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Abstract

Land remains the central productive asset for poor rural households in India, so

persistent differences in who owns land are first-order for inequality, political voice, and

structural change. This paper studies whether West Bengal’s land reform program, espe-

cially post-1977 tenancy registration (Operation Barga) and ceiling-surplus redistribution,

left durable effects on landholding patterns visible decades later. Using full-count 2012

SECC microdata aggregated to villages and a spatial border regression discontinuity at

the West Bengal–Odisha boundary, I estimate an 11.3 percentage point jump in household

land ownership on the West Bengal side, relative to a 45.4% Odisha-side mean. Effects

on mean land among owners and concentration of land in holdings above 2 hectares are

smaller and less precise. The results indicate persistent extensive-margin effects of reform

on agrarian structure.

1 Introduction

Land reform is central in development economics because it links distribution, productivity,

and political power in a single institution: rights over agricultural land. In rural India, who

owns land shapes investment incentives, access to credit, exposure to shocks, and participation

in local politics. West Bengal is a canonical case because reform implementation after 1977

combined tenancy registration and redistribution at meaningful scale (Besley and Burgess,

2000; Banerjee et al., 2002; Bardhan and Mookherjee, 2010; Ghatak and Roy, 2007). That

setting has generated influential evidence on productivity, tenancy relations, and distributive

politics, but the long-run ownership distribution remains an open empirical question.

Recent work has sharpened that question. The long village panel assembled by Bardhan et

al. (2014, 2011) shows that over 1967–2004 in West Bengal, reform-related equalizing channels

coexisted with demographic and land-market dynamics that increased landlessness and could

offset aggregate equalization. Boundary-based evidence on tenancy regulation in South India

also points to long-run distributional tradeoffs across inequality and landlessness margins

∗This is an experimental paper produced and written almost entirely with AI. The RD results
are likely accurate, but should not be interpreted as the effect of land reform for various reasons,
including that they depend heavily on which state is used as a control group. Read more here:
https://x.com/paulnovosad/status/2021638738376323171.
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(Besley et al., 2016). Together, this literature suggests that long-run incidence cannot be

inferred from reform intent alone.

This paper contributes a transparent local border design. I compare villages just inside

West Bengal to nearby villages just across the Odisha border, where geography is similar but

institutional history differs discretely at the state line. The main result is a large extensive-margin

discontinuity in household ownership prevalence at the border. This magnitude is economically

meaningful decades after the major reform period, and it is consistent with persistent effects

of reform on access to land. At the same time, the results are local by construction and should

be read as one piece of evidence in a broader state-border research agenda.

2 Historical Context and Prior Work

West Bengal’s reform trajectory combined post-independence legal change with a later imple-

mentation surge under the Left Front. Operation Barga expanded registration and security

of sharecroppers, while ceiling-surplus policies redistributed land to poorer rural households

(Banerjee et al., 2002; Besley and Burgess, 2000; Bardhan and Mookherjee, 2010). Political

competition and local institutions were central in determining where implementation was

stronger (Bardhan and Mookherjee, 2010). Broader political-economy histories emphasize the

same point: institutional design mattered, but realized distribution depended on administrative

capacity and local power structures (Herring, 1983; Frankel, 2005; Herring, 1980).

The long-run empirical literature now indicates a more complex dynamic than a one-time

equalization narrative. In West Bengal, Bardhan et al. (2014) document that inequality-

reducing channels from reform interacted with rising landlessness and demographic pressures

over time. Other work shows persistent distributional effects along additional dimensions,

including gender (Bhalotra et al., 2019). This paper builds on that literature by focusing on

a direct cross-border ownership comparison in contemporary census-linked microdata, rather

than relying on within-state temporal variation alone.

3 Data

The analysis uses full-count rural household records from the 2012 Socio Economic and Caste

Census (SECC), aggregated to the village level and linked to Population Census 2011 village

polygons. Village identifiers are harmonized across sources to produce a consistent village key

for aggregation and spatial merges.

