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THE belief that our natural resources can be taken
for granted, that a concern for Nature and for
the environment is sentimental and elitist, is too
. widespread to be ignored. This, coupled with an
apathy for what might happen fifty, or thirty, or
twenty years later has brought about a situation
where irreversible damage to our ecological systems
is daily condoned, justified and perpetrated: all'in
the name of development and progress.

The defenders of wild life and Nature are mostly
professionals and academics — zoologists, botanists,
ecologists, environmentalists and lovers .of birds,
animals, flowers and trees — and it has become
easy to label them as unrealistic, narrow in outlook
and even conservative and regressive.

It is, therefore, heartening to see a bureaucrat
(the bureaucracy having had morte than its share of
the ‘ecologically blind’} stand up and speak out
against our current policies or, more accurately,
our current lack of policy. o

B.B. Vohra starts off well, in his A Policy for
Land and Water (Sardar Patel Memorial Lectures,
1980; see Mainstreqam, January 3 and 10, -1981),
opening with an indictment! “A surprisingly large
number of our planners, politicians, policy-makers
and economists still believe that there is nothing
very much wrong with the manner in which we have
managed our land resources all these years. This
complacency is born out of sheer ignorance and a
genuine unfamiliarity with the subject...

Vohira’s thesis, in the main and as I understand
it, goes something like this.

A third of India’s potential agricultural land and
three-fourths of the mon-agricultural land is lying
practically useless. ' Besides, three-fifths of our
total agricultural land is degraded and, on the
whole, three-quarters of all the land under agricul-
ture and forest needs urgent care. Such a state of
affairs is partly due to poverty and over-population
m our country and partly because of complacency,
ignorance and lack of policy and organisation at
the highest levels.

The two main threats to land are water-logging

and the resultant salinity, on the one hand, and

soil erosion on the other. These are “the only two
major ills that land suoffers from.” Water-logging
and salinity occur either because embankments,
© without adequate provision for cross drainage,
hold up water or because canals, through excess
i%lpphcatlon of water and through seepage, flood the
and

Soil erosion seems to have two causes: wind action
and water action. In general, the over-cxp]oitation
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of land, through excessive felling, grazing and culti-
vation, coniributes to soil erosion. Denudation of
forest' or grass cover starts a vicious circle, as un-
covered land tends to lose its topsoil and land with-
out topsoil tends to remain uncovered.

Proper management of land resources involves
getting the best produce from existing good land,
preveniing more land from being degraded and
reclaiming damaged land. First priority should be
given to increased productivity and to the preven-
tion of degradation of more land. Reclamation of
degraded land should be the next priority.

Of the good land in India (zbout 56 million
hectares), 20 mh are under canal and tank irriga- |
tion, another 20 mh are serviced by ground water
and 16 mh are unirrigated. The first priority must
be to take up the 10 mh of good canal and tank
irrigated land that is threatened with water-logging,
Proper canal lining, effective field channels for

Tegulating the application of water, and the pro-

vision of surface and sub-surface drainage are the
three urgently needed measures for protecting land
irrigated through canals.

To implement such preventive measures one
needs ‘detailed planning’, ‘careful execution’, ‘huge
financial outlays’ and a ‘consolidation of holdings
and redrawing of field boundaries.” *“This is why
anti-water-logging operations make so little progress -
and why the blessing of canal irrigation is turning
into a curse over large areas.”” However, in the
absence of these preventives, ““as much irrigation
land is going out of production in the world every
y%ar...as is being brought under new irrigation.”
(ibid).

Overuse of lands being serviced by groundwater
must be prevented, and adequate power provided
for the running of tube-wells. The lands not yet ir-
rigated (16 mh), must soon be brought into the fold.
Though many of them would be covered by the 415
major and medium irrigation schemes pending com-
pletion, the rest must, as far as possible, be provi-
ded with groundwater. Groundwater is preferable
to cannals and tanks, it being, among other things,
cheaper; quicker, more economical and mainly
under the farmet’s 1nd1v1dua1 conirol, so that he
can regulate the apphcatlon of water according to
his needs and is not “at the mercy of huge and
sometimes corrupt bureaucracies.”

In fact, the Government should give up the idea
of takmg up projects for new irrigation canals,
especially grandiose ones like the ‘garland canal’,
and should consolidate the work already undertaken.

