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'THE STRUGGLE FOR LAND IN THE MIDDLE
EAST AND NORTH AFRICA

BY BRENT HIERMANN

“Busy as we are from childhood tilling Mother Earth, we peasants have no time
to let any nonsense settle in our heads. Our only trouble is that we haven't land
enough. If I had plenty of land, I shouldn't fear the Devil himsclf!"

More than a hundred years after the publication of I.eo Tolstoy's How Much I.and Does a
Man Need? these words still capture the desire for land ownership felt by many low-income
farmers in the Middle East and Central Asia. In both regions, many of these individuals still

hope to own more land, or in some cases, any land at all.

Over the past several decades, market-oriented reforms in post-Soviet Central Asia and the
Middle East have redefined the relationship between low-income farmers and the
government. In some cases, these reforms have led to the formal acquisition of property rights,
and the opportunity for small farmers to acquire productive lands. In other cases, however,
reforms have done the opposite and cost individuals’ their property. In many cases, these
measures have strengthened economic elites, at the expense of low-income farm workers, who
are all too aware of this destructive dynamic.

The Struggle for Land

The market-oriented reforms of recent decades are not the first time state agricultural policies
have reshaped rural societies in Central Asia and the Middle East, or raised concerns amongst
poor farmers.

Thhis is no more apparent than in the Soviet Union’s collectivization campaign in Central Asia

from 1929-1933, which sought to modernize rural life by eradicating private farming and

establishing collective, state-controlled farms. T'hrough the course of this campaign, at least a
million Kazakhs, out of a population of around 4 million, perished as a result of famine.
Between the 1960s and the fall of communism, these collective farms were transformed into an
arm of the Soviet welfare state.

“IN MANY CASES, MARKET-ORIENTED LAND REFORMS HAVE STRENGTHENED
ECONOMIC ELITES, AT THE EXPENSE OF LOW-INCOME FARM WORKERS”


http://www.gutenberg.org/files/6157/6157-h/6157-h.htm#link2H_4_0016
http://registan.net/2012/11/01/research-note-land-reform-in-tajikistan/
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/the-harvest-of-sorrow-9780195051803?cc=us&lang=en&
http://www.massviolence.org/The-Kazakh-Famine-The-Beginnings
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As Sheila Fitzpatrick describes in her book, Stalins Peasants. during this period, the inherent
risk of financial ruin due to crop failure was eliminated for collective farmers. While there was

no hope of getting rich, collective famers had a guaranteed income regardless of their
agricultural output.

Although transformative, agricultural reforms in the
Middle East were never as sweeping or violent as the
Soviet Union’s collectivization campaigns. Two of the

“AGRICULTURAL REFORMS IN
THE MIDDLE EAST WERE
NEVER AS SWEEPING OR

most extensive regional initiatives occurred in Egypt and VIOLENT AS THE SOVIET
Syria. In both cases, ruling regimes claimed their reforms ([ N1ON’S COLLECTIVIZATION
responded to demands from the rural poor for a more CAMPAIGNS”

equitable distribution of farmland.

In 1952, Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser launched a land reform campaign aimed at
alleviating tremendous inequality in land ownership by establishing a land ceiling of 200
feddans (84 hectares) per person; all land above the ceiling was redistributed to landless
households. Even more importantly, as Roy Prosterman has pointed out, registered tenancy
laws were introduced, which supported the landless through rent price fixing and protection

from eviction.


https://global.oup.com/academic/product/stalins-peasants-9780195104592?cc=us&lang=en&
http://countrystudies.us/egypt/85.htm
http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/poverty-matters/2011/feb/08/egypt-landless-mubarak

“ LAND CEILINGS In Syria, the Baathist regime began a land reform process in
REDUCED THE 1958, which combined aspects of the Soviet and Egyptian
INFLUENCE OF MASsIveE models. As in Egypt, land ceilings reduced the influence of
ESTATES AND PROVIDED Mmassive estates and provided the state with excess land to

THE STATE WITH redistribute to the landless poor. In exchange for complying
EXCESS LAND TO with the state’s agricultural plan, these newly landed farmers
REDISTRIBUTE” were able to access subsidized inputs, such as fertilizer, seeds,

and fuel, as well as credit through state-organized cooperatives.
In addition to these quasi-private farms, Syria created a number of state farms with Soviet
support that were intended to show off modern, socialist farming techniques.

