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Housing reform is not the issue in

our country; land reform is the issue

MIKE BALKWILL

W
hen I first saw the film about the Mondragon Experiment outlining

the experience of the worker co-operatives (and related housing,

food, education and human service co-operatives) in the Basque

region of Spain, I thought “there is another way.” Mondragon demonstrates that

a community can develop a comprehensive and mutually reinforcing set of eco-

nomic and social institutions; it can develop this from “scratch,” and evolve by

building carefully from one experience to another; furthermore, it can do all this

without outside capital and without having been down the road before. This is

inspiring.

However, even more important than the inspiration was the feeling that what

the people at Mondragon had achieved was self-determination. It appears that the

people of Mondragon have been able to create a self-regulating economic and social

system which has high degrees of autonomy and co-operation. For this self-deter-

mination to be possible there may have to be certain elements: a common culture

of some kind; an organization of some sophistication; as well as a fundamental

change in the way things are owned within that organization.

This leads me to think about afford-

able housing initiatives. What common

culture can we build around affordable

housing issues? What change in the own-

ership of housing is it important to effect?

How would we have to organize ourselves

to achieve this shared culture and change

in tenure?

Land trusts are a way to alter owner-

ship in a way that can also support the

development of a community culture of

self-determination. But land trusts, like

any other social invention, can become a

technique divorced of its context and

meaning. I want to take some time to talk

about what, for me, is the meaning of land

trusts, and contribute to the dialogue to

create the context, meaning and vision we

are trying to achieve through use of the

social tool we call the land trust.

I have been involved with affordable

housing initiatives for 12 years. I came to

housing work from a community develop-

ment perspective, and in some ways have

been somewhat nonchalant about the

housing aspect of it. I always thought to

myself, “We can work on any issue, it just

so happens that housing is the current

So-called developing

countries know that land

reform is at the heart of

self-determination, and

therefore is central to their

political struggles.In the

industrialized world, we

have been living apart from

the land for so long now, we

have forgotten how central

the land question is.
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expression of the problems that com-

munities face, and so that’s where the

work to help strengthen communities

must begin.”

But as time has passed, I have learned

what every housing activist must come to

grips with: namely, that housing is not the

issue - land is the issue. Housing reform is

not the issue in our country; land reform

is the issue.

This is much better understood, I be-

lieve, in so-called developing countries.

They know that land reform is at the

heart of self-determination, and there-

fore is central to their political struggles.

Perhaps, in the industrialized world, we

have been living apart from the land for

so long now, we have forgotten how cen-

tral the land question is.

I believe social change is about achiev-

ing self-determination in a way that main-

tains the mutual integrity of the natural

and social environments. I believe that

land and ownership of land is the deter-

mining factor of social relations in North

American society. Land trusts therefore

are potentially an important instrument

of social change. This article explores the

relationship between land, self-determi-

nation, and community power.

SELF-DETERMINATION & POWER

Self-determination is the ability to influ-

ence the world around you. It doesn’t

mean always getting your way, but it

means being able to participate in the

economic and social life of your world and

seeing the effects of your participation.

In order to exercise influence one has

to have power. Bill Lee in his book the

Pragmatics of Community Organization

(Commonact Press), defines power as

emerging from four sources - information,

money, number of people, and authority.

Clearly, having information enables a per-

son to participate better in problem-solv-

ing, negotiations, and decisions. How

much money you have can often deter-

mine the extent to which you are seen as

a “stakeholder” in a situation. Money also

allows you to have the power to purchase

the services of people who have informa-

tion and authority. Having a lot of people

on your side of the issue increases your

influence in the outside world. People

find you more believable, and decision-

makers who want to be seen favourably by

a lot of people will pay attention to your

support.

Finally, authority is that ability which

is granted by the laws of the state to

behave in a certain way. The authority

which creates organizations is particularly

interesting as a source of influence. Any

group of people in our North American

culture who come together to form a busi-

ness, are seen immediately as having an

authority that they wouldn’t have as just

a group of individuals. Similarly, individu-

als who come together and form a co-op-

erative or a nonprofit organization as a

vehicle for pursuing social and economic

goals are seen to have a credibility and

legitimacy that they would not otherwise

as an informal group of colleagues or

friends.

Self-determination to me, then,

means developing and maintaining access

to all four of these sources of power -

information, numbers of people, money,

and authority.

A discussion of power however, brings

us into a discussion of the realpolitik of our

society and the ideology of power. Power

is used by some to suppress the power of

others. However, power is not a zero-sum

equation. It is something which is syner-

gistic and generates more power, even

when it is used in a suppressive fashion.

(As Newton said, every action begets a

reaction.) This brings us to an important

point about self-determination and

power. Movements for self-determina-

tion are expressions of a desire for influ-

ence on the part of people whose

influence is inadequate or suppressed. To

become self-determining, these people

will need to organize themselves to de-

velop and maintain access to the four

sources of power. But they will need to

accomplish this within a vision of having

power within, and power with others, but

not power over others.

