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On October 2002 the World Bank board of executive
directors approved  a new rural development strategy
Reaching the Poor. In addition the Bank published in
May 2003 its Land Policy Research Report- Land Policies
for Growth and Poverty Reduction.
These two documents will have a powerful influence
over the definition of land and rural future domestic
development policies, as well as over international
development aid  policies in this field. Hardly any other
international organization is prepared to impose its
agenda in such an aggressive and systematic way as the
World Bank. While the World Trade Organization, the
WTO, is the focal point of protest, the Bank’s perfor-
mance has not caused the same spark of massive social
demonstration. This is amazing taking into account that
the Bank has paved the way for the WTO (land control
is central for agro industrial, forest, mining, water, bio-
diversity and infrastructure investment) and has interve-
ned in decision making in such an anti democratic way
that has led great sectors of rural populations from all
over the world into hunger and poverty. 

The policies that the aforementioned documents assu-
me will deepen the process of land privatization and
continue impoverishing and depriving women and rural
communities of their means of life. In this document
Global Campaign for Agrarian Reform, promoted by
FIAN and La Vía Campesina, is presenting a critical
analysis of the new policies. For many years we have
been denouncing the harmful effects of land policies
and rural development that the World Bank has caused
in the living conditions of poor and landless peasant
families from many Southern countries. This document
presents then, the point of view of those who have been
harmed and of their organizations, which rarely receive
attention at a domestic level, let alone at an internatio-
nal level. 

First we will present a brief summary of both docu-
ments. Then, we will analyze certain aspects of its con-
tent that we consider important, and finally we will
make some observations regarding the way the Bank
conducted the preparation of these documents.  
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1. Introduction

2. Reaching the Poor: the new strategy for rural 
development

Taking into account that at an international level almost
75% of people living in poverty are found in rural areas,
and that the resources allocated for agriculture have
decreased dramatically, the Bank states that its initiative
in rural development has been very poor so far (the
amount of its investments for rural development only
reaches 25% of the total amount of allocated resources).
The principal objective of the new strategy is to give
more relevance to rural development within the Bank
activities. The Bank starts from the assumption that
agriculture is the main source of rural economic growth
in the poorest countries, and that agricultural growth is
the best way to reduce rural poverty. The Bank openly
claims that the productivity increase and economical
growth are the central focal points of the new strategy.
The new strategy of rural development adopts the basic
principles of structural adjustment (such as the liberali-
zation of agricultural markets, the strengthening of pri-
vate companies, and privatization of sectors that are still
in the hands of the State). At the same time, the stra-
tegy tries to respond to the main contextual changes
such as the globalization of food markets, progress in
scientific and technical fields, increasing urbanization,

climatic changes and environmental degradation. In
simple words, the new strategy tries to promote agri-
cultural growth using the following policies: liberaliza-
tion of agricultural markets and complete inclusion of
agriculture in multilateral trade agreements, support for
investment in science and technology, especially bio-
technology, support for diversification of export agricul-
ture to satisfy the increasing demand of global food
markets, increase of efficiency in the use of water by rai-
sing prices, privatization of rural extension services and
support for the construction of a rural infrastructure.

On the sidelines of these core policies, the Bank formu-
lates some measures to mitigate the vulnerability of the
rural population and to improve its welfare. Among
those the following ones stand out: the need to impro-
ve diets and fight against micronutrient deficiencies, the
improvement of social safety nets, prioritizing of the
fight against HIV/AIDS and universal primary education.
Regarding the conservation of natural resources, this
strategy promotes the improvement of the use of these
resources in order to increase agricultural productivity. 



The Land Policy Research Report (LPRR) emphasizes the
importance of land as a key resource for poor rural peo-
ple, for economic growth, and for the operation of the
market and other social institutions. The LPRR intends
to increase the effectiveness of land policies in the
development and reduction of poverty. With this pur-
pose, the LPRR presents the most recent research
results about land policies so that they may be used as
a guide for policy formulation.

The LPRR is organized in three parts: property rights
and land tenure security, land markets, in particular land
rental markets, land use and the government’s role. 
Security of property rights is considered a measure that
can improve the welfare of the poorest (including tradi-
tionally discriminated groups such as women), since
land is their main way to make a living. At the same
time, land tenure security is considered a key factor for
economic growth since it promotes investment, impro-
ves loan access, and favors the transfer of land to impro-
ve the efficiency of land allocation, and contributes to
the development of financial markets. The LPRR also
emphasizes the impacts of land tenure security in the
resolution of land disputes, as well, as in the govern-
ment capabilities and the empowerment of marginal
groups. 

