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magine a country where ideologues bent on land reform
turn agriculture into the plaything of the world’s richest
investors, and poor local farmers
are locked out of millions of
acres prime agricultural land.
Then stop imagining some
African country run by a despot
and his friends and start picturing the United States. Rural
America is on the cusp of one of
the greatest transfers of land in
its history and no one’s talking
about it.

I

At its worst, land reform lets
plutocrats kick poor people off
their ancestral land. But land
reform is not only the tool of dictators. At its best, sensible policies about how land is used,
transferred, and owned can make
it possible for young people to
farm with dignity, a living wage,
and a future. It can help poor
people stop being poor. It can
let young farmers who want to
farm break through the barriers
to entry. It can provide a secure
retirement for America’s older
farmers. It can happen and
should happen in countries as
democratic and as rich as the
United States.
In fact, radical reform has been
discussed in the U.S. and recently. But not in the current agricultural policy centerpiece:The
Farm Bill. If you knew nothing
about it, you might think that the
Farm Bill would be a sensible
place for talking about farms and
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Rural America is on the cusp of one of the
greatest transfers of land in its history and
no one’s talking about it.
bills. But big, structural problems
like land use, transfer, ownership,
and preservation are too big a
threat to the status quo to mention–so no one risks talking
about them.

farmers’ children want to head to
the cities, many others are being
kicked off the farm. No matter
how enthusiastic and able they
are, they can’t afford to stay, the
farm can’t feed another mouth.

Certainly, land reform is a ticklish
subject. In its cartoon version,
land reform is what Communists
do after a revolution. Few in
Congress want to be associated
with it. That’s a shame, because
historical American-facilitated
land reforms have often been
very successful.The prosperity of
Taiwan, South Korea, and Japan
owe much to the reforms
imposed on them by the U.S.
after WWII in order to preempt
the spread of Communism.

To the ranks of these unwilling
urbanites, add a generation of
young city-dwellers raring to get
their hands dirty. The food movement has rekindled young
Americans’ romance with agriculture. Thousands graduate from
dozens of new food and sustainable agriculture programs.
They’re hardly naïve about the
work involved in living off the
land. Yet their ambition will be
fruitless, because unless they
come from families of good fortune, they won’t be able to afford
the land, they will be priced out
of the market by institutional
investors and large-scale farm
operations.
(Continued on pg.17)

Land reform isn’t of mere historical interest–it remains important
within America. Just as in the
Global South, poor people in the
U.S. still want and try to make a
living off the land. While some
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Part of the drive behind
America’s land transfer is very
easy to talk about. American
farmers are getting older; they
average 58 years old. Their nest
egg is their land and they’re
increasingly worried about
health care and retirement
income. So over the next 20
years, 400 million acres of farm
land will crumble through the
hands of families that historically
farmed, scooped up by the highest bidders. Those bidders are
likely to be far richer than the
young farmers who would like a
chance at their own land stake.
And they’re likely to be absentee
owners. The American way of
land has been this: conquest,
enclosure, inheritance, foreclosure, and sale to the highest bidder.
And that trend is likely only to
get worse. For example,
Wisconsin Governor Scott
Walker, at the bleeding edge of
free-market thinking, has proposed that any corporation anywhere in the world be able to
buy as much farm land in his
state as it wants. At the moment,
there are at least a few restrictions on the kinds of international investors allowed to dabble in
Wisconsin farmland, with a 640acre limit on purchases for firms
designated foreign.
The removal of these restrictions–that in many other states
have already been lifted with
bipartisan support–make
Wisconsin look more like poor
countries in the global south,
where land has been bought
beneath the feet of local farmers
by powerful (usually overseas)
investors.
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Make no mistake.This is a kind
of land reform. In allowing the
market to set the terms for ownership, use, and redistribution, a
choice is being made about the
future of farming and urbanization.
Governor Walker’s land reform
laws, if passed, will end up completing a project that is already
under way across the country.
Last November, 9,800 acres in in
southwest Wisconsin sold for
$7,000 per acre. The land was
bought by AgriVest – a division
of UBS (once an abbreviation for
the Union Bank of Switzerland)
based in Connecticut. The U.S.
already has large and concentrated land ownership – the biggest
corporate landowners are, in first
place, the Church of Latter Day
Saints, followed by TIAA-Cref.
Some consider this a good thing.
After all, if land’s going to be
sold, why not allow bidders from
outside a country to come in and
buy it up? In 2010, after international funds had started piling in
to international farm investments, The World Bank, a constitutionally pro-free-market institution tried to make the case for
wholesale and unrestricted land
transfers all over the world.
For decades,The World Bank has
done its best to steer countries
away from state-led land reform,
urging instead that they let the
free market do the organizing of
land distribution. This has
worked out well for large land
owners and badly for the poor.
Recently,The World Bank has
started to admit just how badly
in a report entitled,“Rising
Family Farm Defenders

Global Interest in Farmland: Can
it Yield Sustainable and Equitable
Benefits?”After surveying dozens
of countries, the Bank reluctantly
concluded that “case studies confirm widespread concern about
the risks associated with largescale investment.” Above all,
these deals failed the poor
because they failed women.The
bank admitted that “many of the
projects studied had strong negative gender effect…. directly
affecting women’s land-based
livelihoods.”
The reason that The World Bank
has been keen to promote market-led land reform is to tamp
down the vigorous demand in
Asia,Africa, and Latin America for
the opposite–state-led land
reform. Efforts to demonize government-driven land in America
reform have been so successful
that merely to mention it is to
summon the image of mustachioed kleptocrats.“You can’t
have land reform – just look at
Zimbabwe!”
We have followed the corruption
of the Mugabe regime, and seen
the evidence that governmentled land reform has in fact
worked for the poor in
Zimbawbe.
Intuitively, this makes sense.
What happens when you give
land to landless, dedicated, and
intelligent people? They make
farming work, even if they get little support from the government
after their parcels of land are
doled out. And even if the government doles the choicest slabs
to its pals.
(Continued on pg 18)
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