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Abstract


Mainstream agrarian reform policymakers construct discourse of “negotiated land reform” to describe market-led agrarian reform (MLAR).  This discourse constrains the terms of negotiation over land reform to a purely market-oriented lexicon.  MLAR proponents believe the purpose of land reform is to boost agricultural efficiency in order to promote economic equity. Through MLAR’s adherence to the willing-seller, willing-buyer principle, the terms of negotiation over the mechanism for land reform are limited to private land transactions. MLAR’s reference point of the market for its definition of “negotiation” relegates the tactics practiced by rural social movements such as the Landless Workers Movement of Brazil (MST), in particular the occupation of unproductive land, as non-negotiated land reform. This paper will critique MLAR’s discourse of “negotiation” to highlight its limitations, and argues that the MST is creating and participating in a genuine negotiated agrarian reform.  Through a comparison of research and experiences from agrarian reform projects in South Africa and Brazil, this paper will describe the negative impacts of MLAR’s limited scope of negotiation, and will highlight how the MST’s broadening of the terms of negotiation of agrarian reform, in relation to both purpose and mechanism, is resulting in successful land reform.  This paper calls for an expanded margin of discourse of land reform negotiation in order to create successful agrarian reform policies, and social and economic justice for the rural poor. 

Introduction

Recent land reform programs have been influenced primarily by market-led agrarian reform (MLAR).  MLAR emerged from mainstream agrarian reform policy circles, especially from within the World Bank, during the last decade of the 20th Century.  MLAR is a pro-market critique of state-led land reform through land expropriation.  In fact, MLAR may be viewed as a response by policymakers at the World Bank to the Brazilian Movement of the Landless Rural Workers (MST), a rural social movement which, in the early 1980s, began to mobilize millions of landless peasants in the Brazilian countryside to successfully force the government to expropriate land from large landowners for redistribution to the rural poor.  According to Stephan Schwartzman at the Washington-based organization Environmental Defense, between 1995 and 1998 the Brazilian government settled more landless families on expropriated land than it had in the previous 30 years, an effort that would not have been possible without “the continual, large-scale public pressure applied by the MST strategy of land occupations,” (Schwartzman, 2000: 2-3).  The World Bank found the MST’s mobilization unsettling, as the occupation and expropriation of land is a threat to private property rights, which the Bank views as “the basis” for capitalist growth and economic development (Deininger & Binswanger, 2001: 408).  Martins reports that Brazil was drawn into the experimental phase of MLAR “when the World Bank began to view the intensity of massive land occupations and the radicalization of conflict as a danger to the neoliberal regime,” (Martins, 2000: 37).  Because MLAR is a reaction to the mobilization of the MST, a discussion of how the policy works to limit the margin of negotiation over land reform, especially the mechanism of expropriation, is warranted.   However, to state that MLAR is only a reaction to the mobilization of the MST would be simplistic.

While the mobilization of the rural poor in Brazil and other countries helped spawn MLAR, another major push came from the World Bank’s advocacy for the most economically efficient use of land resources (Borras, 2005: 91).  Conceptualization of the ‘efficient’ use of land-based resources fits into the World Bank’s neoliberal vision of a globalized agroeconomy, in which the global agrofood system is controlled and regulated by multinational corporations (MNCs).  The interests of MNCs have been supported and upheld through financial policies and loaning practices implemented by multilateral institutions:

The International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank have both played significant roles in facilitating neo-liberal restructuring on a global scale, especially through economic restructuring in the weaker capitalist economies.  These institutions have thus contributed to the reorganization of the global economy to allow for the free flow of capital across national borders, to open up new markets (international trade replacing investment as the driving force behind globalisation), to identify positions of ‘comparative advantage’ (cheaper labour, raw materials or infrastructure) for economic activity, and to harmonise international and national regulations (Greenberg, 2003: 3).