Market land transactions are considered important
mechanisms to give land to both landless workers and

to those without enough land, as well as to develop
financial markets using land as collateral. Land rental
markets are said to characteristically have lower tran-
saction costs; moreover, leasing land is considered a
better option than selling land insofar as it is a more fle-
xible and versatile way to transfer land from the least
efficient producers to the most efficient.

Regarding the role of government, the LPRR assumes
that decentralized transactions based on guaranteed
property rights are more likely to increase efficiency and
equity of governments’ intervention otherwise inclined
to corruption. Governments’ role then should be limited
to establish the legal and institution framework in which
land markets can function and to create the macroeco-
nomic context in which transactions that increase pro-
ductivity may be rewarded. However, given the unfair
distribution of land property, and the insufficient use of
productive land in many countries, it is necessary that
governments start redistributive reforms. On the other
hand, in order to promote the use of land to maximize
social welfare, governments should appeal to fiscal
measures more than to regulative norms. 
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3. Land Policies for Growth and Poverty Reduction: 
the Land Policy Research Report

4. Growth: always in first place

Growth and poverty reduction are terms that appear lin-
ked throughout both documents. Both documents
make claims such as “using economic growth in favor of
the poor” and “putting the poor in position to benefit
from economic growth” but it does not explain how
such ideals could be achieved1. While the new policies
clearly and precisely design how to promote and pro-
tect investments, trade and the private sector, the mea-
sures adopted to reduce poverty are merely palliatives. 

The new rural development strategy shows a clear pre-
ference for transnational corporations, many of which
have a long record of human rights violations in rural
communities and environmental pollution2. Palliative
measures such as the recommended social security nets
do not comply with human rights standards, are far from
giving solution to the structural causes of hunger and
poverty and have been used as political instruments3. It

is not out of the ordinary then that measures explicitly
designed to give women and the poorest people access
to and control over productive resources (such as land,
water and loans), are playing a marginal and ambiguous
role within the new strategy. This one takes for granted
the success of land policies based on market mecha-
nisms implemented so far by the Bank. The strategy
advocates for expanding these policies in the future
despite evidences of their failure and harmful effects4. In
this regard, both documents use their references to
poor people and the reduction of poverty to justify eco-
nomic policies while concealing the real beneficiaries of
this growth. 

The new strategy of rural development neither takes
into account the social causes of poverty, nor presents
proposals to help overcome social, economic, and poli-
tical barriers that deprive the poorest rural population



of their livelihoods. On the contrary, this strategy advo-
cates the strengthening of the already implemented
liberalization and privatization policies which have had
harmful effects on living conditions of rural communi-
ties. Exhaustive studies about the impacts of programs
of structural adjustment – such as SAPRIN5 - developed
with the initial support of the Bank, reach the conclusion
that agricultural reform policies have exacerbated land
inequalities: The promotion of agricultural exportations,
the liberalization of imports, and the government’s with-
drawal from the provision of extension services and sup-
port to production, have benefited large scale produ-
cers, and at the same time, have excluded and/or depri-
ved the most marginalized groups of access to produc-
tive resources such as land, loans etc. Small peasants’
incomes have decreased, while the cost of agricultural
inputs and production has increased dramatically. The
same way, physical and economical access to food has
worsened and food sovereignty has decreased due to
high costs of production. Land sown with basic crops
has to leave room for export crops, which decreases
availability of local food and increases dependence on
imports. The decrease in income and the increase of
food prices show that, under these conditions, access to
food through the market is pure illusion. The effects of
these policies have been particularly negative for
women farmers since they have strengthened traditio-
nal discrimination against women’s access to and con-
trol over productive resources. Finally, favouring intensi-
ve farming for export, using chemical products, and
concentrating land tenure, have continued the process
of degradation of the environment and biodiversity. 

The new strategy for rural development will also bolster
the increasing concentration of the world food system.
Agricultural commodity chains - on both the input and
output  sides - have become increasingly concentrated
in the hands of very few transnational corporations, who
by virtue of their near-monopoly status are increasingly
setting costs and prices unfavorable to farmers, putting
all, in an untenable cost-price squeeze, thus further
encouraging a significant and continued deterioration in
the access of the poor to land and the abandonment of
agriculture6.

