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Land Tenure Administration in the Context of
Hemispheric Trade Integration in the Americas

Steven E. Hendrix*

Trade integration will have a negative fiscal effect on customs revenue, which
accounts for up to half of all public revenue in many Latin American and
Caribbean countries. In the face of huge public deficits, governments will be
looking to cut costs while increasing revenues from other sources. With the
growing need for public investment in the social sector, particularly in basic
education and health care at the local level, taxation of property is becoming
increasingly important as a future revenue producer. However, taxation of land
implies accurate, agile, up-to-date data on parcel size, value and ownership. This
basic informatic infrastructure is not readily available in most of Latin America.

This article discusses the present context for reconsideration of land tenure
administration in the light of the trend in the Latin American region towards
market integration. The Global Positioning System (GPS), first used in Albania,
and now in places like Trinidad and Costa Rica, is paving the way for
dramatically reduced costs, greater speed, and broader opportunities for private
sector participation. When combined with moves towards decentralisation and
greater transparency, these efforts will play a dramatic role in the future
economic recovery of the region, while laying the foundation for regional
economic integration together with enhanced fiscal revenues from property
taxation. Combining GPS with orthophoto maps also stimulates greater
community participation in mapping, giving land administration more legitimacy
in the view of the public. In this way, some of the benefits of both private
sector involvement and rural people's participation will be possible. Trade
integration will not mean sacrificing the social sector.

In the context of trade integration land tenure administration is becoming
critical for a number of reasons. First, governments will need to increase their
capacity to generate revenue via land taxation. Today, most governments in the
region rely on customs revenue to finance between 25% (as in Argentina and
Peru) and 40% (as in Belize and the Dominican Republic) of their national
budgets. Trade integration implies reduction or elimination of trade barriers, and
with it customs revenue. Property taxation is a logical substitute. Secondly,
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asserts: ‘The registry is the basis of social stability, beyond mere economic
stability. [Without addressing registry reform] the country is flirting with
anarchy. People with economic power can run through the system when things
are in disarray’ (Stewart and Hendrix, 1995: 7). While even the more
sophisticated have difficulty in manipulating the registry system because of lack
of administrative and technological efficiency, the poor are often entirely
excluded.

Inefficiencies and lack of comprehensiveness and transparency in registries
and cadastres mean that the poor usually do not have access to what is for them
perhaps one of the most important institutions of the justice system. The poor
are effectively denied the benefits of citizenship in democratic society. Similarly,
they escape the responsibility of citizenship, i.e., property taxation. In other
words, responsibility of citizenship means payment of taxes.

Other weaknesses of the current system include:

* lack of information about other experiences in project design: what has
worked elsewhere and what has failed. Hence, there is a continuous need to
‘reinvent the wheel', as is evident in Venezuela’s current programme.

« extremely weak cost-benefit analysis, as in proposals for modemisation put
forward in Venezuela, El Salvador or Ecuador.

» slow, expensive processes that ignore the new technologies available to
reduce transactions costs, as in Guatemala, Guyana, Ecuador or the
Dominican Republic.

» land administration systems that are generally highly centralised, as in
Guatemala, Costa Rica and Panama.

* lack of conceptualisation of value-added projects, despite having very
important and highly valuable information. Value-added products have the
potential to contribute vast profits to government far beyond its investment
in the registry. Failure to take these products into consideration means lost
income for cash-strapped regional governments. This is true in Peru, Ecuador,
Bolivia, Guyana, Nicaragua, Honduras and other administrations.

little participation by the private sector, as in Peru, Nicaragua, the Dominican
Republic and Ecuador.

lack of capital for investing in the system (e.g., Peru, Venezuela, Ecuador,
Honduras), although the system could be designed to be self-financing in the
longer term, and indeed could generate massive amounts of money for local
and central government.






