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another world conference on hunger 
will betray the diminishing hopes of a 
hungry world 
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he Food and Agriculture Organization of T the United Nations is convening a World 
Conference on Agrarian Reform and Rural Develop- 
ment (WCARRD) at FAO headquarters in  Rome from 
July 12 to 20, 1979. This will provide a unique opportu- 
nity-perhaps the last, best chance-to come to grips 
with a problem that has long been crying out for an 
aggressive, well-planned attack. 

The trends are disastrous. The hour is already late. 
With each passing day some 200,000 more people are 
added to the world population, mostly to the poor 
nations to swell the ranks of their destitute. The dimen- 
sions of the task are already intimidating. If the present 
opportunity is missed, there is likely to be none for at 
least another decade. By then the problem will perhaps 
have grown to the point of no return for some desperate- 
ly poor nations. 

But in the “United Nations family” problems are 
recycled, not resolved. In recent years the world has 
been treated to much excitement and fanfare around a 
series of globe-girdling conferences to tackle issues such 
as’ population, food, environment, water, trade and 
development, status of women, law of the sea, new world 
economic order, and technical cooperation among devel- 
oping countries. On each occasion preparation has been 
elaborate-with regional conferences, a flood of docu- 
ments, and a plethora of discussions. Issues have been 
inventoried, not weighed; causes and symptoms have 
been lumped together uncritically. As a result, funda- 
mentals have been submerged rather than highlighted, 
and complexities have been further complicated rather 
than simplified. 

The most tangible outcome of a global conference, as 
a rule, has been the so-called plan of action, a plan that 
invariably spawned a new bureaucracy, generated anoth- 
er stream of documents, and created more motion than 
progress. In most cases global labor, like the proverbial 
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mountain, produced pathetically meager results. As a 
sop to the conscience the low-yield conferences were 
frequently justified on the soul-stirring plea that they 
were invaluable as consciousness-raising exercises. 

n setting the stage for the forthcoming I conference on agrarian reform, FAO-to 
judge from the evidence so far-is faithfully hewing to 
the same sterile course. On numerous occasions the 
General Assembly, Economic and Social Council, FAO, 
and the International Labor Organization (ILO) have 
made pronouncements and passed resolutions stressing 
the need for agrarian reform as “the foremost instru- 
ment of social justice, and a fundamental part of the 
strategy of economic development.” Despite these peri- 
odic exhortations, the record of actual achievements 
over the last three decades remains woefully unimpres- 
sive. In  its report Progress in Land Reform (1974) the 
FAO admits that, even if the presently conceived 
programs were successfully carried through, “in many 
developing countries the hard core of the problem of 
small farmers and the landless would still remain largely 
unsolved.” 

A subsequent report, dated 1976, notes that measures 
adopted by several countries in  the late 1940’s and early 
1950’s for the protection of tenants and redistribution of 
holdings “did not achieve the desired results.” Though 
some “feudalistic and archaic land tenure systems” were 
removed, there was “no fundamental change” in the 
economic, social, and political power of the landowning 
class. Most of today’s problems relating to demographic 
growth, underemployment and unemployment, modern- 
ization and introduction of new technologies, lack of 
food, and ecological hazards “can easily be traced” to 
the “skewed production structures” resulting from the 
defects of the land tenure and related agrarian systems. 

The diagnosis, done over and over again, looks clear 
and forceful. But when it comes to writing the remedies, 
there is much obfuscation and fumbling. The interna- 
tional bureaucracy, despite the lofty ideals embodied in 
the United Nations charter, is dedicated to the rule of 
routine, very much like its national counterparts. Yet, 
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unlike the latter, it enjoys a rare degree of immunity 
from investigative reporters, largely because it is head- 
quartered far from the theatre of its actual operations, 
and also because of the nature of its constituencies, 
which consist of a congeries of nations at different stages 
of development. All this inevitably dilutes its account- 
ability. Besides, the United Nations, FAO, and other 
key agencies (the World Health Organization, WHO, 
being a notable exception) have long developed and 
acted upon an easy-going thesis, namely, that basic poli- 
cy decisions rest with the member states, who are the 
sovereign masters and whose wishes must be complied 
with. Ergo, there was little they could do themselves 
even in such vital matters as land reform unless the 
governments were ready for action and gave them the 
right signal. ’ 

