Can technology help? —Syed Mohammad Ali 
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Human security does not naturally result from the introduction of information technologies in the public sector. Achieving this goal requires a much broader and multi-pronged effort involving complementary social, organisational and legal reforms

Having access to assets is one of the most vital components of human development. Development economists point out that assets exist in varied forms. In poorer countries however, a piece of land remains the most significant form of an asset, particularly in the rural areas. 

Despite its significance however, land is often managed inefficiently and non-transparently in most parts of the developing world, which in turn fuels exorbitant rent-seeking and highly skewed ownership patterns.

Recent World Bank research has been pointing out that insecure rights to land are adversely affecting overall production and the required amount of investments needed in the agricultural sector. 

Moreover, there seems to be an evident inverse relationship between farm size and output across much of South Asia. Contrary to expectations, it is the small farmers who possess greater efficiency, given that outputs decrease instead of increasing with the proportional size of landholdings. 

Yet smaller farmers do seem to face great difficulty in raising their profitability or expanding their land holding sizes in order to achieve prosperity. The World Bank thinks that this is due to economic factors like unavailability of adequate credit facilities for smaller farmers. Yet providing micro-credit may not be enough to lessen rural deprivation. More effective land management could also have an important role to play in this context. 

However, the prevailing ineffectiveness of land management in our part of the world is quite dismal, which seems particularly so in view of impressive historical precedents. Scholars have pointed to the existence of land record management in ancient Hindu kingdoms which had designated officials for preparation of various registers for cultivated fields, land transfers, and tax collection. 

Subsequently, Muslim sultanates in the subcontinent also utilised land management systems to finance their rule. Sher Shah Suri, who briefly managed to wrestle power from the Mughal emperor, Humayun, also put forth elaborate means to categorise and measure lands, and even put forth a fixed schedule of crop rates for revenue generation. This land management system was further refined by Todar Mal, an adviser to Emperor Akbar. 

Thereafter colonial rulers conducted large-scale surveys to demarcate individual landholdings. Soil fertility was categorised to formulate and rationalise the levy and collection of land revenue. 

The British administrative hierarchy gave the patwari the responsibility for collecting agricultural revenue, reporting the transfer or transition information, and maintaining land records of the area of his jurisdiction, commonly known as a patwar circle. For the next two hundred years, this system saw only minor changes, even after independence was achieved.

But now there are numerous available technologies like computer-generated databases which can easily facilitate land management. Some efforts are finally being made to computerise land records, and to make this process more simple, easy-to-update and transparent.

In India, for example, the Ministry of Rural Development sanctioned a scheme for the computerisation of land records in 1991 in many states of India. Karnataka opted to computerise records of over 67,00,000 land owners, spread across 177 talukas in nearly 30,000 villages, which together accounted for 20 million records of records of rights, tenancy and cultivation. 

A recent evaluation of this effort has shown that it has benefited farmers in many ways. The record of rights of tenancy and cultivation is now immediately accessible. Online mutation keeps the records current, so there is greater transparency, and thus the system is less prone to manipulation. 

Some farmers have however been complaining about the long distances they have to travel to obtain the new certification. There are also operational problems including power breakdowns which lead to delays with regards to processing records. When problems related to software or hardware occur, the required experts are often not available at the concerned local government offices. But such problems are not insurmountable, and will presumably be overcome in the not too distant future.

Encouraged by the World Bank, Pakistan has also decided to undertake a similar effort. The government has initiated a project in Balochistan and Punjab over the past few years. The Land Record Management Information System Project in Punjab especially aims to establish linkages between the land records system and the system for registration of deeds, and contends to tackle some of the socio-political dynamics related to land record management with regards to transparency and improved service delivery.

While the evident benefits of such measures have not yet emerged, expecting that computerisation can aid the longstanding need for land reforms seems unreasonable based on available research that has taken a closer look at these efforts. 

Human security does not naturally result from the introduction of information technologies in the public sector. Achieving this goal requires a much broader and multi-pronged effort involving complementary social, organisational and legal reforms. 

The political will to empower people through information provision remains a necessary pre-condition for promoting such empowerment or equity. It is therefore not surprising that the limited field research available on this topic has not yet revealed significant efforts to identify surplus land through the process of computerisation of records. 

Instead, the World Bank, which is supporting many of these reforms, is in fact promoting computerisation since it views it as a precursor for enabling easier land transactions, required for liberalisation and creation of more robust land markets. 

The computerisation of land records does after all involve large initial financial costs in terms of procurement of hardware and software, and training the required human resources to adequately manage it. 

One wonders if poor countries like ours should be taking loans meant for development purposes to undertake this effort, unless it is tied to explicit human development benefits like improving the assets security of the rural poor in South Asia or other parts of the developing world.
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