-e., political, economic, historical) dimensions of agrarian change. These
cases also helped to stamp in the minds of policy elites elsewhere the very real
possibility of radical land reform implementation through violence, carried out
perhaps by those most oppressed under current regimes. Following the inter-
ruption of World War II, these examples informed the thinking of those on
both sides of the Cold War. Communism, or the Cold War fear of its expansion,
fueled a number of post—World War II land reform efforts promoted by the
United States and its allies to deter unwieldy revolutions from below. And
behind these ideologically charged efforts remained the questions—summed
up in the refrain with which we began the chapter—of who controls the land,
who is entitled to use it, and for what ends. It would be an exaggeration to say
that land reform shaped the Cold War, but it is useful to see the struggle for
land as part of a broader struggle over the meaning of and limits to property.
While the contours of power and the mechanisms through which land reform
was effected shaped the ultimate success or failure of land reform efforts in
every country experiencing such reforms after World War II, the question of
property burned at the heart of agrarian reform.

With the above framework in mind, a team of researchers? from the Land
Research Action Network (LRAN) compared historical data on formal land
reform efforts!* in twenty countries since World War II (see figure 1)." Though
varied, the impetus for land redistribution in these nations often reflected
significant efforts to address economic stagnation, to acquire independence,
to build political solidarity, and/or to “develop” national agricultural export pro-
duction. Figure 1 lists the twenty countries chronologically by date of land
reform implementation and by period of comparison.'® From these historical
experiences, the authors identified four distinct categories of land reform
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implementation: Cold War proxy, endogenous social revolution, postwar allied
consolidation, and endogenous political compromise.

Group 1: Cold War Proxies (Cases: El Salvador, Honduras, Philippines, South
Vietnam). Reforms in these countries were pursued in the effort to quell
peasant unrest, stave off larger revolutionary action, and/or comply with the
US and/or Eastern Bloc foreign and economic policies. Formal land reform
polices were a mix of expropriation and redistribution of public lands.

Group 2: Endogenous Social Revolution (Cases: China, Cuba, Mexico, North
Vietnam, former Soviet Union, Kerala state [India]). These reforms emerged
in response to social pressures and revolutionary platforms or national strug-
gles for independence. In these cases land reform was implemented along
with more comprehensive agrarian reforms aiming to address longstanding
inequalities regarding access to land and to reduce persistent rural poverty.
Here the state played an active role in instituting and carrying out reform
policies. Large amounts of land were expropriated from large landholders
and redistributed to landless beneficiaries.

Group 3: Postwar Allied Consolidation (Cases: South Korea, Japan, Taiwan,
Germany). These land reforms were carried out in concert with industrial
expansion and other economic reforms by the state, with the support of the
major post—World War II political players, and aimed to avoid persistent
inequality in land tenure before engaging in industrial expansion. Land was
expropriated from large landholders and redistributed to landless beneficia-
ries by fiat.

Group 4: Endogenous Political Compromise (Cases: Brazil, Guatemala, India,
South Africa, Zimbabwe). These reforms emerged largely in response to a
combination of pressures exerted by large social movements, landless organ-
izing and government policy making that aimed to meet new demands of
export-oriented agricultural production. Limited amounts of land were
expropriated from large landholders and redistributed to a limited number
of landless beneficiaries.

While these typologies are not hard and fast—many countries fell simulta-
neously under the categories of Cold War proxies and post—World War II allied
consolidation efforts in the attempt to build bulwarks against communism—
they reveal that among the most sweeping land reforms (i.e., swift, state-
backed reforms, involving a large number of families and leaving little quar-



The Resurgence of Agrarian Reform in the Twenty-first Century 17

FIGURE 1 Periods of land reform in select countries, 1945-2004

Reform periods Country

1945—2004! . Mexico

1945-19897?  I—— Russia™*
1945-2004>% I Guatemala
1945-1970%  I— China
1945-1955 ~  —— Japan
1945-1990 I Germany
1945-1953 L Taiwan

South Korea
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North Vietnam
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Chile

1948-1974 I
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1962-1992 | Honduras
1969—2004* - Brazil
|
|
|
|
|
|

1970-1973 South Vietnam

1975—2004% Thailand

1980-2004* Zimbabwe
1980-2004%* El Salvador
1988-2004* Philippines

19093-2004* South Africa

*ongoing
**former Soviet Union

! (1917); * (1923); * (1944); * (1910).

ter for existing elites) were those preemptively imposed by capitalists—
notably under the postwar allied consolidation category. A measure of the suc-
cess of these land reforms has been the extent to which all the countries that
experienced them have developed strong and robust internationally linked
economies (though only after a prolonged period of growth fueled by domes-
tic industrial protection) (Hart 2002). A little less robust have been the com-
promises forged through endogenous social revolution, and more fissiparous
still have been the settlements agreed through endogenous political compro-
mise, with the most extreme cases of land injustice residing in those states that
were Cold War battle grounds. Yet the Cold War affected all land reforms,
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whether directly, through endogenous struggles between capitalism and com-
munism, or by the perceived threat of communism in “frontline states.”

The end of the Cold War heralded at least the temporary end of the possi-
bility of radical land reform programs. While it was inconceivable that land
could be redistributed through a willing buyer—willing seller approach at the
beginning of the Cold War, by the Cold War’s end it was inconceivable that it
could be done any other way. By the early 19770s land reform policy making had
already began to shift to a “one-size-fits-all” market-assisted land reform
(MALR) imposed by the IMF, the United States Agency for International
Development (USAID), and the World Bank. A general shift from the state-
led agrarian reforms of the earlier part of the century to a demand-driven,
MALR process ensued (Borras, chapter 5 in this volume; Kay 2002a). The pro-
ponents of this kind of reform claimed that the state-led reforms failed to dis-
tribute land adequately to the landless and resulted, for the most part, in a dis-
tortion of land markets, and they argued that this prevented efficient producers
from acquiring land and encouraged inefficient farmers to continue farming.
Borras (chapter 5) provides an exemplary treatment of the substance of these
arguments. The issue of whether or not there was any truth to these argu-
ments was almost irrelevant to their reception. As Kelsey (1995) notes in a
different context, a great part of the successful adoption of the neoliberal
regime comes through its ability to claim that “there is no alternative.” In
many instances, it certainly feels as if there is none. Under neoliberal agrar-
ian reform, there has been a concerted effort to disparage people living in rural
areas, de-skill farmers, and demobilize their organizations to remove the pos-
sibility of an alternative. Yet the alternative persists.

The tragedy of neoliberal land policy, as each of the chapters in this book
shows, is that it prevents successful land reform—reform that lifts people out
of poverty, increases levels of resource equality, raises living standards, ensures
the subsistence of the rural dweller, and, in some cases, even increases agri-
cultural export production (de Janvry and Sadoulet 1989; Herring 2000;
Sobhan 1993). Successful land reform can also result in the improved envi-
ronmental protection of land when stewardship is granted to those who depend
directly on the land for their own well-being and survival (Holt-Giménez 2002;
Ghimire 2001b). Land reform programs, however, are necessary but not
sufficient to accomplish these goals. They require integration into a broader
strategy for rural development that also considers the landless and the small
producer as the focus of several coordinated efforts (Patel 2003).

The promarket argument fails to acknowledge not only the noncommod-
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ity nature of food production, but also the falsity of the assumption that ris-
ing GDP inevitably leads to decreased poverty for rural dwellers. Conceptual-
izing agriculture as a commodity-oriented system of production, the World
Bank’s MALR models and the neoliberal economic models that spawned it
avoid any direct consideration of the relationship between the land and the
majority of the world’s poor.

About the Cases in Part |

The first part of this book consists of four case studies representing nations
from each region in which LRAN has focused its efforts. Guatemala,
Zimbabwe, South Africa, and India serve as exemplars of reform efforts cat-
egorized as endogenous political compromise in group 4, above. Regardless
of the specifics in each case, all four countries have experienced one or more
historical periods of land reform that fell short of the hopes and demands of
the most resource-poor agents in each nation. These shortcomings are not sur-
prising, of course, given that compromise was required for the implementa-
tion of any land reform policy at all. As such, compromise is one of the few
attributes common to all these national cases. The African cases share some
regional similarities as well, but even with the regional overlap there is quite
a bit of variance among these countries. Yet, despite the national differences
described by each of the authors of these four studies, all four nations have
strangely found themselves facing similar policy options at the turn of the
twenty-first century.

It is this common point of arrival that leads these four authors to take stock
and raise important research and policy questions with regard to the homog-
enized land and agrarian reform policy being imposed upon their nations.
Through brief historical review, demographic comparison, and general policy
analysis, the four cases in this section begin to highlight failures and problems
associated with the received neoliberal model that has unfolded before them.
The remainder of the book will explore in more depth and with greater analy-
sis the themes, criticisms, and alternatives introduced throughout part I. A
brief overview of each chapter in part I will help to direct the reader toward
some of the more salient challenges now facing these nations, on their path
toward implementing a land reform that will more directly benefit the land-
less and resource poor.

The first chapter, by Wittman and Saldivar-Tanaka, focuses on the long, con-
tradictory agrarian reform policies of Guatemala. The Guatemala case high-
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lights the changing role of the state with regard to the land question in gen-
eral, and the implementation of agrarian reform policy, in particular. The state
played a crucial role in shaping land policy both before and after the World War
IT era, while it has also implemented formal policies of repression—enlisting
military force when necessary—to stop any demands that have threatened the
power of landed elites tied to export production. The history of agrarian
reform in Guatemala is a violent one. Past and present efforts at agrarian
change have been accompanied by much hardship and loss throughout the
countryside. The authors delve into the outcomes of earlier attempts at land
reform and find them mostly hollow. A brief review of landholding shows that
the beneficiaries of past efforts have largely been those who sought compro-
mise, via the state, with landless peasants and indigenous peoples: the landed
elite and agribusiness holders. Wittman and Saldivar-Tanaka emphasize the
limitations of these earlier gains and briefly explore the ways that peace and
human rights movements in the 199os began to impact the breadth and depth
of popular political participation. The role of the 1996 peace accords is con-
sidered in this chapter, as is the ongoing impact of a century of agricultural
export on the nation’s land tenure system. Finally, the author highlights the
ways in which political and landed elites—often one and the same—continue
to use the rhetoric of land reform to appease foreign interests, both political
and economic, as new land market conversions have become the emphasis of
state policy.

In chapter 2 Tom Lebert chronicles the Zimbabwe case, one of the most
recent cases of high-profile land seizure. Lebert provides a brief historical
sketch of the ways colonial rule and the issue of race have shaped a struggle
for land that is tied to the need for both productive resources and political
power. The relationship of Africa to its former colonial powers (Britain in this
case) has not dissolved easily. The Zimbabwe case points to the significant
ways in which legislation and legal codes play a part in determining who is
considered landless at any point in history, and, further, who is deserving of
land and full land tenure at any time. Zimbabwe poses critical questions about
race and power that are often overlooked in general discussions of economic
or technical reform programs. Lebert’s contribution to this section provides
some new vantage points from which to reassess the struggle for land and
agrarian reform in that nation and across Africa more generally, even as the
situation deteriorates for an increasing numbers of Zimbabweans."”

Positing an interesting regional comparison, South Africa is considered in
chapter 3. Though close to Zimbabwe geographically, it shares a quite different
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historical and post-colonial relationship. Wellington Thwala’s consideration of
South Africa examines the legacy of apartheid on the nation through codified
legal mandates, which used categories of race to determine definitions of prop-
erty, citizenship, and personhood. Thwala argues that this practice has left an
indelible mark on the agrarian question in South Africa, and he discusses how
the legacy of racialized land policy persists well into the twenty-first century
under new World Bank—directed reform programs.

Increasingly, the political landscape of South Africa is being shaped by an
ongoing struggle between rural and urban dwellers for land and resource allo-
cation. This demographic split between urban and rural dwellers in South
Africa has presented new dilemmas for political organizing around questions
of land distribution. Shifts toward industrial expansion, increased direct for-
eign investment in agriculture, and national policies of modernization have
further marginalized the rural sector, with poverty rates in rural areas sys-
tematically higher, and human development indicators systematically lower,
than in urban areas (United Nations Development Programme 2003). This
gap between the needs of rural dwellers and the dictates of an urban policy bias
is considered with relation to both national land redistribution policies and
recent land market conversion efforts in South Africa. Thwala closes the chap-
ter by exploring alternatives to the World Bank’s national agenda, calling for
a “people-centered land reform” and discussing the necessary components of
a successful alternative to land privatization in South Africa.

The case of India, Manpreet Sethi explains, is a history of broken promises
and of encroachment on many resources fundamental to farming communi-
ties and ecological preservation: water, forests, and common property. India is
the only case that offers a compelling regional example of expropriative land
reform within a larger comprehensive national reform policy. The Kerala state
reforms would easily fit in group 2 (endogenous social revolution), as landless
farmers and poor rural dwellers in that region persisted in their efforts to elect
a socialist government in their state and then to press for agrarian reform. Yet
most Indian states have not seen large-scale, comprehensive agrarian reforms
that have benefited large numbers of landless dwellers. In this way, India
serves as a persuasive example of why land reform alone, without a compre-
hensive agrarian reform project, can quickly become part of the popular
neoliberal project to accommodate market expansion under the guise of
poverty reduction, which use the poor as justification for, but not a direct
beneficiary of, neoliberal policy making.

