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Abstract - 200 words

Following Guatemala’s 1996 Peace Accords, many international donors began to finance
cadastral and land regularization projects in Guatemala’s northern Maya lowlands as a critical
region for biodiversity conservation. The largest of these was a $31 million project in the
department of Petén, financed by a World Bank loan between 1998-2007, extended in 2006 with
a second loan of $62 million for replication across Guatemala (2008-2013). In response to external
studies suggesting that its project contributed to land grabs, the Bank’s Latin America and
Caribbean division (LASCAR) conducted a multidisciplinary $200,000 field-based study between
September-December 2011 that documented an accelerated re-concentration of land in this region
within five years close of project. Based upon data triangulation of the general property registry,
cadastral databases pre/post project interventions, community surveys and testimonials, and
participatory mapping, we concluded that at least forty-six percent of project beneficiaries appear
to have sold their land after it was surveyed and/or regularized by different donor projects.
Reflecting upon continuities with land colonization projects of the 1970s and 80s, this paper
discusses historical and emergent patterns of land grabbing in Petén.
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Introduction
Unequal land distribution and insecurity of land tenure are among the main causes of inequality in
Guatemala, especially in indigenous communities that constitute the majority of the country’s rural poor.
Following Guatemala’s 1996 Peace Accords, many international donors began to finance cadastral and land
regularization projects in Guatemala’s northern Maya lowland department of Petén—home to the 2.1
million hectare Maya Biosphere Reserve (MBR)—and therefore a critical region for integrated biodiversity
conservation and development programs.

Throughout the 1990s, international cooperation agencies

(USAID, IDB, GTZ/KFW, and others) contributed to biodiversity conservation projects primarily in
northern Petén and to a lesser degree, in the buffer zones of additional protected areas established in the
mid 1990s in southern Petén. The World Bank, through the Global Environmental Facility (GEF) also
contributed to biodiversity conservation efforts in the region in the late 1990s through a medium-sized grant
in Laguna del Tigre National Park in north-west Petén.

Figure 1: Protected areas and municipalities of Petén

Building upon and expanding these pilot efforts was a Land Administration Project (LAP I)
between 1998-2007 across the Petén department, financed by a $31 million World Bank loan to Guatemala.1
This was envisioned as the first phase of a four-part project to modernize Guatemala’s land administration
system through development of a multi-use cadastre. This external infusion of money elevated cadastral
and information systems to the top of several other agrarian-related agreements in the 1996 Peace Accords
ending Guatemala’s three-decade civil war, including: the financing of land, productive projects, rural
infrastructure development, legal reforms, progressive tax reforms to bring idle land back into production,
and general policies of integrated agrarian development.

Although institutional memory of project rationales narrowed over time to a smaller set of technical
land administration indices, a re-reading of the LAP I planning documents produced in the optimism of the
post-Peace Accord period in Guatemala show clearly that planners hoped that development of a multi-use
cadaster would help lead to greater agrarian equity and more sustainable use of resources. In Petén, the
supposition was that cadastral measurement and legalization would provide the tenure security needed to
1

The loan agreement, GTPE49616, indicates that the project was designed between September 1996 and September
1997 under the direction of task team leader Cora Shaw and submitted a Project Appraisal Document (PAD)
November 1998—all of which are publicly available for download from the World Bank document center:
http://web.worldbank.org/external/projects/main?pagePK=104231&theSitePK=40941&menuPK=228424&Projectid
=P049616
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resolve latent and active conflicts on the agricultural frontier and, in turn, allow farmers to access credit and
thereby improve and intensify land use and lessen agricultural pressure on protected areas. As an integrated
process, project planners hope it would also enhance coordination among agricultural and land agencies.
So optimistic were Bank administrators about the potential benefits of this approach that a $62 million loan
for a second phase of the project (2008-2013) in 41 municipalities in eight additional departments (World
Bank 2006) was approved prior to the conclusion and formal evaluation of the Petén project (RIC and
Guatemala 2007).

As the first phase in a multi-phase, countrywide project, the Petén’s initial land administration
modernization efforts advanced in an evolving policy, legal, and operational framework and with limited
understanding of its effects on agrarian inequity. Land projects in Petén als occurred simultaneously with
other agrarian transformations in a complex post-conflict context, road and infrastructure development, and
other external factors. However by the mid-1990s, a long series of external studies (Clark 2000, Gould
2009, Gould et al. 2006, Grandia 2006, 2009, 2012, Schwartz 1995b, Ybarra 2010, Ybarra et al. 2012,
Zander and Dürr 2011) began suggesting that the LAP I had stimulated unexpected land sales and
contributed to notable agrarian concentration in the region. An internal World Bank 2010 report carried
out by the Independent Evaluation Group (IEG, No. 554341) also raised concerns about the project’s
attention to the needs of the poor, especially its impact on indigenous and communal lands, based on
analysis of internal project documents.

The report lamented, in particular, that no systematic baseline

research on land market dynamics was conducted prior to contemporary land administration interventions
under PAT I and suggested that further field-based analysis would be needed to assess the extent to which
smallholders have sold or lost their land, the impact of this displacement on incomes and livelihoods, and
broader consequences of these processes on environmental quality in Petén (World Bank 2010).

Due to its geographic location and special history of land settlement, project designers had noted
in the LAP I Project Appraisal Document the risk that “Petén’s isolation might reduce the demonstration
effect of the project” (World Bank 1998, 6). As part of the learning outcomes of this project and with the
hope of improving operational procedures in current and future land administration efforts elsewhere in
Guatemala, the Bank’s Latin America and Caribbean division (LASCAR) commissioned a study in 2011
to measure the social, economic and cultural effects of land administration projects writ large in Petén with
support from an internal trust fund financed by Norway and Finland that “welcomed innovative and
operationally relevant proposals aimed at reducing inequality and social exclusion via Bank-led activities.”2
2
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In accordance with a growing body of development literature emphasizing the importance of monitoring
and evaluation beyond the project cycle, this study presented a rare opportunity in the development field to
re-examine the pilot stage of a multi-phase project five years since completion. In addition to better and
more systematic understanding of the socio-environmental constraints and effects of the cadastral and
regularization process carried out in Petén, the study has valuable operational applications for the second
phase of the LAP in Guatemala and perhaps other regional contexts.

