
1—Introduction

1.1 The theme of Land Reforms, which figured 
prominently in the first decade after Independence, 
nad receded into the background m the later decades. 
When “green revolution” in agriculture burst forth 
on the Indian scene in the late Sixties, the economists 
ana the policy-makers were quicx to persuade them
selves to believe that the new technologies held the 
key to the problems of slow growth as well as to 
those of socio-economic inequities in the Indian rural 
society. But, after two decades of “green revolu
tion”, this belief has turned out to be an illusion in 
the wake of limitations of “green revolution” observ
ed in the field viz. it has remained confined to a few 
pockets, small number of crops and selected fanning 
groups. The setting up of National Commission on 
Rural Labour in 1987 is a significant landmark in the 
changing policy perspectives at the highest levels on 
the problems of rural labour and similar categories 
of rural poor. A perusal of the themes taken up by 
the Study Groups assisting the NCRL would show 
that the issues of institutional and structural reforms 
in Indian society are coming to the fore in the deve
lopment strategies for the poor during the 1990s and 
beyond. The role that land reforms can play in the 
re-orientation of the development strategy is the theme 
taken up in this overview report of the Study Group 
on Land Reforms and Common Property Resources.

1.2 The revival of interest in Land Reforms has 
also a second source which may be briefly noted. The 
last two decades have witnessed considerable experi
mentation with the strategy of “direct attack” on 
poverty consisting of Minimum Needs, Employment 
Generation and IRD Programmes. The “direct attack” 
on poverty was conceived as a complementary ap- 
roach to stepped-up growth. The two together were 
expecting to help the process of trickle down to gain 
in speed, spread and thrust. However, the outcome of 
“direct attack” strategy has been far too modest as 
an approach to poverty eradication. This has hap
pened despite the acceleration in growth in the 
Eighties along with substantial expansion in agricul
tural output. In particular, the core groups of poor 
like landless labourers are seen to have obtained mini
mal enduring benefits from both growth and anti- 
povetty programmes. There is now an increasing 
awareness among the sodal scientists that the attempts 
to integrate growth with poverty eradication remain
ed largely ineffective owing to the absence of adequate 
structural reforms and improved access for the rural 
poor to agricultural and common lands.

1.3 The pefonnance so far of various measures 
for land reforms, as will be seen later in this pacer, 
has ranged from modest to disappointing. Their 
cumulative impact on the rural poor after more than 
four decades of voluminous and impressive legislation

iiUi been disconcertingly meagre, is the revived 
interest in land reforms then no more than a passing 
political whim ? This paper adopts a snarpiy diver
gent point ot view, its purpose is to bund up a 
»uong positive argument for land relorms to impiove 
tne status or rural labourers and the poor. Tne aigu- 
ment is cased on the premise that tne very taiiures of 
our development strategy so far—slow growtn, modest 
poverty eradication ano negligible structural lelorm— 
are indicative ot the scope available in the mdian 
economy tor integration ot these three major compo
nents in tne development strategy to benefit trom tneir 
capacity to mutually reinforce each otner. It needs 
to be remembered that the conditions prevailing now 
aic substantively diltierent trom the context in whicn 
the first major push for land reforms was planned 
and undertaxen in the immediate post-Independence 
years. The foundations now available tor growth, 
tor technological modernisation and for extensive and 
sustained anti-poverty operations mark a significant 
change m the socio-economic context. The cnanged 
context has the ettect of creating a new and pressing 
need lor land reforms as well as of ptovidmg new and 
relevant opportunities for their implementation. It is 
not our case that the land reforms have now become 
easy to achieve. The objective of this paper is only 
to show that, given the changed and emerging context, 
determined measures for reforms may reasonably 
hope for more substantive success than in the past. 
What is important is that the measures be consistent 
with the requirements of changing situation.

1.4 The plan of the paper is as- follows. Section 
2 outlines our perception of the changed context with 
particular reference to elements in it relevant for 
planning of land reforms. Section 3 brings together 
the glimpses of implementation and impact gathered 
from the papers prepared for the study group and 
from the growing mass of information and research 
literature on this theme. Section 4 reviews the recenl 
grass-roots level trends in the access of rural poor to 
the common lands and the problems encountered in 
widening, improving and institutionalising the access 
The last section in the paper—section 5 --contains the 
principal operative propositions emerging from the 
work and deliberations of the Study Group on Land 
Reforms and Common Property Resources. After 
describing the strategy framework which we cons der 
to be relevant and practicable, the section identifies 
and classifies the priority tasks to be taken up so that 
land reforms get focussed on the rural labourers and 
poor. The paper does not pretend to offer ready
made solutions for the challenging problems of land 
reforms to improve the status of rural poor. We only 
hope that the paper would be of assistance to the 
NCRl. in undertaking a systematic search for the solu
tions and in working out a policy perspective which 
is pragmatic and which avo'ds both the extremes of 
nave optimism and corrosive cylicism.
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1.5 A word about the limitation.-, of scope and 
coverage of this paper. The focus of the paper is 
on issues relating to poverty and land, reforms which 
are of special concern to social science researchers. 
These issues overlap with areas falling in the domain 
of techn’cal sciences, management, administration and 
law and legislation. The study group papers—includ
ing this overview paper—have looked at the land 
reforms issues from the perspective of economics and 
related disciplines. It is only fair to mention that 
this perspective may be quite inadequate in handling 
the overlapping areas mentioned above. In particu
lar, we have made no attempt to undertake our own

legal analysis of the provisions in land reforms legis
lations though we have tried to benefit as much as 
possiole from the proceedings of meetings, conferences 
and seminars which have looked into the legislative 
aspects. A second limitation is that the time-cum- 
resourcc constraints precluded the Study Group from 
taking up rigorous an detailed statistical processing 
of large bodies of secondary data having a bearing 
on the theme of land reforms. The paper relies pri
marily on the insights provided by the recent resear
ches on this theme and on the tndings of the papcis 
prepared by the members of the Sti’dy Group and by 
invited scholars.



2—The Socio-Economic Context

2.1 Planned structural changes like land reforms 
need to be conceived keeping in mind the features of 
socio-economic context. Feasibility of such changes 
depends on careful prior thinking to adjust the objec
tives, strategies and programmes to the socio-economid 
context, particularly the constraints it imposes on 
policy-induced modifications in structure. Let us first 
see some telling symptoms of constraints.

(a) It can be seen from Table 1 given below 
that by 1985-86 over* 76 per cent of total 
operational holdings belonged to “marginal” 
or “small” size-groups as compared to 70 
per cent in 1970-71. Accelerating margi
nalisation of holding stands out clear in the 

-i table. The percentage share in total hold-
' ings of the “marginal” holdings increased

sharply over 1970-71 to 1985-86 (from 51

' per cent to 58 per cent) In contrast, the 
shares of size-groups from “small'’ to “large” 
decreased over the same period.

(b) By way of a quick assessment of the “re
distributive” potential available in the pre
vailing structure of operational holdings, 
one can do the following calculations for 
the year 1985-86, the latest year in the 
table. Assuming a ceiling of 10 hectares, 
the “large” size-group (10 hectares & above) 
would be the only group having “surplus” 
which would add uprtgua little less than 14 
million hectares (1.92 million “large” hold
ings with an average size of 17.2 hectares 
could each yield a “surplus” of 7.2 hecta
res). Even if all this “surplus” were trans
ferred to the 56.15 million “marginal” hold
ings, the average size of holdings in that

TABLE—I

OPERATIONAL HOLDINGS IN  INDIA—AGRICULTURE CENSUS

Category & size Number o f  operational holdings (Million) Area operated (Million hectares) Average

1970-71 1976-77 1980-81 1985-86 1970-71 1976-77 1980-81 1985-86
■ size o f  

hold
ings 

1985-86

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1. Marginal (below 1 ha.) 36.20
(51.0)

44.52
(54.6)

50.12
(56.4)

56.15
(57.8)

14.56
(9 .0)

17.51
(10.7)

19.74
(12.1)

22.04
(13.4)

0 .39

2. Small (1—2 ha.) 13.43
(18.9)

14.73
(18.10)

16.07
(18.1)

17.92
(18.4)

19.28
(11.9)

20.90
(12.8)

23.17
(14.1)

25.10
(15.6)

1.43

3. Semi-Medium (2—4 ha.) 10.68
(15.0)

11.67
(14.3)

12.45
(14.0)

13.25
(13.6)

30.00
(18.5)

32.43
(19.9)

34.65
(21.2)

36.67
(22.3)

2 .77

4. Medium (4— 10 ha.) 7.93
(11.2)

8.21
(10.0)

8 .07
(9 .1)

7 .92
(8 .2)

48.24
(29.7)

49.63
(30.4)

48.54
(29.6)

47.14
(28.6)

5 .96

5. Large (10 ha. & above) 2 .77
(3 .9 )

2.44
(3 .0)

2 .17
(2.4)

1.92
(2 .0)

50.06
(30.9)

42.87
(26.2)

37.71
(23.0)

33.00
(20.1)

17.20

All categories 71.01
(100.0)

81.57
(100.0)

88.88
(100.0)

97.16
(100.0)

162.14
(100.0)

163.34
(100.0)

163.80
(100.0)

164.56
(100.0)

1.69

1. The figures in brackets are percentage o f totals in respective columns.
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group would go up from the prevailing 0.39 
hectares to only 0.64 hectares. Clearly, 
with accelerating marginalisation of hold
ings, the redistributive potential is fast eva
porating (on this point sec also A. K. Singh 
(1981).

(c) Growing pressure of population on land (in
dicated by table 1) in an unequal society 
would mean harsher and increasingly pre
carious conditions of living for the rural 
poor. A recent report on tenancy prepar
ed by the National Sample Survey Organi
sation finds evidence of substantial and 
growing extent of ‘‘informal” tenancies. The 
report observes “the land reforms legislation
drove it (tenancy) underground........... The
estimates of leased in area operated was of 
the order of 2.2 million hectares according 
to the Agricultural Census, 1980-81 (which 
was) only one-fourth of the corresponding 
estimate of 8.9 million hectares thrown up 
by the NSS survey of 1981-82. This diffe- 
renc'e is mainly because the Agricultural 
Census, being record-based, could not take 
into account the tenancy which was con
tracted orally” (Bhattacharya, M. G. 1989V 
A recent seminar on “Land Reforms—A 
Retrospective and Prospect” organised bv 
the Planning Commission mention a much 
higher estimate of “1 j3rd of land (being) 
under concealed and informal tenancy” 
(Planning Commission, 1989). ‘Informal" 
tenancy is a euphemism for land-lord tenant 
relationship remaining entirely out of reach 
of tenancy legislation for security, fair rents 
and transfer of land to actual tillers. Tts 
growing extent is a revealing symptom of 
how an adverse socio-economic context 
could frustrate reformist measures.

(d) In the prevailing setting, even growth and 
technological change do not adequately heln 
the poof. The Economic Advisory Council 
of Government of India mentions in its 
latest report that during the Eighties, which 
witnessed aggregate output growth at more 
than 5 per cent per annum, the growth in 
employment did not reach the level neces
sary for absorbing the additions to labour 
force during this period (Economic Advi
sory Council, 1990). Detailed statistical 
analysis done by Mishra show that the 
levels of employment and of wages do not 
necessarily improve when technological 
change occurs in agriculture (Mishra G. P. 
1988, 1989).

2.2 More pertinent to note, the socio-economic con
text exerts a strong dampening influence on 
the political will and administrative efficiency with 
which programmes for land reform, get formulated 
and implemented. This dimension of the socio-eco
nomic context is reflected well in the following obser

vations which, interestingly come from an assessment

of the land reforms programme done within the Gov
ernment ol India itself by the Department of Rural 
Development, Ministry of Agriculture (Government 
of India (1988)).

(a) “It is widely recognised that the chief reason
for poor implementation of land reform has 
been the lack of political will. It would not 
be surprising to expect so, if we appreciate 
the realities of the rural situation and the 
development of Indian politics” (emphasis 
added).

(b) “the rural rich maintain their position through 
use of muscle power and manipulation of 
administrative and judicial processes. The 
poor state of land records and a weak 
Revenue Administration also serve the rural 
rich who hold land in excess of ceiling des
pite all the land laws and violate tenancy 
laws as well. The dominant faclion in 
Indian politics is recruited from rural rich. 
II is lack of political will to act against this 
class which ultimately characterises the lack 
of political will of State Governments” (em
phasis added).

(c) “This ambivalence at the political level is 
matched by an administrative style in the 
bureaucracy. A good officer (is one who)
accomplishes “token” implementation........
(for example) collectors who would allot 
land to the rural poor but will avoid inter
vention when allotted land is taken back 
from the rural poor by force or legal haras
sment. Such a style of functioning, acco
mplishing “token” implementation, is effi
cient on paper, and appreciated by vested
interests....................... the role of Police and
Revenue Machinery, especially at the lower 
level, in implementation of land reforms has 
also been negative” (emphasis added).