MNCs are reliant upon the agroexport sectors of poor countries to produce fresh fruits and vegetables, which are marketed to consumers in wealthy countries through supermarkets.  MLAR has coincided with the liberalizing of agricultural markets as part of the structural adjustment policies imposed on indebted countries by the World Bank and International Monetary Fund at the end of the 20th century.  Mainstream agrarian reform policymakers sought an approach to land reform that would both maintain and enhance global capitalist markets in agriculture, and seek to redistribute land and wealth to the rural poor within this framework of global market capitalism.  The outcome of this effort is MLAR. 

By utilizing the discourse of “negotiated land reform,” and defining the terms of negotiation to a strictly market perspective, MLAR policymakers have reigned in the dialogue over what the goals of land reform are, and how it should be accomplished.  By placing the issue of land reform in a framework constructed through the market, MLAR policymakers have attempted to quell any discussion of the meaning of land reform that is separate from private property and commercial agricultural production.  MLAR has pre-empted any negotiation over agricultural production (i.e., food security, food sovereignty, etc.) beyond its ability to generate capital.  Further, MLAR’s discourse of “negotiated land reform” has excluded from the dialogue over land reform social movements and their allies, which employ tactics for agrarian reform that are inevitably deemed “non-negotiated” when placed within MLAR’s framework of negotiation. 

The goal of this paper is to critique the discourse of “negotiated land reform” constructed by MLAR proponents in order to expand the margin of the terms of negotiation over what the purpose of land reform is, and how it should be implemented.  It will show that MLAR is not negotiated land reform, while the MST is, in fact,  engaging in a truly negotiated land reform.  Through a comparison of academic research and activist experiences in South Africa and Brazil, this paper highlights key findings from the two very different land reform projects representative of MLAR and the MST.

There are a number of reasons why a comparison between land reform projects South Africa and Brazil is appropriate.  South Africa and Brazil share the distinction as being the countries with the most unequal distribution of land.  Additionally, MLAR was adopted by the national governments of both South Africa and Brazil at about the same time.  After a twenty-year dictatorship, Brazil transitioned to democratic rule in the mid-1980s.  In 1994, South Africa held its first democratic elections after forty-six years of Apartheid.  Land reform was high on the public agenda for both emerging democracies; subsequently, the governments of both countries formally adopted the MLAR model.  In fact, it is fair to say that both South Africa and Brazil have been “guinea pigs” for MLAR.  Much of the World Bank literature on MLAR has focused on South Africa and Brazil, and it is therefore appropriate to shape a critique of MLAR based on a comparison of these countries.

Theoretical Discussion 

Diverging Discourses on the Purpose of Agrarian Reform

MLAR is founded on the belief that agrarian reform can advance both economic efficiency and equity.  “Land reform may be one policy to combine the two goals of equity and efficiency,” write Deininger and May (2000: 2).  Economic efficiency is increased through agrarian reform because research by agricultural economists has shown that smaller farms are more efficient than large farms in utilizing land, labor and capital – an economic theory known as the ‘inverse farm size productivity relationship’ (Van den Brink et. al, 2006: 19).  In the MLAR model, land reform leads to economic efficiency, which then leads to ‘equity’ because the capital generated from land resources will be distributed to more people.  

Although they employ the term often, however, how Deininger and Binswanger (the two main theorists of MLAR) conceive of the term “equity” (and inequity for that matter) is unclear.  The nature of the inequality landless people experience is not defined nor addressed in the literature supporting MLAR.  Inequality is viewed only in terms of economic inequality; how unequal land distribution relates to political and social inequality is completely ignored: “Instead of aiming to increase productivity and reduce poverty, the main goal of many land reforms in the past has been to calm social unrest and allay political pressures by peasant organizations.  Such reforms had often been initiated in response to political pressure (or to divert attention from other problems) rather than as part of a long-term development strategy,” (Deininger, 1999: 6).  As Borras points out, the MLAR model attempts to separate the technical aspects of land redistribution in project/policy implementation from the political context within which policymakers, landowners and the landless are embedded, and denies the importance of how political inequality relates to land distribution inequality:

The MLAR model tends to dismiss the importance of the disproportionate distribution of political power between different social groups interested in land.  This is a critical issue, especially because the core process in the MLAR model is about ‘negotiation’ between parties.  Where there is asymmetry of class power and, therefore, of political power, it is inconceivable that a landless poor peasant can have the same degree of bargaining power as a rich landlord in a negotiation for land purchase (Borras, 2003: 389).

