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F O R E W O R D 

Sri L a n k a ' s u n t a p p e d agricultural potential lies in its D r y Z o n e w h e r e 
there is a large extent o f u n u s e d land a n d a b u n d a n t sunshine. W i t h the p r o 
vision o f water u n d e r the M a h a w e l i G a n g a D e v e l o p m e n t Project a n d other 
irrigation s c h e m e s in this region agricultural production h a s increased consider
ably a n d it c a n b e increased m u c h further. 

T h e solution o f the agricultural production p o b l e m , h o w e v e r , m a y n o t 
automatically guarantee secure livelihoods for the entire rural population o f 
Sri L a n k a . T h e distribution o f rural population a m o n g agro-climatic regions 
s h o w s that the majority are n o t located in areas w h e r e there is m u c h r o o m for 
i m p r o v e m e n t . F o r e x a m p l e , m o s t o f the rural population is c r o w d e d into 
densely populated W e t Z o n e w h e r e land is scarce a n d the potential for irri
gation d e v e l o p m e n t is very limited. 

T h e authors o f this publication a r g u e that agricultural d e v e l o p m e n t in 
the D r y Z o n e is unlikely to a b s o r b a sufficient n u m b e r o f the W e t Z o n e rural 
population to solve the p r o b l e m s o f u n e m p l o y m e n t a n d poverty in the rural 
W e t Z o n e . T h e conclusion is that these p r o b l e m s m u s t b e tackled in the rural 
W e t Z o n e itself. 

T h e research o n w h i c h this publication w a s based f o r m s part o f a continu
ing p r o g r a m m e o f cooperation b e t w e e n the A g r a r i a n R e s e a r c h a n d Training 
Institute a n d the Institute o f D e v e l o p m e n t Studies, Sussex, U K . In the course 
o f the t w o year project field research w a s u n d e r t a k e n in three locations in the 
Galle a n d M a t a r a districts. Putting their results in a regional context the 
authors d e m o n s t r a t e the m a g n i t u d e a n d nature o f the rural u n e m p l o y m e n t 
p r o b l e m s a n d its close relationship to rural poverty. A n u m b e r o f strategies 
for tackling the p r o b l e m are suggested, b u t with the w a r n i n g that these action 
p r o g r a m m e s require difficult institutional m e a s u r e s . T h e p r o b l e m s o f rural 
u n e m p l o y m e n t in the W e t Z o n e are n o t a m e n a b l e to easy solutions. 

T h i s is the first publication o f A R T I w h i c h is to b e issued in the f o r m o f 
a printed treatise. I congratulate the authors o n their pioneer effort. 

W e are also grateful to the Overseas D e v e l o p m e n t Administration, U K , 
for financial assistance for publishing, this b o o k . 

(T. B. Subasinghe) 
Director 
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AUTHORS' INTRODUCTION 

Perspectives 
The comments of those colleagues who kindly read an earlier draft sug

gest that we have succeeded in falling between almost all the available stools : 
one finds part of the economic analysis sketchy, a second would like more of 
the field data included in the text, a third would like some of the policy im
plications spelled out in more detail, and a fourth would prefer a more extend
ed treatment of the question of the effect on the wet zone poor of the pattern 
of agricultural development in the dry zone. Faced with an already lengthy 
book and a dearth of ideas on what could be excluded, we have been unable 
to go very far in meeting most of these and other suggestions for expansion. 
For this no apologies are tendered. One is bound to run into space cons
traints in an exercise of this kind, involving the elaboration of a broad theme, 
the marshalling of the results of a large volume of empirical research, and the 
presentation of the implications of these results. This book tackles a broad 
field. A number of more specialised pieces of work by the authors treat 
in much more detail some of the topics raised here.1 

This book is concerned with the future livelihoods of the rural poor in 
the wet zone. It is the product of a two-year research project on that topic 
based at the Agrarian Research and Training Institute, Colombo. The pers
pective from which we initiated this research was as follows: 

(i) Most of the agricultural growth in independent Sri Lanka has taken 
place in the mainly food-producing small farm (i.e. non-estate) sector 
in the relatively thinly populated dry zone. 

(ii) For various reasons this growth has not been accompanied by large-
scale emigration out of the densely populated wet zone. 

(iii) A problem likely to be of increasing importance in the future is the 
existence of a large mass of wet zone rural poor. 

(iv) The potential for increasing employment within wet zone agricul
ture required investigation. 

For a combination of reasons it seemed desirable and feasible only to 
tackle the problem of employment generation within the small farm sector 
in the wet zone. The estate sector is a very different kettle of fish. 
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The purpose of the research was not to test or examine in detail the basic 
scenario of wet zone-dry zone differential sketched above. Most of the 
research effort was put into the more specific question of employment gene
ration in the rural wet zone. Not to have spent some time in examining 
the broader questions of regional differentials and relationships would how
ever have been too narrow an approach. These questions were never absent 
from our minds. On this particular set of topics we found nothing to con
tradict the basic perceptions from which the research started. W e have ela
borated on these regional issues in Chapters One and Two, in large part be
cause we found many persons who did not share our own basic perceptions. 
They will hopefully find these chapters useful. In Chapter One the spatial 
impact of the pattern of agricultural development is discussed in general 
terms.2 Chapter Two serves both to introduce the districts of Galle and 
Matara in which the field research was conducted, and to place them within 
the national context of regional contrasts and relationships. 

The three localities ('villages') in which field research was conducted 
are introduced in Chapter Three. Such an introduction is necessary to the 
later analysis of field data. The length of this introduction results from the 
differences between the villages and the way in which these throw light on the 
processes which affect the spatial distribution of poverty and comfort in the 
rural areas. It is not simply a matter of rehearsing the old argument that 
every village is different, although that is as easily forgotten as asserted. It 
is also a question of explaining how it is that the poor became almost invi
sible. The question of who are the poor-what they do, what kind of people 
they are,where they live-is the central theme of Chapter Four, and runs stron
gly through the discussion of employment, use of time, and education in Chap
ters Five to Seven. This set of questions proved to be more important than 
we had initially envisaged, mainly because the answers are not very obvious, 
at least not to many outsiders. Among the conclusions which are non-ob
vious are the following :-

(i) There are large numbers of poor whose presence is easily missed. 

(ii) Apart from old age and sickness, the main immediate cause of 
poverty is a dearth of unskilled casual work. There is a large 
reservoir of unemployed and under-employed people willing to 
take work at the going wage but unable to find it. 

(iii) The problem is especially acute for the significant fraction of house
holds dependent on Female earnings. 

(iv) Jobs (and other economic resources) distributed by government 
agencies rarely reach the very poor, as they lack the contacts, li
teracy and energy to make the necessary 'institutional connections.' 

(v) The problems of the educated unemployed are the problems of 
the relatively wealthy, not of the poor. The poor rarely get edu
cation, and cannot afford to reject income-earning opportunities 
for 'status' reasons. 

The nature of the poverty/unemployment problem invests with special 
appeal a future scenario in which the more intensive production of (transplant
ed) rice and tea makes jobs available where they are needed (in the villages) 
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for the poor (unskilled labour, especially females). The possible routes to 
such a scenario are discussed in Chapters Eight to Eleven. The conclusions 
justify only very limited optimism. The situation is genuinely one of scarce 
resources. With little unused land, limited potential for irrigation develop
ment and poor prospects for new and better crops or crop varieties, it is mainly 
a matter of the careful husbanding and tending of resources already in use. 
There is not even the notional prospect of the dramatic at-one-stroke improve
ment that, say, land reform, land colonisation, or better water management 
seem to offer in some other environments. A policy of giving big price in
centives to paddy producers to increase production is almost certain to worsen 
poverty in the wet zone environment where only a small minority of the rural 
population produce enough rice to sell, and the majority produce none at all. 

The future of the wet zone rural poor is not very shining, but it could 
be considerably improved through agriculture by measures feasible even 
before the arrival of a more perfect society. Given, however, the limited 
prospects for re-allocating economic resources, one is forced to look at ins
titutional measures designed to increase the efficiency with which the existing 
economic resources are used. The issues are very centrally social and politi
cal, and mostly concerned with the relationship of government agencies to 
village populations. Three particular areas appear promising; 'group pro
duction' among paddy farmers; better institutions for the management of soil 
and water resources at the local level (Chapter Twelve); and a definite policy 
to steer government subsidies, especially those for crop replanting, to the very 
smallest landholders. These and the other policy prescriptions discussed in 
Chapter Thirteen all relate back to the perspective in economic policy which 
governs this book: that in a situation of mass rural poverty, the profitability 
of farming and the rates of growth of agricultural production should not be 
ends in themselves, but means for the achievement of rural development in 
the broadest sense of the term, including especially the improvement of the 
living standards of the poorest. Insofar as conflicts arise between objectives, 
then the rural development goals should have preference. It is this perspec
tive which explains the title of the book and the reason why it is neither a study 
of the economics of agricultural production or of the social structure of the 
rural wet zone, but a combination of the two. 

The Low Country 

The wet zone is not homogenous. Above all, there is a fairly basic 
distinction, which has historical, social, cultural, topographical and economic 
dimensions, between the 'Low Country' and the 'Kandyan' areas. It was 
decided to concentrate the field research for this study in one part of the wet 
zone. It was mainly to broaden the ARTI's familiarity with local conditions 
that the authors were directed to Galle and Matara districts, the southern 
part of the Low Country. These districts have a character of their own which 
is sketched in Chapter Two, and the whole analysis is firmly rooted in local 
conditions. In this sense we hope to have contributed to the understanding 
of the regional peculiarities or rural society. The basic circumstances and 
conditions studied, especially those of dense population, landlessness and 
limited potential growth in the resource base, are however characteristic 
of almost the whole of the rural wet zone. The higher the level of generality 
at which the analysis and conclusion are pitched, the more likely are they to 
apply to the rural wet zone as a whole. 
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The Field Research 

The research staff were engaged full time in this project over two years 
from mid-1976 to mid-1978. The basic method was that of the locality study, 
involving residence in the village and intensive interaction with samples of 
village households. Three localities were studied. All are given pseudonyms 
here. Wattegama ("The Estate Village") and Weligalagoda ("That Sandy 
and Rocky Place") were chosen because, at first sight, they appeared to pro
vide a useful contrast in a number of dimensions. As it emerged the degree 
of contrast was greater than had first appeared (Chapter Three). Polpitiya 
("The Coconut Field") was choosen later as one of the few villages in the region 
where 'advanced' paddy production techniques, especially the practice of 
transplanting, were common. Randomness did not enter into village selection. 
While they are neither individually nor collectively 'representative' the villages 
do seem between them to exhibit most of the main characteristics of the area 
(Chapter Three). All have relatively good access to bus services and towns, 
and are in this sense typical of most of the population of the wet zone in gene
ral, and Galle and Matara in particular (Chapter Two).3 

To give full details of the methods used to collect data would take up 
too much space. Summary details of the main formal surveys conducted 
are given in Appendix One. These surveys generated a very large quantity 
of statistics. Equally valuable however has been the miscellany of other 
information collected either while interacting informally with villagers or 
interviewing them to meet the needs of the formal survey programme. During 
the following time periods there was always at least one, but normally two or 
three, researchers resident in the village: Wattegama-August 1976 to February 
1977; Weligalagoda-July 1976 to March 1977; Polpitiya-June 1977 to March 
1978. Because of the efforts which were made to interact with and provide 
small services for the villagers, the overall levels of cooperation were very high. 
Scarcely a household refused to supply information, and only a few were 
dropped from the samples because they were suspected of supplying incom
plete or false data. In general the accuracy of the information seems to have 
varied positively with the degree of interaction between researchers and vil
lagers. In this the villages may be ranked, in descending order, as follows: 
Weligalagoda, Wattegama, Polpitiya. Compared to similar information 
gained by once-off forays into villages by urban-based interviewers, that used 
here is extremely accurate. 

The research programme was designed to be flexible in order to permit 
the focus and data collection to respond to changing perceptions and early 
results. Certain initial ideas and hypotheses were abandoned or modified 
accordingly. In particular, we began with the hypothesis that there might be 
seasonal or some other kinds of labour shortage, the result, for example, of 
females being unable to work in agriculture when needed because of the needs 
of housework and child care. It became clear that this was not the case, 
that the 'labour problem' was almost entirely one of inadequate work avail
able at all times of the year, and low wages for females in particular. In gene
ral, questions of institutions and social organisation tended to gain in weight 
as fieldwork progressed, while issues formulated in economists' terms tended 
to lose weight. 

The researchers have training in a number of disciplines: agriculture, 
economics, political science and sociology. The general approach was to 
try to let the field observations and experiences dictate the methods of analysis 
as far as possible. The result is, one hopes, fairly interdisciplinary. 
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Presentation 

In writing this book preference has been given to readability rather than 
detail. The following procedures have been adopted:— 

(i) Footnotes have been kept to a minimum, and have been dispensed 
with entirely both when recounting facts and analyses familiar to 
students of Sri Lanka society,4 and when quoting statistics easily 
obtainable from official publications.5 

(ii) The source of information in tables is quoted only if it is not the 
authors' field surveys. 

(iii) The spurious accuracy of presenting questionable percentage figures 
to one or more decimal places has been avoided. 

(iv) Discussions of data collection methods and definitions have been 
avoided except if the validity of the conclusions drawn appears 
to be at stake. 

(v) The main text contains only the statistical information needed to 
illustrate the main arguments. A few other statistics of likely 
interest to readers have been placed in the appendices. For reasons 
of space most of the results of statistical analysis have not been 
included. 

Non-English words given in italics in the text and are explained 
in the Glossary. 

In the data analysis households have often been classified according to 
income levels; this requires a brief explanation. When analysing the econo
mics of particular crops, e.g. cinnamon in Weligalagoda or paddy in Polpitiya, 
the total number of sample households for that village and crops has been 
classified into three income groups (rich, medium and poor) of approximately 
equal size on the basis of the researchers' impressions of per capita income 
levels. This is purely a relational measure of income; the 'rich' paddy far
mers of one village may be no better off than the 'medium' farmers of another 
village where overall incomes are higher. A second, and absolute, measure 
of family income has been used for other purposes. All households have 
been classified into one of two groups according to whether they live in a 
cement-floored house ("rich") or a mud-floored house ("poor").6 A more 
sophisticated attempt to classify households according to various features 
of the house and the ownership of material possessions yielded much the 
same results; the simpler system was therefore preferred. 

Notes 

1. On the social structure of Weligalagoda village, see M.P. Moore et al., "Weligalagoda: 
An 'Internal Colony' in Galle District", in M. P. Moore, Barrie Morrison and M. U. 
Ishak Lebbe (eds.), The Disintegrating Village? Social Change in Rural Sri Lanka, 
Lake House Investments, Colombo, 1979. On the social processes affecting the spatial 
distribution of poverty in rural areas, see M. P. Moore and U. L. J . Perera, "Land Policy 
and Village Expansion in Sri Lanka", Marga (Colombo), 5 (1), 1978. On the high in
cidence of deficit paddy farming in the wet zone see M. P. Moore, "Deficit Paddy Farm
ing in Sri Lanka", Sri Lanka Journal of Agrarian Studies, forthcoming. On the practice of 
rotational tenure of paddy land see M. P. Moore and G. Wickremesinghe "Thattumaru 
•Kattimaru Systems of Land Tenure", Reaearch Study Series No. 26, ARTI, Colombo, 
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1978. On the social basis of local rural organisations see M. P. Moore "Social Structure 
and Institutional Performance: Local Farmers' Organisations in Sri Lanka", Journal of 
Administration Overseas (London), 18 (4), 1979. On the near-exclusion of the rural poor 
from advanced education see M. P. Moore "Unemployment of Educated Youth: A 
Problem for Whom?", Marga (Colombo), forthcoming. On the cinnamon industry 
see M. P. Moore "Political Culture and Agricultural Policy: The Case of Cinnamon 
in Sri Lanka, Agricultural Administration, 5 (2), 1978 and "The State and the Cinnamon 
Industry in Sri Lanka", Occasional Publication No. 15, ARTI, Colombo 1978. The 
Question of dry zone-wet zone relationships in the context of agricultural development 
is discussed in some detail in a forthcoming book by M. P. Moore. 

2. This issue is examined in detail in an extremely valuable but inaccessible publication: 
"Comparative Study of Population Growth and Agricultural Change. A case Study 
of Sri Lanka", Asian Population Studies Series No. 23, Economic and Social Commission 
for Asia and the Pacific, Bangkok, 1975. 

3. It is true that none of the villages are located in the interior parts of the Low Country 
less subject to immediate urban influences. But neither do many people live in such 
villages. The Low Country population is heavily concentrated in a strip of land a few 
miles wide running along the coast (see O. H. K. Spate et al., India, Pakistan and Ceylon. 
The Regions, Methuen, London, 1972, p. 801). 

4. Two of the most useful sources for the general social, economic, political and historical 
background are K. M. De Silva (ed.) History of Ceylon, Volume 3, From the beginning 
of the \9th Century to 1948, University of Ceylon, Peradeniya, 1973 and K. M. De Silva 
(ed.) Sri Lanka. A Survey, G. Hurst and Co., London, 1977. 

5. In particular, references are not given for information derived from the 1962 Census 
of Agriculture and the 1971 Census of Population. 

6. House with cement floors nearly always have cemented walls and tiled or asbestos roofs. 
Correspondingly, a mud floor implies mud walls and a roof made of coconut fronds 
(cadjans). 
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C H A P T E R O N E : 
T H E R E G I O N A L IMPACT O F 
A G R I C U L T U R A L D E V E L O P M E N T 1 

In the colonial-plantation economy which Sri Lanka inherited at Inde
pendence, agricultural activity was very much concentrated in the tea, rubber 
and coconut estates which occupied the bulk of the cultivable land in the 
wet zone, the south-west quadrant of the Island which contained about three 
quarters of the population. With the exception of a few coastal areas, most 
of the dry zone2 was jungle covered and sparsely inhabited by villagers who 
were very isolated from urban life and the benefits of modern medical and 
educational facilities. The highly-productive estate economy exercised a 
determining influence over the shape of the national economy as a whole. 
Its surpluses permitted the unrestricted import of consumer goods and fi
nanced a rudimentary welfare state. Yet unrestricted imports were not an 
unmixed blessing. They discouraged local production, no more so than in 
the case of agriculture, since something like half the nation's food was im
ported. Because both food and (Indian) estate labour could be freely im
ported, the dominant economic interests did not need to promote the deve
lopment of small-holder agriculture to extract from it a surplus of either, 
food or labour. While many of the people rooted in the villages gained a 
living from full-time casual estate work, or in the large urban and govern
mental sectors supported by the estate economy, smallholder agriculture 
itself existed in a situation of general neglect. One result was the wide
spread belief among rural people that the material prosperity to which most 
aspired could not be attained in smallholder agriculture, but through trading, 
urban or governmental employment. This was partly the cause of the less-
than-wholehearted enthusiasm of the rural population for the first major 
government-inspired attempts at agricultural development in the smallholder 
sector: the opening of new irrigation colonies in the dry zone in the 1930s. 

In the post-Independence era, government support for the development 
of the smallholder sector has been more pronounced. This reflects three 
main factors. One is the increasing political influence of the rural masses. 
The second is the ideological drive to break away from the plantation eco
nomy, which ties the national economy and polity to an economic sector 
which is unstable and only partly amenable to national political control. The 
third, and arguably the most important, is sheer economic necessity. Both 
population and the material aspirations of the mass of the people have soared, 
while the prices of tea and rubber and thus the surpluses available to govern
ment from taxing the estate sector have tended to stagnate. One predictable 
response to the resultant acute balance of payments pressures has been at-
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tempts to stimulate local production. The case was especially clear-cut in 
the case of foodgrains, since it was difficult to reconcile massive food imports 
with the obvious fertility of Sri Lanka's land and the existence of millions 
of acres of uncultivated land in the dry zone. 

The government has responded by providing material inputs, often sub
sidised, in the form of tractors, fertilisers, agro-chemicals, extension services, 
and new rice varieties, and by the establishment of more irrigation colonies. 
Although guaranteed prices have been offered for foodgrains, these have 
usually lagged behind, and been increased only in response to, open market 
prices. The basic economic logic of increasing population and increasingly-
expensive imported food has been the driving force behind the fact that, in 
the post-Independence period as a whole, the prices of foodgrains have in
creased considerably in relation to the prices of most other goods.3 The 
main contribution of the state to increasing the farmer's real incomes has 
been to restrict or ban entirely the import of certain agricultural products, 
particularly in the period 1970 to 1977. Especially in the case of chillies, 
onions, potatoes and sugarcane, this led to very high domestic prices, high 
profits for producers, and rapid increases in domestic production from very 
low bases. 

Agricultural growth in the post-Independence era has thus involved a 
relative shift from export crops to foodgrains, from estates to smallholders 
and, of direct concern to us here, from the wet zone to the dry zone. This 
latter shift was inevitable. Large areas of the dry zone were almost empty 
while the wet zone was already densely populated. Malaria, the former 
scourge of the dry zone, was largely eradicated by the early 1950s.4 The 
dry zone, with its relatively low incidence of cloud cover and high levels of 
insolation is capable, given irrigation water, of producing much more food 
per acre than is the wet zone. The new high-yielding rice varieties which 
began to become available in the 1950s have been best adapted to dry zone 
conditions. They now cover almost all the dry zone paddies, while the older 
'traditional' varieties continue to predominate in the wet zone. Most of the 
resources which have gone into agricultural development-research, skilled 
extension officers, foreign aid, irrigation projects, tractors, paddy purchasing 
depots-have been physically located in the dry zone. The effect of the current 
accelerated Mahaweli Project will be to tip the regional balance even further. 

This relative shift of agricultural activity to the dry zone has been accom
panied by a shift in relative incomes.5 Dry zone farmers have irrigated 
land on which to grow paddy, and chena (shifting cultivation) land on which to 
grow chillies and other crops. They have relatively large holdings, and mostly 
produce a surplus of crops whose real price has been increasing. In contrast, 
the wet zone villager has little or no land, and, if the latter, is often producing 
less than he needs to feed his family. The typical dry zone inhabitant is a 
Farmer with a capital 'F'. Wet zone village households are more likely to 
piece together a living from two or three sources, including perhaps estate 
employment, casual building jobs in the big towns, or a post as a watcher 
or a school or some other government building. 

Wet zone villagers are not unaware that there are handsome profits to be 
earned from cultivation in the dry zone. The irrigation colonies were origi
nally established to relieve population pressure on land in the wet zone, and 
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other wet zone villagers find livelihoods, temporary or permanent, in the dry 
zone without the assistance of government agencies. There has in recent 
decades been a pattern of net migration from the wet to dry zone.6 But 
of more significance than the occurrence of migration is the fact that it has 
taken place on nothing like the scale that the national economic planner would 
desire. A comparison of typical daily wage rates for agricultural labour is 
adequate to indicate that the rural wet zone is typically an area of dense popu
lation and underused unemployed labour, while in the dry zone labour is 
seasonally scarce, and expensive agricultural inputs like irrigated land and 
fertiliser are complemented with far less labour than ought to be applied, 
given the logic of acute land scarcity at the aggregate national level. Why 
should this be the case? Combining the conclusions of one study of this 
issue 7 with the authors' own observations, one can deduce five related reasons 
why wet zone villagers have been ieluctant to migrate:-

(i) The dry zone colonies lack established social networks of kinship, 
patronage and neighbourhood. The colonist is liable to find him
self without assistance to deal with the minor crises of life: sickness, 
scarcity of cash, disputes, or the extraction of permits from govern
ment officials. This gap has often been filled by semi-professional 
brokers and politicians, many of them also traders, but they ex
pect a high price in return for their help. In contrast, the typical 
wet zone village continues to function as an integrated social en
tity, providing a 'cushion' of support and assistance for many of 
its members. Migration to the dry zone has been attractive only 
to those who have little stake in the village: those "who were run
ning away from some blot on their own or on their family name, 
people who had been reduced to landlessness, and people who 
were attempting to improve an adverse caste situation."8 

(ii) The wet zone remains the politico-cultural core of the country, 
and migrants to the dry zone tend to forfeit the opportunities they 
have as residents of that core to extract resources from the state, 
expecially public sector jobs for their children. The dry zone is 
remote from the capital and from the relatively dense pattern of 
social and political links with employees in the public service which 
characterises the rural wet zone. 

(iii) Being sparsely populated, the dry zone does not have the dense net 
work of publicly-provided facilities found in the wet zone: bus 
services, medical facilities, schools, specialist teachers, etc. 

(iv) It is widely known that there is a great deal of disillusion among 
the second generation of existing dry zone settlers. Economic 
aspirations are high, but there are inadequate opportunities for all 
sons to inherit what they consider to be adequate extents of irri
gated paddy land. There are few non-agricultural jobs available. 

(v) The poorest wet zone villagers, who are generally those who have 
the least to lose by migrating, often do not have the resources or 
contacts to make migration possible. They have neither the poli
tical muscle required to get land allocations nor the cash reserve 
needed to make the move a viable risk. Men from such house
holds may migrate temporarily or seasonally to the dry zone for 
casual employment, but be unable to risk uprooting their families. 
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A pattern of net migration to the dry zone will no doubt continue, all 
the more so if the real price of food increases. Dry zone colonisation will 
be able to fulfill the main function foreseen by the founding fathers of the 
irrigation colonies: the provision of a safety valve for the population pressures 
of the wet zone. It is however only a safety valve. It can have only a margi
nal effect on the problems of poverty, landlessness and joblessness which are 
all too characteristic of the rural wet zone. For the reasons given above, 
massive population transfers from wet to dry zones are not at all likely. There 
is a case for more government action to stimulate them. The existing flow 
of seasonal agricultural labour from wet to dry zones could probably be sti
mulated by the provision of more information on vacancies and the establish
ment of living quarters for the migrants. Assistance could be given to poor 
families to re-locate permanently in the dry zone, in non-agricultural as well 
as agricultural jobs. Such measures could however have only marginal effects. 

If poverty in the rural wet zone is not to be substantially solved by mi
gration, attention must turn to the possibilities of economic growth in the 
wet zone itself. Three main possibilities suggest themselves: industry, estate 
production, and smallholder agriculture. Since Independence industrial 
progress has been considerable, and this is likely to continue. Industry is 
however very heavily concentrated in the suburbs and satellite" towns of 
Colombo,9 and the degree of concentration is, if anything, likely to increase 
with the location of the new Export Processing Zone just north of Colombo. 
Industrial growth will do little to provide jobs in the bulk of the rural wet 
zone. In the estate sector there is little prospect of increased employment 
in the long run, despite the short-term job opportunities provided to the rural 
population by the repartriation of Indian labourers. If Sri Lanka is to 
remain a competitive producer of tea and rubber; output per worker and per 
acre must increase steadily, largely by accelerated re-planting with high-yield
ing plant varieties. The long-term employment prospects are both dim and 
uncertain. Attention then turns to the smallholder sector. One of the main 
problems has already been mentioned above: that the climatic conditions in 
the dry zone are absolutely superior in the case of almost all field crops. The 
potential rewards to effort are greater in the dry zone. This is unfortunately 
not only true of the main field crop, paddy, but of the other field crops which 
are of increasing importance, and likely to be even more so as the target of 
self-sufficiency in rice is approached: pulses, oil seeds, sugarcane, maize and 
sorghum, chillies, potatoes, onions and other vegetables. The wet zone 
needs a new crop which thrives under wet zone climatic conditions, has a ready 
market, and provides a great deal of employment per acre. Only tea fits 
the bill, and for reasons given above this cannot expand much. No other 
such crop is in sight. 

There is no simple strategy for promoting the development of wet zone 
smallholdings in such a way as to increase employment and alleviate poverty. 
The position is far from hopeless but, as is described below there are no easy 
answers. 

Notes 
1. The historical background to the chapter is very ably laid out by D. R. Snodgrass, Ceylon : 

An Export Economy in Transition, Richard D. Irwin, Inc., Homewood, Illinois, 1966. 

2. According to the usual definitions the dry zone is the area receiving an average of less 
than 70-75 inches of rain annually. A wide variety of other criteria have been used, 
but most give much the same answer. 
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3. See E. L. H. Lee "Rural Poverty in Sri Lanka, 1963-73" in International Labour Office, 
Poverty and Landlessness in Rural Asia, Geneva, 1977, p. 169. 

4. The recent resurgence of malaria is not on a large enough scale to negate the general 
claim. 

5. Lee, p. 164. 
6. See Government of Sri Lanka, Department of Census and Statistics, Census of Popu

lation, 1971, General Report, Colombo, 1978, Chapter Four and Economic and Social 
Commission for Asia and the Pacific, "Comparative Study of Population Growth and 
Agricultural Change. A case Study of Sri Lanka", Asian Population Studies Series No. 
23, Bangkok, 1975, Chapter Three. 

7. Ibid, Chapter 6. 

8. Ibid, p. 110. 
9. According to a recent estimate, 90% of industrial goods (by value) are manufactured 

in the two adjoining districts of Colombo and Kalutara. Central Bank of Ceylon, 
Annual Report, Colombo, 1972, p. 43. 
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CHAPTER T W O : 
T H E L O W C O U N T R Y 

Low Country People and Kandyans 

W e have so far talked of the rural wet zone as if it were a homogeneous 
area, and, compared to the dry zone, it is indeed so. It is almost universally 
an area of intermingled estate and smallholder production, dense population, 
large-scale landlessness, large-scale involvement in urban activities, and re
latively good public provision of transport, health and medical facilities. 
With no more than a pardonable degree of exaggeration, the rural wet 
zone has been described as being in the process of being drawn 
into a "peri-urban complex." 1 A distinction is however very commonly 
made between the low country wet zone on the one hand (the "Low Country" 
for short) and the mid-country and up-country, or Kandyan areas, on the 
other.2 This difference is rooted in topography. The Low Country com
prises the coastal plain, basically the four maritime districts of Colombo, 
Kalutara, Galle and Matara, while the Kandyan areas are the central mass 
of hills and mountains (Map One). The Low Country has several good natu
ral harbours and, long before the advent of the Europeans, was heavily in
volved in international trade. It has also been the recipient of a continual 
stream of immigrants from the western coast of India. Low Country society 
seems to have been more open and flexible and less hierarchical than the re
latively-inaccessible and land-based feudal Kandyan society. For example, 
the hierarchical element in caste organisation is more developed in the Kan
dyan areas. In the coastal areas caste takes on more of a tribal aspect 'diffe
rence' rather than 'subordination-dominance' is more evident. Caste groups 
sometimes occupy whole villages or groups of villages to the more or less 
complete exclusion of other castes. Hierarchical systems of caste inter
dependence, in which the superior groups provide land and political protec
tion and the inferior groups provide services like washing, drum-beating and 
other ceremonial functions, and jewellery and blacksmithing work, are less 
in evidence in the Low Country than in Kandyan areas. 

Foreign rule seems to have supported and probably widened the gap 
between Kandyan and Low Country society; it has certainly increased pub
lic consciousness of this difference. Sri Lanka first began to fall prey to 
European (Portuguese) military power at the beginning of the sixteenth 
century. At that time the dry zone, except for the Jaffna peninsula, was very 
thinly populated. After the collapse of the Sinhalese kindgom of Anuradha
pura and Polonnaruwa many centuries before, the Sinhalese population had 
drifted to the wet zone. Early European contacts naturally focused on the 
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coastal areas of the wet zone, all the more so as it was precisely here where 
they could find growing the main objective of their voyages-the cinnamon spice. 
Not content with trade as a means of obtaining cinnamon and other commo
dities like arecanut, elephants and pearls, the Europeans sought, here as else
where, to establish military control. This was no easy matter, but by the last 
decade in the sixteenth century the low country wet zone was entirely under 
Portuguese rule. Foreign rule was interrupted by local revolt and by the 
succession of the Dutch to the Portuguese and the Biritsh to the Dutch. How
ever, by the time Sri Lanka, gained independence in 1948, all the low country 
wet zone had been under European rule for three and a half centuries, and the 
main towns, including Colombo, Galle and Matara, for rather longer. By 
contrast, the hills protected the mid-and up-country areas-the Kandyan 
kingdom-against European conquest until 1815. By this time the Low Coun
try had been ruled by Europeans for over two hundred years. 

Compared with the Kandyans, the people of the Low Country have been 
deeply exposed to European culture, religion, habits, language, commerce 
and capitalism. They have been attending European-style schools since the 
time of the Dutch. In every sense the people of the Low Country are much 
more Westernised-some may say "modernised"—than the Kandyans. Further, 
Kandyan consciousness and culture have been pushed in the direction of 'tra
ditionalism' in reaction to the Westernisation of the Low Country. It be
came a matter of pride that Kandyan ways were, it was claimed, more tradi
tional and more pure than those of the coastal areas. Things Kandyan came 
to be equated with things traditionally Sinhalese and Buddhist. Major, 
national ceremonies are often held in Kandy in preference to the capital, 
and, wherever they are held, Kandyan costumes, dances and rituals are es
pecially prominent. 