A recent period of urban migration in India has also posed several new
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challenges for rural households, and Sethi draws attention to the question of
gender and the historical relationship of women to land and agrarian social
structure. This final chapter of part I leaves us to consider not only the issues
of historical variance, regional differences, race, gender, and property relations,
but also the appeal of neoliberal populism to mobilize support for projects that
ultimately confound efforts for equitable resource distribution, food sover-
eignty, and self-sufficiency.

Together these cases paint a varied historical picture of land reform. While
each nation has been brought closer to world markets by neoliberal interven-
tions, their trajectories are still deeply weighed down by the ghosts of their
pasts. In part II, we analyze the themes of these different histories, and in part
I11, we investigate the alternative trajectories that, as ever, continue to be fought
for in the parliaments, policy rooms, streets, and fields of the Global South.



CHAPTER |
The Agrarian Question in Guatemala

Hannah Wittman with Laura Saldivar-Tanaka

On May 6, 1996, the Guatemalan government, the general command of the
Unidad Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca, and a United Nations repre-
sentative signed the Guatemalan Peace Accords, marking an official end to the
thirty-six-year civil war. Since the beginning of the war, one out of every four
Mayans—the largest group of indigenous peoples in the nation—had been
displaced, more than 200,000 Guatemalans had been killed or disappeared,
and more than 1,000,000 Guatemalans had been designated as internal
refugees. The 1996 peace accords recognized that both the historical social
exclusion of Guatemala’s indigenous and campesino rural populations and the
unequal distribution of land were not only root causes of the civil conflict, but
also primary obstacles to long-term national development and a lasting peace.

The peace accords included agreements on socioeconomic and agrarian
issues, resettlement, and ethnic identity and rights of indigenous peoples.
These agreements emphasized the Guatemalan government’s duty to restore
land to indigenous communities, to eliminate gender discrimination in land
allocation, and to promote measures to regularize the legal codification of com-
munal landholdings. All three agreements obligate the Guatemalan govern-
ment to enact rural development programs, solve land disputes generated dur-
ing the war and identify land for resettlement for displaced communities and
landless indigenous and campesino families, and address longstanding
inequalities in land distribution and rural welfare.

While the 1996 accords represented a landmark attempt to address
Guatemala’s longstanding agrarian problems, little progress has been made
in changing current practices of rural land distribution, and agrarian conflicts

23
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continue throughout the Guatemalan countryside. Today’s extremely high lev-
els of rural poverty and landlessness continue, products of one of the most his-
torically inequitable systems of land distribution and tenure in the world. To
provide a framework for understanding the potential for the 1996 peace
accords to truly enact agrarian reform, this chapter analyzes the historical roots
of Guatemala’s agrarian situation and compares previous land administration
policies to current programs outlined in the accords. While the reasons pre-
vious attempts at agrarian reform have failed in Guatemala are complex and
historically contingent, it is important to ascertain whether the fundamental
power dynamics governing the Guatemalan economy and society have
changed sufficiently to allow the 1996 agreement to foster a meaningful redis-
tribution of land. Caution is warranted, given the ongoing dependence on the
agro-export sector, which is supported by the rural elite, the military, and for-
eign institutions. This dependence has conditioned the implementation of
agrarian policies that benefit larger and more capitalized' owners, who have
taken advantage of previous attempts at land reform to achieve further con-
solidation of both land and political power in Guatemala.

Exclusion in the Countryside

Guatemala has one of the most unequal land distribution patterns in the
world. It also has one of the most historically stable rural sectors in Latin
America, currently comprising 69 percent of the population. Agriculture and
forestry account for more than Go percent of national land use, and agricul-
ture provides more than 50 percent of employment (Food and Agriculture
Organization of the United Nations [FAO] 1998). But at the same time, less
than 1 percent of landowners hold 75 percent of the best agricultural land, 9o
percent of rural inhabitants live in poverty, and more than 500,000 campesino
families live below the level of subsistence (Misién de Verificacién de las
Naciones Unidas en Guatemala [MINUGUA] 2000D).?2

The historical expropriation of indigenous lands has had serious conse-
quences for sustainable land use, for smallholder self-sufficiency, and for food
security and health.? In some areas, population pressures on the land no
longer allow for traditional practices of shifting cultivation, and intensive cul-
tivation practices on marginal lands have led to severe soil erosion, lower
yields, and dependence on seasonal and permanent migration for remittances
to support family income needs.* In addition to problems related to distribu-
tional inequity, Guatemala’s unequal land regime also leads to dispropor-
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TABLE 1.1 Land distribution in Guatemala, 1950, 1964, 1979

Percentage of Farms Percentage of Total Farm Area
Size 1950 1964 1979 1950 1964 1979
Less than 0.7 ha 21.30  20.39 31.36 0.77 0.95 1.33
0.7 to 1.4 ha 26.26  23.64 22.83 2.54 2.77 2.75
1.4 t0 3.5 ha 28.62  30.94 24.19 5.70 7.85 6.40
3.5t07 ha 1217 12.47 9.74 5.32 7.04 5.74
7t022.4 ha 7.72 8.87 7.6 8.36 12.95 11.91
22.4to 44.8 ha 1.76 1.59 1.72 5.10 5.90 6.77
44.8 to 450 ha 1.86 1.88 2.31 21.86 26.53 30.66
450 to 900 ha .16 13 17 9.52 10.03 12.81
900 to 2,250 ha .10 .07 .07 13.32 11.22 12.00
2,250 to 4,500 ha .03 .01 .01 8.81 4.92 5.43
4,500 to 9,000 ha — — — 5.28 5.17 2.12
More than 9,000 ha — — — 13.43 4.67 2.05

Number of Farms Number of Hectares

TOTALS 358,687 417,344 531,636 3,720,831 3,448,737 4,180,246

Source: Hough et al. 1982; Sandoval 1987.

tionate channeling of government credit and other resources to the agro-export
center and urban areas, in what Palma Murga (1997) refers to as “chronic
underinvestment in the countryside.”

The most widely accepted statistics on land distribution in Guatemala are
based on data collected from the 1979 agricultural census (see table 1.1). The
average minimum landholding necessary for family subsistence in Guatemala
(allowing for differences in land quality, climate, and altitude) is between 4.5
and 7 hectares (Hough et al. 1982; Stringer and Lambert 1989). In 1979, 88
percent of productive farm units were less than family subsistence size, hold-
ing 16 percent of arable land, while 2 percent of units held 65 percent of arable
land (see table 1.1). Between 1964 and 1979 the number of farms of less than
3.5 hectares doubled; between 1950 and 1979, the average farm size among
those with less than 77 hectares fell from 2.4 to 1.8 hectares. Stringer and
Lambert (1989) attribute the increased concentration of land in Guatemala not
only to population growth but to a monopolistic landownership structure, an
unwieldy and expensive land registration system, and a lack of agricultural
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credit available to small farmers. While there have been few reliable studies
on land distribution since 1979, the Guatemalan Ministry of Agriculture and
Food (MAGA) estimates that in 1998 approximately 96 percent of farm units
fell into the subsistence or below-subsistence categories, comprising 20 per-
cent of agricultural land (Misién de Verificacién de las Naciones Unidas en
Guatemala [MINUGUA] 2000b, 6).

Agrarian History

With the arrival of the Spanish in the 15005, Guatemala’s indigenous com-
munities were resettled in centralized villages that facilitated a system of social
control, allowing European colonizers to manage threats of rebellion, to con-
trol labor, to exact tributary payments, and to force changes in cultural prac-
tices and religion (Brockett 1998, 119). After Guatemala’s independence in
1821, land tenure remained highly unequal, with the new government quickly
passing resolutions to transfer large extensions of community held land to pri-
vate ownership, under the premise that “the small number of private landown-
ers is one of the causes for the backwardness of agriculture” (McCreery 1994,
54). Although this legislation specifically allowed for Ladino® occupation of
indigenous communal lands, some village communities were able to maintain
a parallel structure of indigenous authority alongside the laws advocating pri-
vate ownership, and maintain in practice extensions of communally managed
lands and forests (Barrios 1996; Hernindez Alarcén 2001). After a peasant
and indigenous revolt led by Rafael Carrera in the early 1830s, the merchant
class engaged in a policy of “benevolent neglect” toward further land privati-
zation. They were willing to forego seizure of additional community and
indigenous lands as long as these lands continued to provide the main source
of cochineal, at that time one of Guatemala’s most important agricultural
exports (Handy 1994).

The Liberal Reforms, 1871—-1944

The displacement and disruption of indigenous communities from traditional
communal land areas was renewed later in the nineteenth century. Under lib-
eral reforms beginning in 1871, the administrations of Miguel Garcia
Granados (1871-1873) and Liberal General Justo Rufino Barrios (1873-1885)
encouraged the build-up of a national agro-export—based economy by expro-
priating communal indigenous lands in the fertile lowlands, subsidizing
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domestic and foreign operators, and running an advertising campaign in
Europe to attract “modern farmers with capital” for the development of coffee
as Guatemala’s principal export crop. To foster a land market, public land on
the southern coast was sold and massive landholdings of the Catholic Church
were privatized.

In 1894, the first agrarian law of the reform period promoted increased set-
tlement in the more remote areas of the western highlands and continued to
privatize state and indigenous landholdings (Davis 1997). According to
McCreery (1994), indigenous Guatemalans found themselves “priced out of
the market for land they had always imagined was theirs” (183), and Ladinos
continued to settle in areas previously controlled by indigenous communities.

Between 1896 and 1921, a total of 3,600 large landholders acquired 16 per-
cent of national territory, both in the lowlands as well as in potentially
profitable areas in lower altitudes of the highlands, where coffee, banana,
sugar, and cotton plantations were established throughout the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries (McCreery 1990). Highland residents, cut off from
the lowland areas they had formerly used seasonally for maize production,
began to depend on seasonal wage earnings to replace the lost production
areas. A second strategy to secure a constant source of seasonal labor was
enacted through a series of coercive laws that ranged from outright draft, in
1876, to a 1934 vagrancy law that required individuals with less than 2.8
hectares of titled land (most of the indigenous population) to work 100150
days each year as wage laborers (Lovell 1988). Designed to channel indigenous
labor into agro-export plantations, these laws instituted a system of forced sea-
sonal migration between highland minifundios (smallholder farms) and low-
land latifundios® that has continued to the present day.

During the same period, many communal land areas were classified as
baldia, or empty, despite their historical use for maize cultivation by indige-
nous populations. These areas were ordered to be subdivided among com-
munity inhabitants, and then privately titled. For example, between 1871 and
1879, 155 parcels of terrenos baldios, measuring almost 75,000 hectares, were
awarded to private coffee entrepreneurs (Davis 1997, 10). As Ladino and Creole
Guatemalans used their legal and economic power to take over additional
acreage for coffee plantations, indigenous communities are estimated to have
lost about half the lands originally held during the colonial period (McCreery
1990; Palma Murga 1997; Smith 1984).

By the last decade of the nineteenth century, Guatemala had become the
world’s fourth largest coffee producer, with coffee comprising 96 percent of
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exports; between 1890 and 1900 alone the volume of international trade
increased twentyfold (Handy 1994; Thiesenhusen 1995). In 1901, the United
Fruit Company (UFC), known today as Chiquita, began operations in the coun-
try, and by 1924, the Guatemalan government had ceded to the company a total
0f 188,339 hectares in the fertile Pacific lowlands, in twenty-five- to ninety-nine-
year leases (Thiesenhusen 1995). United Fruit quickly became Guatemala’s
largest employer, landowner, and exporter.

In 1931, the dictatorship of General Jorge Ubico began, initially with full sup-
port from the US. Over the next fourteen years, Ubico cultivated relations with
the United Fruit Company, offering exemption from taxation and guarantees
of low wages (Schlesinger and Kinzer 1999). At one point, Ubico enacted a land
distribution policy designed to fill Guatemala’s less populated lowland areas, but
rescinded the offer when faced with protests from highland coffee plantation
owners who feared the loss of their cheap labor (Handy 1994, 79).

The October Revolution and the Arbenz Reform

In 1944, in what came to be known as the October Revolution, the US began
to support Juan Jose Arévalo, Ubico’s nationalistic opponent. Also popular with
the urban middle class, Arévalo was elected president in 1945 and called for
anew constitution as part of his efforts to instill political democracy. The con-
stitutional assembly of 1945 established the idea that land must fulfill a social
function, and the resulting constitution included several articles that contin-
ued to protect private property, while also allowing for the expropriation of
uncultivated latifundio. Article 96 of the new constitution also protected gjido
(municipal) and communal lands, stating they were “inalienable, inpre-
scriptable, inexpropriable, and indivisible.” A titling law (Ley de Titulacién
Suplementaria) passed by the Arévalo administration awarded title to squatters
who farmed land for ten years, but this law also served to legalize the holdings
of larger landholders who had continued to encroach onto indigenous lands
(Thiesenhusen 1995, 75).

