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LAND TENURE AND AGRICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT* 

by 

Ralph W. Cummings, Jr.**
 

and _Staff Members of the Land Tenure Center, 
University of Wisconsin
 

It is not the fault of new technology that the credit service does' 
not serve those for whom it was originally intended; that the exten­
sion services are not living up to expectations; that the panchayats
are political rather than developmental bodies; that security of ten­
ure is a luxury of the few; that rents are exorbitant; that ceilings 
on agricultural land are notional; that for the greater part tenurial 
legislation is deliberately miscarried; or that wage scales are hardly

sufficient to keep body and soul together.
 

These are man-made institutional inequities. 'orrecting all of
 
them within the foreseeable future is out of the question. 
On the
 
other hand, even if only some of them are dealt with--security of
 
tenure, reasonable rent and credit to sustain production needs--a
 
measure of economic and social justice could be fused with economic
 
necessity, thereby adding another dimension to the green revolution.1
 

Introduction
 

Policy-makers are often caught between conflicting arguments on the sub­

ject of land tenure and agricultural development. One position holds that tra­

ditional landholding systems are primary obstacles to increasing the economic
 

*This paper borrows heavily, sometimes directly, from published writings as
 
well as comments of Edward P. Reed, Peter Dorner, Don Kanel, and Bryant Kearl
 
of the Land Tenure Center of the University of Wisconsin-Madison. Improvements

have also been suggested by John D. Montgomery, Philip 11. Raup, and Dale Adams.
 
None of these contributors should be held responsible for errors of either
 
omission or commission. In a substantially modified form it will appear as 
a chapter in a book by Sterling Wortman and Ralph W. Cumings, Jr., entitled
To Feed This World: The Challenge and the Strateg. Baltimore, Md.: Johns 
Hopkins, 1978. 

**Program Officer of the International Agricultural Development Service. 
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and social performance of the rural sector; remove these obstacles by means of
 

a thorough-going land reform and not only will the major barriers to develop­

ment be overcome but a surge of energy will be released for transforming the
 

countryside." Others strongly assert that the tenure system seldom creates
 

serious obstacles to development since once new economically profitable oppor­

tunities appear, the participants will adapt institutions to take advantage of
 

the new opportunities; 3 direct intervention to alter tenure institutions may
 

be a waste of time and resources and actually result in a drop in overall ag­

ricultural production. To make matters more difficult, discussion of land re­

form tends to become polarized and often highly emotional because of the close
 

relationshim of land tenure to the basic political and social fabric of a
 

society.
 

Nevertheless, the issue of land tenure is obviously of great importance
 

in most less developed countries, as is indicated by the frequency with which
 

it is raised and the very emotions attending it. In many, if not most, of
 

these countries, changes in land tenure are inevitable: the question is only
 

whether it will be orderly or disorderly. The purpose of this paper is to
 

review the major issues involved and to answer questions likely to be raised
 

by policy-makers: Are there situations in which the land tenure system pre­

sents such serious obstacles to the attainment of agricultural development
 

goals that land reform must be considered as a prerequisite to development pro­

grams?* What are those situations and what alternative strategies can a gov­

ernment consider in attempting to create a land tenure structure which is more
 

supportive of its development objectives?
 

*Some people argue that the term agrarian transformation, which has a polit­

ically more neutral connotation, should be used interchangeably with agrarian
 
reform, the key component of which is land reform.
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The Issue
 

Given the rapidly increasing populations in low-income countries and the
 
inability of nonagricultural employment opportunities to expand at a sufficient 
pace to absorb all the new Job zeekers, the population engaged in agriculture
 
will continue to grow for the foreseeable future. 
Rapid population growth pro­
vides an abundant supply of labor, thus depressing wages. Most national policy­
nakers and international development agencies are consequently prepared to de­
-lare that alleviating poverty, pro-iding productive employment, and more
 
idely distributing the benefits of development among masses of landless, land­
loor, and tenants in rural areas of the world must receive high priority in
 

aevelopment planning.
 

The land tenure system defines the formal and customary arrangements which
 
determine access to and control over resources and opportunities in rural areas.
 
Use of these productive resources is the single most important basis on which
 
social, political, and cultural as well as 
economic relations rest. 
 Land ten­
ure shapes the distribution of erployment opportunities and income in the agri­
cultural sector. For example, the owner of a farm can choose to work his land
 
with his family, sharecroppers, wage workers, or machinery. 
His decision will
 
clearly affect income returns and employment of those without control over the
 
land. 
But the influence of the land tenure system goes well beyond income op­

portunities alone:
 

ownership of land carries with it ownership of government-­the right to tax, the right to enact and enforce police regulations,
and the right to judge. 
 In addition, decisions on investment in so­cial capital--education, transportation, hospitals, power projects-­appear to be the prerogative of land ownership.
 
So . . . the ownership 
 of land is both the symbolic and thesource realof a new kind of life. It gives (the owner) food to stayalive, but it also gives him the right towhich to build his own house inraise his family. It gives him, too, the right to tax 
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himself to build a school. Is it any wonder then that land reform
 
assumes major importance to those people who are still living under
 
vestiges of feudalism, or at least outside of the rnrket economy?5 

In "traditional" social settings, characterized by underdeveloped product
 

markets and imperfect factor uarkets, tenure arrangements are pervasive in
 

their influence. Iltual obligations exist. No party has the clear right to
 

abolish one set of relationships and substitute another (e.g., for a tenant to
 

switch landlords, or a landlord to dismiss tenants and hire laborers). Though
 

the relationship between classes is often exploitative, it is not always des­

potic since political and economic interdependence may give rise to mutually
 

beneficial patron-client relations.
 

When a society begins to modernize, these customary social and economic
 

relationships are fundamentally changed. New technology alters the structure
 

of opportunities by making land valuable in itself, i.e., having money value.
 

Those who are in a better position to take advantage of these opportunities
 

will strengthen their position, attempt to shed customary social obligations
 

to their clients, take on the role of capitalists, and seek the influence of
 

the government to secure property and contract rights. What benefits modern­

ization brint;s are then likely to be concentrated disproportionately in a lim­

ited number of people--people who in many cases have contributed only indi­

rectly to the agricultural production process. If this situation persists,
 

the gap widens between landowners and others in the rural sector. Such a ten­

dency is not only politically destabilizing but, in 1urn, can be detrimental 

to production itse3f. Even when institutions supportive of output growth ap­

pear to be functioning successfully, the achievement of the broader development
 

goals may be significantly hindered in the process.
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Though this generalized description may not completely fit any particular
 
country's experience, it serves to highlight the pressures and tendencies whic
 
usually arise in the modernization process in rural 
areas and to indicate the
 

multidimensional role of land tenure in most societies.
 