The conversion of agricultural land into forests
and the growth of vegetation on uncovered land,
either through planned planting or by leaving the
land alone so that it could itself regenerate its cover
are two general solutions to the problem of erosion.
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The construction of wind-breakers, in certain types
of terrain, is also an effective measure against wind
erosion. However, these methods can only be
successful through the use of proper legal authority
in cooperation with the people, who would have to

_ be educated about the value of these measures, and
alternatives would have to be found to satisfy
the genuine needs of these people for fodder and
fuel.

unsuitable land (calculated to be about 43 mh),
must be reverted to non agricultural use. In this
category fall the lands that have either shallow soil,
steep slope or are inaccessible to water. These
lands should either be planted with forest or with
some vegetation. The remaining 44 mh of degraded
but potentially good land should be recitaimed and
added to the existing 56 mh of gcod agricultural
land to make a total of 100 mh of good agricultural
jand. This “major change in the land -use patiern
should, however, cause no concern, for it will result
in an increase rather than a decrease in the agri-
cultural potential of the country.” (ibid). :

Of the non-agricultural land (166 mh)}, 35 mh is
under good forests and much of the remaining
would be covered by schemes taken up for the care
and development of catchment areas—another issue
that warrants top priority. The remaining areas
must also be treated, though with a lower priority.

To achieve this, a certain ‘reorientation of Forest
Departments’ is necessary. The Forest Departments
have “by and large, been much too friendly'towards
financially and politically powerful contractors res-
ponsible for illegal fellings™ (ibid).

In all, these measures should not take more than
20 years- to implement and should cost upward of
Rs. 50,000 crores. There should be, at the national
level, a Central Land Commission with authority
over all activities relevant to land management.
This commission should be part of the Ministry of
Land Management: the new name suggested for the
present Ministry of Ifrigation. All funds earmarked
for these activities shiould be placed under one major
budget head for Land Management, and a National
Land Development Bank should be created to
finance various concerned projects.

In order to implement specific projects there
should be suitable multi-disciplinary area develop-
ment authorities. “It would alsc be necessary to
ensure that such authorities are not hampered in
their work by the lack of adequate legal and execu-
tive powers. These authorities must therefore be
vested with suitable summary powers in the interests
of the land so that its improvement and where
necessary its physical reshaping may take place as
quickly as possible.” (ibid). i

Though the Government should take up most of
this work, in some of the areas “it would be wuseful
to allow private initiative and the profit motive to
play a' role...” There should be involvement of
voluntary agencies with this work, especially as
watchdogs to eénsure that the Government delivers
the goods, and for educating the public in matters
relating to the soil and removing ‘resource
illiteracy’. - ' -
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Of the remaining 87 mh of degraded land, the

DESPITE the title, Vohra’s lectures seem to deal
only with a policy for land, the water ingredient
being invariably ignored. Perhaps a justification
for this is found in the second lecture: “Since for
all productive purpose; the soil is useless in the
absence of water and vice versa, the problems of
land and water management constifute a single
indivisible whole. However, we must look at these
problems only from the point of view of the land
because while the land is a continuing and non-
renewable resource, water is gifted to us afresh
every year by a bountiful Nature. It also needs to
be remembered that while land resources can and
do suffer heavy damags= at the hands of water,” the
reverse is not possible, Therefore, there is and ean
be no such thing as water management per se.
Indeed, the only purpose which the management of
water can have is to subserve the interests of the
land.” {(emphasis added).

Vohra’s argument, then, seems to be that: (a) For
productive purposes, water and land are mutually
dependent. However, as (b) water, unlike land, is
an annually renewable resource, and (c) water can~
not be damaged by land (as land can be by water),
therefore (d). the problems of land and water man-
agement must be looked at pnly from the point of
view of the land (the only purpose of water manage-
ment is to serve the inferest of the land).

Vohra’s logic seems difficult -to grasp. It is not
clear to me how, for example, the conclusion (d)
in the above argument follows from the premises
(a), (b) and (¢). Admittedly, as water and land are
both essential for agriculture, land being useless
without water, any respectable policy regarding land
as an agricultural resource must also deal with the
problems related to the supply of adequate and
suitable water. However, judging by this criterion,.
the policy Vohra is propagating has at least the
following problems.

1. Vohra’s belief that land cannot damage water,
even if we think of water only as an agricultural
input, seems to be mistaken. To quote Prof J.P.
Mrowka, “...the quality of water changes greatly,
owing to storage in, and transmission through, the
soil. For example...undesirable elements, such ds
pesticides, may be added to the water within the
so0il.”” (Source book on the Environment, 1978).