Additionally, in denying the importance of how political and social inequality relate to land inequality, and acknowledging only economic inequality, the dialogue over land reform is limited to a scope which encompasses only how land reform can lead to economic growth and equity.

Related to the purpose of land reform for economic growth and efficiency is MLAR’s focus on the establishment of economically viable, productive agricultural projects.  “Productive projects are likely to be the key of market-assisted land reform,” writes Deininger (1999: 30).  MLAR encourages commercial agricultural production in order to maximize countries’ “comparative advantage” in the global marketplace through cultivation of high value crops and agro-exportables (Deininger & May, 2000: 6).  MLAR denies any discussion of agricultural production beyond its ability to generate capital, and disassociates agricultural production from how it relates to local food systems, food security, food sovereignty and livelihoods.  Additionally, it encourages the creation of land reform projects dependant upon global markets, as opposed to increasing self-sufficiency and independent livelihoods.

Alternatively, for the MST agrarian reform is the pillar of the movement’s aim to create “an alternative project” for Brazilian society, (Stedile, 2002: 104).  While the MST sees economic inequality as one basis for land reform, the movement regards unequal land distribution as inseparable from political and social inequality. According to João Pedro Stedile, an MST leader, “our struggle is a political and social one.”  Stedile maintains the MST views agrarian reform as an agent to democratize the land as a basis for political democracy (2002: 99), or what Martins refers to as “the social ownership of the means of production,” (2000: 33).  As the MST has evolved, “the fight of the landless has been transformed into a much wider class question,” (Stedile, 2002: 96).  This more holistic view of the meaning of land reform is supported through Borras’ claim that land has a “multidimensional function and character,” with political, economic, social and cultural dimensions.  Acknowledgement of the multidimensional character of land creates the space to discuss how land relates to social justice and empowerment (Borras, 2005: 94). 

Because the MST views the meaning of agrarian reform in a multidimensional manner, agricultural production is viewed not simply in terms of its economic efficiency and potential in the global marketplace, but, more importantly, in terms of the production of healthy food for poor, rural Brazilians.  Concepts such as food security, food sovereignty, and how these relate to individual sovereignty, social justice and the protection of local environments define how the MST decides on its agricultural production systems.  According to Stedile, “a people that cannot produce its own food are slaves; they don’t have the slightest freedom.  If a society doesn’t produce what it eats it will always be dependent upon someone else,” (Stedile, 2002: 100).

Fundamentally, the MST seeks to challenge neoliberal capitalism. Stedile characterizes the interests and demands of the MST as being in “head-on collision with international capital,” (Stedile, 2002: 100).  While the MST seeks to challenge neoliberal capitalism, proponents of MLAR seek to maintain and enhance it.  These diverging paradigms over the meaning of land reform are highlighted in the mechanism for land reform employed by MLAR proponents and the MST.

Diverging Discourses on the Mechanism for Land Reform

Proponents of MLAR construct discourse of “negotiated land reform” to describe the mechanism of land reform based on private land transactions, in which beneficiaries access government grants to pay landowners 100 percent of the market value of the land.  According to Deininger, MLAR is “a new type of negotiated land reform that relies on voluntary land transfers based on negotiation between buyers and sellers, where the government’s role is restricted to establishing the necessary framework and making available a land purchase grant to eligible beneficiaries,” (Deininger, 1999: 3).  Aside from the problems associated with assuming the landless can negotiate fairly with landowners mentioned above, Borras also points out that this model makes land reform reliant upon on the willingness of landowners to sell their land; hence, as Borras points out, “it is a voluntary programme: only the land of landlords who voluntarily sell will be touched; landlords who do not want to sell will not be compelled,” (Borras, 2003: 370).  Additionally, landlords have the decision of which lands they choose to sell, so they will still maintain control over the most fertile and productive lands.  In this sense, MLAR is not a negotiation between the rural poor and landowners at all; rather, it is a concession to landowners’ interests.

