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Land Reform and Co-ops in Many Lands 
Progress in Land Reform — Uni ted Nations, Department of Economic Affairs, New York. Pp 322. 

Price $ 2.50. 
Rural Progress through Cooperatives – Uni ted Nations, Department of Economic Affairs, New York 

1954. Pp 112. Price $ 0.75. 
Both available from Oxford Book & Stationery Co, New Delhi and Calcutta. 

T H E two reports issued b y 
UN at about the same time 

have been prepared in collaboration 
w i t h F A O and I L O at the instance 
of the Economic and Social Coun
c i l . Progress in Land Reforms is 
the first in the continuing series as 
envisaged by the Council resolution 
of 1951 and contains an analysis 
of the replies of 60 countries to a 
United Nations questionnaire on 
the directions of changes in the 
respective countries since 1945. 
F rom the replies of different Gov
ernments, a picture of two sets of 
countries emerges. In the first 
are countries where the mainten
ance of the family farm pattern 
of ownership is regarded as the 
main object of policy, and hence 
reform is confined only to measures 
to assist this type of farm and no 
major institutional change is intend
ed. This set comprehends two 
types of countries, those of North 
America and Oceania, where the 
ratio of land to men is high and 
where Government has a compre
hensive agricultural policy directly 
assisting the farmer through credit, 
subsidies, technical assistance, etc. 
In the second group are countries 
of North-West Europe, where land 
in relation to population is not 
abundant. The creation of new 
family farm ownership on a stable 
basis is the main object of policy. 
In some countries like the UK 
and Belgium legislation has sought 
to improve the conditions of tenants 
and hired workers in agriculture. 
Trade unions of agricultural work
ers have now secured regulation 
through collective bargaining, rein
forced by legislation. Co-opera
t ive organisation has expanded 
steadily here, playing some part in 
the provision of machine service 
and a more important one in the 
field of credit through private 
banks and official institutions. 

The other set of countries and 
more important includes those 
whose land systems have been t i l l 
recently or are even now a h ind
rance to agricultural progress. 
These are countries of South-East 
Asia, the Far pas t and Southern 
Europe, where agrarian reform is 

being pursued or has been part ly 
accomplished, and there are also 
countries in Eastern Europe where 
land redistribution amounting to 
the complete elimination of large 
privately-owned estates has recently 
been completed as also supplement-
ed by producers' co-operatives 
established wi th active State assist
ance in the form of credit and tax 
exemption. At the same time, 
there are countries in Lat in Ame
rica, where, as in case of the 
above-mentioned ones, concentra
tion of ownership exists along with 
pressure of population on land, but 
where no reform has been under
taken save in Mexico and Bolivia . 

Comprehensive land reform legis
lation has been introduced in 
Asia. Though no detailed exami
nation of such reform is possible, 
some outstanding points may be 
noted. The system of land use in 
this area suffers from rural over
population, w i th the rent-receiving 
landlord dominating the rural 
scene unti l recently. Reform, 
however, is l imited to a transfer of 
ownership to tenants and the abo
l i t ion of intermediaries and does 
not involve any change in the scale 
of farm operations. As against the 
European and Mexican land reforms 
which directly benefit the landless 
labourers, Asian reforms benefit 
small tenant farmers rather than 
the landless agricultural labourers. 
And owing to the shortage of land 
and wide prevalance of uneconomic 
holdings, the creation of new hold
ings for the landless is very diffi
cult. .It may be interesting to 
note here that Puerto Rico has 
introduced Proportional Profit 
Farms for landless labourers (p 47). 

An interesting comparison be
tween the effects ' o f agrarian 
reforms in Egypt and Japan can 
be noticed. F r o m the Meij i Resto
ration in 1868 to the second Wor ld 
War rents charged by landlords 
remained stationary, and even 
when the land area was reduced 
and the output per acre increased, 
the landlords exacted 50 per cent 
of the gross produce, " Japan's 
rural communities were impoverish
ed and agriculture lagged behind 
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other industries; in modernisation, 
the exploitation of agriculture aided, 
the expansion of other industries." 
So the elimination of ' non-operat
ing ' landowners was to develop 
" agricultural product ivi ty and 
rural democracy in Japan." Quite 
contrary to it has been the case of 
Egypt where " up to the present, 
economic development has been 
hampered by the tendency to invest 
in the purchase of land which ab
sorbs a great part of savings and 
caused a continuous increase in 
land prices, without leading to an 
increase in product ivi ty or to an 
extension of the area under cultiva
tion. At the same time, industry 
was deprived of capital. One of 
the objects of the reform is there
fore to divert capital into industry, 
mining and commercial enter
prises." Agrarian legislation pro
vides for the redistribution of land 
held in large estates exceeding a 
maximum area, the formation of 
multipurpose co-operative societies 
among the beneficiaries and prohi
bition of subdivision below a min i -
muni . 