Given that so much Petén’s agrarian structure is a legacy of political and technical processes of
colonization of Petén (Schwartz 1990), the multidisciplinary team recruited for this research devoted
significant resources to a historical re-construction of Petén’s cadastral databases that are presented in this
paper. While Peten’s contemporary agrarian structure demonstrates some historical continuities with
colonization projects of the 1970s and 80s, significant new patterns of land grabbing by Guatemalan and
international elites are occurring to the detriment of food security and biodiversity conservation (Alonso
Fradejas et al. 2008, Alonso Fradejas et al. 2011, Hurtado 2008). In the paragraphs that follow, we present
a short history of Petén’s colonization, methodological approaches, and major findings regarding land
values, smallholder sales, and implications for agrarian concentration in Petén and beyond.

History
Like other frontier regions of the Americas, the Petén--Guatemala’s northernmost and largest
department (approximately 35,480 km2)—has experienced several waves of land settlement, intense
population growth, agrarian conflict, and dramatic deforestation between 1960 and the present (Jones 1990,
Primack et al. 1998, Schwartz 1987, 1990, 1995a). Sparsely populated and covered almost entirely by
forests and natural savannahs and with few formal property claims through the mid 20th century, Petén
underwent a critical transition following the 1954 CIA coup of Guatemala’s first democratically elected
president, Jacobo Arbenz. Targeted as a prime region for state-led colonization in the counter-agrarian
reform, this vast hinterland served as a relief valve for agrarian pressures elsewhere in the country,
especially after the opening of an all-weather road connection to Guatemala City in 1969.

to support project management. In addition, team members representing different universities and NGOs contributed
significant ad honorem time and resources to the project. Operational support from our host organization Fundación
ProPetén, community contributions from grassroots community organizations in Peten, particularly ACDIP
(Association of Community and Peasant Organizations of Petén), and other data contributions from governmental
agencies especially Petén-CEMEC (the Center for Conservation Monitoring associated with national park service,
CONAP), NGOs, and academic colleagues were essential to our research outputs.
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Administering colonization was a quasi-autonomous state agency called FYDEP (Foment and
Development of Petén) that allocated land according to legislative directives established by Congress in its
1971 Decree #38, “Adjudication and Land Use Act for Petén.” Aside from the existing six dozen titled
parcels in the region,3 FYDEP divided most of Petén into two national estates covering 2.8 million hectares
(folios #253 & 292 respectively) from which colonist parcels would be dismembered. Due to limited
cartographic knowledge about department limits at that time, a small region in south-east Petén was
accidentally excised from these estates, generating problems for land legalization in this region that have
yet to be legally or politically solved some four decades later.

Figure 2 - FYDEP’s estates

Figure 3 - FYDEP colonization projects

Within five years of its creation, FYDEP had already received more than a thousand applications
for land, 83% of which came from people based in other departments, for an extension of more than one
million hectares (already two-thirds of available land in Petén) (SEGEPLAN 1993). To begin processing
these claims, the government established frontier colonization policies to allot land to farmers who, in
theory: (a) did not own property elsewhere in Guatemala and (b) would take immediate residence in Petén.
In 1966, FYDEP created a series of cooperatives on the western border with Chiapas (see purple areas of
Figure 7 below). The spirit of this initiative, however, was not so much in response to the influx of land
applications, but to affirm the presence Guatemalan border in an area targeted for hydroelectric projects
planned by the Mexican government along the Usumacinta River. FYDEP’s leadership repeatedly stated
a preference for distributing Petén’s land to already capitalized ranchers and farmers and not to landless
peasants (Casasola 1968, Góngora Zetina 1984).

Indeed, throughout the colonization period, FYDEP gave preferential treatment to cattle ranchers
who initially received ranches up to 628 ha each. Although cattle allotments eventually were reduced to
225 ha in the map below, one can observe that the larger cattle ranches were located in the central savannah,
and closer to roads and waterways than smaller parcels allotted to farmers (measuring 23-45 ha according
to FYDEP’s policies).

This resulted in unusually elongated geometric parcels as shown by this

community’s cadastral map:
3

Some sources note that 59 parcels could be found in the national property registry, but our research indicated a
slightly higher number of 71 parcels.
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Figure 4— “La Blanca” community cadaster - Mopán Project.

Other cattle-oriented zones included allotments in the Las Cruces and the River Subín region
(375,000 ha), the east bank of the River of Passion (180,000 ha) and the Mopán Valley (85,000 ha), totaling
at least one-fifth of Petén and including some of the region’s most fertile land. Among those who received
large tracts from FYDEP were: entrepreneurs and professionals from Guatemala City and Cobán, mediumsized ranchers/farmers from Guatemala’s eastern region (“Oriente), and military officers. According to
Kaimowitz (1995), in the Mopán valley, the influx of military officers was so noticeable that people
colloquially referred to it as the "Valley of the Stars" (in subtle reference to their uniform insignia). Many
of these large holders remained absentee owners, and–in certain cases–were unaware they had even been
awarded land in Petén.4 Competing land claims on these absentee parcels were the source of many conflicts
that emerged during the titling process. Although 273 anomalous parcels were rescinded following the
Peace Accords (see Figure 6), most were reinstated soon thereafter. By that time, 8% of landowners owned
43% of the land zoned in Petén for agricultural development.

Figure 5 - Map of FYDEP’s agrarian structure

Figure 6 - Map of a sample of rescinded parcels awarded by FYDEP 1974-1987

Figure 7—FYDEP’s cadaster classified by type of tenure.