Whilethe political reforms of the Arévaloadministration didlittle toalter rural
socialrelations ortoreduce the power oflandlords and military, theylaid the foun-
dation for the agrarian reform program proposed by former defense minister
Jacobo Arbenz, elected president in 1951. With the support of worker and
campesinoorganizations thathad gained strength since 1944, Arbenzvowed to
“convert Guatemalaintoamodern capitalistnation throughindustrializationand
landreform” (Houghetal.1982). In1950, two-thirds of the Guatemalan popula-
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tiondepended on agriculture for theirlivelihoods, while?72 percentofagricultural
land was controlled byjust 2 percent of farms. The twenty-two biggest latifundios
held more land than 249,169 peasant families, and according to a 1947 land
tenure survey carried out by the Guatemalan government, only 12 percent of pri-
vately held land was cultivated (Handy 1994, 102).

On June 17, 1952, the Guatemalan Congress approved Decree 900, a rela-
tively mild agrarian reform law that called for the elimination of large estates,
the redistribution of uncultivated land, and the provision of land, credit, and
technical assistance to the landless and land poor. Only uncultivated holdings
larger than 9o hectares were available for expropriation; farms between 9o
and 270 hectares with at least two-thirds of the farmland cultivated were
exempt, as were farms engaged in cash-crop cultivation.” Land expropriated
from private owners was allocated to beneficiaries who had to give up 5 per-
cent of the value of crops harvested to the government; beneficiaries of state
land received land with lifetime usufruct rights and paid a rental fee of 3 per-
cent of production. State repayments for expropriated land were based on the
value self-declared for tax purposes as of May 1952 (Christodoulou 1990;
Hough et al. 1982; Thiesenhusen 1995).8

By 1953, President Arbenz declared in an address to Congress that agrar-
ian reform had caused an “earthquake in the consciousness” of Guatemalans
(Handy 1994, 112). Between 1953 and 1954, approximately 1002 decrees of
expropriation were issued, affecting 603,615 hectares of land, in addition to the
redistribution of 280,000 hectares of state land. Between 33 and 40 percent
of rural households and 31 to 40 percent of the landless labor force received
atleast some land from the Arbenz reform, in parcels ranging from 3.5 to 17.5
hectares. Of the 232,682 hectares controlled by the United Fruit Company in
1953, only 10 percent was in cultivation. The Guatemalan government expro-
priated 146,000 hectares with just under $US1.2 million in compensation
(Deere and Ledn 1999; Thiesenhusen 1995).

Opposition to the Arbenz administration and the implementation of agrar-
ian reform were swift and decisive. The Arbenz agrarian reform program was
opposed by landed elites, the Catholic Church, the middle-class business sec-
tor, and foreign plantation owners, in addition to expropriated landowners.
These actors protested the rapidity of the reform, the price paid by the gov-
ernment to landholders (indemnification), the lack of landowner participation
in the agrarian committees, and a provision of Decree goo that stipulated the
total expropriation without indemnification of land owned by those who used
violent or subversive means to oppose the reform (Hough et al. 1982, 43—5).°
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Pressure from the US government to “ward off the Communist threat” and
protect the interests of US companies (i.e., United Fruit), facilitated a military
coup backed by the CIA and a complete reversal of the agrarian transforma-
tion attempted by the Arbenz regime. On June 18, 1954, Colonel Carlos
Castillo Armas led a US-backed invasion force into Guatemala from
Honduras, resulting in the resignation of Arbenz on June 27. Castillo Armas,
supported by the US ambassador, was installed as president on July &, 1954.

In the first six months following the coup, the majority of land expropria-
tions were annulled. Of the 535,000 hectares of land awarded through
Arbenz’s modest land reform project, only 5 percent of families were able to
keep this land; the rest was returned to former large landholders, including the
United Fruit Company (Hernandez Alarcén 2000).1°

Three Decades of Dictatorship

The 1952 reform had threatened the hegemony of the agro-export elite, who
proceeded to regain and preserve their rule through violence and repression
throughout the next forty years. The support of the United States and of inter-
national institutions promoting Guatemala’s focus on agricultural exports for
the world market also served to cement the political lesson of 1954 as a warn-
ing against further discussion of land redistribution. The 1952 reform can be
viewed as a short-lived experimental moment within a historical context of the
consolidation of power of the landed few vis-a-vis the state and the potential
beneficiaries.

While land expropriations were effectively eliminated with the repeal of
Decree 900, the Ydigoras Fuentes government passed Decree 1551, the Law of
Agrarian Transformation, in 1962. Passing an agrarian reform law was a re-
quirement to receive funds from the US-sponsored Alliance for Progress, funds
that were desperately needed to address the government’s growing fiscal crisis
(Berger 1992).1* Decree 1551 institutionalized the post-Arbenz counter-reform
measures, advocating administration and redistribution of state farms and the
colonization of public lands by landless farmers.? Although Decree 1551 rec-
ognized constitutional provisions for expropriation of idle land, and while
USAID estimates that 1.77 million hectares of idle land in the private sector
were already accessible and had some infrastructure, more than two-thirds of
land distributed between 1955 and 1982 was in frontier colonization areas. Of
the remaining distribution of state farmlands expropriated after World War II,
only 12 percent was located in the prime southern lowland areas (Hough et al.
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TABLE 1.2 Effect of Decree 1551 on the landless

1964 262,750 landless (between 1955 and 1964,
8.9 percent of landless received land)

1973 267,058 landless (between 1965 and 1973,
3.5 percent of target landless received land)

1980 309,119 landless (between 1974 and 1980,
5.7 percent of target landless received land)

Source: Hough et al. 1982.

1982, 55). Instead, thirty-nine national farms were distributed to private own-
ers as political awards, averaging over 3,000 hectares each, while others were
divided among “deserving members of the military” (Brockett 1998, 107).

With its emphasis on colonization of frontier lands rather than expropria-
tion, Decree 1551 was designed to demobilize demand for action on land
reform by relocating the rural poor to remote (and ecologically fragile) areas,
including the northern Petén and Northern Transversal Strip. Although a 1970
USAID evaluation concluded that the impact of these colonization projects on
the land tenure structure in Guatemala had been negligible, and acknowledged
that “land grabs by the elite” had denied distribution benefits to many intended
landless beneficiaries, USAID still provided over US$5.6 million in the late
19770s for resettlement projects (Brockett 1998, 107).

In subsequent decades, factionalism within the state, continued pressure
from the landed elite supported by the military, and an increasing transfer of
funds from agrarian policies to counterinsurgency efforts effectively blocked
the implementation of Decree 1551 (Berger 1992). As shown in table 1.2,
progress of Decree 1551 quickly waned. Thiesenhusen concludes that the
reforms of the 1960s in Guatemala “took away by stealth what it had given
with a flourish” (1995, xi).

At the same time, displacement of indigenous and campesino populations
increased rapidly due to civil unrest, and discussion of land reform became
even more taboo throughout the period of the thirty-six-year civil war that
began in 1960. During the 1960s and 1970s, a progressively more militarized
and violent Guatemala followed an import-substitution model of economic
development to build national industry and reduce economic dependence on
food and technological imports. The western highlands, for example, were tar-
geted as a priority wheat-producing area, and government programs provided
high-yielding technology (hybrid seeds, fertilizers, herbicides), extension
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services, and, to a certain extent among the larger farmers, mechanization.
This commodity production strategy was supported by public sector agricul-
tural institutions and by the National Union of Wheat Growers, which played
an important role in the territorial expansion of wheat production and in the
increase in yield. Production was destined for regional flour mills, and the
expansion of local flour production contributed to regional and national food
security and rural employment, and it revitalized the small mercantile pro-
duction of wheat and flour products for the national market. During this
period seasonal migration to coastal plantations diminished, a practice that
had supported the export-led model of development that had reigned from the
end of eighteenth century to the middle of the twentieth century (Asociacion
para el Avance de las Ciencias Sociales 2001, 26-28). However, subsequent
economic restructuring processes, including market liberalization, elimi-
nated tariffs on wheat imports, and the displacement caused by state terror and
repression in the highlands in the 1970s and 1980s placed small producers in
the western highlands at a serious disadvantage, in relation to subsidized and
mechanized imports. Wheat, as one of the area’s primary cash crops, was dec-
imated as high volumes of imported wheat from the United States caused
prices to plummet for local production, forcing renewed dependence on sea-
sonal migration to lowland coffee plantations for subsistence (Lovell 1988;
Ordoéfiez 1998).

Leading Up to the Peace Accords: The Call for Agrarian Reform

After Guatemala’s return to civilian government in 1986, a march of 16,000
landless workers to the National Palace in Guatemala City set the stage for the
return of agrarian issues to the Guatemalan political agenda (Perera 1993).
Facing extreme repression, peasant movements showed that land concentra-
tion had increased more than in any other Central American country between
the 1950s and 1970s, while export booms had disproportionately benefited
large commercial farms and displaced small farms. As Thiesenhusen points
out, “in the 1960s and 1970s, it was considered subversive to even speak of
land reform, but in the economically depressed 198o0s, as civil war deepened
and violence escalated, there came renewed public calls for structural agrar-
ian changes” (1995, 8s).

The National Coordination of Indigenous Peoples and Campesinos
(CONIC) calculated that as of the mid-1980s, only 2.8 million of the 10.8 mil-
lion hectares of land in Guatemala had been cultivated, representing about 40
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percent of potential cropland. Another 2.4 million hectares of arable land were
idle or misused (Peace Brigades 1996; Stringer and Lambert 1989). The most
skewed land distribution countrywide continues to be in the relatively more
productive coastal lands, where fertile lowlands are often left unused or are
devoted to cattle grazing. For example, Gini-coefficients of land inequality in
the coastal departments of Sacquitepequez and Escuintla are as high as 0.94
and 0.92 (1.0 signifies total land concentration), and farms of 450 hectares or
more hold 53 and 59 percent of agricultural land, respectively (World Bank
1996). Another 40 percent of all farm units in Guatemala are located in the
western highlands, where a typical minifundio ranges in size from o.4 to 2
hectares, supporting five to fifteen family members. Almost half of western
highland units are smaller than o.7 hectares (Katz 2000). In general, “depart-
ments of high out-migration have low availability of arable land per capita”
(Hough et al. 1982, 24—25), and the highland regions indeed have lost signifi-
cant portions of their indigenous populations to out-migration. Estimates of
landlessness in Guatemala generally vary at 26.6 percent or more of rural fam-
ilies, and Brockett cites figures estimating that by 19775, over 6o percent of the
economically active rural population of the highlands had to migrate to find
work during some part of the year, making this the “most migratory labor force
in the world” (1998, 112).

The productivity rationale for a land reform that would successfully reduce
the percentage of Guatemala’s agricultural holdings in large plantations is sup-
ported by current production data. While agro-export plantations on the
southern coast have, for centuries, produced bananas, cotton, sugar, and cat-
tle for export, the relative importance of these products for Guatemala’s
export earnings has dropped from 58 percent in 1987 to 43 percent of total
exports in 1997 (World Bank 1997a), as world market prices continue to drop
for these commodities. In contrast, while a 1987 study showed that 75 percent
of highland farmers grew only basic grains (Stringer and Lambert 1989, 4), a
sharp increase in recent years in small-scale vegetable and coffee production
has increased the economic importance of small producers in the agricultural
economy of the 199o0s.

The enormity of the landless and sub-subsistence sector presents a problem
of scale when looking at the potential for land reform. According to calcula-
tions by Sandoval (1987), based on the 1979 agricultural census, over
5,400,000 hectares of land (more than half of Guatemalan territory and more
land than was currently registered in farms) would need to be acquired and



34 LAND AND AGRARIAN REFORM: HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES

redistributed in order to provide all landless workers and rural farmers with
the 7 hectares required for subsistence.

Although there were more strikes, protests, and land occupations in the first
three years of civilian government than in the previous thirty years, President
Vinicio Cerezo (1986-1990) refused to propose a new land reform policy
(Brockett 1998).1* The National Campesino Association (ANC) grew to 115,000
by 1988, but, based on its commitment to “nonviolence and the market econ-
omy,” it only called on the government to purchase available farms and turn
them over to peasant cooperatives. Beginning in 1995, the CUC (Committee of
Campesino Unity) and CONIC increased political activity and began a program
of land occupations to dramatize the land issue and to force official response
to their demands. Brocket (1998) credits this increased social mobilization for
putting land reform back on the agenda of the 1996 peace accords.

The 1996 Peace Accords

As part of the 1996 peace accords, the language of the Agreement on
Socioeconomic and Agrarian Issues (ASESA) was the product of lengthy nego-
tiations between the various constituent groups including the National
Coordination of Campesino Organizations (CNOC), the guerilla forces, and
the government. CNOC’s demands included guarantees of landownership for
the poor, fulfillment of human rights agreements including the demilitariza-
tion of the countryside, technical and financial support reflecting a Mayan
worldview, and reform of state institutions and the constitution. CNOC also
reintroduced the idea of “social property,” used to advocate the recovery and
protection of communal and other indigenous and former campesino lands
acquired by large landholders since 1955. The evocation of “social property,”
which endorses state expropriation of idle lands held by large, private land
holders, challenged the 1955 and 1985 constitutional definitions of private
property upheld by every government since 1954."

