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In this paper presented to the 1996 Ross and Cromarty Land Conference the author draws upon his wide knowledge of European land tenure systems, rural collective undertakings and local governance structures to illustrate the potential benefits of small scale land owning. The paper concludes by highlighting the overall positive impact of having many small landowners rather than a few large ones on rural community well-being, wealth creation and sustainability.
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Introduction – an imaginary Scotland in a European and global context

‘What if land’ is an imaginary Scotland where the land is divided among many small landowners as in Scandinavia, Switzerland or the Netherlands. What would it be like? One would be very bold or foolish, and maybe both, to make definite predictions, but there are some general points that seem worth making.

Considering the situation in some of these countries, small scale land owning has not prevented Dutch farmers from inflicting gross environmental damage on the Netherlands environment, polluting the groundwater with nitrates and pesticides, polluting the air with so much ammonium from slurry that it is killing the forests, and reducing wildlife diversity and concentrations to an impoverished state, and in the course of it earning the enmity of much of the rest of the Dutch population. It has not totally sheltered the many thousands of farmers with small scale forests in many countries in Europe such as Sweden or Germany from the economic pressures of large scale forest owners in the global timber market. It has not prevented Alpine forests and orchards owned by small landowners, especially farmers, being severely damaged by pollution from traffic or avoided some of the impacts of the over development of tourism there.

What if land is not no problem land. It is not no conflict land where everyone agrees and totally harmonious rural communities live together. It is not grannies hieland hame land, safe from the pressures of the global economy. It is none of these things. 

What is it then?

Looking at these countries and societies when I have worked or visited them I would, on the other hand, make some very positive statements about them and the benefits of smaller scale land holdings.

Firstly, it has always been my very strong impression that what it does is give such societies a much greater opportunity to solve the problems that they have and this for several reasons.

Power, apathy and disempowered populations

Landowning does confer power in any situation through giving a considerable degree of control over the natural resources upon it. Where this power is in the hands of a small number of people, especially on the terms on which land is held in Scotland, this has two effects. The obvious, oft commented upon one in Scotland, is that it concentrates much power in the hands of a small number of people, in an essentially undemocratic way. The less obvious, but more subtly damaging effect is that it disempowers large numbers of people who live on and around such large land holdings. Disempowerment is corrosive in its effects on societies. Prevented from acting to solve their problems, people do not necessarily become disinterested, but do become reluctant to take action they think will be ineffective.

This produces that much misunderstood phenomenon called apathy. More than anything, apathy is the result of a sense of disempowerment. The Highlands and Islands of Scotland provide ample evidence of this kind of paralysis that our present system inflicts on people, and the effects trickle down into the ability of communities to retain their culture and language, which are also key tools in their survival.

There are further impacts on the disempowered populations. Since they do not act, people in disempowered communities gradually lose the social skills and sense of community identity that come with joint action. The importance of the social skills in forming the right social structures to solve their problems should not be underestimated.

What is surprising in the Highlands and Islands is not what has been lost in this respect, but what has been retained in skills, culture and language in the face of far-reaching community disempowerment. Nonetheless, as communities in more favourable placed circumstances in other countries continue to develop their social skills, the gap between the Scottish situation and theirs continues to widen. There are other impacts that come with the differences in scale and diversity between large and small scale landowning. Small scale land holding does not prevent bad landowners occurring, but whereas the local impact of a bad small landowner can be a significant problem, a large scale landowner can inflict paralysis on entire areas and or communities. This is related to another impact of small scale landholding. Many small landowners bring diversity, and though diversity brings its own problems, on balance it is definitely a strength.

Social distance – more or less similar circumstances versus elite group

Another impact of small scale landowning is that it means that there are many landowners in the population. Since they will thus be locally resident, and not markedly wealthier than others who own no land but have reasonably good employment, they are likely to be similar in their schooling, culture and wealth to the rest of the population. The results of these two features is that, if there is a problem met by small landowners, it is likely to one shared by a wide span of the local populace and efforts to solve it are likely to be acceptable in approach to many and be addressed in a way that supports the prosperity of the wider community. The situation where there are a few large landowners, and elite educated in a manner and place remote from local culture, focussed on moulding estate economics around problems such as payment of the local equivalent of death duties, the prosperity of the local population is left largely unaddressed.

This kind of problem is often worsened when the scale of the large landholding is such that it has to be run in an entirely different way from a small one. As the holdings get larger, fewer and fewer of the landowners are involved in the day-to-day practicalities of working the land – they have no muddy boots experience. As large landowners, partly because they often do not live on their land and partly because of the scale of the job of managing a large estate, become more distant from its day-to-day management, they employ a secondary elite of land managers (factors, estate managers, etc) whose loyalties, daily concerns and cultural values are much closer to their employers than those of the board swath of local people. A further layer of functionaries inserts itself between the chief power holders and local populations, which are consequently further disempowered.

The whole system can lock itself into a closed system of a powerful, culturally remote group, non-innovative and self-referencing in its values, hopelessly ill equipped to solve problems facing it, and unchallengeable by local populations suffering under it. The range of sporting estates in the Highlands and Islands of Scotland still being managed on pre-Victorian concepts of ecology and low standards of practical skills in land management is one of the world’s outstanding examples of this situation.

Utilising Europe’s cooperative traditions as a means of meeting market challenges

An important result of small scale landowning is that problems, especially those of meeting competition from larger scale producers, need to be collectively addressed. This leads to the growth of such structures as the large Swedish forestry cooperatives, which owns sawmills, pulp mills, transport fleets, forestry businesses – in fact a set of operations that provide a complete vertical integration of the forestry business. It leads to institutions such as the Netherlands Rabobank, one of the fifty biggest banks in the world, which is basically a Dutch farmers’ cooperative started to provide small farmers with credit. At the local community and regional level, there are many thousands of these cooperative organisations in Western Europe. Their existence has important effects quite apart from providing improved income and services to their members.