State Withdrawal in the Middle East

Egypt and Syria’s commitment to explicitly pro-poor agricultural “THE PUSH
policies began to weaken in the latter half of the 20" century. In PRIVATIZATION
response to a fiscal crisis in the 1970s, Egyptian President Anwar al-  WAS ACCELERATED
Sadat began pursuing a policy of infitah (openness), which reduced ~ BY THE COLLAPSE

the role of the public sector in the economy and relied on domestic OF THE SOVIET
and international investment. As Raymond Hinnebusch has noted, UNION AND THE
the push for privatization, which spread from Egypt throughout the =~ RESULTING LOSS
Arab world, was accelerated by the collapse of the Soviet Union and OF SOVIET AID”

the resulting loss of Soviet aid.

By the mid-198os, agricultural privatization represented a counterrevolution in the Egyptian
countryside, as private sector investment was sought to offset the state’s withdrawal from key
components of the agricultural sector. Among the most significant aspects of Egypt's land
counter-revolution was a law passed in 1992, which reversed tenancy protections that had been
in place since the 1952 land reform. The new law gave landlords the power to raise rents and
evict tenants, and, as a result, led to sharp increases in rental prices and a rise in landlessness.
Unsurprisingly, the law was linked to numerous disputes between farmers and landlords.

“LIBERALIZATION Economic liberalization represented a substantial shift in the

REPRESENTED A social contract between the state and the Egyptian people. While
SUBSTANTIAL SHIFT  the Nasser regime had established patronage networks with the
IN THE SOCIAL rural poor, under Hosni Mubarak, it was the landowners who

CONTRACT BETWEEN were clients of the regime. With a large proportion of the rural

THE STATE AND THE  population feeling increasingly alienated, the Mubarak regime’s
EGYPTIAN PEOPLE”  legitimacy was undermined and the groundwork for the 2011

revolution was laid.

Although agricultural reforms in Syria were more modest than those in Egypt, they had
significant effects on rural society. In 2000, the regime of Bashar al-Assad privatized all state



https://books.google.com/books?id=EC3YCgAAQBAJ&pg=PT81&lpg=PT81&dq=infitah,+soviet+union&source=bl&ots=6dgPFHicPU&sig=o5j5yrrTMNwKlXC5FTYOm1tkABs&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwi13eCFm5PKAhVBXR4KHbvADwAQ6AEIRDAI#v=onepage&q=infitah%252C%2520soviet%2520
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Counter-revolution-Egypts-Countryside-Farmers-Economic/dp/1842770578
http://www.ilo.org/dyn/natlex/natlex4.detail?p_lang=en&p_isn=31252&p_country=EGY&p_count=549
http://www.usaidlandtenure.net/sites/default/files/country-profiles/full-reports/USAID_Land_Tenure_Egypt_Profile.pdf
http://www.derechos.org/human-rights/mena/lchr/farmer.html
http://www.csmonitor.com/2005/0506/p01s02-wome.html
http://www.merip.org/mer/mer184/class-state-reversal-egypts-agrarian-reform?ip_login_no_cache=7733d12c7d0262ef773f421b5e471cdb
http://www.merip.org/mer/mer272/small-farmer-uprisings-rural-neglect-egypt-tunisia#_11_
http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/poverty-matters/2011/feb/08/egypt-landless-mubarak
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/17550912.2015.1016764?tokenDomain=eprints&tokenAccess=7SQ5umqd6rsvHYnPPGgg&forwardService=showFullText&doi=10.1080%2F17550912.2015.1016764&journalCode=rcaa20
http://www.syrianlawjournal.com/index.php/main-legislation/property-law/
https://books.google.com/books?id=1ioTXW3316AC&pg=PA379&lpg=PA379&dq=infitah,+reform&source=bl&ots=8i9QbUPdEa&sig=L7HX96fEpemYLj2P3RaIMtqo88w&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjZxaGF_5LKAhXIKB4KHUOPCgAQ6AEIKTAC#v=onepage&q=infitah%25252C%252520reform&

lands. Thhis led to the dissolution of state farms and the distribution of land to eligible parties,
including to former owners and farm workers. This development underscored the failure of
state farms to efficiently produce crops and indoctrinate the rural population.