‘Actually, there are ar least three ways in which
water can be polluted (or, damaged) through contact
with the land: *poliution’ being understood to be “a
change in condition (energy or material level) which
disturbs the self-regulatory capacity on an environ-
mental system toward or beyond its operating
limits”. (Prof. Herman S. Forest, “Pollution of
Streams and Smaller Lakes”, Ecology and Pollution,
1972). The first two of these Vohra himself men-
tions, though in a different context,

* Water can pick up, from the Iand, a lot of mud
and this can make it unfit for agricultural use, espe-
cially since all mud is not soil and thus beneficial
to plant life, Similarly, salts present in the soil can
dissolve in water, making it unusable, Vohra, how-
ever, does not mention pollutants like pesticides and
other chemicals, which run off the land and inio
streams and waterways: “(Pollution from the soil)



includes compounds such as nitrates and organic
herbicides and pesticides which have their origin in
agricultural operations.” {Prof. Raul Cardenas,
“Water Poilution” ibid). The pesticides, while pro-
tecting some crops, are harmful to others. They
also get assimilated by vegetables and other agri-

cultural, products, making these products unfit for

consumpiion.t

. Though the proposed policy does mention some
of the ways’ in which the problem of siltation and
salinity can be handled, nothing is said about pro-
tecting water from land-borne chemicals and
pesticides.? i

2. But land is not the only pollutant of water,
There are af least three other sources of pollution;
three other ways in which water is ‘damaged’, be-
coming increasingly unsuitable for agricultural use,

Industrial waste, human waste and atmospheric

pollution are all threats to the purity of water.
Industrial waste, considering its toxic and chemical
nature, is an especially grave hazard to agriculture.3
However, in spite of this, the financial and political
power of the industrialists, coupled with high costs

of pollution-control ‘methods, ensure that very little .

 progress is made towards checking and minimising
this danger. Apart from the dumping of waste in
water, industries also do their bit in polluting the
atmosphere  On the face of it, this might scem to
- bave no relevance to water. It is, however, now
known that certain types of pollutants in the atmos-
phere, besides negatively affecting rainfall patterns,
can be picked up by water, while it is in passage,
as rain, through the atmosphere. In many countries,

including the USA, this process has resulted in the -

phenomenon of ‘acid rain’. Industrialists apart,
even the Government seems apathetic to the threat
of atmospheric pollution.
House, in New Delhi”a billowing example /4 7y .

Vohra’s ‘policy’, “in not providing for these
various and grave threats to water, shows itself to
be inadequate. The annual renewability of water.
might be a bounty of nature, but even with a renew-
able resource like water, one has to ensure that it is
available where it is needed, in usable form, at the
right time and in the required quantity. We have
already seen how atmospheric polution can inter-
fere with this renewability:  polluting the water
even before it reaches the earth, What, then, is the
use of this annual renewability if, much before the
water can be put to any of its constructive uses
(generally speaking, agricultural, industrial and
‘municipal), it has been damaged and poliuted in
one of the several ways possible?

It seems clear that any policy concerned with the
productivity of land must, if" it is to be effective,
Incorporate measures to ensire that water is
‘adequately protected from pollution. A policy

ROOTS OF BACKWARDNESS

. Dr K.N, Panikkar's article titled “Roots of Cultural

Backwardness” (Mainstream, November 7, 1981) was

| based on the author's lecture at a seminar organised by
the Students’ Union of Calicut University.
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purely ‘from the point of view of the land’ will
certainly not do: especially if it is land ‘chauvinistic®
in the way that Vohra’s ‘policy’ seems to be.

BUT far more serious, in its immediate implica-
tions, seems to be Vohra’s proposal of reverting
43 million hectares (30.1 per cent) of the total
agricultural land (calculated by him to be 143 mh)
to non-agricultural use. Vohra argues that these
43 mh of land are relatively unsuited for cultivation,
having ‘shallow soil’, ‘steep slope’ or “little access
to water’. The result of reverting this land would,
he feels, be an increase rather than a decrease in
the production of foodgrains for “good agriculturdl
land in a climate like ours should be able to yield
at least two crops a year so that even with 100 mh
under cultivation the gross cropped area would
be at least 200 mh. By contrast, though we have
143 mh under agriculture today, our- gross cropped
area is only 172 mh.” (A Policy for Land and
Water). .

It seems quite certain that this reversion of nearly
a third of our cultivated land would have serious
repercussions. Whatever the ownership patterns,
mvariably this poor land would be supporting the
small and marginal farmer or the landless labourer.
To begin with, a very large proportion .of this
unsuitable land would be owned by the smalli and
marginal farmers® who would, on its reversion, lose
most or all of their land, many of them becoming
landless. The remaining unsuirable land, Af any,
would be a_part of the landf owned by the big
farmers. This land would have, almost totally,
been either leased out to small and marginal
farmers5 or operated with the help of hired agricul-
tural labour. The reversion of this remaining land
would dislocate both the small and marginal
farmers who.partly or totally tilled the land “they
leased in from the big farmers, and the landless
abourers would no longer be required$,

Converting these implications into numbers is
not easy, mainly because no accurate figures

TABLE?