Soil capacity studies showed up that a peasant family would need 45 ha (one “caballería, a
measurement inherited from the colonial period) to live with the slash and burn crop system, and FYDEP
established an area range of 22-45 ha. small farmers, as shown in Table 4. However, our analysis of historic
cadastral databases shows significant evidence of discrimination against Q’eqchi’ settlers, who constituted
the overwhelming majority of indigenous settlers to the region. The average parcel size in majorityindigenous municipalities like San Luis and Sayaxché was half that of regions with ladino (mestizo)
settlement in the north. As one can observe in the maps above, peasant parcels in these regions were so
relatively small that their cadastral outlines converge into a grey mass. FYDEP initially organized small
farmers into cooperatives along the Usumacinta River in the 1960s, and designated twelve municipal

4

See, for example, the surnames of elite Guatemalan families and even foreigners on the inventory of land allotments
from 1974: Mario Zuckerman Fechner, Maria Agustina Lecher del Cid Vda de Berger, Roberto H. Carlton, Hans
Herbert Kalstchit A, Hugo Salvador Nolasco, and James Clarince Rud.
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commons (“ejidos,” illustrated in red), primarily for the use of Peteneros near their town residences.
Whether because they had informal access to the ejidos or simply never imagined the extensive forests of
Petén would end, Peteneros were disproportionately left out of the allotment process (Schwartz 1990).

Another source of conflict was simply the slow pace of legalization, which, in turn, generated
informal land markets and conflicts that further retarded the pace of legalization. FYDEP had organized
allotments into nine subregions, only some of which corresponded to municipalities. When FYDEP was
absorbed by INTA (the National Agency for Agrarian Transformation) in 1987, more than 29,500 files
were in process for the approximately 17,000 parcels available. Although INTA attempted to complete the
allotment process through a series of state- and donor-financed projects, by 1990, the state had only
managed to emit 6,000 titles and accumulated 40,000 files in process (SEGEPLAN 1993)/

Although legalization processes lagged, FYDEP left extensive documentation of regional
cartography and allotments. Developed over 28 years, FYDEP’s original cadaster was then digitized in
2000 through resources provided by the LAP I to UTJ/PROTIERRA (the institutional predecessor to the
national Cadastral Information Registry or RIC). According to these maps, FYDEP had allotted 16,839
private farms, 171 forest reserve states, 200 states to municipalities, and 36 states to cooperative groups
(See Figure 7) in the southern two-thirds of Petén. In other words, FYDEP and INTA had more than twice
the number of files in process (40,000) as actual parcels available.

In part, because soils in northern Petén were less arable and lacked groundwater sources, FYDEP
had designated lands above of the 17º 10' latitude, plus a few smaller areas in southern Petén (in green in
Figure 7 above) as forest reserve. Satellite imagery in the late 1980s of general deforestation in Petén, but
especially forest cover loss due to Mexican cross-border incursions NW Petén, inspired then-President
Vinicio Cerezo (1986-1990) and the Guatemalan National Congress to create the 2.1 million hectare Maya
Biosphere Reserve in 1992 and other protected areas in southern Petén in the mid 1990s—bringing the total
land enclosed for conservation to perhaps an overly optimistic 70% of Petén’s territory (See Figure 8). As
illustrated by Figure 9, there was almost a quarter overlap (800,329 ha) between protected area limits and
parcels already awarded to settlers in the colonization process, generating another series of conflicts that
greatly diminished the legitimacy of CONAP, the newly established National Council of Protected Areas.

Figure 8 – Land use change Petén, 1982 to 2010

Figure 9 - Overlap of FYDEP’s allotments with protected areas
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The first wave of contemporary land projects from the 1990s financed by international cooperation
in cooperation with INTA aimed to resolve these conflicts with protected areas and, more generally, finalize
the allotment process so as to stabilize an otherwise rapidly expanding agricultural frontier (Figure 10).
While this piecemeal approach did help move the legalization process along in some regions, there was
significant overlap and repetition among projects. Emphasis during this period (1990s) was on titling rather
than the accuracy of cadastral measurement, so UTJ/Protierra felt that much of this work had to be done.

Figure 10 — Contemporary legalization and cadaster projects overlaid with Petén’s protected areas

Table 1— Legalization projects carried out in Petén, 1991-2011

Early formulations of the World Bank LAP I ambitiously intended to review the entire departmental
cadastre. Soon into the process, however, project managers decided to prioritize the completion of
unfinished colonization projects and to support the legalization of urban and peri-urban house lots. While
UTJ/Protierra (later RIC) assumed state responsibility for surveying urban areas in close coordination with
municipal governments, private companies were subcontracted for the rural areas by regional block. Paid
by parcels legalized, these businesses had little incentive to investigate contradictory historical claims
and/or to rescind illegally acquired properties. As a condition of the LAP I loan, Guatemala had been
required to remove state restrictions on land sales through a trust period of 20 years during the colonization
period, later reduced to 10. Hence, many of the parcels “completed” by the LAP I had been legalized by
prior efforts and simply freed of state tutelage by the subcontractors.

Here, it should be emphasized that neither the LAP I nor its predecessors assumed the political
burden of land redistribution; their purpose was to measure land, document current ownership, and
complete the remaining legalization process. According to its own operating fundamentals, the process of
cadastral survey conducted in Petén honored those who possessed the land at the time of measurement,
rather than the original owners per se. In keeping with this principle, many properties were bought and
sold prior to and concurrent with the cadastral process with the assurance that the new possessor would be
able to legalize them with a simple waiver of rights from the prior claimant. In several cases, the original
grantees sold all or part of their rights during the cadastral process because they lack the financial resources
to legalize the parcel. The meta-effect of this was to “freeze” the historical agrarian structure of Petén,
which soon began to “melt” into a wave of land sales and subdivisions as evidenced by the following map.
Figure 11 - Map of Petén contemporary agrarian structure (through 2007)
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By our calculation, prior to the LAP I, other land projects financed by international donors and the
Guatemalan state had surveyed about 9,865 parcels covering about 500,000 ha, mostly located around
protected areas. The LAP I aimed to survey and legalize all the rest of the land in Petén, but, by 2011 all
projects had only completed 68% of legalization and left several significant regions pending (See Figure
12). The figures in Table 2 only represent rural private lands due to deficiencies in the surveying and
legalization process that ignored other types of tenure like archaeological sites, suburbs, protected areas,
cooperatives, etc. Even now, intractable political conflicts have delayed the completion of the cadaster in
the buffer zones of protected areas (and some urban settlements within these). As a technical tool, the
cadaster has been more responsive to private properties and businesses, and thus, indirectly oriented the
property structures to their favor. Peasants repeatedly complain that plantation owners and the wealthy
complete the titling process in a matter of months, while their files have languished for years within different
agencies.