In providing assistance from the U.N. Development 
Program (UNDP) and related programs, for example, 
the agencies argued time and again that they were 
unable to determine the pattern of priorities, since this 
was a matter that fell within the jurisdiction of the 
sovereign governments. “Governments request, agencies 
respond to the extent funds are available”-this, it is 
blithely asserted, is an inviolable principle. That such a 
thesis was tantamount to an abdication of responsibility, 
that it denigrated the prestigious international institu- 
tions and violated both the spirit and letter of their 
charters, that in the process it threw into doubt their 
very raisons dTtre. was either overlooked or shrugged 
off as something not worth worrying about. Meanwhile, 
the fetish of passive ,response they have devotedly 
followed has served the international bureaucracies 
surprisingly well, though largely at the expense of the 
client-masters. They could appear dutiful and congenial 
while saving their skin; and they could enjoy responsibil- 
ity while shirking it. 

It should be added that the alleged principle is treated 
as fairly elastic in practice, and surreptitious deviations 
are quite common. Enterprising agency aides, eager to 
expand their own segments of aid-giving business, 
frequently worked through the appropriate government 
ministries to promote formal requests for their pet 
projects. Once received at headquarters, such requests 
were usually acceded to with the customary obeisance 
that is to be shown the wishes of recipient govern- 
ments. 

n Italian historian once observed that an A internationalist is “blind for seeing too 
much, cold For feeling too much” (“cieco per froppo 
vedere, freddo per froppo senfire”). That is too harsh 
and too sweeping, but it does contain an element of 
truth. Unfortunately, it seems to have a high degree of 
validity for the expanded family of “internationalists” 
who serve as custodians of development programs. The 
besetting weakness of these programs and related activi- 
ties, including global conferences, is an ingrained 
tendency to do too many things indiscriminately and 
indifferently, instead of concentrating on the most criti- 
cal issues selected with care and deliberation. It  seems 
WCARRD, too, is about to follow form. The most 
disturbing feature about its agenda, to judge from the 

information available so far, is that it attempts to encom- 
pass a great many issues in the name of rural develop- 
ment, instead of preparing the ground for a frontal 
attack on the central problem. 

“in the ‘United Nations fami- 
ly’ problems are recycled, not 
resolved. ” 

That problem has long ceased to be in doubt. Indeed, 
it has been repeatedly identified in FAO literature, 
though with varying emphasis. The economic destiny of 
the masses of rural people in the Third World-a billion 
or more-has been a hostage to an agrarian system that 
is dominated by a small class of landlords and big land- 
owners and is crowded with marginal farmers, tenants 
and sharecroppers, and fast-multiplying landless labor- 
ers. Under such a system, political and economic clout is 
exercised almost entirely by the landowning elite, while 
the actual tillers of land are starved of both incentives 
and essential inputs (seeds, fertilizers, credit). All this is 
a heavy drag on agricultural productivity. More than 
anything else, it explains why yield per acre has 
remained abysmally low-even at a time when, with the 
technological advances already on hand, yields could be 
doubled or trebled to meet the soaring population’s need 
for food. 

To put it differently, rural poverty admittedly has 
many roots; its tap root, however, is low farm productiv- 
ity. This in turn has many causes, but its root cause is a 
feudal-type agrarian system under which a small land- 
owning class has  monopolized much of the arable land, a 
class that is not interested in optimizing production and 
has kept alive medieval methods of no-science in low- 
yield subsistence farming. In short, the system exploits 
not land, but people. 

All talk about agrarian reform is meaningless unless 
this system is dismantled and farmlands are taken away 
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from absentee landlords or nonfarming owners and are 
redistributed so as to ensure their maximum utilization. 
How to bring this about peacefully and in an orderly 
fashion, how to ensure that it would be just and fair to 
all the parties concerned, and how, finally, to do all this 
as quickly as possible-these are the questions that the 
conference must address forthrightly, treating every- 
thing else as secondary. 