2.3 It would be interesting at_this point to make a 
brief reference to a comprehensive class analysis of 
land reforms programmes in Karnataka done in IS'EC 
(Thimmaiah G & others, 1984). According to this 
analysis, in the earlier years of land reforms imme
diately after Independence, the dominant group op
posing land reforms (mostly covertly) was the group 
of absentee urban elite owning land in the villages 
from which they had migrated for good. With (lie 
changing distribution of political power and emer
gence of growth pockets in agriculture, the dominant 
group now is the middle and large land-owning-cum- 
cultivating groups within the villages. They pose a poli 
t'cal challenge—to the Government and to the rural 
poor—which is far more form'dable than the earlier 
challenge from the absentee owners The dominant 
gfoups now emerging on the scene arc much more 
ruthless, have a tighter grip over the policy-making 
politicians at the highest levels and use extra-legal 
methods at the ground level more effectively and with 
greater impunity and disconcerting frequency.
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2.4 An important implication of the features of 
socio-economic context noted above is that the stra
tegy for structural reforms in the rural society—of 
which land reforms are a major part—which could be 
effective in the coming decades would have to have 
two well-designed components to improve the socio
economic context to make it more congenial for re
forms of rural structures and relationships. First, it 
would be necessary to strengthen substantially the 
capacity and wilingness of Government machinery, 
personnel and procedures to meet the challenges from 
the emerging dominant groups. Second, it would be 
essential to create preconditions which are favourable 
for the rural poor to acquire adequate countervailing 
power against the ascendant dominant groups and to 
build up entrepreneurial capabilities of their own to 
compete with die rural rich in exploiting new econo
mic opportunities without the crutches of government 
support and|or aid from external groups.

2.5 These two critical components for land reforms 
are considered in greater detail in section 5 of this 
paper. In the light of the description of the socio
economic context given above, it would be legitimate 
to ask whether such changes to modify the socio
economic context would be feasible at all now or in 
the near future. While our response to such doubts 
is not overly optimistic, we point out a few indicators 
providing some basis, however modest, for a measure 
of hope. First,growth iin Indian agriculture now con
fronts barriers which cannot be overcome through 
primarily technocratic strategies which succeeded so 
admirably in the “green revolution” areas. Growth 
in the “green revolution” areas is now levelling off. 
It is ale'; • realised that it is being achieved at a high 
and increasing cost in terms cf scarce inputs like irri
gation and fertiliser. Growth in dryland agriculture 
and in the potentially rich eastern parts of India needs 
a combination of both technocratic and reformist 
strategies (Rao, V. M., 1986). The point is that, 
unlike in the immediate post-Independence years, the 
need for land reforms is now far more pressing—since 
sustained growth itself depends on them—and this 
may have the effect of strengthening the political will 
for reforms to make it more assertive. Second, there

have been two favourable fallouts from the extensive 
implementation of poverty-alleviation programmes— 
0) tiic development personnel have been under fair
ly severe pressure to establish contact with the poor 
and to assess their felt needs, and (li) the rural poor 
are now in a better position and. mood to 
demand more enduring benefits from the government 
than ad hoc relief during periods of distress. In 
this sense PAP can be regarded as being a “con- 
scientising” influence on both development personnel & 
the poor. Third and most important, there is a subtle 
difference between the absentee cum-non-cultivating 
owners on one hand and the present dominant rural 
group on the other in the nature of the resistance 
tney put up to land reforms. The former are rent- 
collectors whose resistance to reform began to 
weaken only when they moved out of villages in search 
of new economic opportunities in towns not depend
ing on land. The latter group, on the other hand 
consists of profit-earners who may be expected to 
respond more readily and positively to new growth 
opportunities in agriculture and rural sectors. If 
there are policies to ensure that the new opportunities 
are adequately labour-obsorbing and—through a
combination of farm and non-farm enterprises—
bring a measure of affluence within the reach of even 
households with modest land holdings provided they 
are enterprising enough to benefit from the new 
opportunities, the feasibility of effective implemen
tation of ceiling and tenancy legislations might show 
a marked improvement.

2.6 Thus, while the socio-economic context has 
so far been overwhelming adverse to land reforms, 
some positive changes seem to be in the offing. More 
important, the policy-marker need not feel as help
less as before in inducing desirable modifications in 
the context. Despite their mpdest and mixed achieve
ments, the programmes for growth and for poverty- 
alleviation, themselves, may work towards inducing 
such modifications (Rao, V. M. 1988). This is the 
perspective from which we assess the scope for land 
reforms which are more substantive than in the past 
and are more effectively focussed on the poor.



3—Glimpses of Implementation and Impact

3.1 A word about the design of this section. The 
section is focussed on the specific issue of how far 
the benefits of land reforms reach the rural poor and 
landless. There is no intention to cover tne entire 
area of land reforms which is wide consisting of innu
merable legislations and their revisions and amend
ments. From the perspective of social science re
searchers, there are two principal benefits which the 
rural poor can obtain from land reforms—(i) owner
ship of land for those who are landless or have 
meagre holdings (in fact, so meagre that often these 
tiny owners lease out their land instead of cultivating 
it themselves), and (ii) security cff occupation and 
fair terms for the poor tillers of land who are tenants. 
Our attempt is to bring together the glimpses of 
diverse field situations in this respect by categorising 
them in an interesting and meaningful way.

3.2 It is useful to start with the proposition which 
may seem disheartening to many but which is true 
viz. by and large land reforms have been a failure in 
benefitting the poor. The official assessment itself 
is quite pessimistic—“Land Reforms Programme has
virtually come to a dead end...........there is a strong
opinion in the country that land reforms have really 
not been implemented” (Government of India, 1988). 
This is a rather extreme view which we do not fully 
share. The field situations appear to range from 
areas Where the Land Reform Programmes have been 
frustrated at the very initial stages of putting the 
necessary legislations in the statute book to areas 
where, despite some good and effective implementa
tion and receiving of programme benefits by the poor, 
there was no enduring impact on the poor and on the 
system of land relations. Thus, while it would not 
be wrong to say that the poor did not benefit much 
from the Reforms in concrete terms, the reasons for 
failures were not uniform in all areas. In particular, 
it is necessary to distinguish the situations where 
there was no worthwhile formulation of Land Re
forms Programme from those where the poor did not 
get enduring benefits despite fairly serious and effec
tive implementation. In this sense, the Indian setting 
is rich in diversity. The purpose of this section is to 
see its implications for the Land Reforms strategy 
and priorities.

3.3 We find it useful to have the following four- 
category typology of areas.

(a) “Semi-feudal” areas like Bihar, where 
according to respected scholars like Pro
fessor Pradhan Prasad (a member of 
NCRL) the barriers to reforms inherent in 
the prevailing structure of society are too 
strong to be overcome by the scale and 
intensity of efforts for Land Reforms made 
so far.
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(b) Areas (e.g. Karnataka) with less formidable
barriers to Land Reforms and stronger 
thrust for reforms as compared to “semi- 
feudal” areas but having mixed and, on the 
whole, modest results of reforms.

(c) Areas (e.g. West Bengal and Kerala) with
strong political mobilisation and effective 
Land Reforms but where the growth per
formance has been too weak to complement, 
Reforms to bring about enduring structural 
change.

(d) “Green revolution” areas (e.g. Punjab)
where capitalist farming is firmly entrenched 
and where reforms are needed mainly to 
improve, wages, work environment and
economic conditions of labourers.

3.4 We begin by taking note of the Reforms 
situation in Bihar. Abolition of Zamindari was the 
foundation on which substantive improvements in 
land relations could occur in Bihar. But, this foun
dation itself remained weak and could not support 
any worthwhile changes in land relations. The 
following glimpses come from a perceptive paper by 
Dhar (Dhar, Hiranmay, 1990) “By their chickenery, 
system of ‘benamdari’, collusion and their societal 
power, the ex-zamindars of Bihar succeeded by and 
large in protecting their class interest. Upto 1983-84 
only 1.26 per cent of cultivated area was acquired
as surplus over the ceiling limit...........the legislative
assembly, the law court and, at the village level, 
the complex combination of economic and social power 
have worked to maintain the interests of ex-interme
diaries and the dominant landholders”. D'har gives 
a graphic description of manoeuvres by an ex-zamin- 
dar whose estate covered three-fourths of a whole 
district (about 4000 villages “rich in forests and 
minerals”). These manoeuvres included setting up 
trusts, filing of suits against the Government of Bihar, 
getting elected to Legislative Assembly and, finally 
becoming a member of the Select Committee to whicn 
the Zamindari Abolition Bill was referred' Not out 
prisingly, “his membership (of Select Committee) 
enabled him to look into the Bill and set up his next 
course of action”. Interestingly, he also formed 
“Kisan Agragami Dal” comprised of his “relations,
servants and jeth-riots....... (which) humbled the
Congress in the District Board Elections”.

3.5 Dhar’s paper also provides glimpses of village 
level situations. Dhar finds that, to the extent that 
ryots gained from Zamindar abolition, the beneficiaries 
were “occupancy ryots who had large chunk if 
land under their control”. They were in the fore
front in the peasant movement in the colonial Bihar. 
“The Bihar Land Reform Act, 1950



which came into effect in 1952 con
ferred proprietory rights on them and gave them 
unhindered authority on their surplus. In the post- 
Independence period, they added to their holdings 
more land by purchases (and) by mortgages leading 
to sale or coercive appropriation” . Dhar also men
tions cases of traders and moneylenders acquiring 
substantial holdings and illegal occupation by the 
better-off sections of government lands, village 
common lands and land of ex-intermediaries. Obvi
ously, the rural poor and landless remained on the 
distant sidelines in the struggle for land dominated 
by ex-zamindar and larger ryots. The former “live 
under constant coercion of landowning classes. . . .  
(on occasions the latter) boycott him totally so that 
he had to leave the village and join he ranks of 
migrant labourers in Ludhiana” .

3 6 As Pradhan Prasad has pointed out. “semi 
feudalism” tries to entrench itself by opposing agri
cultural modernisation and growth of capitalist farm
ing. Consolidation of holdings is a programme which 
provides a favourable setting for agricultural growth. 
A sfudv of this programme in Bihar carried out in 
1985 finds that “out of 168.72 lakh hectares of 
agricultural area (consolidation work) has been com
pleted only in 11 lakh hectares and it was frankly 
admitted that, out of this land, in about two-thirds 
of the area the cultivators have not shifted to their 
newlv allotted chaks” (Verma M S, 1985). It 
should be mentioned here that the Consolidation of 
Holdines Programme was started in Bihar in 1958 ! 
According to the study. “Due to faulty implementa
tion. dilatory completion, lack of publicity and 
dominance of the vested interests of some influential
landowners) the programme is not popular.......(due
tot small holdings and extreme poverty the cultiva
tors are unable to develop their land. . .  so they are 
unable to take the full advantage of the Programme”.

3.7 A recent penetrating analysis by Pradhan 
Prasad looks at the question of how to get a break
through in the Bihar situation (Pradhan H Prasad & 
others, 1989). He emphasises the need for an 
integrated approach covering growth policies, 
poverty alleviation programme and land reforms. 
“Strengthening and implementing of land reform 
policies (particularly conferring of tenancy rights on 
share croppers) will go a long way towards weaken
ing the stranglehold of semi-feudal relations of pro
duction on rural economy in the plains of Bihar. Our 
results highlight the failure of these policies of date 
. . .  .(as regards) the policies targetted for basic needs 
and poor, (they) can provide only interim relief unless 
the democratic institutions get strengthened and the 
rural economic base is strengthened and diversified. 
The previous programme, for instance, would make a 
great deal of sense as a part of comprehensive package 
aimed to reduce poverty, for it reaches a group which 
may not benefit from programmes to increase pro
duction and employment.......The strengthening of

, the economic base would require a massive govern
mental effort towards increasing the area under “well 
managed” productive irrigation, flood control and
drainage.......(now) irrigation exists only in a limited
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area and much of it is ‘protective’ in nature rather 
than aimed at production growth”. Rural electrifi
cation and generation of rural power supply is also 
mentioned as an essential precondition for develop
ment. Another essential precondition is “compulsory 
free education upto at least secondary level”.

The glimpses of the Land Reforms situation in 
Bihar provided above may convev the wrong impres
sion that the situation is hopeless and beyond the 
reach of the Government. It should be mentioned 
Here that some growth pockets have already emerged 
in Bihar agriculture. More im’' r'rtont, as Pradhan 
Prasad finds, the poverty-alleviation programmes do 
reach the poor. The main imnhcation of the Bihar 
s tuation for Land Reforms is that the Reforms would 
not succeed by themselves alone in isolation in a 
setting of chronic social and economic backwardness. 
They need to be part of a broader long term strategy 
for focussing development on the poor based on a 
indicious combination of reform measures with 
growth policies and with programmes for providing 
immediate relief and support to the poor.

3.81 We now turn to Karnataka as an example of 
a situation with better land reforms performance than 
in the “semi-feudal” areas but where the combina
tion of conditions are not favourable for a strong 
thrust and enduring change. A characteristic feature 
of the Karnataka situation appear* to be that the 
state has initiated a number of processes of change 
but has not been able to sustain them at an adequate 
pace over a long enough period to produce a sizeable 
cumulative impact. For example. Karnataka’s agri
cultural growth was quite promising upto about late 
Seventies. There is striking evidence that some of 
the dryland crops and backward districts in the State 
benefited from growth during this period, possibly 
for the first time in the recent decades (Nadkarni 
M.V. & others 1983). However, the eighties have 
been the weak years for Karnataka agriculture and 
there is as yet no assurance of a firm and positive 
trend in agricultural production and productivity over 
the next critical decades for the Karnataka economy. 
In the field of political mobilisation, Devraj Urs has 
been able to achieve a notable success in bringing 
together the hitherto neglected groups in the State 
and posing a credible challenge to the political in
fluence traditionally exercised by the two major 
dominant castes viz. the Lingayats and the Vokkali- 
gas. But, the process of mobilisation did not per
colate down to the village levels and, consequently, 
one does not find in Karnataka organisation of poor 
as effective and widespread as in Kerala or West 
Bengal. Meanwhile, without a strong base and orga
nisational set up at the grassroots level, the coalition 
fashioned by Urs could not build upon its initial 
successes and, after the passing away of Urs, the 
dominant castes appear to have re-emerged on the 
political scene in the State with little difficulty. As 
a third example, Karnataka is often lauded for its 
bold experiments in Panchayati Raj and decentrali
sation particularly the radical-looking recent round 
launched in April, 1987. And, yet, few observers of 
Karnataka scene appear hopeful that the district and
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mandal leve)l arrangements for Panchayati Raj would 
become operative soon and fast enough to weaken in 
near future the prevailing constraints on rural deve
lopment.