Typology of Tenure S ms 

fMost persons bring narrow viewpoints to discussions of land tenure. 
Par­
ticular tenure systems have emerged from a combination of historical, cultural,
 
political, and economic factors which vary widely from country to country and
 
even within countries. 
 In order to simplify analysis of tenure systems, it is
 
desirable to group them into a limited number of broad categories based on two
 
factors: distribution of landown-ership and average size of farming operation.
 
Designating three modes of ownership distribution (concentrated, dispersed,
 

and collective) and three modes of operational size (small, dualistic, and
 

large), eight categories can be identified (Figure 1):
 

FIGURE 1
 

A Typology of Tenure Systems
 

Ownership/
Distribution 
 Small 
 Dualistic 
 Large
 

Concentrated 
 (a) landlord-
 (b) latifundia 
 (d) plantation,

tenant 
 minifundia 
 hacienda,
system 
 (c) plantations 
 state farm
 

small holdings
 
Dispersed 
 (e) family farm 


(f) family farm
 
system 


system
 
Collective 
 (g) traditional 


(h) group farming
communal 

systems
 

ownership with
 
individual
 
operation
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(a) 	 The landlord-tena ,t s:'j: . .I le landownership may be concentrated mong 

a few individuals, the managerial and labor functions are decentralized 

among a large nmaber of tenants on small, often subdivided, plots. There 

is great variation within this system. The role of the landlord in pro­

viding managerial and supply services, the security and rent arrangements 

of the tenant, and the quantity of land owned by a single landlord all 

may 	 differ greatly aumonr and within countries. This situation is preva­

lent in much of Asia. 

(b) 	 A dualistic farm structure is predominant in Latin Anerica. A subsector 

of large estates (latifundia) farmed by resident workers with plots and 

several hired worhers may or may not be commercially oriented. Alongside 

are a large number of sm-,ll, near-subsistence farms (minifundia) on which 

most of the agricultural population work either as cialer-cultivators or 

as tenants of estate owners. 

(c) 	A dualistic farm structure also occurs in parts of Asia and Africa. 
Plan­

tations are often devoted to the prduction of export crops. Food crops 

are grown on nearby sm-_ll holdings, often farmed on a subsistence basis. 

(d) The plantation type. Large com. ercially (usually export) oriented farms 

operated by a hired l-1b(r f ' rce and professional managers may be owned in 

whole or rart by foreiq. interests. Haciendas also fall into this cate­

gory as do sts.te fnr7m. 

(e) 	 The small f.milv farm,. Landownership is widely and relatively 

equally divided among a large number of families who provide the primary 

farm labor force. There are few large holdings, little tenancy, and cul­

tivation is highly labor intensive. These can include subsistence farms 

as well a. commercial units (as in Japan and Taiwan). 

(f) 	 The North Amerinan-t,.rpe famiLy farm system. Capital-inte.nsive, large, 

cormercially oriented family farms which use a minimu-m of nonfamily labor. 

Private ownership of land is widespread, but a variety of tenancy con­

tracts are also used to gain access to land.
 

(g) 	 The traditional communal type fo-u-d widely in sub-Saharan Africa and some 

other tribal societies. Landownership (right of land alienation) is
 

vested in a collective body while individual families have usufructuary
 



rights. A wide variety of types of arrangements exists. 6 The system may
 

be characterized by shifting or reasonably permanent cultivation.
 

(h) Group farming system. Coeverative or collective farms. Property rights 

are held by the group or state. The bulk of the farmland, producing most 

of the output, is held ani farmed in conmion; there is a commitment in 

principle to participation by members in management and policy decisions; 

and payment is based chiefly on labor input. Small plots for family use 

may or may not be allotted. The communes of China, collective farms of 

Russia, and the kibbutzim of Israel fit into this category.7 

Obviously there are intermediate cases between each of these categories.
 

Different types might dominate in different regions of the same country.
 

Nomadic patterns, in which herds graze public lands seasonally, and slash­

and-burn or swidden cultivation fall outside these eight categories.
 

Criteria for Evaluating Land Tenure Systems
 

The appropriateness of any system of land tenure can be evaluated--with
 

weights assigned differently to each situation--according to four main criteria:
 

Net Value of Production*
 

Evidence is mixed, but there is ruch to support the argument that yields
 

on small holdings can be as high as those on medium-sized holdings and are
 

*iWet value of production is the difference between returns and costs. Merely 
increasing g-oss value of production by high-cost methods does not contribute 
positively to a country's development objectives. Fossil fuel, used to produce
nitrogen fertilizer, power machinery, and dry crops, is becoming an increas­
ingly scarce resource. It is nonreproducible. Even though prices have risen 
significantly in the past few years, current petroleum prices probably still
 
do not reflect long-term scarcity values. Irrigation water, also becoming an 
increasinrly scarce Production factor, frequently is subsidized. Undervalued 
foreign exchange rates and concessicnal interest rates often permit import and 
purchase of machinery at subsidized prices. Evaluation of net value of produc­
tion therefore is more complicated than mere comparison of yields, adoption of 
new technologies, or land utilization. 
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8 
generally higher than those on large holdings. The econcmies of size in agri­

culture are achieved at relatively low hectarages. Small farmers may be unedu­

cated but they are seldon unintelligent. They use factors of production in 

different combinations to achicve the same yield levels as larger farmers.
 

For example, veeding by hand may replace herbicides; use of animal manure or
 

crop residues may replace chemical fertilizers. Relatively few farm enter­

prises require substantial size in order to efficiently incorporate high-yield
 

technolotpr. Tmprovements in varieties and in cultivation practices and in­

creased fertilizer applications can be accomplished on small farms as well as
 

on large farms. Other functions which 
 require large outlays, such as research 

to develop new technology, credit, land shaping, input supplies, or marketing,
 

can be organized in a variety of ways, including public institutions, group
 

action, and machine hiring. 
Land is a scarce factor to the small farmer, and
 

he attempts to maximize his return to it.
 