Kandyanness is not just a matter of external display. When they took 
control of the Kandyan kingdom the British found a society which was more 
hierarchical, more closed, more consciously modelled on tradition, and more 
firmly based on the landlord-peasant relationship than the more familiar 
society of the Low Country. As was the case in many other colonies, the 
British found this social system worthy of preservation and even of bolstering. 
During the first few decades of Biritsh rule in Kandy the potential alliance 
of landlord and colonial interests was inhibited by a well-found fear on the 
part of the latter that the Kandyan aristocracy would, if the chance came their 
way, use their position to restore the Kandyan kingdom. To obviate such 
a possibility the British replaced many individual office holders with their 
own nominees. They however retained in broad outline the feudal system. 
Powerful positions in local administration were given, on a quasi-hereditary 
basis, to members of landowning aristocratic houses. Once the threat of 
Kandyan revolt receded, the Biritsh colonial officials, especially those working 
in district administration in Kandyan areas, were able to embrace the society 
more lovingly. The 'simple', 'innocent' and 'unspoiled' Kandyan peasantry 
were generally preferred to the more educated and aggressive people of the 
Low Country, who seemed all too eager to earn a quick rupee. 

When in the second half of the nineteenth century the Kandyan areas 
were 'invaded' by the plantation system, a substantial demand was created 
not only for manual estate labourers (met by immigrant Indians), but also 
for the services of middlemen: contractors to clear forests, suppliers of fur
niture, barrels and equipment for estates, shop-keepers for the estate bazaars, 
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and transporters to carry food and supplies up into the hills and coffee and 
later tea down to the ports for export. It was the Low Country people, 
familiar with commerce and with European tastes, values and business prac
tices, who made the best of these opportunities.3 They entered the Kandyan 
areas in what seemed large numbers. Kandy town came to have a majority 
of Low Country inhabitants. The up-country bazaars were full of shops 
named after the native villages, especially in Galle and Matara districts, of 
their owners-the Imaduwa Stores, the Ruhunu Cafe etc. The Low Country 
men did not however limit themselves to bringing food and modern consumer 
goods. They brought a taste for liquor, and, above all, a different social 
ethos from that of the Kandyans. Soon the Low Country people were being 
blamed for the spread of drunkenness and theft among the innocent Kandyans, 
and for cheating them of their produce and land by sharp commercial prac
tices. Colonial officials reacted by trying to defend 'their' Kandyans against 
this invasion. This experience encouraged the idea that there were two dis
tinct Sinhalese cultures-the Kandyan and the Low Country. There is little 
evidence that this distinction had been strongly held before, but it now flou
rished. It has, for example, become enshrined in official documents as having 
an ethnic basis. In census statistics (since 1901) and in personal documents, 
Sinhalese are classified as belonging either to the Kandyan or the Low Coun
try ethnic group. Separate Kandyan and Low Country marriage ordinan
ces are in force. This dichotomy between Kandyan and Low Country cul
ture did not become so widespread without a little help from the British. 
When early in this century it became clear that British rule would be seriously 
challenged by the stirrings of nationalism, some largely unsuccessful attempts 
were made to mobilise Kandyan opinion against the Low Country-dominated 
nationalist organisations and in favour of Kandyan separatism and thus con
tinued British rule. Since Independence politicians have also beat the Kandyan 
drum on occasions to suit their purposes. Popular consciousness of the 
Kandyan-Low Country distinction seems to be no less prevalent today than 
in earlier decades. 

It is impossible in words to do full justice to the differences between the 
rural cultures of the Kandyan and the Low Country areas. One way of des
cribing it is as a difference in the degree of social cohesiveness. The Low 
Country villagers have a wider range of occupations, are less dependent on 
agriculture, and more accustomed to working in towns. In the Low Country 
a high proportion of estates are owned by Ceylonese and worked by Sinhalese 
villagers, who thus keep a foot in both estates and village life. In the Kan
dyan areas, especially in the higher reaches, estates are larger, were formerly 
owned by foreigners (now by the state), and are worked mainly by Indian 
Tamils whose isolation from village life remains extreme. In the Low Country 
many local landowners are residents of Colombo. They have little contact 
with the village, and exercise little social or political power locally. In con
trast, in the Kandyan villages the village elite of small landlords still plays 
a prominent role in social and political life. Patron-client relationships of 
dependence are more prevalent. In the Low Country the poorer strata of 
the population are more politicised and more likely to adopt 'class-war' atti
tudes to local property owners. 

Galle and Matara in the Low Country Context 

From a point of view of culture the four Low Country districts of Colombo, 
Kalutara, Galle and Matara are similar. Since they are located along the 
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coastal plain, movement from one to another is easy, and there are no marked 
discontinuities of any kind. The differences which do emerge are largely 
to be traced to the fact of the location of the capital city of Colombo in the 
northern-most of the four districts. To an exceptional degree, and for clear 
historical reasons, economic and political activity and power were highly 
concentrated in the capital city under colonial rule. This same pattern per
sists today. At the 1971 population census 5 2 % of the total urban population 
in the Island was to be found in Colombo district, i.e. in Colombo itself and 
its nearer satellite towns. Most of the new industrial plants have been located 
in the suburbs or immediate hinterland of the city. It has been estimated 
that 9 0 % of industrial production by value takes place in Colombo and 
Kalutara districts.4 The entire Colombo district and the northern part of 
Kalutara district can be considered within the 'daily contact zone' of Colombo 
city. That is to say, a substantial fraction of the population commute daily 
to the city for work. At the same time many of the new manufacturing plants 
are located in the rural areas. Colombo and Kalutara districts are generally 
areas of net immigration5 and of visible economic growth. Galle and 
Matara districts are generally outside the 'daily contact zone', have few large 
industrial plants, and are areas of net emigration. It is this basic difference 
which forms the basis of our classification of Galle and Matara as a separate 
region within the low country wet zone. Although the classification is made 
on somewhat negative criteria, it is not at all artificial As we shall see below, 
not only do the statistics of social and economic life suggest that Galle and 
Matara have a great deal in common, but they are commonly linked in po
pular consciousness. People from there are from 'down South', and that 
means more than a simple location: it says something about culture and, 
background. 

Galle and Matara: Topography and Economic Geography 

Topographically the two districts are very similar. Along the coast 
there is a strip of marshland and lagoon little suited to cultivation. This is 
succeeded by an undulating landscape which gradually but very irregularly 
climbs higher to the hills and the district boundaries (Map Two). Each dis
trict includes one hilly revenue division-Hiniduma Pattu in Galle and Mora-
waka Korale in Matara-which, being populated by small relatively inacces
sible villages and relatively large tea and rubber estates partly worked by 
Indian Tamil labour, seem to belong by topography, culture and activity 
pattern to the adjoining Ratnapura district.6 

In terms of population, economic activities and communication, the 
centres of gravity of Galle and Matara districts lie along the coast. The popu
lation is very densely clustered along the coast itself, and the great majority 
of the people live within a few miles of the sea. Traditions and names suggest 
that many of the inland villages were originally settled by pioneers moving 
inland from the coast. This accords with information about immigration 
from India, and implies that the coast has always been the main focus of 
human activity. The only major line of communication is the main road 
from Colombo which hugs the coast, and the railway line which does the same 
until it stops in Matara town. The other roads are almost entirely for local 
purposes only. There is only one road which traverses the hills to go directly 
into the interior of the country. The only traffic from Colombo which passes 
through the districts is that bound for Hambantota district. A substantial 
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proportion are pilgrims bound for the shrine at Kataragama. Galle and 
Matara are thus largely cut off from the bulk of the Island. Most journeys 
lead to or through Colombo. 

In colonial times, especially, early colonial times, Galle and Matara, 
ranked among the chief towns in the Island. Both were important ports, 
and now contain the ruins of large Dutch forts. In part this is due to their 
close proximity to the sources of important export products, especially cinna
mon from Galle and elephants from Matara. Unfortunately, both harbours 
are shallow and thus unsuited to large modern vessels. Matara ceased to be 
a port of importance at a fairly early stage, and now has no harbour facilities. 
Galle continued to transact an active business throughout the colonial era, 
but has, despite the building of a new fisheries harbour, fallen on very hard 
times in recent years. Ships come infrequently and singly. Galle and Matara 
towns continue to serve as centres for the distribution of consumer goods, 
administration, and such related activities as legal services. However, the 
decline of shipping has led to a general slowing down of urban activities, and 
thus to a very slow rate of increase in the urban population. Between the 
population censuses of 1963 and 1971 the total urban population of the Island 
increased by 41 %. Of all the twenty two administrative districts, Matara 
recorded the lowest growth rate of urban population-a mere 9 %. The urban 
population of Galle district as a whole also increased at a very slow rate of 
19%; much of this increase was in secondary urban centres and Galle town 
itself increased by only 11 %. 

Although Galle and Matara towns have suffered a relative population 
decline, they still remain the predominant urban centre of their districts. In 
1971 Galle Municipal Council area had a population of just over 71,000; 
second largest town in the district was Ambalangoda, with only 14,000 people. 
Matara numbered nearly 33,000 people, and its second-ranking town, Weli-
gama, 15,000. Matara district has only four urban centres and remains 
relatively rural, with only 11% of its population defined as urban in 1971. 
Galle ranks somewhat higher, with around 21 % urban population, which is 
very close to the overall national average. Yet some of this urbanisation 
is somewhat spurious. All but one of the nine urban centres in the district 
are located along the coast. Population here is very dense, but in many places 
more in the nature of densely populated rural areas than towns. A subs
tantial proportion of those inhabitants defined as urban could better be des
cribed as country dwellers who happen to live in a densely populated strip 
of land adjacent to a main road. None of the minor urban areas on the 
coast promise to develop urban facilities on a scale to challenge Galle Town. 

Galle and Matara are, according to the statistics at least, predominantly 
rural districts. They are however very densely populated. At the 1971 
Census of Population they had 1,138 and 1,219 persons per square mile res
pectively, over twice the national figure. Only three other districts had com
parable or greater densities: Kandy and the two other Low Country dis
tricts of Colombo and Kalutara. The road network and bus services are 
good. Only a small proportion of households are not within easy walking 
distance of a tarred road and a bus. There is a great deal of urban contact. 
In terms of the economic geography of daily life, the two districts approxi
mate to what has been called 'rurbanness': semi-urban styles of life in a densely 
populated rural setting. As we shall see below, 'rurbanness' is appropriate 
to describe other aspects of society as well. 
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Galle and Matara: Population 

Let us start from the observation that, between the censuses of 1963 and 
1971, the populations of Galle and Matara grew at an average annual rate 
of 1.6 %. This is relatively low. Equal or lower rates of growth were recorded 
only in four other districts: in the estate areas from which substantial numbers 
of Indian Tamil labourers were repatriated to India (Nuwara Eliya, Kegalle 
and Kandy), and in the district of Jaffna which, as we shall see below, has 
great deal in common with Galle and Matara from the socio-economic point 
of view. 

There are two reasons for the relatively low population growth, 
rates of Galle and Matara. The first is low birth rates. W e do not have 
district-wise data available but, in the four low country wet zone districts 
as a whole, birth rates are substantially lower than in the rest of the Island.7 

And we can infer that birth rates in Galle and Matara are at least as low as 
those of Colombo and Kalutara from the fact that the avergage age of mar
riage for girls is higher in Galle and Matara than in any other part of the, 
Island. It was 25.8 years and 25.7 years respectively in 1971.8 The other 
reason for low growth rates is net emigration.9 The general national pattern 
is that the dry zone districts and Colombo are net recipients of migrants, 
and the other wet zone districts are the providers. In the period 1963-71 
the district with the highest net emigration rate was Matara, with a figure 
of 8.4 (net migrants as a percentage of the district population at the middle 
of the intercensal period). This is substantially higher than the figure of 2.8 
for Galle district. Matara is adjacent to the dry zone district of Hambantota 
which was mainly jungle-covered at the beginning of this century. Hamban
tota has been, and still is being, developed by large-scale immigration projects, 
and settled by Matara-ites, with people from Galle coming a very poor second. 
Five other districts have higher rates of emigration than Galle, but, except 
for Jaffna, they are all districts from which substantial numbers of Indian 
Tamil estate workers have been repatriated. As we shall see below, there 
are scarcely any Indian Tamils in Galle and Matara, nor were there many 
previously. Thus, if we leave aside Indian Tamils, the 'true' rates of emi
gration from our two study districts are among the highest in the Island. 

What is especially remarkable about the pattern of migration from Galle 
and Matara is the extent to which the migrants are destined for Colombo. 
At the 1971 Census of Population it was found that 4 3 % of the people born 
in Galle district but currently living outside it were in Colombo district. The 
figure for Matara was 31 % lower because Matara has an outlet to the dry 
zone in the east (see previous paragrph). Relatively high figures were also 
recorded for the districts adjacent to Colombo, especially, Kalutara, Puttalam 
and Ratnapura; these however largely reflect small-scale movements to an 
fro across district boundaries. 'Genuine' migration to Colombo on the scale 
of that from Galle and Matara is otherwise found only in the case of Jaffna 
district, 3 2 % of whose emigres were resident in Colombo. The scale of this 
movement to (and from) Colombo reflects the importance of public service 
and trading in the livelihood patterns of the districts concerned. The other 
more agriculturally-focused wet zone districts tend to despatch the bulk of 
their emigrants to the agricultural areas of the dry zone. 

Galle and Matara are generally providers of emigrants to other parts of 
the Island. They themselves have, in recent history, received relatively few 

19 



outsiders. The plantations of the area are manned almost entirely by local 
Sinhalese village labour, and further, in the areas where the population is 
most dense it is local Sinhalese who provide almost all the estate labour. 1 0 

The manning of estates with local village labour and the absence of large 
numbers of immigrants from other parts of Sri Lanka explains the ethnic 
homogeneity of Galle and Matara districts. At the 1971 Census of Popu
lation 94 % of the people in each of the districts were enumerated in the 'Low 
Country Sinhalese' ethnic group. Apart from Jaffna district, with 95%, 
Ceylon Tamils, and the neighbouring Southern Province district of Hamban-
tota, with 9 6 % Low Country Sinhalese, no other district had such a high 
proportion of the population in a single ethnic group. This has some re
levance to political attitudes (see below). 

Galle and Matara: Occupational Patterns 

The statistics in Table 2.1 largely speak for themselves. Only two com
ments appear necessary. The first is that overall occupational patterns in 
Galle and Matara are similar to those of the nation as a whole, although, 
in the case of Galle in particular, the degree of dependence on non-agricul
tural activities is appreciably higher. The degree of diversification into non-
agriculture becomes more significant when one recalls that these districts 
contain no very large urban areas, and are outside the area of concentration 
of industrial activity around Colombo. Many people who are involved in 
urban activities and who would consider their homes to be in the villages of 
Galle and Matara were enumerated in Colombo on the night of the census, 
and thus are not reckoned in Table 2.1. The second point is that Matara 
district is more agricultural than Galle, mainly because of the more favourable 
climatic conditions in the eastern half of Matara district normally described 
as being in the 'intermediate zone' (see below). 

There is a further aspect of occupational patterns which does not emerge 
fully from the figures above. This is the high degree of proletarianisation, 
i.e. the high level of dependence on wage and salary earnings as opposed to 
family farms and businesses. Even in the agricultural sector, 68 % of workers 
in Galle district and 59% in Matara were hired employed at the time of the 
1971 Census of Population. Some of the causes and consequences are dis
cussed at various points below. 

Galle and Matara: The Land 

Galle and Matara are often explicitly characterised as non-agricultural 
areas. The researchers several times met the following kind of response: 
"Oh, if you want to study agriculture then you should not come here! Why 
not go to X district? The people here are not proper farmers." It is not 
that there is no agriculture. At the 1962 Census of Agriculture 55% and 
70 % of the land area of Galle and Matara districts respectively was described 
as agricultural. These figures were equalled or exceeded only in the five other 
purely wet zone districts, Colombo and Kalutara amongst them." And 
agriculture of course provides jobs (Tables 2.1). Although in any strict 
sense false, the rather loose description of Galle and Matara as 'non-agri
cultural' does reflect a number of important points. 

One point is that paddy cultivation is singularly unproductive and is not 
the focus of great attention (see succeeding section). The second is that 
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Table 2.1: Percentage Distribution of the Employed Population by Main Occupation: 
1971 Census. of Population 

Occupational Group Galle district Matara district Sri Lanka 

Professional, Technical and Related Workers ... 5.5 5.1 4.9 

Of which: Schoolteachers 3.7 3.6 2.9 

Administrative and Managerial Workers 0.3 0.2 0.4 

Clerical and Related Workers ... 5.1 3.8 5.1 

Sales Workers ... 8.4 8.4 7.5 

Of which: Working Proprietors, Retail Trade 5:6 6.0 4.4 

Service Workers : ... 5.1 4.8 5.4 

Agricultural, Animal Husbandry-]-Forestry Workers, Fishermen and Hunters ... 37.1 48.9 48.8 

Of which: Paddy Cultivators . „ 14.3 21.5 21.2 

Rubber Tappers and Rubber Estate Labourers 6.5 2.9 3.4 

: Tea Pluckers & Tea Estate Labourers :.. 11.2 18.7 14.2 

. Fishermen ... ; 1.3 1.8 1.5 

Production and Related Workers, Transport Equipment 
Operators and Labourers ,:. ... ... 36.5 26.8 25.4 

Of which: Weavers and Related Workers 4.2 2.1 1.7 

Bricklayers, Masons and Tile Setters ... 2.9 2.4 1.4 

Workers:not classified.by occupation ... ... ... 2.0 2.0 2.1 

Total 100.0, 100.0 100.0 



Galle and Matara are widely believed to be areas of 'part time farming.' The 
available statistics do not in fact suggest any very great difference from the 
national average in this respect. At the 1962 Census of Agriculture 4 6 % of 
all small-holders in the Island cultivating less than fifty acres of land were 
classified as 'part-time farmers' in that they had important non-agricultural 
sources of income. The figures for Galle and Matara were 5 1 % and 4 9 % 
respectively, while for Colombo and Kalutara they were 61 % and 46%. The 
difference between the Low Country and the rest of the Island probably lies 
less in the extent of part-time farming than in its nature. In the Low Country 
smallholder production is often considered a second-best to other sources 
of income, especially trading and urban/government jobs. In other parts 
of the country, especially the paddy areas of the dry zone, non-agricultural 
jobs are taken more to fill in the seasonally slack periods between paddy 
work. Farming remains the main focus of interest. 

A third aspect of the 'non-agriculturalness' of Galle and Matara is that 
they, and indeed the Low Country as a whole, are not noted for a particular 
crop or agricultural production system in the way that the dry zone is noted 
for smallholder paddy production, the higher Kandyan areas for almost, 
monocultural estate tea production, and the lower Kandyan areas (Sabaraga
muwa Province) for rubber estates. In the hilly (or Kandyan) wet zone areas 
the plantations, mainly tea, were established on a large-scale and extremely 
rapidly by foreign entrepreneurs. The rapidity of their intrusion and the 
alien nature of their large-scale organisation and personnel (British managers 
and immigrant Tamil labour) created a social economic and cultural gap 
between the plantation and the village sector which is still visible today. This 
disjunction is however far less acute in the Low Country. Here the estates-
mainly rubber and coconut-were established much later, many of them in the 
early decades of this century. Many of the owners were Ceylonese capita
lists; in the coconut industry very few Europeans were involved at all. The 
general size of estates was smaller than in the Kandyan areas and there is no 
discontinuity in scale between a villager's plot at one end and a large estate 
at the other: in between can be found a wide range of holdings of every size. 
Many of the larger estates have been built up gradually by villagers. Simi
larly, ordinary villagers both found employment on these estates and grew 
estate crops on their own small highland plots. The problem of 'village-
estate integration' is acute in the hilly wet zone areas but has little meaning 
in most of the Low Country. (Our sample village or Wattegama is an example 
of complete integration). There is no sharp discontinuity between estates 
and smallholdings, and they are physically intermixed. Similarly, but es
pecially in Galle and Matara districts, there is relatively little area speciali
sation in highland cash crops: one can frequently stand in one spot and take 
in with the eye plots of tea, rubber, coconut, cinnamon and perhaps also 
citronella. No single crop dominates in Galle or Matara. while this is com
monly the case in other districts (Table 2.2). 

The fourth and final aspect of the "non-agriculturalness" of Galle and 
Matara is the absenteeism of many property owners. Because of the pro
fitable opportunities for export crop production in the colonial era, much of 
the entrepreneurship of indigenous Ceylonese capitalists was directed towards 
developing estates in their home areas, especially the Low Country (see above). 
Yet their deep involvement in public service, education and politics has gene
rally argued for residence in Colombo. Thus a relatively large proportion 
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Table 2.2: Percentage Distribution of the Cultivated Area by Main Crop Types for Dis
tricts, 1970 

Crop: Tea Rubber Coconut Paddy Others Total 

Galle 15 25 16 24 20 100 

Matara 16 11 17 24 32 100 

Colombo ... neg 17 58 18 7 100 

Kalutara 5 50 15 19 11 100 

Kandy 48 4 5 12 31 100 

Nuwara Eliya 60 neg 1 10 29 100 

Kegalle 10 40 22 9 19 100 

Matale 13 13 14 18 42 100 

Kurunegala neg. 2 58 24 16 100 

Ratnapura 20 28 8 8 36 100 

Chilaw — neg. 61 13 26 100 

Badulla/Monaragala ... 28 5 3 14 50 100 

Jaffna — 18 55 27 100 

Hambantota neg. neg. 29 27 44 100 

Mannar — — 7 81 12 100 

Vavuniya — — 5 61 34 100 

Batticaloa/Amparai ... — — 9 66 25 100 

Trincomalee — — 5 64 31 100 

Anuradhapura/Polonnaruwa — — 5 55 40 100 

Sri Lanka 12 12 23 26 27 100 

Source: Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific, Tables 34, 37, 40 and 53 

(Note that the Paddy area is the asweddumised area). 
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of the landed elite, especially of Galle and Matara, live at some distance from 
their properties, play little role in local affairs (see above), and. almost inevit 
tably, tend not to be the most committed or enthusiastic agriculturalists. 

Galle and Matara: Paddy Cultivation 

In Galle and Matara paddy yields are among the lowest in the Island 
(Table 2.3). In the fairly typical 1976-7 agricultural year average yields, 
(both crop seasons) per net harvested acre were twenty eight bushels for Galle 
and thirty eight for Matara. This is far lower than the national average of 
forty nine bushels. Comparably low yields are obtained only in the two 
other low country wet zone districts and in Jaffna, where paddy cultivation 
faces severe physical obstacles. The main reasons for such relatively low 
paddy yields can be found in climate and topography. In common with the 
rest of the wet zone, Galle and Matara districts experience cloud cover a re
latively large proportion of the time. This inhibits the growth of the paddy 
plant. In the dry zone, where cloud cover is much less and levels of inso
lation thus higher, the yield potential of the paddy plant is much greater and, 
given irrigation water, much better yields are achieved. However, the hilly 
wet zone areas also suffer from heavy cloud cover, but produce much more 
paddy per acre than the Low Country. This is due largely to differences 
in topography. The low Country has no substantial hills. Rain water 
mostly runs directly into the paddy yayas from the low highland which rarely 
exceeds a few hundred feet. Most of this highland has no forest cover, having 
been cleared in the past for settlement, cultivation or firewood. Thus relative
ly little water is retained in the highland. It runs rapidly onto the paddy 
fields after causing floods. There are very few substantial permanent streams 
from the highland to supply irrigation to the paddy fields, and few places 
where irrigation tanks could be constructed even if water were available to 
feed them regularly. There is thus little water control in Low Country paddy 
production. By contrast, in the hilly areas of the mid-and up-country there 
are perennial streams issuing from the hill tops which can be, and are, adapt
ed to irrigate hillside paddy terraces and valley-bottom yayas. To adapt 
these streams and construct terraces is hard work, but it is feasible and pays 
dividends. The proportion of the asweddumised paddy acreage defined as 
being under irrigation schemes of any kind, major or minor, is generally 
much lower in the low country wet zone than in the hilly areas of the wet zone 
(Table 2.3). In 1976-7 the figure was 4 % for Galle, 9% for Kalutara, and 13% 
for Colombo. Within the Low Country appreciable irrigated areas are found 
only in the drier eastern part of Matara district; the figure for the district as 
a whole is 37%. The figures for the hilly areas of the wet zone are generally 
much higher than the Low Country average: 2 1 % for Kegalle, 6 4 % for 
Kandy, arid 68 % for Ratnapura. Almost all of this irrigated area falls under 
schemes defined as minor. In the Low Country, Galle and Kalutara districts 
do not have a single acre under major irrigation schemes. 

The difference between the paddy-growing environments of the low 
country wet zone and the hilly wetzone is not only one of controlled irrigation, 
It is also a matter of drainage. This is poor in the Low Country, especially 
in the large coastal paddy tracts, many of them former lagoons which are 
barely above sea-level. These often drain into coastal lagoons which are 
blocked by sandbars and can be emptied into the sea only with great diffi
culty. Characteristic of the Low Country are hal kumbura, ill-drained paddy 
fields comprising several feet of soft mud, which can only be prepared for 
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sowing after very heavy physical exertion on the part of man and buffalo. 
It is not unusual to see buffaloes up to their shoulders in mud, and men up 
to their waists. 

It is this combination of lesser irrigation facilities and worse drainage 
which explains why double-cropping with paddy is less common in the low 
country wet zone than in the hilly wet zone. For the four Low Country 
districts the average annual cropping intensity is about 1.65; in the hilly areas 
it is 1.80 (Ratnapura), 1.81 (Kandy) and 1.86 (Kegalle) (Table 2.3). 

Taking advantage of a more favourable natural environment, the vil
lagers of the hilly wet zone produce a great deal more paddy per acre than 
do the people of the Low Country. They have been described as more care
ful cultivators for several centuries. In the hilly areas more care is taken 
at all stages of the work and, above all, more of the paddy is transplanted 
or sown in rows. According to a sample survey conducted in 1966-7, the 
proportion of paddy transplanted or line-sown was 11% in Ratnapura, 4 1 % 
in Kegalle, and 64 % in Kandy. By contrast, the figures for the Low Country 
were 0 % (Galle and Kalutara), 2 % (Matara) and 12% (Colombo). n Grea
ter investments are also made in land preparation in the hilly wet zone: in 
the main buffaloes are used to prepare the fields, while in the Low Country 
almost all tillage is done by hand with the mammoty. This may be a less 
effective way of killing weeds than pudding the soil with buffaloes or using 
two-wheeled tractors, but it is much cheaper. Tractors are rarely used.13 

In a similar way, the Low Country paddy farmers invest little in equipment 
for threshing the paddy. The use of buffaloes or tractors for this task is 
rare. In most cases paddy is threshed by foot; male farm workers twist 
the cut stems with their feet in such a way as to remove the grain from the 
ears. This may not always have been the predominant system. Some of 
our fieldwork evidence suggests that in the past, when the human population 
was less dense and more grazing was available for buffaloes, the.buffalo po
pulation was larger, and buffaloes were more often used to thresh the paddy 
by treading it. It appears that, deprived by population growth of free graz
ing, Low Country farmers have generally ceased to stock buffaloes, and, 
rather than invest in purchased fodder or two-wheeled tractors, have turned 
more to the one source of power which needs little capital investment-human 
labour. 

There are then in broad terms three main paddy cultivation environments 
in Sri Lanka. The first covers most of the dry zone. Yield potential here 
is very high, and actual yields achieved are generally at or above the national 
average. However, irrigation water, draught power and labour are often 
scarce; the emphasis is more on making the best of these scarce factors than 
in maximising the yield of land. Per acre yields are generally well below 
potential. Cultivation demands relatively high cash inputs; farming is fully 
commercial. 

The second paddy environment is found in the hill country, most but 
not all of it in the wet zone. Here, at least in the wet zone parts, potential 
yields are, because of regular cloud cover, less than in the dry zone. How
ever, water is generally available and, through the centuries, a great deal of 
labour has been invested in terracing hillsides and channeling streams. Re
latively lavish amounts of labour are used every season to make the most of 
scarce land. High paddy yields are achieved, but at the expense of the wor-
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kers: paddy output per day of work is lower in the hills than anywhere else 
in the island.14 Using its only abundant resource-manpower-the relatively 
'traditional' rural society manages to sustain itself despite rapid population 
growth and high population densities. 

The Low Country is the location of the third type of paddy cultivaton 
environment. Climate and topography are not favourable. Throughout 
recent history more promising opportunities have offered themselves in the 
non-agricultural sphere: in trading, fishing, military or government service, 
education or transport services. Because of the relative abundance of these 
opportunities, popular culture has come to stress such values as enterprise, 
commercial skills, and the desirability of "making a fortune". It was abun
dantly clear that Paddy cultivation would not permit the satisfaction of these 
wants. Paddy therefore ceased-or perhaps never became a culturally-app
roved way for an ambitious young man to make his way in the world. Even 
more, it ceased to be an activity of much social significance for the bulk of 
the population. Paddy land was not a strategic economic resource. Where 
the Kandyan village landlord could make or break the family budgets of poor 
villagers by offering or withdrawing paddy land on lease, the Low Country 
landlord might find his tenant skipping off to a coolie's job in Galle harbour 
or a post in a relative's shop in Colombo. Paddy was still cultivated, but it 
received relatively little veneration: it was an activity rather than the activity; 
and a very poorly rewarded one at that. Landowners did not invest much 
in improving their yields. Most used the minimum amount of hired or family 
labour needed to get a crop. Village politicians did not find that agitations 
for better drainage, irrigation or extension services roused many voters. 
Yields remained low, as did the general level of interest in paddy farming. 
Improved rice varieties have had little impact in the Low Country. Bred 
principally for higher yield potential, they have naturally been most widely 
accepted in the dry zone. Within the wet zone, they have proved more suitable 
to the more controlled water conditions of the hilly areas than to the flood-
prone, rainfed and often waterlogged fields of the Low Country. This situ
ation is however gradually changing. The first generation of improved varie
ties (Old Improved Varieties) found almost no foothold in the Low Country. 
The newer generation (New Improved Varieties) especially B G 34-6, has 
proved more suitable and, since the emphasis in rice breeding has in recent 
years shifted to varieties suitable for the wet zone, vaiieties adapted to Low 
Country conditions are becoming available. 

Paddy yields are much lower in the low country wet zone compared to 
the hilly wet zone, and cropping intensities are also somewhat lower. Thus 
each acre of paddy land produces much more rice per year in the hills than 
in the Low Country. Yet population densities are about the same, and both 
areas are characterised by small-scale farms. At the 1962 Census of Agri
culture the average size of paddy holding in the Low Country was 1.06 acres 
(Colombo), 1.29 acres (Kalutara), 1.38 acres (Galle) and 1.55 acres (Matara). 
In the hills the comparable figures are 0.88 (Kegalle), 1.11 (Kandy) and 1.19 
(Ratnapura). Despite their small size of farms, the great majority of the 
cultivators of the hilly wet zone manage to produce enough rice to feed their 
families, and some have surpluses for sale. This is not the case in the Low 
Country. Our estimates in Table 2.3 of the extent of food 'deficit' farming 
suggest that between a third and a half of all farmers do not even in a rela
tively good crop year, produce enough rice to feed their families. It is only 
in Jaffna district that a comparably high incidence of deficit farming is to be 
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Table 2.3: Some Districtwise Statistics on the Paddy Economy 

District Average yield 
(bushels) per 
net harvested 
acre 1976-7 

Percentage of 
asweddumised area 
under irrigation 
schemes 1976-7 

Index of 
cropping 
intensity 
1976-7 

Average annual 
per capita 
paddy 
production 
(bushels) 1971/6 

Estimated % of 
paddy farmers 
who are deficit 
producers 

Galle 
Matara 
Colombo 
Kalutara 
Ratnapura 
Kegalle 
Kandy 
Nuwara Eliya 
Matale 
Puttalam 
Kurunegala 
Badulla 
Moneragala 
Hambantota 
Amparai 
Batticaloa 
Trincomalee 
Polonnaruwa 
Anuradhapura 
Vavuniya 
Mannar 
Jaffna 

(1) 

28 
38 
37 
28 
42 
44 
57 
68 
62 
39 
47 
52 
52 
58 
56 
50 
52 
70 
63 
48 
72 
34 

(2) 

4 
37 
13 
9 

68 
21 
64 
95 
75 
75 
56 
86 
67 
91 
76 
40 
58 
94 
94 
59 
88 
33 

(3) 

1.68 
1.68 
1.57 
1.68 
1.80 
1.86 
1.81 
1.60 
1.29 
0.81 
1.52 
1.27 
0.93 
1.31 
0.94 
0.82 
1.26 
1.70 
0.81 
0.79 
0.54 
0.99 

(4) 

3.4 
4.9 
1.3 
3.1 
3.9 
3.0 
3.6 
3.8 
7.7 
3.1 

10.0 
3.6 
5.6 

10.2 
23.3 
17.5 
19.2 
44.3 
21.7 
24.7 
22.5 
3.7 

(5) 

43 
31 
37 
43 
23 
22 
22 
13 
18 
35 
16 
31 
12 
10 
5 
8 
5 
1 

10 
6 
7 

57 

SRI L A N K A 49 61 1.22 6.3 18 

(1) —(3) Source: Department of Census and Statistics. The paddy harvest in 1976-7 was about average. 
(4) Production for the year 1976-7 per head of the district populations in 1971, when the last census was conducted. 
(5) i.e. the proportion of farmers who do not produce enough paddy to feed their families. For method of estimation, see Appendix Two-



found. This phenomenon of deficit farming is of considerable importance, 
and features prominently in our village case studies. 

