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LAND REFORM IN VENEZUELA

Nince the arival af the Spanish in 1492, wotes Brawlio Afvareg, fong-time peasant actfvist and foraver divector af 1Veneznela’s National Land
Tnstitute, “we bave been strugeling for eguality, jastice, and an end to explodtation.” Awess fo lend rights is a &ey component fn this strgele for
bacan dignity. Under the govermwent of President Huge Chdves, peasants are weovering nof andy their lands, bt alro their buman rights and

dignidy.
stgnificant gains for eguality and social fustice,

A History of Inequality

has had an
unbalanced land ownership  system,
with 5 percent of the populaton
owning three-quarters of  the
agricultural land. This leaves most of
the rural populaton poor, landless,
and SUppOrE
Three-fifths of agricultural laborers do
not own any of the land they work,
Historically, land reform  programs
designed to address these imbalances
have often failed because they did licde
maore than give peasanes land, without
providing access to financial credit,
technical marketing
assistance, all of which are necessary

Venceuela extremely

unable to themselves.

cxpertise, o

for success.

Rather than increasing
Venezuela's  ability o feed  ieself,
programs implemented in the 1960s
with the support of the United Seates
and its "Alliance for Progress” only
deepened

the counov's coconomic

dependence.  Critics have viewed cthis
as a flawed development approach that
industrialized agriculrural production
and made it capital-intensive while
failing to suppore the peasantry with
education and training. Rather than
leading to a fairer distribution of land,
it resulted in peasants losing access to

their lands.

The National Land Institute

In 1998, Venczuclans overwhelmingly
elected  Hugo the
Presidency. A vear later they approved
a new constitution  addressing  the

rights of rural peasants to land and of

Chavez o

citizens to food security. To avoid the
failures of previous agrarian reform
programs, Congress cnacted the Law
on Land Apricultural
Development in November 2001, The

and

law instituted a cap on the size of

landholdings, taxed land that was not
in production, and provided for the
distribunon of land @ landless
peasants. Main goals of this legislation
were o
injustice and to increase agriculrural
production.  This legislation created
three new Institutions to

address  1ssucs  of  social

carry out
these goals: one to administer land
tenancy, a sccond o provide technical
and infraserucmure aid, and a third w
assist with marketing strategics. The
most significant of these insdmutons,
created in January 2002, is the Natonal
Land Insatute {Insdmeo MNacional de
INTT. Through
legislation, the Chavez government is
demonstrating  the  polideal will to

Ticrras, such

bring abour concrete, positive changes
in the countryside,

President Hum Chiver gives land deeds m
poor farmers, [pwle e Codrenar, 2003)

Food Sovereignty

In order to speed up the process of
agrarian reform, on Febroary 4, 2003
Hugo Chavez signed a  presidential
formally  launching  Plan
Zamora as part of the National Land
Insdtute. The goal of the program is
sustainable  agricultural

decree

[ support
development based on a philosophy of
a  just
accordance with values of equality and
social justice. les main objectve is

distibutnon of land  in

The Venezwelan government bar fmplemented policies that recognize peasants” ancestral rights.  Peasant strogeles bave resslted in

distribute land to small and medium-
sized producers. Plan Zamora is key
o achicving the government’s goals of
food security, self-
sufficiency, and breaking a dependency
on imported goods,

The Venczuclan government

named this land reform program afeer

CoOnomic

famora, a
leader

Ezequicl revolutonary
liberal the nineteenth
century who advocated a far-reaching
land reform program for the peasantry
and expressed an intense hostility w

from

the land-owning oligarchy,  Just as
Chivez has drawn on independence
inform the
ideals of the Bolivarian Revolunon,
Ezequicl Zamora’s legacy emerges in

lcader Siman Bolivar to

Venezuela's agrarian reform program,
Much of the land distributed
under Plan Zamora was empty or
already owned by the government,
The law also places a cap on the size
of private farms and allows for the
expropriation of unused lands. Before
acquiring land, a participant needs w
apply for a “carta agraria” (agrarian
deed) from the Natonal Land Institute
(INTIL  chat qualifications
including demonstraton of economic
need and willingness w work an
assigned plot of land. With this deed,
an applicant can occupy a plot and
receive preferential consideration from

verifies

public financial instmtons for a low-
interest loan to work the land. These
carmas agrarias provide emporary dde
to occupied land until the Venczuelan
CONEIess draft  legislation  to
provide permanene title.

