NO PROGRESS WITHOUT
[AND REFORY e

The failure of Pakistans ruling class to conduct substan-
tive land reform has meant the preservation of
entrenched power structures, persistently low agricultural
productivity, and a flourishing real estate sector populat-
ed by predatory elites looking to turn a quick profit via
speculative .trading. Big landlords operate as royalty
across provinces, sitting atop valuable assets that could
potentially be producing inputs for the manufacturing
sector to boost exports — instead using them to exert
influence and exploit labouring classes in rural commu-
nities. The process around which contestation for power
takes place is also largely contingent upon landholdings:
thus marking this domain as a central, and in many cases
pivotal, determinant of governing relations. Witiiout a
consolidated effort to redistribute these holdings,
Pakistan has little hope of moving forward on any front.

The decade of the ‘00s is known (and taught) in
Pakistan as the period in which the proverbial “Green
Revolution’ took place. This was a direct result of the
country’s entry into the CEATO/SENTO agreements
with the United States, pacts that were meant to curtail
the rising influence of the Soviet Union in the context of
the Cold War at the time. The Ford Foundation was
leading the initiative, with large pools of resources
funnelled into the agriculture sector of Pakistan —
primarily to facilitate access to seeds, fertilisers, pesti-
cides, irrigation systems, etc. Growth rates were relatively
high during this period, but what is always — and deliber-
ately — left out of conversations is the piecemeal nature
of the process, which did not, in fact, lead to any changes
in institutional arrangements or power relations in rural
communities. On the contrary, inequalities actuaﬂy
skyrocketed — largely due to the fact that it was predomi—

nantly the largest farmers that were receiving this ‘aid’.

'An abridged version of this article originally appeared in The Express Tribune on the
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What all this functioned to do was enhance the power of
big landlords in rural communities, who then leveraged it
to expand their exploitation of landless peasants and
labouring classes more broadly. As levels of precarity
rose, vast swathes of vulnerable groups were fgrced to
abandon their deep roots in the countryside in favour of
cities: triggering the first large scale wave of urbanisation
in Pakistan. Over the long term, agricultural productivity
has remained stagnant — with crop varieties as well as
yields generally unchanged in any significant manner for
the past four decades. Despite repeated failures to
incubate the sector, however, policy domains in Pakistan
continue to fixate on ‘technical” solutions: corporate
farming, microfinance for small farmers, facilitating
access to better seed varieties, introduction of drip irriga-
tion systems, etc. While not entirely useless, these
measures miss the elephant in the room; namely big
feudal lords controlling large swathes of land ost
exclusively with the intention of selling it off in the
future for massive monetary gain. In the meantime, they
use their holdings to exert influence over their respective
communities and curry favours with local politicians and
bureaucrats to formally access the corridors of power.

Perhaps the most fundamental concern about landhold-
ings concentrated in the hands of a few families (5% of
landlords are estimated to own 65% of the farmland) is
that they allow these feudal lords to operate as gatekeep—
ers to the corridors of power. ‘EPlectables are big
landlords that possess coercive power over their respec-
tive communities — a significant percentage of which are
directly dependent on them for survival. Landless

easants and tenant farmers are both at the mercy of the
Fandlord and in many cases ‘bonded’ to him (it is invari-
ably a him) via debt.this leverage makes them attractive
candidates for political parties to award tickets to, as they
can rest assureali3 of ‘vote banks without having to worry
about winning support through persuasive means based
on ideological appeals and/or o]ficy manifestoes. Land-
lords naturally respond to this El)ay carefully weighing out
offers from all parties — in most cases simply represent-
ing the security apparatus — to strategica]l{r maximise
their returns, which can come in the form of monetary
rewards, political capital, and other gifts /favours that
enhance their authority and sphere of control. Any par
seeking to win seats in provincial or national assemblies
must necessarily engage with landlords at some level in
order to stand a chance: no ifs, ands or buts.

Secondly, the economic aspect. Dormancy in land — and
agricultural land in particular — has tended to prevail
across Pakistan as landlords have little to lose i]f3 the

wish to simply hold the asset for as long as possible Witg
the intention of selling it off at a massiveg profit in the
tuture. With a tax system that is ill thought-out at best
and simply non-existent at worst, it makes no difference
whether the land is being used productively or not. This
is despite evidence from across the globe — particularly
among countries such as China, Taiwan, Japan, and even
India — that demonstrate the direct li etween land
reform and higher agricultural productivity. This has
been achieved by bre ;nlﬁlul% holdings into parcels and

o

renting them out to sm. ers who have a real

incentive to then minimise costs through continual
innovation — eventually enhancing productive capabilities
and drastically expanding domestic output of key crops
which can then be used as inputs to the manufacturing
sector, fuelling industrial growth and leading to higher
exports and better current account positions.

The complete absence of any kind of governing
oversight on land relations — with no systems or institu-
tions m place that ensure transparency in the domain —a
flourishing real estate sector has propped up in an
“atmosphere of opacity, under-regulation, under-taxa-
tion and legal inconsistencies,” to quote from activist-ac-
ademics Ammar Rashid and Aasim Sajjad Akhtar. This
involves large scale land grabbing, whereby entire regions
are captured by powerﬁﬁ individuals that are practically
above the law and converted into elaborate ‘housin
schemes’ targeted at the affluent. The vast majority o
these remain unoccupied for extensive periods, with an
entire market based on the trading of ‘Eles’ in place for
elites to place their bets on in anticipation for a quick
return. It also bears mentioning that a significant propor-
tion of the players in this domain are expatriates ooEing
to ‘park’ their wealth, a phenomenon that began in the
early 2000s when close monitoring of financial flows in
countries of settlement had begun. Societies that are
populated, on the other hand, are structured in a manner
that ensures total insulation from the outside: with
private water, security, electricity, entertamnment, etc. in
lace — thus contributing to the increasing divide
Eetween the haves and have-nots. To quote activist-aca-
demic Ammar Ali Jan, “Considering the social, econom-
ic and political insularity of the Pakistani elites, it would
be fair to say that they are heading the most successful
‘separatist movement’ in the country, a movement that
seeks to insulate itself from the squalor and abandon-
ment reflected in the experience of millions of
Pakistanis.” Indeed, many of the gated housing societies
located are made possib{e by the violent destruction of
settlements. In cities, these constitute informal settle-
ments catering to poor migrants from the countryside;
while in rural communities they are the ancestral homes
of various communities with deep sociocultural roots in
the territory. A quite literal manifestation of class

warfare.

Going forward, it is absolutely essential for Pakistans
governing elites to understand that economic prosperity
is not a technical endeavour but one based within power
relations. Markets can only truly function and evolve if
they receive a regular stream of voluntar participants.
This is impossible unless ordinary people have the means
to break out of the poverty trap: w]Eich current land
relations do not allow.

Comprehensive land reform must involve, first and
foremost, the careful mapping out of land ownership to
establish clarity on the landscape. Provincial Boards of
Revenue must take on this responsibility and move
towards modernisation/digitisation to streamline the
process. Once this is done, a careful incentives based
poligy oughp to be put in place that allows landlords a

particular window of time to demonstrate that they are
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utilising their holdings in a productive manner — the
failure of which would mean seizure by the state and
either redistribution to local farmers or the leasing out to
tenants with little to no strings attached. In the immedi-
ate term, progressive land taxation ought to be imposed
(based on acres held) to disincentivise both dormancy
and speculative trading; and farmers’ associations liberat-
ed to challenge the domineering presence of landlords in
rural settings through collective organisation‘ The author is a Research Fellow at the Pakistan

Institute of Development Economics (PIDE),
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