Area operated, area, houscholds and population
expected to be dislocated by implemeating

Vohra’s policy
A . B c :
NSS 26th  Raj's esti- Sanyal’s esti-
round mates® mates®
1. Area operated 12568 14306 14806
{million hectares)
2. Area to be reverted 37.83 44.57 44 57
mh (30.19%) :
3. Houschold to be 41.67 3941 42,53
dislocated (millions)
4. Population to be 222.03 317.15

236.34
dislocated (millions) ;

Note: Considering statistics of land ownership, as collected
by the N58in its 26th round, the figures against item 1, 2,3
and 4 would be 119.64, 36.01, 56.42 and 290,25 respectively,
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seem to be available either of size of Individual
holdings in terms of quality of land, or of propor-
tion of land leased out or cultivated by wage labour
in terms of land quality. Vohra, also, does not
indicate where he gets his statistics from, even
admitting some to be guesses. However, using'
- whatever statistics are available, and working with
the assumptions outlined above, the quantum of
dislocation would appear to be as in the Table,
(p. I7).

pTaking the average of the figures given in the
chart we come to the figures of 225 million as the,
number of pecople who would be dislocated, given
the population figures of 1971. In 1981, with the
2475 per cent increase in population during the
last ten years, this figures would not be less than
280 million'®,

Perhaps such a massive dislocation could have
been prevented If we had implemented at least some
of the proposed land reforms, making the distribu-
tion of agricultural land somewhat more equitable,
both in terms of quality and quantity. Buat, as
things stand, the distribution is very inequitable
and if the implications I have outlined are to be
avoided, Vobhra must come forward with some
practical suggestions on how to firsz implement
what he calls the ‘long-delayed’ land reforms. His
suggestion, albeit tentative, that land reforms be
carried out in a summary fashion, perhaps by giving
summary powers to the concerned authorities, is
not impressive. What makes him think that the
same authorities who have so far been protecting
the interests of the rich landlords would not use
these newly acquired summary powers to the same
end?] ' _

' (To be continued)

- NOTES

1. It is estimated that even after application of certain
pesticides, like DDT, has stopped, it would take nearly fifty
years for traces of DDT to disappear from fish and from
various other animals. (Source: The Limits to Growth, Donella
H. Meadows, etc., 1972). “Persistent chemicals may exhibit
the phenumenon called bioaccumulation, which means that the
chemicals may concentrate in living tissue in amonnts greater
than in the surrounding environment.” = Environmental Ethics,
Albert J. Fritsch, etc., 1980, -

2. This is all the more serious considering the current
policy of the Government. A recent news item reports that
pesticide consumption is proposed to be stepped up in India.
“The Union Agriculture Ministry has fixed targets of pesticides
consumption during 1981-82 at nearly 63,900 toones. This is
about 8,000 tonnes more than...1980-8L.” (Times of India,
New Delhi, June 13, 1981).

3. «...what happens if man i3 exposed to very low concen-
tration of chemicals over a period of 20 or 30 years? The
answer is still not known but it is clear that many sech chemi-
cals give very good grounds for concern. Besides their acuie
toxicity, chemicals can cause genmetic mutations, can be
carcinogenic or teratogenic.”” The State of the Envirctiment.
1978, United Nations Environment Programme, p3, Fora
recent discussion also see ‘Impact of pesticidal Pollution in the
Environment,’ R.L, Kalra and R.P. Chwala, Journal of the
BNHS, Vol 78:1,

4. Though no general statistics are available, this seems
obvious if we ¢onsider the land relations that have existed, and
continue to cxist, in our rural areas. Also, even where a small
or marginal farmer started off with owning a piece of good-
quality land, the over-tilling that would have been essential for
him to make both ends meet, and the lack of expensive inputs
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and precautions would ensure that very soon his land would
become degraded, losing most of its productive top-soil.

5. Ttis usvally relatively poor land which is leased out, for
not oply does the rich landlord want to himself cuitivate and
look after his good land but he also finds that by leasing out
the poor land he gets better returns.than he could by using
hired labour, The small and marginal farmer to whom the
land is leased out has to work day im and day out to get
enough from the Jand to pay the rent and sustain his growing
family. Hired labour, on the other hand, would have, in most

" cases, much less motivation to do more than the minimum

required of them,

6. The reversion of a third of the land, especially as this is -
poor land “which requires more labour to even produce a
mediocre crop, would suddenly result in an acute shortage
of the land available for leasing out and jn a phenomenal in-
crease in the labour force, This would mean a rise in the
‘rent’ of leased-out land and a lowering of the wages of
labour. If wage labour became cheap enough, it would
become unprofitable to lease out land and, as such, the number
of landless labourers would increase and those ejther owing
land or operating leased in land would become fewer.