In this context, solutions that are based on technologi-
cal progress only will only increase social exclusion in
rural areas. The Green Revolution has shown that provi-
ding new technologies does not solve social and eco-
nomic exclusion of women and the poor, but tends to
make the existing inequalities deeper. Only those who
comply with specific requirements, such as, educational
level and technical qualifications, enough economical
resources and other necessary conditions that soften

both the transition and the risks, can take advantage of
the new technologies. 

The new strategy emphasizes promoting biotechnology,
and takes for granted an alleged consensus about the
willingness to foster this kind of technology. Given the
close relation between the Bank and biotechnology
companies7, it is more than likely that the Bank will pro-
mote GMO’s on a large scale, and will adopt a legal fra-
mework to protect those interests. In fact, the Bank alre-
ady has already approved $50 million in loans for agri-
cultural biotechnology projects, which include GMOs
such as BT rice, BT cotton, and sweet potatoes8. 

Taking into account that biotechnology and its applica-
tions are practically monopolized by a few transnational
corporations, which want to safeguard their exclusive
property rights to genetic resources, there is the immi-
nent danger that these companies will leave peasant
and indigenous communities without access to or con-
trol over those genetic resources and will further con-
centrate their productive resources9. On the other hand,
the incalculable risks of genetic engineering for human
health and for sustainable biodiversity support the argu-
ments in favor of taking precaution and giving priority
to other kinds of technology that have proved to be
environmentally sustainable and more suited to the
needs of poor peasant families10. 

Millions of peasants all over the world are firmly oppo-
sed to GMOs for the aforementioned reasons11.
Biotechnology will not put an end to hunger or rural
poverty. On the contrary, it risks aggravating it12. 
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The land tenure security needed by rural women and
poor people is not the same land tenure security that is
demanded by investors. The LPRR does not take into
account this difference but rather assumes that whate-
ver might be convenient for investors is also convenient
for poor peasants. 

The LPRR presents a concept of land tenure security
that tends to limit it to the security of individual pro-
perty rights. Property rights are understood from an
evolutionary point of view, allegedly observed in the
course of development in almost every part of the
world. According to this concept, the need to support
growing populations and to take advantage of econo-
mical opportunities which arise in trade make it neces-
sary to invest in land. The condition for such investment
is the protection of land and hence the need to secure
property rights. Moreover, economic development will
involve progress towards individualized property rights
as the most secure form of land tenure. 

Policies of land administration (land registry, demarca-
tion, entitlement, etc) that have been applied in recent
years under Bank sponsorship have not resulted in gre-
ater security in land tenure for women and poor rural
communities. On the contrary, these policies have incre-
ased their vulnerability to losing land. In order to pro-
perly to understand the effects of the Bank’s policies of
land administration, it is necessary to analyze them
together with sectoral agrarian and agricultural policies
and within a general macroeconomic context. What is
observed then is that the processes of entitling land
tenure—in most cases individually— as well as liberali-
zing agricultural trade and dismantling public services of
support for small and medium sized agricultural produ-
cers began with the promise that that they would regu-
late, formalize and secure land tenure. The bankruptcy
of many peasants who were holding land title deeds,
which were now transferable and could be seized, allo-
wed banks to take possession of these lands. In other
cases, conditions that were so adverse for peasant
family economies, the impossibility of producing, and
concomitantly, the dramatic deterioration of living con-
ditions, pushed many peasants towards selling their
land to large agro-export businessmen in order to have,
for the moment, some money in their pockets. “Increase
in allocation efficiency from the less efficient producers
to the more efficient ones” is the technocratic language
that the Bank uses to describe the deprivation of pea-
sant families of their means of life.  

The privatization of collective and communal forms of
land tenure and of rural extension services has negati-
vely affected peasants and indigenous people, espe-
cially in those countries where a considerable number of

them had benefited from past agrarian reforms. 

Thus, when the cooperatives could no longer count on
the government’s support and the conditions of pro-
duction were deteriorating significantly, the disputes
over both female and male members’ rights on the coo-
peratives worsened. Men claimed that women were not
as productive due to maternity leaves and the care of
sick children, which makes women loose many working
days. Facing these pressures many women, especially
single mothers, “voluntarily” abandoned the cooperati-
ves13.