Self-determination contains implicit

values about a world in which power is

shared, rather than exercised upon peo-

ple and things. Shared power is used to

work with nature to benefit from the

earth’s normal tendency towards abun-

dance, to ensure the social, economic,

cultural, and spiritual benefit of all.

The problem is that there are too

many “power over” organizations and

people in the world, whose over-con-

sumption despoils the earth, and whose

“power over” is used to suppress the

power of others. In the drive towards self-

determination, people will have to con-

tend with those who exercise power over

others. Self-determination is an active

strategy for social change, not a passive,

value-neutral strategy.

Land trusts are a way to

alter ownership in a way

that can also support the

development of a commu-

nity culture of self-determi-

nation . . . . To transform

the nature of the ownership

of land so that it fosters

ownership with others,

rather than over others,

transforms society’s

power relations.
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SELF-DETERMINATION

& LAND TENURE

This brings me finally to the relationship

between self-determination and land

tenure. Land tenure provides sources of

money and authority to the people who

own it.

Land is a major source of wealth and

capital in our economy, as a source of

resources (minerals, oil, timber) or as real

estate for the housing industry. Develop-

ing and maintaining access to money as a

source of power means developing and

maintaining ownership of land.

Developing authority to transform the

nature of the ownership of land, so that it

fosters ownership with others (land

trusts), rather than ownership over oth-

ers, transforms power relations in the

larger society. (Private individual or cor-

porate ownership is ownership over oth-

ers, even when this ownership can be sold

from one individual to another.)

LAND TENURE & COMMUNITY

Land tenure is also the source of self-de-

termination for one’s culture. Native peo-

ple in Canada understand this, and that

is why land settlement negotiations is the

heart (or perhaps soul) of their struggle

for self-determination. From the control

of land flows the ability to develop and

maintain one’s own economic, social, cul-

tural, and spiritual institutions. Quebec

understands the importance of land, and

that is why the independantistes want “sov-

ereignty" in the form of their own nation-

state. They want ownership of their land

as a sovereign state, as a way of ensuring

the maintenance of their own economic,

social, cultural, and spiritual institutions.

Nation-states are in fact simply a con-

struct for controlling the ownership and

distribution of land.

E.F. Schumacher in Small is Beautiful

wrote “Among material resources, the

greatest, unquestionably, is the land.

Study how a society uses its land, and you

can come to pretty reliable conclusions as

to what it’s future will be.” Schumacher

further quoted the authors Dale and Car-

ter from their book Topsoil and Civilization

(1955) to say “Man . . . is a child of nature

- he is not the master of nature. He must

conform his actions to certain natural laws

if he is to maintain his dominance over his

environment. When he tries to circum-

vent the laws of nature, he usually de-

stroys the natural environment that

sustains him. And when his environment

deteriorates rapidly, his civilization de-

clines.”

In other words, environmental de-

struction has a history, and it relates to the

ways we have organized our civilizations.

This is catching up with us now at a global

level, because there is no where left to

move.

Equally important is their point that

with environmental destruction comes

social destruction. There is an enormous

social consensus that over-consumption

is destroying the environment that sup-

ports human life. Land trusts are seen as

a stewardship tool to protect and rehabili-

tate the land, as a fundamental step in

preserving the environment.

It is equally important that we build a

social consensus around the idea that land

trusts are vehicles for land stewardship

which prevents the destruction of social

environments and fosters healthy com-

munities.

SOCIAL CHANGE,

SELF-DETERMINATION,

& LAND TRUSTS

The land trust as a social tool has gained

prominence as a land stewardship and

environmental preservation and conser-

vation technique. Its rise occurs against

the recognition that the historical move-

ment, or expansion, of civilizations to new

locations is no longer feasible. We are

reaching the limits of our environment.

What may be less widely accepted, is

that our social environments - families

and communities - are equally in need of

stewardship. A form of civilization based

on private ownership of the land makes

this social stewardship impossible be-

cause of the power exercised by those

who own land over those who don’t.

Land trusts then can be a means to

pursue social and economic self-determi-

nation, as well as environmental conser-

vation. In fact, each has a reciprocal

influence upon the other. To demon-

strate this reciprocity I offer the following

definition of self-determination, as pur-

sued through a land trust strategy.

Self-determination means developing

power within yourself; developing power

with others; and contending with people

who use power over others. Power is de-

veloped through access to information,

people, money, and authority in order to

exercise influence in economic and social

relationships with others around us in a

way that allows us all to live within the

abundant resources of the earth.

The creation of a land trust is a delib-

erate strategy to acquire power with oth-

ers to transform land ownership in order

to provide for community stewardship of

the natural environment and the social

environment connected to the land..

At the time this article was written, MIKE

BALKWILL was the executive director of

the Affordable Housing Action Association

(AHAA) in Mississauga, Ontario.

A land trust is a deliberate

strategy to acquire power

with others in order to

provide for community

stewardship of the natural

& social environments.
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