I use three village-level measures of landholding structure. The first is the share of households

that own land, defined as owner households divided by total households in the village. The

second is mean land among owner households, measured in hectares. The third is the share of

village land held by households with holdings above 2 hectares, which captures concentration in

the upper tail. Land quantities are constructed from SECC acreage components and converted
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to hectares; cleaning is limited to standard consistency checks and harmonization so that

treatment and control villages are processed symmetrically.

The estimation sample contains villages within 20 km of the West Bengal–Odisha border

on either side. For each village, I compute signed shortest distance to the border, positive on

the West Bengal side and negative on the Odisha side.

4 Empirical Strategy

I estimate a spatial regression discontinuity around the state border. For village v,

Yv =α+τWBv+β1dv+β2(WBv×dv)+εv, (1)

where WBv indicates the West Bengal side and dv is signed distance to the border in kilome-

ters. Regressions are weighted by village household count, estimated within |dv| ≤ 20, with

side-specific linear trends and HC1 robust standard errors. The parameter of interest is τ , the

discontinuity at the border.

The identifying assumption is local continuity in potential outcomes with respect to distance

absent the policy regime difference across states. The border design is therefore interpreted

as a local institutional contrast, not a statewide average treatment effect.

5 Results

Figure 1 shows village ownership prevalence in the West Bengal–Odisha border band. Figure 2

plots weighted 0.5 km bins of ownership prevalence against border distance, with separate

smooth trends on each side. The visual evidence indicates a positive jump at the state boundary.

Table 1 reports formal RD estimates for all three outcomes. The ownership-share discon-

tinuity is 0.113 (s.e. 0.020), relative to an Odisha-side weighted mean of 0.454, implying about

a 25% higher ownership prevalence at the border on the West Bengal side. Mean land among

owners is positive but less precise, and the concentration outcome is close to zero. The pattern

suggests that persistent effects are strongest on the extensive margin of land access.

This interpretation is consistent with the broader long-run literature: reforms can leave

durable effects on who enters ownership while other forces shape intensive margins over time

(Bardhan et al., 2014; Besley et al., 2016). The evidence here is local, but it adds a clear

border-based result to that debate.

6 Conclusion

At the West Bengal–Odisha border, villages on the West Bengal side exhibit substantially higher

household land ownership prevalence decades after the major reform period. Differences in

average owner holding size and upper-tail concentration are smaller and less precise, indicating

that the strongest persistent signal is on access to ownership rather than conditional scale.

Framed in the larger literature, the result supports a view in which land reform leaves durable
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Figure 1
West Bengal–Odisha Border Villages: Land-Ownership Share Map

Notes: Village polygons are shaded by percentile bins of village-level land-ownership share (share of
households with positive land ownership), computed jointly across both sides of the border.

local distributional footprints, but those effects coexist with other long-run forces that shape

aggregate inequality trajectories. Extending the same framework to additional state borders

is the natural next step for external validity.
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Figure 2
RD Plot: Land-Ownership Share at the West Bengal–Odisha Border

Notes: Points are weighted 0.5 km bin means. Smooth trends are estimated separately on each side
of the border and are shown for visualization only.

Table 1
Regression Discontinuity Estimates at the West Bengal–Odisha Border

Mean land among owners Owner share Share land held by
(ha) >2ha households

WB side indicator (τ) 0.613* 0.113*** -0.018
(0.332) (0.020) (0.025)

Odisha-side weighted mean 1.020 0.454 0.280
Dep var weighted mean 0.983 0.515 0.272
Observations (villages) 3,576 3,777 3,575
Bandwidth 20 km each side
Weights Village household count
Specification Local linear, side-specific slopes

Notes: Each column reports a weighted local-linear RD estimate using villages within 20 km of
the WB–Odisha border. Regressions include an indicator for the WB side, the running variable
(distance to border), and an interaction between WB side and running variable. Standard errors are
heteroskedasticity-robust (HC1). Significance: * p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01.
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