Figure 12 —Pending cadastral work (as of 2011)

Table 2— Estimation of land corresponding to contemporary land administration projects
Multiple factors contributed to these abysmal performance indicators.

One important legal

quandary was that the execution of the LAP I was planned, approved, and proceeded eight years prior to
having a national legislative framework for the cadaster. Although the procedures and policies being
developed in Petén profoundly shaped the National Cadaster Law passed in 2005, the newly created state
cadastral agency (RIC) was obliged to “re-do” what had been done, in some cases, by two, three or even
four donor-financed land administration projects. In part, this explains why LAP I project managers
diverted so many institutional resources to less controversial urban titling processes, until rural policies
could be formulated.5

Despite good intentions, coordination among the three land agencies (FONTIERRAS, RIC, and the
National Property Registry) remains poor. To give but a few examples of these institutional disconnects:
FONTIERRAS duplicates the cadastral work of RIC; and RIC and the Registry only began connecting their
databases in 2011. In response to the long-awaited establishment to an intra-agency cadastral code,
however, RIC declared an internal policy of cadastral certification, requiring pending land claimants to resurvey parcels pending legalization at their own cost (at prices equivalent to the proceeds from an entire
seasonal corn harvest for the average peasant). While the LAP I succeeded in setting up a new regional and
5

Urban projects also lacked a legal framework since rural land owners technically could not also hold title to a house
lot in their village or town.
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almost self-sufficient General Property Registry (RGP) office in Petén, FONTIERRAS remains beholden
to a centralized signature process. And, while RIC was provided with significant budgetary resources for
cadastral databases, FONTIERRAS never systematically inventoried its land files and the slow pace of
simple archival tasks in FONTIERRAS made irrelevant RIC’s lightening computers.6 Corruption and
cronyism with private businesses almost certainly contributed, as well, to the glacial pace of land titling.

Even while files continue to languish in and amongst state agencies in a 49-step legalization
7

process , independent publications suggested that small farmers and others were selling land at a remarkable
pace, leaving obsolescent the files in process.

Bearing in mind a sometimes multi-year academic

publication lag, the following table presents proxy indicators of land sales and/or regional
estimates/samples, as estimated by different researchers (Alonso Fradejas 2006, Gould et al. 2006, Grandia
2006, Grünberg et al. 2012, Shriar 2009, Ybarra et al. 2012).

Table

3 — Compilation of the literature on land sales and proxy indicators for agrarian

concentration

Building upon methodological notes associated with these prior estimates —many of which were
ethnographic, qualitative, or partial— and in consultation with key state-holders, the research team
developed the methodological processes described below to assess transformations in Petén’s agrarian
structure following the modernization of its land administration programs and to evaluate other socioeconomic consequences of these interventions.

Methods
Between September and November 2011, a team of six Guatemala-based researchers and three
community organizers in Petén, led by two international anthropologists8, collected and analyzed data on

6

In 2011, the Petén FONTIERRAS made a decision to “bury” (abandon) some 40,000 titles and only continue to
process its estimated 6,000 active files.
7
While one or two onerous requirements such as a medical exam were removed from the titling process, on the whole,
contemporary titling processes formalized highly complicated procedures inherited from the colonization era.
8
The team leaders included: Liza Grandia (co-PI and international director), Georg Grünberg (co-PI and field
director), Bayron Milian (co-author and technical director), and Laura Hurtado (chief editor). Team members included
Alberto Alonso-Fradejas, Julio Penados, and Erick Cotom. Much credit is due to our community organizers: Alfredo
Che, Yadira Vanegas, and Eliseo Hub Rax. An international advisory council — Norman B. Schwartz, Marcus
Zander, Megan Ybarra, and Susana Gauster — provided critical methodological and analytical advice throughout the
process. Fernando Galeana and Enrique Pantoja provided stellar project management.
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Petén’s agrarian structure (land values, markets, and concentration) as well as other topics associated with
central land administration project hypotheses, including:


the changing socio-economic profile of land owners



agro-ecological practices and land-use changes



de-centralization and taxation



multiple uses of cadastral information (e.g. uptake by municipalities for planning purposes),



resolution of latent and active conflicts,



access to credit and reforestation incentives for more productive and sustainable land uses



communal and indigenous lands, with a special focus on sacred places

As a project linked with Guatemala’s implementation of the Peace Accords, particular attention was given
to special interest groups, such as women’s associations and indigenous communities.

Responding to the assumption that project interventions would lead to more integrated institutional
coordination, the team conducted a range of semi-formal, informal, and formal interviews with leaders and
staff members of agrarian-related land agencies. In fact, most of the study team – whether as researchers,
consultants, community advocates, or subcontractors – had been involved for significant time periods in
land administration efforts in Petén, and therefore brought a wealth of experiential knowledge, familiarity
with existing data sets, and strategic methodological ideas for filling empirical gaps. A strategic decision
was made to focus on rural areas, both because of their greater territorial consequence for land distribution
in Guatemala, but also because the separate dynamics of urban titling were relatively well-documented in
the mid-term and close-of-project World Bank evaluations.
Figure 13—Community sample

Community survey. In response to community and grassroots leaders encouragement to add
village-based research to our methodology, our team designed a contextual sample of 46 villages,
representing 6% of Petén’s rural settlements (46 villages). Selection was multi-factoral based on
a distribution of municipalities, road routes, history of land projects, ethnicity,9 community
organization, agricultural production, and relationship to protected areas. We then developed and
pilot tested a bilingual (in Q’eqchi’ and Spanish) community survey instrument10 that emphasized

9
The ethnic distribution of the sample was roughly proportional to Petén’s census figures: 22 Ladino communities,
14 Q'eqchi' communities, one village with other Maya groups, and 9 communities with mixed ethnicities (usually
Ladino/Q’eqchi’ combinations).
10
To increase our geographic and demographic coverage, we opted for a community-level survey for two reasons:
(1) Conservation and other development projects from the 1990s and early 2000s had already left multiple, reliable
stratified surveys about individual farmer practices that we could reference, and (2) prior ethnographic experience had
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questions on land holdings and land sales, but also covered other topics of interest to the team,
followed by focus groups and in-depth interviews in certain places. Bilingual enumerators
(“facilitators”) were recruited from the peasant movement to conduct the survey and a participatory
mapping exercise (described in more detail below).