Small farmers are well represented arong initial adopters of improved
 

technologies. 9Contrary to popular belief, larger farmers are 
sometimes more
 

conservative because they have more to lose or are absentee landlords. 
 How­

ever, once the improved technology is demonstrated to be profitable and rela­

tively secure, the large farmers participate in large numbers because the agri­

culturrl service organizations give them favored treatment; they then swamp
 

the sraller farmers who have to wait their turn for limited supplies of seed, 

fertilizer, and credit, and who therefore often receive these only after pro­

duction has increased and pric&' have fallen. Where nonadoption occurs for
 

either small or large farmers, the farmer is generally acting in his own best 

interest given the institutional structure, incentive system, and his ability 

to respond. I 0 A restructured land tenure system can provide new incentives to 

develop technology and institutions specifically designed for small farm units. 
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Productive land sometimes lies idle. 
Highly productive land often could
 

be cultivated more intensively with multiple-cropping, ie., more than one
 

crop per year. Higher value crops, e.g., shift from millets to maize or from
 

cereals to vegetables, often can be groym. Underutilization of land resources
 

is more frequent on large horlrin~s. This can result from several causes. Som 

owners hold land for speculative purposes. Absentee owanership is often accom­

panied by a lack of close supervision. Some large ]andoiners have outside in­

terest3 which hold greater economic or social importance for them than farming
 

Underutilization of land is an obvious waste of resources and difficult to tol­

erate in a zituation where both food is in short supply and there is much unem­

ployed labor.
 

Marketed Surplus
 

In order to feed those who do not grow food, particularly those in urban
 

areas, food must come from domestic production or be imported. Unless offset
 

by exports, the former is preferable.
 

Marketed surplus is a difficult objective to measure accurately. Under a 

system of small farms, more people tend to be employed on farms. High on-farm 

consumption may result in a decrease in the marketed surplus even though over­

all agricultural production increases. This cannot be viewed as undesirable 

in terms of welfare. Not only is improved nutrition and health in rural areas
 

a development goal, but the outcome may be a more productive agricultural labor
 

force. Nevertheless, the government must be prepared to adjust and compensate
 

in urban areas for such a result. This underlines the importance of an effi­

cient infrastructure to supply'the new technology and other services necessary
 

to boost output after reform. In some cases a short-term increase in food im­

ports might farms arebe anticipated when larger numbers of small created. 
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Capital Investment
 

In order to increase future productive capacity, soil fertility must be 

maintained, land leveled, erosion controlled, and irrigation channels built, 

Capital investment is responsive to profitable opportunities. The investor 

must have security of tenure in order to be able to realize the returns to 

thcsc investments, many of which pay off only after a lag of several years. 

If small farm agriculture c n bc made profitable--and evidence demonstrates 

that it can--then adequate capital investment can be forthcoming to improve 

the future productive capacity of agriculture under a system of small family 

lI 
operated fprms. TDe capital investment on small farms may be largely labor­

intensive types of land-leveling, bund construction, etc., but this can be 

just as Gffective as such projects carried out by machines. 

Particihation in the Economy
 

Economic participation through income streams operates in agriculture 

through returns to production factors. Those who own or control scarce factors 

of production command more income than those who control few or abundant fac­

tors. Political and social participation is almost always related to economic 

status. In agriculture in manny poor countries, where land and capital are 

scarce and labor is abundant, the owners of land and capital (including credit 

sources, water rights, etc.) receive a greater income stream than those who 

possess their own labor only. Therefore, tenure institutions which regulate 

control over productive resources in agriculture largely determine income and 

opportvunity distribution. 

Lecausc, of real or imagined costs of hiring and managing a labor force, 

there often is a tendency to substitute machinery for labor on large farms. 

It is true that abundant labor is not always cheap labor. Minimum wage laws 
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and:a variety, of welfare laws may mAke~the price6of lab6r higher than it would 
be in their absence. A large unskilled labor force can be difficult to manage 
on laboe-intensive enterprises. 
A large unskilled labor force also increases
 

the risk in using expensive machinery, improved livestock, and modern produc­

tion practices which require constant use of Judgment on the part of laborers.
 

Machinery does provide certain advantages in moving water, leveling land, and
 
permitting more timely operations. 
However, by and large, it is difficult to
 

make a strong argument that, compared to human labor, mechanized operations
 

will result in highe.' yields per hectare.
 

In low-income countries, land must be vie,--- not merely a toas resource 
be efficiently combined with scarce capital so as to maximize agricultural out­

put, but also as a vehicle for employing people and developing their skills 
wand experiences. A transfer of certain types of capital and technology which 
,are appropriate for large-sized holdings into a system characterized by wide
 

disparities in access to and security of rights in the use of land and other
 

resources tends to increase the polarization of economic opportunity, and fre­
quently leads to displacement of the small farmers from their already insecure
 

position as tenants. 
One of the distressing consequences of rising agricul­

tural productivity is the old squeeze whereby tenants are reduced to share­
croppers and eventually to landless laborers as more of the'bigger owners adopt
 

new technologies. There are generally too few Jobs in the cities to employ
 

the population and therefore every effort must be utilized to use labor pro­

ductively in the countryside. A reliance on tax and welfare policy to achieve
 

equity considerations is often unrealistic in the presence of the strong inter­

play of economic and political institutions which characterizes most low-income
 

countries. 
 Under these circmustances land reform to small farmers offers the
 
prospect of a more uniform opportunity structure in agriculture. The effect
 



-12­

of the land tenure system on the quality of the people produced is often its
 

most important "product."
 

Policy T .ilications 

Two of' the eight tenure systems appear to best satisfy the four criteria 

for evaluation. Both small family-farms, category (e), and group farms, cate­

gory (h), arc owned and operated by large numbers of participants, thereby
 

providing incentives for high productivity and a multiplier effect for in­

creased income generation.
 

Qualifications
 

Several qualifications must be rade in this discussion. First, land qual­

ity differs considerably frcm one location to another so mere farm size is not
 

the only pertinent factor For example, other things being equal, a hectare
 

of irrigated land has many tibies the productive potential of a hectare of dry
 

land. The former might be utilized for such high-value crops as sugar, vege­

tables, or rice and be cropped two or three different times a year while the
 

latter might be usable only for grazing.
 