Campesino and human rights organizations argue that the attempts to cre-
ate an agreement that would effect structural changes in current land tenure
arrangements were diluted by pressure from the Coordinating Committee of
Agricultural, Commercial, Industrial, and Financial Associations (CACIF),
who actively opposed the idea of social property. Instead, CACIF advocated the
privatization of communal and municipal lands and a “more rational and
efficient use of the land to reflect Guatemala’s comparative advantage in the
new global economy” (Palma Murga 1997). Ultimately, the Coordination of
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BOX 1.1 Objectives of the 1996 Agreement on socioeconomic
and agrarian issues

« Strengthen local and national agricultural councils to increase participation
and enhance decision-making role of rural organizations.

« Reestablish a land fund to improve access to landownership through mar-
ket-based land reform.

« Promote the revision and update of legislation on idle lands, including
incentives and sanctions to regulate land use for efficiency and ecological
sustainability.

« Recover lands distributed in the past through corrupt means and distribute
public lands.

« Create legal reform to simplify land registration procedures and to protect
and regulate community-owned land.

« Develop legal land title registry through land surveys and a GIS system.
« Establish a land tax on underused and undeveloped lands.
« Establish conflict-resolution mechanisms to settle land conflicts.

« Implement agricultural development and rural investment programs that
facilitate a more equal distribution of credit, technology, training, and
information.

Sources: Palma Murga 1997; Guatemala 1996.

Organizations of Mayan Peoples (COPMAGUA) formed the sharpest critique
of the failure to address issues of expropriation and redistribution in the agrar-
ian agreement, stating that “this agenda breathes fresh life into structures
inherited from the colonial period, and fails to challenge the overriding inter-
ests of large landowners” (Palma Murga 1997). The key government objectives
outlined in the agreement are described in box 1.1.

The 1996 Agreement specifies four primary objectives:

1. The proposed revision of constitutional provisions for the expropriation
of idle or underutilized land

2. The reaffirmed idea of redistribution of public land and state farms
3. The enforcement of tax provisions

4. The creation of a land fund to promote a market-based solution to the
problem of distributional equity

The wording and program specifications of the 1996 Agreement regarding
necessary changes to Guatemala’s agrarian structure are remarkably similar
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to previous land administration and reform policies which have had little effect
on Guatemala’s inequitable land distribution. First, the agreement calls for a
revised policy on expropriation of idle and underutilized land, and also man-
dates the recovery of lands taken illegally by large landholders, military
officials, and professionals during the colonization programs of the 1960s and
19770s. But one of the major legacies of the failed Arbenz reform has been con-
tinued resistance by government actors to expropriate highly concentrated, pri-
vately held land. A new land registry law passed in 2005 was opposed by
campesino organizations that had been involved in consultations since 1998,
as it made no advances in terms of changing or enforcing existing legislation
covering idle or underutilized lands. As has been historically the case, the
process for determining what land is “idle” is still complex, laborious, and
based on declarations of current owners, and property owners threatened with
expropriation have been given ample time to put idle land into production
(Sandoval 1987; Berger 1992; Stringer and Lambert 1989).

The 1996 measures regarding the allocation of state farm lands are also
remarkably similar to the provisions of Decree 1551 of the 1960s, in which
members of the military managed to gain control over lands intended for poor
and landless beneficiaries. The Food and Agriculture Organization of the
United Nations (FAO) (1998) asserts that a top-down redistributive land
reform involving expropriation requires exclusive control of political power by
the government, and the transfer or elimination of the power of the existing
rural, land-based elite in order to succeed; neither of these conditions have
existed in Guatemala in the twentieth century.

The tax reform provisions of the 1996 Agreement call for the establishment
of an “easily collected” land tax from which small properties will be exempt,
and a new tax schedule for significantly higher taxation of privately owned idle
or underutilized land. Guatemala mandated taxation and management of land
markets as early as 1936, when the tax law for latifundios established a 2 to 4
percent tax on farms larger than 500 hectares. But as history has shown, the
Arbenz and the subsequent military regimes failed to enforce existing legis-
lation to extract tax revenue from the owners of unutilized land. Decree 1551
also created a legal framework that made it possible to collect rents from the
rural poor participating in colonization projects, while also making it even
more difficult to collect the “idle land tax” from the rural landed elite, who
often simply refused to submit to a system of land taxation (Thiesenhusen
1995, 13; Hough et al. 1982, 60).1° In 1988 the National Institute for Agrarian
Transformation (INTA) introduced legislation that would have increased taxes
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BOX 1.2 Purported advantages of market-assisted
land reform model

« The willing buyer—willing seller principle is more feasible when the possi-
bility of expropriation is not politically viable.

« The selection process of beneficiaries seeks to identify those campesinos
who are both most needy and most capable of paying back loans.

« Subsidies compensate for the lack of capital held by beneficiaries.

« Distributed land and subsidies are assigned according to specific needs,
not in arbitrary average quantities.

« Supposedly, negotiated land reforms are less costly, less conflictive, and
more effective than government-assisted land reforms.

Source: Molina 2001.

on privately held idle land, and it mentioned the possibility of expropriation
in certain cases. However, the bill was never acted on by the Guatemalan
Congress (Berger 1992).

To understand the fourth objective of the 1996 Agreement, “to enact
market-based land reform programs,” we can look at the historical failures of
market-led land reform to address land distribution inequities in Guatemala.
Negotiated and market-led land reform programs are now heavily promoted
by international aid institutions like the World Bank, which assume that when
markets work properly, they are the best arbiter of supply and demand (The
Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 1998, 89). For these
programs, success is measured by whether small rural producers are able to
compete in national land tenure institutions like the market, land registry, and
mortgage systems as full economic and political participants (see box 1.2).

The 1996 Agreement on Socioeconomic and Agrarian Issues (ASESA)
includes the provision of a land fund to promote the establishment of a trans-
parent land market, thus enabling the poor who either do not have land or have
insufficient land to acquire property through long-term transactions at com-
mercial or favorable interest rates with little or no down payment. In particu-
lar, the agreement promotes the issuance of mortgage-backed securities guar-
anteed Dby the state, the yield of which is attractive to private investors,
especially financial institutions (Section Ble]).

Market-driven reforms were recommended in Guatemala as early as 1980
by USAID, which noted that pressure for land access in Guatemala was higher
than in other Central American countries. Opening up land markets and
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facilitating land transfers appeared to be a more viable, politically palatable,
and nonviolent means of changing land distribution problems in contempo-
rary Guatemala, and a cheaper option than further investment in colonization
programs (Hough et al. 1982; Stringer and Lambert 1989).!7 Between 1984
and 1990, USAID funded the Fundacién del Centavo (Penny Foundation) pro-
gram that purchased twenty-eight farms and divided them into 1,400 parcels
under collective title, with strict guidelines on production and marketing of
farm products. In 19806, the Institute for Agrarian Transformation began to
focus less on frontier colonization programs in favor of purchasing bankrupt
plantations and reselling them at low interest rates to landless families.
Between 1986 and 1988, however, only eighteen farms were purchased by
INTA; these were subsequently divided among 16,000 households in sub-sub-
sistence parcels averaging .61 hectares each (Berger 1992).

Guatemala in the New Century

The proposals offered by the 1996 peace accords on agrarian issues follow a
legislative trajectory that appears to ignore the historical results of agrarian leg-
islation in Guatemala and to offer few new solutions for improvements in
equity and efficiency of land distribution. Unlike an adaptive land reform that
learns from the failed projects of the past, the land-related proposals of the
1996 accords do not offer a strategic, long-term plan for resolving rural devel-
opment problems and the inequitable system of land concentration in
Guatemala. Instead, the programs of market-based (FONTIERRAS) and tax-
based land reform and promises of conflict resolution are tools used to pacify
political opposition by the rural poor, while fulfilling the agendas of modern-
ization via the further power consolidation of the international agro-export sec-
tor. The failure of the FONTIERRAS land bank system to distribute significant
areas of land is a clear example of this.'®

In Guatemala today, however, increased grassroots organization and polit-
ical activity is gaining strength from global indigenous and landless rights
movements. Mobilizations for indigenous and campesino rights in Guatemala
have increased rapidly in the last five years, with land occupations and protests
both in the countryside and in Guatemala City. In January 2004 President
Oscar Berger symbolically relaunched the provisions of the 1996 peace
accords, and social movements continue to press for necessary legislative
reforms related to land distribution and rural development programs.

The FAO sees a “new fire under land reform” worldwide, and notes that
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increasing support for agrarian reform among urban populations in
Guatemala (many of whom are recent arrivals from rural areas) has fueled
movements for rights already guaranteed in law (Food and Agriculture
Organization of the United Nations 1998). Forster (1998) also argues that in
Guatemala, national laws (or revolution from above) have achieved results only
when supported by organizations of those at the grassroots. It is here, then,
where we might look for the future transformation of the agrarian situation
in Guatemala: in the combination of a struggling civilian government, a
growing number of grassroots organizations that are recovering political
power after forty years of repression, and the international social movements
for landless and campesino rights. While considered inadequate in the current
historical context, the land-related components of the 1996 peace accords are
first steps toward more fully employable measures of agrarian reform in the
future.



CHAPTER 2

An Introduction to Land and Agrarian Reform
in Zimbabwe

Tom Lebert

Over the past decade, land has stormed onto the southern African regional
agenda, thanks largely to developments in Zimbabwean land reform. The
media in particular (regionally, as well as internationally) have latched onto
these developments, overwhelmingly with a negative sentiment. This negative
publicity has largely clouded the real situation and obscured important and
valid grievances— primarily, the unresolved land issue that underpins much
of the structural inequality characteristic of the country, and, in fact, the
broader region.

This short chapter sets out to provide a broad sketch of the land question
in Zimbabwe. It starts with a short introduction to the history of colonization,
before focusing in greater detail on processes of land reform during the post-
independence period (i.e., post-1980). It then outlines and describes
approaches to land reform undertaken since independence, with some analy-
sis and consideration of the problems associated with market-assisted reforms
that have been implemented over the past two decades. The chapter does not
enter into a discussion of whether the politicization of the land issue by the
Zimbabwe African National Union-Patriotic Front (ZANU-PF) is being car-
ried out altruistically, or is simply being done in the pursuit of self-preserva-
tion. Finally, this chapter is by no means exhaustive, and it contains many
omissions and gaps as it only scratches the surface of this very complex issue.
Nonetheless, the discussion will highlight the key aspects of land and agrar-
ian reform in Zimbabwe.

40
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Background to the Land Question in Zimbabwe

Colonization: The British South Africa Company

Although there are many similarities between the history of the land question
in South Africa and in Zimbabwe, the underlying conditions are different.
Unlike in South Africa, colonization in Zimbabwe began only in the 18¢gos,
when the “pioneer column” of John Cecil Rhodes crossed north over the
Limpopo. This movement north of European settlers was spurred by massive
gold discoveries on the Rand (now Johannesburg) in South Africa in the 1870s.
Gold hunger led mining capital to explore for further rich gold fields. These
explorations penetrated as far inland as the Zimbabwe highlands, where gold
was indeed discovered.

The British South Africa Company (BSA), a commercial venture, had
obtained concessions from the British Crown to further the exploitation of
minerals in the region. The company sponsored the settlement of Europeans
at what was then Fort Salisbury (now Harare), where land was parceled out as
farms. It should be noted that the BSA did not set out to govern or rule the ter-
ritory; its sole objective was to seek and generate profit from the natural
resources discovered there. Unfortunately, profits were not to be had there,
since the gold discovered in Zimbabwe was not concentrated in reefs (as in
South Africa), but rather was scattered and almost impossible to extract
profitably. In fact, after three decades the company had still not generated any
profit.

Unable to profit from gold exploitation, the BSA encouraged white settle-
ment for farming purposes. This was seen as an alternative means of gener-
ating income for the company. This policy, however, necessitated the further
dispossession of indigenous peoples of more of their land, and it coercively
forced them into labor on settler farms.

Within the first decade of European settlement in Zimbabwe, African peo-
ple rebelled against the forced alienation of their lands. The first Chimurenga'
erupted in 1896 as locals attempted, through armed struggle, to drive the set-
tlers out and to reclaim their territory. This rebellion lasted until 1897, ulti-
mately failing, as the Africans were defeated by European weaponry.

Much like the highlands in South Africa, the Zimbabwean highlands are
not particularly fertile. Farming, therefore, was not an easy or profitable
enterprise, and white settler farmers struggled continuously through the
early decades of the twentieth century.



42 LAND AND AGRARIAN REFORM: HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES

Settler Consolidation: The Emergence of a British Colony Proper

By 1923 the BSA company wanted to leave the territory, profits having
remained elusive throughout its tenure. An election/referendum was held, for
white settlers only, to determine the future of the territory. Settlers were
required to vote for one of three choices: to become a part of the Union of
South Africa; to become a full British colony; or to choose self-governance (an
autonomous British colony). The settlers opted for self-governance.

A few years after the election/referendum the Morris-Carter Commission
of 1925 was established to lay out a framework for ensuring the emergence of
Rhodesia—the colonial incarnation of what later became Zimbabwe—as a
self-sustaining British (white) colony. The commission proposed landholding
patterns to put the settler economy on a sound footing. The subsequent Land
Appointment Act of 1930 separated land along racial lines, both qualitatively
and quantitatively. This land structure has largely carried through into the post-
independence period.