3.9 The three dimensions noted above—agricul
tural productivity and production, political mobilisa
tion of poor and Panchayati Raj—are important 
determinants of success in land reforms. Let us des
cribe in some detail the link between the two in 
Karnataka. Until the end of Sixties, land reforms 
remained ineffective in Karnataka. While the first 
steps towards formulation of legislation for abolition 
of intermediate tenures like Inams were initiated in 
1947, the laws reached the stage of implementation 
only by the mid-fifties. Aziz summarises the meagre 
achievements of this reform as follows : “the spirit 
of the law appears to have got diluted because of (a) 
the long delay in putting the law into the statute 
book and (b) the erstwhile intermediaries giving pro
longed legal battles in the Courts....... Large size of
land Was retained by the erstwhile intermediaries 
under the guise of personal cultivation. . . .  sub-tenants 
and crop-sharers did not benefit at all because they 
did not have the occupancy rights on the land they 
cultivated” (Aziz 1990). Aziz also notes that the 
tenancy and ceiling legislations during this period 
were mild and easy to evade.

3.10 Interestingly, the Seventies witnessed a quic
kening of the tempo of land reform in the State. Com
pared to the earlier provisions for resumption of lan'd 
having many loopholes which a landlord could use 
to his advantage, “the 1974 Act which abolished 
tenancy clearly stated that the right of resumption 

was to be totally elimin'aed in all cases except soldiers 
and seamen who would be permitted to resume the 
tenanted land. Besides, leasing of land in contraven
tion of the law would amount to loss of land on the 
part of the owner” (Aziz, 1990). Similarly, there 
was also a bold attempt to enforce more ambitious 
ceiling legislation. In the first round of ceiling legisla
tion undertaken in the earlv Sixties, the ceiling was 
fixed at 27 standard acres of land for a family of five 
members which was declared as equivalent to 216 
acres of dryland. With the provisions for extra acreage 
to additional members, a family of 10 members could 
reach the maximum of 432 acres of dryland. The 
Ceiling Act passed after 1972 reduced the ceiling 
limit to 10 to 12 standard acres though the provisions 
permitting detention above the ceiling (for families 
having more than five members etc.) could not be 
completely plugged. On the whole, the second round 
of land reforms legislation enacted in' Karnataka 
during the Seventies was radical enough for the 
State to get bracketed with Kerala and West Bengal 
(Government of India, 1988),

3.11 It is our hypothesis that this second round 
of legislation became feasible because of the political 
mobilisation of the non-dominant backward castes 
and classes referred to above in para 3.8. It is also 
possible that the buoyancy of Karnataka agriculture

during the Seventies played a helping role. The links 
between “radical” content of land reforms on one 
hand and the political and agricultural environments 
on the other- n'eed to be explored and analysed in 
depth. Our purpose here is only to suggest that land 
reforms cannot be achieved only through good in
tention's but need a congenial setting. The decade of 
Seventies in Kamakata seems to have provided such 
a setting.

3.12 But, as we noted in 3.8 above, agricultural 
production lost its momentum in the Eighties and 
the political wave initiated by Devraj Urs lost 
thrust. Predictably, the “radical” content of the 
second round of reforms legislation in' Karnataka 
largely evaporated during the phase of implementa
tion. In a sense, this was consistent with the hypo
thesis that effective land reforms need a congenial 
setting since the weaknesses in implementation could 
have been due to the changed and noticeably less 
favourable setting of the Eighties. What is important 
for us to note is that the benefits of implementation 
were not focussed on the rural poor and landless 
(see table 2 given below). The landless did not 
gain any land under tenancy legislation. Ironically, the 
principal beneficiaries of the tenancy legislation were 
the lessees having the farm size of 15 acres and 
above. This could have happened due to two connec
ted reason's : the group of larger cultivations had in 
reality leased in more land than the smaller group 
and the former Were in a better position to assert 
their rights as tenants. Equally ironically, even the 
ceiling legislation appears to have spread its meagre 
surplus available for redistribution over a heterogene
ous group of beneficiaries ranging from those not

Table 2 : Land gained by Different Size Classes of 
Farmers under Tenancy and Ceilings Pro
vision' in Kannataka

Land Gained per 
House (in acres)

Size Class of Farmers --------------------------
Under Under
Tenancy Ceilings

O acres of land held — 2.30
0—2.5 2.49 2.25

2.5—5.0 3.02 1.73

b ,L © o 2.99 4.48

10.0—15.0 3.00 Nil

15.0 and above 9.00 Nil

Source: V S Satyapriya and S Erappa, “Land Reforms 
in India : Some Field Evidences” in A R Rajapurohit 
(Ed.) Land Reforms in India, Ashish, New Delhi, 
1984. — —

owning any land to those owning upto 10 acres. 
Besides, the schemes specially introduced to help the



allottees of surplus land were found to be “inade
quate considering the number of prospective beneficia
ries and the actual cost of land development” (Govern
ment of Karnataka, 1987). It may be mentioned 
here that findings on the impact of tenancy legislation 
in Gujarat were similar to the experiences in Karna
taka (Patel B. B., 1990; Sharma Usha S., 1990).

3.13 The meagre impact of land reforms on the 
rural poor and landless in Karnataka occured des
pite conditions more favourable for such reforms 
than in the “semi-feudal” areas. Obviously, c ue has 
to look for a different set of reasons in Karnataka 
than those noted above in Bihar. A suggestive clue 
we have is that the reforms of the Seventies in 
Karnataka got diluted at the stage of implementation 
rather than at the earlier stage of legislation. It would 
hence be reasonable to assume tnat ii was the in
ability of the rural poor and landless at the ground 
level to confront the landowning groups which was 
responsible for the limited impact of the reforms on 
the former and the leakage of benefits to the latter. 
This basic handicap could have been aggravated by 
contributory factors such as deplorable land records, 
unhelpful revenue officials and a government whose 
zeal for radical reforms had begun to abate in the 
wake of changes during the Eighties noted in para
3.8 above.

3.14 Within the spectrum of land reforms situa
tions in India, Kerala and West Bengal form a situa
tion which is the polar opposite of the situation in 
Bihar. There has been a genuine attempt in these 
States to formulate strong reforms and to successfully 
focus them on the rural poor. The reforms have been 
supported by adequate political commitment at the 
highest level and by considerable “pressures from 
below’' exerted by the articulate and well-organised 
groups of rural poor. However, the other—and less 
happy side of the picture is that the reforms have 
hardly helped the rural poor to become economically 
viable end to overcome the socio-economic barriers 
keeping them on the periphery of the society, polity 
and economy. The following paragraphs offer glimp
ses of both these sides of the picture, the happy as 
well as the less happy. The intention is not to go into 
details but only to bring together insights on the curi
ous paradox of “successful” land reforms coexisting 
with the rural poor remaining peripheral to the main 
system and having meagre access to viable economic 
opportunities.

3.15 Tables 3 and 4, that follow, indicate that 
Kerala imposed an upper limit on holding at
607 hectares as compared to the very much higher 
upper limit between 21.85 and 24.28 hectares in its 
neighbouring southern states and that the number of 
tenants who acquired ownership of their leased-in 
land and the extent of such area were no only higher 
in Karela as compared to the performance in other 
southern rtates. More important, an analysis of dis
tribution of operational holdings by George found 
that the changes between 1970-71 to 1976-77 clearly 
indicated the effects of land reform in reducing the 
inequalities in the distribution (George, P. S. 1986).

TABLE—3
Number of Tenants Receiving Ownership of Leased-in Area

State No. of Area 
Tenants (in acres)

Andhra Pradesh . . . .  33,000 82,0
(Telengana Area)
K a r n a t a k a .....................................  57,096 65,844
K e r a l a ..............................................  2,48,429 2,40,000

Source : COMMERCE—Vul. 133, No. of 4-8-1976

TABLE-4
Ceilings on land holdings in Hectares (1972)

Andhra Pradesh 
Karnataka 
Tamil Nadu 
Kerala

4.05 to 21.83
4.05 to 21.85
4.86 to 24.28
4.86 to 6.07

Source: Haque T and Sarohi A S (1986)

3.16 Despite these apparent positive impacts of land 
reforms, it is doubtful that they provided any substan
tive benefits to the rural poor. For example, a survey 
of 17 villages showed that the rich peasants benefitted 
most from abolition of landlordism (see table 5). 
According to the findings of this survey, holdings with 
less than 1 acre in size—which were nearly 16 per 
cent of total holdings—obtained less than one per cent 
of land re-distributed as a result of land reforms. 
Holdings less than 5 acres in size (about 88 per cent 
of total holdings) received only a little over 36 per 
cent of such land with the rest—nearly two-thirds— 
going to holdings more than 5 acres in size accounting 
for only 16 per cent of total holdings.

TABLE—5 —

Distribution of Land Released by Land Reforms by Size of Holding

Size of Holding (acres) % of House- % of Land 
holds Gained

0—1 15.6 0.8
1—2 34.4 13.5
2—5 34.2 21.9
5—10 11.5 31.5
10—15 2.5 7.6
15—20 0.6 10.4
20 & over 1.2 14.3

100.0 100.0

Source : Herring R J (1980)

3.17 Even when the rural poor receive land as 
a result of reform measures, they find it difficult to 
hold on to it. For example, the study by George re
ferred to in para 3.15 above discovered that sub
division of land due to new family formation reduced 
the holdings of small and marginal cultivators and.



further, that the rising market price of land due to the 
influx of Gulf remittances tempted the holders with 
small pieces of land to sell them. An important con
clusion of this study was that the losing of land by the 
small cultivators ted to decline m cropped area, ag
gravated their non-viability and impaired their invest
ments in land improvements.

3.18 In view* of this adverse environment in which 
the rural poor are located, tne following two overall 
assessments ol fan cl retorms m Kerala would be parti
cularly relevant to be taken note of by the policy- 
maker.

(a) “A review ol some of the major institutional 
reforms and the economic development programmes 
initiated by the government speemcaily aimed at the 
uplittment of the - scheduled” sections m Kerala (sche
duled castes and tnoesj indicated that their impact 
has been quite moaest. For instance, Land Retorms 
(have) almost by-passed them in the course of tne 
long-drawn process of legislative deliberations and
implementation....... tne new “landed” class (i.e. be—
nehciaries of land retorms from among the poor) en
joy freedom from tneir traditional socio-economic 
bondages and feudal obligations. . . .  (but) the new 
status has not guaianteed them economic sustenance 
since their holdings are too small to generate even a 
subsistence income, line “scheduled" communities 
continue to be tne most marginalised section. They 
still seem to sutler irom disabilities despite the intro
duction of several programmes aimed at their up- 
liftment” (Sivanandan, 1989).

(b) K. N. Raj, the eminent scholar and proponent 
of strong land retorms, sums up the Kerala experience 
on land reforms thus “Evidently, it is the improve
ment in the terms of trade (of its export products) and 
the large-scale inflow of remittances from migrants 
abroad that have maintained some semblance of pros
perity in the State in recent years. This cannot last 
very long, unless the opportunity is used for streng
thening the technological basis for more rapid agri
cultural growth in the future : the land reforms that 
have been implemented provide a sound institutional 
framework for such strengthening but cannot ob
viously be a substitute for it”. (Raj K. N., 1983). 
According to Raj, “nothing definitive can’be said 
about the impact of agrarian reform on poverty in 
Kerala”.

3.19 Despite some major differences in the features 
of their agrarian and rural economies, Kerala and 
West Bengal share a Common Land Reforms scenario 
viz. the reforms were successful but did little to im
prove the economic status and viability of the rural 
poor. Given the constraints of space, we give below the 
gist of three recent assessments of land reform in 
West Bengal.

(a) “The objectives of ‘Operation Barga’ to for
malise the relations and establish a fair exchange bet
ween the tenants and the landlords is yet to be fully
realised........... the increase in input application rate in
real terms has been marginal-----yield rate has hardly

witnessed any increase over time.......investments in
agriculture and human resources have not reached 
any significant proportions” (Agro-economic Research 
Centre, Visva-Bharathi, 1986).