By the end of 2003, the
government had signed 900N} cartas
agrarias  providing IALILH]
peasant families with more than 5.5
million acres of land, far surpassing

can

abour

their target of 3.5 million acres. In



celebrating  this  success,  INTI
president Ricaurte Leonett noted, “we
can affirm  with prde that the

revolutionary process planted in the
countryside is bearing fruit.” Among
the benefits of the program  was
helping o guarantee food sccurity in
Venezuela and improving the lives of
rural families.
the povernment would conduct a
national census to sce how many rural
familics lacked land and how much
land that government owned, so that
the work of the land insomre could
confdnue,

This struggle for land righes
has not been withour its problems.
Conservaove landholders,
with traditional political partes—which
still exercise significant conerol in rural
arcas—feel threatened by the actions of
an  increasingly  mobilized

population.  They are outraged by

Leonctt announced that

in alliance

rural

perceived threats o their privileged
posiion and what they view as an
attack on private property, and have
responded  viciously o the planned
reforms.  In three years tme, Braulio
Alvarez notes, 150 rural leaders have
been killed.  Although some of the
perpetrators of these crimes have been
arrested, for the most part paramilitary
groups operate with an impunity that
the difficulaes that rural
acovists stll need o overcome. The
opposition’s strong influence on the
court system has also reversed some of
the agrarian reform law's provisions
and slowed distribunon of land.
prices  for agricultural  commodities
also frustrate peasant attempts to carn
a living sclling their produce at markert.,

indicates

Lo

Return to Rural Development

In 1960, two-thirds of
Venezuela's six million people lived in
the countryside and worked in the
agriculture  sector.  During  the ol
boom in the 1970s, the government
began  w  ignore and
focused its artention instead on urban
In response,
peasants flooded into urban areas in
jobs  and
prosperity  where  they  setled
beles™ that

abour

rural areas

and industrial secrors.

scarch of coonomic
Into

“misery surround

Venezuela's citics.  Unemplovment, a
lack of udlides such as
electricity, and high crime rates plague
these slums.  Foree years later, 87
percent of the country’™s 25 million
people live in cities. Not only did this
policy the countryside
underdeveloped, but it also increased
problems in urban areas,

water and

leave

Farmers celebrate the Agraran Reform in
Comunare Rojo. [phuie: e Condrerar, 2003

A legacy of this history of
unequal development is that most of
the country’s resources, population,
and wealth are concentrated in large
citics. This limits Venezuela's potential
for cconomic development and ability
to feed itself, While Venczucla is one
of the world’s largest oil exporrers, it
imports about 70 percent of its food
even though it has plenty of rich
agricultural land. It has the
smallest agricultural sector in all of
Latin America (6 percent of its GDP),
and is the only country in the region
that is a net importer of agriculeural

HW

products.  In this distoreed economy,
the rich have gained most from oil
production while displaced peasants
lack work and go hungry because they
no longer have land on which tw
practice subsistence agriculture,

In order o address this
problem, on March 20, 2003, president
Hugo Chavez launched a project under
INTL  called “Vuelm al Campo”
(Return to the Countryside). Lts goal is
to facilitate a return o the country
where—with access to land and credie—
people can begin to grow food. The
program began with 23 families from
organized the
cooperative  Los  Arbolitos, occupied
23 hecrares of unused land in the state
of Lara. Acting on its commitment to
food sovercignty, the government is

Caracas who, Talis]

providing resources for Venczuclans
t double food producton by 2007,

The Fate of Land Reform

Land reform is a work in progress.
The outcome will depend on whether
the process can survive cxrernal and
internal pressures. We can help by
pressufing our government to respect

Venezuela's democratic experiment.
Thankr to Mare Becker for thiv analysir,

g e a Lanfers pearant. I'te pot land, bat &5 in
= the gravepard,”
¥ oy campering  Pearants, the mral poor] who

saye Jeris Vargues, Dor years,

dresparsed on there nucndtivated dract wosdd be
canglit and fnprivoned, or chared ont with badlets.
The pednr  jfarm fabovers) worded for Hhe
meireralle dally rate of 3000 bofor 3,000
boliarr = §1E8L On finy fractions of an acr,
camiperiner grow anaendc malsy and Sve off the
Holy Spivit. Anyone who caunot afford fo bay or
vead an alfodmend volr, confined to the fosr walle of
sae horrtie ol on the edee of a fowa,

Bat those who ave very bungry will nod watf

Jorever: O T4 October 2000, Jerde 17 digues,

alotg with 25 meen and one wonsah, ocaipied part
of Hate EF Charcote, Tte onwer farned ont to be
de  Brtidh  © o, wia Pl Compania
Andninea, "The government arked them fo present
ihe deeds, bat they wever did 18y effeciively state
dand" ecplaine Vidguez, The enguivy by the
Nationa! Land Tnrtiwre Toctitto Naconal de
Tierrar, INT, created on & Jawnary 2002 to
ettad President Hugo Chdveg’s land  reform,
conffrmed i,

"Tart year we barverted fwo tomner of maize. Thic

vear e vechan we'l gt ap do sise fonnes and wich

mare dateron,” tayr o febifant 1degaes, " People
ate growing dingr and bave go? enongh fo eal, 115
a weapnifivent developmeent.”

- Maurice Letmoine,

Le Monde Diplomartique, October 2003,
hitpef | meondediplo.con f 2003 10/ 07 veweznela

For more information and updates:
vio{@veninfo.org

www. venczuclanalvsis.com

To travel to Venezuela, contact:
Tanva Cole at 415.255.7296 x226
manva(ilglobalexchange.org
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San Francisco CA 94110
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