In the processes of privatization and division of land into
plots, women tended to be discriminated against inso-
far as they received less land, and land of worse quality
than their male coworkers from the cooperatives. In
other cases men intentionally excluded female mem-
bers from deciding how to allocate the land and distri-
buted the land among themselves. In the cases in which
only men were members of the cooperative, women
were unable to have any influence on the process and
men ended up selling off the land and keeping the
money for themselves.  Many couples separated due to
these confrontations. The Mexican reform that opened
up the possibility of privatizing “ejido” lands stands out
as one of the most reactionary and harmful to women’s
land rights14.

In the same way, the improved access to credit, the alle-
ged benefit of land entitlement, is no more than an illu-
sion for the poorest groups. Empirical studies show that
with the given conditions land entitlement has increased
offers of land credit to large-scale producers and that
this effect could stimulate the concentration of land to
the detriment of small-scale peasant farmers15.

The LPRR avoids the systematic analysis of the causes of
land tenure insecurity for the poorest and for women:
one of the most important causes is the lack of govern-
mental protection against land grabbing by large land
owners and speculators. Others are: the promotion of
agricultural exports and projects of intensive exploita-
tion of natural resources (mining, tourism, industrial fis-
hing, etc.), the weakness and partiality of the judiciary
which tends to protect the investor’s interests and pri-
vate property before it protects fundamental rights of
poor rural communities, and forms of legal, institutional,
cultural and structural discrimination against women. An
exhaustive analysis of all these aspects remains to be
done because the aim of this project is clear: to secure
land security rights for investors. 

In order to fulfill their commitments to human rights,
governments should put into effect policies of land
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5. Land privatization



administration designed to strengthen control of male
and female peasants and indigenous people over pro-
ductive resources (land, water, forests, biodiversity).
These groups’ rights to land should be protected
against attacks from third parties who intend to take
possession of their land. Policies of land administration
need to take into account historical grievances and res-
tore the right to lands and territories of indigenous peo-
ples and other rural populations who were deprived of
their lands through racist and discriminatory policies.
Land regularization cannot be used to legitimize land

robberies that occurred in the past. Governments have
the obligation to make their policies coherent so that
policies and norms for the use of lands, administration
of lands, rural investment, and trade, do not jeopardize
the most vulnerable groups’ control over productive
resources; on the contrary, governments have the obli-
gation to strengthen this control by applying economic
and sectoral policies that stimulate the peasant eco-
nomy. 
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6. Land rental markets: the new panacea

The LPRR emphatically recommends the implementa-
tion of land rental policies. No doubt this policy has
become the new panacea, which is being promoted by
the Bank with the same fervor as the market-assisted
land reform was promoted a few years back16. 

The argument provided by the LPRR in favor of land ren-
tal markets resembles the argument that grounded the
market-assisted land reform: leasing is a cheaper and
more flexible way of giving access to land to those who
lack it since the money required for its purchase is no
longer needed. 

Experiences of leasing are quite dissimilar in Africa,
Latin America, and Asia. In these two last regions, lea-
sing is historically associated with feudal relations bet-
ween landlord and tenant. In this regard, appropriate
questions to be asked in specific cases are the following
ones: do the social and political conditions exist that
enable land rental markets to provide, as in Europe,
most of the rural populations with land? What condi-
tions are necessary for poor and landless women to
actually be able to lease land?

Land leasing is just a variant of market-assisted land
reform, since both of them share the same fundamental
assumption: that it is possible to use the market to
redistribute resources. As we pointed out earlier in our
analysis on the willing-seller-willing-buyer model17, mar-
ket-assisted land reform is not able to solve the problem
of unequal land distribution, since the market is unable
to redistribute resources in oligopolistic environments.
No empirical evidence has been found that shows that
market-assisted land reform has fundamentally altered
unfair and highly concentrated structures of land tenu-
re. 

It is alarming to notice that the LPRR avoids any discus-
sion of the conditions and regulations that would be
necessary to allow poor people to benefit from land lea-
sing and to avoid landlords’ exploitation of tenants. On
the contrary, the LPRR advocates the removal, espe-
cially in Asia, of the regulations that protect tenants,
since they are said to be expensive, difficult to imple-
ment and an obstruction to the market’s free develop-
ment.