(b) ‘ the old style large scale absentee landlordism 
of uie early days no longer exists in West Bengal (due 
to) land retorm legislations of 1963, 1956 and 1973 
. . .  .(and) the call given by the United Front Govern
ment of 1967 and i969-7u to tne peasants to identify 
ceiling-surplus land and to get. taese redistriouted by 
forming committees of peasants.... What matters 
now is the role of jotedars, tne former peasants who 
liave withdrawn themselves from direct cultivation and 
uie now the biggest landholders in the countryside 
and wno employ snare-croppers and agricultural lab
ourers lor carrying out cultivation. . .  . whatever be 
tneir economic power, which is still considerable, tne 
jotedars m West Bengal no iouger exercise the kind of 
political and social aulnority tnat they did enjoy even 
ten years ago. Fanchayats as elected bodies or rural 
people. Kisan Sabhas as a mobiliser of peasants anu 
the leftwing political parties—all active at the grass
roots level—nave seriously eroded tneir inliuence 
over the rural population. . . .  Large scale recording 
of share croppers, near universal recording of homes
teads, absence of evictions of share-croppers and 
agricultural labourers, implementation of minimum 
wage legislation and defiance of the landlords by the 
poorer sections. . . .  are some of the major features of 
rural life in West Bengal today. . . .  bnare croppers 
are no longer dependent on the landlords for loan, 
marketing protection and land for dwelling houses. 
The situation is similar in the case of agricultural 
labourer. . . .  rural labour market is much wider and 
broadly based than in the past (and) wages are stan
dardised (and) are in conformity with tne wages in 
similar occupations in the village, and the neighbouring
area....... in the case of share-croppers, the bulk of
the production is still for subsistence and not for the 
market. . .  .given the small amount of land under 
their command even achievement of self-sufficiency 
in food production is beyond them, which is why they 
largely supplement their earnings with wage income 
...Distribution of mini-kits, greater access to orga
nised sources of credit and membership of coopera
tives have created conditions for more notable growth 
in production in fu ture.. . .  (in their absence), by the 
operation of market forces, control over land would 
soon be passed on to the richer elements. . . .  in the 
case of agricultural labourers, increases in wages and 
employment (due to) minimum wage legislation, 
public works programme along with a greater sense 
of security have been in evidence in all the areas. . . .  
A major problem, of course, is the phenomenon of 
growing landlessness and proletarianisation of the 
poor peasants-----this is no doubt an alarming fea
ture which would in future have serious negative im
plications for both wage and employment.......the
most significant impact of the reforms has been to 
enhance the sense of self-respect of these poor groups 
and to make them believe in their own ability and 
organisation. This factor is perhaps more important 
than the immediate material achievements”. (Daseupta 
Biplab 1987.
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(c) “The agrarian reform programme, currently 
being implemented by the Government of West 
Bengal, does address itself to the fundamental prob
lems facing the agrarian economy (viz. landlordism, 
usury, landlessness of rural poor and their need for 
more employment and higher wages). In the short- 
run, these measures are both necessary and desirable 
However, (their) concrete achievements so far have 
been inadequate.. .  .If the benefits of (these) mea
sures are to be consolidated and built upon in the lon
ger run, conscious efforts must be made to develop co
operative or joint farming at the next stage. This is ne
cessary not only for pre-empting a renewed process of 
polarisation of income and wealth, but also for facilita
ting the adoption of modem technology which is es
sential for growth”. (Ghose, Ajit Kumar, 1983).

3.20 Finally, we take a brief look at the land re
forms situation in Punjab, a “green revolution” area 
marked by an extensive and growing spread of capita
list farming. The emergence of capitalist farming in 
Punjab is clearly reflected in the changing distribution 
of operational holdings in the State (see table 6), 
changing characteristics of large holders (see table 7) 
and changing concentration of land (see table 8). It 
is seen from table 6 that while at the all India level 
the trend has been towards increase in the numbers 
of marginal and small holdings along with decrease 
in the numbers of medium and large holdings, the 
trend has clearly been in the opposite direction in 
Punjab. A similar contrast is also seen in relation to 
share of large holdings in total operated area (which 
has increased in Punjab) and average size of large 
holdings (which has become larger in Punjab) as com

pared to the all-India level decreasing trend in both 
these characteristics of large holdings.

3.21 Table. 8 provides a glimpse of how the large 
holdings in Punjab have been able to swim against 
the strong current eroding the share in total operated 
land and average size of large holdings in most parts 
of rest of India. The Table shows that the concentra
tion ratio of ownership holdings remained high in 
both Punjab and Intjia over the period 1971-72 to 
1981-82. In fact, the concentration ratio for owner
ship holding was significantly higher in Punjab than 
in India as a whole. It is interesting to compare the 
behaviour of concentration ratio of ownership holdings 
with that of the operational holdings. The latter was 
noticeably less than the former in 1971-72 in both 
Punjab and India, the difference being particularly 
marked in Punjab. This suggests that, in 1971-72, 
the leasing of land was from large owner to a small 
owner (or to a landless tenant) which had the effect 
of’ moderating the concentration of land ownership. 
This means, in effect, that the lease market compen
sated to an extent for the inequitous distribution of 
land ownrsthip. Incidentally, such a lease market 
would have an important role to play in a situation 
like ours with meagre political will and capacity to 
bring about drastic redistribution of land ownership.

TABLE—6
Changing Size-wise Distribution of Operational Holdings— 

Punjab and India
(‘000 holdings)

Size-Group Punjab India

1970-71 1985-86 1970-71 1985-86

Marginal 518 256 35682 56748
Small 260 208 13432 17881
Semi-medium 281 291 10681 13253
Medium 248 260 7932 7920
Large 69 74 2266 1929

Total 1376 1089 69993 97731

TABLE 7

Comparative Characteristics of Large Holdings—Punjab and 
India

Punjab India

1970-71 1985-86 1970-71 1985-86

Share in total 
operated area of 
all holdings (%)

26.8 29.8 30.9 20.2

Average Size of 
Large Holding 
(Hectares)

15.5 16.7 22.1 17.2

TABLE 8

Changes in Concentration Ratio (Gini Coefficient)

Punjab India

1971-72 1981-82 1971-72 1981-8

Ownership
Holdings

0.78 0.77 0.71 0.71

Operational
Holdings

0.42 0.70 0.59 0.63

Note : Tables 6, 7 and 8 are based on the data given in Singh 
J P (1990).

3.22 However, what is more relevant for us to 
note is that the lease market seems to have been turn
ing against the small owner over the period 1971-72 
to 1981-82. This process appears to have had a 
stronger thrust in Punjab than in India as a whole. 
Remembering the fact that this was precisely the de
cade in which “green revolution” accelerated the 
emerging trend in Punjab towards capitalist farming, 
it is tempting to propose the hypothesis that market 
forces-aided by the technocratic “green revolution” 
strategy for agricultural growth which had a dramatic 
impact on Punjab agriculture—helped the large hold
ings in Punjab to exert pressures in the lease market 
to achieve enlargement of their operational holdings. 
It is likely that the large owners withdrew the land 
leased out by them to the small tenants and, also,
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influenced the small owners to lease out their land to 
them (to large holders) rather than self-cultivate it. 
It is known that the “green revolution” technology— 
irrespective of its theoretical neutrality to scale—was 
far more accessible to large holdings than small.

3.23 If this hypothesis is correct, it would follow 
that the land reforms in Punjab could not reverse the 
powerful forces favouring capitalist farming (and, 
consequently, large holder) released as a combined 
effect of market and technocratic strategy for agricul
tural growth. Specifically, the reforms could not im
pose an effective ceiling on the size of holding, did 
not succeed in preventing the large owner from resum
ing land for self-cultivation and gave no protection to 
the small owner against the forces preying on their 
land. Needless to add, if this scenario is allowed to 
prevail, the access of rural poor to agricultural land 
as cultivators would continue to diminish. This, in 
Turn, would mean that they would be under increasing 
pressure to fall back helplessly and with weak bar
gaining power on the market for wage-labour in agri
culture. The process could progressively usher in a 
state in which the small owner “voluntarily” sells 
his leased out land to his large tenant and the access 
to land becomes more and more inequitous over time. 
It should be a sobering thought that the conventional 
tenancy reforms in the situation would favour the 
Strong and not the Weak.

3.24 J. P. Singh’s paper prepared for the Study 
Group on Land Reforms and Common Property Re
sources provide revealing glimpses of weaknesses of

land reforms in Punjab (Singh J. P., 1990). Interes
tingly, the capitalist farmers were favoured by both 
the land reform programmes which were relatively 
well-implemented as well as those which were not so 
implemented. The first category includes abolition of 
intermediaries and consolidation of holdings. Singh’s 
observations on these programmes a re . “The pro
grammes of abolition ot intermediaries has been
generally completed by the end of 1954-55 in ...........
Punjab..................................aboliton of intermediary
interest brought the cultivators into direct relation
with the State................. It is only in Punjab, Haryana
and Uttar Pradesh (lhat) the programme of consoli
dation of holdings has been taken up seriously...........
(it) has shown good impact wherever it has been 
completed. It has brought in considerable increase 
in agricultural production, particulary through invest
ments in private irrigation............... But, it has been
observed that in the process of consolidation of hol
dings, tenants and small and marginal fanners are 
generally losers while influential and large farmers
generally receive a better deal................... small and
marginal fanners end up receiving inferior quality
land............................ tenant and sharecroppers get
evicted from their leased in land”. It is obvious that 
having the entire holding in a few plots—rather than 
having it scattered all over in small bits-would be of 
great help to medium and large farmers to adopt capi
talist farming. It can be seen from Table 9 that 
these groups of farmers had a decided advantage in 
this respect in Punjab and Haryana), more so in the 
former.

TABLE-9

Average Number of Parcels Per Holding (Operational) in Northern States

Size of Farms

States Marginal Small Semi-
Medium

Medium Large All Size

Haryana 1.36 1.70 2.04 2.42 2.83 1.91
Himachal Pradesh 8.14 17.99 18.91 19.82 19.89 12.93
Jammu & Kashmir 14.55 5.00 6.40 4.88 4.40 11.84
Punjab 1.11 1.44 1.61 1.74 2.39 1.57
Uttar Pradesh 2.86 4.16 5.84 7.36 11.61 3.71

Source: Government of India, Department of Agriculture and Cooperation, Ministry of Agriculture, All India Report on Input 
Survey, 1976-77 (Vol. I), 1985, p. 15.

3.25 Compared to measures for abolition of inter
mediaries and for consolidation of holdings, those for 
tenancy reforms and ceiling on holding fared badly in 
Punjab. According to Singh, “The level of ceiling was 
usually very high, classification of land gave scope for 
manipulation, the exemption from ceiling laws were 
too many and the unit of application of ceiling i.e.,
family was defined loosely.............so far, the number
of persons (who have) benelitted from the diddhution 
of land is only 26 thousand in Punjab” (as compared 
to 37.4 thousand in Haryana, 4.5 lakhs in Jammu & 
Kashmir and 3.0 lakhs in Uttar Pradesh. Apparently, 
the beneficiaries in Punjab remained small in number

because each one received on an average a larger piece 
of land than in other northern states (nearly 4 acres 
in Punjab as against 3 acres in Haryana, around an 
acre in Uttar Pradesh and Jammu & Kashmir and 
between half to three-fourths of an acre in Himachal 
Pradesh and Delhi). As regaids tenancy reforms, 
Singh finds that “in Haryana and Punjab, the land- 
owners enjoy a continuing right of resumption of land 
upto the ceiling limit while in other states of northern 
region, the maximum areas that could be resumed was 
fixed well below the ceiling limit...........concealed ten
ancies have been flourishing in the region and eject
ments of tenants have been continuing”. Singh also
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notes that fair rent has been fixed at the level not ex
ceeding that suggested in the guidelines in Uttar Pra
desh and Delhi but higher than those in Punjab (along 
with Haryana and Jammu & Kashmir) and that “in 
the States of northern region, the maintenance of 
(land) records has been fairly satisfactory in many 
respects, but not in respect of recording the names of 
tenants and sharecroppers”. On the whole, Punjab 
provides a convincing illustration of a situation where 
the capitalist farmers have a dominant influence on 
the formulation and implementation of land reforms. 
This did help Punjab to achieve breakthroughs in 
agricultural production but, clearly, at the cost of 
access to land of the rural poor and weak.

3.26 The following board propositions emerge from 
our consideration of the typology of four situations 
covered in this section viz. Bihar, Karnataka, Kerala, 
West Bengal and Punjab.

(i) In none of the four situation did the land re
forms help the rural poor in obtaining se
cure and equitable access to land in the con
text of growing population pressure on land 
and keen competition for its control among 
the different rural strata.

(ii) The dominant rural groups—ex-Zamindars in
Bihar, large cultivators in Karnataka and 
capitalist fanners in Punjab—exert decisive 
influence on the process of formulation and 
implementation of land reforms to divert

the benefits of the reforms from the rural 
poor to themselves.

(iii) Even where they are politically well-organi
sed as in Kerala and West Bengal, the rural 
poor get only the direct and proximate be
nefits of land reforms but do not succeed in 
bringing about an enduring improvement in 
their economic status.

(iv) The policy-makers usually spend considerable
time and energy in improving the legislative 
and implementation aspects of land reforms. 
While these are important aspects, thS cru
cial criterion for successful land reforms is 
the extent to which they form part of a co
hesive development strategy capable of in
tegrating the objective of growth with those 
of equity and poverty-eradication. With
out the support of such a strategy, no amount 
of tinkering with legislation and implemen
tation would be of much help in getting 
effective land reforms. Keeping this point 
of view in mrind, the last section 
of this paper makes an attempt to identify 
the priority tasks in the next round of land 
reforms which could help in the evolution 
of such a strategy. Before doing this, it is 
necessary to take a look at the recent sce
nario and trends in the access of rural poor 
to the common property lands. Section 4 is 
devoted to this theme.



4—Access to Common Lands (CPRs)

4.1 Three points need to be noted about the access 
of rural poor to common lands. First, the household 
economy of the rural poor depends crucially on the 
access to common lands. Second, the extent and 

quality of the access of rural poor to common lands 
have deteriorated in recent years and there is as yet 
no credible intervention by the governments or by the 

voluntary organisations to reverse this trend. Consi
dered along with the ineffectiveness of land refoims 
described in the preceding section, it is obvious that 
the rural poor are currently coping up with the accu
mulated and growing pressures of diminishing access 
to both agricultural lands as well as common lands. 
Third, systematic and effective interventions to imp
rove the access of rural poor to common lands need 
a planning-cum-policy framework for utilisation of 
land resources which is capable of linking the national- 
level objectives and policies wi'h the micro-level 
schemes, programmes and participatory arrangements.

