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Land reform: an ambiguous term

3 contradictory meanings, reflecting 3 different objectives:

1. To reduce inequality of land ownership and thereby reduce poverty; 

2. To improve security of tenure and thereby raise overall agricultural productivity; 

3. To redress past injustices, not necessarily reducing poverty or raising productivity.

In this seminar, we will be looking only at meaning / objective 1. This is what Michael 
Lipton calls “classic land reform” and I will call redistributive land reform.
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Michael Lipton: “Land reforms are laws that are intended, and likely, to cut 
poverty by raising the poor’s share of land rights … the point is that land reform 
‘matters’ mainly for its effect on poor people.”

Lipton’s book is endorsed by many distinguished economists, including Jeffrey 
Sachs, Amartya Sen, Joachim von Braun, Ricardo Hausmann, Sir Gordon 
Conway, Nancy Birdsall, Paul Collier and Lord Nicholas Stern.

Amartya Sen: “Land reform can make a huge contribution in removing poverty, 
but it has not been effectively tried in many areas of the world.”

Nancy Birdsall “Land reform is alive and well and delivering development 
around the world.” 
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What is the upper bound on the poverty-reducing effect of a redistributive 
agricultural land reform?

We will study this in the context of Myanmar, a country in which the 
distribution of agricultural land is seemingly very unequal and poverty 
incidence is a huge problem.

The data used are from a UNDP survey of 11,172 households involved in 
agricultural production in 2010. The sample includes 9,025 households that 
either “own” or rent land and a further 2,147 who are landless.



From the World Bank’s Myanmar Poverty Profile (2017): 

Cultivator owns land Landless cultivator

Total 84% 16%

Non-poor 88% 12%

Poor 77% 23%

Among the non-poor who cultivate land, 88% “own” that land and 12% are landless.

Among the poor who cultivate land, 77% “own” that land and 23% are landless.



From the World Bank’s Myanmar Poverty Profile (2017) cont’d:

Household has title 

for land cultivated

Household has legal  

title for dwelling

Someone in 

household has a 

bank account

Total 64.8% 36.9% 15.7%

Non-poor 71.7% 40.8% 18.0%

Poor 51.5% 28.8% 10.8%

Not all who “own” land have legal title. The state owns all land. Legal title means a Land Use Certificate (LUC).

Among the non-poor who cultivate land, 71.7% have legal title to that land, compared with 88% who 
supposedly “own” the land.

Among the poor, 51.5% have legal title, compared with 77% who supposedly “own” the land.
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What does a Poverty Profile tell us?
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What does a Poverty Profile tell us?

It tells us about things that are correlated with poverty, not 
necessarily its causes.
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What does a Poverty Profile tell us?

It tells us about things that are correlated with poverty, not 
necessarily its causes.

The possible endogeneity of these supposed ‘drivers’ of 
poverty is a serious problem.
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Poverty incidence, Myanmar, 2005 to 2010
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Poverty incidence, Myanmar, 2005 to 2015
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What is the maximum

amount by which rural 

poverty incidence could 

have been reduced in 2010 

and 2015 through a 

redistributive land reform 

implemented before 2010?
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Simulating the impacts that a hypothetical land reform has on the 
distribution of expenditures:
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4 kinds of agricultural land: owned / rented; and irrigated / unirrigated (i = 1, 2, 3, 4)

𝑙𝑛𝐸ℎ = 𝛼 + σ𝑖=1
4 𝛽𝑖𝐿ℎ𝑖+ σ𝑗=1

3 𝛾𝑗𝑅ℎ𝑗 + σ𝑘=1
58 𝛿𝑘𝑋ℎ𝑘 + 𝜀ℎ (1)

We do this twice: OLS and IV, meaning first without (OLS) and then with (IV) use of instrumental 
variable treatment for possibly endogenous irrigated and unirrigated owned land.

𝐿ℎ𝑖
∗ = 𝐿ℎ𝑖 + 𝜃(ഥ𝐿𝑖 − 𝐿ℎ𝑖) = 𝜃 ഥ𝐿𝑖 + (1 − 𝜃)𝐿ℎ𝑖, i = 1, 2 (2)

0 ≤ 𝜃 ≤ 1 (3)

𝑙𝑛𝐸ℎ
∗ = 𝛼 + σ𝑖=1

4 𝛽𝑖𝐿ℎ𝑖
∗ + σ𝑗=1

3 𝛾𝑗𝑅ℎ𝑗 + σ𝑘=1
58 𝛿𝑘𝑋ℎ𝑘 + 𝜀ℎ (4)

𝑙𝑛𝐸ℎ − 𝑙𝑛𝐸ℎ
∗ =  σ𝑖=1

4 𝛽𝑖(𝐿ℎ𝑖 − 𝐿ℎ𝑖
∗ ) (5)
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Regression results
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Gini Coefficients of Land Sizes Before and After Redistribution
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Simulated impacts on consumption, poverty and inequality:

A. Redistribution among all agricultural households, including landless (N = 11,172)
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Simulated impacts on consumption, poverty and inequality:

B. Redistribution among all agricultural households excluding landless (N = 9,025)
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43



Poverty incidence, Myanmar, 2005 to 2010

44



Poverty incidence, Myanmar, 2005 to 2010
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Poverty incidence, Myanmar, 2005 to 2010

46



47



48

Salamat po

Thanks for listening

Peter.Warr@anu.edu.au
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Land operated by farming households (“owners” and renters)
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