TOWARDS. A WORKABLE NZAR-TERM AGRARIAN REFORM POLICY IN VIET NAM

J. P. Gittinger®

This paper briefly outlines some of the elements of a GVN agrarian
reform policy ﬁhich can Be supported by the Americen mission. .Such a pro=

gran must have strong psycholozical warfare elements, be administratively

feasible, and be in line with traditional Vietnamese land tenure concepts.
_Once a program is formuleted with these elements~--but not before--it must -

Ye nmodified to meet'ths_test of political .acceptability.

A progranm which 1s expected to be suitable for the
present situation in Viet Nam should avoid the past
pitfalls of land refornm policy here, including admin-
istrative "elephantiasis" and excessive, Western-
derived legalisn. .

It is widely agreed that in Vlet Nam’s present ‘stage
Vot development, land reform is not a pressing economic
issue.  There is little short-run need for agrarian
''reforn to strengthen the incentive structure for farmers, .
provide a better basis for changlng cropplng patterns,
and the like. . .

In terms of the provaganda image of the GVN the most serious liabil-

ity is the charge that when the ARVN pacifies an area absentes landlords
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cone back with them and begin collecting their rents. Should the.Viet. Cong -

succeed in establishing this in the minds of the peasants there would be a

serious psychological setback., A minimum agrarien reform program may have

to be mounted solely to counter this charge. With the exception of this

question, agrarian reform does not appear to be a first priority propéganda
issue today in Viet Nam.

There may be a political need for an American agrarian
reform prograz to support the new GVN Secretariat of
State for Agrarian Reform. If so, the costs of such a
program need to be seen in the light of the political
advantages gained. This paper outlines a suitable joint
policy.

Some essential considerations of land tenure in Viet Nam

1. The Vietnamese veasants' view of the 'ourhts' of land administra-

tion. The absolute essential for any effective'land reforn program in Viet

Nam is to be sure that whatever is done conforms with the view of the peasant

farmer about what is "right'" and "proper™ in land administration. The pro-
grams formulated immediately after the Geneva accords and which are still on
the books paid too little attention to this consideration. .Among the ele-

ments which can be noted are:

.

a. The "proper® location for most land administration is in the

village. From time immemorial peasants have turned to the

fquncil.§9 adjudicate both tenancy disputes and boundary disputes.
\

Oﬁij when the village council cannot settle such disputes would a

peasant farmer feel it “proper' for the district or provincial govern~

nent to do s0.



. ' . ) Ceh B e

b. The peasant farmer 2ooks to the village council to guarantee

security of tenure; The village council knows witﬂ accuracy rooted
in experience.the,boundaries of tenant holdings and of small owner-
ship rights. With rare exceptions, Vietnamese farmers can tell you
how much land they have. .The village council is well;informed about
who has thé right to cultivate what land. - It knows the average yield

of each parcel. Central government administration is not generally

’.1. looked upon to deai with such quéstions despite the existence of the

K4

'EaAAstraILServicé'whose job it is to prepare_méps of ownership and
register titlés. Evidence to support this contention is found in how
few peasants--even in secure areas--trouble to register their land
formally; they know it is the village which must, in the gnd, assure
their right to farm. (In-field interviews peasant farmers often
volunteer the suggestion that the GVN should more strongly confirm
and support village councils. )

¢c. It is absentee landlords who are the ogre of land reform

mythology. When we speak of land reform we generally have in mind a
eruel” lendlord, living in a Aistant city, and sending agents to
collect high rents in the couneryside. It is these landlords who are
hated by peésant farmers, and it is these laﬁdlords that
peasants are exhorted by Communist propaganda to identify with;the

GVN., There are, of course, local landlords who are not resented to

any great extent by villagers. These local landlords play a key role

in the fabric of village life and administration. They are also among

the most important supporters of the GVN for they have a high stake in
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contiming government which recognizes thgir sociai status and frop—
erty rights. To the peasant farﬁer, resident landlords play a legit-
imate role.as village lcaders, culi comgitteé leaders, and the cultural
representatives of the village. Hence, in our thinpking we would do

. well to keep in mind the distinction between "big-L" absentee landlords

and "1ittle-1" local landlords.