Egypt’s experience of the liberalization of the land ren-
tal market should be taken as a warning: Until 1992
access to land was regulated by the 1952 agrarian
reform law that aimed to protect small-scale peasants.
This law imposed maximum limits to land ownership, set
land-renting prices, gave the tenants the right to inherit
leasing contracts and made it difficult for landlords to
evict their tenants. Within the framework of the nego-
tiations on structural adjustment with both the World
Bank and the International Monetary Fund, the Egyptian
government adopted the 96/1992 land tenure reform
law as one of the main reforms towards the liberalization
of its economy. This law invalidated every leasing con-
tract of agricultural lands and prescribed that access to
land should be controlled by market forces. The results
of this change was immediately felt: leasing prices
increased by approximately 300%. The exorbitant lea-
sing prices deprived small-scale peasants of access to
land since they could not afford those prices. In this con-
text, the number of credit programs to ease the transi-
tion has been insignificant, and has barely reached the
minimum percentage of the affected population18. The
enforcement of this law was accompanied by great vio-
lence on the part of the government authorities19.



One of the most notable results of the LPRR is that it
acknowledges that the model of land redistribution
through the market (this model has had different names
such as market-assisted land reform, negotiated land
reform, community-based land reform), failed in
Colombia and South Africa. This acknowledgment is
very relevant since, so far, the Bank has refused to ack-
nowledge the existence of problems. 

In 2001, Mr. Klaus Deininger, land policy officer of the
World Bank, stated that pilot projects of market-assis-
ted land reform were very successful in Colombia20. In
the current LPRR these projects are not mentioned at
all. On the contrary, the statement “all established
farms are unable to repay the debts” suggests that the
pilot projects also failed. In the case of South Africa the
LPRR acknowledges that during the first three years of
the program (1994-1997), even though the goal was to
transfer 99.07 million hectares corresponding to 30% of
agricultural land, only 200,000 hectares were transfe-
rred. 

The acknowledgment of the failure of market-assisted
land reform model was restricted to Colombia and
South Africa. Cases such as Guatemala, where the failu-
re is also evident were not mentioned at all21. In contrast
in Brazil this policy is considered giving positive results.
The LPRR completely ignores the intense opposition
that large sectors of the Brazilian agrarian reform move-
ment have displayed against the market-assisted land
reform model. In addition, the LPRR ignores a series of
analyses and studies that show that the implementation
of this model in Brazil suffers from problems similar to
those in other countries: inequality of parties involved in
the negotiations, ignorance of the conditions of the pro-
gram, lack of legal and technical advice, political
influence in the selection of the beneficiaries, incapacity
of the beneficiaries to pay back their debts, land of bad
quality, corruption, etc22. The fact that the new Brazilian
government, in January 2003, announced the suspen-
sion of Banco da Terra—the name used for market-assis-
ted land reform in Brazil—in order to examine accusa-
tions of irregularities and corruption, as well as pro-
blems of both infrastructure and the capacity to pay the
beneficiaries, is evidence for serious doubts about the
success of the market model. 

The LPRR appears to accept that there is a range of pos-
sibilities of land tenure reform including expropriation;
however, this section’s conclusion is revealing, for it
intends to hamper redistribution processes based on
expropriation: “ […] there are many land-related inter-
ventions with a clear poverty-reducing impact that are
less controversial politically and less demanding in
terms of institutional capacity and fiscal resources.

Initiating a program of land reform without at the same
time exhausting these other options will not be pru-
dent” (xlvi). It cannot be denied that the application of
programs of land reform based on expropriation and/or
maximum limits of land ownership suffers from deep
shortcomings, which range from the lack of an institu-
tional capacity to slowness and open corruption. Loyal
to the neo-liberal belief that the state is corrupt and
cannot be reformed, the Bank continues to apply the
following reasoning: if your head hurts, cut it off. If the
state fails, dismantle it. In this regard, the Bank is not
interested in discussing how to improve the state’s ins-
truments of regulation and intervention that redistribu-
te resources and guarantee a minimum standard of
living for its citizens. The redistributive function of the
state is not accepted by the interests groups that con-
trol the Bank’s activity, and in this regard, they do all
that is within their reach to terminate it.

The Global Campaign for Agrarian Reform has been
vehemently opposing the implementation of market-
assisted land reform, since this policy does not ensure
the realization of a wide and integral agrarian reform
that guarantees the peasant’s right to access to land
and productive resources. Market-led land reform poli-
cies are unable to solve the problem of the unfair distri-
bution of land since it is impossible to redistribute
resources in oligopolistic contexts by means of market
mechanisms. Traditionally marginalized groups, espe-
cially women among them, are excluded in advance
from these programs since they do not satisfy the requi-
rements. Moreover, it has been shown that women’s
capacity to negotiate in land markets is lower than
men’s and most often they are restricted to lots which
are of worse quality and more expensive. It is evident
then that land markets are not neutral regarding gen-
der23. 

