Land tenure:

LAND TENURE and taxation are at the heart of all major problems
in the Third World. The political elites hold power because they con-

trol their society’s natural resourc
ces of t

. And they escape the consequen-
he abusce of their authority because they continue to control

the Tand, which literally gives them the power of life and death

over people.

Possession, as the old legal saying reminds us, is nine-tenths ot the

law.

I'he landowners, directly - or indirectly through the military -

possess the faw because they control property rights.

I'his cr

es problems when reformers advocate a change in

the

balance of power. They seek to achieve this by prescribing the redistribu-

tion of land.

And since no-one likes to give up what he has got. this

generates a conflict which is rarcly resolved peacefully
“Where land ownership has been reformed, 1t has been done by

soldiers and revolutionaries,
ballot-box,” we are reminded by The
Fconomist.'.

POLITICIANS and their advisers

who read the books on “develop-
continue o himit
their programmes to the realloca-

to the

ment economics™

tion ol land tillers of the
soil

. on the whole, has
failed. First, tew countries had the
Kind of extensive estates which
could be broken up into enough
family-sized farms to meet the
demand. Latin America is  the
exception to this rule. But in addi-
tion. the hostility generated by this
policy  created pnll‘llmlf
which could only be resolved by
revolution

I'his strategy

impases

Free market economists are best
equipped 1o recognise the virtues of
a tax-led reform, but they have been
overwhelmed by the the
problem - and so they have settled
for silver linings in the starus quo
And the failure of land reform plans

scale of

in the postwar years is being scized
upon by conservative cconomists,

hold the initiative in
cconomic debates, as an excuse for
abandoning the concept. Decepak
Lal. the professor of economics at
University College, London, and an
authority on his Indian homeland,
1s an example

He says that “given the political
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The rights of land reform

difficulues  in such
reforms the continued debate about

their

mstituting

feasibility and  desirability

may  be discouraging  landlords
from investing in their by
heightening  their  feelings of

msceurity

T'he difficulties are but the
problem of land ownership
NCVET 20 awdy.

great
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than
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Lal’s view. there is no
providing “the

labour and
commodities not
too imperfect.” Given these con-

ditions, “the likelihood is that ethi-

do so -

for rural

agricultural are
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cient rural development in 1
T'hird World countries will stro
alleviate by raising
smallholders  dir

those of

poverty
mcomes ot
and

landless labot

through the increase in demanc
their labour which the new tech
ogy brings.”

But there is the rub. In defend
the market against the ¢
mand economy. Prof. Lal overlc
the fact that imperfect
tenure system is the major caus
animperfect labour market - wh
1s another

free

an

way of saying
workers are marginalised spatia
and their incomes (where they hi
any) are depressed to the barest st
sistence levels

The professor’s spirited defer
of the impertect free market d
not help reformers who advoc
change within
capitalist

the
cconomy

context ol
For

socta
critics have a valid case when th

point to the shortcomings of whe
passes for the free market syster

today
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Lal and other conservative

today blame the visible

I -horticomings on “misguided gov-

} mment intervention fanl
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T'his clectorally popular platfor
would not alienate any but the v

t of landowners

bige

he tax-led reform would direct
into the

resources

t+ improve infrastructure and encourage
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