Second, there are minimum sizes below which it is not possible to support
 

a family frGm the output of the land alone. Furthermore, there are minimum
 

sizes below which the additional expected returns from changes are just too
 

small to encourage the farmer to adopt new practices.
 

Third, the conditions under which the land is owned or rented have an im­

portant influence on behavior, including the farmer's ability to gain access
 

to production inputs. For example, a tenant whose lease is not secure will
 

not make needed improvements to maintain the productivity of the land. Some
 

undertakings involve numerous in.remi:ntal additions or are slowly maturing so
 

that the results are realized only over many production cycles. A system of
 



-13­

tenure inich makes the rewards specific to the investor is necessary for capi­

tal formation. 
A tenant who must give up a large proportion of his extra pro­

,duction will calculate that the mar'inal returns he gets from his own labor 

and expeadil-ures are not adequate to stimulate much extra effort on his part. 

Furthermore, credit is often secured on the basis of real property as collat­

eral. 
A person who has no land of his own often has less access to production
 

inputs than a landowner. It also follows that a smaller landowner often 'has 

less access to production inputs as compared to a larger landowner. This dis­

advantage is not so much a function of small size per se, as a reflection on
 

the practices of the agricultural service ifnstitutions--practices which can be
 

changed.
 

Difficulties in Generalizing*
 

It becomes even more difficult to generalize as one moves from a consid­

*eration of land tenure to the specifics of what to do about it, i.e., agrarian
 

reform, which of necessity is intimately involved with institutions unique to
 

particular countries. Land tenure institutions have many unique features grow­

ing out of historical patterns of settlement and/or conquest which are tied to
 

value systems grounded in religious, social, political, and cultural anteced­

ents. Changes in a systemithat work 
,ellinone'setting may not succeed in
 

another.
 

Second, an institution is notdefined by its name but by the functions,
 

procedures, rights, duties, and privileges associated with it. 
 A farm
 

*This section borrows freely from Peter Dorner, "The Experience of Other
 
Countries in Land Reform: 
Lessons for the Philippines," Paper presented at a
 
Seminar Sponsored by the Rural Development Panel of the Southeast Asia Devel­
opment Advisory Group (SEADAG) of the Asia Society, Baguio City, Philippines,
 
24-26 April 1976.
 



corporation in Iran is not necessarily comparable to a farm corporation in
 

southern California. A tenant farmer in the corn-soybean areas of central 

Illinois has more iii common with a fta-m owner-operator in that same area than 

he does with a tena.nt farmer producing maize in central Luzon. Tenants, share­

croppers, ower-oncl tcrs, r ", :z-ships, corporations, production cooperatives, 

etc., in various partfs of the world (or even within the same country) are not 

comparabXe just because they are called by the same name. 

Th' -d, land tenure institutions do not exist in isolation. The dimensions 

and future security of opportunities of rural people are influenced by labor, 

capital, and product markets. Thus, land tenure institutions interrelate with 

a wide range of other institutions. 

Fourth and finally, a country cannot be judged to have carried out a land
 

reform just because it has so declared, has legislation on the books, or has
 

crested a new organization for that stated purpose.
 

Despite these caveats, there are lessons to be learned from the experi­

ence of countries which have attempted reforms. The qualifications and reser­

vations noted must be kept in mind and incorporated in making recommendations.
 

Land Reform
 

Land reform involves the restructuring of formal and informal rules and 

procedures governing control over and access to productive resources and oppor­

tunities on the land. The range of specific measures can include: increasing 

security and expectations by regulation of tenancy conditions; issuance of 

land titles to tillers; abolition of tenancy by converting tenants into owners;
 

expropriation of large holdings and the distribution of land among the tillers,
 

either for individual ownership and operation or for collective use; or trans­

formation of tribal and other traditional forms of tenure in the interests of 
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productivity and equity. 
None of these approaches is inherently superior to
 

others nor are there any simple answers as 
to the sizes 'o take and reassign
 

and the methods and amounts of remuneration. The final answer in each case
 

depends on the particular conditions existing including the political structure.
 

Tenancy Reform
 

In some countries attempts have been made to overcome some of the produc­

tion inefficiencies and equity problems rooted in the tenure system by reform­

ing aspects of the formal and informal rules regulating resource use without
 

changing landownership patterns. 
This approach is probably more applicable in
 

Asian countries where tenancy with decentralized management is widespread and
 

the man-land ratio is high. It can also be an importaat provision in redistri­

butive land reform when teacy is expected to continue.
 

Tenancy reforms might include setting maximum share or cash rents, shift­

ing completely to cash rent, requiring all lease agreements to be written and
 

registered, or establishing security of tenure by regulating the length of
 

leases and circumstances under which tenants can be dismissed. 
These steps
 

are aimed principally at overcoming the disincentives to efficient input 
use
 

and long-term investment on the land. When accompanied by measures to facili­

tate access to credit and services as well, positive results might be expected.
 

However, certain difficulties are associated with this approach.
 

(a) No general prescription as to which form of tenancy is most supportive
 

of proper incentives can be made in the abstract. 
For example, cash rental is
 

theoretically considered to be more efficient, but sharecropping is often pre­

ferred by tenants for the risk insurance it provides. Therefore, unless the
 

underlying risk problem can be directly addressed, it may be preferable to al­

low share tenancy with proper regulation. The landlord could be required to
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share costs L_ the -c_e proportion .s products and to compensate outgoing ten­

ants for endo'ing improvements; and security of tenure could be safeguarded 

for a specific term with strorl.g preference given to the tenant for renewal. 

(b) Rent control and/or tenancy protection legislation in the absence of 

land redistribution is usually unenforceable and often ends up working against 

the interests of tenants (leading to their displacement, or conversion to hired 

labor). 

(c) Specific attention must be given to the allocation of credit and ac­

cess to services and technology. With proper regulation and incentive struc­

tures landlord- may F-rovide a network for distribution of technology and in­

puts; however, in all cases szpcrate credit institutions (e.g., cooperatives) 

are preferable in order to avoid the economic and social distortions that in­

evitably arise when a tenant becomes indebted to his landlord. 

(U) A wcl-cnforced and effective tenancy reform may be just as difficult
 

to achieve as a redistributive land reform. Landlords may react to attempts
 

at regulati.n by dismissing tenants and personally taking over managerial func­

tions perhaps with some hired labor. Or, under threat of dismissal, tenants
 

may be forced to acquiesce in the continuation of harsh terms in disguised
 

forms. 