One natural corollary of deficit rice farming in an environment where 
only a minority of households cultivate anyway is that inadequate rice is pro
duced to feed the population. Very approximately, a population living on a 
rice-only staple diet at average Ceylonese levels of living requires about ten 
bushels of paddy per head per year.15 Table 2.3 shows that in the wet zone dis
tricts the average annual per capita production generally ranges between three 
and four bushels.14 The deficit is made up from the surplus of seven dry 
zone paddy producing districts and imports of rice and wheat flour. 

Galle and Matara: Society 

In comparison with most of South and South-East Asia, rural Sri Lanka 
exhibits many of the characteristics of what many might call 'modernity': 
spatial mobility, interaction with urban centres and formal large-scale orga
nisations, literacy, and the weakness of 'traditional' constraints on individual 
behaviour. Within Sri Lanka, Galle and Matara are perhaps the most 'mo 
dern' of the distinctively rural areas. 

In the first place, levels of literacy are high. This is of course typical 
of Sri Lanka as a whole. At the 1971 Census of Population 79% of the po
pulation aged ten years and over were found to be literate. Galle and Matara 
do not rank especially high in the district order. Galle was the sixth most 
literate district (83% literacy), and Matara only about the same as the national 
average. However, it is certain that these figures have been depressed by 
the relatively large scale of migration to other districts. It is probable that 
almost all the migrants are literate. It is for the same reason that the resi
dent population of Galle and Matara do not rank especially highly in the 
table of educational attainments. The very great emphasis placed on school
ing in the South is best measured by the school attendance rates. At the 
1971 Census of Population the percentage of children aged 6-14 years attend
ing schooj was 7 6 % in each of the two districts, compared to the national 
average of 71 %. Comparable or higher rates were recorded, once again, 
only in Jaffna district (80%) and in the two other Low Country districts of 
Colombo (77%) and Kalutara (77%), which anyway have access to superior 
education facilities. 

The generally high educational levels are related to the high population 
densities and the relative mobility of the population. Dense populations 
mean that the average person has to travel relatively short distances to schools, 
buses and trains, and thus uses these facilities frequently. People move 
around a great deal. Most of the people living in the two districts can take 
a bus to Colombo in the early morning, spend several hours in the city, and 
return home in time for the evening meal. A substantial number of people 
work in Colombo and return to their home villages every Friday evening. 
A few who live in the coastal towns and villages close to the railway even com
mute daily to Colombo. They are thus relatively well informed, about and 
interested in what, happens outside their home villages. They also have re
latively easy access to medical facilities. Apart from the relatively dense 
network of facilities in the towns and villages, the main Galle hospital is rela
tively well thought of, and the Colombo hospitals only a few hours on a bus. 
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Access to these facilities encourages an 'instrumental' attitude towards ill-
health and medical care, i.e. a belief that sickness can and should be con
trolled by direct human action, rather than left to luck, fate or supernatural 
whims. An indication of the extent to which medical facilities are used is 
that maternal mortality rates are generally lower in Galle and Matara than 
almost all other districts in the Island, with the predictable exception of 
Colombo.17 

Another aspect of 'modernity' is that females in Galle and Matara are 
permitted considerable personal freedom. W e saw above that they do not 
marry until a relatively late age. Much of the reason for this is high levels 
of education and thus the postponement of marriage due to the problem of 
unemployment among educated youth. It does however permit young 
women a certain degree of personal freedom before they become tied down 
with family responsibilities. More generally, women in the South are re
latively free to move around and make their own associates. They tend to 
excell in such activities as sports. 

In the sphere of politics as well as in that of womens' social role the South 
is fairly easily recognisable as being relatively 'radical' or 'progressive' in con
ventional terms.18 Galle and Matara are strongholds of the two main, 
Marxist parties of the left, the Lanka Sama Samaja Party (LSSP) and the 
Communist Party (CP). At the 1970 General Election these two parties 
took 4 7 % of the seats in Galle and Matara, as opposed to 17% 
nationally. Even with the nation-wide collapse of the left wing vote 
in 1977, LSSP and CP performed best in Galle and Matara, with 14% of the 
vote compared with less than 6% nationally. Voting behaviour is however 
not an adequate description of the political attitudes characteristic of Galle 
and Matara districts. W e can better understand them by putting together 
some of the information given above on the historical evolution of society 
and economy. In the first place, relatively high levels of education play an 
important role. Throughout South Asia, Marxist political parties have been 
strongest in areas where educational and literacy levels are high. There are 
a number of possible interpretations of this relationship, all of which per
haps contain some truth. One is that literate and educated people have more 
information about the world, and are more likely both to perceive the socio
economic exploitation which exists and to envisage alternative social arrange
ments. Another is that literates are accustomed to receive abstract ideas 
and are thus more sympathetic to the kind of ideologies held and propagated 
by Marxist parties. Literarcy is also related to leftism in a less direct but 
more concrete fashion. The relatively high educational level of the people 
of Galle and Matara is related to the fact that one of their staple sources of 
livelihood is public service, especially in Colombo. Since some of the ear
liest and strongest bastions of Marxism in the Island were white-collar unions 
generally, including public service unions, it seems certain that there was a 
direct transfer of Marxist ideology and organisational models by this channel. 

However, high levels of literacy and education cannot explain a great 
deal, since the South is only a little more educated than most of the rest of the 
Island, but much more radical in politics. Probably the most important 
single factor is the nature of the estate economy, discussed above. Most 
of the estates are worked by local villagers. Mainly for this reason the cha
racteristic employment relations, even in the villages, are those between re
latively large scale capitalist employers and hired workers (see above). There 

29 



are relatively few small-scale 'peasant' households working on and living 
off their own farms. Higher rates of agricultural proletarianisation are re
corded in the other districts where plantations are located. However, there 
is a crucial difference between most of them and Galle and Matara. In Galle 
and Matara capitalists and workers are of the same socio-cultural group: 
they are almost all Low Country Sinhalese. The potential class antagonism 
which exists between the two is not diverted, softened, blunted or over-sha
dowed by any ethnic divisions. The situation in most of the plantation areas 
is very different. The bulk of the owners and managers were originally from 
one foreign group (mostly British), and the labourers from another (Indian 
Tamil). The owner of much of the land is now the state. Politicisation 
in these areas was to a large extent on an ethnic basis: Tamil labourers, 
against British capitalist owners, Kandyan Sinhalese against the Biritsh capi
talist land-grabbers, and, increasingly important, Kandyan Sinhalese against 
the numerous but alien Tamils. The Tamil labourers were to a large extent 
mobilised on 'class-war' lines against capitalists, but their disenfrachisement 
and alien origin cut them off from the mainstream of political radicalism 
in the country. In contrast, the areas where Sinhalese village labour 
predominates on estates have formed, in numerical terms at least, the main 
electoral base of the Marxist parties. These comprise much of Galle and 
Matara districts and rubber-growing area in Colombo, Kalutara, Kegalle 
and Ratnapura districts. 

Another factor of importance about Galle and Matara was mentioned 
above. This is that the long history of emigration to Colombo for jobs in 
the public service and elsewhere has lead to the development of a substantial 
category of absentee landlords. These families, generally from the richer 
strata of the village, live full-time in Colombo for the convenient access this 
gives to jobs, education, social life, etc. They however retain land in the 
village which may be maintained by ande tenants if paddy, by a resident ma
nager, if rubber, tea or coconuts, or simply a watcher peeler if cinnamon. 
Absentee landlords typically have very little contact with village life beyond 
that required to get their land cultivated and their profits secured. The same 
kind of attitude seems to have affected even those landowning families who 
keep a house in the village. The result is that the landowning class as a whole 
tends to play very little role in village life. Members typically do not become 
deeply involved in village organisations and activities, and do not act as gene
ral patrons and advisors to poorer villagers. In consequence, the landlord 
class has very little claim in the goodwill of the mass of the villagers. They 
may appear as little more than exploiters drawing a profit from village land 
and village labour. The village elite in the Kandyan areas (and other parts 
of the Island) generally play a greater role in village affairs. Given the nature 
of their economic interests and social position, the general trend of their in
fluence and politics cannot be anything but conservative. 

One of the consequences of this differential involvement and influence 
of landlords is evidenced in the statistics on rents paid by ande (share-cropping) 
paddy land tenants. Despite local variations in the form and content of the 
ande contract, the landlord's customary share of the crop is around a half 
throughout most of the Island. However, the Paddy Lands Act of 1958 
stipulates a maximum rent of one quarter of the crop. This legislation has 
however proved very difficult to enforce. According to a 1966-7 survey, 
tenants still paid an average of about half of the crop as rent throughout most 
of the Island. There were, on a district basis, two categories of exceptions, 
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where much lower shares were paid. One was a small number of sparsely-
populated dry zone districts (Vavuniya, Trincomalee, Hambantota,) where 
the landlord's share had to be set low in order to attract tenants. The other 
was the three low country districts of Matara, Galle and Kalutara, although 
not, for some unknown reason, Colombo. " In the Low Country tenants 
are aware of their legal rights, and prepared to fight for them through legal 
and political channels. Landlords are generally unable to resist. Land
lord-tenant relationships are characterised by friction, and the experience of 
this friction feeds into the wider political consciousness. 

Galle and Matara in the National and International Contexts 

How typical are Galle and Matara of either the Island or the wet zone? 
The answer depends on how hard and closely we look. By Asian standards 
Sri Lanka is small both in area and population, and further has the advan
tage of a distinctive (albeit plural) culture fostered by its insularity. The 
complete stranger, who implicitly contrasts Sri Lanka to other societies, will 
tend to find one part of the Island much like another. Someone with a little 
more acquaintance is likely to find that the wet and the dry zone are clearly 
distinguishable by reference to such factors as climate, vegetation, and eco
nomy. The closer one looks the more differences one finds. In the next chap
ter three villages in Galle and Matara have been assigned distinct character
istics. To say anything useful one must clearly draw the picture a little less 
finely than that. 

Taking into consideration the kinds of economic and social variable which 
have been discussed in this chapter, it appears that Galle and Matara share 
a great deal in common with the rest of the wet zone of Sri Lanka. The shared 
characteristics are heavy rainfall, very similar vegetation, dense populations, 
small landholdings in the village sector comprising a mixture of paddy and 
highland crops, large-scale landlessness and involvement in non-agricultural 
occupations, the importance of the plantation sector, and a net emigration 
flow to the dry zone. Perhaps the single factor most clearly characteristic 
of the wet zone as a whole is accessibility to, and contact with, the 'modern'/ 
urban large-scale sector of the economy. This accessibility is a compound 
of a number of factors: the location of Colombo city; the penetration 
of estates into the rural areas; high levels of education and urban and public 
sector employment; and dense populations relatively well served with trans
port and other social infrastructure. Of all these factors the one most easily 
overlooked is the relative ease with which the average inhabitant of the wet 
zone may travel from home to the capital city. One may best illustrate this 
point by examining a map of population distribution. 2 0 Take the two main 
roads in the Island, the AI and the A2, from Colombo to Kandy and Colombo 
to Matara respectively. (Each also has a railway running parallel). They 
are 72 miles and 100 miles long. A line drawn five miles on each side of these 
two roads would encompass a substantial proportion of the population of 
the Island. Extend the line to twenty five miles and you have a substantial 
majority. This means in practice that most of the population can make a 
return journey to Colombo, by bus or train, in one day, and also have a few 
hours in town to transact business. Not only does the wet zone include a 
majority of the Island's population but, by virtue of its density, mobility, 
and easy access to Colombo, this population exercises an influence on the 
culture and politics of the country greater than even numbers would suggest. 
It is for these kinds of reasons that Galle and Matara can be described as part 
of the politico-cultural core of heartland of Sri Lanka. 
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In general, the similarities between Galle and Matara and the remainder 
of the wet zone appear greater than the differences. There are however some 
important differences which have been discussed above. Some of these 
differences lead one to diaw an analogy between Galle and Matara on the 
one hand and, on the other, the superficially very different environment of 
Jaffna district. Some of the peculiarities of Jaffna in the overall dry zone 
context have been mentioned above. Most impoitant perhaps is the fact 
that it is an area of dense population and intensive agriculture. It is not 
however in the sphere of paddy production that Jaffna agriculture is well-
developed. There, as in Galle and Matara, topography and soil are poorly 
suited to paddy production; yields are low and paddy occupies a humble 
place in the listing of income sources. Just as in Galle and Matara, so in 
Jaffna the main focus of economic aspirations is on the trio of education, 
public sector employment (especially in Colombo), and trading in Colombo 
and other districts away from home. 

This stems in part from early experience of European education. Bet
ween them the three districts of Galle, Matara and Jaffna account for a high 
proportion of the educated employed population of the capital. Each has 
relatively limited prospects for agricultural development when compared with 
the other dry zone districts, few important natural resources, and relatively 
inaccessible locations at the extremities of the Island which make them poor 
candidates as bases for industrial development. Their future seem to lie to 
a large extent in emigration. 

There is yet one other analogy to be made about Galle and Matara. 
This is less an analogy with what exists elsewhere than with what may exist 
in the future. In brief, many of the prominent features of existing society 
in Galle and Matara are likely to become more and more evident in 0 1 her 
densely-populated areas of monsoon Asia, inside as well as outside Sri Lanka, 
under the impact of rapid population growth and limited industrial develop
ment. The features we have in mind are high levels of education and aspi
ration for white-collar jobs, involvement of rural population in non-agri
cultural and urban activities, improving public transport systems, the general 
'urbanisation' of rural life, increasing politicisation, falling birth rates, in
creases in the age of marriage and in female aspirations for alternatives to 
early arranged marriages and lives of housework, child-bearing and child-
rearing, and a general questioning of existing ways of life and the existing 
social and political order. 

The analogy seems in many ways fruitful but should not be carried too 
far. W e have in the course of this chapter stressed the historical circums
tances which have lead to the evolution of Southern society within the context 
of Sri Lanka as a whole. Many of the ingredients and the outcomes may be 
similar elsewhere, but the same historical experience can never be repeated. 

Galle and Matara: The Economic Prospect 

The Sri Lankan economy is well integrated both internally and in relation 
to the international economy. Direct relationships of cause and effect can 
be easily observed between world markets on the one hand and the rural eco
nomy on the other. Thus the economic future of the rural areas of Galle and 
Matara is closely tied up with the economic futures of both Sri Lanka and 
world trade. It is not our intention to attempt predict either of those. 
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What one can however tentatively predict is the relative economic position 
of Galle and Matara within the national economy if present economic and 
political trends continue. All the usual disclaimers about the hazards of 
prediction must be taken as reads. 

The most important single trend has already been mentioned more than 
once: the relative shift of agricultural activity and thus of the associated 
income-generating capacity to the dry zone. Leaving aside the effect of 
government intervention, this trend is likely to continue because of the need 
to produce more food and the very different population-land ratios in the two 
zones. Between 1952/53 and 1970/71 the gross area of paddy land increased 
by 71 % nationally. The lowest rates of increase were found in three of the 
four low country districts: 8 % in Galle, 10% in Colombo and 11 % in Matara. 
Unless there is an unforeseen resurgence in the plantation economy, the agri
cultural economy of the wet zone will continue in relative stagnation. Bet
ween 1953 and 1971 the absolute number of male agricultural workers in
creased nationally by 14%, but actually fell throughout almost all the wet 
zone, and by 3 % in Galle district. In Matara it increased by 10%. It seems 
reasonable to assume that, in the absence of any positive policy measures, 
smallholder agriculture in Galle and Matara is unlikely to generate extra 
jobs at the same rate as the labour force is increasing. 

No very reliable information is available on income levels by district. 
That which is available 2 1 combines with personal impressions to suggest 
that Galle and Matara are not among the poorest districts in the Island. They 
may indeed be richer than average. However, for the reasons given above, 
the situation is changing. The main economic trends are tending to push 
Galle and Matara, along with much of the rest of the wet zone, into a position 
of increasing relative disadvantage. The best chance for Galle and Matara 
to maintain their position lies in the export of skilled labour. Here the situ
ation is at present fairly fluid. Some of the most variable factors are the 
future rate of expansion of employment in the public sector and the means 
of recruitment used. In the past the main criterion of recruitment has been 
educational qualifications. Since Galle and Matara excell at producing 
young people with good qualifications, they tend to take a substantial propor
tion of government (and private sector white-collar) jobs. It is likely that 
the two districts benefitted relatively more than most of the rest of the Island 
from the large expansion in public sector employment which took place in 
the earlier part of the 1970s. At the time of writing the likely future level 
and pattern of public sector recuirtment are unclear. With regard to the 
level, it is not possible to say how for the government's intention to shift 
labour away from over-staffed government offices and into productive jobs 
will be able to withstand the pressure to alleviate the youth unemployment 
situation by large-scale public sector recruitment. In respect of the recruit
ment pattern, the new 'Job Bank Scheme', whereby each electorate is 
allocated an equal quota of privileged job applicants for most public 
sector jobs, in principle promises to spread job opportunities more 
equally among all parts of the country. If implemented in this way Galle 
and Matara and other established suppliers of public sector recruits will suffer 
a relative cut in their share of the public-sector cake. Some of this loss is 
being recouped in the market for skilled labour in the oil-rich countries of 
West Asia, but the likeiy future magnitudes are very uncertain. 

The purpose of this discussion is in the first place to point out that, what
ever the overall economic future of Sri Lanka, average income levels in Galle 
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and Matara relative to those in many other parts of the Island have fallen 2 2 

and are likely to continue to do so. The second purpose is to point out that 
the main prospects for maintaining and improving incomes in the South lie 
in the emigration of skilled and educated labourers to areas of faster economic 
growth. However, as we demonstrate in Chapter Four below, education 
qualifications and public sector jobs are very unequally distributed in the rural 
areas (and almost certainly the urban areas also) of Galle and Matara. They 
go predominantly to those households who are already relatively well-off in 
comparison with their neighbours. The poorer half of the population-those 
most in need can expect to gain little benefit from the export of skilled and 
qualified labour. The best means, in principle, of assisting the poor would 
be by allocating them jobs and land under the various projects of the Maha-
weli Scheme in the dry zone. Yet this is in practice unlikely to do a great 
deal to alleviate the situation. Under the present Mahaweli Scheme about 
100,000 farm families from outside the scheme area may be allocated land 
by the early 1980s.23 This equals about 6% of the number of families likely 
to be living at that time in the eight districts falling fully or mainly in the wet 
zone. Yet much of the land will not go to wet zone inhabitants at all. 2 4 

The overall impact will not be large. More importantly, past experience 
suggests that the bulk of the land allocations will be made to those who have 
good political connections, and these are overwhelmingly the rich. There 
will of course be further job opportunities in the Mahaweli area in agricul
tural labour and non-agricultural jobs. But Galle and Matara are a long 
way from the Mahaweli area, and will supply proportionately far fewer of 
the (mainly seasonally-migrant) agricultural labourers than will, say, the 
rural population of Kandy and Kegalle districts. 

Many of the non-agricultural opportunities-shop-keeping, trading, etc. 
will require capital and experience, and will tend to go mainly to the less poor 
section of the population. 

Thus the Mahaweli Scheme is unlikely to have any very substantial im
pact on the rural poor of Galle and Matara. If their economic situation is 
to improve, then it may have to be through the development of the villages in 
which they already live. This is the issue which forms the main theme of 
the succeeding chapters. 
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CHAPTER THREE. 
T H R E E L O W C O U N T R Y VILLAGES 

Introduction 

The characterisations of Galle and Matara districts in the previous chap
ter are relatives rather than absolutes. They are also averages: as is evident 
from this description of the three study villages, local variations in economic 
•and social characteristics can be very marked. The extent of the differences 
between them emerged only slowly in the course of field research, data ana
lyses arid discussion; it was much greater than had been expected. This 
serves to underline yet again the point that urban-based observers tend to 
under-estimate and ignore local characteristics of small-scale rural commu
nities. These differences are more than just curiosities. They may have 
a considerable bearing on economic, social and political programmes and 
policies. 

How best to convey to the reader the similarities and contrasts between 
the three villages? It would be easiest if there existed, in published form or 
otherwise, some model of the social and economic characteristics of a 'typical' 
Low Country or Galle/Matara village. Such a model does not and probably 
could not exist: local variations destroy the credibility of any claim to 'typi
cality' made on behalf of one village. 1 A different kind of comparison with 
a model of'typicality' is however possible. It is a comparison which is narrow 
in scope but which nevertheless forms a very useful peg on which to hang 
our accounts of the three villages. It also touches closely on the main theme 
underlying this book: the future of the rural poor in Sri Lanka's wet zone. 
Our yardstick is a particular general description of the sociological processes 
which explain why relatively few of the rural population of the densely-popu
lated wet zone have spontaneously migrated to the dry zone to avail themselves 
of the new economic opportunities opened up in recent decades. This may 
be called the 'ESCAP model.' 2 It has already been discussed in Chapter 
One. In sum the model is as follows: 

The dry zone colonies offer the possibility of earning higher incomes 
than in the wet zone, but do not generally have the established social insti
tutions of patronage and reciprocity to cushion the colonists in times of need. 
To put it more simply, a dry zone colonist can expect to earn a good income 
on average, but can expect little help from his fellow men and, in the event 
of some accident or crisis, may be in serious trouble. Further, although the 
pioneer colonists could earn good incomes, shortage of educational facilities, 
poor social and political contacts and geographical remoteness fiom the main 
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urban areas meant that few could place their children in well-paid govern
ment jobs. And there is often insufficient land to support the second gene
ration at the standard of living they come to expect. In contrast, those who 
remain in the wet zone villages can use established social links for everyday 
assistance, support in times of crisis, or for gaining access to government jobs 
and other valuable government-distributed resources. The wet zone village gene
rally persists as a social entity, partly because of its very ability to tap out 
side economic resources in a situation where land resources are very scarce. For 
example, the scarcity of homestead land can be alleviated by political pressure 
to alienate Crown land for Village Expansion Schemes within the area of the 
existing village. Villagers can take up these new allotments and still play 
a role in village life. In consequence, it is generally only those desperate 
to improve their economic or social standing who migrate to the dry zone. 
This means generally those "who were running away from some blot on their 
own or on their family name, people who had been reduced to landlessness 
and people who were attempting to improve an adverse caste situation".3 

In our descriptions of the three villages we shall, explicitly or implicitly, 
measure each against this standard of the wet zone village: a social entity which 
has maintained a high level of social integration and has been permitted to do 
so by access to important extra-village income sources. 

Wattegama 

W e begin with Wattegama because this most nearly approximates to 
the 'ESCAP model' of the wet zone village which has managed to preserve 
its integrity through access to outside income. One simple statistic may 
serve to make the point: for every three Wattegama households, there is one 
villager who holds a government job. Many villagers travel up to Colombo 
on the very early Monday morning train from Galle and return home to the 
village on Friday evening. Yet in no sense is Wattegama a suburb rather 
than a village. Indeed, it is perhaps the most rural and socially cohesive of 
our three localities. In the first place it is rural by location. It is twelve 
miles inland from Galle town, and located in an area where there are few 
non-agricultural sources of income. In the second place it is rural in that 
agriculture is the main source of income. From the point of view of earning 
a living, Wattegama 'walks on four legs.' Apart from government service, 
the other three legs are agricultural: employment in the tea estates which 
largely surround the village; small scale tea production on the part of about 
4 0 % of village households; and paddy cultivation. In the third place it is 
rural in the sense that the village is to a considerable extent organised around 
the social relationships which arise from the process of agricultural production. 
Some explanation of this will be found below. In the fourth place, the vil
lagers identify themselves as rural and adhere fairly strongly to values which 
seem rural rather than urban. 

This initial description of Wattegama might at first seem somewhat pa
radoxical. The village is characterised as rural yet at the same time it has a 
remarkably high level of access to government jobs (i.e. the urban sector). 
This seems to run counter to one's inclination to characterise villages as being 
more or less rural or urban: Wattegama is both. This perhaps illustrates 
that abstract dichotomies like 'rural-urban', however useful they may be at a 
general level, cannot always be usefully applied at the local level. It also 
illustrates a point which is implicit in the 'ESCAP model' summarised above: 
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that, in a situation of acute population pressure, the continued integrity of a 
'traditional' activity such as paddy cultivation might depend on access to such 
'non-traditional, resources as government jobs. The new does not drive out 
the old; rather it permits it to continue. 

Before going on to fill in the details of this summary sketch of Wattegama, 
let us give some brief account of its location and recent history. Information 
on the topography is given in Chapter Twelve; it is sufficient for the present 
to say that it comprises a part of a long narrow valley with hilly ridges on 
either side. The general area in which Wattegama lies has long had a repu
tation in the district for unrest: theft, thuggery and violence associated with 
politics. Wattegama villagers however represent their village as an island 
of calm in a lake of trouble. It suffers relatively little from theft and violence. 
It is locally a prestigious place to live. Almost all the population are of the 
Goigama (Farmer) caste, while the surrounding villages contain larger propor
tions of other castes. The relatively high social status of the people of Watte
gama probably partially explains the excellent access they have to govern
ment jobs. The more immediate key was schooling. The area has generally 
been well-provided with school facilities. Christ Church school at Baddegama, 
seven miles away, has long been well-known as a centre of educational ex
cellence. In the more immediate locality of Wattegama, there was formerly 
another Catholic missionary school, and, perhaps in response to the challenge, 
a good Buddhist pirivena (school). Another school in an adjacent village 
achieved the status of a Central School in the 1950s' thus bringing good govern
ment-financed school facilities within easy reach of most Wattegama house
holds. In addition, a few village households have taken advantage of easy 
physical access to prestigious schools in Galle town. Wattegama gained 
an early start in the race for education, especially in the increasingly-impor
tant higher education levels. The statistics reproduced later in this chapter 
show that it is at these levels that Wattegama has a convincing lead over the 
other two study villages. Early access to government jobs provided both 
the finance to push succeeding generations through school and the contacts 
to obtain government jobs for them in turn when their education was complete. 
Wattegama is, on average, a relatively wealthy village. 

It is likely that these external resources (i.e. government jobs) which 
Wattegama has succeeded in capturing make a greater contribution to the 
survival of the village as a social entity than is the case in many other villages. 
What is remarkable about Wattegama is the extent to which those who hold 
government posts are not drawn away from the village and into urban life. 
Government employees normally tend to gravitate towards Colombo or other 
urban areas in the second if not the first generation, and thus gradually re
duce their social links with the village, even if land is still owned there. Yet 
this seems less true in Wattegama than elsewhere. Perhaps because the vil
lage offers such a pleasant trouble-free environment, as well as the company-
of other educated people, those employed in Colombo return home regu
larly each weekend. They thus play an important social role in the village. 

The second economic 'leg' of Wattegama is employment on tea estates, 
which cover almost all the north-east/south-west running ridges which flank 
the valley. Tea is generally the main highland crop in this part of Galle dis
trict. Most of the estates around Wattegama were established in the early 
decades of this century. The first to burn and clear the jungle on the hills 

38 



Map Three 

WATTEGAMA 

Approx.Scale I :2l,000 



were British-owned companies. They however found their imitators from 
among the wealthier members of the local village population, and almost 
all their labour from the villages. Tea estates are in no sense an alien factor 
in Wattegama life; they are an established and economically-vital part of the 
local scene. According to our census, 2 5 % of the economically-active popu
lation gain their main incomes from working either among the tea bushes or 
in the' numerous tea factories located in the area. There are two factories 
now operating within the boundaries of Wattegama Grama Sevekas division, 
and several others close by. The general level of integration of village and 
estate is high: villagers work on the estates; some of the smaller estates are 
owned by wealthier villagers; tea smallholders sell their green leaf to the estate 
tea factories; and some of the estates recognise some obligation to village 
paddy farmers by regularly clearing the pitawanas (drainage channels) which 
adjoin estate land but serve principally the paddy producers. 4 A further 
major step in the direction of complete village-estate integration has resulted 
from the nationalisation of the large estates under the land reforms of the 
early 1970s. Many estates in the area came under public ownership, includ
ing two in Wattegama, one formerly private and one company-owned. The 
years subsequent to land reform generally saw good tea prices in international 

; markets and increasing real wages in the estate sector. For these reasons 
estate employment became more attractive. At the same time, access to estate 
employment has come within the reach of those villagers with the appropriate 
political loyalties and connections. The estates seem to belong more to the 
villagers now than ever before. Equally the facts that the nationalised estates 
are government-owned, that daily wages are good, and that profit bonuses 
and festival advances are paid are leading to a gradual revaluation of estate 
jobs in villagers' eyes. Formerly estate labour was somewhat looked down 
on. Leaving aside the income earned, it carried less social status than family 
farming or public-sector employment. Now that estates are publicly-owned 
recruitment follows the same form as for other government jobs,-i.e. politi
cal channels-, villagers are beginning to see estate work as another kind of 
rather prestigious government job. Those educated youth who cannot find 
jobs elsewhere are not too disappointed to labour on estates. 

Both the larger tea estates and Wattegama's third 'economic leg' small
holder tea production, are very important sources of income for the female 
villagers. As we shall see below, female participation in the labour force is 
not particularly high, largely because the relative wealth of so many Watte
gama households permits their females to abstain from any kind of labour 
outside the house. Those females who do work are almost all engaged in 
tea plucking. A woman looking for work has very little choice. Except 
for a few of the higly-educated and well-connected, it is tea plucking or no
thing. But it is at least a job which can be undertaken by women of almost 
any age. Those tea-pluckers who do not work regularly on an estate usually 
have regular arrangements to pluck for a number of smallholders. Women 
from the wealthier households do not pluck their own tea. 

The fourth 'economic leg', paddy production, is different from the other 
three in that it does not generate a regular weekly or monthly cash income. 
Its relative economic importance is also fairly low. In Wattegama as in many 
other wet zone villages, paddy has more social than economic significance. 
To define precisely this social significance is not easy. In general there 
seem to be four main factors involved. The first is that considerable status 
is attached to the ownership of paddy land, more so than highland. This 
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appears to relate to the fact that in the: past paddy land ownership was. a prir 
vilege. of the better-off families in a situation where paddy land was the main 
economic resource. To own paddy is thus to have a claim to a 'good' genea7 

logy, even if in practice the land was acquired by purchase,5 Like most 
other wet zone villagers, the paddy land owners of Wattegama like to -believe 
that their rights are founded on the fact that their ancestors cleared the land 
from jungle and made it into paddy land. Descent from one of the founder 
households is a matter of social status. Villagers are well versed in stories 
about their ancestors who came, it is said, from the coastal areas to establish 
the village when the land was still under jungle. 

The second important social aspect of paddy cultivation is. closely related 
to what was said in the above paragraph. It is that many of the social re
lationships resulting from or expressed in the process of producing paddy, are 
considered by villagers to comprise the essence of the 'traditional' social or
ganisation, and are for that reason given special importance. The relation
ship of paddy landowner to his ande tenant is not considered as a simple eco
nomic relationship. Each has special duties and responsibilities towards 
the other. Much of this attitude still persists despite cases of disputes and 
friction between landlord and tenant which have been referred to Cultivation 
Committees, Agricultural Productivity Committees and Agricultural 
Tribunals. A similar kind of relationship often exists between the cultivator 
and the hired labourer in paddy cultivation. Labourers are chosen carefully 
to exclude those with whom the cultivator feels he cannot work. Much the 
same people are hired regularly, and a man who has helped to till a paddy 
field has a moral claim to share in the work of harvest and be rewarded with 
a portion of the crop. The relationship is continuing, is based on more than 
cash considerations, and is deemed to involve each party in duties and res-
ponsiblities. Both these relationships involve social inequality. Villagers 
talk of days gone by when social groupings based on the principles of equality 
and cooperation were important in paddy production. In particular, it is 
alleged that cooperating groups (kayya), used to till their land in common 
and share the harvest equally. Even after this disappeared it is said that 
there was a great deal of cooperation in water management, especially channel 
clearing and the construction of small anicuts (See Chapter Twelve). No 
such activities take place today. 

However, even if paddy farmers do not actually cooperate in any visible 
way, they do, in the course of cultivating, come into contact with one another 
a great deal. A considerable degree of interdependence is inevitable given 
the basic physical features of paddy cultivation and the specific charateristics 
of Wattegama's topography. Most of the paddy fields are located on the floor 
of the main valley, and much of the paddy area is served by anicuts located 
in the main stream or one of the smaller streams or channels. If farmers do 
not reach agreements, tacit or explicit, about such matters as the times when 
anicuts will be clocked, when water may be released from one field -into the 
next, or who is responsible for clearing which sections of common irrigation 
and drainage channels, then they are likely to find themselves in disagreement, 
and perhaps open conflict. Either way, social interaction occurs.-The.paddy 
farmer, to a far greater extent than the cultivator of highland crops cannot 
simply ignore his fellow cultivators. This is especially true in Wattegama 
because of the prevalence there of thattumaru and kattimaru systems of rota
tional tenure in the paddy fields. More will be said on this subject in Chapter 
Eight below. The important points are that the system often requires eo-
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sharers to cooperate in deciding how to divide up a field and, more commonly, 
leads to disputes about the extent, timing and validity of claims to take a turn 
in cultivating. Bearing in mind the particular social significance of rights 
to own and cultivate paddy land, it follows that the social relationships en
tered into in the course of cultivating paddy both reflect on, and in turn re
flect, social relationships in other spheres of villages life. 