The international community and governments should
acknowledge that market-assisted land reform (inclu-
ding mechanisms such as land banks and land funds) are
inadequate instruments in highly unequal societies, and
therefore, cannot replace agrarian reform processes
that expropriate large land owners, whose land often
lies idle and does not fulfill any economic and social
function. Expropriations should be undertaken in strict
accordance with the rule of law and land given to those
who lack it. 
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7. The failure of market-assisted land reform



In the chapter on the reduction of the incidence and
impact of land conflicts, the LPRR deals with dimensions
of land issues that go beyond a mere economic pers-
pective and that are fundamental to accounting for the
causes of poverty and the lack of means of life in rural
communities; in particular we are referring to historical
roots of land theft, unequal power relations, and injusti-
ce. The LPRR points to the relation between the depri-
vation of land rights and social conflicts which can esca-
late into violent confrontation, with devastating conse-
quences. In this way, the LPRR emphasizes the need to
attend urgently to the following aspects of those kinds
of conflictive situations: reinsertion of veterans, resettle-
ment of refugees, attention to widows and orphans, and
reconstruction of the social fabric at a local level. The
establishment of a legal base to clarify rights to land in
a clear, simple and effective way plays a crucial role. 

It is highly important to continue developing this pers-
pective which needs to be very carefully approached.
The LPRR’s approach leaves the feeling that the primor-
dial goal of policies regarding these issues is to appea-
se the most explosive conflicts in order to create stable
conditions for investment. The effort to seek the truth,
creates justice, and rehabilitates victims for the dama-
ges suffered (punishment of those responsible for cri-
mes against humanity, return of stolen land, compensa-
tion to women for sexual assault etc.) doesn’t appear in
the LPRR as the central axis on which to construct
peace. Here it becomes evident with great clarity that
the LPRR does take into account the perspective of
human rights in addressing land disputes, and in parti-

cular, land policies in general24. It is scandalous that the
World Bank ignores international human rights stan-
dards which are binding for the governments responsi-
ble for the Bank’s activities, and therefore for the Bank
itself.

The LPRR only brushes the question of justice and une-
qual power relations in the context of conflicts over
land. Nevertheless this dimension is essential to unders-
tanding the entire process of agrarian reform starting
from its political formulation, going through the deci-
sion making process right through to the implementa-
tion. The LPRR then ignores a key development in agra-
rian reform: the autonomous organization of the land-
less and peasants movements as well as the high capa-
city of mobilization of their members to struggle for
their rights25. Only strong peasant movements that
understands its struggle as a struggle for citizenship and
democratization can change the relations of social, poli-
tical and gender forces, which are oppressive and depri-
ve millions of people in rural areas of their livelihoods. It
is therefore highly important that civil and political
rights (freedom of assembly, to organize, freedom of
expression, of self determination) of workers and rural
peasants. The LPRR is silent about one of the biggest
obstacles to accomplishing agrarian reform, the crimi-
nalization and the persecution of struggling peasants.
To recognize and support the peasant organizations as
key actors in the agrarian process is one of the funda-
mental conditions for success.
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8. Pacification for the stability of investments?

9. The Global Campaign for Agrarian Reform and the World 
Bank

The Global Campaign for Agrarian Reform addressed a
letter to Mr. James Wolfensohn, the President of the
World Bank in April of 2002, where we expressed our
worries about the way in which the Bank was going to
redefine its land policies by elaborating the LPRR that
we are now dealing with. The Bank had announced that
this process would be done in an open and transparent
manner and with the participation and consultation of
civil society. During the first half of 2002 the Bank the-
refore organized four regional workshops whose results
were supposedly to be cited in the final LPRR. In our let-
ter we observed however, that instead this process was
characterized by a lack of transparency and by its exclu-
sionary nature.

Some of the invited participants at the regional works-
hop conducted in Kampala, Uganda in April-May 2002
made a public announcement where they noted that
there was practically no presence of those who were
affected by the issues discussed, that is, of those repre-
senting the poor or landless communities in Africa, and
therefore the meeting could not be considered either
consultative or participatory. Furthermore, it was noted
that 70% of the speakers did not work in African
Institutions and that in the first of the workshops, only 3
of the 42 presentations were given by women26.