Yet, the WCARRD agenda has pushed this question 
to the periphery. It is lumped together with a host of 
other issues long talked about and sometimes acted upon 
within the United Nations family and elsewhere, mostly 
with indifferent success. The assortment includes: envi- 
ronment and desertification; access to agricultural in- 
puts, services and markets; education, training, and 
extension; prices and terms of trade between urban and 
rural areas; participation and organization of rural popu- 
lations; women in development; external trade and aid in 
the context of the New International Economic Order; 
international cooperation and the United Nations sys- 
tem. The agenda could hardly be more comprehensive, 
or more diffused. Unless it is changed to focus sharply 
on the question of land ownership and the landlord- 
tenant-sharecropper relations, WCARRD will remain a 
soulless show, like Hamlet staged with the prince in a 
peripheral role. 

ew subjects relating to Third World devel- F opment have been talked about so much 
and so eloquently as land reform. In some countries 
massive legislation has gone hand in hand with elaborate 
evasions; others have created the illusion of progress 
while, in effect, protecting the status quo. The history of 
land reform in the last three decades is replete with 
follies and frailties, distortion and equivocation, trans- 
parent disingenuousness, ingenious subterfuges, at times 
downright hypocrisy. All this might have made a come- 
dy of errors of epic proportions had their implications 
not been so awesome for half of humanity. 

How much obscurantism still dominates this life-and- 
death issue can be judged from the following specimen 
taken from a just-published FAO study that is intended 
to help prepare for WCARRD (Review and Analysis of 
Agrarian Reform and Rural Development in the Devel- 
oping Countries Since the Mid 1960s): “The terms 
‘agrarian reform’ and ‘rural development’ are comple- 
mentary. Together, they are a recognition that the 
historical preoccupation of ‘land to the tiller’ is no 
longer enough to ensure rural progress. At the same 
time, it is universally accepted that more equitable 
access to land, water and other agricultural resources is 
a prerequisite of agrarian reform and rural develop- 
ment strategy’’ (emphasis added). 

This is a rare example of tautology, contradiction, and 
petitio principii-all bravely rolled into a remarkable 
nonthesis. The second sentence, in particular, is as 
profound as saying that an engineer’s preoccupation 
with the foundation problem is not enough because the 
foundation, together with the superstructure, makes a 
building. The best way to foredoom WCARRD to fail- 
ure is to brush aside the land-to-the-tiller concept in 

such cavalier fashion. Giving land to the tiller may not 
be enough, but in .  .:est cases nothing else will be enough 
without it. It is the most effective means to provide 
“equitable access” to land and other agricultural 
resources. It is the best foundation on which a just and 
progressive agrarian system can be built in most cases. 

The late Wolf Ladejinsky, a lifelong fighter in the 
cause of land reform, set the perspective right with the 
following comments that he offered in a World Bank 
paper in 1965: “Though agrarian reform is a combina- 
tion of a great many things, not all of them are of equal 
importance. Important though the other ingredients are, 
unless those who work the land own it or hold it 
securely, it  could be asserted that all the rest will not 
have the anticipated results. Hence, proprietorship and 
security of tenure are at the top of the list” (emphasis 
added). 

heoretically, tenants could be made secure T by conferring on them long-term rights 
of occupation, allowing them to make improvements in 
their holdings and reap their benefits, and guaranteeing 
their rights through legally binding agreements. Howev- 
er, a century of experience with tenancy laws-in India 
and elsewhere-has shown that quitable tenancy laws 
are hard to pass and even harder to enforce. From the 
start they are invariably loaded with exceptions that 
detract from their practical value Besides, the enforce- 
ment officers easily fall under he sway of powerful 
landed interests. Collusion betwe the two, to the detri- 
ment of the tenants, is commo . Western experience 
with tenancy laws has little relev nce to the developing 
countries because the economic environments are en- 
tirely different. I n  the West ra ‘d industrial progress 
kept the pressure of population 1 n farmlands low, and 
agriculture, though still important, played a diminishing 
role in relation to overall economic growth. This, 
coupled with a well-established judicial system, made it  
possible to protect the tenants. In the developing coun- 
tries, however, agriculture remained overwhelmingly 
the means of livelihood for the masses of people. And as 
the pressure of population grew, so did the scramble for 
land. In such a climate attempts to regulate tenancy 
rights became a futile exercise. 

In recent years the situation has greatly worsened. 
With exploding population the rural work force, too, has 
exploded; the struggle for survival among the masses has 
become more frantic than ever; in desperation they are 
ready to cultivate tiny plots of land on almost any terms; 
their bargaining power is next to nil, and so they are 
completely at the mercy of the landlords. Operating in 
such a seller’s market, ruthless landlords can dictate 
their own terms. Should an existing law stand in the 
way, they can quietly bypass it. 