7. Vohra's statistics regarding tota! land area are much
nearer those of Raj than those of the NSS. However, though
1 have used different data bases, I have used the same ratio
(30.1 per cent) for ali, calculated on the basis of Vohra's
statistics, Unlike the NSS, Raj does not give thé average
bousehold size for each class of holdings, but only the owverall
average, I have, as such, had to use this while cowputing the
figures for item 4 for both Raj and Sanyal. Sanval gives no
figure for average family size, but considering he is using Raj's
data, Raj's figures should apply.

8. K.N. Raj, ‘Trends in Rural Uniemployment in India: An
Analysis with Reference to Conceptual and Measurement -
Problems', Economic and Pelitical Weekly, Special number,
August 1976. ‘The figure in column B! is taken from Table I,
and the figures in B2, B® and B* are computed on the basis of
this data and Vohra’s ratio.

9. S.K. Sanyal, “Trends in Rural Employment in India —
Comments”, Econamic and Political Weekly, J anuary 29, 1977.

10. Tn coming to this figure T have assumed, as already
stated, that this unsuitable fand would be either ownped or
operated by the small and marginal farmers. I have also not
yet considered the re-employment of these dislocated persons
1n some of the new avenues of employment that Vohra sees his
policy as providing, This figure, then, is the ‘gross’, so to
speak, not the ‘net’.@ ;
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BUT suppose we accept the dislocation of millions

of farmers as inevitable to the implementation of
the policy, is this necessarily disastrous? After all,
one of the alleged indexes of development is the
smallness of the proportion of population engaged
in agriculture. The USA is considered a developed
nation at least partly because only four per cent of
its population is engaged in agriculture, and it is for
ever held against the USSR that over twenty per
cent of its population is still engaged in agricul-
ture. So, if decreasing participation of the popul-
ation in agriculture is seen as an ind’cation of deve-
lopment (either as a cause or as an effect), Vohra's
imlicy would, at least on paper, suddenly develop
ndia’

Again, there are ideologies, and points of view,
that consider the movement of people away from
agriculture and into other activities, like industry,
a progressive step.  Why, then, should we not look
at the dislocation of millions of farmers with joy
and hope?

Before we try and answer this question, let us
consider the alternative forms of employment plausi-
bly available to these millions of erstwhile farmers.

Vohra, as far as I can discover, offers the follow-
ing alternatives : ‘‘...Jabour required for works
connected with land shaping, land levelling, terrac-
ing, bunding, afforestation, soil conservation, and
the construction of irrigation channels and drains.”
And again, “in activities tased on multi-cropping,
animal husbandry, dairying, horticulture, piscicul-
ture and forestry”

Out of industry, agriculture, the profession and
trade, Vohra mainly envisages the absorption of
these dislocated masses into agriculture, whether as
noun-agricultural labour or as participants in various
agricultural activities.

The first of Vohra's alternatives, namely rural
labour, would, if it did so at all, only offer marginal
relief, considering that there is already, in absolute
terms, a large existing surplus of labour, Besides,
Vohra’s policy of concentrating on groundwater,
and consequently tube-wells, for irrigation would
also drastically reduce the demand for wage-labour
— the tubewells being more or less individualistic
units constructed with the help of family labour in
the relatively freer periods of the year. One must
also consider that, mostly, the displacement would
take place in areas other than those where rural
labour is required: such are the regional imbalances

in our country today. For example, large amounts’

of land might be reverted to non-agricultural use in
Bihar and Orissa, while the demand for rural labour

The author is Lecturer, Public Policy and Planning
Division, Tndian Institute of Public Administration, New
Delhi, The first part of this article was published last
week (Mainstream, November 21, 1981).
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might be in Punjab or Haryana'l, where no sur-
plus labour might be available. This would create a -
very large class of migrant, almost nomadic, labour

with all the attendant problems.!2 :