Such cooperative types of institutions give smaller landowners greater resilience in the face of pressures from global markets by providing some of the benefits of large scale ownership such as joint marketing and shared costs of equipment. However, there is a wide range of types of organisations created by large populations of small landowners including political ones such as farmer’s unions. Collectively they make a major contribution towards creating greater social and economic cohesion at the local and wider societal levels thereby enhancing people’s capacities for joint action.

Social solidarity leading to greater social and technical innovation

Most problems faced by societies or individuals in them have to be solved through social or technical innovation, and usually by an effective combination of both. A society’s capacity for innovation is often a key instrument in its survival. Due to the situation described above, societies characterised by small land holdings, such as Dutch or Swiss societies have developed almost a genius for creating new social and socio-economic institutions to solve new problems.

Moreover, where there are many small landowners facing the same technical or husbandry problem, the greater number of brains focussed on it mean there is more likely to be an innovative solution produced. In forestry for example, there is a problem of extracting small numbers of thinnings from young stands over difficult ground and without damaging roots, soils, flora and fauna. In Sweden, this task is now widely accomplished using a small, motorised-tracked vehicle operated by one man who walks in front. It was invented by a farmer who was tired of dragging large moose he had shot long distances out of his forest. He then saw the application to the problem of extracting thinnings from his forest also, and the machine was then marketed for this and widely adopted. The larger populations also mean that greater public resources, such as research by state research institutes, can be drawn into the search for solutions.

A good example of the interaction of social and technical innovation between many small landowners is the phenomenon of Dutch study clubs. In the Netherlands, many small farmers are extremely specialised. They grow just one or two flower crops, or even just one variety of lettuce (usually Iceberg). Small groups of growers growing the same crops form informal study clubs that meet regularly to visit each others farms, discuss the latest research findings from scientists, the market situation, possible solutions to common problems, and any other common concerns. There are now scores of study clubs and they have become the chief vehicle by which technical and other innovations are integrated into practice, with many of the innovations coming from the growers themselves. They are now developing a role in representing their members politically and are developing inter-group associations at a national level.

Another example of the association between social and technical innovation that develops with these populations of small landowners is the Dutch auction. Visitors to the large Dutch auctions in the Netherlands are impressed by the technology that permits bidders in various parts of Western Europe and the USA all to bid at the same time, although not present.

The Auction however is a growers’ cooperative and what makes it all possible is the social structure of the cooperative and the skills of its members, enhanced by study clubs, that ensure a steady supply of goods of guaranteed quality to permit distant bidders around the world to bid for unseen goods. Auction cooperatives for example are driving technical innovation in reducing pesticide use by creating well monitored and disciplined schemes that growers can join and obtain a premium price for their products if they reduce pesticide use and only use specified pesticides.

Plugging ‘leaky’ rural economies

Another impact of landholding systems based on many small holdings is that they tend to create less ‘leaky’ rural economies – that is to say more of the wealth generated locally tends to stay local. Dividends may be received from the cooperatives a farmer is a member of, giving a further return on his produce from later stages in the chain of processing and marketing. Where, in a Scottish situation, a creamery or a large store may be created by an outside large company which can supply the capital, in Norway for example such institutions are often built and run as community cooperatives, and profits retained locally. Scottish rural communities are notoriously leaky and even small decreases in these leakages provide considerable local economic benefits.

Comparative advantages of decentralised systems of governance

To sum up, the overall impact of having many smaller landowners rather than a few large ones on rural communities is to reduce divisions within them and to enhance their cultural, economic and social confidence, stability and well-being.

Much however depends on cultural and other factors of the country concerned. Most such societies for example are inherently more egalitarian than Scottish society and have long since discarded aristocracies and other defunct social and legal structures. Nearly all are much more decentralised in their systems of government with local communities having much more control over their own affairs and resources. This increases greatly the scope for local action and cooperation. One effect of the federal system of government in Switzerland, where power and not just functions of government are devolved, with power delegated up to rather than down from a centre, is the for experimentation. As different cantons or local communes create new methods for solving a single problem, such as a new style of cooperative for managing neglected protection forests, there is much learning from each other. The whole country becomes a laboratory for a series of experiments in the new structures, instead of all awaiting the diktat of a new set of central planning guidelines or a nationally run scheme imposed after a period of pseudo-consultation.

Striking the balance - between the public and the private interest in land

Above all it has to be realised that whether landowners are large or small, much depends on the terms on which land is held. All land has multiple uses and only some of them involve ‘owning’ the land. There is always a balance between the public and the private interest in land no matter who owns it, and transferring the concepts of exclusivity of land rights conferred on owners under the present Scottish feudal system from large to small landowners will not necessarily solve anything – indeed some problems could get worse. Also, absentee, small scale landowners are a common phenomenon in Europe where the law permits this, as the problem of absentee crofters in Scotland demonstrates.

Another point to realise is that simply because landowners are small scale does not mean that they will not abuse their power. Farmers in the Netherlands have been politically powerful and had such dominating influence over the Dutch Ministry of Agriculture until recent years, that the general population could not prevent extensive environmental damage through the over intensification of agriculture until a crisis situation was reached.

Finally, the scale of landholding and the likely benefits of small scale land holdings, or more collective systems of landholding have to be considered within the framework of the broader cultural and political situation and not in isolation.
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