Rigorous de-briefing of these survey

enumerators was followed up with revisits to communities for data clarifications and additional
focus groups.

Participatory mapping. Following the verbal survey, community leaders (or in some cases the
entire community) remained at the meeting to conduct a mapping exercise.

Presented with

orthophotos layered with the most recent cadastral available (and therefore the “baseline” was
slightly different for each village, depending upon its land administration history), leaders were
asked to: (a) demarcate what they perceived to be community lands and then (b) mark, in red,
parcels that had been sold and, in green, parcels still retained by the owner designated in the
cadaster.11 Importantly, red markings included both "formal" and "informal" sales, not just sales
that were registered with the state.12 We transferred this color coding system into digital maps in
order to be able to quantify land sales and cross-tabulate them by ethnicity, land administration
history, and other socio-economic indicators (See Table 5 below). This information was then
triangulated and compared with two other indices of agrarian concentration garnered from the
cadastral databases and the property registry.

Cadastral analysis.

The first part of our archival work was to contrast the historical and

contemporary agrarian structures of Petén by comparing the original FYDEP cadastral mosaic
digitized from colonization period with the 2007 digital cadaster financed by LAP I and other more
contemporary land legalization projects. We effectively reassembled RIC’s 2007 cadaster by
obtaining access to the twelve municipal cadasters that RIC had recently given to Petén’s mayors
and their respective planning departments. This allowed us to compare the structure of the original
FYDEP allotments with the current cadastral fabric to determine the most important changes in
rural parcel sizes and thus deduce trends in distribution. This required significant cleaning of the

demonstrated that farmers are cognizant of land ownership dynamics in their communities and, moreover, this subject
could be accurately discussed in public.
11
In few instances, we encountered plots that had been partially sold. Because we could not accurately know the
exact area sold from this coloring system, in data summation, two half parcels were counted as one total parcel.
12
For future research, we would recommend that without too much complication, land sales could be classified into
different colors, e.g. orange for sales within the community (peasant to peasant) and red for sales to outsiders that
involved a land use change (e.g. agriculture to pasture or pasture to African palm)
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respective databases and isolation of urban parcels in order to be able to integrate the rural
properties into one GIS system, using ArcMap, Excel and Autocad software for processing.
Bearing in mind that no pre-LAP I baseline study was carried out, this comparison is approximate
since FYDEP’s cadaster was digitized from scanned cartographic sheets, while the RIC data was
geo-referenced and supplemented by orthophotos circa 2006. Parcel size ranges were based on
typical divisions used in the national agricultural census.
Table 4—Comparison of Petén’s rural agrarian structure13, FYDEP and 2007 cadaster

Property registry. Finally, we collected a representative sample of 4,185 Property Registry
transactions spanning back in time from 2011 to 1998. We built a database with these records and
combined it with other cadastral databases available from other projects to create a larger database
with the purpose of linking them with the current graphic cadaster to locate them on the map. We
cross-linked 8,460 parcels from the graphical cadaster with land registry records. From the larger
database we extracted another sample (422 records) to track land sale patterns.14

Integrating the institutional research and community data sources described above, team members
prepared six topical reports in January 2012 that were integrated into a synthetic draft report for the
government by March 2012. We then carried out an extensive consultative process over the second and
third quarters of 2012 that included: presentation of preliminary results to key government stakeholders in
Guatemala City and the general public in Petén, a civil society forum in Guatemala City convened by the
Program of Rural and Territorial Studies in the University of San Carlos’s School of Agronomy’s
(PERT/FAUSAC), written reviews by Guatemalan government land agencies, regular comments from an
international advisory council, and an internal World Bank QER (Quality Enhancement Review).
Feedback, commentary, and additional contributions gleaned from each of these consultative processes
enriched the empirical foundation for our conclusions and policy recommendations presented in the final
report (156 pg.) published in December 2012 (Grünberg et al. 2012). Additional topical papers drawing on
the extensive data collected during fieldwork will be prepared and disseminated throughout 2013 via web
publication, corresponding journal articles and conference proceedings. A “popular” version of the report

13
14

Cooperatives (many of which were privatized) were removed from this analysis.
As of December 2011, which were taken from the most recent date backwards.
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(in Spanish and Q’eqchi’) is also underway for distribution in communities in northern Guatemala and
elsewhere.

Major Findings and Discussion
According to all indices, there has been a strong and significant upward trend in land sales and
agrarian concentration following contemporary cadastral and legalization projects. In such a dynamically
unfolding agrarian context, it should be noted that the following indicators are minimal statistics for land
sales that have indubitably increased since our fieldwork was completed in the fall 2011.

1. From analysis of cadastral databases (FYDEP versus RIC, summarized in the adjoining table), we
can observe several notable patterns. In the FYDEP era, estates larger than 5 caballerías (225 ha)
dominated private landholdings, while in the contemporary cadaster, most landholdings (58% in fact)
are less than one caballería (45 ha.) Today, large farms (5 caballerías and upward) constitute 2.7% of
parcels, but 22.6% of Petén’s area. Through subdivision and sales, the total number of parcels has
increased by 27%, while the average parcel size has decreased from 91 to 57 hectares. Parcel sizes in
indigenous regions of southeast and southwest Petén are significantly smaller (approximately 40 ha)
than in majority Ladino regions (70 ha and upwards).

However, RIC’s cadastral databases have not be systematically updated since 2007 and, therefore, do
not reflect land sales and long-term leases that have occurred since then. Notably, they do not record
the tens of thousands of hectares acquired by African palm plantations in the interim, whether by leases,
purchase, or seizer (Alonso Fradejas et al. 2011). In the Sayaxché municipality alone, the area devoted
to palm increased from 465 ha, in 2000 to 14,986 ha in 2006 and an estimated 44,059 ha in 2010. Many
palm and narco estates are composed of smaller contiguous parcels registered under different names
(sometimes under the names of land deal brokers/intermediaries and sometimes under extended family
members). If, for example, we were to agglomerate the many smaller parcels now controlled by the
REPSA corporation (10,526 ha) or the Mendoza (11,573 ha) or Berganza (11,573 ha) families, this
table would look very different.