At the same time, the sudden arrival of the “green 
revolution” has tilted the scale even more sharply 
against the tenants. It has highlighted the large potential 
for income and capital gains from land, and this has 
whetted the landlord’s appetite for even more land, 
while impelling him to tighten his grip over what he 
already possesses. As a result, there have been waves of 
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eviction, often disguised as “voluntary surrender,” and 
of resumption of land, mostly by absentee landlords who 
now appeared on the rural scene reincarnated as owner- 
farmers. No tenancy laws, however conscientiously and 
skillfully drawn up, can  be of much avail in such circum- 
stances. Essentially the same applies to the land-reform 
laws that have ceilings on holdings and require surren- 
der of the “excess” land for redistribution, particularly 
among the landless.-The ceilings are always set too high; 
they can be largely accommodated by splitting up the 
holdings among family members; while the myriad 
exceptions the laws allows, duly supplemented by 
human ingenuity, are enough to redefine “excess” out of 
existence. 

The conclusion is starkly clear. In the conditions now 
prevailing in the developing countries, genuine land 
reform, in most cases, can  mean one, and only one, 
thing: a land-to-the-tiller program. This has been, and 
remains, the litmus test. 

he problem of agrarian reform has been T vastly complicated by two crippling lega- 
cies bequeathed to the developing nations. They are 
mostly overlooked-in any case they are almost never 
given the weight they deserve-in the flood of literature 
on agriculture and rural development. The first relates 
to the power structure of the rural societies, the second 
to their spatial isolation in the vast hinterlands. 

During the long colonial era the metropolitan powers 
relied. as a matter of course, on the landed aristocracies, 
or feudal landlords, to support their rule. In some 
instances, for example in India, a new layer of powerful 
estate-holders (zunrindurs) was created and endowed 
with absolute power over the peasantry in the entire 
Gangetic valley and its adjacent areas. After the Second 
World War the colonies attained independence, the 
culmination of national movements that, in most cases, 
actively involved the masses of people. 

Then came the ironical twist of history. The mantle of 
colonial masters fell on the small urban &lite and the 
more numerous and more powerful feudal landlords who 
continued to dominate the rural society as before. Free- 
dom had come, but mostly for the thin, top layer of the 
population. There was little change in the status of the 
peasantry and the masses of people in rural areas. For 
them it was virtually a continuation of the colonial rule, 
except that their masters were no longer distant foreign- 
ers but entirely native-born. Decolonization was an 
accomplished fact, but defeudalization of the peasantry 
and the rural society was as far away as ever. 

The second legacy is no less damaging, though it is 
more accidental, also more ubiquitous and much less 
noticed. In the colonial epoch the lines of communica- 
tion ran across the oceans linking the capitals of the 
metropolitan powers with their overseas territories, but 
internal communication remained a matter of little 
importance. As a result, the coasts were dotted with 
ports that, in  course of time, grew into large cities and 
are now fast expanding with the influx of people from 
their underdeveloped and overcrowded hinterlands. 
Meanwhile, villages have continued to languish in 

spatial isolation-in most cases physical linkages are 
totally lacking so that crops cannot move from farms to 
markets, quite often even over short distances of ten to 
twenty miles. For the great majority of farmers, this 
inevitably spells subsistence farming. 

These two factors were enough to condemn agricul- 
ture to stagnation, the more so because they ran directly 
counter to the two axioms that govern its growth: First, 
agriculture is a biological industry-it deals with plants 
and animals, and since these are living things, they call 
for constant care; and, second, it is also a spatially 
dispersed industry with the arable lands spread over a 
large expanse of territory-it must therefore have 
adequate outlets, above all roads and adjacent market 
towns, to ensure smooth exit of the farm produce. But 
thanks to the weird march of history, agriculture 
became a double prisoner-of feudalism and of space. 

olitical power in most developing countries P rests overwhelmingly with an entrenched 
landowning class. No meaningful land reform-one that 
would redistribute the ownership of land among the til- 
lers-is therefore feasible without its consent. But histo- 
ry has no example in which a privileged class has volun- 
tarily surrendered its privileges for public, or even its 
own long-term, good. Its hand always had to be forced in 
one form or another, peacefully or otherwise. This is the 
great dilemma facing the developing nations, the rock on 
which all proposals for land reform have inevitably 
foundered. 