“THIS UNDERSCORED THE FAILURE OF THE STATE FARMS BOTH TO EFFICIENTLY
PRODUCE CROPS AND INDOCTRINATE THE RURAL POPULATION”

The Syrian regime also significantly cut subsidies and credits that had been provided to
independent farmers involved in cooperative farming. Reductions in credit from the state-run
Agricultural and Cooperative Bank were not, however adequately offset by private sector
lending options. In line with the government’s tenth five-year plan, launched in 2005, cuts were
made to subsidies on fertilizer and fuel, which were critical to operating irrigation pumps.

These changes occurred during a period of acute agricultural crisis brought on by a severe
drought across much of the country. The Syrian government’s inept response to the drought
would become one of the main triggers of the current civil war. a conflict that is, at least
partially, motivated by socio-economic inequality and discontent with the country’s powerful
economic elite.

Sharecroppers in T ajikistan Credit: author


http://www.syrianlawjournal.com/index.php/main-legislation/property-law/
http://cadmus.eui.eu/bitstream/handle/1814/2789/05_02.pdf
http://ojs.st-andrews.ac.uk/index.php/syria/article/view/716/620
http://www.planning.gov.sy/en_index.php?act=552&cat=172
http://www.irinnews.org/report/85963/syria-drought-driving-farmers-to-the-cities
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00263206.2013.850076?journalCode=fmes20#.VpRtr0orLIU
http://www.economist.com/node/17963303

The Central Asian Experience

While the Soviet Union’s collapse accelerated the pace of land reforms in the Middle East, it
did not trigger it. In Central Asia, however, agricultural reforms resulted directly from the
dissolution of the Soviet state, and the loss of subsidies from Moscow.
The speed at which collective farms were dissolved and land «

AS IS OFTEN THE

CASE,

TURKMENISTAN IS AN

OUTLIER IN THE
REGION AND HAS ITS
OWN PECULIAR KIND

OF PRIVATE

OWNERSHIP OF LAND”

made available to farmers has varied across the region. While
Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan had privatized their old state-owned
lands by 2003, in Tajikistan and Uzbekistan the government
continues to own all land, which is leased to private individuals
for long-term use. As is often the case, Turkmenistan is an outlier
in the region, and has its own peculiar kind of private ownership
of land — land owners are not permitted to sell or give their
property away, which severely limits its economic utility.

Similarly to the Middle East, many rural farmers in Central Asia believe the process of
decollectivization has disproportionately benefitted the wealthy.

In the summer of 2014, I conducted a small survey of eighty-one people in Tajikistan from ten
randomly selected villages. "The results revealed some dissatisfaction with the land reform
process. One question in particular helped explain these sentiments. I asked respondents who
would receive the bigger land share, if both applied at the same time, a wealthy businessman
or a common farmer. An overwhelming majority of respondents (73.17%) indicated that a
wealthy businessman would likely receive the larger share, while only 6.1% of respondents
believed it would go to the common farmer.

The intuition reflected in these responses is that wealthy, well-connected elites are
manipulating the rules to dispossess average farmers of their land. This fear has been openly
articulated in debates in Tajikistan over legislation to permit the sale of land use rights, and, in
Kazakhstan, over land privatization. In the Kazakhstani debate, critics argued the land code
should be renamed the “Code on Latifundia,” the Roman and South American term for large
estates dominated by a single landlord.

“THE INTUITION IS THAT WEALTHY, WELL-CONNECTED ELITES ARE
MANIPULATING THE RULES TO DISPOSSESS AVERAGE FARMERS OF THEIR LAND”

The Continued Politicization of Land

This is all to say that the state’s withdrawal from parts of the agricultural sector in both the
Middle East and Central Asia has changed the locus of political power, but has not


http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00905992.2013.857298#.VpBo_UorLIU
http://www.rferl.org/content/Turkmen_Farmers_Caught_Between_Collectivization_Privatization/1995317.html
http://www.ozodi.org/content/article/24664911.html
http://www.nomad.su/?a=3-200304250026
http://www.cornellpress.cornell.edu/book/?GCOI=80140100782620

depoliticized economic relations. While some small farmers have certainly benefitted from
these reforms, others have struggled. For many in both regions, well-connected economic
elites have replaced state bureaucracies as the dominant political actors.
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