The final social aspect of paddy cultivation which we need consider is 
its relation to religion. By tradition there are a wide range of magico-reli-
gious beliefs and practices associated with paddy cultivation, especially with 
the paddy harvest. Some of these may be expressed in the idiom of Buddhism 
(i.e. offerings of newly-cut rice to the temple), but the majority find no sanc
tion in Buddhist teachings or practices, and have other ('animistic') origins. 
Some practices are designed to bring good luck, others to avoid bad luck. 
To even begin to describe the main ones would take too much space. The 
extent to which Low Country villagers still adhere to these old beliefs and 
practices is very variable. The cultivators of Wattegama continue to do so 
to a considerable extent. This seems to be in line with our general analysis: 
just as the village has persisted as a social unit, and paddy has continued as 
one of the bases of that unity, so paddy cultivation still commands obedience 
to its own moral codes. These social structural factors, just as much as, 
say, educational levels, seem to affect the rate at which old moral beliefs dis
appear. In Wattegama the paddy-cultivating school teacher is just as likely 
as the semi-literate farmer to protect his harvest from evil influences by hiding 
the kurunie (measuring pot) in a gunny bag when he is going to the field to 
measure out the crop. 

For the kinds of reasons given above Wattegama is a village in which 
older social inequalities have been relatively persistent. The relative persis
tence of these relationships may however mask changes in their content. In 
the past a better-off Goigama received the services of, say, a Berava (Drummer) 
household in drumming and otherwise assisting at family ceremonies. The 
present-day occupants of the Goigama house are unlikely to call on the son 
of the drummer for his caste services. They may however call him to paint 
their house or do similar jobs, and his wife to pluck their half acre of tea. A 
cash income from tea, a government job, or perhaps a small business collecting 
green leaf from smallholders for sale to the factory—each or all may have given 
the wealthier household the economic resources with which to provide work 
and the occasional loan or gift to the former drummer household. Yet not all 
patrons need necessarily start life with substantial economic resources at their 
command. One social change which is evident in Wattegama is the increasing 
importance of political position per se as a means to social and economic 
power. In the past the politically influential villagers were from the 
landed classes: those who could provide paddy land to others for rent and 
jobs in paddy, tea or other highland crops. This is changing. The two most 
critical economic resources are government jobs and estate jobs, and, since 
land reform, many of the latter are also becoming like government jobs. 
Both are to be obtained through the favour of the local Member of the National 
State Assembly (still called the M.P.) or his influential advisers. Estate jobs 
are especially prone to be used as political spoils because they are relatively 
unskilled and often not permanent appointments. It is fairly easy after a 
change of government to clear out from the estates and factories those labourers 
known to be supporters of the old regime and to replace them with one's own 
men and women. The person who is the arbiter of this kind of decision need 
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not be from a wealthy background. By hard work and personal ability, 
a number of villagers of moderate social and economic status have secured 
for themselves the role of the M.P.'s local representative. It is to the houses 
of these kind of people, rather than to those of the wealthy, that there is now 
to be seen a steady trickle of supplicants in search of jobs for their children, 
certificates for this government department, or a little assistance with a prob
lem with that government officer. Very often, and especially in the case of 
the United National Party, the old landed families and the new politically-
influential linkmen are the same. Their position is maintained, but it is not 
the same as it was. Their power is now largely dependent on their favour 
with politicians at a higher level. If that favour is lost or those politicians 
are replaced, then local power is also lost. 

This introduction to Wattegama may be concluded with the observation 
that, although it has on the whole coped well with the problems of population 
growth and pressure, this has not been without cost. Many families have 
become landless, although we have no information about how or when this 
occurred. The loss of paddy land is often not too serious if alternative means 
of making a living are available. More serious is the loss of rights to highland 
for building a house. Rights to highland in Wattegama are relatively compli
cated and fraught with conflict. Much of the highland has been handed down 
from generation to generation in a system a little different from but equivalent 
to, rotational tenure of paddy land. The land is not physically divided among 
heirs, but what is inherited is a fraction of the total estate, which includes the 
right to share proportionately in all the produce (the coconuts, the wood of 
felled trees, etc.) and, less clearly, the right to use the land for such purposes 
as building a house. The extent to which co-owners are able to exercise these 
kinds of rights depends on a number of factors: their interest in doing so, their 
personal standing, their ability to successfully defend their claims in the courts. 
For a variety of reasons some families have effectively lost any right to ances
tral land. If unable to raise the cash to purchase a plot, they either have to 
encroach on Crown or private land or depend on the goodwill of some land 
owner. Such families are generally both poor and, in a social sense rootless. 
They are the kind of families for whom Village Expansion Schemes (block 
alienation of Crown land) are intended. Like almost every other village, 
Wattegama has its own 'colonies' of former Crown land on which groups of 
landless have been settled on plots of perhaps a quarter or half an acre. And 
here as elsewhere, the inhabitants of these colonies have a local reputation for 
poverty, fecklessness, immorality and crime. Another way of looking at 
the issue is to see these colonists as the victims of the problem of land scarcity. 
The social consequences of this kind of village expansion are discussed in much 
more detail in our introduction to Weligalagoda. It is important here to note 
that Wattegama has faced this problem, that it has been partly solved by the 
creation of colonies of the dispossessed within the village itself, and equally 
importantly, some of the landless have been given Crown land in other villages 
and are thus no longer a problem to Wattegama. The village has succesded in 
exporting some of its population problems. 

Weligalagoda 6 

As the crow flies it is only eleven miles from Wattegama to Weligalagoda. 
Yet one would be hard put to find another two such contrasting villages in the 
whole of Galle district. Before however we go on to make these contrasts 
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it would be useful to put Weligalagoda in its specific local context. W e will start 
by describing the local context and then narrowing our focus onto the village. 

Weligalagoda is about five miles inland from the coastal town of Ambalan-
goda, and may best be viewed as a part of a local 'micro-culture' focused on 
that town. Ambalangoda is small: at the 1971 Census of Population the urban 
area included a resident population of only about 14,000 people. For such 
a small town Ambalangoda has played a remarkable role in the recent cultural 
and political history of Sri Lanka. It is the home of a particular variety of 
dance-drama knowdas 'kolam' mask dancing. It played an important role in 
Sinhalese Buddhist religious nationalism over the last century. It has long been 
a stronghold of left-wing politics, and supplied a large fraction of the cadres 
of the J.V.P. youth movement which conducted the abortive insurrection in 
April 1971. 

To the interior of Ambalangoda there is a large village, or perhaps more 
accurately a village-cluster, called Dhanagamuwa. 7 It is unlikely that any 
two local observers would agree on the precise boundaries of Dhanagamuwa, 
but for present purposes we may take them to be those of the old village 
headman's division, now partitioned into four Grama Sevaka's divisions. 
At the 1971 Census of Population this area housed just over 12,000 
people. Dhanagamuwa is the furthest outpost of the 'micro-culture' foc
used on Ambalangoda. It remains largely a single-caste village, inhabited 
by the Karava (Fishermen) caste who predominate in Ambalangoda. Con
tacts with Ambalangoda town are regular and frequent. Tradition, names 
and recent histories of Dhanagamuwa families suggest a long-term population 
movement into the interior from the increasingly-crowded strip of land along 
the coast. For all that, the generations currently living in Dhanagamuwa 
have very little contact with the fishing industry. Farming seems to have 
been the predominant occupation in living memory The most important 
crop is cinnaman, which is grown on much of the poor laterite and sandy high
land in the village mainly because it is the only crop which will thrive on such 
poor soil. In this the village is typical of the area as a whole. Ambalangoda 
town is the main centre in the Island for the purchasing and processing of 
cinnamon. It is also the main area of concentration of distilleries for the 
manufacture of cinnamon leaf oil; there are a large number in Dhanagamuwa. 
The area is also the horn; of a large number of cinnamon-peelers, and especially 
of those who travel regularly to other areas where local peelers are not avail
able. Cinnamon peeling is the caste occupation of the Halagama. These 
days they have no monopoly, and many of the Karava of Dhanagamuwa sup
port themselves by cinnamon peeling. It seems that this is a relatively recent 
innovation. 

Ambalangoda numbers among its sons and daughters many distinguished 
people in public life and in the public service. It is known as a place where 
a good education may be obtained, especially in the famous Dharmasoka 
School. Dhanagamuwa is sufficiently close to take advantage of these faci
lities, and counts among its present or former inhabitants a number of highly 
educated people, well placed government servants, and a former Cabinet 
Minister. The centre of Dhanagamuwa, which is located along the main road, 
especially at the main junctions, has much of the appearance of a small town, 
and is indeed sometimes described as such by the local people. It has frequent 
buses, a wide range of shops, a weekly pola (fair), a main post office, a repair 
garage, a bank, electricity, and a large number of prosperous-looking houses. 
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Map Four 

WELIGALAGODA 

Appro* Scale 1:26,000 



Weligalagoda is part of the Dhanagamuwa village cluster. It does not 
however share in the wealth, education, prestige and urban facilities of central 
Dhanagamuwa. The inhabitants of the latter describe it, fairly accurately, 
as a 'rural' or 'interior' area. Weligalagoda is mainly an area of new settle
ment, and the product of population growth and the consequent search for 
new land for homestead plots. The village of Wattegama described above 
represents one aspect of the process of village expansion: it is a village which 
has managed to 'export' some of its population problems poor landless families-
either to defined localities ('colonies') within the village, or to places outside 
its boundaries. The availability of this option helps to preserve the income, 
status and social integrity of the rest of the village. Weligalagoda represents 
the other side of this process: it is the home of those forced out of their ances
tral localities by lack of access to homestead land. 

The very notion of a village called Weligalagoda is to some extent an 
administrative fiction. It is a ward of the Village Council and was until re
cently a Cultivation Committee area. It has a fair degree of spatial cohesion 
because the areas where most of the houses are located are largely cut off from 
other localities by stretches of estate land (Map Four). The level of social 
cohesion is however very much lower. In everyday usage the 'village' as a 
whole does not have a single name. There is instead a loose hierarchy of loca
lity names, some of them with very elastic boundaries. In order to identify 
a particular homestead, one might start at the most general level (i.e. Dhana
gamuwa) and then become more and more specific until one's objective is 
reached. 

The people of Weligalagoda, except perhaps for a few of those living on 
its furthest boundaries, are firmly of the view that they are part of Dhanaga
muwa village. And in this they are right: as we shall see below, from a social 
point of view, Weligalagoda has very few of the characteristics of a separate 
village, but functions very much as a part of Dhanagamuwa. One might 
then question why one should choose for study a social unit (i.e. a Cultivation 
Committee area) which has little independent existence, and is largely the 
child of administrative map-making. The justification will we hope become 
clear below. Weligalagoda represents a large category of rural settlements 
which have arisen as a result of population growth and which themselves re
present some of the less attractive aspects of rural society. 8 There is a stand
ing temptation for social researchers to ignore such areas because they lack 
focus or because they do not have the appeal of an old and settled village with 
its own traditions and history. These temptations are quite understandable, 
but may lead to a somewhat one-sided picture of rural society. 

The history and the present-day character of Weligalagoda are best ex
plained by dividing the Cultivation Committee area into three localities—the 
Old Village, the Old Colony, and the New Colonies (see Map Four). Where 
appropriate, the Old Colony and the New Colonies will be collectively termed 
the Colonies, and their inhabitants the Colonists. The Old Village is but a 
small part of the total area, and had a population of only 340 at the time of 
our census (July-August 1976), while the village as a whole numbered 1951 
people. The importance of the Old Village lies in the way it contrasts with 
the Colonies. By tradition at least, the Old Village has been populated for 
centuries; the people living there mostly bear the names of the large and old 
established Dhanagamuwa families. Compared to the Colonists, most of 
the Old Villagers are wealthy, educated, of high social standing, and consi-
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dered to be of good general character. Yet the Old Villagers themselves 
would tend to rank low on these kinds of criteria if compared with the people 
of Central Dhanagamuwa. The further one goes away from the old centre 
of Dhanagamuwa, the lower on average the social and economic standing of 
the people. 

Apart from the Old Village, the remainder of Weligalagoda was in the 
early 1930s either in estates or Reserve Forest. Most of these estates were 
built up by rich local villagers in the first two decades of the century. The 
estate which borders Weligalagoda to the north-east is however part of a large 
former British group, and had been established earlier. Around 1930 no one 
lived in what is now the Colonies. The paddy yayas were however cultivated by 
villagers, and a certain amount of shifting cultivation of root crops and 
vegetables took place in the jungle. In the early 1930s a small number of 
Dhanagamuwa families obtained permission to clear the jungle in the area now 
called the Old Colonies. They set up homesteads and planted the highland to 
cinnamon and rubber. Their motive in coming was cultivation and, being 
early arrivals, they were well placed to get access to land. Today the Old 
Colony is the only locality in Weligalagoda where cultivation of family land 
could be said to be the main economic activity. 

The parts of the village in which the majority of the population live, the 
New Colonies, were opened up for settlement very suddenly in 1942. The 
immediate cause was the food crisis arising from the world war, and conse
quent local agitation for land to cultivate. The people of Dhanagamuwa want
ed the Reserve Forest to be thrown open. Bearing in mind what was said 
earlier about the importance of Buddhist nationalism and Marxism in the 
'micro-culture' of Ambalangoda, it seems appropriate that this agitation should 
have been led by the chief priest of Dhanagamuwa, who also claimed to be a 
Marxist. The agitation was successful. Although the immediate objective 
had been food production, it was found that the New Colonies filled an urgent 
need for homestead plots for the landless, both of Dhanagamuwa and of the 
more crowded coastal areas around Ambalangoda. In a few years, and by 
a mixture of formal alienation of Crown land and simple encroachment, almost 
all the jungle had been cleared and the land claimed. One villager described 
it as a 'revolution'. 

It is the New Colonists who, by the weight of numbers, establish the social 
character of Weligalagoda. Perhaps their most important characteristic is 
that they own very little land, or indeed very much property at all. Only 
24 % of New Colonist households cultivate paddy land, as opposed to 48 % in 
the Old Colony and 55 % in the Old Village. The majority of highland plots 
in the New Colonies are of half an acre or less. The few cinnamon bushes 
which are planted in whatever space is available bring in only a few rupees per 
year to many households. Most of the land in the New Colonies is rocky, 
and many of the households live on a large rocky outcrop. They have neither 
the land to cultivate their own vegetables nor, equally importantly, the water, 
which has to be carried up from wells near the paddy fields. 

There is thus little land to tie New Colonists to their locality, either by 
providing work and income or creating some sentiment of attachment. Most 
of the men have to travel outside the village for work. The biggest single 
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category of jobs may be categorised as 'casual labour'. This includes a variety 
of jobs. They are, in approximate order of importance, cinnamon-peeling, 
timber-sawing, construction work, labour in paddy fields, and casual estate 
work. Some of these jobs take men away from home for days or weeks at 
a time. Timber-sawyers sometimes find work in other parts of the Southern 
Province, while most construction workers stay in Colombo for long stretches 
of time and then return home for variable periods. The most important single 
source of income in Weligalagoda is in fact handloom weaving of sarongs. It 
is an industry which has come to prominence in Dhanagamuwa and the Amba-
langoda area as a whole in recent decades. Many household have one or two 
looms of their own, but the great bulk of the work is done in small workshops, 
employing between six and a dozen girls. Most of the wealthy households in 
Weligalagoda have a weaving business. The labour force is predominantly 
young unmarried girls. 

Apart from the lack of agricultural land, the other main characteristic 
of Weligalagoda in general, and the New Colonies in particular, is lack of 
social organisation. By this we mean simply that the people come into regular 
contact with one another relatively little outside the household context. There 
is little of that kind of regular contact which, although apparently insignificant 
if viewed event by event, collectively constitutes the mechanics of a society: 
a clique of men gathering every evening to drink toddy; two married sisters 
walking together each week to the pola; a poor boy's regular visit to a rich 
man's house to pluck the coconuts; the farmers' staple conversation about 
the uselessness of the government officers who are supposed to serve them. 
It is these kinds of regular social links which make a society. Weligalagoda 
of course has them, but less than elsewhere. It is little surprise that, in the 
absence of this kind of 'social bed-rock' attempts to set up formal organisations 
requiring public involvement-Rural Development Societies, Cultivation Com
mittees, Young Farmers' Clubs-have been almost complete failures. 9 

There seem to be several reasons for this lack of social organisation in 
Weligalagoda. One is that a substantial fraction of the households, espe
cially in the New Colonies, originate from outside the Dhanagamuwa area 
entirely, and thus often have few social or kinship ties with their neighbours. 
Some of these outsiders are of different casts from the majority, especially the 
households who came to live in Weligalagoda because they had jobs on the 
large estates to the north and west of the village. A second factor is that, even 
where households have ancestral roots in Dhanagamuwa, these are sometimes 
through the mother rather than the father, the lattei being a relative stranger 
to the area. The normal and preferred mode of Sinhalese marriage is diga, 
where the bride leaves her parents to live in or near the house of her new hus
band. The opposite binna arrangement, where the husband moves to the bride's 
place, is somewhat demeaning for the man. It implies that he has little or no 
property of his own and has married in order to take advantage of the property 
of his wife's parents. Such tona-married men can normally expect to be 
treated as inferiors by the other men in their new village and never to take a 
leading role in community affairs. In comparison with, for example, Watte
gama, Wrtwa-married men are relatively common in Weligalagoda. The reason 
seems to be that in recent decades land has been available there for newly-
married couples to build their own houses, while in many other areas it is scarce 
and expensive. Considerations of what is socially appropriate have some
times had to take second place to economic necessity, but the general cultural 
prejudice against binna-mamcd men continues to be felt. 
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There is another aspect of male involvement in public affairs which cons
titutes the third reason for the low level of social interaction. This is that a 
large proportion of the adult males, normally the initiators of organised social 
activities, are absent from the village for work. The fact that they are in the 
village only irregularly clearly limits their social involvements. Such absences 
are especially common among young unmarried men. Most try to return 
to the village after marriage, but, even so, we found in the course of our census 
that 11 % of all male households heads were absent from the village. 

Our fourth reason for low social involvement was mentioned previously: 
that few households cultivate land. Cultivation is an excellent means of bring
ing neighbours into contact-it leads them to borrow tools, lend seed, complain 
to one another about the late arrival of fertiliser, perhaps work for one another 
in tilling the fields, argue when one man's cow destroys the other's vegetable 
plot, and fight when one tries to encroach on the other's paddy plot by moving 
the bund. The people of Weligalagoda do relatively little of these things. 
For example, it seems that no one has ever been killed in the village because 
of a land dispute, while such cases have occurred fairly recently in both of our 
other study villages. Such fights may rupture social relationships between 
the contestants, but lead each to build up support from kin, friends, neighbours 
or political sympathisers. 

Our fifth point is closely related. It is that, under the particular condi
tions of Weligalagoda, even the households which do cultivate paddy do not 
enter into a great deal of social interaction as a consequence. In this Weligala
goda contrasts with the other two study villages. There are four main reasons 
for this. The first two relate to the topography of the village, which is examin
ed in some detail in Chapter Twelve. Because there are scarcely any large irri
gation or drainage structures except the pitawanas (channels) running alongside 
the paddy fields, cultivators do not have to cooperate on such matters as the 
blocking of anicuts, the opening of sluices, or joint requests to some government 
officer that some structure be repaired. Because the paddy yayas are such a 
'spidery' shape (Map Four), most cultivators only share bunds with two other 
farmers, one above and one below them in the yaya-water does not normally 
flow directly from one man's field to his neighbour's; each farmer can simply 
tap the pitawana. The potential for both conflict and cooperation is minimised. 
The other two factors relate to land tenure. One is that there is relatively 
little paddy land (only 7 %) under thattumaru and kattimaru land tenure. The 
cases which exist are also mainly very simple and easy to understand. There is 
not the same potential for discussions, disputes and faction fights that there 
is in the more widespread and more complicated thattumaru-kattimaru cases 
in Wattegama. The second factor is that the landlord-anrfe tenant relationship 
iii Weligalagoda is mainly economic, and has very little social content. Most 
paddy landlords are absentees: 5 2 % of the paddy land cultivated by villagers 
is on ande tenure and 66 % of the land in the village taken on ande is owned 
by people who live completely outside the Dhanagamuwa area, mainly in 
Colombo and other coastal towns. Most absentee landlords do not have 
much contact with their tenants, and some do not come to check on the accu
racy of their share of the harvest. One or two tenants have never set eyes on 
their landlords. No tenant pays more than the statutory crop share (one 
quarter) to the landlord, and some manage to pay less. That the landlords 
accept the situation may be partly explained firstly by the low overall yields 
on the poor soil (Chapter Eight) and thus the limited rewards to be obtained, 
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and, secondly, by the relatively high levels of political awareness and radicalism 
of the village, which places the landlord in a weak bargaining position if he 
attempts to break the law. 

For all these reasons and in contrast to Wattegama, social relationships 
centred around paddy cultivation do not comprise an important aspect of 
social organisation in Weligalagoda. Paddy cultivation is a more narrowly 
economic activity. It seems appropriate that paddy should have little reli
gious or supernatural significance. Apart from some offerings of new rice 
to the temple, the great majority of cultivators do not adhere to the kinds of 
beliefs, customs and ceremonies which are associated with paddy, especially 
the harvest, in Wattegama and many other villages in the area. 

To return to our main theme, which is the relative lack of patterned social 
interaction in Weligalagoda, there is one final contributory factor to be men
tioned. That is the shortage of individuals of sufficient economic and social 
standing to act as informal or formal community leaders. W e take it as axio
matic that, in rural Sri Lankan conditions, most effective community leader
ship can only come from those of good social and economic standing. A leader 
requires social status and wealth to: command the respect of villagers; to be 
an accepted spokesman or intermediary for villagers in government offices 
or in political organisations; to be free from the daily need to earn an evening 
meal and thus able to spend time on political and social activities; to enable 
him to meet from his own pocket the continual petty cash costs of visiting 
government officers; and to allow him to build up a network of active suppor
ters who will serve because they can expect recompense in the form of paddy 
land as rent, loans, small cash gifts to meet the cost of family ceremonies, or 
work. Some of the reasons for the lack of such leaders in Weligalagoda have 
been mentioned above: the poverty and relatively low social status of most 
of the population, and the fact that most paddy landlords-in other circums
tances potential local leaders-are absentees with little interest in village affairs. 
Another factor has been at least mentioned by implication: the fact that re
latively few of the people, especially in the Colonies, hold government jobs. 
Clerks, peons, or teachers in government service often have very useful know
ledge and contacts which permit them to act as intermediaries between village and 
government. They can for example introduce a villager to the clerk respon
sible for issuing gun licences, or ensure that the file relating to the subsidy for 
a community centre does not get stuck on an officer's desk. Such a position 
can help the government employee become a leader in his home village. 

When the people of Weligalagoda come into contact with a locally-based 
government servant, they are likely to find that, if the person lives in the area, 
he or she is from Central Dhanagamuwa. Here live most of the teachers of 
the Weligalagoda primary school, the two Grama Sevekas who serve Weligala
goda, the Agricultural Extension Officer, the newly appointed Cultivation 
Officers, the former Agricultral Productivity Committee and Cultivation 
Committee Chairman, the postal peons, the midwife, the attendants at the 
Dhanagamuwa Rural Hospital, and the Public Health Inspector. Not only 
does central Dhanagamuwa contain the homes of all these officers, but also 
those of many of the other people who are important to the villager, i.e. the 
owners of much of the cinnamon land on which they work. There are scat
tered around Weligalagoda about half a dozen medium sized holdings of 
rubber and coconuts. None of the owners live in the village. Apart from 
containing most of the locally important people, Dhanagamuwa is the location 
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of most services. Weligalagoda has a primary school, a washerman, a temple, 
a cooperative branch, a few small unspecialised shops, a bus to Ambalangoda 
which comes only four times daily, and three cinnamon oil distilleries. Apart 
from these facilities, all daily requirements and regular services must be obtain
ed from Dhanagamuwa. The list of such services is very long. Perhaps 
the most telling single point is that people must travel to Dhanagamuwa just 
to sit and gossip over a cup of tea. The road from Central Dhanagamuwa 
to Weligalagoda is a very strategic point from which to learn about almost 
everything that happens in the village. 

This pattern of relationships between Weligalagoda and Central Dhana
gamuwa is not simply one of interchange between equals with different cha
racteristics. There are important elements of dependence and inequality in
volved. They affect Weligalagoda in several important ways. The ability 
of the people of Weligalagoda to organise themselves in their own interests 
is very limited. Most potential leaders are residents of Central Dhanagamuwa, 
involved in its affairs, and not much concerned with the people of Weligala
goda. Important social and economic links tend to be between individuals in 
Central Dhanagamuwa and individuals in Weligalagoda; there are relatively 
few between Weligalagoda people. This pattern appears to be to some extent 
cumulative. A house in Central Dhanagamuwa is very convenient for the 
rich. In recent years two of the wealthiest families from Weligalagoda, both 
respected and involved in community affairs, shifted house to Central Dhana
gamuwa. They were attracted by the availability of electricity, partly because 
it would permit their weaving workshops to be run at night, by the easy access 
to the good Ambalangoda schools for their children, by the better roads which 
do not damage car suspensions, and by the generally superior facilities. Such 
a pattern of spatial movement of wealthier households to main roadsides and 
junctions is typical of the whole of rural Sri Lanka. 

Weligalagoda is not entirely without organised social activities or leaders. 
Those leaders who do emerge do not find support in elevated economic or 
social status. They tend to be of much the same economic and social standing 
as the majority of the villagers, but distinguished by energy, initiative and 
organisational ability. The scope of their leadership is limited, in both time 
and space. They can organise a once-off event within the village—a drama, 
a temple ceremony or a shramadana work group to repair the road. They 
typically do not have the energy or the standing with fellow villagers to repeat 
such an event at all frequently. Equally importantly, they do not have the 
kind of contacts which would allow them to tap extra-village resources. They 
have tried, and almost always failed, to obtain electricity, the take-over of 
wasteland for distribution among villagers, funds for small-scale projects likfe 
brick-making, and the services of government departments to widen irrigation 
channels (Chapter Twelve). 

In political terms Weligalagoda is strongly mobilised and radicalised. 
The people give strong electoral support to the two parties they consider to be 
'left'-the Sri Lanka Freedom Party and the Lanka Sama Samaja Party. They 
do not however, even at times when their parties hold governmental power, 
have the leaders or the institutions to translate their sympathies and votes into 
effective political power. They can neither obtain resources to develop the 
village from within nor such external resources as government jobs or land 
allocations in the dry zone colonies. 
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The village thus does not correspond at all to the 'ESCAP model' of the 
wet zone village which has maintained its social and economic integrity by 
access to government jobs. It has few jobs and few important patrons and 
leaders to assist the poor. Correspondingly, Weligalagoda shows much more 
interest in migration to the dry zone than do the villagers of, say, Wattegama. 
If they could receive land in the dry zone very many villagers would take it. 
But they have not been offered land because they have not had good political 
contacts. People go to the dry zone, but they go there mainly on a temporary 
basis to sell their labour. One or two households with some cash resources 
have managed to rent small plots of paddy in irrigation colonies. They go 
only to till and reap, leaving the land in the care of some local person the rest 
of the year. Some others who either have cash or are able to borrow money 
go for a few months to the dry zone jungles to raise a chena (shifting cultivation) 
crop of chillies or sugarcane. They return home once the crop is harvested. 
The majority however go as casual labourers-as lorry cleaners, watchers, cons
truction labourers or workers in paddy mills. Men, married or single, go alone. 
They may find further jobs for friends or neighbours, but rarely if ever seem 
to settle down sufficiently to take their families. In the course of our house
hold census 12% of households mentioned that they currently had a family 
member working somewhere in the dry zone. Since our questions were 
phrased in terms of resident family members, it is likely that there are others 
who were not mentioned. The pattern of migration is cyclical and irregular. 
Well above 12% of households have found part of their livelihoods in the dry 
zone in recent years. Weligalagoda is thus heavily dependent on extra-village 
income. The actual extent of dependence is probably of the same order of 
magnitude as Wattegama. The same statistic however has a very different 
significance. For Wattegama outside income is a valued prize that under
pins the integrity of the village. For Weligalagoda it is a disagreeable neces
sity resulting from lack of alternative resources. 

Polpitiya 

The two villages of Wattegama and Weligalagoda contrast fairly neatly 
and clearly with one another when examined in terms of the 'ESCAP' model' 
of wet zone adaptation to population growth and land scarcity. Polpitiya 
is somewhere intermediate between the two. It however also exhibits a num
ber of interesting features outside the scope of this basic model. If nothing 
else, this constitutes a warning against the assumption that the 'ESCAP model' 
encapsulates all the important features of inter-village differences. Reality 
is far too complex for such a model to encompass more than a fraction of it. 

Polpitiya is a Grama Seveka's division. However, the census from which 
much of our information is derived relates only to about 80 % of village house
holds. Since we were primarily interested in cultivating households and pres
sed for time, one area of the village was not surveyed.This includes localities 
housing members of non-agricultural castes (e.g. drummers) and a new colony 
inhabited by very poor landless people. 

Polpitiya is a well-known village, since it is the home of a large and famous 
temple which has become a regular stopping-off point for buses and lorries 
taking pilgrims to worship at the shrine at Kataragama. 'Priesthood' in fact 
is the occupation of a significant fraction of the economically-active popula
tion of the village. This reflects both the large number of priests in this main 
temple and the high density of temples in the area as a whole. There are three 
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others in the village. Part of the reason for the relatively large number of 
temples is the multi-caste composition of the village. The two most impor
tant castes, the Goigama and the Durava (toddy-tappers, coir-makers), tend 
to patronise separate establishments. Another reason is probably that, be
cause of its nearness to Matara town, the area has a long history of relative 
prosperity and thus of support for temples. Pilgrims visiting the main temple 
might describe it as being located in the town. It is only two miles from the 
centre of Matara to the nearest boundary of the village. It should be des
cribed as peri-urban. Two well-served bus routes run through Polpitiya, and 
in consequence villagers travel into town regularly and frequently. A great 
deal of everyday marketing is done in town, and most childrens travel there for 
secondary education, although altenative facilities are available nearby. 
Town schools are considered better. 

As the statistics given below clearly reveal, Polpitiya also follows an urban 
occupational pattern. To a very large extent this is inevitable, since very 
little agricultural land is available. The village has less paddy land per head 
than our other two villages, and far less highland. Although the highland is 
mainly covered with coconut trees, these are almost all in home gardens and 
intended for home use. The same is true of small-scale production of vege
tables and root crops on the highland. There is very little highland cash crop 
production. The population is too dense. 

Most of the village households can be considered urban in terms of occu
pation, life styles and aspirations, and as such are mainly outside the scope 
of our study. The definition of the agricultural segment of the village popu
lation does not in fact present many problems, and throws interesting light on 
the social composition of the village. This is because there is a considerable 
degree of coincidence between caste and occupational patterns. The Durava 
are by far the most numerous caste group. In addition, about half a dozen 
other castes are represented in relatively small numbers. Most tend to reside 
in their separate localities. The Goigama are included among these minority 
castes, but have a social and economic position more elevated than numbers 
alone could warrant. The Goigama are the main land-owning group, all the 
more so if one includes in their numbers the two landowning Goigama who 
have sufficient land to lease out to several ande tenants. By tradition the 
Goigama were the dominant group in the village, economically, socially and 
politically. Their main source of income was landownership and cultivation. 
Some of their land was given out on lease to ande tenants, mainly of the Durava 
caste, with whom close social relationships were maintained. Under colonial 
rule the Village Headman and the Vel Vidane (Irrigation Headman) were, 
as was often also the case elsewhere, appointed from among the Goigama even 
though they were a minority group. 

The pattern of social organisation which existed in colonial times has to 
some extent survived to the present day. The small Goigama group, largely 
inter-married, remain the most important group of landowners, controlling 
perhaps half of the paddy land. More so than other groups, their attentions 
are focused on cultivation and on village affairs. Although all ande tenants 
have ceased to pay a half share of the harvest to the owner, the continuing 
importance of the social tie can be seen in the fact that, in giving a quarter share, 
some tenants err on the side of generosity. In a few cases tenants live on high
land plots belonging to their landlords. The posts of Village Headman and 
Vel Vidane are of course abolished, but most of the leading positions in the poli-
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tical party which most villagers seem to support are held by members of the 
Goigama group. Thus they continue to exercise political leadership, although 
not unchallenged. 