Yet, the status quo is unstable and dangerous. Agrari- 
an unrest has been steadily rising, aided by surging 
population, mounting joblessness, and pervasive pover- 
ty. An irresistible head of steam is building beneath the 
surface. If unchecked, it is bound to end in an explosion. 
I t  is only a matter of time, and for many developing 
countries that time is fast approaching. 

Change in the present agrarian system is inevitable. 
There are only two choices. One is a peaceful transition 
to a new order based on freedom and justice for the 
peasantry, which will also ensure a high level of produc- 
tivity from land and enrichment of life in general. The 
other is change through explosive upheavals that would 
sweep away the present order and end in some state-run 
system similar to the collectives or communes, which 
would be undemocratic and, at least in relative terms, 
also unproductive. It  would be one of saddest ironies of 
history if the tillers of the land were forced to change 
their Feudal lords for totalitarian masters. 

Here was a great challenge, a rare opportunity for 
international aid programs, both multilaied and bilat- 
eral. The aid-givers could give top priority to effective 
land reform, tactfully persuade the aid-receiving govern- 
ments to do the same in their own longer-term interest, 
using aid as a lever whenever necessary or feasible, and 
thereby rescue them from their own shortsightedness.’ 
Instead, they have soft-pedaled the issue or fought shy 
of it. Some experts brushed aside the whole question of 
agrarian reform as a desirable but not indispensable 
prerequisite for agricultural development. Others, tak- 
ing the cue from their Western experience, routinely 
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assumed that the only reform needed was to introduce 
large-scale, mechanized farming. They showed little 
concern for the massive eviction of tenants and displace- 
ment of labor that would inevitably result from such a 
policy. 

The outcome of all this has been tragic. The aid 
programs, instead of counteracting, actually reinforced 
the antireform bias of the landowner-dominated govern- 
ments. In the process they also threw their weight, even 
if unwittingly, against the progressive elements within a 
developing country, which might coalesce into a move- 
ment and eventually force the hands of their government 
to bring about the needed reform. 

“The rizost tangible oirtcome of a global 
corverence ... has been the so-called plait of 
a c t i o d h a t  invariably spawned a new bu- 
reaucracy. P 9  

Even the architects of.the dwarf wheat and rice, who 
brought a new revolution and a new hope to the develop- 
ing countries, could not grasp the full economic and 
social implications of their pioneering work. In particu- 
lar they were unable to foresee the tensions and malad- 
justments that would result from the very attempt to 
harness the dwarfs to the primitive framework of tradi- 
tional agriculture, nor did they understand why the right 
kind of land reform was an absolute sine qua non if the 
dwarfs were to be the harbinger of well-balanced and 
widely diffused rural prosperity. Instead, Norman Bor- 
laug and others, apparently carried away by the spectac- 
ular performance of their wonderful handiwork, argued 
that the yield under traditional agriculture was so low 
that nothing much could be done with it; that high- 

yielding varieties like the dwarfs that could treble or 
quadruple yield per acre created, for the first time in 
history, opportunities tb build a modern, progressive 
agriculture in the developing countries. Such an author- 
itative view pleased the governments no end; it provided 
them with a ready-made alibi for the years they had 
spent in fiddling with land reform and related matters. 
The biological engineers, towering in their own profes- 
sion, were not very good at social engineering. 

The historic pattern of development in the West 
meant the liquidation of feudalism, the liberation of the 
serfs, the growth of physical communications linking 
farms to towns that led to the emergence of a “rural- 
urban continuum”-these were accomplished facts long 
before the advent of the age of science around the turn  
of the century. These prerequisites were in place to 
receive the improved varieties and manufactured inputs, 
especially fertilizers and pesticides, that have revolution- 
ized Western agriculture’ in the last seventy-five years or 
so. To the misfortune of the developing countries, the 
process has been reversed in their case. The high-yield- 
ing varieties of wheat and rice, almost the ultimate in 
terms of genetic improvement, fell like a bolt from the 
blue on their primitive environment. The Cadillac, so to 
say, arrived before there were paved roads. The reac- 
tions it triggered among the rich and the powerful were 
entirely predictable. They have been making frantic 
efforts to run  away with it, remodeling the countryside 
to suit their own ambitions and impulses, and riding 
roughshod over the rights and needs of others. The 
result of this cart- before-t he-horse (or car-before-t he- 
road) type of development has led to an orgy of evictions 
and resumptions. In  a laissez-faire climate, land reform 
has given way to land grab, vastly aggravating the ills of 
an already skewed pattern of ownership. Meanwhile, 
precious time passes by, and the problem of world 
hunger grows daily more acute. 