Even if the Rs 50,000 crores that Vohra hopes to
spend in implementing his policy were a/l spent on
wages, they would only ‘support about 36 million
workers at the brink of poverty 8 However, it
would be impossible to spend all these Rs 50,000
crores on wages, for quite a [ot of this money would
have to go for materials, establishment and other
such ‘necessities’. Also, this would still leave a sur-
plus of 244 million, from our original figure of 280
million, to be accommodated,'® not taking into con-
sideration those who are already unemployed.
__Vohra also envisages the paiticipation of these
dislocated farmers in agricultural activities, pre-
sumably as agricultural labour and, wherever pos-
sible, as entrepreneurs and as owners of their own
establishments. Vohra’s optimism regarding the
employment potential of agriculture seems to be
based on his belief that one outcome of implement-
ing his policy would be a significant enhancement
in the quantum of agricultural production. How-
ever, this resultant increase in production’ might
not to be as certain as it appears. For one thing,
there is the whole debate regarding farm size and
productivity. It has peen asserted that large farms
are not quite as productive as small ones, and
this is important considering that one inevitable
outcome of Vohra’s policy would be to further
concentrate the holdings of agricultural land.

Though many diverse, and often contradictory,
reasons have been given in support of this farm-
size productivity hypothesis, even without going
into the merits of the argument it appears obvious
that quality of land, adequate supply of water and
of other inputs like fertiliser and agricultural machi-
nery, though necessary conditions, are not sufficient
for increase in agricultural production. Very often
large farmers find it more profitable, for various
reasons, to grow only one crop a year and to use
the remaining time and their capital in other types
of commercial activities.’® As such, better irrigation
facilities, conceutration of the Government’s re-
sources on highly productive land and the reversion
of relatively unsuitable land to non-agricultural
uses might very well decrease the overall agricul-
tural production, and also the potential of the agri-
cultural sector to absorb the millions of displaced
farmers, -

Secondly, there is also a debate regarding the asser-
tion that productivity in farms operated by family
labour is higher than in (hose operated by hired
labour. Considering that one outcome of Vohra’s
policy would be to make a large number of small
and marginal farmers landless, thereby significantly
increasing the potential labour force, and decreasing
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self-operated land area, this debate is also of rele-
vance and its merits could influence the calculations
regarding the expected increase in agricultural pro-
duction.

In brief, these two factors could, and in my
opinion would, inhibit the expected increase in
agricultural production and the resultant increase
in employment, and must be fully considered hefore
a policy like Vohra's is implemented.

Prof Bhaduri, in a recently published paper(C’am-
bridge Journal of Economics, 1981, 5) distinguishes
between what he calls ‘productive investment” and
‘unproductive investment’. According to Bhaduri,
investment is considered productive, in agriculture,
when it enhances the level of output; and unpro-
ductive when it changes the ‘distribution of output
in favour of the investing class at a more or less
constant (or even declining) level-of output, so that
the invesiors gain even though the overall agricul-
tural, output may not have increased’ (ibid). There
is, to my mind, this serious. danger that the Rs
50000 crores Vohra wants the Government to
invest in implementing his policy would, by Bhad-
uri’s definition, be ‘unproductive investment’, except
that the benefits would accrue not to the Govern-
ment but to the big farmers and the rich landlords.

Some of the modern agriculiural technologies
also have the effect of redacing the amount of Iabour
required per unit of output or investment, Where
improved technology, like HYV, is used to intensify
crop yield, especially through the use of fertilisers,
there is a decline in the use of labour in relation fo
output. However, if technology is used to intensify
cropping, leading to two or more crops in the same
plot of land, then labour use goes up along with
productivity.16-

The tendency, however, for reasons discussed
earlier, is very often to intensify yield, thereby cut-
ting down on the cost of labour and on the time
required for agricultural activities; and releasing
capital for short-term investments in other sectors.
This resufts in greater unemployment, even when
productivity is static or on the increase.

Stmilarly, there is a tendency among big farmers
for capital intensive agriculture; as the farm-size
grows, it becomes increasingly profitabie to displace
labour by machinery. This mechanisation, in its
turn, leads to greater productivity at cheaper rates,
to greater profits, and this to furthsr mechanisation,
almost totally displacing labour.

In short, not only are there many factors which
inhibit enhanced productivity, but also factors
which would, even if there was an increase in agri-
cultural production, ensure that the capacity for the
agricultural sector to absorb these millions of
erstwhile small and marginal farmers was severely
limited.

