Land issues — II: Aid agencies’ approach to skewed landholdings —Syed Mohammad Ali
Owners of large farms have little interest in profit-maximisation since they have other diverse investments. For larger landlords, an asset like land is not needed to ensure their survival but is instead held for political power or prestige reasons

International development agencies hold immense sway over the policy making of countries that continue to depend on their financial grants and loans. A powerful lending agency like the World Bank is quite significant in this regard, given that its financial support is always tied to a range of conditions, which can, in turn, compel governments around the world to make difficult decisions like curbing public spending or raising taxes. Given that the World Bank claims that eradication of poverty is its primary goal, it is important to see how it has taken up the challenge of addressing highly uneven land ownership patterns which are a major cause of inequalities in developing countries, where large segments of the population still work and reside in the rural sector.

It is curious to note that international development agencies like the World Bank do not directly advocate the need for land reforms. Initially, the World Bank kept supporting capital-intensive initiatives under the Green Revolution, such as provision of mechanization, for instance, the benefits of which were largely confined to larger farmers. It took some time for the World Bank to admit that the need to address the problem of very few people owning a lot of land, while numerous others have very little or no land is, in fact, a problem.

Despite this realisation, however, the World Bank still does not apply any pressure on governments to undertake land reforms if they want access to its development funding. Instead, some of the initiatives the World Bank is recommending to address rural poverty include helping facilitate registries of land, providing land market facilitation and marketing support and provision of credit for improving agricultural productivity. Various combinations of such initiatives are being carried out in diverse countries like South Africa, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, Columbia, Brazil, the Philippines, Thailand, Indonesia, India and Pakistan.

However, critics say that the World Bank’s attempts to push market-assisted land reforms often undermine the possibility of redistributing land more equally in countries where there is even some political will to do so. In Brazil, for example, with the World Bank’s assistance, credit was given to the landless to buy land at market rates from wealthy landowners and to acquire fertilisers and technical assistance for new, marketable crops. But these measures placed a heavy burden on poor people to repay expensive loans, often from harvests from poor soils, as landowners chose to sell the most marginal and ecologically fragile plots to these poor farmers.

The World Bank does now admit that existing land ownership and tenure arrangements in South Asian countries like Pakistan are far from satisfactory to boost agricultural production. But, to address this situation, the World Bank is repeating it prescription of creating ‘robust land markets’ and supporting measures like improving transparency of land records through their computerisation, presuming that this will increase investments in agriculture and help achieve efficient land use.

Whether land records and transfers are adequate measures to address problems like poverty is debatable. Creating land markets may just as easily enable more agri-businesses to enter rural markets in developing countries and take over land from small farmers, without offering many employment opportunities to landless agricultural labourers due to the use of capital-intensive means of production to maximise efficiency and profits.

If the aim of land reforms is to facilitate changes in land ownership and occupational rights, such changes may alter income distribution, social status and political power structure. But this implies that national governments have to expropriate landholdings above the ceiling and distribute these among the landless and the marginal farmers free of cost, and provide these new owners with adequate credit facilities so that they do not fall back into indebtedness through borrowing from the same people who owned the land before. The model of land reforms being espoused by the World Bank does not aim to achieve such objectives. 

Nonetheless, there is evidence on the ground to prove that small farmers can be more efficient than larger ones. On the other hand, owners of large farms have little interest in profit-maximisation since they have other diverse investments. For larger landlords, an asset like land is not needed to ensure their survival but is instead held for political power or prestige reasons. Landlords can easily secure the votes of numerous households dependent on them due to land tenure links, and use these votes to either gain political power directly, or else to propel their proponents to the legislatures. It should, therefore, not be surprising that price policies and farm subsidies tend to favour larger farmers instead of smaller ones.

It is necessary to remove biased policies that favour large farms, such as credit programmes that require land as collateral or inappropriate taxation and subsidies that suit large farmers only. There is a need to, instead, establish programmes targeted specifically at the small farms of the rural poor.

Vulnerable groups, including women, deserve special focus. This is because women often face worse circumstances than men within the same household. Despite day-to-day agricultural decisions often being made by women, they lack formal rights to the land they manage. Women also face a number of key constraints such as lack of access to equipment or agricultural support services. There is also wage discrimination against women in the market for hired agricultural labour. Unfortunately, land reforms being supported by development agencies like the World Bank have also largely failed to address this issue.

Land remains the most valuable asset for the rural masses in the poor and developing world. As the above experience indicates, access to land is not enough unless it is accompanied by access to other essential inputs, such as agricultural credit, fairly priced inputs, markets, training, and effective extension services.

Unless land reforms are simultaneously redistributive and comprehensive, production and incomes will not increase for the rural poor. Unless land access becomes more evenly distributed, wider goals such as food security and socio-economic empowerment will also not be secured despite lofty policy statements by national governments and the rhetoric of good intentions espoused by prominent international aid agencies.

(To be continued)