In reconstructing the present system, the biggest task 
needless to say is to reduce drastically the inequalities in 
land distribution, to install owner-farmers to the utmost 
extent feasible, and thereby to create a unimodal (own- 
er-tiller) rather than bimodal (owner versus tiller) type 
of agrarian economy. To quote from one of my earlier 
studies, A Richer Hurvesf (1974): “The tall varieties of 
wheat and rice had to be dwarfed to produce the seeds of 
the green revolution. The critical dwarfing genes came 
from Japan and Taiwan. To make the most of the new 
seeds, big farms, too, will need to be dwarfed. For the 
right model one can best turn, once again, to [Japan and 
Taiwan] .” 

here is a strong bias against small farms, T not only among policymakers, but also 
among economists, agronomists, and other profession- 
als. It largely reflects an ingrained habit of seeing things 
through Western eyes; and this, of course, is reinforced 
by the stubborn resistance of the landowning class to 
any change in their status. Yet, for the solution of the 
food-population-employment problem small farms hold 
out by far the best promise in developing countries with 
a high population density. The reasons may be briefly 
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stated (for a fuller discussion see the chapter, “Small 
Farmers Can Prbsper,” in my book Reaping the Green 
Revolution) : 

Where the pressure of population on land is heavy and 
growing, intensive farming is inescapable. For example, 
India’s 350 million acres of arable land must support 
650 million people today and probably close to a billion 
people by 2000 A.D. Every acre of land must therefore be 
worked hard to maximize output. Besides, given the size 
of the work force, farming has to be labor-intensive with 
very selective use of light machinery to improve produc- 
tivity, ease seasonal bottlenecks, and reduce drudgery, 
but not to displace labor. 

Climate in the tropics and subtropics is a great asset. 
Crops not only grow fast, but they can be grown round 
the year where water supply is assured. Even in rain-fed 
areas, cropping intensity can be significantly raised, 
particularly with the short-duration, high-yielding varie- 
ties. Yield and income per acre can be further boosted 
with mixed farming. In most areas cultivation of heavy- 
yielding crops-tubers, vegetables, fruits-and animal 
husbandry, poultry, and pond fishery offer vast un- 
tapped potential. 

When all these facts are put together, it is easy to see 
why a small farm of, say, only five acres can be a viable 
unit. Besides, in addition to boosting acre-output, small 
farms, when intensively cultivated, will multiply job 
opportunities, which are so desperately needed in the 
developing countries. 

These are the basic reasons that force me to a twofold 
conclusion: Given the tools of modern science, small 
farmers can prosper; and given the size of the popula- 
tion, a country like India can prosper only with small 
farms. This holds good for Bangladesh, Pakistan, Sri 
Lanka, and a good many other countries. 

Farming in such conditions comes close to gardening 
or horticulture, for which Japan remains the classic 
example. The average size of Japanese holdings is only 
1.01 hectare, or 2.5 acres, yet Japan has the highest 
acre-yield in the world. Taiwan and South Korea have 
followed the Japanese model and are enjoying rising 
productivity based on tiny farms. The average size of 
Taiwan’s holding is only 0.92 hectare, or 2.3 acres, and it 
is not much different in South Korea. 

Even Soviet Russia and China provide some striking 
examples of gardening-type cultivation, albeit on the 
small private plots allotted to the collective, state, and 
commune farm workers. More than a fifth of the pota- 
toes, fruits, and vegetables and a third of the livestock 
products in  the Soviet Union now come from the private’ 
plots. In  China about a quarter of the household income 
is derived from the production of vegetables, poultry, 
and pigs on private plots, although these plots together 
account for only about 5 per cent of the communal land 
(Local Responses to Global Problems: A Key to Meet- 
ing Basic Human Needs, by Bruce Stokes [ 19781). 