Vohra’s last alternative, namely' participation,
but not as labour, in agricultural activities—‘agri-
culture’ being defined here in its wider sense—also
seems to have various problems., For one thing,
‘most of the displaced farmers would be of the small
and marginal varjety with no capital to invest in the
various activities Yohra has listed. Alse, a Govern-
ment which is investing Rs. 30,000 crores in imple-
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menting Vohra’s policy would not have much money
left to provide extensive credit facilities—even if
one forgets the serious problems that our experience
has shown rural credit schemes to be plagned by.
Though it could be argued that the increased pro-
ductivity of the newly-organised land would gene-
rate the necessary surplus funds, even if all went
perfectly it would take a significant length of time
before the first effects of this enhanced production
were felt, if they were ever felt, in terms of money
flowing back into the system. The small and
marginal farmers of India could hardly survive this
period. :

The capacity of [adian agriculture to absorb such
a large number of people would be highly doubtful,
especially considering the trends towards mechanis-
ation, the regional disparity in 1erms of production
and demand for labour, the general lack of capital
and the extistence of monopoly markets: ali this
seen in the context of the social relations that exist
at present. It might also be considered regressive
to force farmers, and owners of land, however small
their holdings, to become rural labourers. There is,
I think, at least some merit in a point of view that
holds it desirable ““to give a small plot of land —
and with it dignity and a fresh outlook on life, as
well as a minor independent source of inzome — to
members of the now landless underclass in the vil-
lages.” (Gunpar Myrdal, The Challenge of World
Poverty, 1970).

It is often claimed that capital intensification of
agricuiture and the resultant increase in agricultural
productivity causes an increase in industrial pro-
duction and capacity. and that those displaced from
agriculture are thus absorbed by industry. This,
however, seems to me a dubious argument in the
context of India. As things are today, it is mere
than likely that the rural elite and the big farmers
would get richer and go in more and more for
mechanised agriculture, thereby helping their indus-
trialist friends to produce and sell more, even find
markets abroad when domestic markets are satur-
ated. But the industrialist, like the agriculturist,
would also go in for greater capital intensification
and employ less and less people. The developmental
and productive merry-go-round would certainly
gather momentum, but on it would be a very small
percentage of India’s population. We would then,
even more convincingly, have a situation where
every commodity would be in surplus, buta large
majority of the population would have no money to
buy even necessities. The famous ‘trickle-down effect’
would, of course, be in operation, but all the while
the disparity between the rich aod the poor would
be growing. Besides, considering the numbers invol-
ved, even the most optimistic rate of ‘trickle-down’
would hardly sustain an overwhelming percentage
of our population at even starvation level.

Even if one considers a movement from land to
industry as progressive, in the context of Vohra’s
policy this would be practicable only if the Govern-
ment was, on the one hand, capable of clamping
down on the private sector, and insisting that
increased capacity would be sanctioned on the con-
dition ‘that it brought about a proportionate



increase in employment. wn the other hand, if the
public sector was to share any of the burden, it
would have to be developed in the future with a
, view to labour intensification. Only if at least these
two conditions were satisfied would there be a
-possibility of the labour displaced from agriculture
“being absorbed in industry. But this is obviously a
tall order,

The two alternatives, then, seem either to imple-
ment land reforms whereby existing land is held in
+a more equilable pattern. This, along with the
setting up of farm co-operatives and co operatives
“for inputs and for marketing of produce, could
“ensure that reversion of poor land to non-
-agricultural uses would not dislocate a large number
of people and would achieve higher productivity
and more efficient yizld.
 Alternatively, if the existing land relations cannot
be disrupted, or if it 1s considered desirable to move
-people from agriculture to industry, then an indus-
-trial policy has to be implemented which ensures
that capital intensification at the cost of employ-
ment is not allowed, and that markets are protected
so that control of commodity production dozs not
vest in a few hands.1?

If Vohra’s policy is to be taken seriously, and
dfe hopes that it could be, it not only must indicate
which of these two alternatives it prefers (or state,
in detail, a third one),"® but also how it envisages
implementing the pre-conditions relevant to each
alternative. Any effect to implement such a policy
without first providing for alternate areas of
-employment may very plausibly lead to widespread
‘unemployment and misery, perhaps culminating in
a sudden and drastic change of the existing social
order brought about by a people who have, finally,
been pushed too far.[] (Concluded)

NOTES

“ 11, Thisis,in fact, is already happening. For statistics
-relating to relative productivity of land in different states of
India, see ‘An Economic Enquiry into the Long-term Prospects
of Balanced Agricultural Growth in India’, P.K. Joshi and
T. Haque, Indian Journal of Agricultural Economics, Vol

V, 4. For problems related to migrant labour see
‘Migration and Modes of Exploitation’, Guy Standing, The
Journal of Peasant Studies, 8:2, January 1981.