MLAR’s narrow definition of “negotiation” in terms of market transactions relegates state-led land reform via expropriation as non-negotiated land reform.  In the MLAR literature, land expropriation is presented in direct contrast to negotiated land reform, (Deininger, 1999: 27). Expropriation is characterized as “confrontational,” and MLAR seeks to “replace” this confrontation with negotiation (Deininger & Binswanger, 1999: 267).  Yet it can be argued that all negotiation is, at some level, the result of some form of confrontation.  Similarly, confrontation can lead to enhanced negotiation.


The definition of “negotiation” in MLAR theory reigns in the debate over land reform to the capitalist framework, and denies the rural poor a voice in agrarian reform policy:

in most cases the process of organizing, processing and articulating demands is constrained by the very social and political environment that necessitates the land-based demands of the poor.  More concretely, the rural poor demand land, but it is often difficult for them to effectively articulate those demands because of their political powerlessness that derives from their class position (Borras, 2003: 389).

Alternatively, the mechanism of land occupations utilized by the MST, and the subsequent expropriation of land by the government from landowners, has allowed the MST to both articulate its demands, and engage in a much more genuine form of negotiated land reform with the state, landowners and the rest of society.  The resulting land reform settlements created after occupation and expropriation have given the MST the space to articulate, formulate and create the alternative paradigm to capitalism it envisions. 

Most would agree that the MST would not have emerged had it not been for the progressive land policies adopted by the Brazilian government, which has given the MST the geographic, political and legal space to occupy land.  Ironically, as the dictatorship found that large landholdings contributed to rural poverty, decreased productivity and hindered development, it established the 1964 Land Statute, which gave the Brazilian government the legal right to expropriate large landholdings deemed unproductive.  This statute was strengthened when the Brazilian Constitution was rewritten in 1988, in which Article 186 states that land has a “social function.”  Private property, including land, will only be recognized if it contributes to the well-being of Brazilian society, including both owners and workers.  Drawing on this constitutional clause, the MST organizes and implements occupations of unproductive lands in order to force the government to purchase the land from landowners for redistribution to the landless poor.  Thus, while confrontational indeed, the mechanism of occupation used by the MST is also a negotiation with the Brazilian state, as the strategy of occupation is dependant upon the state.  Additionally, the outcome of a land occupation, and whether it will result in expropriation, is ultimately decided by the state, (Wolford, 2001: 306).  Additionally, when the state does find the occupied land to be unproductive and worthy of expropriation, the government always purchases the land at market value from landowners.  Thus, the mechanism for land reform adopted by the MST does adhere to capitalist principles by maintaining private land markets.  Payment of market value for land indicates negotiation not only between the MST, the state and Brazilian landowners, but also with international financial institutions such as the World Bank.


The mechanism of constitutionally-sanctioned land occupations may also be viewed a form of negotiation between the landless poor and the rest of Brazilian society. As a social movement the MST operates outside of the state-sanctioned political sphere, yet instead of organizing a violent revolution, the MST pressures the government to enact an agrarian reform through the lawful mechanism of land occupations.
  Based on his experiences in the Caribbean and Algeria, post-colonial theorist Frantz Fanon believed that a colonized people could only truly and fully free itself through violent revolution (1963).  For Fanon, the act of violence allows the colonized to not only break free from physical oppression, it allows them to break free from mental oppression.  Violent revolution allows the colonized to reclaim a sense of self, and forces the colonizer to recognize the colonized (1963: 94).  For the MST, the occupation takes the place of the violent revolution but fulfills the same purpose.  According to Martins, the direct action of the occupation “turns ‘passive’ peasants into powerful actors fighting for land and political participation.  They now call themselves ‘free workers.’  They recover the capacity to create material and cultural commodities denied them by both the traditional latifundium and the modern agribusiness complex, where they are ‘workers for capital,’” (Martins, 2000: 37).  The occupation is a mechanism to negotiate true empowerment between the landless rural poor and the rest of Brazilian society without the use of violence, and allows the MST to full articulate their needs.  According to Stedile, “maybe the greatest success [of the MST] is the dignity the Sem Terra farmers have won for themselves. They can walk with their heads held high, with a sense of self-respect.  They know what they’re fighting for…That’s the greatest victory.   No one can take that class consciousness away,” (Stedile, 2002: 91). 

