The land agenda in Bolivia

Thls perspective -on the Iand agenda arises from a visit to Bolivia in Aprll 2004 by the
Coordlnator of the Internatlonal Land Coalltlon
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Today, Bolivia has seven million hectares of usable agriculture land - one miflion in
production by indigenous peoples and peasants and one million by large landowners.
The remaining five million hectares are idle but “owned” by large landowners. There
is sufficient land to meet the livelihood needs of the rural poor. Much of this land is
being held for speculative and often non-productive purposes. For example, in
anticipation of rising values, landowners are “buying-up” the corridor for the planned
highway to Brazil. In other cases, large tracts of idle land are being used as collateral,
not to expand productivity, but to finance non-farm and off-shore investments.

Not only have many in the landowning class gained land “under-the-table” or through
legal loopholes, many break the laws outright, particularly with respect to taxation
and land valuations. This situation is affirmed by recent intentions of the government
to proceed against officials and representatives who have violated norms and
regulations. If the state succeeds, it will recover lands that have been obtained
through patronage and corruption.

Understandably, the abuse of power has defeated confidence by the poor in the rule of
law and the capacity of government to respond to their needs. -

The current fractures in Bolivian social and political life should put access to natural
resources — land, forests, gas and minerals - at the top of the agenda. At present,
these issues may be resolved by enlightened negotiation. If left, the issues are not
likely to improve, but the context for negotiation will deteriorate. It will be
regrettable if negotiation only comes after paying the economic, political and human
costs generated by land conflicts.
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