Under the Act, race groups (i.e., blacks and whites) were not allowed to
acquire land in areas designated for other races. The Act reserved 50.8 percent
of the land for white settlers, with the bulk of it in the arable central highlands.
The indigenous African population (the majority of the population) was allo-
cated 30 percent of the land, largely on the plateau sloping down into the
Zambezi Valley and in the mountainous escarpment regions. This land was
designated as African Reserve Areas (now known as communal areas). The
remaining 20 percent of the land was owned either by commercial companies
or the colonial government (Crown land), or it was reserved as conservation
areas. A further, very small area (0.05 percent), called the Native Purchase
Areas, was set aside for the acquisition of land, through freehold or leasehold,
by richer Africans or by small groups of African people.

Between 1930 and 1980, the amount of land available to indigenous Afri-
cans was expanded. By Zimbabwean independence in 1980, the racial split in
landownership and/or land access was approximately 40 percent for each
group (i.e., white holdings had been reduced from 51 to 40 percent, between
1930 and 1980, and African land expanded from 30 to 40 percent). Population
densities in white and African areas, however, were vastly different, with far
greater numbers of people living on African land, a situation that still prevails.
Further, not only did white settlers have the pick of land in the best agroeco-
logical regions of the country, they were also supported by massive state inter-
vention in the development of the farming economy. Thus, the colonial state
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provided extensive communication and marketing infrastructure in commer-
cial farming areas and made subsidies and loans available to white farmers.

Up through independence, differing levels of capital development in south-
ern Africa created a wage hierarchy in the subregion. Wages for migrant labor-
ers were highest in South Africa, followed by Zimbabwe and Malawi. Labor
migration in the subregion, therefore, had a southward tendency. This posed
problems in terms of labor supply for the emerging white colony in Zim-
babwe, where, as the white economy grew, the need to “keep” local African
labor became more urgent. Various measures were put in place and a labor
supply commission was formed; access to Zimbabwean workers by South
African recruitment companies was limited, as was the use of migrant labor
from Malawi; and a limit was set on the number of Zimbabweans allowed to
leave the colony.

Increasing population densities in the communal areas, and social and eco-
nomic dislocation associated with labor migration from these areas, resulted
in substantial environmental degradation and a growing production crisis by
the post—World War II period. The situation was compounded by a massive
eviction of African labor off white farms due to the increased mechanization
of commercial agriculture. In 1951 the Native Land Husbandry Act was passed
in an effort to address these problems. Central to this legislation (and in com-
mon with the actions of many other British colonies in Africa at the time) was
the limiting of livestock numbers and the introduction of soil and water con-
servation methods and technology (terracing, for example). Improvement
schemes undertaken in South Africa’s reserves from the 1930s onward were
implemented in response to a similar environmental and production crisis.

It is therefore not surprising to find that the iniquities and inequalities of
land allocation that began prior to Zimbabwean independence, and the asso-
ciated state support to white agriculture, were ongoing areas of conflict and
contention; as was noted earlier, the first rebellion by indigenous peoples was
fueled by these very grievances. In the mid-1960s, a second Chimurenga be-
gan, led by ZANU and the Zimbabwe African People’s Union (ZAPU). Both
of these liberation movements were committed to implementing radical land
reform once in power. The dispossession of Africans was still very much a liv-
ing memory for many of the elders in Zimbabwe who had lived through the
first uprising. Though not officially in power, the ZANU/ZAPU Patriotic Front
posed a significant challenge to any minority-led government that did not
invoke policies in the interest of the indigenous African population. In this
way, ZANU and ZAPU elicited much peasant support for the second
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Chimurenga. Trade unions and civil organizations were not involved the sec-
ond time; rather, it was guerrilla fighters and peasants who battled against a
modern army of the white regime, largely in rural areas. It was a struggle for
land on the land.

This civil war lasted for nearly two decades, before negotiations for a set-
tlement were initiated in the late 19770s. The inequalities in Zimbabwe at that
time were very stark. Population densities in the communal areas were three
times that of the commercial farming areas. Most importantly, there was still
a highly visible racial division of land, with 6,000 white farmers owning
approximately 42 percent of the country.

Independence: The Lancaster House Agreement

In terms of seeking a resolution to the crisis in Zimbabwe at the time, the land
reform experience of Kenya was influential. Kenya had had a comparable land
problem, and guerrilla war fueled by land grievances made a clear case for
intervention in pre-independence Zimbabwe. In Kenya the British sought to
defuse the situation by buying out white farmers and making UK/£500 million
available for land acquisition and settlement support. A similar solution was
now sought for Zimbabwe. Thus, during secret negotiations in the mid-
19708, an Anglo-American development fund for Zimbabwe was promoted.
This fund, to which the British agreed to contribute UK£75 million, would be
used to buy out white-owned farms. The endowment received broad support,
including backing from what was then the ZANU/ZAPU Patriotic Front. At the
time, the United States hinted it would contribute an extra US$200 million to
the fund. However, as we will see in the following pages, this fund failed to
materialize.

The Lancaster House negotiations began in 1979. The Lancaster House
Agreement, named for the mansion in London at which it was negotiated, was
the truce that paved the way for an independent, and majority-ruled (black),
Zimbabwe. Colonial Rhodesia had unilaterally declared independence from
the United Kingdom in 1964 and was governed by white minority rule. The
Lancaster Agreement brought, together with a ceasefire agreement from the
armed wings of ZANU and ZAPU, a means for “orderly transition” from white-
minority to black-majority rule. By the time these negotiations got underway,
a change in government had taken place in the United Kingdom. The devel-
opment fund, which had been mooted in previous discussions during
Lancaster, was used as “bait” to bring the liberation movements to an agree-
ment with Rhodesian authorities; in the end however, the offer of the fund was
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withdrawn, and, instead, the UK government offered a compromise solution:
In exchange for guaranteeing existing property rights in the new Zimbabwe,
the United Kingdom would underwrite half of the cost of resettlement. The
Zimbabwe government would have to match that funding to make up the full
cost of the program. In 1980, the United Kingdom pledged an initial amount
of UK£20 million.

Land would thus change hands through a willing buyer—willing seller
mechanism; white farmers who wanted to continue farming would be free to
do so. There would be no mass expropriation of land by the new postcolonial
state. The state did retain the right to expropriate land for public and resettle-
ment purposes, but in such cases compensation would have to be paid out in
foreign currency. In the end, following pressure from the neighboring states
and from the United Kingdom, ZANU/ZAPU conceded and accepted the set-
tlement. The Lancaster House agreement was to remain in place for ten years,
and its restrictions remained a constant theme in Zimbabwean land reform
in the decades following independence.

This “crucial capitulation” (Palmer 1990, 166) by the newly independent
Zimbabwean government effectively tied its hands in relation to agrarian trans-
formation, and any significant redistribution of land was ruled out. Com-
pounding these restrictions was the fact that following the war there was an
urgent need for reconstruction and for measures to address mass displacement
and the collapse of peasant production. Moreover, as a result of the collapse of
peasant agriculture, 9o percent of the country’s marketed food requirements
was produced by white farmers. Ironically, this placed white farmers in a
strong position, both economically and politically, at the end of the war.

Land and Agrarian Reform in Zimbabwe

The Zimbabwean government’s Land Reform and Resettlement Program
(LRRP) can be seen as comprising two phases: the first from 1980 to 1996; and
the second, commencing with a public listing of 1,471 farms for compulsory
acquisition, in 1997. The purpose of land reform in postindependence
Zimbabwe was to redress past land alienation by creating equal access to land
for the majority of the population. The LRRP’s goals were to create political sta-
bility and an acceptable property rights regime; to promote economic growth
through wider equity and efficiency gains from land redistribution; and to fos-
ter national food security, self-sufficiency, and agricultural development through
labor-intensive small-farm production, optimal land productivity, and returns
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to invested capital. The land reform program particularly targeted four groups:
the landless, war veterans, the poor, and commercial farm workers.

The number of households to be resettled on land acquired by the state
changed a number of times in the first two years of independence. In 1980 the
stated goal was 18,000 households over a five-year period. This figure was
increased, in 1981, to 54,000 households; in 1982, it was fixed at 162,000
households, to be resettled by 1984 if possible. This final figure has remained
unchanged since then and has proved to be a millstone around the govern-
ment’s neck.

Land acquisition was aimed at reducing by approximately 50 percent the 16
million hectares of agricultural land held by white farmers at independence.
The target set for land acquisition and transfer to black small landholders was
thus approximately 8 million hectares. The remaining white commercial
farming areas would also be desegregated through the promotion of black
entry into this sector.

State-Centered Market-Based Land Reform, 1980 to 1996

The dominant approach to land acquisition in the 1981-1996 period can be
characterized as a state-centered market-based approach to land redistribution.
Land was purchased by the state from willing sellers (as per Lancaster) and
redistributed to beneficiaries. The private sector influenced the identification of
land and controlled the supply available for resettlement, while the government
played the role of buyer. The government, in turn, made land available to peo-
ple selected mainly by its district officials under the direct supervision of cen-
tral government officials. Consequently, land reform in Zimbabwe during the
1980s and 1990s was unable to redistribute land on any significant scale.
Instead, reform has been confined to the planned and orderly settlement of
beneficiaries (families and cooperatives) on land acquired by the state.

Acquisition of land through the willing buyer—willing seller setup moved
forward with little resistance during the 1981 to 1983 period, drawing on a sub-
stantial supply of farms abandoned during the war and farms coming on to
the market as white settlers left the country after independence. However, this
supply of land eventually dried up. This turn of events may well have been the
motivation behind the Land Acquisition Act of 1986, which provided the state
with first option to purchase farms coming onto the market. The act also pro-
vided for compulsory acquisition of land deemed underutilized or derelict,
although this approach was never successfully pursued during the first phase
of land reform in Zimbabwe.
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The settlement of beneficiaries on land took place through one of four mod-
els, although the bulk of reform made use of only one of these. The models

were as follows:

1. Intensive Settlement on an Individual Family Basis (Model A) In this model,
which was used to facilitate more than 8o percent of the land reform in the
1980s and 1990s, beneficiaries receive cropping land (10 to 65 hectares) as
well as access to communal grazing land (55 hectares or the equivalent,
depending on the agroecological region). Land was acquired by the state
(usually in the form of large commercial estates), and then divided in to
smaller plots that were then redistributed to beneficiaries. Tenure (on the
part of beneficiaries) was in the form of three annual permits—one for set-
tlement, one for cultivation, and one for grazing. A final contingency of
this model was that black settlers (beneficiaries) who received land had to
give up their rights to land in the communal areas they came from.

2. Village Settlement with Cooperative Farming (Model B) Model B was de-
signed to take over existing large commercial farms and cooperatively
organize farm production, in which decision making would occur
through committee. Credit would be accessed by the cooperative, and
income allocated either to individual families or allocated for farm devel-
opment. Approximately fifty such cooperative schemes were set up,
although many subsequently folded.

3. State Farms with Out-Growers (Model C) This model, which was not
extensively implemented, involved the intensive resettlement of bene-
ficiaries around a core estate. The estate provided settlers with certain
services, and settlers, in turn, provided labor for the estate. Cropping
land within this scheme was allocated on an individual basis, with
settlers also gaining access to grazing land, which is managed com-
munally. A professional farm manager managed the core estate.

4. Commiercial Grazing for Communal Areas (Model D) Under Model D,
which was implemented in the arid south of Zimbabwe, commercial
ranches were purchased next to communal land. Livestock was then
purchased for these neighboring lands and allowed to fatten on the ranch
before being sold. The idea was that this would enable communal farmers
to reduce grazing pressure on communal lands. This model, as well, was
not extensively implemented.

On the whole, land allocations through the LRRP program were quite gen-
erous, compared with those of other African countries, such as Kenya. This
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was partly due to the fact that the program was modeled on the extensive land-
use patterns characteristic of the (white) commercial sector. The downside of
this approach to allocation was that fewer people were able to benefit from land
redistribution (i.e., the number of potential beneficiaries is reduced). By June
1989, approximately 52,000 households (416,000 people) had been resettled,
on approximately 2.8 million hectares of land acquired by the state for reset-
tlement. This represented approximately 16 percent of the commercial farm-
land at independence. By 2000, the amount of redistributed land had
increased to approximately 3.5 million hectares, and the number of beneficia-
ries to approximately 775,000 households. A further 400,000 hectares of state
land had been leased out to 400 African commercial farmers, and 350 more
farms had been purchased by Africans on the open market. The acquisition
of land was, however, not evenly spread out over time. The process was
extremely uneven, as is illustrated in table 2.1.

From the data, it is clear that, in addition to uneven progress, a general slow-
down in the progress of the LRRP has occurred over time as well. A number
of factors have contributed to the imbalance observed in the program and in
the general slowdown over time in land redistribution:

1. Between 1980 and 1983 there was a massive spurt of redistribution
made up largely of farms abandoned either during the war or shortly
before or after independence.

2. After 1983, few farms in their entirety came onto the market, which
made advance planning on the part of the government difficult. More-
over, farmers held onto their core productive land and sold off marginal
holdings. This was especially the case as land prices began to rise due
largely to postwar political stability.