Power is the central issue. In the case of tenure reform, the aim is to 

limit and regulate the power of the land and resource owners without totally 

neutralizing it. Therefore, tenantz and rural laborers must have their own 

power base to confront that of the landlords', and this can only be achieved 

through strong peasant or tenant organizations sanctioned and safeguarded by 

the central political power. Tis dilemma of attemptirg to stalemate power 

based on landownership without actually disturbing ownership patterns has 
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usually made tenancy reforms in the absence of land redistribution unenforce­

able and often detrimental to the terants themselves.
 

Government Commitment 

This highlights the fact that, without question, the foremost of the nec­

essary conditions for carrying out an agrarian reform program is a firm commit­

ment at the highest levels of government. Unless the peasantry can, in effect,
 

carry out a land reform itself, no administrative structures and strategies
 

will successfully implement land reform and agrarian reform in the absence of
 

firm central political co.mmitment to the reforms. The sincerity of the top 

leadership in their desire for effective land reform is often not in doubt.
 

But the degree to which the top political leadership is willing to take large
 

political risks and to incur costs that might compete with other favorite pro­

grams is a more cmplex issue.
12
 

A second obvious prerequisite of effective refcrm administration is the 

central government's possession of sufficient centralizei power to prevent ene­

-mies of land reform from overthrowing the government and to minimize landlord 

sabotage of the reform program. Except in those cases where & revolutionary 

peasantry was strong enough to succeed in taking land reform into its own 

hands, centralized power and commitment have proved essential components of
 

land reform programs. It is not surprising that those land reforms which have
 

been considered relatively successful were carried out in circumstances where 

the normal political process was suspended either by direct intervention of
 

outside political and/or military power (e.g., Japan, Taiwan, South Korea), by
 

a strong monarch or military ruler (e.g., Iran, Peru), by a thorough socialist
 

rt olution, or by the explosion of peasant unrest which threatened the politi­

ca.L and social order (e.g., Bolivia, Mexico).
 

http:issue.12


-18-


Evolving arr .nus 'ative Oraanizayion 

The actual results of a 2,2form progr u are greatly influenced by the ad­

ministrative means b.- which it is carried out. Successful reforms have been 

characterized by an approach which combines the administrative coordination 

and support at the center with direct and substantive involvement of benefi­

ciaries in local level decision-making and implementation. ''lhe precise 

strategy depends upon the respective strengths of central administrative struc­

ture, elite pover, and peasant. 

Dividing and coordinating responsibility, power, and skills among peas­

ants and the central goverr..: ,rn. cn result in mutually supporting complementar­

ity. Local nongovern-mental or-:aniza&ions ,an relieve the bureaucracy of the 

overwhelz.ing "zeight of routine amHinistrative decisions. in turn the central 

bureaucracy ,;ill have access to the detailed local knowledge of land bounda­

ries, land productivities, and own- ;ship histories--a knowcd;e superior to 

that obtairble by high technolouy surveys and compilation of legal documents. 

Local administrative involvem nt can greatly enhance commurunication both within 

communities and between communities and the central administraion. Assign­

ment of responsibility and authority to local organizations of private citi­

zens can stimulate widespread enthusiasm and enhance the development of peas­

ant political power to offset the usually overwhelming influence of local land­

holding elites.
 

The decision on devolution, or more broadly upon th2 distribution of power
 

and functions, represents only the first layer of administrative decisions in
 

a reform program. Unsuccessful land reform programs generally display no lack
 

of decrees, or of sophisticated organization charts staffed out with layer upon
 

layer of bureaucrats. Such programs do not officially die; they just fade away
 



into an afministrative miasma if conflicting considerations and technical ob­

stacles. Successful land reform programs are therefore built upon speed and
 

decisiveness.
 

Elements Facilitating Implementation of Land Redistribution
 

A number of operational elements are of key importance in the implementa­
14
 

tion of extensive land reforms:
 

Land Records: The land to be affected by the reform must be clearly iden­

tifiable. Land records on size of ownership in various regions as well as
 

clear demarcations of public 1-. Is are most useful. Lack of such records does
 

not make a reform impossible w'here a government has the will and determination,
 

but their availability certainly facilitates the process. A number of people
 

at the local levels will have a good unwritten record in their minds. This is
 

one aspect in which it becones particularly important to invrlve local people
 

in the process rather than to rely entirely on the government's agents.
 

Clear and Simple Criteria for Taking Land: Clear and simple criteria are
 

needed for determining the specific land subject to expropriation. In most
 

cases, size of ownership unit is a relatively clear and objective criterion.
 

Making the level of management or present use relative to potential use a cri­

terion for expropriation is neither clear nor simple. Even size may not be a
 

simple determinant given the fact that soils vary in quality. In countries or
 

regions with wide climatic and soil differences, the size criteria will have
 

to vary accordingly. In some cases it may be sufficient to distinguish between
 

only two classes of land--irrigated and nonirrigated. Land use and soil classi­

fication maps would be most desirable, based on aerial photo maps, if possible.
 

Simple Methods for Evaluating Land: A relatively simple method for evalu­

ating the land must be established. In cases where one dominant crop is
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Compensation: A compensation scheme must be established. This may involve
 

a partial cash payment with the bulk of it in the form of government bonds to
 

be redeemed in future years. The cc-sh payment must be relatively modest if the
 

government is to have the finanial resources to mount a large land expropria­

tion effort, Bonds can be of varying maturity dates and carry differential
 

rates of interest to provide (along with varied cash payments) the necessary
 

flexibility for differential treatment of various types of land and/or land­

owners. Combinations of bonds and cash (and bonds adjusted for inflation and
 

varying naturities) provide a great deal of flexibility and can be used to
 

counter some of the oppositicn to the reform. 

Influence of Former Oreers: If former owners are allowed to keep a portion
 

of their land, it is critical that they not be permitted to exercise continued
 

political and economic influence to obstruct the long-term intent of the re­

form. If land-lords are allowe&- to select their reserves, they will undoubtedly 

keep the more improved, fertile, and capital-endowed areas, thus putting them
 

in a position to gradually reacquire resources from less-endowed competitors
 

in the post-reform period.
 