In the same manner, the participation of peasant and
landless organizations in the workshop held in Pachuca
Mexico in May 2002 was scarce, while numerous pea-



sant and human rights organizations protested against
the proceedings outside the event27.

Despite the fact that the land policies and the actions of
the multilateral and national organizations affect the
rural communities’ entitlement to fundamental rights,
peasant and landless organizations, women and indige-
nous peoples have not played a leading role in this pro-
cess. Their participation has been marginal and subjec-
ted to language dominated by academic circles, as seen
during the workshops and electronic consultation that
were carried out over the New Year holiday 2003 to dis-
cuss this draft. 

In his response to the campaign’s letter on May 8th
2002, Kevin Cleaver, Director of Rural Development for
the World Bank specified that the objective of the LPRR
was not to redefine Bank policies but to summarize
recent world-wide research and insights that would help
the Bank, its client countries, and other donors, to re-
examine their policies in this respect and to help to
translate this research into specific operations. On the
other hand, the draft of the LPRR was published in
November 2003 on the Bank’s web page with a remark
saying that the policy research reports are not binding
to Bank operations28. 

In a letter that the German Governor of the Bank,
Heidemarie Wieczoreck-Zeul, Minister of cooperation
and development, addressed to FIAN-Germany in March
2003, the Minister affirmed that the LPRR is a technical
document and that the Board of Executive Directors will
not decide on it but at most will acknowledge its exis-
tence. Regarding the question of whether the LPRR will
be the groundwork for working out new land policies,
the minister responded that there is no decision.

However, we know that Bank staff is already preparing
recommendations for the implementation of the con-
tents of the LPRR and that the results of the LPRR will be
reflected directly in the Country Assistance Strategies.

The lack of transparency and the manipulation of the
participation denounced by the Campaign at the begin-
ning of the consultation process have been confirmed.
The Bank disguised the redefinition of its land policy as
a mere academic exercise in order to avoid taking res-
ponsibility for future operations and to impede any ins-
tances of citizen’s control over the process. In addition,
the most relevant policies such as the ones concerning
land were not discussed by the Bank Board of Executive
Directors but rather left in the hands of technocrats.
What is the democratic legitimization of these policies?
Who is held accountable for these decisions?

Beyond that, the mechanisms of control and monitoring
of the Bank’s activities are very restricted. For rural com-
munities, it is practically impossible to stop Bank pro-
jects that threaten their rights. Mechanisms like the
Inspection Panel are insufficient in all respects. The
Brazilian experience with the pilot project of the market-
led land reform Cédula de Terra demonstrates this: an
inspection of the project was requested by the National
Forum for Agrarian Reform and Rural Justice, a platform
that brings together large and diverse sectors of the
population fighting for agrarian reform in Brazil. The
National Forum was however disqualified by the Bank’s
management by questioning whether the organization
was representative and called the validity of its allegedly
“philosophical” arguments into question. Despite the
fact that empirical evidence was laid before the panel,
the panel rejected twice the request for an inspection29.
Critical evaluations of this pilot project were not taken
into account and the only evaluation was made by the
Bank, which recommended the project’s enlargement
despite the problems pointed out there. 

The case of the Cédula da Terra program demonstrates
that the Inspections Panel is a very limited instrument,
since it is designed to evaluate the impact of specific
projects like dams, mines, etc. from a technical point of
view. Projects related to the policy advisory level which
have a deeper political and sectoral impact seem to be
outside the jurisdiction of the Panel. There are no moni-
toring or ‘watchdog’ devices or institutions that account
for the World Bank’s activities at this level, although
poverty reduction policies have been acquiring more
relevance over the years. 

This is a clear manifestation of one of the most basic con-
tradictions: the pretense that the World Bank is a techni-
cal organization that stays out of internal politics, when
in reality its intervention is on a massive scale, in favor of
the ruling class and dangerously undermining democra-
tic institutions and the democratic process as a whole.

In light of these experiences, nothing positive can be
foreseen in the LPRR’s proposal that promotes a land
policy framework30 which allows guiding government’s
interventions in this sector and converting policies into
specific programs in specific contexts. The land policy
framework bears the danger that Bank interventions in
this sector may be implemented in a more systematic
and profound way under the appearance of legitimacy
and actual participation.