3. White farmers wanting to sell land were legally obliged to offer it to the
state first. If the state did not want the land, it would issue a “no present
interest” certificate (valid for one year), which then enabled the seller to
dispose of the land on the private market. According to Palmer (1990),
throughout the 1980s at least there was a consistent oversupply of land
available to the state. Many of the new black elite and senior members of
the government were able to acquire farms through taking advantage of
the state’s “no present interest.” Again according to Palmer (1990), farm-
land totaling over a million hectares transferred hands in this way.

4. The role of the Commercial Farmers Union (CFU) cannot be overlooked in
examining the pace of land reform. The CFU has been a prominent player
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TABLE 2.1 Land purchased by the state for resettlement, 1980-1989

Financial year Land (hectares) Financial year Land (hectares)
1980/1981 223,196 1985/1986 85,167
1981/1982 900,196 1986/1987 133,515
1982/1983 939,925 1987/1988 20,319
1983/1984 159,866 total 1988 2,538,262
1984/1985 75,058 total 1989 2,713,725

Source: Palmer, 1990. Modified by author.

in relation to the land issue in Zimbabwe and has consistently argued that
rapid land reform would undermine white confidence and threaten export
earnings and employment. The inclusion of at least ten government minis-
ters and over five hundred black members in 1989 (Palmer 1990) no doubt
bolstered their position. The union was largely responsible for ensuring
that the position of commercial farmers remained secure (at least up to the
1990s), through courting the government over a range of issues. Having
the ear of the Ministry of Land and Agriculture (as well as influence in the
seven other ministries involved in resettlement) the CFU was able to suc-
cessfully slow the pace of resettlement.

. Already by 1983, the domestic budget of Zimbabwe was strained. The
Zimbabwean government came under increasing pressure from the
World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF), as well as from
Western donor governments, to undertake belt-tightening. The govern-
ment complied by cutting back on resettlement (but continued funding
newly established schools and clinics).

. In the mid-1980s, severe drought in the subregion hit Zimbabwe partic-
ularly hard. Some new settlers returned to communal areas in search

of better conditions, and the government of Zimbabwe used extensive
resources on relief efforts.

People-Driven Land Reform

Although land reform during the period of 1980-1996 was characterized as

state centered and market based, people-driven acquisitions (what Moyo

[2001, 24] refers to as a “community land occupation approach”) occurred as

well. This was especially so during the first four years of this period, in which

action by the people was closely linked to the government program, in the
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form of the “accelerated resettlement program.” In this approach, in which
communities initiated land identification through the occupation of aban-
doned and underutilized lands, prompting the government to respond by pur-
chasing the occupied land at market price. Most of the land acquired in this
manner was in the liberation war zone of the eastern highlands. By 1986, how-
ever, the government had moved to end this practice. Such occupations were
deemed illegal, and both police and farmers evicted occupiers. Occupations,
and land redistribution in general, slowed dramatically after 1986, although
occupations never disappeared entirely, and they would remerge strongly again
around 1996.

The experience of market-based land acquisition over the 1980s and 1990s
highlights three key trends that have become synonymous with World Bank—
driven land reform models:

1. The amount, quality, location, and cost of land are driven by landholders
(and their own interests).

2. By moving only select parcels of privately held land into the market,
neither the government nor beneficiaries drive the process of distrib-
uting land with regard to need and the access to natural resources for
subsistence.

3. The state as the key buyer of land distorts the land market by setting the
parameters in terms of pricing and location, as determined by the gov-
ernment’s broader settlement planning framework.

As a consequence of this poorly designed strategy for land redistribution,
over 70 percent of land acquired for resettlement through the market has been
agroecologically marginal and located mainly in the drier, more climatically
erratic, southern regions of the country. The bulk of prime land in the three
Mashonaland provinces (covering the central highlands) has largely been
untouched. The land offered to the state has been geographically scattered,
causing settlers to move in small groups from communal areas to isolated
farms in disparate areas. This process has been both expensive and logistically
inefficient.

The Role of Multilateral Agencies and International Donors

As noted earlier, the conditionalities imposed by Lancaster have been a central
issue of contention in Zimbabwe, and have been especially significant in shap-
ing the relationship between Zimbabwe and the United Kingdom. This section
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explores this issue in more detail by examining the role of multilateral agencies
in shaping the scope and of the Lancaster Act and the subsequent LRRP.

During the 1980s, conflict between the governments of Zimbabwe and the
United Kingdom were rooted in the conditionalities imposed by the United
Kingdom (and, later, by other multilateral agencies) on its financial support of
Zimbabwe’s land reform program. The United Kingdom had laid down strict
conditions about the Zimbabwe program, including requirements for detailed
planning and surveying of land before settlement (in addition to the broader
constraints of the willing buyer—willing seller approach). These restrictions
were imposed in a particularly severe manner in relation to the Model B
cooperative-ownership schemes.

The Zimbabwean government was not happy with this situation. Under the
conditions set, the land being acquired was of a marginal quality and of a high
price, which diminished the returns on the matching funding provided by the
Zimbabwean state. In addition, by the late 1980s, as its fiscal deficits expanded
the Zimbabwean government was at times unable to make matching contribu-
tions to UK government funds, a fact the UK government seized upon. Finally,
Zimbabwe did not have the human capacity and other resources to meet the con-
ditions regarding planning and surveying. As well, the overall costs of the pro-
gram were also rising due to the increase in land prices since independence.

The United Kingdom, for its part, alleged that farms being acquired were
not being willingly sold due to the land occupations. It was also alleged that
certain monies were being used, not for land reform, but for state farming
instead (state farms such as these were later handed over to black elites). The
United Kingdom also consistently argued that the Zimbabwean government
was always slow to match the finances provided by the United Kingdom.

In the midst of these disagreements in 1988, the United Kingdom’s Office
of Development Assistance (ODA) released its evaluation of Model A schemes.
Although the evaluators at the outset had never viewed redistribution in itself
as a means of development, they concluded that the scale of the resettlement
was an impressive achievement. The program had made great progress in
achieving its key objective, and in that sense the ODA saw the enterprise as
successful. Most settlers had benefited from increased income generation and
access to schools and clinics, and overall returns on government and donor
investments were an impressive 21 percent. The resettlement program was
found to be a worthwhile investment in terms of contributing toward the
broader national economy as well. Later evaluations (for a good example see
Kinsey 2000) support these findings.
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Despite the positive assessment of the ODA, the relationship between the
United Kingdom and Zimbabwe has continued to deteriorate. The key issue
remains the overall market-based framework imposed by the United Kingdom.

Expiration of the Lancaster House Agreement

From 1989 to 1992, the growing disagreement between the Zimbabwean and
UK governments focused, in particular, on the funding of land acquisition and
securing of appropriate land through market mechanisms—the market had
proved biased toward scattered, low-quality land. These differences came to a
head when the Zimbabwean government introduced its policy of compulsory
land acquisition (with compensation) in 199o0.

During the negotiations, it had seemed that the UK government had
wanted to perpetuate the Lancaster framework beyond 1990. From the point
of view of Zimbabwe, however, this was not tenable. The situation in the coun-
try had altered considerably since the early 1980s, and the government felt
there was sufficient stability to introduce other land acquisition mechanisms
alongside the willing buyer—willing seller arrangement. The government
wanted to buy specific blocks of land in favorable agroecological regions by
means of compulsory acquisition, if sales could not be negotiated, and it put
forward 10 million Zimbabwean dollars (Z$) to this end. It was hoped the
United Kingdom would in turn put forward a further Z$15 million.

The United Kingdom, however, insisted that its continued cofinancing of
the program depended on the use of the willing buyer—willing seller frame-
work. Moreover, following intensive lobbying by the CFU, the United King-
dom wanted to largely restrict resettlement to less arable agroecological
regions, and areas adjacent to existing communal areas.

Palmer’s observation is pertinent in this regard: “As for the British gov-
ernment, which has taken such an intimate interest in the land question and
whose financial support for the resettlement program is crucial . . . it appears
determined that, by perpetuating the spirit of Lancaster House, it will ensure
that the feeble flame of socialism still flickering in Zimbabwe in 1990 will be
snuffed out. So it seems likely that peasants will wait much longer for land
reform. South Africa is next on the agenda” (1990, 181).

The Impasse Continues

As the impasse between Zimbabwe and the United Kingdom over the market
approach worsened up through the 1990s and into 2000, three additional key
points of disagreement became apparent: (1) the extent to which redistribution



An Introduction to Land and Agrarian Reform in Zimbabwe 53

should include small and medium black capitalist farmers to the exclusion of
poor and landless peasants; (2) the United Kingdom’s insistence that land
redistribution be gradual, releasing 50,000 hectares per year to fewer than
3,000 households; and (3) the conditionality of UK support on demand-
driven acquisition, and on decentralized and civil society—engaged institu-
tional approaches, which, from the Zimbabwean perspective, limit the role of
the central government.

A further factor in the dispute was the change of government in the
United Kingdom in 1997 (with Labour replacing the Conservative Party). The
new Labour government stated from the outset that it had no historical
responsibility for Zimbabwean land expropriation, based on the ludicrous
grounds that the Labour Party was not of landowning or settler stock.

It was, however, not only with the United Kingdom where relations were
strained; relationships with other donors have been equally problematic. In the
1980s, for example, the World Bank also insisted on a market-based land
reform in Zimbabwe, yet during the Economic Structural Adjustment
Program (ESAP) period from 1991 to 1995, the Bank failed to mobilize the
resources necessary to support this approach. The ESAP period thus failed to
integrate land reform into the other economic reforms that took place, thereby
aggravating market failures in land acquisition, and compounding existing
land conflicts and generating new ones. For example, structural adjustment
of the agricultural and finance sectors had the effect of entrenching colonial
landholding patterns since most commercial farmers benefited from the new
export orientation. This created an increased demand for land and fueled con-
flicts between black and white agricultural elites who were competing for the
same scarce resources—while obviously also marginalizing the poor. ESAP
also served to internationalize interests in Zimbabwe’s land, as reflected in
shareholder landownership arrangements, introducing further conflict.

Compulsory State-Led Land Acquisition, 1996 to the Present

A state-led approach to land acquisition has been in place since 1980 and has
changed in scope and pace since that time (see table 2.2), in response to fail-
ures of the land market to make adequate and appropriate land available.
Initial thinking was particularly concerned with the quality and location of land
available to the state through the market. The key objective on the part of the
state was to target blocks of suitably located land for resettlement (table 2.1 pro-
vides a quick snapshot of those efforts). In proposals of that time, land
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TABLE 2.2 State-centered market-based land acquisition, 1980—2000

Period Land acquired (Ha) Annual average

Constitutional Constraints

1980-1984 2,147,855 429,571
Land Acquisition Act 1985

1985-1990 447,791 74,632
Land Acquisition Act 1992

1992-1997 789,645 157,929
1998-2000 228,839 76,279
TOTAL (20 years) 3,614,130 190,217

Source: Moyo 2001.

acquired compulsorily by the state would still be fully compensated. However,
in the face of both internal and external resistance to alternatives to the will-
ing buyer—willing seller approach, the position of the Zimbabwean govern-
ment began to harden. From the mid-199os onward the state began to adopt
a more radical posture in relation to land acquisition; full-market compensa-
tion began to fall away at this time, and, as well, an obligation for historical
redress was placed on the United Kingdom. Developments since the mid-
1990s suggest a growing alliance between the state and certain local social
forces against the longstanding international conditionalities imposed on land
redistribution in defense of narrow racial interests. The following section of
the paper will briefly review the emergence and implementation of compul-
sory land acquisition in Zimbabwe.

Scale and Pattern of Compulsory Acquisition

The scale and pace of compulsory acquisition (either with market-based com-
pensation for land and improvements, or compensation for improvements
only) has been mixed. Attempts at compulsory acquisition by the state, how-
ever, were fairly widespread throughout the 1990s. In the 1993-1995 period,
only twenty-six farms had been acquired in this way, amounting to 43,622
hectares of land. In these cases the state paid market-related compensation for
both land and improvements. In 1997, 1,471 farms were designated for acqui-
sition; of those, 109 were offered for purchase and were acquired by the state.
The remaining farms were delisted following successful legal appeals. After
the 2000 constitutional amendment, a further 2,159 farms were announced
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TABLE 2.3 Compulsory land acquisition,

1993—-1997
Acquisition
Farms orders Farms

Period identified served acquired
1993 30 10 10
1995 100 100 16
1997 1,471 841 109
TOTAL 1,601 951 135

Source: Moyo 2001. Recalculated by author.

for acquisition. The success of these attempts was, however, minimal and often
met by legal maneuverings and litigation on the part of large landholders (see
table 2.3).

Since 1992-1993, approximately 7,000 hectares per year have been ac-
quired in this way, as opposed to the approximately 100,000 hectares annu-
ally through the willing buyer—willing seller model during the 199o0s.

Conclusion

Given that land reform has the potential to strike at the heart of societal struc-
tures, which often perpetuate colonial-class formations, it is not surprising that
such reform processes are so strongly contested. By the late 199o0s, as land dis-
tribution in Zimbabwe effectively ground to a halt (and as government failed
to institutionalize its compulsory acquisition model), there was a strong
resurgence of people’s action. In August of 1997, land occupations started to
take place across the country. These occupations came in waves, with just a few
in 1997, but escalating until they reached well over a thousand by 2000. The
explicit aim of these actions was to redistribute land from white farmers to the
landless black population. Contestation of these acts were undertaken by local,
white settler farmers as well as by the international community (including
donors and bilateral agencies). On the whole, this push back was successful,
and land reform in Zimbabwe has, as a result, been hamstrung. This end was
accomplished first by the negotiated settlement as encompassed in the
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Lancaster agreement and later by the postindependent government’s depend-
ency on foreign funding.