Distribution to New OwmerL: When large estates in a dualistic context are
 

divided into small family farms, a key decision is whether to limit benefi­

ciaries to resident laborers or to include off-farm wage and migrant workers
 

as well.
 

In the reform of a small-scale tenant system, priority is usually given
 

to the cultivator being able to retain land in amounts up to the ceiling regu­

lations. It is often desirable to realign fields and combine scattered plots
 

in such cases. However, to effect rapid and smooth land transferral, it may
 

be necessary to delay such efforts until after redistribution.
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If payment is to be made by the new owner, it is important that payments
 

be spread out and sufficient safeguards against crop failure enacted so that
 

the total of land payment plus taxes and other charges does not approach the
 

rental costs previously borne by beneficiaries and the payment schedule is
 

easily met within present production levels.
 

Beneficiary Organization: Reform beneficiaries should be encouraged to
 

form cooperative organization-i (ideally flowing from participation in the re­

form process itself) in the post-reform period in order to retain and strengthen
 

the redistributive and productivity benefits. 
Both the power and the resources
 

of new small owners tend to be dispersed. 
If former landlords are compensated,
 

they may reassert a rural power base by shifting assets into financial or mar­

.ketingareas and set in motion a reconcentration of resources. 
 Group partici­

pation in credit provision, marketing, and input purchase can counteract this
 

tendency. Farmer cooperative action may be necessary for gaining access to
 

indivisible inputs and can also serve as a basis for rapid restructuring of
 

the service infrastructure in the post-reform period.
 

Services: The necessary restructuring of the input and marketing service
 

system should be neither ignored nor delayed, for if not in line with the re­

quirements of the majority of the reform beneficiaries, overall production may
 

fall. Land redistribution may lead to a breakdown of the previous service
 

structure, especially the credit s-stem, operating informally and formally.
 

To avoid disruption of service flow, planning for a new system (whether coop­

eratives, agricultural banks, credit institutions, or marketing agencies) must
 

be an integral part of the entire reform program and timed to begin functioning
 

immediately.
 

Relistribution to Former Estate Workers: In the case of a dualistic sys­

tem, the lack of managerial skill on the part of previous estate wage workers
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who 	receive small private plots may create a production problem. (In the re­

form of a predominantly family-sized tenant farm system, beneficiaries have
 

been farm managers all along and the problem is much less serious.) There is 

no 	easy answer to this prolle'n. Good extension agents can be helpful, but 

rapid expansion of high quality extension service and personnel in a reform 

situation is usually difficult. T: is is one factor that argues for some form 

of 	cooperative arrangement among farmers (whether in group farming or some 

less collective format) to more easily and swiftly disseminate new skills,
 

ideas, and techniques.
 

Nature of Post-Reform System: 'Thepost-reform system of organization must 

be clearly spelled ouc in the reform legislation or administrative decrees. 

This is a matter about which it is impossible to generalize. Post-reform land 

tenure patterns and the economic .ind social organization of the agricultural 

sector vary widely. Such reorganization is not simply a matter of short-run
 

efficiency conditions or of economically optimum size units (however that is 

measured). A number of strategic variables bear on the question of the post­

reform system of land tenure to be established:
 

(a) Tho nature of the pre-reform system. A large estate system poses different 

p-oLlenms and presents different opportumities than a tenancy system where 
farming is already carried out in small units. 

(b)Population density, rate of population growth, the size and proportion of
 

the 	farm population in relation to the total population. 

(c) 	 Cultural, historical, and ethnic differences. 

(d)-Production potentials of the land--rainfed vs. irrigated, annual vs. peren­

nial crops, crop farming vs. livestock and/or mixed farming.
 

(e) 	 Availability of nonfarm jobs or of market opportunities for rural employ-,, 

ment on the farm in producing nonfarm products 
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(f) The financial resou'ces available to government, the.level of technical
 
education, the number of trained professionals.
 

(g) Ideological and political factors.
 

Group Farming
 

Interest in group farming in developing countries as a reform institution
 

for directly attacking many of the critical economic and social problems of
 

the agricultural sector is increasing recently among policy-makers.15 Group
 

farming refers to arrangements where ultimate ownership rights are held in
 

common by a group of farmers and management and operatioh are carried out
 

Jointly. State farms, where ownership is held by the state and workers are
 

paid wages, is a special case about which little will be said here though some
 

of the following issues are relevant to such cases.
 

Four kinds of situations can be distinguished in which a form of group
 

farming may be desirable:
 

(a) In land reform applied to estate or plantation agriculture group farm­

ing makes it possible to preserve the existing infrastructure (e.g.,irrigation
 

systems, service buildings, product-processing facilities, large-scale ma­

chinery). 
 The costs involved in dividing up a highly capitalized large farm
 

into individual parcels mig!:t. be great. Likewise, group farming in this situ­

ation offsets the initial problem of limited managerial-entrepreneurial experi­

ence of estate wage laborers.
 

(b) Group farming has been initiated to employ landless laborers who work
 

seasonally on large farmo and who are usually excluded from the benefits of
 

reforns in thc! esthtte sector. They join in renting or buying land which is 

farmed cooperatively. 
Access to services and marhets may be enhanced and lim­

ited marage.'ial skills accommodated. 
However, such an approach is applicable
 

only where land scarcity is nit acute.
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(c) As an adjustment after redistributive reforms, small numbers of indi­

vidual cultivators have pooled land, labor, and capital to jointly cultivate
 

and manage farmland. This approach has been limited for the most part to coun­

tries with expanding off-farm employment opportunities and a decreasing agri­

cultural labor supply, such as Japan.
 

(d) Group farming has been initiated in some traditional communal settings
 

(e.g., Tanzania) where cultivation had been by individual families. 
Here the
 

primary reason has been to prevent the rise of inequalities, dualistic develop­

ment, and communal disintegration that is likely to occur in the context of in­

dividualization of ownership.
 

Experience in a number of cases has shown that instituting group farming
 

in the mixed economic context of most developing countries presents a number
 

of unique problems:
 

(a) Integrating what is esspntially a socialist sector into a generally,
 

nonsocialist economic and political system raises issues related to allocation
 

of govei-nment services and attention between the group farm sector and the
 

private farm sector. Special consideration must be given to structuring ser­

vices and markets in such a way that the proper incentives are generated and
 

allocations made for both groups.
 