2., Administrative feasibility. If a land reform program is to work,

the administrative superstructure must be held to a minimum. Bitter past

exverience shows we cannot build and overate an elaborate land reform admin-

istration. There are two apvroaches toward administrative feasibility that

we should take full advantage of:

a. Put as much of the burden of vroof a2s possible on the backs

of the landlords. Later on.there are some suggestions about how we

might start this.

b. Put as much of the administrative load as possible on the

village council. It has been noted that villagers think the village

council "ought' to handle much of the land affairs administration, We
shouid encourage them to do so partly because this reduces the admin-
istrative burden on a creaking cgntral government machinery. 4 good
part of Aur concern about establishing the 'Ycredibility" of the GNV

can be achieved at relatively low cost by confirming the village

council in its lepitirate resvonsibility. By doing this we at once

picture the GVN as guarantor of what is “right" in the eyes of the
peasant and relieve ourselves of 2 huge administrative liadility

which we have never been able properly to cope with,
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.3. Differing policies for differing rezions. Viet Nam is an anor-
mously varied country, and land tenure policy, of course, can be:successful
only to the extent we have differing programs for differing cultural,
economic, and agronomic situations. At the preseat time it is suggested

we divide our thinking about land tenure policy into four regions (althqugh

we do NOT need to support an active program in every area):

&, Newly-pacified areas of the Mekong delta

b. Continuously-administered arcecas of the Mekong delta
c. Central Viet Nam highlands

d. Central Viet Nam lowlands

Some_program suggestions

1. Newly-pacified areas of the Mekong delta. It is in these areas

that the most critical opportunity exists for a land reform program with
real psychological warfare impact. The following major elements of a land
tengre policy in these areas could be considered and can mostly be carried
out without new legislation or with administrative orders only:

g. Confirm 21l tenants in their cultivetion rights. This can be

done by administrative fiat, yet will do much to establish the govern-~
ment as being on the side of the peasénts. While it is true some hard
core VC supporters may still be on the land, it is better to let thenm
remain rather than try to correct the situation through lanﬁ admin-
istration., Such people will have their come-uppance from local
military and justice authorities. For us to try to do it through

land tenure legislation seems ilnappropriate and géets us into the

very difficult situation of trying to sort the sheep from the goats.

It is sure to cause added dissention at a time when we want to repair
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the fabric of village'social life.

b, Offer-to transfer to tenants all land from NON~RESIDENT land-

lords. This is the nmost sweeping -~f the suggestions in this paper.
But is the one which can most clearly demonstrate the reality of GVN
competénce to rule the nation. This need not be too expensibe, given

the present realities about pacification rates, and landlord o»posi-

tion can be rcduced by offering vayment in cash. The program would

work by allowing tenants to initiste action. This automatically elim-

inates a vexatious question of landlords whom peasants like, and of
Catholic lands where measants do not feel it "right'" for the land to

be taken from the church. Payment to landlords would be made upon

proof'of ownership, and it would be the résnonsibilitgﬁof the land-

lord to provide proof of ovmership. This reduces the government's

administrative liability. Land would be valued by capitalizing vast

rates of tax payment. This provides a simple criterion which would

reduce the government's cash liability. '(In reality, we might have
to "pay off" some powérful landlords who haén't paid taxes, but tax
payments are a clear-cut responsibility of land ownership, even in
Viet Nam today. I fail to see why we should reward tax evaders,)
If too muéh opposition or corruption prevents using a tax-based
valuation, land could be priced at some low multiple of the average

yield as determined by the village council. TInterim titles could

be given to cultivators based on simple plain table survey and in
reality depending upon the village counecil for their security. We

could promise to give more formal title "later.," Peasants probably
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should be msked to maite rather mcdest purchase payments in order to

avoid too many people rushing to take advantage of the progrém.and

to head off a feeling of inequiily erising among peasants not able to

buy their land. These payments would doubtlessly prove difficult to

collect later, but that is not.important—;they might even be assigned
from the first tolthe villagre council to collect and to use for local

purposes. Former French-owned lands waould be disposed of under this

program, too.

c. Confirm the village council as the GNV agent in local .land

administration. This will confbrm with the villagers' view of what
is "right," can te done by fiat early in the pacification process,

and reduces the administrative overhead. The GVN resnonsibility vould

be to back up the villame council. In effect, the central govern~

ment's responsibility would begin whea villagers felt the village
_council had failed to give them justice and then they could turn to
the GVN for fair treatment. ZExisting administrative formé night not
be able to do this well, but it is more'ﬁlausible than to suggest -

they shoulder the entire land administration burden.

d. Existing land reform legislation would be given lip service.
For;g variety of rcasons it may be desirable for thé GVN to reaffirn
its”adherence to exisfing 1eéislqtion, but not to worry too nmuch
about enforcement.

e. Voluntary settlenent of sbandoned ricelands. The character

of the newly-established Secretariat of State for Agrarian Reform seens

to suggest that it may propose a program for resettlement of abandoned
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riceland similar to that of the Cai San settlement area near Rach
Gia‘in 1956-58. Thié ray be ﬁorth supporting (i) as a means §f
securing the area from the Viet Cong if the settlefs come from anti-
Viet Cong groups such as the Hoa Hau, and (i) to pfovide provincial
governments with real development administration responsibilities.
Anerican support for this program should be related to these con-~
siderations. Settlement should be voluntary, and linmited to some

homogeneous group. At this time, the dangers of local friction

are high in projects to resettle mixed groups of "foreigners".
to the local population. Such considerations suggest a caut: .us

approach to any proposal to settle CVN refugees on ebandoned Mekong

delta land, although they by no means rule out such a progran.