2. From analysis of land prices described in the community survey, we can observe that throughout the
region, but especially in lands apt for palm plantations, land values have multiplied more than a hundred
fold. At the time of allotment by FYDEP (1975-1985), the value of a standard parcel (45 ha) was
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Q5,38015; then roughly corresponding to inflation over the next two decades, the average parcel became
worth Q70,243 prior to cadastral measurement; once surveyed and registered, land values soared
tenfold again within just a few years to Q615,688 per 45 ha in 2011. This rapid increase has created a
general speculative agrarian climate that makes it difficult for smallholders to hold onto land. Parcels
located alongside roads and waterways and land in southern Petén with a longer history of legalization
(e.g. the San Román project in SW Petén) have experienced the greatest increase in relative value (up
to Q780,000 per caballería/45 ha) and, consequently, a higher proportion of land sales. Nonetheless,
other more newly titled agricultural regions like San Luis have experienced significantly higher land
sale rates than cattle ranching zones to the north like the Mopán region, reinforcing the old real estate
truism that both location and opportunity are interactive factors in property values. With the exception
of already established cattle regions, cadastral/titling efforts clearly catalyzed land sales and drove up
prices. However, one significant counter trend we detected through testimonials is that once palm
companies have established a strong presence in a community, land values tend to plateau or even
decrease. Suffice it to say that land “sold” under coercive circumstances may not be given the full
market rate.

3. From the property registry samples, we detected a land sale rate between 1998 and 2011 of 31%
parcels. Bearing in mind that not all sales are registered with the government, other data sources were
required to track informal sales. Due to the continue high transaction costs of inheritance procedures
and taxes associated with land sales, many land sales have continued in the informal sector, leaving the
2007 cadaster significantly (and perhaps hopelessly) outdated.

4. A verbal tally of land sales from the community questionnaire resulted in a land sale rate of 44% of
parcels, just slightly below the 46% land sale rate obtained through participatory mapping. Also
supporting this land sale rate was the high number of farming families (51%) that reported being
landless and seasonally renting or “borrowing” parcels. Contrary to prevailing stereotypes, the
questionnaire did not detect any significant ethnic differences in land sales.

Table 5—Community sample of land sales by 2011, according to ethnicity and legalization history

5. From the participatory mapping exercise, we concluded that at least 46% of project beneficiaries
appear to have sold their land after it was surveyed and/or regularized by different donor projects, but
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US$ 1 = 7.75 quetzals (Q7.75)
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with a wide range of variation. Our data in southeast Petén was consonant with Zander and Dürr’s
(2010) previous estimate of 30% land sales, but in other regions such as Sayaxché, sales rates are
significantly higher. In fact, at least a dozen communities in this region have been completely
dismembered or been “disappeared” entirely.16

6. From municipal records in select ejidos, we detected a perhaps even more rapid de facto concentration
of land in municipal commons (see Hurtado and Grandia’s conference paper at these proceedings).

All told, while contemporary land administration projects had the positive effect of bringing
discussions of agrarian sector back into public view, they also clearly stimulated land sales. Yet because
so many contemporary land administration projects overlapped, it would be impossible to attribute land
legalization and subsequent land sales to any single donor or state intervention, though in terms of
budgetary size and scope, the LAP I had the most impact.

Contemporary land sales, it should be noted, are qualitatively different than those that occurred
informally during the frontier colonization process in the absence of juridical security. During the
colonization period, settlers had an opportunity to another parcel of land further north, but with the creation
of protected areas, the “frontier” has now closed.17 While during the colonization period, farmers sold to
farmers and cattle ranchers to cattle ranchers with little crossover and few to no intermediaries, people of
markedly different socio-economic status are transacting parcels today. While land sales in the colonization
period were in most senses “voluntary” (albeit in a tense political context of civil war), they have become
increasingly coercive in nature. Finally, the rapid conversion of agricultural lands to extensive cattle
pastures, forestry and palm plantations, and idle narco-holdings is aversely affecting basic grain production
and food security at a national scale.

Figure 14 — African palm and teak plantations in 2010
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Indeed, civil society and peasant groups have applied this term (“disappeared”) inherited from Guatemala’s civil
war to describe displacement by palm.
17
Technically, second parcels should not have been legalized, but FYDEP lacked a tracking system for this or for
monitoring if Petén land claimants had received parcels elsewhere in the country. Many, in fact, were beneficiaries
of prior and concurrent colonization projects in the South Coast and the Franja Transversal zone, administered by
INTA.
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Conclusion
The rapid concentration of land within five years close-of-project presents serious challenges for
development efforts to enhance food security and strengthen biodiversity conservation in Petén.
Contradicting a key project supposition that legalization would increased land security and stability of
smallholders through enhanced access to credit for more environmentally sustainable land uses, a database
that we constructed of both public and private bank records revealed that more than 95% of loans awarded
in the last decade have been devoted to cattle ranching and a concomitant decline in forest-cover. Our team
also collected significant anecdotal evidence that a growing number of land-owners had lost/sold their land
to foreclosure due to an inability to repay credit. Rather than enhancing legal security of land claims, land
titling in a context of intense speculative pressure seems to have had the effect of increasing land insecurity
among the rural poor.

With land values having increased a hundredfold from $9 - $17 per hectare to $1,700 per hectare,
it is unlikely that smallholders will be able to repurchase land. While additional research is needed to trace
the long-term life trajectories of those who sold or lost their land, ethnographic research suggests that in a
land market with such rapidly ascending prices, peasants who sell land will likely never be able to re-enter
the land market to acquire a new parcel. Alternative choices for the newly landless entail significant risk
and instability—whether: (a) illegal settlement in protected areas, (b) migration to precarious peri-urban
frontier settlements with high unemployment rates for unskilled laborers, or (c) emigration to the United
States. While the face of Petén’s frontier economy appears to be booming, much of what appears to be new
economic activity is a facade of narco money laundering.

