development: Women and land —Syed Mohammad Ali 
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Land reforms can empower women by increasing their bargaining power and enhancing their status. It can also help boost familial welfare, including children’s, since research proves that women generally pay significantly more attention to the well-being of their families than men

According to Article 17 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, everyone has the right to own property alone, and in association with others. Moreover no one can arbitrarily be deprived of property rights. 

Despite this explicitly stated human rights principle however, vast multitudes of poor people — women in particular — around the developing world continue to face unequal opportunities in owning this empowering asset, due to highly skewed patterns of land ownership. 

Unfortunately, the past two decades have led to the dominance of laissez-faire orthodoxies and a marked ambivalence towards the role of the developmental state. It was the debt crises of the early 1980s, and the subsequent significance of multilateral lending programmes that led to an overt focus on fiscal restraint, open trade, and privatisation with regards to economic development. 

Issues of agrarian and rural development reforms have also been affected by these policy priorities. Agricultural production has thus been proposed to be boosted through measures such as devaluing exchange rate, abolishing export taxes, and reducing trade barriers. Tenure insecurity was meant to be tackled through increased land titling, largely to the neglect of the environmental impact of this strategy. Such standard measures, it was argued, were capable enough to restore agricultural export growth and to improve rural incomes and livelihoods.

At the same time however, cutbacks in public expenditure for agricultural input subsidies, research and extension services were advised, even using justifications to the effect that the benefits of these measures are primarily captured by big farmers, or else squandered by state officials. 

The elite capture of such allocations is hard to deny. But, the fact remains that public expenditure outlays were cut at a time when they were most needed. This was the time when developing countries were being simultaneously urged to pry open their economies to global agricultural markets, leading to an influx of imports from countries that provide generous agricultural subsidies to their farming sectors. 

Within this context of agricultural reforms, protection of property rights has been encouraged to help promote economic growth based on the postulation that private ownership is a vital precondition for stimulating investment and technological innovations. It was feared that individuals would face disincentives to invest if their investments could potentially be captured by others, due to which the need for land reforms was not conventionally endorsed. 

Instead, it was pointed out that robust land markets would enable using land as collateral, which in turn could enhance a range of other useful economic activities. It has been argued by the proponents of this predominant approach that the transferability of rights, due to transparent land markets supposedly reduces transaction costs for renting or selling land, making the need for land reforms unnecessary, since the market will compel land to be eventually owned by the most efficient producer. These arguments did not take into account the phenomenon of absentee landlordism, or of the use of land to assume political power, which is so evident in countries like our own. 

The sole use of economic growth to measure development goals is in fact quite misleading. The Nobel-prize winning economist, Amartya Sen, has instead stressed the need to assess welfare using indicators like infant mortality rates, which are more sensitive than GDP to distributional effects. University of Cambridge researchers have recently used infant mortality rates to identify the impacts of enhancing (private) property rights, which makes it difficult to escape the conclusion that increasing such rights has at best no significant effect, and at worst, a significantly adverse impact on populations in diverse contexts ranging from the Soviet Union to Eastern Europe. Even in African countries like Ghana, there is documented evidence to indicate that protecting property rights of the rich only has led to increasing inequality. 

Given this inability of the trickle down effect of agricultural policies to address development goals, more proactive policy measures seem vital. Else, due to the lack of secure access to land and means of production, the paradigm of daily survival will continue to compel the poor, due to circumstances beyond their control or influence, to live within short term horizons that will degrade natural resources, and further fuel their downward spiral of poverty, livelihoods and food insecurity. 

In the context of conservative agrarian countries like Pakistan, the issue of rights to, and control of, land by women also deserves serious attention. The development focus for women seems to have been primarily on employment, education and health, which is obviously important, but it is not enough.

There are convincing arguments to strengthen women’s access and control of land, since this can provide them with a sense of security they cannot derive from elsewhere. Land reforms can empower women by increasing their bargaining power and enhancing their status. It can also help boost familial welfare, including children’s, since research proves that women generally pay significantly more attention to the well-being of their families than men. 

Although there are some variations, women’s access to land in our own country is largely mediated by fathers, husbands, brother or sons. While Islamic law stipulates that women be accorded a share in inheritance, this injunction remains ignored. Even religious parties keen to implement Sharia throughout the country have never really focused on this aspect. 

Also, neither does the state see it necessary to interfere with inheritance rights, nor has it seemed to be too concerned with women’s right to property while implementing its lacklustre land reform and redistribution policies. 

At more immediate levels, local leaders cite cultural norms to claim that women’s land rights will threaten family and kinship structures. In turn, the landed class further counters the need for any reforms to affect their power base citing arguments of land fragmentation and the supposed inefficiency, which will then ensue. The fact that increased tenure security will help increase productivity does not bother them much, but it should bother our development planners — at least — given that economic deprivation is inversely correlated to land ownership.

Provided a bit of support in the form of access to agricultural inputs etc, it makes common sense that poor farmers, working on their own piece of land, would be motivated to boost agricultural productivity much more than a farmer working under a landlord would ever be. 
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