Zimbabwe represents a land reform experiment in which, for almost two
decades, the market has been used as the sole mechanism for land redistrib-
ution. The situation in Zimbabwe can be contrasted with those in other parts
of the world where market-assisted reforms have been attempted (see part II
this volume). The recent shift in Zimbabwe toward a more compulsory land
acquisition framework is in response to the failures and weaknesses of the
market mechanism.

A great deal of the conflict between the Zimbabwean state and local and
international stakeholders has been in relation to the state attempting to
address these restrictions, and the stakeholders resisting such change (to
ensure the preservation of their own interests, i.e., the status quo). The turn-
ing point in this conflict, however, occurred only with the emergence of a
clearer alliance between the state and local rural social formations; the degree
to which the state actively pursued such an alliance, or was forced into it, is,
of course, debatable. Whether this alliance can succeed in implementing rad-
ical reform, and whether these reforms can be sustained and successfully cre-
ate and support rural livelihoods, is still to be seen, as is the cost to the
Zimbabwean state (and society) of the resulting increase in international
isolation.



CHAPTER 3
Land and Agrarian Reform in South Africa

Wellington Didibhuku Thwala

In South Africa, land is presently not only one of the most defining political
and development issues, but also perhaps the most intractable. The continu-
ing racially unequal distribution of land will either be resolved through a fun-
damental restructuring of the government’s land reform program, or it will be
resolved by a fundamental restructuring of property relations by the people
themselves. Which direction the country follows depends to a large degree on
the urgent and immediate responsiveness of the government to the needs and
demands of the country’s nineteen million mostly poor, black, and landless
rural people.

The past few years have given some disturbing indications of the govern-
ment’s intentions in this regard, from the narrowing of the redistribution pro-
gram—the main vehicle for reversing the racially skewed landscape inherited
from apartheid—to the targeted creation of a small African commercial farmer
elite, which overlooks the large population of poor landless Africans, and the
laissez-faire attitude toward the growing demands of landless people and their
civil society allies for a land summit to address the country’s land crisis.

Land reform is critical not only in terms of providing historical redress for
centuries of colonial settler dispossession, but also in terms of resolving the
national democratic revolution in South Africa. This is the case because it is
through land reform that social and economic relations—embodied in prop-
erty relations—in rural areas are to be transformed. This is a central aspect
of the national democratic struggle to transform the colonial class formation
in South Africa that has combined capitalist development with national
oppression.

57
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Historical Basis for Land Reform in South Africa

Relocation and segregation of blacks from whites started as early as 1658,
when the Khoi people were informed that they could no longer dwell to the
west of the Salt and Liesbeck rivers, and in the 1800s, when the first reserves
were proclaimed by the British and the Boer governments (Pearce 1997).

The Native Land Act was passed in 1913. This act restricted the area of land
for lawful African occupation, stripped African cash tenants and sharecroppers
of their land, and, consequently, replaced sharecropping and rent-tenant con-
tracts with labor tenancy. The act resulted in only 10 percent of the land being
reserved for blacks. In 1923, a principle of separate residential areas in urban
locations was established, and this principle was extended by the Group
Areas Act of 1950. In an attempt to deal with problems of forcing more peo-
ple to live on small areas of land, betterment planning was introduced, which
included cattle-culling, the fencing off of fields and grazing land from resi-
dential areas, and the movement of people into villages set away from farm-
ing areas.

In 1936, the Development Trust and Land Act allocated already promised
land to the reserves. In addition, squatting was made illegal. In 1937, the
Natives Laws Amendment Act prohibited Africans from buying land in urban
areas. Further, the Group Areas Act, promulgated in 1950, racially segregated
areas with respect to residence and business and controlled interracial prop-
erty actions. Continuing this trend of ensuring separate and unequal devel-
opment, the Bantu Authorities Act was passed in 1951, allowing the estab-
lishment of tribal, regional, and territorial authorities. To affirm the complete
illegality of squatting, the Prevention of Illegal Squatting Act was passed in
1951 as well. This act allowed the government to establish resettlement camps
for the surplus of people being evicted from white farms.

More racial legislation followed. The Blacks Resettlement Act of 1954 gave
the state the authority to remove Africans from any area in the magisterial dis-
trict of Johannesburg and adjacent areas. In 1959, the Promotion of Bantu Self-
Government Act was enacted to establish the Bantustans and to make the
reserves the political homeland of black South Africans.! In the early 1960s,
the first relocation camps were established. This was an attempt to remove and
contain displaced labor tenants, unwanted farm workers, and unemployed
urban people. In 1964, the Black Laws Amendment Act was enacted. Along
with the Native Trust Act, it was used to finally abolish labor tenancy and squat-
ting on farms.
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The land acts and other related land laws, settlement planning, forced re-
movals, and the Bantustan system contributed to overcrowding in the former
homelands. It is estimated that more than 3.5 million Africans were forcibly
removed and relocated to the homelands and black townships between 1960
and 1980 (Pearce 1997). The population in black areas consequently increased.
For, example, the population in QwaQwa grew between 1970 and 1983 from
25,334 t0 500,000 people (SALDRU 1995). Whereas the population density for
the homelands averaged 151 people per square kilometer, the population den-
sity for the rest of South Africa was 19 people per square kilometer. In
QwaQwa, population density was as high as 500 people per square kilometer.

Furthermore, 88 percent of all whites, compared with 39 percent of black
South Africans, lived in urban areas in the 1980s. Estimates have also shown
that in 1985, whites had a housing surplus of 37,000 units, while black South
Africans in urban areas and homelands had a deficit of at least 342,000 units
and 281,269 units respectively (Pearce 1997).

This historical summary indicates the extent of inequality in resource allo-
cation in South Africa. However, by the late 1970s, the state began to
acknowledge that black people should have permanent land rights in urban
areas and thus introduced the ninety-nine-year leasehold system in 1978 and,
in 1980, the government officially abolished the Influx Control Act (South
Africa Department of Land Affairs 1997a). These measures, however, did not
affect land rights in rural areas, where the status quo prevailed. There is, there-
fore, no doubt of the need for redistribution of resources and, hence, of
wealth.

Race, Population, and Land Distribution

The historical dispossessions and segregation in South Africa contributed to
a serious neglect of human rights, dignity, and acute inequalities already exist-
ing in the country. It further led to differentiated social strata within the coun-
try. The uneven distribution of land and resources has resulted in the uneven
social and economic conditions that now prevail in different parts of South
Africa. The land dispossession of the black population in South Africa was
driven by the need to reduce competition among white farmers and to create
a pool of cheap labor to work on the farms and mines and, later, industry. The
pattern of landownership and control also fundamentally structured the social
mechanism of control—wage labor—over black workers and the population
surplus to the needs of the capitalist economy. As such, the highly unequal
access to land was, and remains, an integral component of the political
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economy of South Africa as a whole. It must be emphasized that any post-
apartheid land reform would be dependent on the extent and character of eco-
nomic reconstruction.

Still further, the number of South Africans living within the nation has
grown at a rapid pace, and land-use decisions have not escaped these mount-
ing pressures. The estimated South African population for 1995 was between
41.9 million and 44.7 million.? It is estimated that the South African popula-
tion grew by 2.32 percent between 1990 and 1995 (South African Institute of
Race Relations 1996). However, the preliminary estimates for 1996 by the
Central Statistical Services (CSS) indicate a decline in total population to about
38 million.? The Centre for Population Studies at University of Pretoria states
that the country’s population is expected to increase to 57.5 million and 70.08
million by 2010 and 2025, respectively (South African Institute of Race Rela-
tions 1996). CSS estimates also indicate that approximately 54 percent of all
South Africans reside in Kwazulu-Natal, Gauteng, and Eastern Cape. Kwazulu-
Natal alone constitutes 21.1 percent of the total population. Only 1.8 percent
of the population resides in the Northern Cape (CSS 1995).

Population Density

Increases in population imply strain on the available land. The population den-
sity for South Africa almost doubled between 1970 and 1995, from almost nine-
teen people per square kilometer in 1970 to thirty-four people per square kilo-
meter in 1995. Population density also varies considerably among provinces.
Estimates by CSS indicate that in 1995, five provinces (Eastern Cape, Mpuma-
langa, Northern Province, Kwazulu-Natal, and Gauteng) had population den-
sities above the national average. The population density of Kwazulu-Natal (94.5
people per square kilometer) was almost three times the national average,
whereas that of Gauteng (374.7 people per square kilometer) was about eleven
times the national average. Northern Cape had the lowest population density
of two people per square kilometer. The reason for this is that, although
Northern Cape constitutes about 30 percent of the total land area in South
Africa (the largest in area), it accounts for only 1.8 percent of the population.

Population by Race

Of the 41 million people in South Africa in 1995, over 31 million were black
(CSS 1995). This figure represents about 76 percent of the population in that
year. White South Africans, therefore, constituted only 13 percent of the pop-
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ulation. About 57 percent of all black Africans then lived in Kwazulu-Natal,
Eastern Cape, and Northern Province. Kwazulu-Natal alone accounted for
almost 23 percent of the black population, with Gauteng accounting for 41 per-
cent of white South Africans.

As with population density, the distribution of population by race also
differs among provinces. In 1995, 97 percent of the people in Northern
Province were black. With the exception of Western Cape, black South Africans
were in the majority in all the provinces. The 1995 CSS population estimates
indicate that Western Cape was the only province where there were more
whites than blacks; whites made up almost 24 percent of the population there,
as opposed to blacks, who made up only 18 percent.

Rural versus Urban Population

In 1995, the Centre for Development Enterprise (CDE) estimated that 48 per-
cent of South Africans lived in rural areas. Preliminary estimates for 1996 by
the CSS, however, indicated that only 44.6 percent of the population was rural.
These figures indicate a slight decline from the 1993 and 1994 estimates,
when the rural population accounted for 51.7 percent of the total population
in each year.* According to CDE estimates, the proportion of the population
residing in rural areas and small towns will actually increase to 46.6 percent
in 2011, whereas the proportion of the population in the urban and metro-
politan areas will increase to 53.4 percent by 2011 (South African Institute of
Race Relations 1990).

According to the Development Bank of South Africa (DBSA) estimates,
Kwazulu-Natal had the highest rural population of 5.6 million people in
1995. Eastern Cape and Northern Province also had relatively large rural pop-
ulations, of 4.9 million and 4.8 million respectively. About 83.6 percent of the
people in the Northern Province lived in rural areas in 1995.° In North-West,
Eastern Cape, Kwazulu-Natal, and Mpumalanga, 60 percent or more of the
population lived in rural areas in 1995, while in Gauteng, which had the high-
est metropolitan population of 7.3 million people, only 3.1 percent of the pop-
ulation was considered rural. Most of the people in the Western Cape (83.5 per-
cent) also resided in metropolitan areas. Still further, by 1995 there were no
metropolitan areas in Free State, North-West, Northern Cape, and the
Northern Province (now called Limpopo) (South African Institute of Race
Relations 1996; CSS 1995). The 40 percent of nonrural dwellers in those
provinces lived in small towns scattered throughout each.
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Social Indicators

South Africa has one of the worse records in terms of social indicators of well-
being (e.g., lifespan, education levels, household income) among comparable
middle-income developing countries. In 1995, nearly 95 percent of South
Africa’s poor were black Africans (SALDRU 1995). Black South Africans
have been shown to have the highest unemployment rate in the country. In
1995, the unemployment rate for black South Africans was 37 percent, nearly
seven times the unemployment rate for whites, at 5.5 percent (CSS 1995).
Black Africans have the worst unemployment rate compared to all races in
South Africa. Poverty is also strongly linked to rural areas, accounting for ap-
proximately 75 percent of South Africa’s poor. Most of the poor have been con-
centrated in the former homelands and states of Transkei, Bophuthatswana,
Venda, and Ciskei (TBVC).° In 1995,nearly 63 percent of South Africa’s poor
resided in the Eastern Cape, Kwazulu-Natal, and Northern Province (SALDRU
1995)-

Between 1995 and 1997, unemployment varied from province to province.
Eastern Cape and Northern Province had the highest unemployment rate in
the country, both with rates as high as 41 percent. During the same peiriod,
KwaZulu-Natal and Mpumalanga had unemployment rates of 33 percent
each, and Northern Cape an unemployment rate of 30 percent. Western Cape
has the lowest unemployment rate of 8 percent (South Africa Department of
Land Affairs 1997a).

The 1994 population estimates by CSS indicated that women constituted
50.5 percent of the South African population. In Eastern Cape, Northern
Province, and Kwazulu-Natal, more than 50 percent of the population was
female, at 54.1 percent, 53.8 percent, and 52.1 percent, respectively. In the other
six provinces, Gauteng, Free Sate, Mpumalanga, North-West, Northern Cape,
and Western Cape there were more men than women in 1993.