What is particularly intriguing is that the glaring 
yield differential between private plots and collectivized 
or communized farms has begun to shake some cher- 
ished ideological dogmas. Mr. Leonid Brezhnev publicly 
urged local officials to put aside “philosophical misgiv- 

ings” and support small-scale private farming because 
“the economy needed the produce.” Mr. Chou En-lai 
told some visiting Americans in 1971 that private plots 
were necessary “to stimulate the initiative of the peas- 
ants,” to supplement their share of the collective 
incomes, and to ensure some variety in their diet. The 
next step in Russia and China may well be some exten- 
sion of the private plots, which would be a victory of 
pragmatism over ideologies, and a vindication of the 
Japanese model. 

The master key to agricultural prosperity in Japan, 
Taiwan, and South Korea was land reform that gave 
land to the tiller and established family farms, In 1940, 
30.5 per cent of Japan’s holdings were operated by 
owner-farmers, 42.4 per cent by owner-tenant farmers, 
and 27.1 by tenant farmers; by 1960 the proportions 
changed to 75.5, 21.7, and 2.8 per cent respectively. In 
Taiwan the proportion of owner-farmers who owned all 
the land they cultivated more than doubled-from 36 
per cent in 1950 to 78 per cent in 1972. In South Korea 
the change was even more startling-the proportion of 
owner-operated farm households quintupled, from 14 
per cent in  1945 to 70 per cent in 1965 (see Agrarian 
Reform as Unfinished Business. The Selected Papers of 
Wolf Ladejinsky [published for The World Bank by 
Oxford University Press, 19771). Landlords as a class 
disappeared from these three countries, and an army of 
peasant proprietors stepped into their place. True, there 
were still some tenants, but they were free agents who 
voluntarily entered into contracts with owner-farmers 
for mutual benefit. Since the farms were small in size, 
the economies of scale could be achieved only through 
intensive cultivation. And this automatically eliminated 
the risks of labor-displacing mechanization. 

The great advantage of a land-to-the-tiller program is 
that it is a neat operation that goes straight to the heart 
of the matter and is therefore evasion-proof, and if  prop- 
erly handled, it can also be entirely peaceful and easily 
pay its way. “Based on Dr. Sun  Yat-sen’s social philoso- 
phy,” said a document of the Taiwanese Government in 
1976, “the land to the tiller program was peacefully 
carried out without any landlords being killed or their 
lands being seized without compensation. The landown- 
ers were given stocks in state-owned enterprises and 
many have since become industrialists. Former tenant- 
farmers have, on the other hand, become owner-tillers.” 
Owing to some accidents of history, Sun Yat-sen’s social 
philosophy was denied to mainland China and was 
applied only to the island of Taiwan. Yet, some day it 
may still travel back to its homeland to trigger a new 
revolution. Meanwhile, it is high time for it to travel 
farther afield, certainly to the countries of Asia, also to a 
considerable extent to Latin America and Africa. 

an WCARRD be rescued from its out- C of-focus, “multidimensional” (better 
called multidirectional) approach and be firmly re- 
turned to the right track? The chances, it seems, are 
slim. As a senior FAO aide told me recently, everything 
for the Rome conference has already been wrapped up, 
all the signals are now “go,” and it is “countdown time.” 
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In other words, WCARRD is about to be orbited for a 
nine-day panoramic survey from the stratosphere, and it 
is too late to reprogram it for an examination of what is 
happ.ening here on earth. 

Can the World Bank, which has forged strong links 
with FAO and has actively involved itself in rural devel- 
opment, undertake the rescue operation and knock sense 
into the conference? Again, the omens are far from 
propitious. So far at least, the Bank has not distin- 
guished itself by clarity of vision in this partic,ular field. 
Its x-ray of absolute poverty up to the last detail is 
impeccable, but the remedies it has prescribed are most- 
ly palliatives. The assault on world poverty it has 
launched with so much &Ian has been accompanied by 
what may be termed at best a kid-gloved assault on the 
question of land reform, the festering source of rural 
poverty (see the section on Land Reform, pp. 189-234, 
in The Assault on World Poverty [published for the 
World Bank by The Johns Hopkins University Press, 
19751). As a result, its performance in this field is 
destined to be more impressive in terms of money spent 
than of achievements, while a few scattered islands of 
highly subsidized prosperity will continue to testify to 
its amazing indifference to cost-benefit calculus, not to 
speak of the staggering cost in opportunities lost. 