There is general recognition by 
the Governments concerned that 
agrarian reforms wi l l not by them
selves lead to greater product ivi ty 
and that measures of better farm
ing and better marketing are essen
tial for the fanner's security and 
progre-s. And the part that co-
operative institutions can play in 
carrying out these measures is now 
well recognised. The place of co
operative enterprise in the econo
mic, technical and social progress 
of rural areas is to be viewed 
against the background of inade
quate rural institutional arrange
ments in poor tropical and sub-
tropical countries. 

While the pari that cooperative 
associations in themselves can play 
in the financial and administrative 
spheres in carrying out improve
ments in tenure arrangements has 
been noted (Chapter 4: Rural 

Progress through- cooperatives), 
basic improvements in land tenure 
are the necessary condition for the 
successful working of co-operative 
associations especially in the field 



of fanning, credit and marketing. 
The faulty income distribution, in
secure tenancies and indebtedness 
to the landlord cut at the root of 
suitable institutions for improving 
the lurmer's lot. 

The experience of Europe in co
operative organisation is of great 
value for countries inclining to co
operative effort. Though the State 
recently has played a part in sup
plying credit, the rural co-opera
tive has often a more important 
role to play than private banks 
and official institutions. Credit co
operative- have expanded in India 
and Japan in number and extent 
of business. In Japan practically 
all short-term agricultural credit 
operations have been taken over 
by these organisations. The report 
on co-operatives regards these insti
tutions to be the best in poor coun
tries for encouraging and mobilis
ing savings and ensuring loans to 
the farmer: they are catalytic in 
their effects on production and sav
ing. They are also the most suit-
able recipients of Government assist
ance, and through Government, of 
international loans. Despite their 
due emphasis on democracy and 
self-reliance as the essential basis 
of co-operation, the UN publica
tions come to the earthy conclusion 
that co-operatives in general and 
credit co-operatives in particular 
are not likely to be a success in 
poor countries which need them — 
" w i t h o u t firm official support and 
enough c a p i t a l " . Specific mea
sures of State aid are not mention 
ed, as they are the object of conti
nuing quest by ILO. FAO and 
other UN agencies. The above-
mentioned approach, however, is 
not one of unqualified aid and in i -
tiative from Government. " The 
nature and amount ", it notes, 
" must be wisely judged or it wi l l 
prove restrictive or even destruc
t i v e . " 

In the sphere of marketing, how
ever, cooperative societies have 
proved a success in Denmark and 
other Scandinavian countries in 
respect of dairy, poultry and vege
table products. Such societies tor 
the marketing of fruit, dairy pro
duce and grain have also develop
ed in many, areas of Nor th Ame
rica and some in the La t i n Ame
rican countries too. But their 
failure in the Far East shows how 
difficult it is to achieve a sound co
operative marketing system while 
farmers remain indebted to local 
money Tenders. Progress in this 
sphere on the whole has been 
l imited, and one of the causes 
mentioned is the " attempt by 

societies, often aided by Govern
ments, to secure monopoly powers 
for the control of supplies and the 
raising of funds, eg, co-operative 
grain marketing societies in Canada, 
during the late thir t ies." 

A possible way to encourage co
operative institutions is to minimise 
the uncertainties and risks involved 
in agriculture by setting up co-ope
rative insurance societies to insure 
against unpredictable risks. The 
subject requires detailed study, and 
it may facilitate the development of 
societies like the Crop Fire Insurance 
Societies in France, Argentina and in 
the States of Bombay and Madras 
in India. 

Co-operative farming has been 
established in Eastern Europe wi th 
active Stale assistance in the form of 
credit's, tax exemption and mechani-
cal and other technical facilities. The 
lessons of Eastern Europe can be 
drawn upon by Asia, and the Middle 
Fast countries like Egypt where 
efforts are being made to develop 
co-operative fanning. A n d the. u l t i 

mate aim of the agrarian policy of 
India , whose land reforms are 
quantitatively by far the most i m 
portant of any surveyed in the re
port, is to progress towards a co
operative system of land manage
ment. 

There are, however, big hurdles 
in the way of co-operative enterprise 
in the held of the conflict of indi 
vidual interest and problems of 
work, savings, investment and the 
property held (including rights in 
land). These obstacles are not easily 
overcome by Government guidance 
unless the factors of ' social cohe
sion and equality are so strong as 
to counter individualistic economic 
t o n e s ' . At the same, it has been 
l igh t ly pointed out that such volun
tary co-operative associations tor 
grouped tanning, wi th detailed 
arrangements to secure the maxi
mum economic advantages of large-
scale operations while avoiding dis
sensions among members, having so 
far been tried in very few instances, 
deserve much closer study in many 
areas. 
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