4.2 Published and aggregative sources of data offer 
little help in elaborating the first two points noted 
above. Fortunately, the Study Group could draw1 
on the findings of two recent fit  Id studies (one of 
which is still in progress) which have looked into the 
problems of access of the rural poor to common lands 

carefully and in detail. Let us first take up the ques
tion of dependence of the household economy of the 
rural poor on their access to common lands. Table 10 
has been compiled from Jodha’s study which covered 
82 villages from 21 districts scattered in seven major

TABLE to
Dependence of Poor on CPRs

Fuel Supplies 
(% of CPR to total)

66 to 84

Animal Grazing (%) 
(% of CPR to total)

69 to 84

Per Household Employment (days) in 
a year

128 to 196

CPR Income as Proportion of Income 
from other sources (%)

14 to 23

Gini-coefficient of Income from

(a) All sources 0.33 to 0.41

(b) All sources excluding C'^Rs 0.44 to 0.50

Svtrce : Jodha N S (1990)

TABLE tl
Decline of CPR Areas

State CPR Area as % of 
Total Village Area

Persons per 10 ha 
of CPR Area

1950-52 1982-84 1951 1981

Andhra Pradesh 18 11 48 134
Gujarat 19 11 82 238

Karnataka 20 12 46 117

Madhya Pradesh 41 14 14 47

Maharashtra 22 15 40 88

Rajasthan 36 16 13 50

Tamil Nadu 21 10 101 286

Source: Jodha N S (1990).

states in the dry tropical zone of India (Jodha N S, 
1990). The study defined the CPRs as including 
“community forest, pasture]\vaste land, pond|tank, 
river|rivulet, watershed drainage'river banks and river| 
tank beds”. The study found that the fiural poor, 
[i.e., “agricultural labourers and small farm (having 
less than 2 hectares of dryland equivalent land) house
holds”], derived the major part of their fuel and fodder 
supplies—from two-thirds to over four-fifths of the 
total—from the common lands. The common lands 
also made significant contribution to their employment 
(128 to 196 days in a year per household) and income 
(CPR income accounting for 14 %to 23% of income 
from other sources). More important, there is a clear 
indication in table 10 that inclusion of CPR income 
brings about substantial reduction in the inequality 
in income distribution. Thus, clearly, the support 
provided by the CPRs is important in sustaining the 
household economies of the rural poor.

4.3 Dependence on the CPRs is an ambiguous in
dicator of the development status of the lural poor. 
In the context of effective policies for optimum use 
of CPRs and for adequate shave for the rural poor 
in the returns from the CPRs, such dependence could 
be regarded as a positive indicator. However, in 
the absence of effective policies which is true of the 
prevailing situation in India, the dependence on CPRs 
is more likely to reflect the precariousness of the rural 
poor’s struggle for survival. Given the peripheral 
position of the poor in relation to the mainstream 
economy and his meagre access to remunerative in
come-earning opportunities, he falls back on CPRs 
more out of compulsion than choice. In such a situ
ation, diminishing access to the CPR would be a 
disaster for the rural poor and diminution in CPRs
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should be a point of grave concern for the policy
maker. As table 11 indicates, there has been a precipi
tous fall in the availability of the CPRs over the period 
1950-52 to 1982-84 and an equally alarming rise in 
the pressure of population on these resources. Taking 
the median values of the figures in each column of 
table 11, it is observed that the percentage of CPRs 
to total village area declined from 21 in 1950-52 to 
12 in 1982-84 and the number of persons per 10 ha 
of CPRs increased from 46 to 117 over the same 
period. These trends are so sharp and clear that it 
is hardly necessary to comment any further on their 
serious implications for the future.

4.4 As systematic utilisation of CPRs needs area- 
cum-village-specific planning, it would be of some 
interest to obtain an idea of the CPR situation in 
different types of villages. The data from a field study 
in progress in the Institute for Social and Economic 
Change permit a rough comparison as between relati
vely developed and relatively backward villages. Tables 
12 to 16 present these data. The names of the villa
ges are withheld as our collection of data on the many 
delicate issues connected with CPRs are still continu
ing in them. The villages are arranged in the tables 
in the descending order of their development status
i.e. village A is the most developed among the four 
and village D the most backward. It can be seen 

from table 12 that the availability of CPRs is negli
gible in the developed villages, being less than 5 per
cent of total village area. The backward villages, on 
the other hand, have greater extent of CPRs—bet

ween one-fourth and one-third of total village area. A 
clue to these differences is provided by table 13 which

TABLE— 12

Availability of CPR Lands (figures in acres)

Village Total Geo. Area CPRs Availa
ble in the 
Village

A 452 15
B 923 45
C 3489 810
D 642 182

1. The availability of CPRs shown in this table is exclusive of 
encroachments, CPRs taken up for regeneration are already 
distributed to individuals.

Source : Pasha S A (1990).

TABLE—13

Encroachment on CPRs

Village Area
(acres)

By

A 10 Better off people
B 60 Dominant Caste Big Farmers
C 350 SC. ST, Poor & Better Off
D 134 Backward Castes & Poor

shows that in the developed villages big farmers 
dominant caste households and the better off in the 
village encroach in the CPRs while in the backwarc 
villages the encroachers belong to the poor and dis
advantaged groups.

4.5 The process of privatisation of CPRs seems tc 
work in the following manner. Where the riel 
compete for the control of CPRs, privatisation get! 
dose to the final limit of the available CPRs. Plausibly 
the rich have the means to invest in CPRs and mak 
them productive. On the other hand, in the backwar< 
villages the field remains open to the poor. It i 
likely that the rich do not exist in sizeable number 
in backward villages or do not have a command ove 
resources comparable to that of their counterparts ii 
the developed villages. One implication of such pro 
cess of privatisation is that the development potentia 
dfCPRs is likely to be much larger in the backwao 
villages than in the developed villages. At the sam 
time, it is also reasonable to assume that the exploi 
tation of this potential needs resources—technolog) 
expertise, investments—which are beyond the capacit 
of the local communities to provide. Another rele 
vant insight arising from our findings is that, contrar 
to the widely prevailing view, it is the rich rathe 
than the poor who are mainly responsible for the pr 
vatisation of CPRs. If this process is allowed t 
operate unhindered, the poor will continue to los 

their access to CPRs or get pushed into those parts c 
CPRs which have too low status to attract the nc 
tice of the rich. It is the same process which in th 
first instance made the poor landless in agricultui 
and is now eroding their access to CPRs.

4.6 Reversing this process needs both a compri 
hensive policy framework at national level and a serif 
of area-specific schemes and programme at the gras 
roots level. The first priority needs to be accordc 
to measures which could clear the ground for syst 
matic and sustained policy interventions. A prelim 
nary measure of utmost importance is to improve tl 
land records. We found in the four villages referrt 
to in tables 12 and 13 that there was wide diverges 
between the availability of CPRs according to lar 
records and the availability as verified in the villagi 
(see table 14).

TABLE— 14

Divergence between Land Records and Survey Data

Village CPRs available in the Village (in acres]

According to  Land According to
Records Survey

A 53 15
B 390 45

C 1011 810
D 372 182

Source : Pasha S A (1990). Source: Pasha S A (1990).
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Significantly, the divergence is seen to be the widest 
in the developed villages marked by the encroach
ment of the CPRs by the rich. Obviously, the diver
gence arises not so much from errors as from a design 
to conceal. It may be mentioned here that the 
Government of Karnataka set up a group consisting 
of top officials some four years back (in early 1986) 
to prepare a village-wise Inventory of wastelands by 
types. As of today (mid 1990), the work is still 
in progress. Needless to add that without a reliable 
data! base it would be idle to plan policies and 
programme for CPRs. Second, a careful assessment 
needs to be made of the investments needed to get 
adequate returns from CPRs. As can be seen 
from table 15, in the four villages covered in our 
Survey, the CPRs did not include village forests 
and only a small part of them was Gomal land. 
Over 80 percent of CPRs are C & D lands in an 
extremely degraded conditions.

TABLE—15
Distribution of CPR Lands by Categories (figures in acres)

Village Forests Gomal C&D Tank Other Total
Bed

A -  15 — — — 15
B -  10 30 — 5 45
c  —  — 750 60 — 810
D — 80 100 2 — 182

Source : Pasha S A (1990).

Third, it has been repeatedly pointed out that the 
CPRs in India lack a management system for their 
protection, conservation and rational use. As one 
observer puts it, “The Central and1 State Govern
ments are holding, together with Village Pan- 
chayats, most of India’s common resources. How
ever, many resources are hardly managed and (are) 
in practice open-access resources’’ (Krooneman, 
1990). lodha found that in all of his 82 sample vil
lages, excepting two, there were formal or informal 
regulation for CPR use prior to 1950s but by the 
early 1980s when he visited the villages only in 8 of 
the 82 villages the regulations were still operative ! 
(Jodha, 1990). In a word, the pre-condition required 
for policy intervention in the area of CPRs is the 
building up of management system at the level at 
which (district, block or mandal) the Planning Com
mission proposes to organise decentralised planning 
(Planning Commission, 1990 (b) ). The management 
system should compile and periodically update a 
reliable data base and also arrange for a competent 
technical evaluation of the potential use and invest
ment requirements of CPRs.

4.7 In the absence of a sound management sys
tem, the schemes now being taken up on CPRs 
tend to be ad hoc and direction-less in nature 
Table 16 shows that distribution of CPRs to indivi
duals as house-sites or for cultivation accounts for 
nearly two-thirds of CPR area covered by prog
rammes.

CPRs covered by Programmes

TABLE—16

Village Projects for Regeneration Distributed to Indivi
duals

A 15 (Gomal by a Voluntary 5 (To SCs for Housing) 
Agency)

B 50 (Gomal by Forest 225 (Darkhast) 1 
Dept.)

C 42 (C & D by Forest 50 (Social Security 
Dept.) plantation for SCs)

D 50 (Gomal by Forest — 
Dept.)

1— Land allotted to SCs and poor for crop cultivation based 
on the applications made by them. This practice has now 
been stopped. Darkhast land also includes regularisation of 
encroached lands.
Source : Pasha S A (1990).

Ironically, not many of the allottees carry out culti
vation in practice. “The beneficiaries usually (in 
60 per cent to 90 per cent cases have to sell the land 
as they do not have enough resources to cultivate the 
marginal land” (lodha, 1985, 1986). Very likely, the 
allotted lands also are too poor to make cultivation 
profitable Compared to allotmetn to individuals for 
cultivation the schemes for regenerations of CPRs 
cover less area. Table 16 also shows that the voluntary 
agencies play a limited role in these schemes. Schemes 
planned and operated by the collecting efforts of the 
local people themselves are even rarer and excep
tional and do not figure in our survey data at all.

4.8 It iis instructive to see the charm between the 
present use (or, more appropriately, neglect) of 
CPRs and their impressive development potential. 
According to a recent assessment, rural India pre
sents the picture of a “cruel paradox of mass 
poverty coexisting with vast resource potentials. 
These potentials were seen to l;e in changing re
source access and use and included canal irriga
tion, lift irrigation, land reform, wastelands deve
lopment, forests and agroforcstry...............(these
resources) presented large scale potentials which 
had not yet been exploited. We found evidence that 
key aspects of (these resources) had been negleced 
and that the scope for benefits to the poorer were 
greater than commonly supposed”. (Chambers R, 
1989). A point which is often overlooked is that 
the neglect of CPRs is part of the larger problem 
of lack of a national-level policy frame-work for con
servation, upgradation. and optimum utilisation
of land and water resources in India. Eroded soils, 
silted up tanks and reserviors and land lost to culti
vation due to salinity and waterlogging are the obvious 
consequences of the absence of a comprehensive policy 
frame-work for the land and water resources. Declin
ing standards of cultivation in dryland agriculture, in
ability to retain high-valued crops (like Cotton) 
and the increasing precariousness of the economy of 
small and marginal farmers are other serious conse-
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quences attributable to the same reason (Reddy AM, 
1990 and Reddy, V.R., 1990). A particular mention 
needs to be made here of the contradiction which 
CPRs make to the econojny of small and marginal 
fanners. As Table 17 shows CPRs are important for 
these farms in mobilising inputs, potting the available 
land kinder crops, developing crop by-products and 
surviving through crisis like droughts.

TABLE—17

Contribution of CPR to Farming Systems

CPR components in Total Own Inputs 
(Pre-sowing to Pre-harvest) %

Potential Decline in the absence oj CPR
31 to 42

Draft Power 68 to 76
Manure/dung 35 to 43
Area under crops 48 :o 55
Crop Byproduct for Sale 84 to 96
CPR contribution to Total Sustenance 
Income during Drought Years 42 to 57

Source : Jodha N  S (1990).

4.9 While the deterioration in CPRs and 
diminishing access to them affect all the rural poor, 
tribals form a group whose very existence as distinc
tive socio-cultural entity comes under intolerable strain 
According to the 1981 Census, scheduled tribals 
had a population of 54 million or nearly 8 per cent 
of the total population of the country. Out of these, 
nearly 48 million are forest dwellers living within 
or in the vicinity of forests (Swamy M C K, 1990). 
In addition, several rural settlements exist in the 
vicinity of forests, arid or semi-arid regions, hilly 
terrains and foothills of the Himalayas whose depen
dence on CPRs for the economic and livelihood 
patterns are substantial. Swamy points out that 
“nearly 80% of lands of tribal households are com
munal land as well as other pracels of land that are 
owned or held by the government”. Policies for 
forest and wildlife conservation need to be formu
lated keeping in mind the interests of tribal popula
tion. The communal systems of land-ownership 
among the tribals also need protection against mar- 
ketisation of land and its alienation to non-tribals.