Because they have land, wealth and connections, the Goigama are rela
tively little affected by the problem of youth unemployment. Worst affected 
are the majority caste, the Durava. Having very little land and little scope-
in their traditional occupations, they have moved most firmly into the urban, 
economy. This shift often finds physical expression in the shift of houses 
to the road-side in order to have good access to buses and town. A large pro-
portion of the population hold jobs in the public sector or. in commerce, but 
the largest single category is miscellaneous urban jobs, including printers, bakers, 
mechanics, taxi drivers and almost every other urban job one can imagine. 
The weakness of the present position is that, although they have an established 
position in the urban sector, the great majority of the young people do not 
have the higher education which is increasingly necessary to get jobs, especially 
government jobs, in a situation of general inflation of educational qualifications.-. 
As we shall see below, the proportion of the young people who have education 
beyond the tenth grade is scarcely any higher in Polpitiya than in the poorly-, 
educated village of Weligalagoda. What is happening is that the backlog 
of young people educated up to the eighth, ninth or tenth standard is building 
up rapidly in Polpitiya. Educational qualifications at this level were ade
quate to obtain white-collar jobs ten years ago, but not today. Because so 
few of the people have their own land, the educated youth .typically do not 
easily become absorbed in second-ranking jobs in agriculture. The level of 
youth unemployment is far higher in Polpitiya than in the other two study 
villages. 

Compared to the Durava, the other (small) caste groups tend to be less 
affected by the youth unemployment problem. This is because.their traditional 
caste occupations often continue to provide employment opportunities. This 
is especially true for the Potters. Not only do they continue to make mud 
pots at home, but their quarter of the village contains two government-support
ed small manufacturing projects. One is for making a variety of articles from 
clay, and the other for the manufacture of.pipes and similar articles from 
concrete. 

Paddy cultivation comprises a relatively distinct economic and social 
sector of village life. The important members in this sector, from, the village 
point of view, are the landlords, ande tenants and. owner-cultivators. . Only 
28 % of village households either own or operate land, arid among them ande 
tenants are especially prominent. 5 0 % of those who cultivate paddy own no 
land of their own, and a further 18% take some of their land on rent. There 
is a range of different kinds of landlord-tenant relationships. As was said 
above, in some cases they remain close and 'traditional'. This is less true in 
cases where the landowner is an absentee. In a few cases their land is manag
ed and the rents collected by another villager. There are also a few cases 
where the rent is, although paid in paddy, absolutely fixed regardless of the 
actual size of the harvest. This latter arrangement can be regarded as.one 
indicator that paddy, cultivation is generally more commercialised than in our 
two other villages. By this we mean both that working capital plays a more 
prominent role, and that the relationships between the various persons involyed 
in production tend to be purely money-oriented, with little social content. 
The importance of working capital arises from the use of expensive inputs: trac-
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tors, buffaloes, weedicides, pesticides and hired labour, especially for trans
planting. Farmers require large cash resources if they are to produce high 
yields. The land is only one factor. Those who operate the largest acreages 
tend in fact to be tenants who have such resources as cash and tractors. It is 
perhaps because cultivation is relatively commercialised, and harvest so clearly 
dependent on the amount of cash resources invested, that there is little religious 
significance attached to the paddy harvest in Polpitiya. Like in Weligala
goda, but perhaps for a rather different mixture of reasons, the harvest is almost 
entirely a secular affair. Especially commercialised in Polpitiya are relation
ships between the cultivator and hired labour. Largely because of the wide
spread practice of transplanting, hired labour forms a more important compo
nent of the paddy labour force here than in pur other two villages. Yet in 
Polpitiya itself there are few people who are prepared to accept the low wages, 
low status, and hard work that goes with hired paddy work. Almost all 
hired labourers travel from villages a few miles to the interior where the people 
do not have access to urban jobs. If they help in the harvest they are paid 
a share of the crop, but this is purely a commercial arrangement. It does not, 
unlike in Wattegama, signify any social solidarity between employer and wor
ker. One might also note that the practice of attam (exchange labour) which 
is rare enough in Wattegama and Weligalagoda, is almost unknown in Pol
pitiya. 

To summarise, let us examine Polpitiya in terms of the 'ESCAP model'. 
Our conclusion as to whether or not the model fits cannot be a simple 'yes' 
or 'no'. In one sense the fit is good, in that the village has managed to sustain 
itself by obtaining urban jobs on a large scale. The question is however what 
we mean by 'the village'. As we saw above, there is a substantial degree of 
internal differentiation on caste/occupational lines. The Goigama group on 
the whole fit the 'ESCAP model'. They have successfully combined the income 
and socio-political status derived from paddy land ownership with education 
and urban jobs. Their social position has been to a large extent preserved. 
For the majority caste the situation is not quite so stable. Having little land 
of their own in the first place, they have become very heavily dependent on 
the urban economy, and their job aspirations are all focused there. Yet they 
lack the educational qualifications and the contact which are required to place 
the educated youth in jobs in the way that, for example, the Wattegama vil
lagers are able to do. They occupy a somewhat precarious position between 
the twin evils of rural landlessness and urban joblessness. Althpugh living 
in the village, they remain only partly of the village. In so far as the village 
has any separate social identity this is focused on the paddy cultivating group. 

The Villages Compared 

The previous sections are intended to amount to a brief character sketch 
of each village. Like human character sketches, they are not strictly com
parable one with another. In describing one man it may be useful to go into 
some detail about the shape of his nose. In describing his heighbour one may 
not feel the need to even mention his nose. W e shall then presume that he 
has one, but there is nothing specially remarkable about it. In order to bring 
our village character sketches a little into line with one another we present Table 
3.1, which forms a useful summary of some of the points mentioned less sys
tematically in the text above. More detailed quantitative comparisons are 
made at various points in the succeeding chapters. 
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Table 3.1: Some Characteristics of the Three Villages 

Characteristic Wattegama Weligalagoda Polpitiya 

Urban access 12 miles from Galle 5 miles from Ambalangoda 2 miles from Matara 
(71,000 people in 1971) (14,000 people in 1971) (33,000 people in 1971) 

Bus communications Good Good after walk 1/2-1 1/2 miles Very Good 
Urban/rural character Rural Fairly rural Urban 
Proportion of households 
cultivating paddy land 56% 35% 25% 
Tattumaru-Kattimaru 
tenure in paddy land About 50% of area 7% of area Negligible 
Joint ownership of highland Common None Very little 
Religious significance 
of paddy cultivation High Low Low 
Main highland crop Tea (Cash) Cinnamon (Cash) Coconuts (Home use) 
Caste Mainly Goigama Almost all Karava Multi-caste, Durava 

majority 
Main sources of income Government jobs, estate Handloom weaving, Urban and government 

employment, cinnamon-peeling, jobs, paddy. 
smallholder tea, extra-village labour, 
paddy. paddy. 

Educational levels High Low Intermediate 
Relative wealth Wealthy Poor Wealthy 
Extent of dry zone 
contact Low High Low 
'Villageness' A village Dependent part of a Part of population is 

large village cluster incorporated into nearby town 



Conclusion 

All of the study villages are located in the densely-populated coastal strip, 
have good access to bus services and urban facilities, and are fairly heavily 
dependent on external economic resources. In this they are very typical of 
the Low Country as a whole. The main differences between them lie not in 
the degree of dependence on extra-village resources, but in the kind of external 
resources to which they have access. On this depends so much of what happens 
within the village. The forces at work seem to be, as is so often the case, cu
mulative. Fortunate villages like Wattegama not only obtain high incomes 
from outside, but are enabled in consequence to maintain relatively stable 
and rewarding patterns of social orgnisation which create a widespread feel
ing of belonging even among the poor. In contrast, Weligalagoda is not only 
very poor in the material sense, but also fails to provide a pattern of commu
nity life which is rewarding to its members or supportive in times of stress 
and trouble. 

Notes 

1. Only two book-length studies of Low Country villages have been published. G. Obey-
sekere's Land Tenure in Village Ceylon, Cambridge University Press, .1967, relates both 
to a very narrow set of issues and to a village in the hilly Hiniduma area of Galle dis
trict which, in a cultural sense, is rooted in Kandyan rather than Low Country society. 
The study by B. Ryan et al. {.Sinhalese Village, University of Miami Press, Coral Gables, 
Florida 1958) is much more relevant to the understanding of Low Country society, es
pecially within the social anthropologists traditional territory: religion, beliefs and moral 
values. The village is in Kalutara district. Since the field research was undertaken 
in the early 1950's the study could not even begin to take account of the vast changes, 
especially politically-related or politically-inspired changes, which have profoundly 
affected rural society since that time. 

2. The analysis is to be found in Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific 
(ESCAP), "Comparative Study of Population Growth and Agricultural Change", Asian 
Population Studies Series No. 23, Bangkok, 1975, Chapter 6. 

3. Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific, p. 110. 

4. This however cannot even begin to compensate for the serious adverse effects on the 
village physical environment of the clearing of the jungle to make way for tea bushes. 
This is discussed in some detail in Chapter Twelve. 

5. Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific, Chapter 6. 

6. Another account of this village may be found in M. P. Moore et al., "Veligalagoda: 
An 'Internal Colony' in Galle District", in M. P. Moore, B. Morrison and M. U. Ishak 
Lebbe (eds.) The Disintegrating Village ? Social Change in Rural Sri Lanka, Lake 
House Investments, Colombo, 1979. 

7. This is also a pseudonym. 

8. An analysis of the social characteristics of this type of community can be found in M.P. 
Moore, and U. L. J . Perera, "Land Policy and Village Expansion in Sri Lanka", Marga 
5, (1), 1978. 

9. For an extension of this argument see M. P. Moore, "Social Structure and Institutional 
Performance: Local Farmers' Organisations in Sri Lanka", Journal of Administration 
Overseas, (London), 18 (4), 1979. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: 
POVERTY IN T H E L O W C O U N T R Y 

Hidden Poverty 

In restrospect at least, one of the most startling aspects of poverty in the 
study villages is the extent to which it is concealed from view. It is evident 
from Table 4.1 that the proportion of 'poor' households, i.e. those with mud 
floors (and thus usually mud walls and cadjan roofs) varies from 14% in Watte
gama to 41 % in Weligalagoda. Yet one could drive along all the motorable 
roads in the villages and see scarcely a single 'poor' house. Wealthier house
holds use their social and economic power to obtain roadside homestead sites. 
Not only do these confer easier access to such tangible services as buses, elec
tricity connections or hawkers, but they provide such intangible benefits as 
better information and gossip from passers-by. Equally, the roadside dweller 
has a potential site for opening a small shop, especially if located near the all-
important road junctions, which provide the focus of commercial and social 
life in most rural areas. Even to see the houses of the poor one often has to 
leave the road. Many visitors, including public officers, appear not to do 
so very often. Although most of the rural populations of Galle and Matara 
are poor and dependent in part or whole on wage labour, one hears comments 
of the nature: "Of course, most of the people around here have some job or 
little business in Colombo". 

Table 4.1: Percentage of Houses with Uncemented Floors. 

Poverty and Extra-Village Resources 

The fact that wealthier households tend to live where they have good access 
to buses and other services is both indicative of, and causally related to, a 
broader aspect of income distribution: that poverty is to a large extent synony
mous with what one might in convenient jargon call 'lack of access to extra-
village resources'. 'Extra-village resources' are economically very important 
in the rural Low Country. They include, among other things: public-sector 
jobs, with the good salaries, security and useful additional contacts which they 
bring; services from government agencies, including crop re-planting subsidies, 
admissions to better schools, public assistance benefits, permission from a 

Wattegama 
Weligalagoda 
Polpitiya 

14 
41 
29 

59 



government surveyor to make a cart-track to one's house through Crown 
Land, allocations of Crown Land, the benign intervention of Grama Sevekas 
or Assistant Government Agents in land disputes, agricultural credit, permits 
to purchase chicken-feed at subsidised prices, licences to run liquor shops or 
private fertiliser stores, replacements for lost ration books, loans for house 
construction, connections to the electricity grid and licences to undertake gem 
prospecting; information about the availability of scarce goods in coopera
tives or in the black market; and information about potential jobs in town, 
e.g. small building or timber-sawing contracts. To obtain these tangible re
sources one requires money, literacy, educational qualifications, reliable infor
mants, and good social, kinship and political connections. In the Low Coun
try as elsewhere, the rich tend to have more of all these things. To give statis
tics is in most cases impossible, since most of the information is difficult to 
collect and/or to quantify. There is one important exception: educational 
qualifications. 

Poverty and Education 

Table 4.2: Rates of School Attendance 

Wattegama Weligalagoda Polpitiya 

Percentage of children aged 5-14 years 
attending school 71 65 75 
Percentage of children aged 15-19 years 
attending school 53 28 52 

Table 4.2 illustrates that, in respect of school attendance, the major con
trast at the village level is between poorly-educated Weligalagoda on the one 
side and well-educated Wattegama and Polpitiya on the other. There appear 
to be three main reasons for the relatively low levels of school attendance in 
Weligalgoda. One is poverty. The second is lack of the right political and 
social connections to obtain white-collar jobs for educated youth, and thus 
lack of incentive to pursue education. The third is poor physical access to 
secondary schools. Both Wattegama and Polpitiya have secondary schools 
easily accessible to all village households. The children of Weligalagoda 
must walk into Central Dhanagamuwa, a journey of up to two miles. Within 
Weligalagoda, educational levels are much higher in the wealthier Old Village 
which has easier access to the secondary school than the Colonies. 

In terms of school attendance, Wattegama and Polpitiya rank equally 
high. There are however important differences in levels of educational achieve
ment. In Polpitiya fewer students manage to remain at school beyond the 
tenth standard. They thus do not obtain the kinds of qualifications (Advanced 
Level and above) which are now almost essential to obtain government and 
other white collar jobs. The proportion of school-leavers aged 20-29 who 
have these higher educational qualifications is more than twice as high in 
Wattegama as in Polpitiya (Table 4.3). Wattegama has correspondingly more 
success in placing its educated youth in well-paid jobs. The proportion of 
school leavers with educational qualifications beyond the tenth standard 
is about the same in Weligalagoda and Polpitiya. The reason why the Pol
pitiya students perform poorly despite all the effort put into their education 
is not clear. 
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Table 4.3; Educational Level of Those Aged 20-29 years Who Have Finished Schooling 

Percentage who have completed :- Wattegama Weligalagoda Polpitiya 

No schooling 1 3 1 
Standards 1-5 11 26 15 
Standards 6-10 68 63 76 
Standards 11-12 16 6 8 
Standards Over 12 5 2 1 
Total 100 100 100 

There is a further comparison of educational levels, made in Table 4.3 
which is of more fundamental importance than the differences we have high
lighted between villages. This is a comparison between income groups. It 
shows quite simply that there is a very close connection between family income 
and educational achievement. Children from poor backgrounds drop out of 
school early. Only a very small proportion 3 % according to our figures for 
the three villages collectively-can expect to proceed with education beyond 
the tenth grade. The higher up the educational ladder one goes, the larger 
the proportion of children from wealthier backgrounds. According to our 
figures, a child from a 'wealthy' home (i.e. a home with a cement rather than 
a mud floor) is more than six times as likely as a child from a poor home to 
remain at school beyond the tenth standard. The reasons for this difference 
are fairly familiar. Poor parents take children from school because they can
not afford to purchase such accessories as school books, because they need 
a child to look after the home while the mother is at work, because the child 
must work to help feed the family, because they have no tradition of education, 
or because they realise that, with few economic resources or social and poli
tical connections, they have little chance of securing for their children a well-
paid job even if good school certificates are obtained. 
Table 4.4: Educational Standard Achieved by Those Unmarried People Aged 10-34 Years 

Who Have Finished Schooling, According to Family Income Level (Percentages) 

Educational 

Standard 

Wattegama Weligalagoda Polpitiya Educational 

Standard Rich Poor Rich Poor Rich Poor 

0-5 9 27 17 54 8 33 
6-10 69 69 60 43 76 64 
More than 10 22 4 23 3 16 3 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 

The figures in Table 4.4 are fundamental to the conclusions of the re
search. Educational qualifications are the key not only directly into well-
paid jobs, but also indirectly in that they are usually essential for formal tech
nical training of any kind. Galle and Matara depend heavily on income 
gained in other parts of the Island, and increasingly, in the oil-rich Middle 
East, from jobs which require educational qualifications. Our results illus
trate that very few of these opportunities can be open to the poorer half of the 
population. For example, in our censuses we found that, among unmarried 
school-leavers aged 10-34 years, the following proportion had secured govern
ment or white-collar jobs: those with education to standard five or less, 1 %; 
those leaving school in standards six to ten 6%; those with education above 
standard ten, 20 %. The poor stand to gain relatively little from the expansion 
of opportunities for the educated and skilled. If their standards of living are 
to be raised to a tolerable level, then some other means must be found. 
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Income Distribution and the Ownership of Property 

The very unequal access to schooling discussed above is but one aspect 
of the broader inequality of access to extra-village resources of all kinds. This 
point is worth stressing because it is particularly important in rural societies 
like those of the Low Country which draw a large proportion of their incomes 
from urban activities and from working in large-scale organisations like es
tates and the public service. Unequal access to employment in services from 
these urban/large-scale organisations is of major importance in determining 
tne pattern of income distribution. Observers familiar with 'peasant' societies, 
i.e. societies in which the dominant form of economic organisation is the family 
farm, might tend to expect that the distribution of income is mainly a reflec
tion of the distribution of property, especially land. The rural Low Country 
is not in this sense a peasant society, as is evidenced by the information in 
Table 4.5. 
Table 4.5: Percentage Distribution of the Economically-Active Population by Main Occu

pation 

Occupation* Wattegama Weligalagoda Polpitiya 

Cultivation-own or family farm 30 13 9 
Casual labour 13 31 5 
Estate employment (including tea factory) 25 12 1 
Handloom weaving (and associated jobs) 1 23 3 
Pottery — — • 9 
Carpenter/mason 4 4 11 
Priest ... ... ... Neg. Neg. 6 
Commerce-own, family or salaried job 6 5 10 
Teacher in government school 6 2 7 
Other public sector job 
(excluding publicly-owned estates) ... 7 3 18 
Other job 8 6 21 

Total 100 100 100 

* A broad definition of 'economically-active' was adopted, including anyone who regularly 
or occasionally undertook productive work other than housework. 

The economic bases of the three villages are very different: casual labour 
and handloom weaving in Weligalagoda; urban and government jobs in Pol
pitiya; cultivation, estate work and government jobs in Wattegama. Only 
in Wattegama is the occupation characteristic of peasant society, i.e. family 
farming, numbered among the major sources of income. Even those who 
have land often gain most of their income from wage labour. For example, 
included in our Labour Surveys in Wattegama and Weligalagoda were fifteen 
adult male household heads who were paddy farmers. Their average age was 
48 years and their average paddy holding 0.73 acres; they also cultivated high
land crops. Over the reference year they spent 5 1 % of their days in hired 
work and only 13% in "own work" on their paddy and highland plots and in 
jobs around the household. 

The distribution of income is very much affected by the distribution of 
land, but the correspondence is far from complete, 1 for two main reasons. 
The first is the importance of non-agricultural incomes. Relatively high in
comes may be earned from trading, shop-keeping, contracting, public sector 
employment or miscellaneous urban jobs like taxi-driving. While a landed 
background helps to provide the education, income or contacts needed to ob-
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tain these jobs, it is not essential. The second factor is that cultivation, es
pecially paddy production, is not especially profitable. The evidence given 
in Chapter Eight suggests that the returns to labouring in the family paddy 
field are not very different from the earnings from hired work. Households 
whose only source of income is the family farm are typically numbered in the 
poorer half of the population. Although most of the relatively rich have 
property, the bulk of their incomes are often from non-agricultural activities. 
The road to wealth leads just as often through government/urban/trading jobs 
to the purchase of agricultural land as it does from land ownership to the acqui
sition of a profitable job outside the village. 

Poverty and Employment 
The question of what determines whether or not a household enters the 

ranks of the poor depends on the level of material deprivation which is des
cribed as 'poverty'. Property-ownership may be far from a sure guarantee of 
classification among the rich, but it does normally guarantee against falling to 
the level of the very poorest. Even if a family produces no paddy, a highland 
plot yielding some cash income and a variety of foods helps keep the worst 
poverty at bay. This strikes those who have neither property income nor a 
reasonable wage income. Information on wage rates is given in Table 6.7 
Two points are of particular importance. One is that daily wage rates for 
males are around what might in some relative and subjective sense be des
cribed as 'decent' levels. They are adequate to support a family provided 
that the children are not too numerous. The second point is that female 
wage rates are normally much lower than male rates; they are inadequate to 
support a family. The poorest households in our study villages have much 
the same characteristics as the poorest in industrial societies: no property and 
no fit adult male Wage earner. They include the old who have no family to 
support them and, above all, households with children but no working fathers. 
The fathers may be dead, sick or have deserted the families more or less per
manently. Desertion was most common in Weligalagoda, where a substantial 
fraction of adult males earn their living from casual work as labourers, masons, 
carpenters or timber sawyers outside the village, mainly in Colombo or the 
dry zone. The irregular pattern of migration and relative lack of social ties 
in the. village (Chapter Three) tend to encourage desertion of families. In 
the household census it was found that 11 % of households were permanently 
headed by females, and in another 11 % the male head was absent for work 
purposes at that time. 

Poverty among the aged can be alleviated only through income transfers, 
whether at the level of the family, the community or the state. Other kinds 
of poverty could however be very much relieved by the creation of extra work 
opportunities. The dimensions of the unemployment problem are discussed 
in Chapter Six. The important point is that there is a shortage of work. In
sofar as a choice exists, extra unskilled work (and higher wages) for middle-
aged women would be the best way of alleviating the worst poverty through 
employment creation. 

Poverty and Job Creation: Conclusions 
Many of the points made here about poverty and employment are subs

tantiated only in later chapters. It is however useful to present them in a 
summary form here as they, to a large extent, determine the orientation of the 
whole analysis. 
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Poverty is to some extent hidden by the spatial arrangement of house sites; 
its incidence, and that of families dependent on casual labour, is greater than 
the casual observer may suspect. The poor are considerably under-employed, 
and need more work. 

An important dimension of poverty is lack of access to extra-village re
sources, a result of lack of information, of useful social and political contacts 
and, very importantly, the ability to extract services from agencies of govern
ment. This suggests two points about job creation programmes for the poor. 
The first is that jobs allocated through formal large-scale organisations, espe
cially those in the public sector, will tend not to go to the poorest, especially 
if they are attractive to people other than the poorest. And most govern
ment or quasi-government posts are attractive, partly because they bring, 
various non-salary benefits. For example, in Wattegama employment in the 
nationalised tea estates and tea factories has recently become more popular. 
Jobs are allocated by politicians. It was found that those who obtain these 
jobs tend to be from the middling income groups rather than the poorest. The 
implication is that the poorest stand the best chance of obtaining jobs created 
in the informal and small-scale sectors-self-employment, or hired work for 
small businessmen or cultivators. The second point deriving from these 
problems of 'access' is closely related. It is that, since they travel less and 
have relatively few sources of information, the poorest will stand the best 
chance of obtaining jobs which are created in their home villages. This is 
especially true of the category of the poor most in need of extra work middle 
aged female labourers with families to support. Their family responsibilities 
make it impossible for them to travel far to work. 

There is such a close correspondence between educational achievement 
and family income levels that the problem of unemployment among educated 
youth can be considered irrelevant to the task of alleviating poverty. Insofar 
as giving jobs to educated youth requires the use of resources which might 
otherwise have been used for the benefit of the poor, the interests of the two 
groups are in direct conflict. 

Although the correspondence between land ownership and income levels 
is not complete, it is substantial. The poorest own little land. An increase 
in the profitability of cultivation would not in itself help the poor very much. 
It would however do so if followed by an increase in the demand for agricul
tural labour. 

1. For example, in Weligalagoda, the average amounts of land owned by sample house
holders in the three income categories were: richer householders - 4.3 acres; medium 
households - 0.85 acres; poorer householders - 0.95 acres. The poor own slightly 
more land than those with medium incomes. The latter pursue more remunerative 
occupations. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: 
T H E SOCIAL CONTEXT O F W O R K 

Introduction 

Mention has already been made of the quantitative importance of hired 
work in the three study villages. They are in this respect typical of the rural 
Low Country. Two of the main reasons are high levels of landlessness and 
the prevalence of plantation enterprises. Another is the high incidence of labour 
hiring even within the small-farm sector. This in turn is due to a number 
of factors. In the first place, those with even a few acres of land are typically 
among the more wealthy and educated village households: for status reasons 
they may not wish their women or educated youth to work in the fields, while 
the men may be able to earn higher incomes in other activities such as trading 
or white-collar jobs. For example, 79 % of tea smallholders in Wattegama 
hire outside labour to do the main job,—plucking. In the second place, certain 
agricultural jobs require specialised skills which are not easily acquired. This 
is especially true in the case of cinnamon peeling. In Weligalagoda 6 3 % of 
all cinnamon peeling in smallholdings was done by hired labour. A third 
and related factor is the rigidly-practised sexual division of labour. Apart 
from certain jobs which may be done by both sexes, e.g.rubber-tapping or 
weeding cinnamon land, the majority of jobs are solely the responsibility of 
one sex. Thus in Weligalagoda a woman whose husband is absent in Colombo 
would never consider learning to peel cinnamon, but would hire outside labour '. 
A fourth factor explaining the high incidence of hired labour in the small 
farm sector is that seasonal constraints on the completion of certain jobs, es
pecially in paddy farming, are such that very few households can manage 
without recruiting extra labour. As a consequence of all these factors, and of 
the relatively low labour inputs into paddy farming (Chapter Eight), small
holder farming is typical only a very part-time occupation for the farmers 
themselves (Chapter Four). The majority of smallholders in our villages spend 
more time in hired employment than in cultivating their own farms. 

Work and Social Organisation 

Hired work is more than the main source of income for most of the house
holds in our study villages. It is also a major aspect of social organisation. Over
simplifying a little, one might say that conventional sociological analyses of 
"peasant" (i.e. small scale family farming) communities tend to focus on re
lationships centred around cultivation and land rights: questions of inheri
tance of property, of land disputes, of cultural values associated with cultiva
tion, and of the place of land rights in the system of social stratification. In 
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order to obtain an insight into the social organisation of our study villages it 
is at least as important to approach the issue from the point of view of hired 
employment: whom do people work with, and whom do they work for? 

Given the relatively large scale of many of the employing organisations, 
the employment contract is often relatively impersonal: there is little social 
contact between employer and employee. In such cases it is relationships bet
ween groups of employees which are of special social significance. Those 
who work in the same shift in a tea factory or the girls who work in the same 
weaving shed may become companions outside working hours. The same 
is true of those who share the experience of government employment. In 
other occupations hired labourers may form their own small groups which 
regularly work together: two or three male timber sawyers; a gang of middle-
aged women who weed cinnamon; or a group of cinnamon peelers comprising 
persons of different ages and skill levels. Such groups may have informal 
leaders who play the main role in obtaining work and negotiating contracts. 
Their leadership may spill over into non-work contexts. If a cinnamon pee
ler's child is sick, he may go to his 'leader' for advice, a cash loan, or help in 
getting hospital admission. Those kinds of jobs are essentially 'group-focused' 
the employer may change, but the same people continue to work together as 
a group. At the other end of the scale are jobs which are 'employer-focused': 
the job is relatively permanent or at least regular, and the labourer is recruited 
individually by the employer. Such is the case in smallholder tea production, 
where one or two pluckers come regularly every few days, and in some cases 
in paddy farming, where the same labourers come regularly to till the land and 
help in the harvest. In the latter case one of the motives is to maintain a har
monious work group. Almost all paddy work is done in groups. It is impor
tant not only that the workers should be personally compatible, but that they 
should develop a common work rhythm. In these kinds of cases there often 
develops what is termed a 'patron-client' relationship between employer and 
employee. Not only can the employee expect regular work in paddy or in, 
say, the cinnamon oil factory, but he may also be called if there is other work 
available—a well to be cleaned or highland to be weeded with a mammoty. 
Where such relationships exist the daily wage rates may not reveal the full 
extent of the reward. A poor man may do more work for a rupee in his pat
ron's paddy field than he would be willing to do elsewhere if he knows that this 
will guarantee a regular job, the occasional chew of betel in the patron's kitchen, 
and perhaps the odd coconut. Such patron-client links appear more common 
in Wattegama than in the other two villages (Chapter Three). 

The concepts of 'group-focused' and 'employer-focused' employment con
tracts represent two logical extremes. Some arrangements fall half-way between 
the two. For example, a group of paddy labourers working in a field may 
comprise the owner who does not work for others and is paying wages, two 
or three small farmers who work both for one another on a strictly reciprocal 
attam (labour exchange) basis and hire themselves out as a group, and one or 
two landless labourers who normally work, with the group. Such groups com
bine the regularity of both 'group-focused' and 'employer-focused' employment 
contracts. In neither case is the work done on a purely casual basis, with a 
number of individual employers seeking a number of individual labourers. 
Most work takes place in the context of regular social relationships. 

The Character of Work 
In the smallholder sector most hired work is of a regular nature. Such 

terms as 'casual labour' are convenient but often not very accurate. In the 
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larger scale employing organisations work takes on a positively 'industrial' 
character. It is industrial firstly because relatively large groups of people 
work together doing exactly the same kinds of job—tea pluckers, tea estate 
labourers, and handloom weavers. It is industrial secondly because the em
ployees are required to attend regularly in order to keep expensive plant (fac
tory machinery, looms) working at high levels of capacity and to maximise 
the rate of turnover of liquid capital (tea chests, weaving yarn). Factory, 
estate and weaving workers work more days than other hired workers (Chap
ter Six). Work is interrupted by the non-availability of raw material: the 
reduced yield of green leaf tea during dry months, and interruptions in the supply 
of weaving yarn; or by problem of marketing output in the case of handloom 
products (Chapter Six). Thirdly, then, there is relatively little seasonality in 
work patterns. The seasons do not affect non-agricultural activities like 
weaving. Highland tree crops-tea, rubber, coconut, cinnamon—which provide 
such a large proportion of agricultural employment (Table 8.9) are seasonal 
in comparison with paddy, the main field crop. Almost all the seasonality 
in the volume of hired work in Wattegama (Table 5.1) is due to the seasonality 
of the yield of the tea bush, since the tea industry accounted for 8 0 % of the 
total work days obtained by people in the Labour Sample. Even this seaso
nality is far from extreme, and, since the reference period included a severe 
drought, is likely to be about the worst ever experienced. The degree of sea
sonal variation in employment levels was much lower in Weligalagoda partly 
because work on the main highland crop, cinnamon, is almost completely 
seasonal. Smallholders do their cinnamon work during slack periods in the 
paddy fields (Appendix Table 1). 
Table 5.1: Seasonality of Hired Employment in Wattegama and Weligalagoda: The percen

tage of Days in Each Month on which Persons in the Labour Survey found Hired 
Employment. 

Oct. Nov. Dec. Jan. Feb. Mar. Apr. May Jun. Jul. Aug. Sep. Total 
Wattegama 45 61 50 71 55 61 66 60 
Weligalagoda 50 52 64 58 51 59 44 54 55 53 58 58 55 

One of the most prominent seasonal factors affecting employment in our 
villages is purely man-made: the celebration of the Sinhala New Year in April. 
There is an activity peak in the preceding weeks as paddy farmers hasten to 
finish sowing the Yala crop before the holiday, and cinnamon smallholders and 
peelers try to raise extra cash with which to celebrate the event. Just before 
and after the holiday little work is done as people rest, celebrate and exchange 
family visits. 

It follows naturally that from their familiarity with work in large-scale 
organisations that the people in our study villages have a relatively well-deve
loped notion of what should constitute a working day, and that this corres
ponds closely to "office hours". There are exceptions, especially shift workers 
in Wattegama tea factories and hired cinnamon peelers who normally work 
very long hours in order to earn a decent income. However, the general rule 
is the eight or nine hour day, starting at about eight o'clock in the morning, 
including an hours' break at midday, and terminating at about five o'clock in 
the evening. Rather than starting work in the cool of dawn, most paddy wor
kers, whether hired or own-account, do not begin until the sun is well up, 
and work throughout the heat of the day.2 

Notes: 
1. Women do however peel cinnamon in an area a few miles away populated by a 

different caste group. 
2. This is especially true of hired workers. Working farmers are sometimes in the field 

a little earlier in order to "make a start". 
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CHAPTER SIX: 
E M P L O Y M E N T , U N E M P L O Y M E N T 
A N D T H E L A B O U R M A R K E T 

The Use of Labour in Rural Areas: The National Context 

The general situation throughout Sri Lanka, rural and urban areas, is 
one of shortage of employment opportunities in relation to the available labour 
force. The situation is however not uniform throughout the country. The 
degree of job scarcity varies from region to region, area to area, and, as we 
shall demonstrate below, from village to village. By making relevant com
parisons between these different units one can learn how society copes with 
the problem of scarce employment. The comparisons made below between 
our sample villages demonstrate at one level something which can and has been 
demonstrated at other levels that people adjust their expectations and beha
viour patterns according to the chances they have of obtaining income-gene
rating work. Where work is relatively abundant, a relatively large propor
tion of the population are viewed, by themselves and others, as potential extra-
household workers; they actively seek work. Conversely, where work is 
scarce, members of certain categories of the population, whom we might for 
convenience call 'marginal workers', withdraw both in practice and in their 
own minds form the labour force. They do not expect to find jobs, and do 
not actively seek them. It appears to be a general rule throughout South 
Asia that the 'core' of the labour force comprises adult males.1 This is scarcely 
surprising given the cultural context. It is the general rule that all adult 
males marry, and they are then, as household heads, primarily responsible 
for feeding, clothing and housing their families. Adult males who do not 
have to work to support a family are exceptional. The 'marginal' members 
of the labour force are thus to be found in categories other than adult males: 
females and younger males. Generally speaking, adult male labour force 
participation rates remain fairly constant when different units are compared. 
Differences in overall labour force participation rates reflect principally diffe
rences in the degree of female labour force participation. 

