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MDC land and agriculture policy 2008

Land involves social, legal and economic relationships.
That being the case, there should never be any ambiguity
about land as a legal expression. Any future democratic
constitution must thus recognise property rights (private
and state) and must recognise land and its ownership

as a basic ground norm, which will be consistent with
international conventions such as the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights and the African Charter on Human and
People’s Rights. These basic rights and norms in respect
to title rights in agriculture have been consistently and
violently violated over the past eight years.

If land is a constitutionally protected human right, then
its acquisition and distribution must also be a constitutional
issue. This means that the distribution of land for the
public good must be totally de-politicised and must not
be subject to the whims of an executive driven by political
concerns. The task of redistribution and acquisition must
be entrusted to the Land Commission, duly set up by an act
of Parliament, whose majority members must be experts of
integrity with guaranteed security of tenure....

The immediate priority will be to establish and empower
the Land Commission. The following cross-cutting
land policy issues are spelt out in particular: settlement
models.... co-development.... land tax.... [and] land market....

Rural District Councils already impose a land levy,
which is based on the unit area of a farm and therefore
constitutes a form of land tax. To encourage the full
utilisation of land, [an] MDC government will introduce
a more sophisticated, progressive land tax designed to
release underutilised land through subdivisions and to
remove incentives for speculation in agricultural land. A
properly constituted land tax has the added advantage of
raising revenues without distorting commaodity prices. It is
intended that the proceeds of the land tax will accrue to
Rural District Councils for improvements in public services
and infrastructure in the area in which the farm is situated.

‘From ready to govern to preparing to govern’
Movement for Democratic Change, 8" August 2008

The new generation will not tolerate the old policies
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Whilst all human actions require a measure of consciousness,
there is a marked difference between those that flow from
mere appetite, and those which follow the mental process of
discrimination. In the individual we see the need for discrimina-
tion to check the excesses that appetite might prompt. Likewise
at the level of society there is a balance that has to be struck
between those actions to be left to individual choice, through
the operation of the market, and those which require conscious
intervention by government to protect the common good.

The level of intervention needed seems to reflect both the
quality and complexity of the society. Where goodness and
neighbourly love prevail or the society is simple and division
of labour rudimentary, little intervention may be called for.
Where an economy is characterised by specialisation, acute
interdependence and a reliance upon services provided by
monopoly, more government intervention may be appropriate.

Likewise, what a person needs to prosper varies with
time, place and circumstance. With economic development,
services that were once exceptional and rare, may in time,
become commonplace, normal, or even essential. This, |
believe, poses an important challenge to governments (and
students of political economy) similar to that which attends the
unchanging need for people to have free access to land at the
margins of habitation and production.

An example with which | am professionally familiar is that
of public water supplies, particularly in developing countries,
where effective demand exceeds the available supply. People
in urban communities are normally obliged to obtain the water
they need via a piped supply and it acquires what Henry
George called a ‘value from obligation’. Water (like land), is
essential to human life, but (like land) may also acquire a
value that reflects use for discretionary purposes. Water for
amenity, industrial or agricultural purposes may be so highly
valued by some within a community that they are happy to pay
a high price for it. Where ‘market price’ (through a metered
tariff) is deemed to be the appropriate means by which this
scarce resource can be most efficiently allocated, the wealthy
are able to afford to purchase the whole available supply—
leaving others to suffer the hazards and expense associated
with non-piped supplies. In fact, this reliance upon market
forces and ‘metering’ actually ensures the piped supply is also
contaminated—for everyone. Where demand exceeds supply,
supply is rendered intermittent—and pipes empty: since all
piped systems leak, and empty pipes leak inwards, the supply
is contaminated every day! My challenge was to develop an
uncontaminated water supply system so every household re-
ceived the minimum quantity for public health purposes before
any received more than that basic amount. On achieving this |
found that the surplus could be marketed to reflect its value to
the whole community and the revenue could be maximised.

If my ‘safe water for all’ (SWaFA) system is the application
of an established principle, ie. that couples ‘the optimisation
of land use and the collection of the resulting rent for the
community’, could this principle see wider application? Could
it be applied to other situations where ‘value from obligation’
arises as a consequence of development and public policy?
Where services, supplied by public or private monopolists or
near monopolists, that might once have been discretionary,
have become virtually essential to economic participation?
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