5-Priority Tasks : Identification and Classification

5.1 Currently, the rural poor are confronted with 
a grim situation. The livelihood opportunities avail
able to them are hardly keeping pace with the in
crease in their number. The deterioration in then 
access to land—agricultural and common—has al
ready been indicated in the preceding sections. 
Given the modest agridultural growth, the growth of 
rural non-agricultural activities also remains low. 
Consequently, the only avenue left to the rural poor 
is to seek wage employment in agriculture. Not 
surprisingly, the working paper prepared in the 
Planning Commission on the employment situation 
on the eve of the Eight Five Year Plan shows a 
number of disturbing signs—more open unemploy
ment, increasing casualisation and growing depend
ence on unreliable and low-productivity employment 
in the unorganised activities [Planning Commission, 
1990 (a)], jin these circumstances, the credibility 
of land reforms as a development strategy needs to 
be assessed chiefly in terms of the contribution they 
can make to the viability and welfare of the rural 
labourers.

5.2. It would be obviously unrealistic to assume 
that all the rural poor can be accommodated in agri- 
culure as owner—cultivators. That strategy capable of 
making the poor viable has necessarily to be multi
dimensional. This means that land reforms have to 
be a component in a package of measures specific
ally tailored to the circumstances of rural labourers. 
In the following few paragraphs, we briefly des
cribe three packages—more to illustrate the idea 
of a package than as definitive prescriptions for the 
problems of rural labourers. It is useful for this pur
pose to distinguish three grdups of wage-paid labou
rers. The first group consists of those who have al
ways been labourers having never had cultivation as 
an occupation in their living memories. Asking them 
to become cultivators may not be the right strategy 
to meet their problems. We would put in the secoond 
group those who, before joining the ranks of labou
rers, were small | marginal cultivators but either deci
ded to move out of farming (owing to meagre returns 
in farming) or were forced out by circumstances be
yond their control. They are likely to have good po
tential to become enterprising cultivators provided 
they are helped with adequate incentives and suppor
ting measures. The third group would include those 
who are cultivators but turn to wage labour for sup
plementary income. It would seem reasonable to 
assume that these three groups would need different 
packages of measures to help them towards achieving 
viability.

5.3 The package suggested for the first group is 
the following. Wherever possible, we have indicated 
the present status of the component and the need to 
strengthen it.

(a) Employment Programmes:

This component is needed to support incomes and 
to remove the excess supply in the labour market. 
According to the Sub-committee of the Parliamentary 
Consultative Committee which prepared a report 
on the Problems of Unorganised Workers in 
Agriculture Sector, the employment pogrammes 
would have to be increased more than eight-fold 
over their present level if the modest target of pro
viding 100 days of employment in a year to at least 
one member from each household below povertyline 
is to be achieved.

(b) Enforcement of Minimum Wages & Social 
Security:

This is an essential complementary measure to 
employment programmes. The sub-committee 
mentioned above observes “It can be safely said 
that nowhere in the country minimum wage for the 
agricultural workers is enforced round the year”. 
The necessity of revising the minimum wages at re
gular intervals has also been neglected so far. As 
regards social security, only a couple of states seem 
to have made a beginning.

(c) Allotment of house-sites and Janata Houses ;

Provision of housie-sitesi to agricultural labourers 
should be considered an important item in land 
reforms. House-site and house not only meet a basic 
need but also enable households to take up supple
mentary land-based activities like vegetable grow
ing, poultry, dairying etc.

(d) Social Forestry/Tree Patfas :

Another component of land reforms relevant to 
labourers is improved access to common lands to 
add to their incomes. According to a recent esti
mate, Ihe tree pattas granted upto 31-12-1988 were 
1.1 lakh in number covering 2.52 lakh acres (Na
tional Commission on Rural Labour, 1990). Need
less to add that this is no more than a very modest 
beginning of a programme which needs far more 
attention and priority in future

The package suggested above if based on the 
strategy of integrating the measures for employment 
generation and improvement in working conditions 
along with giving at least a modest land base for
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labourers. This would not only add to the income- 
earning opportunities available to them but also 
reduce their precarious dependence on employers 
and wage-labour.

5.4 We would strongly urge that the package ap
propriate ifoc the second group (viz. potentially en
terprising cultivators who are now landless) would 
be the one based on integrating the first three com
ponents of the package described above with the 
distribution of surplus land. The group should be 
helped over time to become viable cultivators and 
to reduce dependence on wage-labour and employ
ment programme which could be reserved progres
sively for the first group (i.e. those who would 
contnue to depend on the wage-labour to a signi
ficant extent even in the long run)). This is also 
true, of the access to common lands. On the other 
hand, apt only could the poor in the second group 
be given priority in the distribution of surplus land 
but, care must be taken to give them a holding 
above' a certain minimum size to ensure viability. 
They should also be assisted with credit, extension, 
inputs etc. on an adequate scale. 'The past prog
rammes for redistribution of land to the landless have 
been ineffective due to allotment of areas below the 
threshold of viability and inadequate assistance to al
lottees. These errors ought to be avoided in future.

5.5 Regarding the third group, the strategy 
should be to integrate land reforms with the prog
rammes for effective use of land. Looking back on 
the post-independence land reforms, a striking point 
which emerges is that the concern has been much 
more with equity (mostly in the form of unimplemen- 
table rhetoric) than with equity-and-productivity. The 
rfesult has been that land reforms have achieved 
neither of these objectives. The main links between 
equity and productivity which need urgent attention 
in the next phase of land reforms are the following.

(a) 'Consolidation of Holdings

This programme has been undertaken only by a 
few states in the north. The background note on 
land reforms prepared by the Planning Commission 
in 1989 mentions that 140 million acres of land 
have been consolidated by that year. If this figure 
is true, it would'mean that about 40 percent of 
total culivated land has been consolidated. However, 
it is doubtful that the figure of 140 million acres 
reflects the ground level reality for the simple reason 
that not much is known about the strictness with 
which the measures for prevention of fragmentation 
are formulated and enforced. In the absence of these 
measures, the benefits of consolidation would not 
be retained over time. It is necessary to emphasise 
that among the different types of land reforms con
solidation of holdings is possibly the most important 
measure capable of bringing about substantial im
provement in the productivity of land.
(b) Land Records

An expert report prepared for the Planning Com
mission has observed “In all parts of the country,

records relating to land are in a very bad shape. 
The record as it exists today hardly reflects the present 
day reality regarding ownership of land...disharmony 
between the record and the reality not only destroys 
die utility of the record but also misleads any person 
who has to deal with land...The preparation and 
maintenance of record-of-rights m land got low prio
rity in all the seven Five-Year Plans” (Wadhwa, D.C. 
1989). It is obvious that we have hardly any system- 
leave alone an effective system—to monitor land ow
nership, transfers and lease operations. More impor
tant, it is inconceivable that in the absence of reliable 
land records it is possible to have a satisfactory in
ventory of land resources, effective programmes for 
their cOnservat'on and upgradation and planning for 
their fuller use. It is instructive to contrast this atti
tude with the empty rhetoric about imposition of 
“radical” ceilings on holding If we had an adequate 
monitoring and planning system for land resources, 
the poor—particularly the poorest strata like labou
rers—could have gained much more from land re
forms which, in addition, would also have had a subs
tantive impact on the value and productivity of land 
resources. Important consequeuces of absence of good 
land records are indicated below.

(c) Equity-Cum-Productivity Losses due to Absence
of Good Land Records and Monitoring System:

(i) Ineffective imposition of ceilings on holding
owing to concealment of surplus land.

(ii) Emergence of “informal” tenancy on a large
scale having the effect of exploiting the ten
ants and hindering modernisation of culti
vation.

(iii) Continuation of fragmentation of holding
undoing the benefits of consolidation pro
grammes.

(iv) Negligent use of land—particularly dry land
—in large holdings held by owners disinte
rested in farming as an enterprise.

(v) Privatisation of the common lands by the rich
which means their loss to the pool available 
to the poor and their use by the norm of 
profits to the rich rather than utility to the 
village community as a whole and its major 
segment viz. the rural poor.

(vi) Lack of attention and investments to make
full use of edmmon lands in a socially opti
mal wiay. '

5.6 The three packages of measures described above 
have the limited purpose of illustrating an important 
point. The point is that even good land reforms—un
less they are part of carefully tailored packages—run 
the risk rtf ineffectiveness in the Indian environment. 
Our land reforms suffer from the further handicap 
that they have been far from good. They were moti
vated by vague notions of equity which were more 
talked about than seriously implemented. More im
portant, they were grossly ignorant or negligent about
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the important dimensions of use of land resources 
affecting productivity of agriculture and steady and 
sustainable agricultural growth over the long run. 
The next phase of land reforms would have to be 
planned from the structural-reformist perspective 
which has been ably analysed and elaborated in the 
recent researches of P. C. Joshi (Joshi, P. C., 1981, 
1986, 1987). It is tempting to quote Joshi at some 
length to bring out the essential ingredients of the 
structural-reformist perspective on land reforms :

“Since Independence the old semi-feudal agrarian 
set-up characterised by the land-lord tenant nexus 
has been eroded. What has replaced it, however, is a 
dualistic agrarian pattern putting the laige owner| 
farmer in a dominant position and the small end mar
ginal peasants and labourers in dependent position, 
rh  s dualistic structure now acts as a formidable cons
traint on the process of agricultural modernisation. It 
does not allow the vast mass of small and tiny pro
ducers to get involved in the modernisation process 
and benefit from it in an enduring and self-sustaining 
manner. In many areas the modernisation process 
within the dualistic structure is even a destabilising
force for the small peasant economy...........(we need)
a new agrarian pattern which provides incentive to 
the small peasants and a new organisational pattern 
which is sensitive to peasants’ needs and problems. . 
To generate relevant modern technology and to ensure 
its absorption in the agricultural sector (having large 
numbers of) small peasant producers is a highly com
plex and difficult undertaking.......Transforming pea
sant agriculture involves social engineering.......Re
cent experience has shown that the tendency to view 
the land policy purely as an operational or adminis
trative question devoid of any philosophical and 
moral significance has led to disastrous consequences 
...........It is in this background that we have to con
sider an overall community approach to agricultural 
development, encompassing vast masses of small culti
vators...........the new phase calls for a two-fold stra-
tegy—firstly, of containing of disciplining the large 
producer in the direction of welfare- iriented growth 
and, secondly, of firmly protecting and assisting the 
small producers and labourers for participatory deve
lopment. Without a restructured agricultural develop
ment strategy firmly based on the vast working pea
santry, assisted by a community approach and com- 
mumity institutions, the target-group based anti-poverty 
programme!, alone cannot realise the goal of growth 
with social justice”.

5.7 In formulating the recommendations based on 
the work of the Study Group on Land Reforms and 
Common Property Resources, we have kept in view 
the past experiences brought out by the materials 
available to the Study Group as well as the perspec
tive for the future noted above. The recommendations 
are focussed on the priority tasks which need to be 
taken up with a sense of urgency and determination to 
implement them within a reasonable time frame.

A : Improvement in Land Records
a l—The work of preparation of land records 

for the states not having them now should

be completed expeditiously. The back
ground note on land reforms prepared by 
the Planning Commission mentions that the 
areas in the North-east do not have land re
cords.

a2—The Interim Report on “Registration of 
Title to Land ’ submitted to the Planning 
Commission by Prof. D. C. Wadhwa has 
recommended the adoption of "Torrens 
System’’ on an experimental basis in some 
selected districts wnere the revisional sur
veys have been completed recently. This sys
tem permits “the conversion of the present 
presumptive titles to land into conclusive 
titles”. Prof. Wadhwa has also recommend
ed that there should be wholesale revision 
of all pre-1950 surveys and that along with 
updating present reeord-of-rights the sys
tem of registration of title to land may be 
introduced. These recommendations snould 
be implemented with the priority they de
serve.

a3—When updating the records, representatives 
of rural labour and poor should be consul
ted to obtain reliable information on (i) 
Ownership of land above ceiling, (ii) infor
mal tenancies, and (in) encroachment of 
common lands. It is of utmost importance 
that the updated records reflect the true 
position in the field in this respect.

a4—It is reported by the Technical Committee 
set up by the Department of Rural Deve
lopment, which looked into the pilot pro
jects for computerisation of land records, 
that the total cost of computerisation for 450 
districts (including aerial photography units) 
would be Rs. 150 crores i.e. Rs. 30 crores 
per annum in a five year time frame. Ac
cording to the Committee “technology is 
now available to facilitate easy access to in
formation, expedite survey operations, faci
litate quick updation of land records and 
enable their storage and retrieval”. After 
careful appraisal of costs and feasibility, a 
time-bound programme may be launched for 
computerisation of land records.

a5—There should be an effective monitoring sys
tem at the Panchayat level of lease, trans
fer and alienation of land by the target 
group households, by large owners and by 
non-cultivators (including non-resident ow
ners of land in the village).