As noted by a land administrator at a public presentation of this research in Guatemala City, “The
cadaster is an instrument of land administration, but it also requires a policy of integrated rural
development” to develop mechanisms to improve land equality and connect land tenure security with
improved agricultural production and environmental protection, as well as access to fair and just markets.
We, therefore, strongly recommend that further land administration loans to Guatemala be canceled
until improved operational mechanisms are developed to secure the long-term property rights of women,
indigenous people and other vulnerable populations, and sound incentives and programs are underway to
support smallholder agricultural production and food security.
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Tables
Table 1—Legalization projects carried out in Petén, 1991-2011
Project Name and
date
San Román
1994-1997
Tayazal
1995-1996
Laguna Perdida I
1996-1997

Laguna Perdida II
1997-1999
Tierras-CARE
1993-2000

PROSELVA
2000-2001

Funding

Organization

Contracted
area (ha)
45,000

FONAPAZ

Albor S.A.,
TECA y ATP

Gobierno
Guatemala/
INTA
Guatemalan
Government/
INTA

Albor S.A.

45,000

Albor S.A.

54,000

Guatemalan
Government /
INTA
USAID,
European Unión,
Austrian
Cooperation
KFW

DISCONSA

81,000

CAREGuatemala

300,000

INTAPROSELVA

32,000

SD

Santa Amelia - Río
San Juan
1998-1999
ARC-Petén
1998-2002
Land
Administration
Project, Phase I
(PAT I)
2004-2007

FONAPAZ

TECA, S.A.

WORLD BANK
WORLD BANK

UTJPROTIERRA
NOVOTECNI

525,000

PDS-Mopán
2001-2003

BID

NOVOTECNI

55,000

PDS-PNSL
2003-2004

IDB

NOVOTECNI

168,000

Municipal
Ejidos
1997-2003

FIPA-USAID,
GTZ

Municipal
Planning
departments and
NGOs

50,000

SD

Objective
Legalize parcels located in the
buffer zone of San Román,
Sayaxché.
Legalize parcels awarded in
Tayazal, FYDEP colonization
project
Legalize parcels located in
FYDEP´s colonization Project
Laguna Perdida de FYDEP, phase
I.
Legalize parcels located in
FYDEP´s colonization Project
Laguna Perdida phase II.
Legalize parcels y the buffer zone
of the MBR.

Legalize parcels in the buffer zone
of the South Protected Areas
Complex.
Legalize parcels located in
FYDEP´s colonization projects
Santa Amelia - Río San Juan.
Legalize parcels in San Francisco
Municipality. Pilot Project PAT I.
Initially intended to cadastrally
survey all of Peten, it was reduced to
areas with no previous cadaster and
urban areas. Partially included
municipalities of San Luis, Dolores,
Poptún y Santa Ana
Legalize parcels to the east of the
MBR buffer zone, in an area
previousl measured by CARE
Legalize parcels located in the
buffer zone of the Laguna del
Tigre and Sierra del Lacandon
National Parks.
Cadastral survey of Municipal
Ejidos Areas.

Source: B. Milián y L. Grandía 2012

Table 2—Estimation of land corresponding to contemporary land administration projects
No.

Project Name

Plots
#*

Effective plots in
cadaster**

23

Total plots,
Area (ha)**

Organization

1

PDS-BID-Mopán

793

756

54,662

NOVOTECNI

2

CARE Mopán

1,141

1,208

72,809

CARE

3

Tayazal

643

629

50,558

ALBORA, S.A.

5

Laguna Perdida II

1,024

887

57,405

ALBORA, S.A.

6

Laguna Perdida I

755

710

46,821

DISCONSA

7

Aguateca Complex II

924

773

55,915

PROSELVA

8

San Roman Complex I

1,373

1,292

43,554

PROSELVA

9

San Roman Sur

1,030

932

29,465

ALBORA, S.A.

10

San Luis Oeste

2,190

2,119

85,695

ALBORA, S.A.

11

Complex III y IV

628

559

32,153

12

Complex III y IV (Grano De OroMachaquilá)
Complex III y IV (Esquipulas-La
Champona)
PAT I

SD

SD

SD

SD

SD

SD

9,083

8,057

592,767

MAGA/PROSEL
VA
MAGA/PROSEL
VA
MAGA/PROSEL
VA
NOVOTECNI

19,584

17,922

1,121,804

13
14

TOTAL

*refers to the original digital cadaster delivered by the subcontractors that completed the surveying
**refers to the effective areas and polygons after cleaning and polygon conversion.
Source : B: Milian 2012

Table 3— Compilation of the literature on land sales and proxy indicators for agrarian
concentration
Publication
Grandia 2006

Land sale or
landlessness rates
Land sales of 1530% upon cadastral
measurement

Alonso Fradejas and
Gauster 2006
Gould et al. 2006

20-25% of land
sales upon titling

Shriar 2009

Increase in
landlessness from
38%-66%
Increase in the
number of renters to
37%
48% of landowners
have parcels smaller
than 7 ha

Ybarra et al. 2012

Ybarra et al. 2012

Land value
increases
Up to a hundred
fold for
previously
untitled properties

Subregion & time periods of
fieldwork
Q’eqchi’ settlement regions,
especially San Luis and informal
sales in the Multiple-Use Zone of
the MBR (2002-2004)
General estimate

27% annual
increase in land
value

(1977-2000), route to El Naranjo

Buffer zone of the MBR,
comparison between 1998 &
2009
2009, stratified sample of a
thousand farming households
across Petén
2009, stratified sample of a
thousand farming households
across Petén

24

Dürr, Zander, and
Mazariegos 2010

30% land sales

2009, comprehensive survey of
236 communities via the Catholic
Church’s Pastorate in SE Petén
2004

World Bank
Implementation
Completion report
2006
Grünberg, Grandia
and Milian 2012

25% of parcels “recirculated”
immediately upon
title
46% land sales –
community
mapping
31% transfers in
property registry
Source: Grandia Endnote files

