A genuine peasant movement —Syed Mohammad Ali
The peasant movement was distinctive as it comprised not just those who directly controlled land but all residents of the affected villages, including those who stood to benefit very little materially from a tenants’ success

Land ownership patterns in Pakistan are highly skewed. Resultantly, a large proportion of farmlands across the country are cultivated by tenants including sharecroppers, most of whom have little security and few rights. The inability of the state to implement remedial measures has provided little ground for the peasants to be hopeful. Given this situation, some peasants have begun to strive for their own rights. Evidence to this latter effect, for instance, became evident during recent years in Punjab, which certainly merits more attention. 

Between 2001 and 2003, a defiant peasant movement involving hundreds of thousands of tenant farmers spread across several districts of Punjab, struggling against large military owned companies like the Military Farms and the Army Welfare Trust, for control over thousands of acres of highly cultivable land. 

The reasons that instigated this sudden peasant movement of such significance are not so recent, and they, in fact, are rooted in events that took place nearly 100 years ago. It was the creation of a network of irrigation canals by the British and the establishment of ‘canal colonies’ in lands lying between Punjab’s five major rivers to cultivate vast tracts of previously arid land that set the stage for this contemporary turbulence. 

Considered state property, the British canal colonies were managed through a system of land grants that varied in size and types of recipients. The non-landed and landed elite, especially those who had been loyal to the British in the 1857 revolt, were given larger land grants without the requirement of residency. Military personnel received a range of grants including those for horse breeding, on retirement, etc. Small-sized grants for the landed peasantry were provided for self-cultivation, but with the condition that the peasants could not acquire proprietary rights. The landless got no other opportunity in the newly irrigated lands except relatively higher wages as labourers or becoming sub-tenants on larger landholdings. The British canal colony settlements, thus, did not disturb existing social and power relations structured on the basis of class, caste, ethnicity and religion.

Since the time of partition, the issue of giving ownership to tenants, or to provide the landless at least the right to own the land on which their own homes were located, was raised by contesting candidates in elections, who often made promises that were soon forgotten.

Then in 2000, the Ministry of Defence forwarded a request to the Punjab government for a free-of-cost permanent transfer of land of three farms in Punjab, including the Okara Military Farms. The reason given for this was to avoid undue interference by revenue authorities and litigation by defaulting tenants, which retard productive efficiency of the farms and foil attempts at production improvement. 

Moreover, the military farm authorities perhaps wanted to change the status of tenants to that of ‘contractors’ because, under the Punjab Tenancy Act 1887, tenants enjoyed certain rights which made it hard to evict them from the lands they had been cultivating for years. There was also the potential for leasing agricultural land at lucrative rates following the introduction of corporate farming in the country, or making available land for allocation to retiring army personnel. The military farm authorities maintained that the new contract system was actually welcomed by the people but, on the instigation of certain land grabbers, people were forced not to adopt the new system and pay the lease amount or provide fodder to the army. 

However, the fact that the Punjab government itself challenged the military ownership of the farms in 2001 became an important source of strength for the peasantry as the struggle progressed for it weakened the legality of the farm authorities’ claim over the land and their action for the change in tenants’ status. Moreover, formation of the Anjuman Mazarain Punjab (AMP) comprised of approximately one million tenants of different military farms, spread this struggle across several districts of Punjab including Multan, Khanewal, Sargodha, Okara, and Lahore. 

This peasant movement was distinctive as it comprised not just those who directly controlled land but all residents of the affected villages, including those who stood to benefit very little materially from a tenants’ success. The media was also mobilised. High-profile global organisations such as Human Rights Watch further raised the heat on the military, eventually forcing it to pull back from its coercive posture and tacitly accept the tenants’ de facto control over the land.

Some rifts within the AMP leadership appeared to acquire a religious dimension: Christians versus Muslims. Political activists from the outside, who were closely affiliated with the movement, were not able to extend the politicisation that had taken place in Okara and on other state farms further with quite the same success. Nonetheless, the tenant movement did spark broader debate about the military’s political and economic role. 

In the face of sustained resistance, and national and international condemnation of state action, the paramilitary troops were withdrawn in August 2003. However, the peaceful struggle has continued in the form of refusal to give battai (share) in the produce. Those said to have been forced by the army to sign contracts have since rejected them and have also refused to fulfil these obligations. 

The tenants were, however, hopeful that following the 2008 elections they would finally get proprietary rights. This was because the Charter of Democracy clearly took up the question of land allotments to the military and proposed creating a commission to review the legitimacy of all military urban and agricultural land allotments. The commission to monitor the practice of allotting land to military personnel has not been active and the issue seems almost forgotten amidst the ongoing power wrangling, despite the fact that increased security of land tenure would have an enormously positive impact on the lives of multitudes of peasants across the country, besides its broader poverty alleviation, agricultural productivity and food security implications.