Within the rural areas of Sri Lanka four main factors appear to affect the 
degree of female participation in the work force. The first is the kind of crops 
grown and the production techniques used. There is a fairly rigid sexual 
division of labour and thus females tend to do only certain kinds of jobs. Thus 
in paddy cultivation females normally undertake both transplanting and hand-
weeding where these practices are adopted, and almost always reap the ripe 
paddy. Otherwise their contribution to paddy production is mainly limited 
to work done in the house: drying, winnowing, and pounding. In tea-produc-
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ing areas, almost all plucking is done by females. The second main factor 
is the overall ratio of available labour to jobs. Where jobs are scarce, females 
tend not to work. Conversely, where labour is seasonally scarce, as in the 
irrigation colonies of the dry zone, females tend to contribute a great deal, 
especially on the family paddy plot. The third main factor affecting female 
work is income levels and considerations of social status. For a female to 
do hired labour for others is indicative of low social status; to work on the 
family farm is less demeaning, but still not so prestigious as total abstinence 
from all work outside the household. The wealthier the household, the more 
able it is to boost its social status by restricting the amount of manual work 
done by females. Female employment in white-collar jobs, which are presti
gious and well-paid, is not much affected by these status considerations. The 
fourth main factor affecting female work is that different social, cultural or 
religious groups place a different weight on the status aspect of female work 
outside the home. For example, Muslims tend to be particularly concerned. 

Table 6.1: Comparative Female Participation in Cultivation and Housework in Five Dif
ferent Agro-Ecological Areas of Sri Lanka. 

Jaffna Bemini- Kandu Kuliya- Rajangana 
watte Palatha pitiya (Dry zone 
(Mid (Kandy (Coconut irrigation 
country district triangle) colony) 
wet wet 
zone) zone) 

% of males working more 
than a third of their time 
on their own farm ... 31 40 48 69 88 
% of females aged 14-65 
years working more than 
a third of their time on their 
own farm ... 2 24 22 31 70 
% of females aged 14-20 years 
engaged full-time in housework 3 4 6 12 58 

Source: C. M. Wijayaratne et al., "Study of Income Generating Activities for Farm Women", 
Research Study Series No. 25, Agrarian Research and Training Institute, Colombo, 
1978, passim. 

The information in Table 6.1 is derived from interviews with a sample of 
rural households in five very different agro-ecological environments. It illus
trates well some of the points made above. In the first place, it can be 
seen that, the greater the degree of involvement of males with the family farm, 
the more assistance they are given from the females in the family. In the 
second place, as females become more involved in field work, the more teen-
nage girls are called on to take the places of their mothers, aunts and grand
mothers in the kitchen. Both relationships illustrate the flexibility of the size 
of the labour force; the more work there is, the higher the proportion of people 
who define themselves as actual or potential workers. In the succeeding sec
tions we shall demonstrate this point in relation to our sample villages. 

Labour Force Participation 

It would be possible to discuss at great length the issues of what exactly 
is meant by "work" and how regularly a person should work in order to be 
counted as a member of the labour force. These issues can however be simply 
if crudely resolved. W e have adopted much the same definition of "work" 
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as that used by villagers: income-generating activity outside, the household. 
Thus housework and related activities like shopping and collecting firewood are 
not considered as "work", although they are recognised to be essential.2 

This definition is not only a matter of convenience. W e would have been more 
interested in housework had there been evidence either that there was a labour 
shortage in household activities or that the demands of housework were such 
that they reduced the overall level of female participation in extra-household 
work. Since neither of these phenomena appeared on a substantial scale, 
little detailed investigation was done in this area. The second definitional prob
lem raised above was tackled by adopting a broad definition of "work force". 
It includes anyone who does any extra-household work with any degree of re
gularity. In fact this still-fuzzy definition gave rise to relatively few problems. 
As was mentioned above (Chapter Five), the majority of the work force in our 
villages follow quasi-urban or industrial working patterns, with relatively re
gular jobs and working hours. In most cases it is very clear who is a worker 
and who is not. There are of course differences in the number of days of work 
done by each worker; these are quantified and discussed in the next section. 

A number of conclusions can be derived from the information in Table 
6.2 on work force participation rates in the sample villages. The first is that 
among adult males with family responsibilities—those we described above as 
the core of the labour force—work force participation rates are uniformly high. 
As in the districts of Galle and Matara as a whole, average age of marriage 
in our villages is relatively high. For males the critical point is around the age 
of thirty. Few remain unmarried beyond that age. It is the unemployment 
problem which is tending to push up the age of marriage, since no man can 
contemplate marriage without an income adequate to support a wife and, very 
soon, a family.3 By the age of thirty young men have either found the kind 
of job they want or, in order to marry and provide for a family, lowered their 
aspirations and taken to a less prestigious or remunerative job. By the age of 
fifty four years most men can expect to be rid of the major burden of supporting 
children. If they have land or a white-collar job they might retire more or less 
completely from active work. 
Table 6.2: Labour Force Participation Rates in the Study villages: Percentage of the Popu

lation Defined as "Workers". 

Wattegama Weligalagoda Polpitiya 

Males "aged 30-54 years 99 95 93 
Males aged 15-29 and not at school 98 84 50 
Females aged 30-54 years 44 48 21 
Females aged 15-29 years and not at school 41 59 17 
Total populated aged 1 5 + years 56 60 38 

The main differences in work force participation are found among the 
"marginal" members of the labour force-females and young unmarried males. 
These groups participate relatively little in Polpitiya, for which there are four 
main related reasons. One is that the high level of landlessness and low ratio 
of cultivated land to population means that there are relatively few opportu
nities for absorbing wives and children in agricultural work. The second is 
that the aspirations of the young are very much directed at urban and white-
collar jobs, and unemployed youth are thus relatively little interested in agri
cultural work opportunities. Hired labour is mainly imported from other 
villages. The third is that the majority of households are relatively affluent 

70 



and can thus afford to preserve their housewives from the indignities of any 
kind of outside work and their children from any but urban and white-collar 
jobs. The fourth is that the educational qualifications of most of the edu
cated youth are inadequate for them to obtain, at least with any ease, the kinds 
of jobs to which they aspire. They thus tend to face several years of unemploy
ment. Especially low in Polpitiya are female work force participation rates. 
Apart from those lucky few who have white-collar urban jobs and those who 
are content to pursue their caste occupation of pottery-making, the great majo
rity of women have no acceptable employment opportunities available to them. 

Overall labour force participation rates in Wattegama and Weligalagoda 
are very similar. The main difference is that relatively more males work in 
Wattegama and relatively more females in Weligalagoda. Low male unem
ployment in Wattegama reflects the wealth and substantial resource base of 
the village. Those males who achieve high educational qualifications are re
latively successful in obtaining white-collar jobs. Those who fail to do so do 
not simply sit and wait for a job. Those from the richer households may set 
themselves up in trading or simply take to cultivating the family land-an occu
pation which does not, as is widely alleged, reflect poorly on an educated youth, 
at least not in this village. Those who do not have these avenues open to 
them can usually find a job on the tea estates or in the tea factories. As was 
mentioned previously, there has taken place recently a marked shift in atti
tudes to estate labour: it is beginning to acquire some of the prestige of a 
government job. In Weligalagoda there are fewer opportunities in white-
collar posts, family farming or estates for the male labour force. Even unedu
cated boys may spend years in more or less complete idleness after they leave 
school and before they begin seriously to look for work. In neither of the 
two villages do females have a wide choice of jobs. In Wattegama almost 
all opportunities are tied up with tea production: plucking on estates, for small
holders, and working in tea factories. A large proportion of households are 
sufficiently wealthy that the women are not prepared to do extra-household 
work, or sometimes even plucking on their own tea smallholdings: 79 % of the 
smallholder producers in our tea survey normally hired outside tea pluckers. 
Although employment opportunities for most women in Wattegama are res
tricted to two kinds of jobs tea plucking and tea factory labour-both jobs offer 
regular work. As we shall see below, those women in Wattegama who do 
work obtain more days of employment than do comparable female agricultural 
labourers in Weligalagoda. However, actual enumerated female labour 
force participation rates are higher in Weligalagoda. This is mainly due to 
the relatively high participation of younger females, and this in turn is almost 
entirely a consequence of the prevalence of handloom weaving. Apart from 
a relatively small number of married women who have a loom at home, the 
great majority of weavers are young unmarried girls, most of them working 
outside the home in small workshops. They are required to work full-time 
in order to make the best use of the capital invested in the weaving sheds yam 
and looms. Most girls leave the job once they are married and have a home 
to maintain; once the first baby arrives it is inevitable that they cease, and few 
take it up again. 8 0 % of the weavers enumerated in our census were un
married females, and 5 8 % unmarried and in the age group 15-24 years. Of 
all the females aged 15-29 years who were listed as members of the labour 
force, 8 5 % were weavers. Just over 5 0 % of all girls aged 15-24 years who had 
left school were employed as weavers. A further proportion in fact earn a 
little money by engaging occasionally in the poorly-paid job of winding yarn 
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into bobbins. Very few of those engaging in this work bothered to mention 
it at the time of our census, and, since on average a day's work is required to 
earn one rupee, this is scarcely surprising. '• 

Apart from weaving, employment opportunities for females are very res
tricted in Weligalagoda. Most of the labour force on the surrounding estates 
comes from other villages and, since the main crop is rubber, few employ 
many females. There is a little tea, and a small proportion of middle-aged 
and older women have part-time jobs plucking two of three days a week. 
Scarcely any get regular work. The other main source of employment is using 
a mammoty to weed the cinnamon smallholdings and small estates in and 
around the village. Such work is relatively scarce and ill paid, but still sought 
after. The largely middle-aged women who do this kind of work comprise the 
most genuinely unemployed category in all our sample villages in that they 
are willing to do more work, however, humble and ill paid. The fact that 
there are so many of them chasing relatively few jobs reflects the relative 
poverty of most households in Weligalagoda and thus the eagerness with 
which they welcome extra income from any source. 

The Use of Time 
Table 6.3: Average Hours Per Day Spent in Defined Activities by All Persons in the 

Activity Surveys who had Ceased Full-Time Schooling 

Activity Wattegama Weligalagoda 

1. Hired Employment/Salaried job ... ... 3.3 2.3 
2. Weaving ... ... neg. 0.9 
3. Work on family paddy ... ... 0.4 0.3 
4. Work on family tea/cinnamon ... ... 0.3 0.6 
5. Work on other crops on family farm ... 0.6 0.2 
6. House work-collecting firewood ... ... 0.1 0.1 
7. Housework-shopping ... ... 0.3 0.4 
8. Housework-general ... ... 2.8 2.5 
9. Schooling ... ... 0.1 0.1 

10. "Business" with officials and specialists-hospitals, doctors, 
lawyers, post office, Grama Sevaka. money-lenders, etc. 0.8 0.6 

Total ... ... 8.6 8.0 

Number of persons in the survey ... ... 84 34 

Table 6.3 summarises most of the information obtained from our studies 
of patterns of daily activities in Wattegama and Weligalagoda. Fuller infor
mation is given in Appendix Table Two. Despite substantial differences bet
ween the two villages in social and economic characteristics, the average daily 
round, when described in terms of broad categories of activities, is very similar. 
The predominant activity is hired or salaried work, accounting for a daily ave
rage of 3.3 hours in Wattegama and 3.2 hours in Weligalagoda. The second-
ranking activity is housework, accounting for 3.2 and 3.0 hours respectively. 
Work on the family farm accounts for 1.3 and 1.1 hours. The people of 
Wattegama, with their better resource base and lower unemployment levels, 
are on average a little busier than the people of Weligalagoda. Not counting 
time required for eating, bathing, etc., a working day of about eight hours 
is the general rule in almost all the main categories of the sample (Appendix 
Table Two). At this rate there is not a great deal of conspicuous idleness, 
as opposed to necessary resting. But again, life for most people is not very 
busy, and a number of activities, like work on vegetable plots or visits to the 
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pola (periodic market) are stretched out if nothing else appears more urgent. 
The figures in fact do not add a great deal to the impressions gained in the course 
of fieldwork. 

Employment and Unemployment Among Hired Labourers 

The size of the potential labour force is a variable factor depending on 
the number and type of jobs available and the likely rewards to be gained. It 
makes no sense to put a figure on it. Accordingly, it is not possible to produce 
a meaningful aggregate figure for the total rate of unemployment. One can 
only estimate unemployment levels for those already in the labour force, i.e. 
those who do some income-earning work. The data which we have available 
relates to people who obtain at least a part of their incomes by doing hired 
work for others. 

To estimate a rate of unemployment from the kind of data given in Table 
6.4 requires one to make certain behavioural assumptions. One could not 
always be sure of having identified the 'real' (or, to be more realistic, the 'main') 
reason why members of our sample did no hired work. For example, a 
woman may not work because she is going on a pilgrimage. Equally, she 
may join a party of pilgrims because there seems little prospect of work. In 
a similar way, a person who is working five or six days a week will feel the 
need for a rest day, and his day off idleness will be categorised as such, while 
the mainly-unemployed person will tend to describe his days of idleness, as 
workless days rather than rest days. However, the errors consequent on 
these kinds of problems of measurement and description probably tend to 
cancel out in the course of a long-term survey. The information in Table 
6.4 is probably a fairly accurate summary of the overall situation. But how 
exactly does it relate to the notion of unemployment ? Let us define the un
employment rate as the percentage of days when work was not secured out 
of the total number of days when work was desired. Our categories translate 
easily the notion of the number of days worked: it is A + F ( ='hired work' + 
'own work'). But which were the other days when work was desired? W e 
have adopted the simplest approach, assuming that all positive non-work 
activities (social obligations, business with officials and specialists, shopping 
resting, etc. = E + H + I-f-J + K + L ) were in some sense essential, 
and not simply ways of filling in time in the absence of work. Ignoring sick
ness and rain, we have taken account only of man-made unemployment, i.e. 
categories D and G. Our formula for calculating the rate of unemployment is 
thus: D + G 

^_l_p. J - ) - | - G * ^he subsequent estimates of unemployment are 
more likely to be underestimates than overestimates. 

The overall rate of unemployment for the persons in the Labour Sample 
was 18% in Wattegama and 2 5 % in Weligalagoda. This suggests the exis
tence of considerable unused labour, especially in the latter case. 

Table 6.5 shows that these average rates of unemployment at the village 
level conceal substantial variations in the experiences of different age and sex 
groups. Table 6.6 shows that these latter differences correspond to differences 
in the kinds of hired work pursued by the different groups. Rates of female 
unemployment are generally lower than male rates. This is because the majo
rity of female workers have regular jobs which require regular attendance: 
estate work and private tea-plucking in Wattegama, and weaving in Weligala-
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Table 6.4: Broad Activity Patterns of Persons in Hired Labour Survey: Percentage of the 
Days Spent in Different Activities. 

Activity Wattegama Weligalagoda 

A. Hired employment 
No hired work because :-
B. Rain 
C. Sickness-self or family members 
D. No work available 
E. Holiday/took rest 
F. Doing own work-on own farm or in household ... 
G. No thread available-for weavers 
H. Social obligations-weddings, funerals, pilgrimages, etc. 
I. "Business" with officials or specialists* 
J . Shopping 
K. Husband caring for family in wife's absence 
L. Other reasons, including social work, 

unwillingness to work 

60 

2 
9 

14 
10 
3 

neg. 
1 
1 

neg. 
neg. 

neg. 

55 

3 
6 

16 
6 
3 
3 
2 
1 

neg. 
2 

3 

Total 100 100 

Number of persons in sample 75 62 

• For a fuller definition, see Table 6.3. 

goda. It should however be noted that the availability of works for female 
labourers reflects the particular conditions of the national economy at the time 
the surveys were conducted. At that time, both of the activities providing 
most females' jobs—tea and handloom weaving-were experiencing near—boom 
conditions. Tea prices in particular were better than they had been for many 
years. At the time of writing (November 1979) both the tea industry and the 
handloom weaving industry, especially the latter, have fallen into depression. 
The effects of the devaluation of the rupee and the liberalisation of imports 
in November 1977 have been extremely adverse for handloom weavers. The 
price of (imported) yarn has increased considerably, while the availability of 
imported textiles has made locally-woven sarongs unfashionable and difficult 
to sell. Employment in weaving has fallen much below the levels recorded 
in our survey. International tea prices have fallen below the peak of three 
years before. 
Table 6.5: Rates of Unemployment Among Members of the Hired Labour Sample: Per

centage of Potential Work Days when No work was Available* 

Wattegama Weligalagoda 

Age Group Males Females Males Females 

Less than 30 years 
30-54 years 
55-f-years 

26 
23 
25 

8 
8 

19 

35 3 
24 25 
30 51 

Total 24 10 28 15 

* For full definition, see text. 

For those female labourers in Weligalagoda who work in jobs other than 
weaving, relatively high unemployment levels are no new thing. Apart from a 
few days harvesting paddy twice a year, middle-aged and older female labourers 
find work only in weeding cinnamon land or in neighbouring estates, mostly 
tea-plucking on a part-time basis. Work is scarce and unemployment rela
tively high. 
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In Wattegama the levels of unemployment among male labourers vary 
scarcely at all by age. This is mainly because males of all age groups find the 
bulk of their work in the tea estates and factories. In Weligalagoda the dif
ferences between age groups are more marked. Unemployment is highest 
among men below thirty years. They specialise mainly in cinnamon-peeling, 
a job in which there is never a labour shortage because of the relative ease with 
which it can be taken by a young man with time on his hands to learn the 
technique. The most paying labouring jobs for males are paddy work and 
timber-sawing. They demand considerable exertion and, equally impor
tantly, organisation. To get a job one must be a member of an organised 
group (Chapter Five). For reasons which we will explore in more detail in 
the paragraphs below, most of these kinds of jobs go to middle-aged males 
with family responsibilities. They find more work than young men or the 
older men nearing retirement, who mainly do light estate jobs. 

For a large proportion of hired labourers the major factor determining 
the level of unemployment is the amount of work offered by their regular job, 
and this in turn depends on national and international economic conditions. 
Their employers-mainly the owners of estates.tea factories and weaving machines 
recruit a certain fixed number of labourers according to their needs, and 
offer them such work as is available. There is little work-sharing by taking 
casual labour on a daily or half-daily basis. What is needed is a regular trained 
work force accustomed to certain kinds of work. Thus those who have a 
job of this nature are normally assured of a reasonable amount of work all 
the time overall economic conditions are favourable. The main exceptions 
are those tea-pluckers who work on smaller and private estates or smallholdings 
where plucking is done only once every few days. Even so, some pluckers 
in Wattegama manage to combine several such regular contracts in order to 
obtain full-time work. 

Members of the hired labour force may be categorised according to the 
degree of regularity of their jobs. At one end of the scale are those who have 
a regular job which is not only available to them more or less full-time but, 
equally importantly, to which they are expected to attend by their employers. 
A weaver who attended to work only irregularly, leaving in idleness capital 
in the form of a machine and yarn, could expect to be replaced by a more re
gular worker. At the other end of the scale are those who find work more or 
less from day to day. Very few labourers in fact do this. A substantial 
number do however, individually or as a member of a working group, enter 
work contracts each of a few days duration: sawing timber for a new house 
here, then preparing someone's paddy field, then cleaning someone's well, 
then peeling someone's cinnamon. Such people have more or less complete 
freedom to determine the number of days they work and the number they 
keep for rest, their own farm work, or other business. These may be termed 
'irregular contract' workers, in contrast to the 'regular contract' workers des
cribed above. In between the two are 'semi-regular contract' workers: those 
who have some kind of claim to a job, but who need not necessarily attend re
gularly. This category includes, for example an old man who has no official 
status on a private estate but can expect a weeding job if he presents himself 
for work, or a man who is generally found a job by the large landowner who 
acts as his paddy landlord and patron if he appears in the morning. 

This concept of the regular or irregular labour contract proved very useful 
when examining the question of what determines at an individual level the em-
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Table 6.6: Percentage of Hired Working Days Spent on Different Kinds of Job by Members of the Hired Labour Sample. 

Village 

Category of job :-

Sex Age (years) 

Paddy Cinnamon Timber 

-work work sawing 

Estate jobs Weaving Other No. of 

and tea jobs persons 

plucking 

W 
a 
t 
t 
e 
e 
a 
m 
a 

Male 

Below 30 

30-54 

55 + 

5 

6 

13 

70 

50 

79 

24 

38 

8 

7 

25 

5 

Female 

Below 30 

30-54 

55 + 

97 

99 

99 

12 

20 

6 

W 
e 
1 
i 
g 

Male 

Below 30 

30-54 

55 + 

9 

22 

1 

67 

44 

12 

2 

18 

2 

20 

11 

85 

2 

4 

neg 

12 

15 

4 

Female 

Below 30 

30-54 

55 + 

neg. 

6 

11 

neg. 

31 34 

89 

100 

25 
neg 

3 

17 

13 

1 



ployment level of hired workers. The more regular the contract the less con
trol the worker has over the number of days he works. The choice is made by 
the employer, and this in turn is largely dictated by conditions in the national 
economy. One would not then expect, in the case of the most regular contracts, 
that the personal characteristics of the workers would have any perceptible 
effect on levels of employment and unemployment. This proved to be so in 
the case of the most regular group of workers in each village: estate employees 
and private tea-pluckers in Wattegama, and handloom weavers in Weligala
goda. Almost all workers experienced uniformly high employment levels. 
There was however within other groups of less regular contract workers con
siderable variation in employment levels. 

The definition of employment levels used is equivalent to the definition 
used above in the discussion of unemployment. It is total days worked, 
(own and hired work) as a percentage of available days (work days plus 'no 
work' days), assuming once again that the time spent in other activities is fixed 
regardless of job availability. The hypothesis which was tested was that those 
workers who had some choice about the number of days they worked would 
tend to work more the greater were their family responsibilities, i.e. the greater 
the quantity of material consumer goods they were responsible for providing. 
The level of family responsibility depends on a number of factors: the size 
and age/sex composition of the family, and the allocation of responsibility 
among the various working members. These various factors have to be 
scaled and weighted one against another. No independent criteria exist 
for this purpose. The researchers allocated weightings according to their 
subjective impressions of the appropriate figures, based on living in the socie
ties in question. Full details of the methods and weights used may be found in 
Appendix Three. One might note that, in all cases where a fit adult male house
hold head was present, he was assumed to have the pre-eminent responsibility 
for family maintenance. The end product was, for each hired worker, a figure 
called the 'Family responsibility factor' measuring the extent of commitment, 
i.e. the amount of food, clothing and other consumer goods which the person 
was responsible for supplying. The methods and procedures used involve 
many assumptions and arbitrary measurements. To discuss the possible 
objections and improvements would take up a great deal of space. The im
portant point is that, however crude, the measures used gave statistical support 
to the impression that, for those workers with irregular contracts, the amount 
of work done in large part reflected family responsibilities. The statistical 
results are given in full in Appendix Three. In sum, the following results 
were obtained:-
1. In Wattegama there were sixteen labourers in the sample who were 'irre

gular contract' workers, all of them males. Most did a range of casual 
work, with a few specialising in such jobs as tree-felling or timber sawing. 
There was a positive statistically significant relationship between employ
ment levels and family responsibility factors. 

2. In Weligalagoda there were twenty four 'irregular contract' workers, a few 
of them casual female labourers, but the majority males working in paddy, 
cinnamon and timber-sawing. There was a highly significant positive 
statistical relationship between employment levels and family responsi
bility factors. 

3. In Weligalagoda there were seventeen 'semi-regular' contract workers 
a mixture of males and females. The great majority were estate employees) 

77 



but mainly on smaller private estates, where they were given no regular 
employment contract, and worked on a casual basis. There was, once 
again, a highly significant statistical relationship between employment 
levels and family responsibility factors. 

Perhaps the first thing to notice about these results is that they indicate a 
socially-equitable arrangement for the distribution of scarce work in the casual 
labour market: more work goes to those who have greater family responsi
bilities. This should not however be interpreted as evidence of the existence 
of some supernatural 'invisible hand' at work, or as evidence that people with 
low family responsibilities would not accept more work; if it were offered. 
The situation instead appears to reflect a number of features of village social 
organisation. The first is that the prime responsibility for supporting a family 
is considered to lie with the father. In particular, unmarried young men, even 
if in their twenties and thus physically more fit than their fathers are not gene
rally expected to assume a large part of the burden. They are expected to help, 
expecially, in poorer families, but not to play a predominant role. Thus, 
compared to household heads, most other workers are under relatively little 
pressure to earn. And, since work is unpleasant and often ill paid, idleness 
often seems preferable to a frantic search for a job. For young men, that will 
come later once they are married. 

A second factor explaining the higher employment levels of those with 
higher family responsibilities (normally household heads) appears to lie in the 
social organisation of work groups discussed above. Several kinds of jobs-
cinnamon peeling, timber-sawing, paddy work-often involve fairly regular 
groups of persons working together. Older persons are more likely to become 
members of such groups for four reasons: it takes time for such groups to evolve; 
because of their greater responsibilities older persons are most likely to turn 
up for work when available; older persons are normally in charge of family 
paddy plots, thus becoming involved in paddy work groups;!older casual 
labourers migrate in and out of the village for work to a lesser extent than the 
young (see below), and are thus more reliable and stable group members. 
Individually none of these factors is very important. Collectively they appear 
to contribute at least something to the explanation of why some hired labourers, 
especially young males, seem to find so little work. 

Emigration and Employment 
Table 6.7: Percentage of the Population Living Outside the Village, by Age and Sex. 

Wattegama Weligalagoda* Polpitiya 
Age group — -

Males Females Males Females Males Females 

60 + years ... 4 — 2 — 2 — 
50-59 years ... 5 — 8 1 8 2 
40-49 years ... 5 — 13 — 13 — 
30-39 years ... 28 — 25 2 9 — 
20-29 years ... 26 5 22 5 14 2 
10-19 years ... 7 — 5 1 4 — 

Total aged 10- fyears ... 14 1 12 2 10 1 

* Probably an underestimate, as information on absentees not specifically requested 
at the time of the census. 
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The information in Table 6.7 relates to a category of the population ex
cluded from most of our other tables: those persons living outside the village 
but normally considered as members of their village households. Almost all 
are males, and absent because of work. The overall incidence of such absen
teeism does not vary much between the three villages; it is substantial in each 
case. What does vary rather more is the kinds of jobs such absentees do. 
The largest single category of absentees from Wattegama are public sector em
ployees, many of whom return home every weekend. Many of the remainder 
are in trade of some kind. Absentees from Polpitiya pursue a similar range 
of work, with a somewhat higher proportion of jobs in trade and the private 
urban sector generally, and a proportion of masons. In the case of Weli
galagoda the majority of male absentees are casual labourers, working either in a 
variety of casual jobs (or chena cultivation) in the dry zone, in mason and car
pentry work on Colombo building sites, or as timber sawyers in other parts of 
the Southern Province. The possibility of such casual work outside the village 
appears to have forced up male wage rates in Weligalagoda (see below). In 
Wattegama there is very little overlap between the type of work done in the 
village and the type of jobs held by absentees; jobs outside do not compete 
for the services of village casual labourers. 

The Rewards of Work 
Table 6.8: Typical Daily Wage Rates at the Time Fieldwork was Conducted 

Village Job Rate 

Wattegama 
1976-77 

Digging paddy fields, males 
Harvesting paddy, males 
Harvesting paddy, females 
Tea plucking, females 
Estate & factory work males 

Rs. 4-6+food* 
Paddy worth Rs. 13-16 - f food 
Paddy worth Rs. 9 
Rs. 5-7 (piece rates) 
Rs. 6.50 

Weligalagoda 
1976-77 

Digging paddy fields, males 
Harvesting paddy, males 
Harvesting paddy, females 
Tea plucking, females 
Casual labour, females 
Timber sawing, males 
Weaving, females 
Cinnamon peeling, males 

Rs. 8 + f o o d 
Rs. 15-18+food 
Rs. 6(-f limited) food 
Rs. 4-6 
Rs. 3.00-Rs. 3.50 
Rs. 10-15 (piece work) 
Rs. 5-6 (piece work) 
Very variable, depending on market 
price, but generally low. See Chap
ter Eleven. 

Polpitiya 
1977-78 

Digging paddy fields, males 
Harvesting paddy, males 
All paddy work, females 

Rs. 6-8+food 
Crop share. At least Rs. 1 5 + food 
Rs. 3-3.50+food 

* A day's meal can be considered to be worth approximately Rs. 4. 

W e do not have adequate information on wage rates at different places 
and at different points in time to explain fully levels and changes. However, 
the information in Table 6.8 does at least suggest some interesting relation
ships. One point which immediately strikes one is that, for males, wage rates 
for comparable jobs tend to be lower in Wattegama than in Weligalagoda, 
despite the generally higher levels of prosperity and employment prevailing in 
the former village. There may be two partial explanations for this. One is 
that hired male employment in Wattegama is mainly in estates, and that these 
offer relatively secure and regular work. Thus labourers may be prepared to 
accept relatively low wages as a price for secure and regular jobs. The second 
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relates to our description of Wattegama as a village liked by its inhabitants 
and provided with a relatively dense network of social ties (Chapter Three). 
This may encourage the poor to remain in the village despite relatively low 
wages. In contrast, there is a substantial flow of manual labourers out from 
Weligalagoda to well-paid if hard labouring jobs in the dry zone, or in the cons
truction sector in Colombo, or in timber sawing in other parts of the Southern 
Province. It is probably this competition from outside labouring jobs which 
explains why male wage rates in Weligalagoda are relatively high. For females 
the relative situations in the two villages are the opposite to those: of males. 
It is only female weavers in Weligalagoda who can earn wages comparable to 
those earned by most female labourers in Wattegama. Otherwise female 
labourers are distinctly worse off in Weligalagoda: they earn lower wages as 
well as obtaining less work (see above). The reason is that, in the absence 
of a substantial tea acreage or the practice of transplanting paddy, there are 
very few jobs for middle-aged female labourers, and, given the relative poverty 
of the village, plenty of women seeking jobs. Some are therefore prepared 
to weed cinnamon land for as little as Rs. 3 per day. Weeding is done with 
a mammoty. It requires no special skill, and can be done by any physically 
fit person. Some elderly and young men compete for the same jobs. There 
appear in fact to be two main factors affecting relative wage rates for different 
jobs, the female labourers of Weligalagoda suffering adversely from both 
of them. One is the supply of labour relative to the work available. 
This is generally high for most female jobs, helping to keep women's 
wages low. The other is the existence of barriers to entry into the occupation. 
Such barriers may take the form of the substantial period of unpaid training 
required to become a weaver, the need for a paddy worker to find a compatible 
employer and/or work group, or the physical strength and stamina needed 
to saw timber. The existence of such barriers tends to be associated with re
latively high wages, and there is every reason to think that the first is at least 
partly the cause of the second. 

There is thus a very wide range of daily wage rates paid to manual labou
rers in our study villages. The lowest figure of Rs. 3 would barely be adequate 
to feed the worker, while men helping to thresh paddy can earn, if only for a 
few days, more than Rs. 20 per day. Males in their physical prime can earn 
Rs. 15 regularly in timber-sawing, although they may have to stay away from 
home and thus incur heavy expenditure for food. It scarcely needs saying 
that in general manual labourers earn much lower incomes than those in trade 
or in even minor government jobs. A more relevant comparison is perhaps 
with incomes earned in family farming. Incomes earned in smallholder pro
duction of tea and cinnamon are crucially dependent on very fluctuating in
ternational market prices, so a comparison at one point in time is not very 
informative. The paddy economy is however both relatively stable and, in 
terms of the kinds of work it provides for cultivators, comparable with hired 
employment. The returns per hour from using family labour in smallholder 
paddy production do not seem to be very different from the wages which could 
be earned from hired work (Chapter Eight). 

Conclusion 

The extent of worklessness, and the degree of willingness to accept certain 
kinds of jobs, varies considerably among the three sample villages and between 
different age, sex, and income groups. There is however a shortage of un
skilled labouring work, and no evidence that the poor would not be willing 
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to accept such work if it became available. No evidence was found of any 
significant seasonal labour shortages. Employers of course, here as almost 
everywhere else in the world, occasionally complain that they cannot find 
enough workers. The significant test is whether work is left undone or is 
appreciably delayed for this reason. There were no such cases in our ex
perience. There are of course major constraints on the supply of labour. 
Considerations of social status, sex and educational qualifications inhibit 
people from considering certain kinds of work (the effects of education is dis
cussed in the next chapter). These constraints did not however seem to re
duce the total amount of work done. The employment problem is not a prob
lem of labour supply; it is simply one of inadequate demand i.e. not enough 
work. From the point of view of our concerns, it is a matter of inadequate 
work opportunities and low wage rated for the poor, especially for female 
workers. 