Section Conclusion – Towards a Broader Margin of Negotiated Land Reform

From the above discussion two very different conceptions of both the purpose of agrarian reform and the mechanism by which agrarian reform should be achieved have been presented.  The MLAR model, which purports to be “negotiated land reform,” limits the discourse of negotiation to an overall framework defined through the market, both in terms of its focus on creating viable commercial farming projects, and its adherence to private transactions for land redistribution.  In doing so, MLAR effectively negates any discussion of how land inequality relates to social and political inequality, and relegates non-market land reform to the non-negotiated.  Alternatively, the MST regards unequal land distribution in relation to inequality in all spheres of Brazilian society.  For the MST, economic profits are not the goal of agricultural production; rather, production should increase food security, food sovereignty, and environmental protection.  Through its method of occupations, the MST broadens the scope of negotiation over land reform in a manner that can be viewed as a negotiation with global market capitalism itself.

Findings from South Africa and Brazil

This section will compare findings from agrarian reform projects in South Africa and Brazil.  In South Africa, findings are based on Master’s thesis research (see Kenfield, unpublished Master’s thesis, 2004) conducted in 2004 on two farm worker equity share schemes (FWES), a land reform model representative of MLAR.  Findings from Brazil are based on activist-related work in 2005, which focused on the Bionatur Network for Agroecological Seed Production, an MST project of agrarian reform taking place on various MST settlements and schools.  While it is beyond the scope of this paper to relate all my findings and experienced, the point is to report the major findings from the examples based on how the purpose and mechanism for land reform have been conceived.

Farm Worker Equity Share (FWES) Schemes in South Africa 


FWES are agrarian reform projects representative of MLAR in both their purpose and mechanism.  FWES evolved as a way to redistribute the ownership and wealth of commercial farms in South Africa’s high value agroexport sector without affecting their production systems.  The agroexport sector for fruit and wine enjoyed considerable growth in the years immediately following Apartheid, and local and international agribusiness interests, as well as international policymakers, sought a way to maintain this growth while simultaneously redistributing wealth within the sector (i.e., equity and efficiency). By design then, FWES therefore do not redistribute land ownership to beneficiaries, nor alter the production system of the land.  FWES adhere to the willing-buyer, willing-seller principle in that farmworkers pool government land grants in order to purchase a percent of equity in a commercial agricultural enterprise from a white farmer to redistribute ownership and increase shared management.  FWES are also representative of the MLAR model in that their implementation has been largely decentralized through the use of private land consultants.  Additionally, the FWES model has attracted investment from private interests including landowners, MNCs, and banks. 

Implementation of FWES increased dramatically after South Africa’s original Land Redistribution program was changed to the Land Redistribution for Agricultural Development (LRAD) program in 1999.  In this switch, the focus of land redistribution shifted from a focus on increasing livelihoods for the rural poor, to channeling land redistribution funds towards the segment of the rural poor with the most potential to become efficient producers in the market.  It was thought that once they became shareholders in the business, farmworkers’ productivity would increase, as would agricultural productivity in the sector.  For these reasons, FWES have been prioritized under LRAD, and farmworkers in the agroexport sector have been targeted as beneficiaries under LRAD.  

The biggest finding from the research is that the focus of FWES on redistributing wealth while attempting to maintain and enhance the agroexport sector is inappropriate given the realities of the global market.  While Deininger stresses that “the formulation of economically-viable and technically feasible productive projects” is critical to negotiated land reform (1999:31), the evidence from FWES shows this is not happening. The position of the Western Cape’s agroexport sector has become increasingly precarious as it has opened to the global market.  By 1999, prices for fruit had bottomed out due to competition from other countries such as Chile, Argentina and China, as well as increasingly tight margins due to multinational MNCs’ power to transmit costs downstream.  Additionally, the effects of structural adjustment in the agricultural sector, including the end of subsidies, have decreased South African farmers’ ability to compete.  In short, FWES have attempted to redistribute wealth within an agroexport sector that is failing.  The result of this market trend is that FWES beneficiaries’ economic and social security has not increased.  In fact, beneficiaries’ security may be decreasing.  On the two FWES studied there had been no dividends realized by beneficiaries, and on one of these FWES beneficiaries’ tenure security appeared to have decreased due to the possibility of loan default and bank reclamation.  While one FWES studied faced bankruptcy, the manager of the other FWES reported that the farm was facing increasingly tight margins as it struggled to compete in the global market.  Beneficiaries of FWES have been encouraged to invest their onetime land grant into an industry that is by all accounts failing. 