Poverty throughout the region has shown a strong relationship to gender
and age. The poverty rate of female-headed households is, on average, 50 per-
cent higher than male-headed households. In addition the unemployment rate
among men has been shown to be 25 percent, while the rate for women was
35 percent (SALDRU 1995).

Inequality in income distribution has also become quite apparent. In 1995
the average total monthly wage per household varied, from 281 South African
Rands (R) a month among the poorest black Africans, to R5,055 a month
among the whites (SALDRU 1995). In 1993, the per capita income for black
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South Africans and whites were R2,717 and R32,076, respectively (South
African Institute of Race Relations 1996). These data imply a disparity ratio
of 11.8 between blacks and whites. Income also varied among provinces.

Income inequality in South Africa is even more striking when the Gini-
coefficient is considered.” The Gini-coefficient of 0.61 is one of the highest
among middle-income countries (SALDRU 1995). Another inequality mea-
sure is household consumption. The lowest 40 percent of households, repre-
senting 53 percent of the population, have been shown to account for less than
10 percent of consumption, whereas the top 10 percent of households,
accounting for between only 5 to 8 percent of the population, have accounted
for over 40 percent of consumption (SALDRU 1995). These social differences
form a strong basis for redistributing wealth among South Africans.

The historical dispossessions and the socioeconomic profile discussed
above indicate serious inequalities in incomes and standards of living in South
Africa. The most vulnerable are the rural people and women. In rural areas,
land is considered a major asset and input in the agrarian system. One can-
not begin farming without land. The ability to provide shelter also requires
land. Agriculture continues to be the main source of income for many agrar-
ian economies and, consequently, rural communities in many parts of the
world. A reformation of regional rural economies to improve standards of liv-
ing, therefore, has a strong relationship to agrarian reform. Land redistribu-
tion is a very important component of agrarian reform, as it involves the redis-
tribution of wealth in rural areas. In South Africa, agriculture currently forms
a small share of the total incomes of rural Africans. However, agricultural
incomes have been shown to be higher for those Africans with access to land
than for the entire rural African population (LAPC 1997). The redistribution
of income and improvement of living standards in rural areas requires access
to land.

Furthermore, the high population growth rates in rural areas have led to a
movement of people from rural areas to informal settlements on the outskirts
of cities. As indicated above, the rural population accounted for 51.7 percent
of the total population in 1994. However, this is expected to decline to 46.6
percent by the year 2011. This shift will have severe socioeconomic implica-
tions for the country, with respect to overcrowding in urban areas and the asso-
ciated socioeconomic ills that have accompanied this process across the globe.

Land reform may therefore mean much to rural incomes, and it therefore
seems to be the rational starting point in the effort to address the huge imbal-
ances and inequalities that have existed for many years. Land reform that can
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lead to some equality in land access and use is also critical in ensuring eco-
nomic growth in rural areas in particular, and in preventing severe social and
political instability in the country.

The Negotiated Roots of South Africa Land Reform

As early as 1993 the World Bank, arguably the institution most dedicated to
the protection of private property rights in the world, warned that if post-
apartheid South Africa did not undertake “a major restructuring of the rural
economy centered on significant land transfers and smaller scale agricultural
production units,” the country faced the danger of rural violence and, possi-
bly, even civil war (World Bank 1993). It was against this backdrop—and amid
growing concerns about the need to inspire the confidence of foreign investors
in a rapidly globalizing world economy—that South Africa’s multiparty con-
stitutional negotiators approached the thorny question of whether and how to
reverse the centuries-old racially unequal distribution of the country’s 122 mil-
lion hectares of land.

The challenge was tremendous: On the one hand, the African National
Congress government-in-waiting needed to fulfill its 1955 Freedom Charter
promise to reverse the apartheid landscape that had put 87 percent of land in
the hands of the state and 60,000 white farmers, while millions of black peo-
ple eked out a living in overcrowded conditions on the remaining 13 percent.
On the other hand, transforming the rural landscape—and the racially sepa-
rated urban settlement patterns—while ensuring continued food self-
sufficiency, and creating an investor-friendly environment, promoting eco-
nomic growth, and fostering national racial reconciliation, presented multiple
and interlinked challenges. The balance of forces at the time of the negotia-
tions nevertheless ensured that the fledging South African constitution of
1996 that emerged from the multiparty talks contained a series of exacting
state commitments to the country’s landless. These included three funda-
mental rights clauses on land reform, as follows:

« Section 25(5): “The state must take reasonable legislative and other meas-
ures, within its available resources, to foster conditions which enable citi-
zens to gain access to land on an equitable basis”;

« Section 25(6): “A person or community whose tenure of land is legally
insecure as a result of past racially discriminatory laws or practices is
entitled, to the extent provided by an Act of Parliament, either to tenure
which is legally secure or to comparable redress”; and
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« Section 25(7): “A person or community dispossessed of property after 19
June 1913 as result of past racially discriminatory laws or practices is enti-
tled, to the extent provided by an Act of Parliament, either to restitution
of that property or to equitable redress.” (Constitution of Republic of
South Africa, Chapter 2, Section 235.)

While the enforceability of Section 25(5) on land redistribution would be open
to challenges on the basis of an “available resources” determination, Sections
25 (6 and 77) granted secure legal entitlements to the intended beneficiaries of
the remaining two legs of the government’s land reform program, namely land
restitution and land tenure reform.

Later policy documents and statutory laws drafted by the new government,
including the 1994 Reconstruction and Development Program and the 1997
White Paper on South African Land Policy, further committed the government
to redistribute 30 percent of agricultural land and complete the adjudication
process on land restitution claims in the first five years of South Africa’s
democracy (1994-1999), and to undertake a land reform program that would
address “the injustices of racially based land dispossession of the past; the need
for land reform to reduce poverty and contribute to economic growth; security
of tenure for all; and a system of land management which will support sus-
tainable land use patterns and rapid land release for development,” respec-
tively (South Africa Department of Land Affairs 1997b).

While welcoming these commitments as an important step forward, the
National Land Committee (NLC) and other progressive land sector stake-
holders warned that other underlying commitments—to market-led, willing
buyer—willing seller, demand-driven land reform—would hamstring delivery
by making land reform too costly for the state, while also failing to effectively
identify the poorly articulated demands of rural people. The colonial and
apartheid states had played a central role in the creation of the existing grid of
white-owned private property and black property exclusion; for this reason the
NLC and other critics argued that the postapartheid state must intervene to
change this pattern.

South Africa’s Land Reform Program in Broad Outline

The postapartheid government regarded land reform as a key initiative to
redress unequal patterns of resource distribution. Land redistribution was char-
acterized as poverty policy for rural South Africa (Zimmerman 2000). Driven
by the Department of Land Affairs (DLA), the new government planned and



66 LAND AND AGRARIAN REFORM: HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES

legislated and began implementing a complex package of land reform meas-
ures. Broadly, this land policy has three components, which are described below.

Land Restitution

Land restitution is designed to restore landownership or provide compensa-
tion to those who were dispossessed without adequate compensation by
racially discriminatory practices after 1913 (South Africa Department of Land
Affairs 1997b). The institutional machinery to implement the program
includes provincially based restitution commissions and a land claims court
that acts as final arbiter in restitution cases.

Land Redistribution Program

Land redistribution is aimed at providing the disadvantaged and the poor with
access to land for residential and productive purposes (South Africa Depart-
ment of Land Affairs 19g7b). It is also designed to deal with the past injustices
of land dispossession discussed above, to ensure equitable distribution of
landownership, and to reduce poverty and contribute to economic growth. It
makes it possible for the poor and the disadvantaged to purchase land with the
help of a settlement land acquisition grant.

Land Tenure Reform

This land tenure reform is designed to provide security to all South Africans
under diverse forms of locally appropriate tenure (South Africa Department
of Land Affairs 1997b). It includes an initiative to provide legal recognition and
to formalize communal land rights in rural areas; it also includes a recently
legislated program to strengthen the rights of tenants on mainly white-owned
farms.

Moving Forward: Approaches to Land Redistribution

The South African government has adopted a market-based approach to
redistribute land. The market-based approach utilizes the forces of the mar-
ket to redistribute land and is largely based on willing buyer-willing seller
principles. There is, however, some state support. The government is com-
mitted to make land acquisition grants available, and is obliged to support and
finance the required planning process. The government also assists individ-
ual households or communities to purchase and own land.
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The Rationale for the Market-Based Approach

The market-based approach to land redistribution has been rationalized on the
basis of efficiency. This rationale ensures that efficiency in the agricultural sec-
tor is maintained, so as to maintain or even improve the current production
level of the country and ensure food self-sufficiency. It is also aimed at main-
taining or improving investor confidence.

Land is a scarce resource, subject to competing uses, including agricultural
production, residential development, urban development, public parks, and
other amenities. The most important implication of economic analysis for pol-
icy making, however, is that, in a world of scarce resources, tradeoffs charac-
terize any policy decision. The reallocation of scarce resources also implies a
redistribution of income and wealth in society. The important problem facing
policy makers is to choose among alternative consumption bundles and dis-
tributions that could result in different public policies.

Generally, five economic criteria are used to judge the efficacy of policies
and decisions regarding resource allocation. Four of these criteria relate to the
efficiency of the economic system, while the fifth regards equity considera-
tions. Thus, land can be redistributed either for purposes of efficiency or
equity. These two terms, “efficiency” and “equity,” are opposing economic
terms that are often confused in many writings. Both of these cannot always
be achieved at the same time in any one redistribution.

Seven Years of Failure: Postapartheid Land Distribution

As of the end of 2001, less than 2 percent of the land had changed hands from
white to black through the land reform program, and the long-awaited legis-
lation to improve the tenure security of people living in the former Bantustans
in terms of the state’s Section 25(6) obligations had yet to be released. Of the
68,878 land restitution claims received, only 12,678 had been settled,
benefiting less than 40,000 predominantly urban households more than 40
percent of which had received monetary compensation instead of land restora-
tion. While monetary compensation is one form of redress, it is not land
reform because it does not involve the transfer of land rights. The urban bias
of restitution delivery also means this program had so far done little to trans-
form rural property relations, with most rural restitution claims still out-
standing.

Land redistribution transferred less than half a million (480,400) hectares
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to 45,454 households by March 31, 1999, falling far short of the estimated 25.5
million hectares of agricultural land that quantified the reconstruction and
development program’s 30 percent goal. Following the 1999 elections the
entire redistribution program was put on hold, pending a lengthy period of
internal policy development marked by a complete absence of public consul-
tation. When the Land Redistribution for Agricultural Development Program
(LRAD) was finally launched in August 2001, it clearly targeted “full-time farm-
ers” and required beneficiaries to make a minimum Rs5,000 (US$500) con-
tribution. The National Land Commitee (NLC) and other rural sector organi-
zations have argued that this requirement will effectively exclude the poor rural
majority, marking a reversal of the White Paper’s pro-poor commitment.

The slow pace of land reform can be projected to continue, according to
budgetary trends that consistently allocate about one-third of 1 percent of
national expenditure to the Department of Land Affairs (DLA). Budget analysts
predict that at current spending patterns, it will take 150 years to complete the
restitution process, and 125 years to complete the redistribution of 30 percent
of agricultural land to black people. While these projections clearly support the
argument that market-based land reform will prove too expensive for the state,
the consistent failure of the DLA to spend even its existing budget places it in
constitutional jeopardy with regard to Section 25(5), which requires the state
to effect land redistribution within its “available resources.”

Beyond Rights: Why Land Reform in South Africa?

Despite the inclusion of fundamental rights to land reform in the South African
Constitution, the state has exhibited a lack of political will to prioritize the
fulfillment of these rights within its macroeconomic strategy. This suggests that
there is a need to go beyond the current rights-based discourse surrounding land
reform to demonstrate the socioeconomic importance of comprehensive land
redistribution and rural development to growth and poverty reduction.

The South African government has committed itself to a conservative
macroeconomic strategy, detailed in the 1996 Growth, Employment, and
Redistribution (GEAR) strategy, which seeks to alleviate poverty in the long-
term through a growth-oriented strategy designed to inspire export-oriented
industrial expansion by creating the conditions for foreign direct investment.
Implicit in GEAR and its associated development programs is an urban bias
in development policy rooted in the belief that modernization brings urban-
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ization, and that state resources should therefore concentrate on meeting the
demands arising from this trend.

This strategy ignores the demographic profile of South Africa, which,
while predominantly urban (55 percent) is still significantly rural (45 percent),
with strong rural-urban linkages among households. With more than 7o per-
cent of the nation’s poorest concentrated in rural areas—many of these
women, children, and the elderly—further growth along this path can only
exacerbate rural-urban inequalities. Increased urbanization born of the des-
peration of rural poverty will further strain the already limited resources of
urban metropolitan councils. The GEAR strategy also importantly ignores
ample economic analysis, from the World Bank as well as some bilateral devel-
opment agencies, that suggests that only certain kinds of growth can achieve
poverty reduction, while others—particularly urban-biased, industrial-led
growth in conditions of severe inequality—tend to increase both inequality
and poverty while simultaneously slowing overall economic growth. Con-
versely, analysis of various developing country growth paths has demon-
strated that agriculture-led growth—particularly following a redistribution of
assets—can lead to higher overall economic growth, a reduct