B : Ceiling on Land Ownership

b l—Concerted efforts need to be made to locate 
(i) land held evading ceiling provisions, (ii) 
encroachment of common lands, and (iii) 
land left fallow | unused for long duration 
by the large owners|non-cultivators. Appro
priate legislation must be enacted to take 
over these lands without compensation or 
at nominal compensation. This is also true
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of good cultiviable lands diverted by a large 
owner to other uses to avoid the problems 
in getting them cultivated by tenants [labou
rers.

b2—Farm leaders complain that frequent down
ward revisions in ceiling creates uncertainty 
and disincentives for enterprising fanners. 
There is an element of truth in this com
plaint as any further reduction in ceiling by 
itself, will not yield much surplus but could 
hinder investments in agriculture. It is our 
feeling that it would be desirable to elimi
nate the uncertainty about the ceiling limit. 
It would be better »o pay more attention to 
loopholes (higher ceiling limits for larger 
families, separate provision for adult sons 
etc.) which need to be closed and to acqui
sition of categories of land mentioned above 
in b l.

b3—The imposition of ceiling on ownership of 
agricultural land needs to be part of a broa
der policy of ceiling on assets and incomes 
in all sections of society.

b4—It is recommended that the distribution of 
surplus land should be guided by a compo
site criterion based on the need of the reci
pient as well as the objective of ensuring 
viable use of allotted land.

C : Regulation of Tenancy
c l—The experience so far shows that complete 

banning of leasing of land is neither fea
sible nor necessarily desirable. It should be 
noted that even West Bengal has opted for 
giving protection to share croppers rather 
than eliminaing the system of tenancy al
together.

c2—A more practicable course would be to in
sist that all lease transactions must get pro
perly recorded and that their terms and 
conditions are fair to the weaker party to 
the transaction—lessees (in most areas) or 
lessors (where reverse tenancy prevails).

c?—It would be desirable to have appropriate tax 
provisions on land to prevent the emer
gence of large and dominant group of ren
tiers who own land chiefly to lease it out 
for rent or for speculative gains. If the land 
records are reliable, such indirect measures 
may be more effective in controlling dys
functional ownership of land than direct 
measures like banning of land sales or 
leases. However, when imposing such mea
sures, care must be taken to protect the in
terest of small owners who find it convenient 
to take up occupations other than cultiva
tion. Even for such owners, it may be pos
sible to devise financial assets conferring all 
the advantages which a small owner deri
ves from owning land without cultivating it

viz. security, access to credit etc. As a long
term objective, our policies should be to 
encourage and enable the actual cultivators 
to become owners of the land they till. But 
it would not be advisable to use only direct 
controls to achieve this objective. The in
struments used should also include indirect 
incentives and disincentives designed to 
serve the same purpose as the direct controls 
but more effectively and at a lesser cost.

D : Consolidation of Holdings '■
d l—The researchers who have evaluated Con

solidation of Holdings programmes find that 
the main reason for the extremely slow pro
gress of the Programme is the virtually total 
neglect of the Programme at the highest 
policy-making levels. There should be ade
quate recognition at these levels that conso
lidation of holdings (and prevention of frag
mentation) is an essential component in land 
reforms in the sense that without it the 
other components like imposition of ceil
ings and regulation of tenancy would not 
be able to achieve the principal objective 
of land reforms viz. creation of a moder
nised and viable peasantry.

d2—What is important for speedy implementa
tion of consolidation programmes is the pre
liminary ground work to obtain the willing 
cooperation of all the strata in the commu
nity. The advent of decentralised and parti
cipatory planning set up at the level of vil
lages cquld be a powerful factor to promote 
such programmes which have suffered in the 
past because of excessive dependence on 
bureaucratic formulation and implementa
tion of development schemes.

d3—It is our feeling that there would be a defi
nite advantage in undertaking consolidation 
of holding schemes along with revision 
of past surveys, updating of land records, 
bringing them closer to the field realities 
and modernisation of system of records. It 
would be easier then to obtain the coope
ration of target groups who are often afraid 
that they wifi get a raw deal in consolida
tion schemes. This is particularly true when 
they are associated with updating of land 
records, preparation of consolidation sche
me and, more generally, with formulation 
and implementation of development pro
grammes. Once the target groups are con
vinced that they can benefit from a prog
ramme, it would be easy to obtain their full 
and willing cooperation.

E—Optimum Use of Land Resources
e l—The efforts now in progress to evolve prac

ticable methodologies for planning the opti
mum use of land resources need to be vigo
rously pursued. Agro climatic Regional Plan-
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niag exercise of the Planning Commission 
and the Watershed approach for conserva
tion and fuller use of land resources which 
is being experimented with in some of the 
states (like Karnataka) should be develon- 
ed and extended to the point where they 
become replicable and implementable on a 
wide scale. There are also other models 
proposed by experts which deserve to be 
carefully considered (Ravjndranath, 1990)

e2—Purely technocratic planning of land resour
ces would not be of much help. For ex
ample, a recent evaluation of a project pro 
posal from the Karnataka Forest Develop
ment Corporation for development of 2000 
hectares of C & D class lands carried out 
by the Karnataka State Council for Science 
and Technology found that drastic revisions 
in the proposal were necessary to protect 
the interests of the target groups in the 
area of project [Karnataka State Council for 
Science and Technology (1989)]. The project 
proposal had not paid mv.ch attention to the 
question of impact of the project on the 
local target groups which is often adverse.

e3—The farming systems research should be 
undertaken and developed to meet the pro
blems of viability ot the small and margi
nal farmers. Area-specific norms for viable 
size of holdings should be evolved to guide 
the policies on prevention of fragmentation, 
distribution of surplus land and imposition 
of ceiling on holdings.

e4—The decentralised planning of the district 
and panchayat levels should accord the hig
hest priority to preparation of time-bound 
proposals for developing common lands fot 
the benefit of rural labourers and poor. II 
necessary, private enterprise may be invited 
to develop common lands through large 
and lumpy investments and modern techno
logies provided they agree to hand over a 
specified portion of developed land to the 
distributable pool of land available for al
location to the target group households.

F : Planning and Monitoring of Land Reforms :
f l—At the level of the lowest decentralised plan

ning unit (block, Mandal or Gram Pancha
yat as the case may be), a listing needs to 
be made of the households of rural labou
rers and other target groups. A household- 
by-household scrutiny should be made to 
formulate packages of measures (land re
forms plus other measures as explained 
above in paragraphs 5.2 to 5.5) to help 
these households. Annual targets should bt 
laid down for covering these households.

f2—-Currently, we have only scheme-wise moni
toring of implementation and impact. Ins
pite of this, it is known that the extent of

corruption, leakages and ineffective imple
mentation is very large. Once the strategy 
of package of measures is adopted, the moni
toring will have to pay attention to the effec
tiveness of the package as a whole over and 
above observing the progress in the imple
mentation of individual components in the 
programme.

f3—A system must be devased by the decentra
lised planning authority to carry out annua] 
surveys on a sample basis to keep a watch 
on and to adjust the package of measures 
to the factors giving rise to poverty, land
lessness and deprival on It needs to be 
mentioned here that even in a state like 
West Bengal there are groups of poor who 
continue to be neglected (Sah, K. 1990).

f4—It is of utmost importance to associate tin 
leaders and representatives of the target 
groups while operationalising the steps sug
gested above in fl and f2.

f5—There should be a periodic assessment at 
the state level of the progress achieved hy 
the different decentralised planning autho
rities in implementation of land reforms. 
Suitable incentives and penalties may „e 
devised to put pressure on these authorities 
and to foster among them a genuine' sense 
of commitment to achieving the objective.* 
of land reforms with a definite timeframe. 
Anticipatory action needs to be taken to pro
tect the decentralised planning authorities 
from domination by the rural elite.

f6—There should be annual meetings of Natio
nal Development Council and Interstate 
Council with a session exclusively set apart 
for review of implementation and impact 
of schemes for land reforms and for deve
lopment of common lands.

G : Links with Other Policies :
gl—At the level of overall development stra

tegy, land reforms need support from the 
broad spectrum of agricultural policies foc
ussed on improvements in agricultural in
vestments. research, extension, credit, ser
vices and institutions. These policies should 
have adequate thrust to help the large num
ber of peasants having only a modest hold
ing.

g2—The ultimate success of land reforms dep
ends on the emergence of organisations of 
rural labourers and poor who at the moment 
are neither economically viable nor politi
cally mobilised. These organisations need 
to operate from the grassroots level of vil
lage and its target group households *o the 
highest level where the development objec
tives, priorities, strategies and policies get 
determined. Absence of a sufficiently strong
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lobby at the national level is a major prob
lem now confronting the rural labourers 
and poor. There should be a careful study 
of the organisations—trade unions, coopera
tives, group farming etc.—which have suc
ceeded in die past in mobilising the poor 
for political and developmental action. In 
the light of this study, die government 
should devise a set of .promotional measures 
to help the emergence of such organisations. 
However, there should be no government

interference or domination in their working. 
The promotional measures should have spe
cific provisions to counter the opposition of 
rural vested interests to the organisations of 
rural poor. It should be remembered that a 
good system of land reforms is one in which 
the tasks of building up political pressures 
for reforms and their formulation, imple
mentation and monitoring are progressively 
taken over by the organisation of poor 
themselves.
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APPENDIX

TERMS OF REFERENCE OF THE STUDY 
GROUP ON LAND REFORMS AND COMMON 

PROPERTY RESOURCES

(i) To study the policy and various legislative 
measures arising therefrom for land reforms 
adopted during the Five Year Plan periods;

(ii) To study land holding pattern as per the 
agriculture census data and the NSSO 
studies on land holdings with a view to iden
tify such areas which require specific atten
tion for land reform;

(ii') To study the formulation and implemen
tation of land reform and other institutional 
reform measures having a bearing on rural 
Labour, specially on its lands dependent 
section.

(iv) To study and report in particular on the 
efficacy of various legislative and other mea
sures adopted so far with reference to 
share-croppers and other types of tenants.

(v) To review State-UT wise implementation 
of various legislative measures, examine 
monitoring and evaluation systems of land 
reforms, to identify gaps between policy 
legislation and implementation and to sug
gest effective policy and legislative mea
sures for removal of gaps so identified undei; 
each of the following enactments |measures;

(a) Abolition of intermediaries;
(b) Tenancy reforms;
(c) Ceiling on land holdings as per the

National Guidelines (1972) (Declara
tion and distribution of surplus lands);

(d) Consolidation of holdings;
(e) Homestead tenancy;
(f) Implementation of the laws relating to

alienation of tribal lands and restora
tion of lands to tribals,

(g) Conversion of agricultural lands for
non-agricultural purposes;

(h) Up-dating of land records and streng
thening revenue administration;

(i) Allotment of Bhoodan lands and Gov
ernment wastelands to the landless 
labour;

(j) Measures against keeping land fallow
and uncultivated.

(vi) To review the pjpgress and assess the im
pact of Centre and State schemes for land 
reforms, land records, tree puttas, assis
tance to beneficiaries of land reform mea
sures;

(vii) To identify new technology in land survey 
and management of land records and re
search needs on land reforms. (For instance 
State Government of Madhya Pradesh has 
already computerised the land records. This 
could be taken as a case study).

(viii) To suggest measures for organisation and 
involvement of rural poor in land reforms, 
re-orientation of law and order machinery 
and administrative policies for land reform 
in general and establishing a land records 
administration in the North-Eastern States 
in particular.

(ix) The Group will also keep in view the points 
of the main Questionnaire pertaining to the 
land reforms devised by the NCRL.

QUESTIONNAIRE 
LAND REFORMS

1. Do you agree that the legislative measures taken 
since early 50’s regarding abolition of intermediary 
tenures, security to tenants with the object of confer
ring the ownership rights on them and imposition of 
land ceiling to generate surplus have been successful ?

2. It is reported that even after the coming into 
force of tenancy laws, hidden tenancy exists in large 
portions of the country by way of oral and informal 
agreements without bringing the tenancy on record. 
What measures do you suggest for preventing this ?

3. The land ceiling laws have generated a small per
centage of the areas declared surplus for distribution 
among landless fanners (3.15 per cent). What are 
yoiir suggestions regarding making the law relating 
to the ceilings more rigorous ot; implementing the 
laws a different way ?

4. It has been found that there is large surplus 
land with the Government available for distribution. 
What suggestions you would like to offer for early 
distribution of available surplus land under the ceil
ing laws ?

5. Do you agree with the observation that in some 
States the area of land allotted to the beneficiaries is 
very small and not economically viable and in some 
cases the land for distribution is fallow ? Please give 
your views and suggestions. It has been recommend
ed by some that States should themselves meet the 
expenditure on converting fallow land into cultivable 
land as is done in Orissa under the programme of 
Economic Rehabilitation of Rural Poor (ERRF) on 
experimental baas. Would you suggest implementa
tion of such programme in other States also ? If so, 
what modifications you would like to be krtroduced 
in such a programme ?
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LAND REFORMS—POLICY, LEGISLATION, IMPLEMENTATION AND IMPACT IN NORTHERN
REGION OF INDIA—A SUMMARY

J. P. Singh
Agricultural Economics Research Centre,

University of Delhi

The mam objectives of tire paper were to study 
policy, legislations and implementation of land re- 
torms during the Five Year Plan periods; to exa
mine changes in land holding patterns and preval
ence of tenancy; to assess impact on small and 
marginal farmers, and agricultural labourers; to 
study impact of land distribution on economic and 
social conditions of allottees of land; and to exa- 
mne the influence of land sales on size distribution 
of holdings and increase in prices of land.