Additionally, the research exhibited that a simple percent of equity ownership is not enough to truly transform the unequal economic, social and political power relations between farmworkers and white farmers on South African farms.  The research highlighted how MLAR’s narrow conception of equity in terms of economic wealth redistribution, and power relations based only in economic terms, has inhibited a true redistribution of power and wealth to beneficiaries.  On one FWES studied, beneficiaries had pooled their R16, 000 (about $2,621) Settlement and Land Acquisition Grants (SLAG) to purchase 8 percent of the farm’s equity.  Because beneficiaries owned such a small portion of the company, the white farmer still maintained complete managerial control of the farm.  One result of this was that, since the FWES had been initiated, the farmer had decided that all of the farm’s profits would be invested back into the enterprise, as opposed to declaring dividends for beneficiaries.  For all intents, nothing had changed in beneficiaries’ lives in terms of economic income or managerial power. 

The second FWES studied also highlighted that a conception of power in terms of percent equity is insufficient to alter the entrenched paternalist power relations that exist on South African farms.  Beneficiaries had pooled their larger LRAD grants to purchase 49 percent of the farm’s equity – a considerably larger amount than 8 percent.  This was possible as part of the land redistribution program switch to LRAD entailed revising the original SLAG grant from a flat R16, 000 to the variable LRAD grant system, which provides variable grants of between R25, 000 (US$4,087) and R100, 000 (US$16,365).  Part of the reasoning behind this switch was specifically so that beneficiaries of FWES can purchase higher amounts of equity, as earlier studies of FWES had determined that the low percent of equity was a primary problem in terms of clearing dividends for beneficiaries, as well as transferring managerial control (Fast, 1999: 9).  Yet the research found that this switch did not result in increased financial income, and actually increased beneficiaries’ financial risk.  Beneficiaries had been encouraged to purchase equity in a farm that was, from the outset, not viable.  The farm had been purchased with a loan by the white farmer from a private bank after the farm had been seized by the bank after the original farmer defaulted on his loans (due to the fall of fruit prices).  The farmer who purchased the bankrupt farm then turned around and sold 49 percent of the farm to the beneficiaries, who assumed 49 percent of the farmer’s loan responsibility.  Thus, the switch to the LRAD grant system actually increased beneficiaries’ financial risk and insecurity.  It was not clear what would happen should the FWES default on its loan.  This example highlights the dangers of a decentralized and privatized land reform model in which beneficiaries’ welfare is entrusted to private land consultants, banks and even white farmers themselves. 

Further, it was also clear that a 49 percent equity ownership had not resulted in a shift in the balance of managerial control as predicted, and beneficiaries’ tenure security had decreased.  This was primarily due to the fact that the beneficiaries remained living on the white farmers’ farm (which neighbored the FWES) in light of the fact that the farm had not cleared profits in order to build new, independent housing for beneficiaries.  The fact that beneficiaries continued to rely on the white farmer for housing allowed the farmer to continue to try and control the social relations of beneficiaries, including pressuring some individuals to marry, as well as attempts to limit and impede visits to beneficiaries’ homes by relatives and friends. 


In conclusion, FWES adhere to the MLAR theory of equity and efficiency in that they were designed to maintain and increase commercial agricultural productivity in the agroexport sector, while purporting to redistribute economic wealth.  Yet policymakers and consultants who promote FWES have failed to embed these projects in the realities of these projects’ ability to compete in the global market.  While the mechanism for redistribution adheres to the willing-buyer, willing-seller imperative, the transfer of equity on FWES has not resulted in either increased material well-being, or shared management.  The general impression is that FWES have not worked to improve the economic or social welfare of beneficiaries.