12, 1 have not touched upon the problems related to regi-
onal imbalances in agricultural production and development,
which would seem to be an outcome of Vohra's policy’. See,
for example, ‘Towards a Theory of Rural Development: <At
one stroke the problems of rural development, which was a
comprehensive concept based on people, was transformed into
a project for agricultural production, taking on a purely tech-
nological and managerial character. It was assumed that once
production was assured, wherever it was most economical and
by whoever was meost efficient, distribution could always be
managed to ensure equity and ‘social justice’. The strategy
rationalised and legitiimised the withdrawal of the over-exten-
ded state machipnery from areas which were difficult...to the
comfortable sanctuary of well-endowed areas, ‘progressive’
farmers and technical questions. The retreat was thought to
be an advance...It soon became apparent, however, that the
facts were otherwise, The revolution was confinped to parti-
cular areas and crops, and mainly to larger farmers who
could mobilise the resources necessary for the purchase-input
intensive technology.” -— Wahidul Haque, Niranjan Mehta,
Anisur Rahman and Ponna Wignaraja, Development Dialogue,
1977; 2.

13, I have taken the poverty line figure of Rs. 3500 per
annum per family of five. However, I have worked out an
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annual wage of Rs. 700 per worker, which assumes that every
member of the family is a worker. )

14. T am not, at the moment, taking into consideration the
multiplier factor.

15. According to Ranjit Sau: “A year may be conceptually
divided into three periods. The big farmer cuitivates land in
period 1, After the harvest, small and middle farmers sell
their output at a low price; the big farmer therefore finds it
profitable to buy up the grain at that price, to be sold later in
the year at a substantial margiv of profit. It is well known
that despite the Government's procurement operations in food-
grains, private traders still bandle about two-thirds of the
marketed surplus. And an overwhelming bulk of the sales of
output by small and middle farmers takes place within the
village itself. Thus in period 2 the big farmer invests his
money in purchase of the last season’s crop. Cultivation of
his land now could bz profitable, but not as much as trading
in grains. At any rate, money having flowed into the hands
of small and middle farmers, the big farmer seizes the opport-
unity of selling urban indus'rial goods to them. So in period
3 he engages in another kind of trading, namely, sale of goods
from the town in the rural market, The three different modes
of extracting profit are resorted to by him in three periods
consecutively, As for the fourith one, namely, usury, it could
be a year-round exercise for him with seasonal ups and downs,
The criterion of relative profitability thus induces the big
farmer to leave his land idle in periods 2 and 3. The small
and middle farmers cannot afford to do that, because they do
not have enough money to invest in trading; they have no
other alternative but cultivation of land.'’—Land Utilisation:
A Note', Ecenomic and Political Weelkly, September 4, 1976,

16. According to CH. danumantha Rao: <“Land-aug-
menting or land-saving technologies may broadly be classified
into two types : those which raise the yield of any particular
crop per unit of land and those which increase total output
per unit of land from all the crops grown over a rotational
period, say, a year through the increase in cropping intensity.
Owing to the complementarity between cropped area and
labour, some of the land-saving techniques of the former type
such as HYV are labour-saving as well. Where crop yields
are raised substantially through the intensive application of
fertilisers, there may be some increase in the use of labour for
operations such as interculturing and harvesting but the
amount of labour used per unit of output is reduced signi-
ficantly. [ncrease in output through increase in cropping
intensity, on the other hand, raises employment of labour
almost proportionately to the increase in capital or output,
The former type of techniques suit capital-abundant and
labour-scarce economies even if they are not land-scarce and
the latter are better suited to the capital-scarce and labour-
abundant regions especially in their initial stages of develop-
ment when the bulk of the growing labour force has to be
absorbed within the agricultural sector.”’-~‘Factor, Endow-
ments, Technology and Farm Employment’, Review of Agricul-
ture, EPW, September 1976,

17, An interesting study of non-farm employment possi-
bilities in rural areas can be found in ‘Farm and Non-Farm
Employment in Rural Areas’, V.S. Vyas and George Mathai,
EPW Annual Number, February, 1978.

18, Vohra has bimself mentioned, though in passing, the
possibilities in energy-agriculture, Perhaps some of the agri-
culturally poor land could be converted into energy-agricul-
ture plantations, though the details need to be worked out. @

RURAL CO-OPERATIVES

The co-operative movement should enter into the life
of the peasant in as many ways as possible and, together
with the panchayat, must be the main bulwark of our
rural structure...

_I'would prefer relatively small co-operatives compri-
sing one or two or three villages. It seems esseptial to
me that a co-operative should not be controlled from
above, not too officialised, but should represent the
spirit of self-reliance and self-growth of the people. Also
there should be an intimacy about its members, other-
wise it becomes impersonal and difficult for the villagers
to consider as something of their own.

Jawaharlal Nehru (1957)
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