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Hundreds of millions of people are needlessly
dying from starvation or suffering from mal-
nutrition. Easier access to land would transform
their plight. The cause of land reform, then, is a
moral as well as technical issue. But for many
technocrats at the international agencies, land
reform usually just means a technical challenge:
a more economical use of a scarce resource. To
the landowners of the Third World it is a
dangerous concept which has to be manipulated
to mean anything other than what it ought to
mean. For starving peasants, land reform means

r of

the difference between life and death. Some
peasants, like those who died in the
massacre at Panzos, in Guatemala, sacrifice their
lives to promote the cause of land reform. They
have little to lose: their lives are bound for pre-
mature termination without fundamental
changes in land use, income distribution and ter-
nurial rights. Land & Liberty investigates the
need for land reform, examines the obstacles to
it, and proposes what appears to be the ideal
solution: an annual tax on land values.
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ONCERN with the slow pace
of economic and social dev-
elopment in Latin America led in the
decade of the 1950s to the assertion
that land tenure patterns had con-
stituted a major obstacle to progress.
This recognition gained embodiment
in the signing of the Charter of Punta
del Este in 1961 when, prompted by
US concern with the insurgence of
Left-wing guerrilla movements and
the example of the Cuban revolution,
Latin American governments pledged
themselves to adopt agrarian reform
laws and comprehensive changes in
land tenure patterns.

Two decades later the discrepancy
between expressed intentions and
actual performance is striking.

There is little doubt that, following
the promulgation of such laws in the
1960s,.the continent has witnessed a
successful and wholesale emascula-
tion of reform attempts. As we enter
the decade of the 1980s, into the age
of the micro-chip society and beyond,
elements of the feudal system and
poverty on the land are still with us.
What has happened to the mighty
dreams of improvement held aloft in
the early 1960s?

GRARIAN reform, like other
aspects of social change, is
not the result of a rational plan but of
interacting social forces, personalities
and clashing interest groups. In the
words of Professor J. K. Galbraith:
"“A land reform is a revolutionary
step; it passes power, property and
status from one group in the com-
munity to another. If the government
of the country is dominated or
strongly influenced by the landholding
groups — the one that is losing its pre-

rogatives — no one should expect
effective land reform as an act of
grace.”’

Would-be reformers seem to have
failed to explore how social change
through the ‘democratic process’
actually happens, having, perhaps,
adopted the attitude that change via
reform would follow smoothly upon
the 51% election victory of the
‘reform party’ or upon recommenda-
tions of international experts or the
offer of finance. There is a certain
myopia in the viewpoint that the
adoption of a reform law equals
implementation. In Latin America the
colonial tradition of se obedece pero
no se cumple (“one obeys but one
does not comply™) is still true today!

To understand the inefficacy of the
agrarian reforms throughout Latin
America it is essential to understand
the relationships between economic
power, social status, and political
influence which form the Latin
American ‘characteristic.’
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