The Bionatur Network for Organic Seed Production in Brazil


The Bionatur Network for Agroecological Seed Production (Bionatur) is the MST’s project to produce organic seeds for its settlements and the larger Brazilian seed market.  Bionatur currently has 131 families on 40 agrarian reform settlements producing seeds in three states of Brazil.  Bionatur is representative of the MST’s multidimensional conception of land reform, as the purpose of agroecological seed production is not only to generate capital for MST families, but also serves social and political purposes as well.


Bionatur is well-situated to meet the growing demand for organic seeds in Brazil, where the organic food industry is greatly expanding.  Since the project was started in 1997, seed production has increased exponentially, with twelve tons of seeds produced in 2005.  Last year Bionatur became officially registered with the federal government as an organic seed company, a move that provides increased recognition in the marketplace.  Also in 2005, Topseed, a subsidiary of the large Brazilian seed company Agrístar, pitched a partnership to Bionatur whereby MST families would produce organic seeds for Topseed.  While Bionatur decided not to accept this offer, Topseed’s interest indicates the growing market interest in organic seeds, and Bionatur’s products, from the agricultural sector in Brazil.  According to Ciro Corrêa, an MST activist and founder of the Bionatur project, Bionatur’s challenge is not in selling their product, but in producing enough seeds to meet the demand. 

The success of the Bionatur project in the marketplace has benefited families that produce seeds by substantially increasing their economic incomes.  One family on the Conquista da Fronteira settlement in Rio Grande do Sul reported seed production increased its annual income in 2004-05 by R500 (about US$226) per month.  Seed production by families is always undertaken in conjunction with other diversified farming activities, such as food production, livestock raising, milk production, and cultivation of fruits and vegetables for local markets.  Families that produce seeds for Bionatur are therefore never entirely reliant upon the market for seeds for their economic and livelihood security.  While the economic stability and income from seed production is important, capital generation for MST families is only part of the Bionatur project’s goals.  Bionatur also ties into the MST’s larger goal to spread agroecological production techniques throughout the movement’s settlements, as well as to protect and enhance biodiversity, food security and food sovereignty. 

Bionatur was started in conjunction with the “Seeds are the Patrimony of the People at the Service of Humanity” campaign spearheaded by the MST in conjunction with the Via Campesina, a worldwide umbrella organization representing more than 80 peasant groups.  This campaign was started to demand the United Nations declare seeds to be the property of humanity in the face of the proliferation of genetically-modified organisms (GMOs), and the trend towards corporate genetic patenting of biodiversity.  Bionatur is active in saving and storing native seeds in a network of seed banks throughout Brazil organized by the Via Campesina and the MST.  This effort increases peasants’ access to native seed varietals as an alternative to GMO seeds, and helps to preserve food biodiversity.  Additionally, Bionatur is part of the MST’s effort to create economic alternatives in rural Brazil as the storage and proliferation of native seeds decreases the economic power of agribusiness in rural areas, and increases peasants’ independence from agribusiness.  Thus, Bionatur is also a political and social project.

Bionatur is also part of the MST’s effort to transform the production systems on all MST settlements to agroecological production in order to protect local environments, water supplies, and decrease soil degradation.  In addition to environmental conservation, this move will also reduce families’ reliance upon capital-intensive inputs such as fertilizers, pesticides and herbicides, thereby helping to create an alternative economic model for production that is not reliant upon agribusiness. 

As part of the MST’s effort to incorporate agroecological production on all of its settlements, seed production for Bionatur is also being undertaken at various MST schools to enhance the movement’s educational efforts in agroecology.  Agroecological production is a major component of the MST’s educational curriculum due to its economic, political and environmental implications.  At the ITAPE school in Paraná, MST students from all over Brazil learn to produce and store agroecological seeds.