2011 Petén-wide sample (see
below)

Table 4— Comparison of Petén’s rural agrarian structure18, FYDEP and 2007 cadaster
FYDEP Cadaster
Current Cadaster
Hectares Range
plots #
%
Area (has.) Area % plots #
%
Area (has.) Area %
<7
105
0.62
390
0.03
949
4.11
3,623
0.3
7.01 a 22.50
754
4.48
13,175
0.86 3,301 14.28
53,609
4.1
22.51 a 45.00
6,428 38.17
223,251 14.64 9,126 39.48
322,222
24.7
45.01 a 225.00
8,130 48.28
639,545 41.95 9,122 39.46
627,818
48.2
225.01 a 675.00 1,277
7.58
504,237 33.07
551
2.38
217,543
16.7
> 675.01
145
0.86
144,040
9.45
68
0.29
77,938
6.0
Total
16,839 100.00 1,524,638 100.00 23,117 100.00 1,302,753 100.00
Source: B. Milián 2012 based on analysis of FYDEP and RIC cadasters

Table 5— Community sample of land sales by 2011, according to ethnicity and legalization history
No.

Community

Eth
nici
ty

# of
parcels

# sold

%
sold

Legalization project

1

La Torre

Q

69

66

96

2979

Average
parcel
area
(ha)
43

2

El Mango

120

107

89

5393

45

PAT 1

3

La Gloria

M/
L
L

36

31

86

1687

47

PDS‐NOVOTECNI

4

El Mirador

Q

50

42

84

1832

37

SAN ROMAN

18

Village
area (ha)

Cooperatives (many of which were privatized) were removed from this analysis.
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SAN ROMAN

5

La Ceibita

L

51

42

82

1804

35

PAT I

6

La Amistad

L

67

55

82

3271

49

PAT I

7

Yaltutu

L/Q

48

39

81

2313

48

PAT I

8

Tamariz Las Vegas

Q

138

106

77

11,867

86

PERDIDA I

9

El Ventarrón

L

17

13

76

1511

89

PAT I

10

Santiaguito

67

45

67

2793

42

CARE PNSL

11

San Pedro

M/
L
L/Q

18

12

67

1049

58

TAYAZAL III

12

La Balsa

Q

75

48

64

1423

19

SAN LUIS

13

La Lucha

L

31

18

58

2183

70

PAT I

14

El Paraíso

L

47

27

57

2968

63

PAT I

15

Santa Amelia

Q

14

8

57

3013

215

16

Santo Tomas

L

53

30

57

3370

64

PAT I

17

Eben Ezer

L/Q

85

45

53

735

9

PAT I

18

Las Flores

L

40

21

53

1981

50

CARE PNSL

19

San José Caribe

Q

32

16

50

1386

43

SAN ROMAN

20

Cruce Perdido

L

22

10

45

948

43

PERDIDA II

21

Tikalito

L

9

4

44

4165

463

22

Tzuncal

Q

97

42

43

3279

34

SAN LUIS

23

Nimlajá

Q

37

16

43

1674

45

SAN LUIS

24

Corozal

Q

57

24

42

3059

54

CARE PNSL

25

La Sardina

L

18

6

33

782

43

PAT I

26

La Cobanerita

Q/L

39

12

31

4660

119

PAT I

27

La Blanca

L

72

22

31

3304

46

CARE‐MOPAN I

28

Los Cerritos

Q

73

21

29

5425

74

PERDIDA I

29

Monterrico

L

41

11

27

2012

49

CARE‐MOPAN I

30

Los Manueles

L

43

11

26

2408

56

CARE PNSL

31

Setul

Q

33

8

24

1218

37

PAT I

32

San Diego

L

156

36

23

7698

49

CARE PNSL

33

Nueva Concepción

L

317

68

21

667

2

PAT I

34

El Habanero

L

37

7

19

2136

58

PAT I

35

El Calabazal

L

41

7

17

3736

91

PAT I

36

Mario Méndez

L

89

11

12

5159

58

SAN ROMAN

37
38

El Limón
Nueva Florida

Q
L

97
58

11
6

11
10

3808
4775

39
82

PAT I
PERDIDA I

39

El Porvenir

L

27

2

7

1990

74

CARE‐MOPAN I

2,421

1,106

45.7

113,241

47

Total

MAGA‐PROSELVA

CARE‐MOPAN I

Ethnicities: L‐Ladino, Q‐Q’eqchi’, M‐other Maya groups.
Source: B. Milián, based on participatory mapping, octubre 2011. The table only includes 39 of the 46
communities with cadastral data.
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Figures
Figure 1

Elaboration: B. Milian based on RIC-CEMEC 2011
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Figure 2—FYDEP’s estates

Source: B. Milian based on NOVOTECNI 2007.

Figure 3—FYDEP’s colonization projects

Source: B. Milian 2012 based on the FYDEP cadaster.
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Figure 4—“La Blanca” community cadaster, Mopán Project

Source: B. Milian 2012 based on Santa Ana municipal cadaster.

Figure 5—Map of FYDEP’s agrarian structure

Source: B. Milian 2012, base on FYDEP cadaster.
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Figure 6—Map of a sample of rescinded parcels awarded by FYDEP 1974-1987

Source: B. Milian, 2012 based on FYDEP cadaster

Figure 7—FYDEP’s cadaster classified by type of tenure

Source: B. Milian 2012 based on FYDEP cadaster.
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Figure 8—Land use change Petén, 1982 to 2010

Source: B. Milian based on KFW 1992 and CEMEC 2011
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Figure 9—Overlap of FYDEP’s allotment with protected areas

Source: B. Milian 2012 based on CEMEC 2011 and FYDEP cadaster.

Figure 10—Contemporary legalization and cadaster projects overlaid with Petén’s
protected areas

Source: B. Milian 2012 based on municipal cadasters.
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Figure 11— Map of Petén contemporary agrarian structure (through 2007)

Source: B. Milian. 2012 based on municipal cadaster.

Figure 12—Pending cadastral work

Source: B. Milian 2012 based on municipal cadasters.
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Figure 13—Community sample

Source: B. Milian 2012.

Figure 14—African palm and teak plantations in 2010

Source: B. Milian based on CEMEC 2011.
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