Notes 

1. See B. Dasgupta et al., Village Society and Labour Use, Oxford University Press, New 
Delhi, 1976, passim. 

2. We are following the allegedly male-chauvinist convention of ignoring women's work in 
processing foodgrains after harvest. Our data justify this. Figures for the 1976-7 Maha 
paddy season in Weligalagoda show that the amount of time spent in drying and cleaning 
the paddy was equivalent to only 7% of the time spent producing it in the fields. The 
time spent transporting paddy to be milled is not included here, but is not large. Both 
men and women do it. 

3. It is not only the unemployment of the prospective groom which delays marriage. Girls 
are similarly affected since, although they will not be expected to support a family, a job, 
especially a white collar job, is equivalent to a large dowry. The parents of an educated 
unemployed girl may delay her marriage while there is hope of her obtaining a job. 
Again the 'blockage' may come not from potential grooms and brides, but from the un
employment of older brothers and sisters. The practice of marrying the children of a 
family in order of age is widely respected. Thus the marriage of an employed younger 
child may be delayed by the unemployment of an older brother or sister. 
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C H A P T E R SEVEN -

EDUCATION A N D E M P L O Y M E N T 

Who is Willing to Work? 

The unemployment problem which normally receives the most attention 
is that of educationally-qualified youth. One of the conclusions of this re
search is that this is not the most important problem, more work for the poor 
being the greatest need. It will therefore be useful to examine the relationship 
between education and employment in a little detail. 

It should scarcely be necessary to demonstrate the point that there is a 
close correspondence between educational qualifications and the type of jobs 
people are willing to accept. Those in doubt or particularly interested may 
find useful information in Appendix Table Three, relating to the occupations 
of unmarried school-leavers. Of course, information on the jobs people are 
actually doing is not equivalent to information on the jobs they are willing to 
do. The table will however serve present purposes. In each of the villages 
there are substantial numbers of educated young people, especially girls, who 
remain unemployed although there are jobs which they could get if they were 
willing. In Polpitiya they could transplant paddy in preference to the hired 
labourers who are imported from villages a few miles away, while in Wattegama 
and Weligalagoda their parents could easily use their social and political con
nections to obtain estate and weaving jobs respectively. 

The fact of the statistical association between educational achievement 
and unwillingness to undertake certain kinds of hired work is not in doubt. 
There are however major doubts about how far the association is causal. These 
doubts arise because (a) there is a very close association between educational 
achievement and household income levels (Chapter Four); (b) income is itself 
a major factor affecting willingness to accept certain kinds of job. The un
educated children of wealthy households are very choosy about the kinds of 
job they do. W e do not have the necessary information to test statistically 
the relative importance of income and education on job preferences. And, 
in the case of our sample villages at least, it is doubtful whether the attempt 
to do so would be very rewarding. It is unlikely that one would reach any 
firm new conclusions. What is clear is that the more dramatic examples of 
educated unemployment—poor families who support educationally-qualified 
children in idleness—are in fact very rare. The great majority of the educated 
unemployed are from the wealthier households; jobs for them benefit the rich. 
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Table 7.1: Rates of Unemployment (Percentages) Among Unmarried School- Leavers Aged 
20-34 years; By sex, Household Income Level and Educational Achievement; 
All Three Villages. 

Educational Standards Standards Standards Total 
Achievement 0-5 6-10 11 + 

Males Rich 31 19 18 20 
Poor 16 21 10 19 

Females Rich 30 67 67 64 
Poor 40 50 45 47 

All rich 30 39 38 38 
All poor 28 33 29 31 
All males 19 20 16 19 
All females 38 58 61 54 

Total; 28 36 36 34 

Unemployment among the educated is very much a rich man's problem. 
Youth unemployment in general however affects everyone: the phenomenon 
of educated unemployment is but part of a much wider problem. There are 
three main factors which affect the pattern and distribution of unemployment: 
the availability of jobs; willingness to accept jobs; and ability to compete for 
jobs. The rich generally have a relatively exclusive attitude to the kind of jobs 
they are willing to accept. They are however much better equipped than the 
poor, with contacts, money and educational certificates, to compete for the 
kinds of jobs to which both aspire. Mention has already been made in Chap
ter Four of the fact that in Wattegama, where both the poor and the not-so-
poor compete for jobs on the nationalised tea estates, the latter almost always 
win. The information in Appendix Table Three tells much the same story 
from a different angle. In Wattegama young people with medium educational 
achievements (standards 6-10) are twice as likely as those with little education 
(standards 0-5) to acquire estate jobs. In Weligalagoda, where most of the 
estates are private and the jobs ill paid and not very attractive, the situation 
is reversed: the poorly educated are more than twice as likely as those with 
medium educational levels to have estate work. Because ability to compete for 
jobs is associated with income levels, the overall rates of unemployment are 
not very different between rich and poor households (Table 7.1). The table 
shows very clearly that, although the children of the rich are in general more 
prone to unemployment than the children of the poor, this relationship does 
not exist in the case of males, while it is very strong among females. This 
reflects both the relative scarcity of anything but manual labouring jobs for 
females and the social position of females. Relative to males, they are far 
more vulnerable to suffering a loss of reputation and status from undertaking 
certain kinds of activities, and more dependent on reputation, status and edu
cation as assets in the marriage market. Relative to males, females are more 
likely to perform useful work in the home, while there is less expectation that 
they could or might seek extra-household work. Therefore, among youth 
at least the problem of male unemployment is generally given much greater 
weight than in the case of females. If we adopt this same point of view and 
confine our attention mainly to the young men, we can come to the conclusion 
that unemployment levels are little affected by family income or educational 
achievement. Rich and poor, educated and uneducated suffer more or less 
the same levels of unemployment. The main difference is that the rich and 
educated are choosy about which job they will accept, while the poor and un
educated often cannot find any job at all. 
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Educated Youth and the Family Farm 

The issue to which the above section was addressed was that of finding 
hired employment on the job market. There are other issues. Concern is 
sometimes expressed that educated youth are unwilling to work even in their 
own family farm, and that this leads to a reduction in output beyond what it 
might otherwise be. The argument is that, since family labour is free to the 
farmer, he uses more of it than the hired labour for which he has to pay a wage. 
If the educated children of cultivators are unwilling to help their fathers in the 
family farm, then, so the argument goes, the farmer will have to do without 
their labour and will tend not to compensate fully by hiring in extra outside 
labour. The end result is that education leads to a reduction in farm output. 

In order to test this argument we examined the role in the family farm 
played by young unmarried men aged 15-29 years. In the households covered 
by the three Paddy Surveys and the Weligalagoda Cinnamon Survey there 
were 120 such men.' 54 of them were still schooling, and of these only 12 
did not help in the production of the crops mentioned above; In the case of 
the richer households 40 % did not help, in the case of households of medium 
income 20 %, and in poor households 7 %. Even while still at school, children 
of poor households engage in productive work to a far greater extent than their 
wealthier schoolmates. There were another 52 young men who were employ
ed in some job other than the family farm. 21 of them also assisted in the family 
farm; in this case the rate was little affected by family income level. Finally, 
there were 14 young men completely unemployed except for such work as they 
did in the family farm. Only two of them did not help in !the family farm 
and these were both from wealthier households. Thus this evidence does 
not suggest that schooling leads to large scale abstention from family farm 
work. The great majority of young men do assist in the work if they are 
free to do so and, if they do not do so, this is almost always because of con
siderations of social status rather than the disdain of the educated for 
manual work. It appears from our evidence that education affects the 
willingness of young people to accept certain kinds of wage or salaried jobs 
far more than it affects their participation in family farm work. 

The evidence led us to reject the argument that, in our villages, education 
leads to any significant reduction in output from the small farm sector. There 
are two reasons. The first is that education does not much reduce the amount 
of work done. The sons of the poor almost all help, whether educated or not. 
It is true that educated young men from rich families often do not help but, 
as we shall see below, it is the general rule that the richer households cultivate 
with hired labour even when family labour is available. Education per se 
seems to make little difference. The second reason is that, as we shall see be
low (Chapters Eight and Nine), labour is not a scarce or critical input in agri
cultural production in our sample villages, and output levels bear very little 
relation to levels of labour input. Such small differences in labour input levels 
as may be occasioned by the participation or non-participation of educated 
youth in family farms are unlikely to have any perceptible effect on yields. The 
levels of application of other inputs, especially fertiliser, are far more critical. 

Conclusion 

Advanced levels of education are almost entirely the prerogative of richer 
households, and thus the phenomenon of educated unemployment is mainly 
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a problem for them. There is no evidence that education reduces the amount 
of work done. Where the rich and educated remain unemployed, this is mainly 
because they are not willing to compete for certain kinds of jobs. Where there 
is competition for the same kinds of jobs, the rich and educated are more suc
cessful than the poor and uneducated. Thus, although the former are willing 
to consider a narrower range of jobs, unemployment levels do not vary much 
according to family income or educational achievement. This especially is true 
for males. In the case of females, there is a strong association between unem
ployment and both income and education. Unemployment among the poor 
and uneducated reflects an absolute scarcity of jobs of any kind. 

Notes 

1. Tea production-Wattegama was not taken into consideration in this exercise because, 
according to the accepted sexual division of labour, it provides few work opportunities 
for males. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT: 
T H E P A D D Y E C O N O M Y 

Introduction 

In one connection or another paddy cultivation is discussed in most 
chapters of this report. The purpose of this chapter is to pull together infor
mation on the technical and economic aspects of paddy cultivation in the 
three study villages as a prelude to the analysis of the efficiency of paddy 
production in Chapter Nine. 

Population and Land 

Table 8.1 Man-land Ratios '< 

Watte
gama 

Weligala
goda 

Polpitiya Galle 
District 

Matara 
District 

Population 3,200 1,951 2,500 735,173 586,443 

approx. 
(1) 

0) approx. 
(2) 

(3) (3) 

Area in acres 1,034 1,500 
approx. 

385 413,500 307,900 

Acres per capita-all land 0.32 0.77 0.15 0.56 0.53 

Acres per capita-paddy land 0.09 0.10 0.06 0.07 
(4) 

0.09 
(4) 

(1) As of Mid-1976 
(2) Mid-1978 
(3) At 1971 Census of Population 
(4) Acreage figures for 1971 

The raw figures in Table 8.1 imply that Weligalagoda is the best situated 
of the three villages in respect of land resources per head. In fact the villages 
are far less unequally placed than it appears. In respect of Paddy there is 
a generally inverse relationship between yields and land available per head, so 
that actual production of paddy per head is more equal. In respect of high
land Wattegama is at least as well placed as Weligalagoda. The latter 
contains in its boundaries a great deal of waste and low value cinnamon, while 
all the available highland in and around Wattegama is planted to high value 
tea. Only Polpitiya has no substantial income from highland crops. 
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Paddy Land Tenure-Land Distribution 
Table 8.2: Distribution of Paddy Acreage (Percentage) According to the Type of Rights 

Held by Village Households 

Type of right Wattegama Weligalagoda Polpitiya 

Owner-cultivation 47 46 26 
Ande tenure 41 50 48 
Landlord (renting out) 11 4 26 
Total 100 100 100 

Table 8.3: Percentage Distribution of Village Households with Land Rights According to 
Type of Right 

Type of right Wattegama Weligalagoda Polpitiya 

Owner-cultivator (O.C.) 55 43 20 
Ande tenant (T) 11 31 45 
O . C . + T 25 15 15 
Landlord (L) 4 2 10 
O.C. + L 3 2 8 
O . C , L + T 2 1 
Total 100 100 100 

There are two outstanding features of land tenure in the study villages. 
The first is the prevalence of ande tenure 1 . This accounts for 65 % of the 
paddy land cultivated by the villagers of Polpitiya 5 2 % for Weligalagoda, 
and 4 7 % for Wattegama. From the sociological point of view there is a 
difference in the significance of ande tenure between Polpitiya and Weligala
goda in particular, although the overall incidence is similar. This lies in the 
fact that most paddy landlords live in Polpitiya while in the case of Weligala
goda they are mainly absentees. They play an important social role in Pol
pitiya, while their absence and lack of social contact with the village is import
ant to understanding the social organisation of Weligalagoda (Chapter Three). 
The economic significance of ande tenure appeared to be lower than the social 
significance. W e could find no evidence that ande tenants adopted different 
farming techniques or made different kinds of decisions when compared with 
owner-cultivators. The reasons for this are discussed in Chapter Nine. One 
might however note here that on average ande plots and holdings were no 
smaller than owner-operated plots. Unlike in some parts of Asia, the situ
ation is not one in which the poor scramble for tenancies or tiny plots, and in 
return place themselves in positions of almost total social and economic de
pendence on rich landlords. 
Table 8.4: Percentage Distribution of Operational Paddy Holdings by Size * 

Size of holding Wattegama Weligalagoda Polpitiya 

Less than 0.25 acres ... 17 14 14 
0.26 - 0.50 acres 12 10 20 
0.51 - 1.00 acres 30 31 30 
1.01-2.00 acres 26 29 19 
2.01 - 3.00 acres 9 10 8 
3.01 - 5.00 acres 4 4 5 
5 .01+ acres 1 2 4 
Total 100 100 100 

Average size of operational holding (acres) ... 1.07 1.35 1.17 

* The information relates to the Maha seasons of the years when the surveys were conduct
ed. Because of rotational tenure and other reasons, the figures change a little from 
season to season. 
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The second main characteristic of paddy land tenure is the small average 
size of operational holdings. The size distribution of operational holdings 
is almost identical in Wattegama and Weligalagoda, and a little different in 
Polpitiya only in that there is a wider spread, with relatively more of both the 
largest and smaller holdings. The proportion of holdings not exceeding one 
acre varies only from 55 % to 64 % among the villages. There are scarcely any 
paddy cultivators in our villages who could properly be described as 'big, 
farmers'. There are merely some who are less small than the majority. 

There is another aspect of land tenure which is fairly important in Galle 
and Matara and in one of our sample villages, Wattegama but which receives 
relatively little space in this report. This is rotational land tenure, otherwise 
known as thattumaru and kattimaru tenure. This is the subject of a separate 
report by the present authors, based partly on evidence from Wattegama and 
Weligalagoda. 2 Only the main conclusions of this report need be sum
marised here. 

Thattumaru and kattimaru are both forms of rotational tenure, whereby 
the actual cultivator of a piece of paddy land changes year by year acording 
to a cycle of between two and about sixteen years in length. After completion, 
the cycle is repeated. The precise differences between thattumaru and katti
maru need not detain us here, especially as the two principles are very commonly 
found operating together in one single case. Individual cases are often very com
plex, with long cycles and a large number of persons having rights to cultivate 
at one or more points in the cycle (shareholders). Thattumaru-kattimaru 
is especially common in the low and mid-country wet zones, although less 
so in Galle and Matara than in some nearby districts. It is estimated that in 
1975 18% of the paddy land in Galle and 1 4 % of that in Matara was under 
rotational tenure. 3 Among our sample villages thattumaru-kattimaru land 
tenure was common only in Wattegama, where it covers about 5 0 % of the 
paddy land. It covers only 7 % in Weligalagoda and a negligible proportion 
in Polpitiya, where there are only two plots under rotational tenure (Table 3.3). 

Rotational tenure was formerly more common in the low country wet 
zone; very many cases have been ended by legal partition. It was appropri
ate to the economic and social environment in which paddy was cultivated in 
past decades and centuries, but is no longer appropriate today. The main 
objection to the system is that, since each shareholder cultivates the same plot 
only occasionally, few make much attempt to build up the fertility of the land, 
and relatively little fertiliser is used. Using information collected partly 
by special surveys in Wattegama and Weligalagoda, it was demonstrated that, 
on plots under rotational tenure, fertiliser use and paddy yields are lower than 
on comparable plots not under this tenure system. 4 It was also found that 
rotational tenure is a major cause of disputes. Some disputes arise from 
genuine mistakes and misunderstandings made possible by the fact that the 
details of the rotations are never written down. Others arise from attempts 
by shareholders or outsiders to exploit the complexities of the system and 
by a mixture of physical and legal aggression, oust genuine claimants. 

For the two reasons given above thattumaru-kattimaru proved to be almost 
universally disliked in Wattegama and Weligalagoda The system persists 
mainly because legal subdivisions are complicated and expensive; and because 
there exist no institutions to assist shareholders in reaching agreement about 
partition. In many cases the mechanics of partition would be very compli-
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cated, but there is a strong case for establishing institutions able to encourage 
and effect voluntary partitions in those substantial-fraction of cases where 
this is possible. The problem is essentially one of institution. 

Paddy Cultivation and the Natural Environment 

In Wattegama and Weligalagoda paddy is produced in ways typical of 
Galle and Matara districts as a whole: there is little or no irrigation, new paddy 
varieties, transplanting or line sowing; most tillage is done by hand with mam-
moties; a paddy variety of about three and a half months duration yielding red 
rice is used; and yields are low. In Polpitiya most farmers benefit from tank 
irrigation, transplant their paddy, and use new high yielding paddy varieties of 
four or four and a half months duration. A substantial minority hire bu
ffaloes or tractors to assist in field tillage. The village is in all these senses unty
pical of Galle and Matara districts. The main reason for this departure from 
the norm is the relative security provided by the village irrigation tank. A 
secondary factor is that the village, although in the wet zone, lies very near its 
boundary, and has a climate more suited to longer-duration paddy varieties. 

Table 8.5: Average Paddy Yields (Bushels Per Acre) 

Village: Weligalagoda Wattegama Polpitiya 

Season: Maha Yala 
76-7 77 

Maha Yala 
76-7 77 

Maha Maha 
77-8 77.8 

Category of plot: All All All All Trans- Broad-
planted cast 

Average yield per acre 
Coefficient of variation 

17.8 16.9 
... 45% 44% 

22.8 19.0 
56% 38% 

22.0 21.4 
51% 33% 

Average yields are low in all three villages. They compare poorly with 
the official figures for the districts: 29 and 27 bushels per acre in Galle and 38 
bushels in Matara in the two seasons of the 1976-77 year. Averages do not 
however tell the full story. The figure for Wattegama was reduced by serious 
flood damage to some plots. A substantial fraction of cultivators produced 
more than thirty bushels per acre. The low average for Polpitiya reflects the 
severity of the water-logging/flooding problem in some parts of the yaya, 
(Chapter Twelve); this was especially severe during the survey season. Many 
water-logged plots could not be broadcast and were therefore transplanted. 
This explains the low average yields of transplanted plots. In the most fer
tile part of the yaya most paddy is transplanted or line-sown, and yields of 
more than thirty bushels an acre are the rule. Under normal rainfall condi
tions the three villages can be ranked—Weligalagoda, Wattegama, Polpitiya— 
in ascending order of paddy production potential, average yields, levels of 
investment in paddy production, and the degree of complexity of the techno
logies used and of the irrigation and drainage infrastructure. This is explained 
in more detail below. 

Weligalagoda has poor sandy soil and few means of controlling water 
for paddy production. It does not however suffer a flooding problem. High 
yields are rare, but so are complete crop failures. There is probably on ave
rage less farmer-to-farmer variation in yields here than in the other villages 
(Table 8.5). The soil in Wattegama is somewhat more fertile and, while mainly 
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rain-fed, some of the paddy is irrigated from anicuts in the stream running 
through the village (Chapter Twelve). It is however, because of its position 
in a long narrow valley, prone to flash floods. There are to be found here 
some fields of deep boggy soils (hal kumburu) which are characteristic of the 
low country wet zone. Polpitiya too is prone to flooding, but to a somewhat 
lesser extent than Wattegama. The main problem in Polpitiya is water
logging consequent on human failure to manage and maintain anicuts and 
drainage channels (Chapter Twelve). The main basis of the advanced pro
duction techniques used in the better parts of the paddy yaya is the village irri
gation tank, which provides confidence to invest cash in using new paddy varie
ties, transplanting and line-sowing, and two-wheeled tractors for land tillage. 

One very noticeable difference between Polpitiya on the one hand and 
Wattegama and Weligalagoda on the other lies in the timing of the paddy sea
sons. The latter villages are very typical of the low country wet zone in that 
the seasons are very sharply defined. Both sowing and the harvesting acti
vities are at a peak within a period of a few days, and almost all farmers under
take these jobs within two weeks of one another. This is because of the strong 
discipline exerted by the natural conditions under which the paddy is grown-
rainfed farming under the threat of flood. Each crop is sown before the onset 
of the monsoon rains. The optimum day is determined by the relative pull 
of two opposing considerations: the availability of adequate water for land 
preparation before the main monsoon; and the danger of sowing too close 
to the main monsoon rains lest the seed or young plants be washed away. 
The optimum day for sowing varies a little from village to village according 
to local conditions, especially the extent and type of flooding. However, 
adherence to the 'optimum' calendar is not always the best strategy; it is the 
one likely on average to produce the best results given the typical weather pat
tern. The weather may however turn false. A dry spell after the seed is sown 
means that there is inadequate water to keep the fields flooded and thus the 
weeds under control. They may soon shoot up to rival the paddy for light 
and nutrients. Heavy pre-monsoon rain around the optimal sowing day leaves 
many cultivators with seed which has been soaking too long in water and is 
thus useless for sowing. By the time they are sure that the rains have finished 
and have soaked and sprouted a further quantity of seed for twenty four 
hours, they may be behind schedule for an all-important four or five days. 
Early monsoon rains may wash away the seed, young plants, and basal dress
ing of fertiliser which is frequently mixed and broadcast with the seed. 

It is the lack of control over either irrigation supplies or drainage which 
makes these timing considerations so important. They are less pronounced 
in most of the Island, where flooding is less of a problem and a higher propor
tion of the paddy fields are under controllable irrigation. One therefore 
finds in such areas less local uniformity in seasonal timing than in the low 
country wet zone. There would be a greater degree of coordination of crop 
timing under irrigation schemes, expecially tank irrigation, where the water 
correctly managed and released according to an agreed schedule. This is 
however not the usual case. Sluices are left open much of the time, allowing 
farmers to cultivate when they wish, but wasting a great deal of water in the 
process. This is what now happens in Polpitiya (Chapter Twelve), and, partly 
for this reason, there is less uniformity in crop timing here than in the other 
two villages. Other reasons include very varying natural conditions, includ
ing a major water-logging problem in some parts of the yaya, the wide range 
of paddy varieties grown, and the mixing of different techniques-broadcasting, 
transplanting and line-sowing in the same yaya. 
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Cultivation Techniques 
Table 8.6: Paddy Cultivation Techniques and Input Levels 

Village: 

Season: 

% of area on which buffaloes used 
% of area on which tractors used 
% of area weeded 
% of area under new paddy varieties 
% of area transplanted or line sown 
Pounds of all fertiliser used per acre 
Pounds of bone meal used per acre 
% of broadcast acreage on which a basal 
dressing was applied ... 
% of broadcast acreage on which fertiliser was 
applied more than once 
Hours of labour used per acre 

Wattegama Weligalagoda Polpitiya 

Maha Yala Maha Yala Maha 

10 15 12 — 18 
2 — 26 
5 10 2 3 49 
5 3 5 1 77 

— 3 4 2 64 
132 140 130 105 94 
34 41 42 24 — 

61 68 79 60 1 

47 51 63 48 13 
345 352 282 249 510 

The main differences between our villages lie between Polpitiya on the 
one hand and Wattegama and Weligalagoda on the other. The latter villages 
adopt the relatively simple and inexpensive production practices typical of the 
low country wet zone generally, while in Polpitiya practices are relatively com
plex or "modern", and levels of investment greater. On the same criteria 
Wattegama is slightly more "advanced than Weligalagoda in most respects. 
The villages can be arranged in ascending order-Weligalagoda, Wattegama, 
Polpitiya—in respect of inherent paddy production potential, actual yields, 
degree of adoption of "modern" practices, and investments in paddy. The 
higher they rank on these methods, the greater the degree of inter-farmer 
variation in techniques followed. Table 8.6 does not tell the full story because 
the survey season was unusually poor for paddy farmers in Polpitiya. Not 
only was there an excess of water at sowing time which seriously affected yields, 
but fertiliser was very scarce at the same time. For these two reasons scarcely 
any basal fertiliser was applied. Those who used fertiliser applied one top 
dressing, and overall fertiliser application levels were low. 

The predominant method of land tillage in all three villages is hand digging 
with the mammoty. The soil is turned under and left under water for a period 
of ten days or so in order that the weeds may die and rot. Most soils are 
tilled thrice with the mammoty before sowing, although only two tillings may 
be necessary where the mud is deep and/or buffaloes and tractors are used. In 
the deep mud of halkumburu only one tilling may be required. Buffaloes and 
tractors are more expensive than manual tillage, but kill the weeds more effec
tively by burying them deeper in the mud. Some cultivators use buffaloes once 
every few years when the weeds seem to be getting too dense to be dealt with 
by mammoties and/or when they can afford to do so. 

Almost all farmers in Wattegama and Weligalagoda broadcast their paddy. 
Most use a basal dressing of fertiliser, mixing it with seed. A few dig the basal 
dressing into the soil when tilling for the last time. Some farmers apply a top 
dressing of fertiliser at a later stage, mostly after twenty-one days. About 
a half however apply no top dressing at all. A second top dressing is very 
rare. Those who transplant paddy normally apply chemical fertiliser only 
after the plants have been transplanted and are two or three weeks old. Most 
nursery plots receive little fertiliser, although some farmers add organic mate-
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rials in the form of ash or cow manure. The use of organic matter in the paddy 
fields, apart from the drowned weeds, is generally rare, largely because there 
is little material available and because it is usually easier to apply whatever is 
available to banana or vegetable plants around the house rather than transport 
it to the paddy fields. The response to adding organic matter seems generally 
to be good, especially in Weligalagoda, where the sandy fields are in dire need 
(Chapter Twelve). The two owners of cinnamon oil distilleries apply the ash 
to their paddy fields and get excellent results. Despite the best efforts of the 
Department of Agriculture to discourage its use, bone meal remains fairly 
popular in Weligalagoda. Because of its crumb structure and slow release 
of nutrients, it is less likely than chemical fertilisers to be washed away or down 
through the sandy sub-soil by heavy rain. For similar reasons, bone meal is 
also common in Wattegama, especially in the marshy hal kumburu. The type 
of chemical fertilisers used for a given application varies from farmer to farmer 
and from season to season, partly according to what is available in the coope
ratives or the blackmarket. Availability also helps determine whether or not 
fertiliser is used at all. 

After the paddy has been sown or transplanted, there is little work to do 
until harvest time. Water must be blocked in the field or released from it 
according to conditions, but this is a small job requiring half an hour and a 
mammoty in most cases. In Weligalagoda and Wattegama very little weeding 
is done. Almost all paddy is of the tall 'traditional' Heras variety, which is 
expected to outgrow the weeds. If poor land preparation or drought after 
sowing permit the weeds to compete effectively with the paddy, then it often 
seems too late to arrest the weeds by getting into the field and uprooting them. 
Polpitiya is very different. Here most paddy is of the short-stemmed improved 
varieties which need some assistance if they are to compete with weeds, while 
the prevalence of transplanting and line sowing makes weeding easier. About 
half the paddy is weeded, with a mixture of hand-weeding, rotary weeding 
machines, and weedicides. The use of the latter two methods means that there 
is relatively little weeding work for female labourers. 

The rice varieties used in the villages are categorised by villagers into two 
sets: "country rice" and "government rice", the latter including both the 
old improved varieties (mainly H. 4) and the new improved varieties (mainly 
B G 11-11, Lb 34/6 and B G 90/2). The differences between the way villagers 
use seed from these two main groups are not however always marked. In 
Polpitiya all the new varieties used are, like the traditional varieties, of between 
four and four and a half months duration. Most of those cultivators who 
transplant or line sow use new varieties, but there are the odd one of two who 
transplant 'traditional' varieties. Broadcast plots are more or less equally 
under new and 'traditional' varieties. The varieties used did not appear to 
have any consistent effect on yields (Chapter Eight). Part of the reason is 
probably that the 'traditional' varieties have themselves been subject to con
tinuous improvement. The Heras variety which is almost universally grown 
in Wattegama and Weligalagoda ranks highly among traditional vafieties for 
yield and hardiness. It is of a little over three months duration in the Maha 
season, and three and a half months in Yala. Those farmers who use a new 
variety in its place almost all choose B G 34/6, which is of three and a half 
months duration. Most broadcast the new variety, and otherwise adopt much 
the same cultivation practices as for Heras. There is thus no abfupt tran
sition for the farmer from cultivating 'traditional' varieties to trying "govern
ment rice". Heras is generally preferred for its taste, its good keeping quali-
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ties, its resistance to pests, diseases and moisture stress, and its ability to out
grow weeds. Any new paddy variety has to offer considerably higher yields 
if it is to be widely accepted. 

When the paddy is ripe it is reaped by women with sickles and carried by 
men to the threshing floor. Since the quantities involved are small, little effort 
is made to build a smooth mud threshing floor of the kind used in the paddy 
areas of the dry zone. A flooring of mats prevents loss of grain. All paddy is 
threshed by a method which is characteristic of the Low Country but apparently 
rare elsewhere in the world: by being twisted between the feet of men who stand 
upon small bundles of paddy straw, with their hands resting on a wooden frame. 
The job is very hard and rough on the feet. In Polpitiya perhaps because 
they are urbanised or perhaps because they cultivate some of the difficult-to-
thresh H. 4 variety, the workers often wear shoes. Elsewhere it is done with 
bare feet. The job brings high rewards, and is an important source of income 
for hired labourers, who would be adversely affected by the wider use of either 
buffaloes or, more threateningly, tractor-powered small threshers to do the 
job. 

In terms of the kinds of paddy practices adopted, the cultivators of 
Wattegama and Weligalagoda are more 'traditional' than those of Polpitiya. 
Whether there exists a similar difference in farmers' attitudes is doubtful. 
To collect reliable information on attitudes is extremely difficult, 
and we did not attempt any consistent surveys and comparisons. Im
pressions may however be just as useful. One point is that some components 
of the 'modern' package of practices widely adopted in Polpitiya are not in 
fact of recent origin. The practice of taking two crops a year has been es
tablished for many decades, while the older farmers in Wattegama and Weli
galagoda can recall the switch from a single long duration Yala crop to two crops 
during the hungry years of World War Two. Similarly, many cultivators 
in Polpitiya have been familiar with the practice of transplanting all their 
farming life. A second point is that the farmers of Wattegama and Weligala
goda are familiar with "modern" practices. Responding to government 
campaigns, both planted most of their paddy yayas to new paddy varieties 
during one season in the early 1970s, while a few tried cultivating three crops 
a year. The results were almost universally poor, perhaps because of the 
'crash' conditions under which these new practices were tried. Experimen
tation also goes on a smaller scale. Of all farmers cultivating in the Weli
galagoda Cultivation Committee area, 23 % said that they had at one time or 
another experimented with line sowing or transplanting. Other kinds of 
experiments are less visible; as different density of sowing, using fertiliser 
unequally on different parts of the field, or varying the programme of releasing 
and blocking water to standing paddy. Some farmers are experimental in 
these senses5, and they can usually be recognised as those who are interested 
in paddy and eager to discuss it. The majority are not so much "traditionally 
minded" as relatively uninterested, either because of personal characteristics 
or because their energies and attentions are focussed elsewhere. They tend to 
adopt a fixed and relatively simple set of practices. 

The Use of Labour 

Some of the sociological aspects of labour recruitment for paddy work 
have been discussed in Chapter Five above. Our focus here is more on the 
quantitative aspects. 
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Table 8.7: Labour Input Per Acre (Hours) in Paddy Production, by Activity 

Village Wattegama Weligalagoda Polpitiya 

Season Maha Yala Maha Yala Maha Maha 

Sample All All All All Trans Other* 
plots plots plots plots planted plots 

plots 
plots 

Clearing and bunding irrigation 
drainage channels 8 11 9 7 5 8 
Tilling and broadcasting ... 211 187 164 136 193 201 
Repairing flood damage ... neg. 1 4 neg. 1 3 
Weeding 4 7 4 2 9 20 
Transplanting — 5 2 2 247 27 
Line sowing 3 
Applying fertiliser 3 2 3 2 4 4 
Irrigation 3 8 5 5 4 7 
Spraying neg. neg. 1 — 1 4 
Harvesting and threshing 116 130 90 94 105 118 
Other work 1 1 — neg. 3 11 

Total 345 352 282 249 571 405 

* Includes a small acreage line-sown and mixed broadcasting/transplanting/line sowing, 
but mainly broadcast. 

In Wattegama and Weligalagoda almost all paddy work* takes place at 
one of two main seasonal peaks: land tillage/sowing and harvesting/threshing. 
These jobs account for 90 % or more of all work hours in paddy and, since 
they are normally done under timing constraints, they require the use of hired 
labour on a large scale. Between these two activity peaks such jobs as irri
gation or weeding are done at a relatively leisurely pace, and mainly by family 
labour. In Polpitiya there is a third peak, transplanting, which comes soon 
after the sowing of nurseries. This job is done mainly by hired female labour, 
and it is this transplanting work alone which explains why females do a much 
higher proportion of paddy work in Polpitiya than in the other two villages. 
Apart from transplanting women engage only in two other activities in the 
paddy field. One is reaping the harvest, where they account for about 4 0 % 
of harvesting labour in all the villages. The other is hand weeding of paddy 
which is, as we saw above, not an important source of employment. 