Because the Bionatur project has been established on MST settlements that were attained through occupation, the MST has been able to negotiate the terms of production to suit families’ needs, as opposed to the interests of international capital and global markets.  The Bionatur project is one result of the independence of the MST to envision and create alternative economic models for production.  The independence created through the expulsion of landowners and the independence of the settlements has allowed the MST to renegotiate the purpose for agrarian reform, as well as production systems.

Section Conclusion

Research on the FWES in South Africa showed that these land reform projects, representative of the MLAR model, have not improved beneficiaries’ material well being, worked to redistribute managerial power between white farmers and farm workers or increased beneficiaries’ tenure security.  A simple percent equity in a commercial enterprise is insufficient for land, wealth and power redistribution.  Overall, the biggest problem with FWES is the fact that the success of these land reform projects is dependent upon the ability of the enterprises to compete successfully in the global market, a prospect that is becoming increasingly impossible.

Alternatively, the MST, through its occupations and increased independence from landowners’ and corporations’ interests, has been able to successfully envision and create alternative economic, social, political and environmental models.  The Bionatur project exhibits that a multidimensional view of land, and land reform, is needed to improve rural development efforts. 

Conclusion – Broadening the Terms of Negotiation

In conclusion, this paper has shown that a broader definition of “negotiated land reform” is in order to create and implement effective land redistribution policy.  The discourse constructed by MLAR proponents does not allow for dialogue or negotiation over what the purpose of land reform is, and how land relates to political empowerment, social justice, and human rights.  MLAR’s definition of ‘negotiated land reform’ is constrained to how land relates to the market; this limits the conception of land reform’s purpose to how it relates to capital, and how it can contribute to capital generation.  In this context, MLAR pre-empts any discussion or negotiation of alternative meanings and methods of agricultural production, especially how it relates to food production.

Indeed, a broader margin of negotiation of land reform that allows for a negotiation of agricultural production is especially needed.  A truly negotiated land reform will acknowledge that agricultural production is essentially food production.  While food production can contribute to local and national economies, food is more important in how it relates to culture, society, public health, education and the environment.  Ultimately, food is a human right, and therefore land is a human right.

The MST’s multidimensional view of land acknowledges food as a human right.  Therefore, issues of food security, food sovereignty, livelihoods, environmental conservation and local economies are prioritized in the MST’s efforts to develop its land reform settlements.  It is questionable as to whether the MST would have been able to articulate its vision for land reform and rural development without the independence it has gained through occupations and expropriated land. 

The strategy of land occupations has both spurred land reform in Brazil, and allowed the MST to articulate and create alternative models for rural development and livelihoods. According to Wolford, “the figures indicate that over half of the settlements in Brazil received land as a direct result of social pressure…This suggests that the mobilization of the rural and urban poor in the pursuit of land reform is a fundamental determinant of success,” (Wolford, 2001: 311).  Not only has the mobilization of the MST quickened the pace of land reform in Brazil, it has allowed the rural poor to articulate and implement their vision of rural life on the land.  This vision is very different from the vision of MLAR proponents, especially in that the interests of international capital are not prioritized, and instead are challenged.  Unfortunately, the MST is currently experiencing a new backlash that threatens their constitutional right to occupy land. 

In December of 2005, a federal commission released a report on the cause of land-related violence in Brazil.  The initial report, written by a deputy in the Socialist Party, concluded that land-related violence in Brazil is the result of the fact that the country has still not realized a true agrarian reform.  This report was rejected by the conservative members of the commission, and a new report was released which states that land-related violence is a result of land occupations.  Further, the report recommended the government declare land occupations to be an act of terrorism.  This action highlights the threat facing the MST, and the possibility for land reform in Brazil, in the post 9-11 world, in which the left is criminalized in the name of the “War on Terror.”  Yet what would be the result of labeling the MST as a terrorist organization and refusing to acknowledge land occupation as a legitimate form of confrontation that ultimately expands the boundaries of negotiation over land reform?  Instead of criminalizing the MST, those with power, including mainstream agrarian reform policymakers, ought instead search for ways to incorporate the MST and other rural social movements into the dialogue and policymaking circle of land reform.  It must be acknowledged that true negotiation over land reform policy will grow out of some form of confrontation that allows the rural poor to articulate their needs.  
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