(b) The management and decision-making process becomes a critical area
 

where the ideal of participation and the requirements of time and expertise
 

can conflict. 
Special efforts must be made to avoid the emergence of a "we-,
 

they" relationship between group farm members and managers which can cripple,
 

member commitment and mirale.
 

(c) Organization of labor and a system of remuneration must be coordinated
 

in such a way as to create incentives supportive of productive and efficient
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collecuiie work. The hey here is to link directly quantity aad quality of
 

work performed to persoal returns.
 

(d) Private plots for family use are usually allowed and problems can 

arise in the allocation of resources and time between private and collective
 

activities. It is necessary to acknowledge the substantial contribution of
 

private production to the overall success of the farm and to provide incntiv
 

that support rational division of resources between the two sectors.,
 

No simple formula fcr successfully establishing group farms exists which
 

can be applied in every case. As with any fundamental change in -the agricul­

tural sector, a balance of strong and sensitive support by the central author.
 

ities with the active involvement of those most directly affected by the.chan
 

can provide a basis for working out over time solutions peculiarly suited to
 

each particular situation.
 

Strate v Choices
 

Unfortunately no magic wand exists. Production losses occur during land
 

reform primarily because of uncertainty. It is desirable to lay down clear
 

criteria and to implement quickly to minimize this uncertainty. However, the
 

task is complex. Special machinery often must be created. If initiation of
 

action is delayed until all preparations are completed, the program may never
 

start. Valuable lessons to improve results can be learned as the reform pro­

ceeds'. 'At stake is a balance between the danger of immobility and the danger
 

of provoking destabilizing social conflict and perhaps derailing the whole re.
 

form program. Severl dilcmnas mey have to be faced.16
 

Sequencing: One strategic choice may be that of sequencing the land re­

'f6rm. The following options are available: (a) largest, foreign, or absentee
 

landlords first; (b) regions of most' severe inequality first; (c) regions of
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most likely success first; (d) everybody fi"t; (e) most backward crops first.
 

The advantage of the big-fish-first strategy is its political impact and its 

immediate disarming of the most powerful opponents of land reform. The disad­

vantages include incentives for the large landlords to break up their proper­

ties; the complications of land mapping, politics, and administration involved 

in returning repeatedly to the same area for successive levels of reform; and 

the provision of time for powerful smallholder opposition to reform. The ad­

vantage of giving initial attention to areas of the most severe inequality in­

clude ,:'.sarming potential dirz:idnts and emphasizing the value of social equity; 

the principal disadvantage is that the areas of most severe inequality fre­

quently, but not al,.ays, nr regions where success is most difficult to achieve. 

The advantages of a strategy of pursuing the easiest successes consist of build­

ing admiristrative experience Lnd morale, of creating a demonstration effect 

which i'i:es successes elsewhere easier, and of stimLlating peasant enthusiasm
 

through such lemonstration effects. The principal advantage of trying land 

reform everywhe:c s imultaneoualy i the tremendous, positive political effect 

of such a strategy; the disadvantages are the possibility of shocking into 

existence an overwhelring political opposition and the possibility that admin­

istrative overextension will create a vicious circle in which failure induces
 

more .,ilure. The advantage of proceeding through land reform according to
 

crop and to degree of modernization is that productivity considerations can be
 

balanced against equity: modernized sectors can be protected, and political
 

opposition can be minimized. The disadvantages include incentives to change
 

crops, a series of administrative ambiguities wherever multiple-cropping oc­

curs, and .n apparent lack of concern for equity. 

Alliance Between Central Administration and Peasantry: A second strategic
 

choice concerns the terms of the alliance between the central administration
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and the peasantry. An administration can'build on existing peasant capabili­

ties if they are adequate, or it can use the central bureaucracy to create and
 

control a local infrastructure, or it can devolve responsibilities to local
 

groups on the assumption that responsibility will induce sufficiently rapid
 

learning. 
It can employ these polcr strategies in various combinations or
 

in various sequences. The key principle enunciated by students of comparative
 

land reform is that local organizations must be responsive largely to local
 

peasants rather than to local elites or to the national government. But the 

local organizations must be able to rely on central power to disperse opposi-. 

tion and to back up local administrative decisions.
 

Moral, Morale, and Cultural Aspects: The final and most amorphous of the 

strategic po.itical questions conce.'ns the moral, morale, and cultural aspects 

of enthusiasm for land reform and resistance to it, e.g., whether it is possi­

ble to have a conservative land reform, whether strong peasant organization is 

possible without radical changes of perspective, and whether the detailed ad­

ministrative calculations are relevant when the basic psychology of the coun­

try is that of dominator and dominated. 

Based on experience, the more delays there are and the more exclusions,
 

the more difficult it is to enforce and carry through a land refc.l-m and the
 

more difficult it is to gain support for such a policy. 
Slippages, diversions,
 

redefinitions, and regrouping of forces opposed to the reform--all these are
 

favored by lack of clarity, uncertainties, delays, and piecemeal efforts. The
 

central problem is to create a self-reinforcing process by which whatever or­

ganizational capacities are available are exploited to initiate a land reform
 

process, and the land reform process itself then generates peasant enthusiasm,
 

peasent organization, ard an educational process--factors which strengthen the
 

capacities of the system to carry out further land reform. The best way to 
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,,stimulate development of such administrative infrastructure is to begin the
 

reform. 
On the other hand, nothing fails like failure, so it is important to
 

design some early success into the --rogram, for instance, by picking easy ini­

tial targets. 
 But again, much depends on a government's willingness and abil­

ity to make land reform a top priority and to appropriate the necessary funds
 

and to allocate the necessary manpower to get the job done.
 

Alternatives to Land Reform
 

Land reform was attempted over a range of conditions in a wave of con­

sciousness during the 1940s and 1950s, and to a lesser degree since then.
 

