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SECTION I
INTRODUCTION TO GUATEMALAAND GUATEMALANLAND ISSUES

Guatemala is the northernmost country in Central America, lying immediately south of
Mexico. It is bounded on the south by EI Salvador and Honduras. Guatemala has an area of
42,042 square miles, approximately the size of the state of Ohio in the United States.
Guatemalan terrain consists of two major land types-a highland composed of a plateau
of moderate-sized mountain ranges that run through the center of the country (east and west),
and lowlands that dominate in the south coastal area and in the northeast (e.g., the area
immediately to the east of Belize known as the Peten.) Much of the highland area has been
deforested to allow for the production of cash and subsistence crops. Much of the southern
coastal area has been cleared and is devoted to cattle and export-crop production.
The primary exports of Guatemala are coffee, sugar, bananas, cotton, and com. In
1989, Guatemala had a gross national product (GNP) of US$1.1 billion. Forty percent of
Guatemalan imports come from the United States and 50 percent of its exports go to the
United States. Per capita income in 1989 was US$920.
The 1990 population is estimated at slightly over 9.3 million, with nearly 20 percent
living in Guatemala City and the surrounding area. (Outside of Guatemala City, the country
is divided, for political purposes, into 22 departments, which are similar to states in the
United States.) Fifty-five percent of the population is of Mayan descent and 44 percent are
Mestizos. Fifty-seven percent of the labor force works in agriculture, 21 percent works in
industry and commerce, and 12 percent works in services.
The quetzal is the monetary unit, with a current exchange rate of approximately Q5 per
US$1.
A. TIlE POLITICAL SETTING
Guatemala is an eminently rural and agricultural society, with 62 percent of the
population living in the rural areas (DGE 1991a, tables 2 and 3), and over one-half of the
labor force employed in agriculture (DGE 1990b, p. 29). Agriculture accounts for twothirds of all exports and is the major source of foreign income earnings (Banco de Guatemala
1991, table 1). Although more than one-half of the labor force is employed in agriculture,
less than one-fifth of the country's gross domestic product (GDP) is generated by that sector
(World Bank 1991), reflecting the low productivity of labor in agriculture relative to other

sectors.1

As most of Latin America, Guatemala is characterized by the latifundio-minifundio (large
estate-small farm) relationship, in which most of the country's arable land is concentrated in
1

the hands of a few large landowners. The country is considered to have the most skewed
land distribution pattern in the region, with a Gini coefficienf of .85 (Hough, et al. 1982, p.
2). Data from the 1979 Guatemalan agricultural census reveal that 65 percent of farmland is
held by less than 3 percent of farming units. Conversely, sub-family farms3-considered
insufficient to maintain a campesino (peasant farmer) family-constitute 88 percent of all
farming units, yet occupy only 16 percent of total land.
The inequitable distribution of land has long been recognized as a principal cause of the
extreme poverty affecting most rural Guatemalans, and the subsequent social and political
unrest. According to the most recent Government of Guatemala figures, 80 percent of the
population currently lives below the poverty line, unable to meet its minimum subsistence
needs (DGE 1991b, p. 40).
Inequitable land distribution is particularly critical for two reasons. First, land is a
source of security, food, and income. Second, access to land is a fundamental dimension of
how individuals view themselves and each other in Guatemala.
Because of skewed land ownership patterns, Guatemala consists of two distinct
agricultural production groups. On the one hand, many large landholders, controlling much
of the good land, produce export crops such as sugar and cotton, using labor that typically
earns US$2 to $3 per day. (This income has buying power similar to Guatemala of the
1930s.) The land not used for crops on these large farms is usually devoted to cattle
ranching. Much of this ranchland is the best land in the country, and is suitable for
intensified crop production.
At the other end of the scale are the campesinos (peasant farmers) with farms averaging
about two manzanast in size. The campesinos produce food on their small parcels, and try
to supplement their income with work on large farms, where possible.
Despite the uneven distribution of resources, efforts to reform the land ownership system
have been to little avail. Examples of aborted efforts include a two-year effort in 1952-1954
that was canceled, and U.S. assistance that never materialized during the 1960s as part of the
Alliance for Progress.
Smallholdings, with an average size of two manzanas in 1979, are considered insufficient
to support rural families. In addition to the land poor, an estimated 419,000 economically
active rural Guatemalans were completely landless in 1980 (Hough et al., p. 10). That
figure is probably higher today due to population growth. Lack of access to land has
resulted in the semi-proletarianization of much of the highland peasantry, and the temporal
migrations of several hundred thousand campesinos seeking employment in the sugar, coffee,

andcottonplantationsof the southcoast.
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Due to a number of policy and institutional factors, much latijUndio farmland is
underutilized or left idle, resulting in low levels of agricultural productivity and limited
employment generation. These and other factors have also contributed to the failure to
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activate a dynamic land market in Guatemala, further exacerbating the already exceedingly
skewed distribution of land.
It should be mentioned that there may be opposition to an improved property registry
system, especially by those who fear efficiency in tax collection or by those who fear that
registry reform is the first step toward a new land reform. These issues will need to be
considered in the context of project implementation.

B. THE PURPOSE OF THIS REPORT
This report was requested and funded by the U.S. Agency for International Development
(USAID) Mission in Guatemala. The statement of work prepared by USAID/Guatemala was
to review briefly the status of current land registries in Guatemala, as well as previous
reports that had been prepared by others on the topic. This report includes, as requested,
recommendations for further action.
USAID has limited resources available to devote to registry reform. Therefore,
combining efforts with other funding agencies is critical if such reform is to take place.
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