This Land Is
Home

By Lorette Picciano-Hanson

U.S. Historical Overview

A century ago, Native American tribes and
nations cared for and were sustained by over 500
millien acres of land in the contiguous United
States. All of Alaska and much of Hawaii were
stilf homelands to native peoples there. Follow-
ing the Civil War, the government promised “forty
acres and a mule” to freed slaves. Although that
promise wasrevoked within months, over 900,000
black farmers were able to acquire and operate
more than 15 million acres of land by 1920.

Late in the last century, family farm agricul-
ture prevailed in the East and Midwest, and along
the West Coast. Ranching and farming were
primary occupations in the Southwest region.
Land ownership was relatively widely dispersed
in most areas.

Then, railroad companiesreceivedlargetracts

" of land and with it, the power to determine prices
of products which farmers sent to Eastern markets.
At the same time, new mineral and energy re-
sources, easier to extract than those in the Appa-
lachian region, were discovered throughout the
West: Transportation and extractive industries
controlled the economies of whole regions of the
nation. Strip mining has ravaged large acres of
land there. The unsaturated quest for energy
continues to affect the land and people.

Thegreat wealth of thiscontinent, once widely
dispersed among Native nations and peoples,
and for a relatively short pertod within the last
century, shared among many peoples and .cul-
tures, has been concentrated increasingly ‘and
alarmingly in fewer and fewer hands, In recent
decades, rural peopleand communities have fiiced
a continuing struggle for the right to care fot the
land entrusted to them and for the right simply to
survive economically on the fruits of their labor.

Effects of Power Shift

on Farming

Despite increased production
and trade, over 600,000 family farm-
ers and ranchers lost their land dur-
ing the 1980s. Just 300,000 farms, of
the 2 million that remain, produce
more than half of the nation’s food
supply. ‘

Rural people, many of them mi-
nority and /or poor, are “hanging on
to go home” by only a thread. The
wealthy and the powerful have
turned vibrant rural communitiesinte
a stage for exploilation and exirac-
tion. Decisionsoverthe lives of people
and the future of communities are
increasingly controlled by oulsiders
in far-away centers of power.

Farmaers and rural communities
have become beholden to
agribusiness and other cccupations
who control the land by controlling
the markets and price. In a struggle
to keep up with creditors by increas-
ing production, farmers have used
chemical and machine-intensive
production. Although suslainable
agriculture practices are becoming
more widely adopted, precious top-
soil has been lost forever, and
groundwater across the nation re-
mains contaminated.

As mare farmers lose their con-
tinual struggle foreconomicsurvival,
farmland in the United States is itself
concentrated in fewer hands, among them banks
and insurance and timber companies. Ruralcom-
munities, having lost the economic and lax base
once provided by family farmers, have fewer
means to survive themselves.

Effects of Power Shift
on Minorities

If current trends continue, African-Ameri-
cans will belandless by the year 2000. In1920,0ne
inseven farmers were black. Today, less thanone
percent of all farmers are black, and they are
losing land at a rate 3.2 times faster than other
farmers—one thousand acres a day, every day.
Despite the struggle of groups like the Federation
of Southern Cooperatives{Land Assistance Fund,

continued discrimination and neglect by federal -

lenders and the Department of Agriculture, com-
bined with the ever-all decline in the farm
economy, have disproportionately hurt minority
and Native farmers and ranchers.

Native Americans, the continent’s earliest
farmers, still count agriculture asthelargest occu-
pation. Of the 54.4 milllon remaining acres of
Native homelands, nearly 47 million are used for
crop or livestock production. Today, however,
less than 35 percent of the land Is actually farmed
by Native Americans, with the remainder either
leased to others or idle. Foreclosures have re-
moved over 150,000 acres from Native home-
lands inthe Dakotas and Montana aloneand have
damaged tribal economies.

- While landholdings by Mexican-American
people in the United States—some for genera-
tions—have remained relatively constant, mil-
lions of migrant farmworkers, many of them
Latino, care for land they do not own or contrel.
THeir wages arelow, their working conditionsare
among the most dangerous in the nation, and

they do not share collective bargaining protec
tions won by other workers. Many of the chemi
cals they musl apply have not yet been tested fo
safety.

Asthe LLS.-Mexico Free Trade Agreement near
completion, farmers and farmworkers on boti
sides of the border fear that wage, benefit, anc
health and safety protections will be reduced t
Mexican standards. For example, DDT, banne
long ago in the U.S., is still available for sale i
Mexico, and farmers are able to purchase it ther:
and carry it across the border, Theagreementals:
requires Mexico to remove land reform prote
tions from the Mexicanconstitution, astep farmer
fear will speed concentration of land control i1
Mexico.

Signs of Hope—
Need for Support

Asland and economic issuesareincreasing!-
controlied and influenced by government entitic
and big companies, do rural prople and con
munilies have a future? Who is caring for th
land? There are signs of hope.

In 1991, the Gwiitchin people of Alaska an.
Canada, and their allies, successfully overcam
an altempt to open the Arctic National Wildlif
Refuge (ANWRoo0il drilling by defeating S1221
At stake for the "Caribou People” was the ver
basis of their lives, culture, and economy—th
protection of the calving grounds for the Pora.
pine River Caribou herd.

The Gwi‘itchin victory is not a secure o
§ 39, 1o protect permanently ANWR, was n
passed. Two other bills, 5 274, sponsared by Set
Bryan (NV) and HR 446 by Rep. Boxer (CA), ¢
increase auto efficiency standards were not vote.
on. Until this nalion’s energy needs are compn
hensively addressed, the struggle for saving U
land continues.

Another sign of hape is The Ruraf Coafition-
a multi-racial, multi-cultural alliance of organ
zations united in their commitment to seek ju:
and sustainable development for rural commi
nities and people.

The Rural Coalition's membership is con
posed of grassroots groups, like the Federation
Southern Cooperatives, working for twenty-fir
years among black farmers and small commun
ties in the South, using people-oriented strategic
of pooling resources and promoting local leade
ship in community development; and Proyeci
Organizativo Sin Fronteras, assisting migras
workers on the U.S.-Mexican border.

The most recent project of the Rur
Coalition’s Native American task force was 2
accessment of groundwater qualily for a doze
tribes, preparing them to address the issues «
poor water quality. In 1992, new projects includ
rural access to health care, jobs, and the enviror
ment. Work on minority farmers' rights, ti
North American Free Trade Agreement, and othi
issues, will continue.

As peoplecontinue to come together to wo
for just and sustainable policies and lifestyles, it
land will be home for all U.S. citizens. +

(Lorette Picciano-Hanson is Executive Direclor of T
Rural Coalition arnd has worked on rural issues for m
than a decade.}

For more information, write or call:
The Rural Coalition
P.O. Box 53202
Washington, DC 20009
{202-483-1500).
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