There remains only one hope: the role of the United 
States. Luckily, there have already been some encourag- 
ing developments that should have a direct bearing on 
WCARRD. The World Hunger Working Group set up 
in the White House recognized that “counterproductive 
land tenure policies in developing countries are wide- 
spread, and severely retard food and agricultural pro- 
duction and distribution.’’ In its report to the president, 
submitted in the spring of 1978 (World Hunger qnd 
Malnutrition: Iniproving the U.S. Response), it made 
the recommendation that the United States should take 
the leadership to remedy this situation and set up, by 
1980, a multilateral institution so that developing coun- 
tries seeking to “establish a more equitable system of 
land distribution’, could apply to i t  for financial and 
technical support. The 1979 FAO conference on land 
tenure, it added, “offers the United States an opportuni- 
ty to formally present this recommendation and to press 
its concerns.” 

The Commission on World Hunger that has since 
been set up with Sol Linowitz as chairman will, it may 
be presumed, deal more fully with this proposal together 
with.the necessary specifics. It  is also significant that the 
members of the commission have already paid a visit to 
FAO headquarters in Rome and have passed on the U.S. 
“concerns” about the problem of world hunger, includ- 
ing land reform. Also, the AID (Agency for Internation- 
al Development), after a review of its past policies, has 
underscored the urgency of “agricultural asset distribu- 
tion’, and is now processing detailed proposals to that 
end. 

What, then, could be more logical than for the United 
States to take the initiative and, jointly with other lead- 
ing delegations, infuse a new spirit and a new sense of 
urgency into WCARRD, making it a historic turning 
point for the future of the developing nations? Here, in  
barebones outline, is a program that the conference 

should be persuaded to adopt and to amplify into an 
effective plan of action: 

a. Declare that land reform is an absolute must, the 
first prerequisite for a modern agriculture and the foun- 
dation of viable, self-propelling rural development 

b. Treat land-to-the-tiller as the quintessential part of 
a land-reform program, especially in all landlord-domi- 
nated and densely populated rural economies (tiller 
being defined to include tenants and sharecroppers of 
good standing and recently evicted tenants) 

c. Declare that there will be no confiscatory measures 
in carrying out such a program; that, instead, the present 
owners will be paid fair compensation on the principle of 
eminent domain; and that such compensation will 
consist partly of cash (say, 20 per cent), but mostly of 
long-term bonds (say, twenty years, 8 per cent) 

d. Supplement the above with programs for settle- 
ments in regions where land is still reasonably plentiful, 
preference being given to the creation of family farms 

e. Give the highest priority to building, or rebuilding, 
all-weather roads and market-towns, starting with the 
most densely populated areas 

f. Mobilize the vast reservoir of idle manpower in 
rural areas for rural public works, especially roads, 
markets, and other agri-related facilities. If properly 
planned, they should be definitely anti-inflationary 
GNP-boosters and should therefore qualify to be credit- 
financed 

g. Urge the national governments to carry out the 
above program with all deliberate speed and, therefore, 
to allocate to it adequate funds and trained personnel 

h. Urge all international development programs to 
reorder their priorities and to place land reform as 
outlined above at the top of their list of activities. 

The above is by no means a complete list of require- 
ments. Quite a few other items are required for building 
a vibrant agrarian economy, such as consolidation of 
holdings, irrigation, supply of essential inputs (seeds, 
fertilizers, pesticides, equipment), supply of power, 
credit facilities, a sound agricultural price policy, exten- 
sion service. But the plea here is that, once the program 
outlined above is implemented, it will be much easier to 
take care of the rest-in fact, a ground swell at the grass 
roots level will  often force the hands of the policymakers 
to introduce the other changes. 

Once owner-farmers have been firmly installed in 
large numbers, agrarian reform will increasingly turn  
into self-reform. The whole process can be greatly accel- 
erated if electrification is introduced at an early stage. 
Ownership, roads-and-markets, power supply-this trio, 
acting and interacting together, can fast change the face 
of the rural economy, revolutionize the outlook of the 
people, and throw poverty into retreat. 

One final note of caution. Land reform must not be 
allowed to stall for lack of funds. That would be an act of 
supreme folly. Tropical agriculture, in  this scientific 
age, is a golden goose. It has been starved far too long 
under a soulless, exploitative system; and, as a direct 
consequence, a large segment of mankind has been 
condemned to starvation. Once adequately nourished, it 
will swiftly pay for its upkeep and will soon begin to turn  
out large surpluses to feed the world’s poor and needy. 