This proposal goes hand in hand with national strategies
of rural development and poverty reduction. This idea
would be very interesting if it gave the actors and the
national institutions the leading role and the autonomy
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in defining agrarian reform and development. However,
the Bank continues to impose the policies that it consi-
ders a cure-all. Taking this LPRR seriously would result in
changes so radical, in the way the Bank operates, that
there are good reasons to doubts its feasibility. 

The experience with strategies of poverty reduction,
regarding the participation of affected populations and
social movements, in addition to the national autonomy
in defining policies, is overwhelming. The Bank prescri-
bes these countries strategic formats and gives clear
indications to the leaders about the principles and mea-
sures that must be respected in order to receive credits.
The governments, eager for financial aid, know per-
fectly well that they must comply with the conditions of
the World Bank. If the Bank’s prescriptions conflict with
national aims and strategies, the latter will have to be
accommodated to the former or be sacrificed as it has
been observed in Cambodia, Vietnam and Uganda31.

As far as social participation is concerned, which is
highly valued by the Bank for its results in the strengt-
hening of civil society, the appropriation and effective-
ness of policies, as well as for increasing government’s
responsibility, the results of the World Bank have had
serious effects: In Sri Lanka for example, consultation to
civil society was restricted to inviting a few NGO’s which
were given a draft on poverty reduction strategy, under
the condition that this draft could not be modified.
While peasant organizations along with those of fisher-
men, labor unions, and other grassroots social move-
ments were totally excluded from the consultation, the
suggestions of the Chamber of Commerce of Ceylon
and other business associations were taken into account
in the strategy. For that reason, the Alliance for the
Protection of National Resources and Human Rights
affirmed  the consultation was a total farce32.

For the Global Campaign for Agrarian Reform, the basic
starting point consists in the human right to feed one-
self and the right of farmers to produce and safeguard
their food sovereignty.

The human right to food, as recognized in article 11 of
the International Covenant on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights ICESCR, indicates that peasant commu-
nities are entitled to access to productive resources,
specifically land. Each state and community of States
that forms part of the ICESCR is then obliged to res-
pect, protect and fulfil access to productive resources.
Agrarian reform constitutes a human right obligation
because it is the central measure that provides poor far-
mers/peasants with access to and control over land,
seeds, water and other productive resources.

Therefore, discussing agrarian reform in terms of human
rights means discussing the legal obligations which sta-
tes have to comply with. In this sense, agrarian reform
programs are not simply questions of ‘best practices’
and policy choices. International human rights law sets
the standards that governments must adhere to and
which can be monitored by citizens. These standards or
legal obligations allow for citizens to claim their rights
before a tribunal and put governments under public
scrutiny.

Human rights also allow to defy any unjust judicial fra-
mework, economic arguments and development theo-
ries that negate the necessity of instituting agrarian
reform programs or favor agricultural models based on
large scale modernized production. Human rights con-
front these theories with the fact that the implementa-
tion of such a fundamental right like the right to food is
not something that can be postponed until there is suf-
ficient economic growth. The ICESCR demands that sta-
tes apply these basic criteria in order to fulfill rights such
as, for example, the immediate guarantee of a core con-
tent of rights, the right not to be discriminated against,
the right to the participation of vulnerable or affected
groups in the design of public policies. Also vulnerable
groups must be identified and protected and the maxi-
mum of available resources must be utilized to progres-
sively realize rights. This would mean that agrarian
reform has to have priority over any other program of
rural development, because there are not many diffe-
rent alternatives to agricultural production that offer
income to the rural poor population. In this sense, not
applying agrarian reform programs implies perpetua-
ting gender inequality, as well as hunger, and the mal-
nutrition of rural and marginalized families.

For the Global Campaign for Agrarian Reform then, the
key questions of the debate over land policy  that natio-
nal governments and those governing responsible for
international cooperation are obligated to answer are
the following: How can rural communities implement
their right to define/determine their own future? How
will rural communities be included in the design of
policy and programs at the national and international
level? How can a clear and participatory body be esta-
blished to monitor the implementation of land and rural
development policies at the national and international
level? How can we assure that monitoring mechanisms
have enough power to suspend ongoing policies like
those of the World Bank that are unjust towards rural
communities? What mechanisms are can allow rural
communities to complain and demand reparations if
these policies and their implementation are negative for
the enjoyment of their rights?
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