2. Adequate legislative measures seem to exist on 
the Statute Book on all aspects of land reforms and 
if these were to be implemented honestly and effi
ciently, land relations would have been much better 
today than what they are in northern States of 
India. The implementaion of land reform legisla- 
10ns on all aspects, except abolition of intermediary 
tenures m all the northern States and consolidation 
of holdings in Punjab, Haryana and Uttar Pradesh, 
has not been satisfactory. Land holdings remain 
quite fragmented in Himachal Pradesh and Jammu 
& Kashmir and hence need to be consolidated at 
the earliest. Effective measures need to be taken 
against further fragmentation of holdings. Tenancy, 
though prohibited by laws in all the northern States 
except Haryana, continues to exist in all of them. 
Although the magnitude of tenancy declined over 
the years in all the States, it sMIl remains fairly im
portant in Punjab, Haryana and U .P . where it 
occupies 16.1 per cent, 18.2 per cent and 10.2 
per cent of the operated area, respectively. The 
rent charged by the land owners is much higher 
than what is provided in the legislations. The share 
rent is invariably fifty per cent of the gross 
produce in all the States. Land Records, though 
reliable in many respects in northern States, do not 
reflect ground level reality with regard to tenancy 
and share cropping, as the names of share croppers 
and tenants are not recorded in many cases. The 
provisions of the ceiling laws have not oeen imple
mented effectively. The area declared surplus under 
the ceiling laws is less than 1.3 per cent of the cul
tivated area in Punjab, Haryana and Uttar Pradesh, 
but 20 per cent in Himachal Pradesh and 25.0 per 
cent in Jammu & Kashmir. The major part of this area 
has already been distributed to the landless house
holds. The average area distributed per household 
varies between 0.48 acre in Delhi and 3.87 acres 
in Punjab. There does not seem to be much scope 
for obtaining more ceiling surplus land unless the 
ceiling limits are lowered, for which none of the 
States, except U.P., is willing.

3. The total number of operational holdings has 
increased m all the States except Punjab, where it 
has declined by about 20 per cent between 1970-71 
and 1985-86. The latter has mainly happened 
because of very fast decline in the number of mar
ginal and small holdings, which are now leasing out 
the.r land to large holdings in a big way. In other 
States, the number of holdings going to marginal 
and small farmers have risen very fast mainly be
cause of sub-division of holdings due to inheritance 
and distribution of village Panchayat and ceiling 
surplus land to the landless and marginal farmers. 
There has been an increase in concentration of ope
rational holdings in all the States, except Himachal 
Pradesh, but the increase has been the highest in 
Punjab. On the other hand, the concentration of 
ownership holdings has declined marginally in all 
the States except Jammu & Kashmir. This implies 
that the extent of leasing in by relatively larger size 
holdings form the smaller size holdings has in
creased over the years. The average size of ope
rational holdings declined in all the States except 
Punjab between 1970-71 and 1985-86.

4. The caste wise distribution of ownership hold
ings in eastern U.P. indicates that 40.6 per cent of the 
Harijan households are landless, 34.4 per cent own 
less than one acre and 21.7 per cent own between 
1.0 acre and 2.5 acres. Thus, 75.0 per cent of Hari
jan households are either landless or own less than 
one acre of land. Such households are only 31.9 per 
cent among the non-Harijan households. The average 
size of ownership holdings increases from scheduled 
caste to backward caste and from backward caste 
to higher caste farmers.

5. The land transactions do not appear to be a 
potent means of changing structure of land holdings, 
as such transactions are quite limited and the prices of 
land are rising very fast. The land transactions 
appears to be taking place among relatively larger size 
and upper caste farmers.

6. A detailed analysis of tenancy in eastern 
Uttar Pradesh for the year 1985-86 indicates that 
the extent of leasing to cultivated area was only 
about 3.0 per cent, about two-thirds of leased in 
area was cultivated by marginal farmers and about 
two-thirds of leased out area was owned by large 
farmers. Whereas the larger farmers d:d not lease 
in any land, about one-fifth of the leased out land 
belonged to the marginal farmers. The economic 
viability of marginal and small farmers has greatly 
improved as a result of leasing in land. Farmers belong
ing to all castes were found to be leasing in land.
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Leasing out was found to be relatively more pro
minent in the caste of Rajputs, Brahmins and M us
lims. About four-fifths of the farmers leasing in land 
had leased in on the basis of share cropping. The 
yield per hectare was observed to be substantially 
higher on owned land (25.3 quintals of paddy) 
than leased in land (22.5 quintals of paddy) mainly 
because of higher quantity of inputs used and better 
quality of land. The differential in paddy yield bet
ween the owned and leased in land was observed 
to be considerably reduced in the case of sharing 
of cost of purchased inputs, Even with input shar
ing, the net rent received by the land owners works 
out to be about 40 per cent of the gros> produce, 
which is much higher than the fair rent fixed by 
the legislation. To cash rent per hectare was found 
to be substantial'y lower than the share rent paid 
by the tenants.

^  7. In the case of Haryana also, the extent of
leasing in was much higher on small farms than large 

^^yfarm s. This increased the economic viability of 
-■mm* small holdings to a very great extent. But, the ex

tent of leasing out was also higher on small farms. 
The large farmers have also been leasing in land 
for utilising the excess capacity of their tubewells 
and tractors. The net rent pa:d to land owners is 
substantially lower for cash rent'ng than share crop
ping arrangement. Under share cropping arrange
ment, the land owners contributed half of the cost 
of seed and fertilizers. The net return per acre on 

^self-cultlivatd land was found to be more than 20 
^ iq r e r  cent higher than that on leased in land. Cash 

" * renting system appears to be more important in
tubewell irrigated areas while share cropping system 
is observed to be more important in canal irrigated 
areas. The overwhelming maioritv of the lease con
tracts are made for a short period of two years nr 
less. The maiority of tenants leasing in land on
fixed rent basis belong to upper castes, while majo- 
rity of the tenants leasing in land on share crop 
basis belong to backward castes or scheduled castes.

8. In the case of Punjab, leasing in land is be
coming more Drominent among the large size far
mers while leasing out is becoming more prominent 
among the small size farmers. Bigger cultivators 
owning tractors and belonging to unper castes ac
count for the major part of the leased in area. They 
are also able to reap much higher net income from 
the leased in land than small and middle tenants. 
Cash renting system of leasing is gaining importance 
over the crop sharng system." The fixed cash renting 

Jtis  relatively more prominent mode of leasing in 
Puniab whereas share cropping is relatively more 
important in other States of the region.

18 castes were allotted Gram Samaj land in 4 villages 
of eastern U .P . The average area allotted per 
household was about 0.80 acre. More than 50 per 
cent of the Harijan households of these villages 
were able to get the benefit of this scheme. The 
allotment of small piece of land has provided a lot 
of self-respect, social status and economic benefits 
to the allottees. In the case of Haryana, the allottees 
of surplus land had to undergo a lot of harassment 
>n getting possession of the allotted land. Some of 
them had to sell out their laud to the land owners 
because of this. The majoriy of the allottees belong 
to lower castes and have poor economic status. 
The quality of allotted land is very poor. Despite 
this, the majority of the allottees are cultivating their 
land and feel that their income and status have im
proved after getting the allotment of land. In the 
case of Himachal Pradesh, every landless rural 
household has been allotted a minimum of 0.40 hect
ares of land. But, the major part of this land re
mains uncultivated because a large amount of expendi
ture and labour are required to reclaim it for agri
cultural purpose. The Government should, therefore, 
take steps t© reclaim such land.

11. As distribution of surplus land has proved to 
be qu;te beneficial to the rural poor, in general 
wherever ceiling surplus and village Panchayat land 
is available, it should be distributed to landless to 
uplift their economic and social condition. But one 
must be aware of the limitations of the land distribu
tion to landless in future and its role in providing 
social and economic justice to them, as there is not 
much land left for redistribution. Hence, instead of 
allotting small pieces of land to landless for cultiva
tion, greater emphasis may be given for allotting land 
for house sites and for starting rural industries by 
the poor through cooperative venture, for which 
enough technical and financial assistance may 
have to be provided by the Government.

12. Although most of the State governments of 
the northern region are not in favour of reduction 
of the Ceiling limit, a small reduction in it and 
Ctr:ct implementation of the provisions of the Ceil
ing laws could bring substantial amount of area as 
surplus. This could be augmented further by bring
ing the land owned by religious institutions under 
the purview of Ceiling laws. It should be the 
responsibility of the governments to acquire good qua
lity land as waling surplus, otherwise they should 
reclaim the bad quality land before distributing it 
to the landless.

9. In the case of Jammu & Kashmir, the net re
turn per acre has been fimnd to be substantially

^  higher on owner occupied farms than tenant occu
py pied farms. This seems to be quite related to the 

intensity of input use.

10. As regards disrlbut'on of land to landless, 
about 29 per cent of the households belonging' to

13. As it has not been possible to abolish ten
ancy and as it goes on emerging in different forms 
because of the interest of both lessors and lessees 
in it, it would be appropriate to have rethinking on 
the issue whether the leasing of land could be leg
ally permitted while having a check on its bad effects. 
This is all the more necessary as reverse tenancies 
are emerging in many parts of the country.
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LAND REFORMS IN U.P. PROBLEMS AND PROSPECTS : A Summary
—Dr. P. &. Pawley

Uttar Pradesh is the biggest state of the country 
with an area of 2.95 lakh sq. km. and a population of 
13 crores. Even though agriculture is the main somce 
of livelihood of more than 75 per cent of the people 
of the state, it contributes only 58 percent towards 
state’s income. U.P.’s agriculture is marked by the 
predominance of small holdings and a large number 
cf villagers are landless agricultural labours.

U.P. is a leading state in taking necessary steps to 
initiate land reforms for all round agricultural develop
ment and establishment of an egalitarian society. 
Zamindari was abolished in 1951 by a legislation 
ending the age old institution of intermediaries bet
ween tenants of land and state. But from the studies 
made so far and the impression and experience ga
thered during the past few years regarding the imple
mentation of land reforms, it is clear that on the 
whole results achieved fall short of our goals. There 
is a great deal of social intransigence in the political 
structure of the state and so the results do not follow.

Our impression of the rural scenario leads us to 
two broad conclusions. Those land reforms which 
adversely affected only a relatively small group with 
little or no political clout were carried out. But the 
measures which adversely affect a large number of 
people especially those .who are politically strong 
and have vested interest in the system, we find that 
the results have been pitifully small. This has b?-cn 
particularly valid as far as our efforts go to impose 
ceiling on land holdings since 1961 or to provide 
security of tenure to those whose tenancy rights are 
oral or to sort out crop sharing and introduce co
operative farming.

Due to poor implementation of ceiling laws, very 
little surplus land was made available for distribut’on 
among landless labourers. Our investigation shows that 
523137 acres of land was declared surplus between 
1961 and Sept. 1989 as a result of the implementa
tion of ceiling laws. Out of 523137 acres of surplus 
land 495595 acres were taken possession of and dis
tributed to landless poor while the remaining 27542 
acres were struck up in litigation.

Land received on account o Bhoodan was also not 
much. Whatever the quantum of, Bhoodan land it 

Xvas distributed to 98467 landless agricultural labour. 
But the Bhoodan land has not been found to be fit 
fcr cultivation.

Since the total number of landless agricultural 
labour in the state is not known, it is very difficult to 
assess the impact of land reforms on rural economy. 
Our impression is that land reforms have not made 
any significant dent on rural economy. Our survey of 
48 villages spread over twelve blocks of six districts 
viz. Gorakhpur, Deoria, Basti, Azamgarh, Jaunpur & 
Ghazipur of eastern U.P. more or less confirm the 
state wide picture of land reforms.

SUGGESTIONS :

Progress in consolidation of holding has also been 
unsatisfactory as only 1 [3 of the cropped area of the 
state has been consolidated so far. The consolidation 
has not increased the size of the holdings. Land
less agricultural labourers have a per capita holding' 
cl less than 3.12 acre or even less for agricultural" 
operations. Experience of Japan shows that as far as 
production of foodgrains is concerned the operational 
holdings of 3.12 acres or less can use modern science 
and technology and can give fairly satisfactory return 
per acre. But for the production of cash crops and 
dairy products 3.12 acres may not be the right size 
foi an economic holding. We, therefore, need to 
increase the minimum size of operational holding per 
family. This can be done only by implementing ceilim 
laws faithfully. The more ceiling laws are implemen-y 
ted faithfully, the more there will be surplus lar. 
for distribution among landless agricultural labour' 
With the increase in quantum of surplus land, size t 
economic holdings may also increase.

In the Vllth Five Year Plan efforts were mad * 
forge linkage between land reforms and programme 
of rural development viz, IRDP, NREP and RLEGir 
But it was done in an half hearted mannu. 
No where in 'the state land reforms were introduce’ 
intensively and agricultural facilities such as 
gat ion, fertilizers, improved seeds, marketing, trans-^ 
port and processing provided simultaneously to pro
duce good results in terms of increased agriculture 
production and better standard of living. It is dit,, 
cult to have intensive land reforms if other facility 
are not provided. We don’t think that land reform' 
can be easily carried out in a static situation. If tl> 
context is changed; perhaps it will become easier .. 
introduce meaningful land reforms. There is thus 
need for dovetailing development with land ref o n

The reasons for the poor implementation of 
measures of land reforms are lack of political 
absence of “pressure from below” because the >. 
peasants andi asaicultural workers are passn * 
organised and inarticulate; lukewarm and often " 
thetic attitude of the bureaucracy, absence of up-e 
date lan'd records and legal hurdles in the way of 
implementation of land reforms. The crucial point in 
the whole land reform movement is how to build 
“a oressure from blow”. We can not achieve the goal_L 
of land reforms unless tenants and share croppers 
are organised into unions. These vulnerable elemei 
in rural community need special attention. After all 
we are giving special treatment to certain sections 
of society viz, S.C. and S.T. to bring them up on 
the social ladder. Why can' not we bring about com
pulsory organisation of tenants and share croppers 
to provide impetus to land reform movement.
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