2. Continuously-administered areas of the Mekong delta. The most

awkward aspect of the program proposed for the newly-pacified areas is its
effect on the continuously-azdministered areas. It 1s suggested that the

same program be extended to the continuocuslv-administered areas but that

this approach be on a district-by-district basis to avold building up

too much opposition, reduce administrative limits %to the cadre availabdle
(and also provide an opportunity to train cadres better and more delib-

erately) and avoid any inflastionary problem that might arise. Again, the

govercment could confirm the existing legislation, but without attempting
any doomed program of enforcing tenancy contracts. The offer of transfer
to tenants of all land belonging'to big-L absentee landlords would be
counted on to contain major discontent and pull the teeth of anti~GVN

| propaganda based on land discontent.
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Certainly there is no denying the weaknesses of the
suggestions ahove which would have to be hammered out,
An obvious one is to avoid political opposition which
means careful program formulation, but might not be a
fatal flaw. There is the provlem of phasing the pro-
gram to avold uxdue inflationzry impact, but there
seens already so nmuch being poured in that the added

. amount wouldn't be too much. I would guess you might
get in the neighborhood of 10 per cent of the tenants
in newly-pacified areas, enough to lend credibility

to the GVN program, enougn to cut down discontent from
land tenure to manageable proportions, and not too big,
a number to handle. Since land is reputed to be high-
priced in newly-pacified areas as people with 'hot"
money search for investment outlets, there may be a
valuation protlem. Relating to past tax payments
seems a sensible way to cope with this.,

A marked weakness of this proposal is that it largely
ignores the problem of unfairly high rents., It would
appear on the basis of past experience that the estab-

lished rental levels for resident landlords and Church-~ . .

owned lands (and village~ownad land in CVN) is not a
source of real unhappiness among tenants. A later
adaptation and modification of existing tenure legis~
lation can probably édeal with this problem if it
becomes pressing. But there is no hint a rent control
and tenure security program could be enforced at the
present, .

3. Centrel Viet Nam highlands. The principel land administration

problem in the Central Viet Nam highlands is to provide a means to recogunize

montagnard tenure rights, This would appear to be Prineipally a question of

encouraging the GVN to be more flexible in its approach. The main elements
snould be twofold:

a. Legitimize corporate titles of montagnard villages. This

could be done largely on the basis of the declared areas as stated
by the village elders, They know rather well both the extent of their
holdings in tribal law and the extent of their usufruct rights where

these differ, TFurther attention needs to be paid to the question of
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There would seem‘litfle“point'in allbcating.scarcé'resources to trying to

Aelaborate a land trénsfef‘or-rent control program in this area or for try-

ing to enforce the ex1st1ng legislation., A p0351b111ty mlght be to ornan-u’

ize a voluntary resett’emenc p“oxrgm Lor people fror. the - Central Vlet Nam

lowlands, moving them into newly-nacliled or other rlcaland in the soutn.

o

This would seem, however, to be a rather low priority program for thg

moment. Hence, the net recommendation for this area-seems to.come down to

.

have a policy for the CVN lowlands but no progran.

Some conc1u01nm cormments way be madei The suggested
line of spproach in this memorandum is, of course,
only very preliminary, erd 1if ‘it offers elements which
seermn td“justifyapursulr they must be much more ‘care-
fully worked out éﬁeh“bclore“501ng to the GVN. None-
theless, ‘they do appear to be a means to squeeze from
the .land reform issue some propaganda and political . .

e

value in the countryside without at least'setting'out(ﬁf;ﬁ

from the beginning with. a program that contains too.

many of ‘the elements of fallure in past 1ana tenure . .

programs. . In particular, it wovld seem that the land
reforn pro#raﬂ shouWO ‘avold undue administrative
complexity -and undue legalism which ‘characterized: past
efforts. It should make more of an effort to relate .
the land teniure progran to the peasant farmers” view
of the land provlem. t 1s suggested that the thrust
of %hese suggestions'is in this direction,

On the GVN sid=x, it wguld appear probable that the most
difficuliies will arise from landlord opposition to any

program which does not re-establish the tired, old land-

lord~tenant relationship. There will also be problems
with GVN officials whose initial lack of imagination’
has only been confirmed by a French—lnfluenced educa-
tion in droite. The cadastral service, 1n paruluular,
may resist attempts to get it out of a rut. There
will probahly be some resistance -on the grounds the
program is too expensive--a question that can only be
realistically discussed after some further probing
around.

Fiially, there is alweys the danger of corruption and
malleasance, but this is not unique to this progranm.

[
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As a conmzment, it may be noted that by throwing as much
as possible of the land administration to the village
council, it will be easier for peasant farmers to

exert their own, village-centered constraints on
corruption or favoritism, and, in any eveant, the blame
will not be pessed on in a vague but damaging infercnce
to the central government, ,