Many of the more obvious possibilities for land reform have been tried; the
 

amount of unutilized land in large estates is 
now relatively limited. Pres­

sures continue for more equitable income distribution, yet the reality of the
 

distribution of political power often rules against significant increases in
 

the income shares of peasants in either industry or agriculture. As a result,
 

ilternatives are often considered.*
 

Progressive land taxation is one alternative.17 
 Land taxes, in general,
 

.can help force the agricultural sector into greater interaction with the market
 

economy, i.e., the owner must obtain money from some source, sales of farm
 

products being one option, to pay his taxes. 
 Basing taxes on land potential
 

rather than actual use or output could provide incentives for more productive
 

use of land. Progression of rates by size of holding could reduce incentives
 

for large holdings and thereby be complementary to land reform efforts. How­

ever, the administrative problems of land taxation are similar to those of
 

land reform. Thu political problems are also similar. 
If anything, land
 

*Tenancy reform was discussed on pp. 15-17
 

7. 
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taxation is less visible than land reform and therefore the opportunities to
 

resist pressures for change ar greater. Progressive land taxation has been
 

a meaningful reform measure in few countries.
 

A second alternative approach is land settlement, e.g., establishing peo­

.ple in agriculture in newly opened areas.1 8 
 There have been some partial suc­

cesses, e.g., FLDA in Malaysia. However, by and large, results have been dis­

appointing. New land is often expensive to open. 
Even minimum systems of
 

roads, schools, health facilities, and other amenities are costly. Productive
 

agricultural technology often has not been developed and tested for these new
 

environments. 
Cultural adjustments are often difficult for the participants.
 

In most cases an equal expenditure, if applied to a comprehensive development
 

program, could give a much higher return on land which is already being
 

cultivated.
 

The alternative receiving majo: attention in the 1970s is rural develop­

ment, i.e., 
increasing production and income within the subsistence sector via
 

technological change and improved agricultural infrastructure including ser­

vices which are more responsive to the needs of small farmers. A range of ap­

proaches has been attempted. The Comilla Project, initiated in 1959 in what
 

was then East Pakistan, studied and taught ways to promote rural development
 

emphasizing local initiative, rural works, irrigation and drainage, and cooper­

atives.19 The Puebla Project, initiated in 1967 in Mexico, developed an effi­

cient methodology for promoting adoption of new technology leading to rapid in­

creases in maize yields and trained leaders for maize production programs in
 

Mexico and other Latin American countries. 20 The Chilalo Agricultural Develop­

ment Unit (CADU) initiated in 1967, the Wolamo Agricultural Development Unit
 

(WADU) initiated in 1970, and the Ada District Development Project (ADDP) ini­

tiated in 1972, all in Ethiopia, were three intensive "package" projects which
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provided experience to that country in devising a minimum package program for
 

its future rural development efforts.21  Principles for implementation are
 

being identified which can be applied over a range of conditions.22
 

In situations where further land reform is not feasible and where the ser­

vice institutions can be made responsive to local needs, rural development pro­

grams can contribute to improved welfare, e.g., the Puebla Project in Mexico.
 

Land settlement programs may be economically successful in certain cases. Pro­

gressive land taxation may be desirable. Yet the possibility for doing very
 

much in the way of improving relative incomes of rural residents in these pro­

grams is dependent on the underlying rural structure.23 Failure to do much
 

about the underlying conditions of resource control can lead to little or no
 

improvement in living standards of the wider population.
 

Coueluding Comments
 

Land tenure is cent-al in determining who benefits from the increases in
 

productivity. Land is the essential ingredient in rural life. 
 It influences
 

the amount of a farmer's production. It also influences his status in the
 

*For review of other projects in Africa and Latin America see Uma J. Lele,
 
The Design of Rural Development: Lessons from Africa (Published for the World
 
Bank by the Johns Hopkins Press, BLitimore and London, 1975), an evaluation of
 
17 rural development projects and programs involving the participation of a
 
number of multilateral, bilateral, and national agencies in 7 sub-Saharan coun­
tries; Elliot R. Morss, John K. Hatch, Donald R. Mickelwait, and Charles T.
 
Sweet, Strater! es for Small Farmer Development; An Thmirical Study of Rural
 
Development Projects in th G'mbia, Ghna, Kenyk,., Lesotho, Nigeria Bolivia, 
Colombia, Mexico, Pararuay, End Peru (Boulder, Colo.: We.&Y~view Press, Inc.,
1976), statistical and econometric analysis of 36 projects in 11 countries of 
Africa and Latin Arnerica to identify the level and type of small farmer activ­
ity required to maximize the increase in small farmer welfare and productivity 
so as to become self-sustaining; Michael Nelson, The Dev2lopTment of Tropical
Lands, an annily 1s of 24 tropical highwe.y and colonization ventures to identify
the economic, social, and institutional factors that contributed to success or 
failure of each venture art' the relationship between projected benefits and ac­
tual results.
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community. 
Together, wealth and status go a long way to establishing his con­

tribution to as well as 
claims on society. As "oion Barraclough so accurately
 

states: 
"Farm size is a crucial development issue not because of economies or
 

dis-economies of scale but because land ownership in traditional societies is
 
practically synonymous with control of labor, wealth, social prestige, and po­

litical power in the classical Weberian sense of the ability to make others do
 

one's Philip 
 R;4up also states the issue succinctly as follows: "Lane
 
tenure institutions define farmer'sa status. They create the framework of ex­
pectations within which home: fearsand motivate him to economic activity. 

They specify the carrot and the stick. ,25 
Evidence across nations in the past
 
and even today suggests that rising agricultural productivity may be possible
 

under a variety of land tenure conditions.26 However, relativelya equitable 
land tenure system is 
a prerequisite to insuring broad participation by the 
rural pupulation in the economic and political process of a country. 

Where decreases in productivity or capital formaticn have occurred with 

land reform rorars, this usually has been the result of a failure to also 
reform the service institutions which provide credit, fertilizer, technical
 

information, and marketing.27 
 There are substantially different requirements
 

for these organizations to effectively support many small producers as compared
 

to a few large farmers. Land reform--narrowly conceived as 
the transfer of
 
landotmership from large holders to small holders, or from nontilling landlords
 

to the actual tillers of the soil--by itself offers most rural societies no
 
guarantee of subsistence, equity, gro-th, or progress toward modernity. 
In
 

order to achieve any of these values, land reform must be accompanied by agrar­
ian reform, defined as the creation of the physical and institutional infra­

structure necessary for small holders to maintain themselves. This infrastruc­

ture includes irrigation, transport, communications, credit facilities,
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education, markets and access to markets, access to fertilizer and seeds, and
 

the like. In a broader perspective, even successful land reform and agrarian
 

reform will fail to achieve their target values unless these reforms are inte­

grated into a larger program of'modernization of the entire economy.
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