The villages are ranked Weligalagoda, Wattegama, Polpitiya in respect 
of the amount of work put into each acre of paddy (Table 8.7). The higher 
the total labour input, the lesser the proportion of attam (exchange) labour 
Table 8.8: Labour Inputs by Type (Percentages) 

Village Wattegama Weligalagoda Polpitiya 
Season Maha Yala Maha Yala Maha 

Male labour 86 84 87 84 62 
Female labour 14 16 13 16 38 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 

Family labour 34 38 42 39 26 
Attam (exchange) labour ... 2 2 4 4 •—• 

Hired labour 64 60 54 57 74 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 
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and the greater the proportion of hired labour (Table 8.8). The reason can be 
found in the mechanics of paddy work. Average paddy holdings are of a 
similar size in all three villages and thus, the greater average labour inputs per 
acre, the more labour the average farmer has to find. The Polpitiya farmer 
is obliged to hire a greater proportion of his labour from outside the family 
than the Weligalagoda cultivator, and is busier on his own land and thus less 
available to engage in exchange labour with fellow cultivators. The cause of 
this difference is probably mainly technical; the consequence is to enhance the 
degree of commercialisation of paddy production in Polpitiya relative to the 
other villages and Wattegama relative to Weligalagoda. Without a drastic 
reduction in average size of holding, the adoption of "modern" practices, es
pecially transplanting, leads to an increase in the commercialisation of paddy 
production, especially the degree of reliance on the hiring of wage labour. 

Table 8.9: Estimated Annual Labour Requirements of Different Crops 

Village Crop Annual labour Equivalent Village 
inputs (hours) in 7-hour 
per acre days 

Wattegama Paddy (Almost all broadcast) 692 hours 99 days 
Weligalagoda Paddy (Almost all broadcast) 531 hours 76 days 
Polpitiya Paddy-Transplanted 1141 hours * 163 days 
Polpitiya Paddy-Broadcast plots 770 hours * 110 days 
Wattegama Tea-Varietally-propagated (VP) 1678 hours 240 days Wattegama 

Tea-Seed 1229 hours 176 days 
Weligalagoda Cinnamon-mixed and pure stands ... 1018 hours 145 days 

* This calculation is based on simply doubling the labour inputs recorded in the Maha season. 

Table 8.9 demonstrates that each acre of broadcast paddy provides con
siderably less employment than the other main highland crops in our two 
villages. Only transplanted paddy can begin to rival them as sources of em
ployment. It is argued in Chapter One that the prospects for increasing em
ployment in tea and cinnamon (and rubber), the main highland crops in the 
Low Country, are very limited by international market conditions. Prospects 
for other non-paddy crops are also poor. Therefore, if extra employment is 
to be generated in the villages through agriculture, then paddy cultivation 
must play a large role. That this is both technically and economically feasible 
is argued in Chapter Nine. Our immediate concern here is to demonstrate 
the potential effect on employment. While remaining tied to the broadcast
ing of paddy there is considerable scope for improving yields both by the use 
of high yielding varieties and by improving the cultivation practices of the worse 
farmers. This will however have very little impact on employment (Chapter 
Nine). A substantial increase in employment in paddy can be effected only 
by a shift from broadcasting to transplanting. A comparison of the statistical 
information collected in the three villages permits some estimate of the likely 
effect on employment of a shift to transplanting in villages like Wattegama 
and Weligalagoda. 

Let us start by focusing only on Wattegama. The amount and distri
bution of labour inputs into paddy there is very similar to those found in broad
cast plots in Polpitiya. It seems reasonable to assume that, were paddy to be 
transplanted in Wattegama the pattern of labour use would be much the same 
as in plots currently transplanted in Polpitiya. A comparison of transplant
ed and broadcast plots in Polpitiya indicates that the former absorb an extra 
200 person hours of work per acre per season, virtually all of it in the actual 
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transplanting operation. There is no substantial change in labour inputs 
into other activities. This suggests that on average the transplanting of plots 
in Wattegama would increase hours of work from about 350 to 550 per acre 
per season—an increase of 57 %. Most of this extra work would go to females 
—85 % according to the figures from Polpitiya. The overall effect would be to 
increase female work in each acre of Wattegama paddy from about 50 hours 
per season at present to 220—an increase of 340%. This is equivalent to just 
over sixty seven-hour work days per acre per year. The overall effect of trans
planting on female employment prospects would depend of course on the pro
portion of the total acreage which was transplanted—and some of the hal kumburu 
marshy paddy fields can only be sown by broadcasting. Whatever assumptions 
one uses, it is clear that a large shift to transplanting would considerably im
prove the employment prospects and incomes of that proportion of the female 
labour force willing to accept such jobs. The same conclusions applies to 
Weligalagoda, although the low production potential of many of the paddy 
fields there means that neither inputs or yields are likely to be as high as in 
Wattegama. 
Financial Costs and Returns 

It would be possible to devote several pages to discussing the various 
definitions entering into the information in Table 8.10 and their merits and 
demerits. W e do not propose to do so on the grounds that, within reasonable 
limits, the main concepts used are self-explanatory, and that no amount of 
marginal changes, in definitions and measures would change the conclusions. 
Only a few points need be made about the calculations. One is that labour 
not paid in cash (i.e. family and exchange labour) has been given an imputed 
value equivalent to the corresponding wage rate. The second is that the har
vest has been valued at around the prevailing market price at the time — Rs. 36 
per bushel in Wattegama and Weligalagoda, and Rs. 40 in Polpitiya. The 
third is that the calculations do not include either the (low) value of paddy 
straw produced or, more importantly, any return to land ownership on the 
part of owner-cultivators or the cost of replacing such simple tools as mammo
ties and gunny bags required by farmers. 

The information suggests four important conclusions. The first is that, 
even with the simple techniques employed in Wattegama and Weligalagoda, 
basically labour + hand-tools + fertiliser-, the cash component of production 
—costs is high. It is between 70 % and 77 % of total non-rent costs. The main 
reason is the high requirement of hired labour. The poorest cannot afford 
to cultivate paddy because they cannot raise the necessary cash to invest in 
field preparation. Few will lend them the money. The poorest cultivators 
forego the use of fertiliser and buffaloes and attempt, unsuccessfully, to com
pensate by putting in all the family labour they can muster (Chapter Nine). 

The second conclusion is that the proportion of cash costs to total costs 
generally increases across the three villages according to the extent of use 
of "modern" practices and thus the level of cash investments per acre. The 
third is that substantial differences between owner-cultivated plots and te
nant plots are found only in Polpitiya. The difference here arises from the 
fact that owner-cultivators use very little family labour, while tenants use a 
great deal. 

The fourth conclusion relates to the general "unprofitability" of paddy 
cultivation. In each village and in each season some farmers who for some 
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Table 8.10: Per Acre Recurrent Costs and Returns in Paddy Production (Rupees) 

Village Season' Tenure 
of 
plot 2 

Imputed 
cost of 
family 
and ex
change 
labour 

Rent Other 
recurrent 
costs 3 

Total 
recurrent 
costs 

Value 
of 
harvest 

Net Surplus. If 
family and 
exchange labour 
is 

not valued 
valued 

Imputed cost of 
family and 
exchange labour 
as a % of total 

non-rent costs 

M O.C. 202 — 523 725 770 247 45 28% 

Wattegama M T 187 189 681 1057 853 -17 -204 23% 

Y O.C. 164 — 502 666 613 111 -53 25% 

Y T 230 190 587 1007 752 -25 -255 28% 

M O.C. 164 — 410 574 626 216 52 29% 

Weligala M T 169 179 400 748 627 48 -121 30% 

goda Y O.C. 167 — 389 556 584 195 28 30% 

Y T 156 184 371 711 635 80 -76 30% 

Polpitiya M O.C. 43 — 768 811 831 63 20 5% 
M T 202 201 458 861 832 173 -29 31% 

1. M = M a h a , Y = Y a l a 
2. O.C.=Owner-cultivated, T=Tenant 
3. Seed, fertiliser, pesticides and hired labour. All, except some seed, are purchased for cash. 



reason get poor harvests actually suffer a cash loss, leaving aside the value of 
the family labour they use. This is of course not the general situation, or 
people would cease to cultivate. However, when family labour is valued at 
the prevailing wage rate a large number of cultivators, especially the ande 
tenants, appear to be operating at a loss. This is not at all an unusual finding. 
The same has been found in other parts of the wet zone, 7 and, more generally 
in many small farm economies throughout the poorer parts of the world. 

Why are small cultivators willing to persist in paddy production when 
average returns are so low and there is a substantial risk of cash losses? Part 
of the reason seems to be security. Although there are elements of risk in 
paddy production, yields and financial returns are very stable in comparison 
with some of the other main elements in the rural economy: the prices of cash 
crops like tea, rubber and cinnamon; market prices for rice and many other 
consumer items; the size of the free or subsidised rice ration; and the market 
for non-agricultural products like the handloom sarongs made in Weligala
goda. The right to cultivate a paddy field is, for these reasons, something 
worth hanging on to. And, in this era of tenancy legislation and consequent 
restriction of new tenancies mainly to trusted relatives, the only way to hang 
on to paddy land is to cultivate it every season lest some one else step in. The 
overall security is worth the risk of the occasional loss. 

The second reason for the persistence of the small paddy farmer in the 
face of low or negative 'profits' seems to be that cultivation provides a rela
tively respectable way of providing earning opportunities for family labour, 
especially women and children. For them in particular, although also to 
some extent for adult males, self-employment is more prestigious than, and 
preferred to, working for wages. It is also a guaranteed source of work. 
This general line of argument chimes in well with the estimates in Table 8.11 
of the cash returns per hour of family labour deployed in paddy production. 
These figures require some explanation. They are obtained by dividing the 
cash surplus from paddy production by the number of hours of family labour 
used in the paddy field. Not all of the cash surplus should in fact be treated 
as the rewards of family labour. Some should be allocated as returns to land 
ownership and to the replacement of capital items like mammoties and gunny 
bags. The practical problems of estimating these values are however such 
that it may be more honest not to offer any figures. On the other side of 
the scale, the harvests to which the figures relate were generally somewhat 
poorer than average, while some of the family labour came from women and 
children, and is thus not fully equivalent to adult male labour. Assuming 
these various considerations approximately cancel one another out, one can 
say that the figures given above approximately represent the rewards per 
hour earned by adult male cultivators working in their own paddy fields. The 
average is around Rs. 1 per hour and this in turn is around the average hourly 
rate earned by male hired labourers. 

Table 8.11: Hourly Returns to the Use of Family Labour in Paddy Production 

Village Season Hourly Returns 

Wattegama 
Wattegama 
Weligalagoda 
Weligalagoda 
Polpitiya 

Maha 1976-7 
Yala 1977 
Maha 1976-7 
Yala 1977 
Maha 1977-8 

Rs. 0.95 
Rs. 0.30 
Rs. 1.13 
Rs. 1.35 
Rs. 1.35 
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Part-Time Farming 

The general phenomenon of 'part-time farming' has been mentioned at 
various points above. Tables 8.12 and 8.13 which largely speak for themselves, 
illustrate two different aspects of it in the study villages. Only a small mino
rity of paddy-cultivating households live entirely on the proceeds of cultivat
ing their own land with paddy and non-paddy crops. About two-thirds ob
tain at least some of their income from outside the agricultural sect or entirely 
(Table 8.12). 

Table 8.12: The Incidence of Part-Time Farming 

% of Paddy-Cultivating 
Households with Income Wattegama Weligalagoda Polpitiya 

Only from own agriculture 19 6 13 
Only from own agriculture and hired 
agricultural work 11 26 16 
From agriculture and non-agriculture 70 68 71 

Total 100 100 100 

Most of the food produced in our study villages is in the form of paddy. 
Most of the households do not cultivate paddy (Table 3.1) Of those who do, 
only a small minority produce an excess over their family consumption 
requirements, and most have to purchase paddy. Surplus paddy producers 
number 12% of the total households in Wattegama, 2 % in Weligalagoda and 
5 % in Polpitiya. 

Table 8:13: Proportion of Paddy Cultivating Households Producing a Surplus. 

Wattegama Weligalagoda Polpitiya 
(1) (2) (3) 

Percentage of cultivating households 
selling paddy 22 6 18 

Percentage of cultivating households neither 
selling nor buying 35 27 11 

Percentage of cultivating households 
buying paddy 43 67 71 

Total 100% 100% 100% 

(1) Estimated from sample data for 1976-7 agricultural year. No allowance was made for 
the crop share paid to harvest labour, so the actual extent of deficit production is pro
bably higher. 

(2) Information relates to the 'usual ' situa'ion of cultivating households in the village. 
(3) Estimated from sample data for 1977-78 Maha season. See qualification in note (1). 

Notes 
1. For convenience we have classified as ande tenure three or four cases where the rent paid 

is fixed in advance. Such cases are, among our samples, found only in Polpitiya. 
2. M. P. Moore and G. Wickremesinghe, "Thattumaru-Kattimaru Land Tenure", Research 

Study Series No. 26, Agrarian Research and Training Institute, Colombo, 1978. 
3. "Thattumaru-Kattimaru Land Tenure", p. 12. 
4. "Thattumaru-Kattimaru Land Tenure", p. 27. 
5. Another drawback of rotational tenure is that it makes such experiments very difficult. 
6. These data relate only to field work. It was noted in Chapter Six that post-harvest pro

cessing of paddy actually involves relatively little time. 
7. A. S. Ranatunga and W. A. T. Abeysekera, "Profitability and Resource Characteristics 

of Paddy Farming", Research Study Series No. 23, Agrarian Research and Training 
Institute, Colombo, 1977, p. 22. 
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CHAPTER NINE 
COMPARATIVE EFFICIENCY 
IN P A D D Y PRODUCTION 

Data and Methods 

This chapter summarises the results of comparisons of the way different 
farmers set about producing paddy and the results they achieved.. It is possible 
to present only a summary here as the analysis on which the conclusions are 
based could not be set out in less than several dozen pages. Most readers 
will presumably be more interested in the conclusions than in the methods 
and the statistical analysis. 

The conclusions are based on data from five samples of cultivators: one 
in each of the two paddy seasons in Wattegama and Weligalagoda, and one 
sample relating only to the Maha season in Polpitiya (Appendix One). Gene
rally speaking the reference seasons were on the poor side, being affected by 
both drought and flood; this is especially true of Polpitiya (Chapter Eight). 
It is difficult to judge how this affected our conclusions. It is not as if these 
kind of obstacles are exceptional interruptions in a pattern of 'normal' years 
when most things go right. Rather, the opposite is the case. Unseasonal, 
inadequate or excessive rainfall is very common. Equally, scarcely a season 
goes by without at least some farmers in almost every village finding that they 
cannot obtain from retail depots chemical fertiliser in adequate quantities or 
of the right type. Paddy diseases are less common, but always potential 
visitors. In the first survey season in Weligalagoda most paddy was affected by 
the leaf roller pest. The local paddy variety seemed to shake this off with 
little loss of yield, but unprotected high yielding varieties were seriously af
fected. A variety of problems are thus characteristic of paddy cultivation. 
The selection which affected our samples are not obviously untypical. 

The fact that the samples cover different seasons and different areas pro
vided a very salutary warning against drawing quick and unjustified conclu
sions. Taken individually, each of the samples indicate a different set of 
'conclusions': one variable affects yields in one season but not in another, 
while the effect of, say, income on levels of fertiliser use may seem to be po
sitive here but negative or indeterminate there. Many of these individual 
results have no statistical significance. The general approach adopted here 
has been to pay attention only to results which are consistent between villages 
and seasons. 

The methods of quantitative analysis used were generally relatively un
sophisticated. They ranged from multiple linear regression analysis to the 
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use of graphs and tables. The main approach was to start from a simple table 
listing for each plot a range of potentially-important items of information about 
the characteristics of the cultivator, the field, the technologies and inputs em
ployed and the results obtained. This kind of approach was very time-con
suming and relied heavily on individual perception and intuition. It was 
backed up in most cases by personal knowledge of both the farmer and the 
plot concerned. It proved to be fully justified. Above all, it led to the iden
tification of the physical characteristics of fields which affected paddy yields. 
As is explained below, these varied from village to village.. Had the analysis 
been conducted in the more conventional fashion—by defining the relevant 
concept and variables in advance on an a priori basis and presenting all the 
data to a computer operator—it is unlikely that any significant conclusions 
would have emerged at all. The conclusion seems to be in favour of detailed 
personal knowledge and simple analytical methods, and against technical 
sophistication. 

The Conceptual Framework 

The general question at which the analysis was addressed was: who are 
the most efficient farmers? In order to be meaningful, this has to be broken 
down into a number of lower-order questions. This could be done in more 
than one way. The framework which seemed most appropriate to this parti
cular situation is set out below. 

It was decided to assume initially a fixed technology of paddy production. 
The question of the possible benefits of moving to a new technology is post
poned until later in the chapter. Initial comparisons are made only among 
farmers using the same technology. In Wattegama and Weligalagoda almost 
all cultivators were using the low-input, non-high yielding variety technology 
which is characteristic of the region (Chapter Eight). In Polpitiya farmers 
were divided into two main groups—those broadcasting seed and those trans
planting. Most plots in each group were sown to high yielding varieties 
(HYVs). There were however a few plots of traditional varieties in each 
group and, as it emerged, these did not yield significantly less than comparable 
plots sown to HYVs (see below). 

Even when production technology is held constant, the question of who 
are the most efficient farmers could be interpreted in different ways, depend
ing on what are specified as desirable objectives. It is basically a question 
of how one values inputs and outputs. Does one accept market prices, or 
should some or all inputs and outputs be given 'shadow' or 'accounting' pri
ces on the grounds that market prices are not good indicators of their value 
to society? To cut short, what could be a long story, it was decided to focus 
the analysis on the factors affecting paddy yields. One partial justification 
is that, in a situation of land scarcity, a major social objective should be to 
make the best use of land. The question thus became: what determines com
parative yield levels? This in turn breaks down into two further questions. 
The first is: what physical inputs affect yields? The second is: what determines 
the level of application of these physical inputs? 

Having summarised the answers to these questions in the succeeding 
section, attention turns back to questions of technology shifts. What are the 
benefits, costs, causes and disincentives in moving from one technology to 
another? 
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Factors Affecting Yields-Quality 

It seemed obvious throughout the fieldwork that paddy yields were very 
much affected by the physical characteristics of each paddy plot: soil compo
sition, water supply, drainage, degree of shading from highland trees, vul
nerability to flooding, etc. It was further obvious that the ranking of fields 
according to degree of 'goodness' or 'badness' was not invariant, but could 
change with weather conditions. For example, a low-lying ill-drained field 
might produce relatively low yields when rainfall is average or above, but 
rank among the best during drought when paddy in higher fields suffers mois
ture stress. It complecates matters further that both drought and water
logging or flooding can visit the same paddy crop in a single season. 

Starting with these observations in mind, it was something of a surprise 
to find any statistically-significant relationships between inputs and paddy 
yields. Field-work impressions suggested that the effect of particular plot 
characteristics might totally obscure, in a statistical sense, the positive relation
ships which undoubtedly did exist between, say, fertiliser application and 
yields. That they did not was largely because it proved possible to take dif
ferences In field quality into account in the statistical analysis. This was done 
differently for each village. In Wattegama each sample plot was assessed for 
soil quality and adequacy and reliability of water supply. This resulted in 
a field quality weighting which emerged as the most significant variable affect
ing yields. In Weligalagoda, with its generally sandy and well-drained soils, 
the major factor seemed to be that the higher fields, which were towards the 
top of paddy yayas or in small okandas jutting into the highland, were vulner
able to moisture stress during periods of low rainfall. It was not possible to 
rank plots in a sophisticated way. The procedure chosen was simply to ca
tegories all plots as being either 'top' or 'bottom', and to conduct the statis
tical analyses separately for each category. This considerably improved the 
explanatory power of the multiple regression models. As one would expect, 
yields were better on the 'bottom' plots, and each pound of chemical ferti
liser resulted in appreciably more extra yield there than in the 'top' plots. 
In Polpitiya the major factor to be considered was that the ever-present water
logging problem was especially serious during the survey season. Yields in 
the affected plots were very low and they were excluded from the analysis 
in most cases. In other cases attempts were made to assign a weighting accord
ing to degree of water-logging. 

Three fairly important methodological conclusions appear to follow from 
these results. The first relates to the present analysis. It is that, since the 
kind of allowances, which it was possible to make for field quality were only 
crude, it seems certain that much of the plot to plot variation left apparently 
'unexplained' in statistical analysis is in fact due to field quality factors. The 
second and third conclusions relate to this kind of research in general. One 
is that field quality factors, which are major determinants of crop yields, do 
vary a great deal in the same village, and should therefore be taken into consi
deration. The other is that the exact factors which are important vary from 
place to place, and cannot be determined without local investigation. 

Factors Affecting Yields-Fertiliser 

Apart from field quality, the only other input which was (almost) always 
positively related to yield levels in a statistical sense was the level of fertiliser 
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application. Attempts to improve levels of explanation by taking into account 
the number and timing of applications as well as the total amount did not bear 
any fruit. These factors are however almost certainly important. The sig
nificance of fertiliser use came as no surprise. As they make clear from their 
conversation and behaviour, the farmers themselves are well aware of this. 
Application levels are, as is almost always the case in South Asia, well below 
official recommendations. This however tells us more about officials than 
about farmers. Almost all farmers are well aware of the advantages of using 
some fertiliser. The two reasons for low or non-use are the non-availability 
of supplies or of the necessary cash. These two factors tend to strike indivi
dual cultivators very unequally. The richer can afford fertiliser while the poor 
simply cannot buy any. Equally, the fertiliser depots usually receive some 
fertiliser. Those who go in time or have the right contacts can usually get all 
they want, while many of the others simply give up, not being prepared to hunt 
around and pay blackmarket prices. The consequences are evident in the 
figures for the degree of plot-to-plot variation, (measured by the coefficient 
of variation), in per acre inputs of fertiliser and labour and outputs of paddy. 
Almost consistently, the highest variation occurred in the case of fertiliser in
puts. The significance of this point is discussed in more detail below. 

Factors Affecting Yields—Labour and Power 

This finding that there is relatively little plot to plot variation in labour 
use seems to chime in well with the fact that only in one or two cases was there 
any (small) statistical relationship between yields and labour use. This re
quires some explanation. The first question is what labour input, denomi
nated in hours, purports to measure. It in fact stands for the broader concept 
of power. In most plots in Wattegama and Weligalagoda, labour was in fact 
the only source of power in paddy production. There were however a few 
plots in which buffalo or tractor power was also used to till the land, and in 
Polpitiya this is fairly common (Table 8.6). Since buffaloes and tractors are 
direct substitutes for labour, it became necessary to find some common standard 
by which all could be measured. On the basis of field information and im
pressions about how much labour power buffaloes and tractors actually subs
tituted for, it was decided to consider one buffalo hour to equal one man hour, 
and one (two-wheeled) tractor hour to equal sixteen man hours. These co
efficients were used in statistical analysis. 

A second question which arose was how one should attempt to specify 
the relationship between power and yields. Were certain applications of 
power more important than others in determining yields? It appeared that 
land tillage was a likely candidate. A major factor affecting yields in all 
villages is competition between the paddy plant and weeds. Except in certain 
plots in Polpitiya where rotary or hand-weeding is practised, the basic strategy 
adopted is not to eradicate weeds from the field but to permit the paddy plant 
to outgrow them and thus, by partly smothering them, prevent them from 
getting the upper hand (Chapter Eight). This works most of the time. It 
fails sometimes if the field is badly prepared, if drought just after sowing permits 
weeds to spring up unhampered by a layer of water, and especially if these 
phenomena coincide with the use of short-stemmed HYVs, which are less 
able than traditional paddy varieties to compete with weeds. It seemed plau
sible to hypothesise that the level of power input into tillage would affect the 
extent to which weeds were killed. Power input was measured in two alter
native ways, and separate sets of analyses conducted with each data set. In 

103 



the one case all power inputs into all operations were taken into account, and 
in the second only tillage operations were considered. These anyway account 
for 50%-60% of total power input where paddy was broadcast. 

The third question arising about labour was whether it could reasonably 
be treated as homogeneous. It sound plausible to suggest that adult males 
do more work per hour than do females and boys, and that workers on the 
family farm, or hired labourers working with family members, would work at 
a harder rate than groups of hired labourers not paced so directly by their 
employers. To cut short yet another potentially long story, attempts to weight 
for these factors did not suggest that they were of great importance The 
weighting did not result in any improvements in the level of statistical expla
nation in regression analysis. 

In fact it did seem that the question of the quality of labour did have an 
important bearing on paddy yields, but not in the way that is suggested by 
these hypotheses about the relative value of male/female, young/old, or hired/ 
family labour. Field observation and inspection of the yield records suggest
ed that those farmers who performed well, i.e., produced high yields relative 
to the physical level of inputs, tended to be those who had the services of a 
harmonious work team, especially for field tillage. This takes us back to the 
references in Chapter Three and Five to the social context of the recruitment 
of paddy labourers. Emphasis is placed on forming groups which are so
cially and physically harmonious. Age or employment status may not be 
very relevant. Groups habituated to working together appear to do both 
more and better work than average, and do achieve the best results. They 
probably manage to kill weeds relatively effectively. This kind of relation
ship could not of course emerge from statistical analysis of survey data. It 
was only the observation of particular individuals and groups at work which 
make the authors aware of it. 

In the statistical analysis scarcely any relationship was found between 
labour or power inputs and yields. The main reason seems to be that there 
is in fact a fairly standard set of operations, and that there is not very much 
scope for varying the amount of labour input. If tillage is done with man 
and mammoty, then the field is dug thrice in almost all cases. Time const
raints would make it difficult to dig more than thrice even if the cultivator 
felt inclined to do so. Less than three diggings are rare, and indicate that the 
cultivator has inadequate family labour (he himself may be old or sick) and 
no cash with which to hire labour. The other main operation is harvesting, 
and, once again, the precise techniques are fixed and the labour requirement 
per acre relatively invariant. Between them the two operations of tillage and 
harvesting account for most of the labour employed, and up to 9 5 % under 
the predominant technique of broadcasting without use of buffaloes or tractors 
for tillage. There is much more farmer-to-farmer variation in the amount 
of time devoted to other activities like weeding or water control. But these 
jobs require only a few hours per acre (Table 8.7) scarcely affect total labour 
inputs per acre, and did not themselves seem to be statistically related to yield 
levels. 

It seemed then that labour/power inputs per acre were relatively fixed. 
Apart from the odd exceptions, the general situation is that labour is not 
scarce, and that most farmers use enough to complete the work 'properly'. 
Because labour is not homogeneous, the actual amount of farmer-to-farmer 
variation in labour use per acre is less than suggested by the coefficients of 

104 



variation of total hourly labour inputs. Those who use relatively more labour 
of old men or boys register a greater total labour input, without actually 
having more work done, or more power applied to their fields. After re
calculating labour inputs with a low weighting on the hours of work done by 
the old and by teenage boys, the coefficient of variations were generally lower 
than in the case of the unadjusted data. This confirms the argument. Even 
this re-adjustment is not really adequate. As was indicated above, it is not 
only age which affects the amount of work a man does in an hour. Members 
of a harmonious work group put in more effort. The plots which they till 
record a relatively low input of labour hours, but more work is actually done. 

The implication of this argument is that there is little scope for usefully 
increasing the amount of work done in paddy cultivation under existing techno
logies. Productive absorption of additional labour requires the adoption of new 
labour-absorbing technologies. The implications are further discussed below. 

Factors Affecting Yields-Timing 

The fourth and final variable which regularly appeared to affect paddy 
yields was the timing of sowing (for broadcast plots) or transplanting (for 
transplanted plots). However, as is indicated by our brief discussion of this 
issue in Chapter Eight, the relationship is very complex, and varies very much 
from season to season according to climatic conditions. In most of the Low 
Country the timing of each cultivation season is tightly determined by the 
expectations about weather-rainfall and cloud cover (Chapter Eight). How
ever, the actual weather pattern in any one season is more or less different 
from the average. A schedule which represents good timing under average 
conditions may in fact be very inappropriate to the conditions of any parti
cular season, and vice versa. Thus good timing is to some extent dependent 
on luck. Let us illustrate. The 1976-77 Maha season in Weligalagoda was 
delayed because drought prevented land preparation at the correct time. Some 
rain eventually came, and the first farmers sowed about two or three weeks 
late. When sowing was about half complete, there were three days of very 
heavy rain leading to large-scale flooding. The top soil was washed off some 
fields, and those farmers who had sown on the day prior to the heavy rain 
generally lost much of their seed and basal dressing of fertiliser. Some farmers 
lost the seed which they had sprouted overnight ready for sowing, since in a 
couple of days it began to rot. There was an interval of about six days when 
almost no sowing was done. Those who then sowed later found that, being 
up to a month behind schedule, they obtained poor results. The very early 
sowers did best, while those lucky enough to sow a couple of days before the 
heavy rains did relatively well. A delay of two days would have cost them 
several bushels per acre. In this particular case timing was by far the most 
important factor affecting yields; more important even than fertiliser use. 

In the above case the importance of the timing factor was very evident 
because of the visibility of heavy rainfall. Where, in contrast, timing affects 
the stage of growth of the paddy plant in relation to cloud cover and insolation, 
the relationship was far less obvious to the researchers. In the case of three 
other sets of analyses there was some detectable statistical relationship bet
ween timing and yields, and in three other cases there was none. In all cases 
where there existed a detectable relationship, earlier sowing/transplanting 
was associated with higher yields. This reflects the nature of the timing cons
traints: very early land preparation is rarely possible anyway because of water 
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shortage; the best results are usually obtained by preparing the land as soon 
as adequate water is available. Laggards generally suffer, although the cli
mate is so uncertain that this is not always the case. One cannot say with 
confidence that early sowing is always good farming practice. 

Factors Affecting Yields—Summary 

Overall the level of statistical 'explanation' of yields achieved in regression 
analyses varied considerably. The results are not comparable in most cases 
because many of the explanatory variables, especially field quality, timing 
and to some extent power input, were assigned relatively arbitrary scales of 
weightings. W e are not in a position to say with any precision what is the 
relative importance of different variables in affecting yields. This anyway varies 
considerably from village to village and season to season. Our conclusions 
have to be phased in non-quantitative terms. They are nevertheless fairly 
well founded. In sum, they are that the two main factors determining inter-
farmer (or inter-plot) yield differences are the complex of variables which af
fect field quality (drainage, soil, vulnerability to flooding, degree of shading) 
and levels of fertiliser application. The timing of sowing has a very variable 
effect, depending on the weather. In general, early sowing improves the 
chance of a good harvest. Levels of use of labour/power have only a very 
small effect on yields. 

Factors Affecting Cultivation Practices 

Having identified three factors under the control of the cultivator which 
affect yields—fertiliser use, timing, and, to a far lesser extent, power input 
—attempts were made to relate the use of these factors to the characteristics of 
the cultivators. The actual results may be presented very briefly, since it is 
their implications which are more interesting. Three main farmer character
istics were considered: land tenure status, degree of involvement in agriculture, 
and wealth. 

The main aspect of land tenure which was examined was whether or not 
the cultivator was working on his own land or a share-cropping (ande) tenant. 
As is described in Chapter Eight, ande tenure is very common in the study 
villages. Many commentators on rural Sri Lanka, and rural Asia more gene
rally, identify ande tenure as one of the greatest economic and social evils. 
From the social point of view it is claimed to represent subordination and 
exploitation. Some comments on this in relation to our three study villages 
are made in Chapters Three and Eight above. From the economic point of 
view sharecropping is said to constitute a major disincentive to agricultural 
improvement, since the tenant has to bear all the cost of the improvements 
and yet only reaps a part of the benefits. Further, he may be ejected from 
the land at anytime. An excellent general review of these arguments in re
lation to Sri Lanka has recently been published.1 The author of that review 
finds good reason to doubt the general applicability of these arguments. He 
concludes that the social and economic content of the tenant-landlord rela
tionship varies from area to area, and so does the effect of ande tenure on 
cultivation practices. Our findings generally fit in with this view. The 
social content of tenant-landlord relationship varies even among our villages 
(Chapter Three). With respect to cultivation practices, no consistent diffe
rences could be found between owner-operators and tenants within any of the 
villages. The most relevant comparisons were possible in! the cases of those 
cultivators who cultivated one or more plots of their own and one or more 
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ande plots. They did not consistently apply more power or fertiliser to their 
own plots or necessarily till and sow them first. Our conclusion is that 
in the typical Low Country environment, ande tenure does not constitute a sig
nificant barrier to improved agriculture. The underlined phrase should be 
emphasised. There are particular reasons why ande tenure should not be a 
significant factor in the Low Country; they may not apply elsewhere. The 
first is simply that rents are low, basically because of high levels of politicisation 
(Chapter Two). No tenants in our sample villages paid more than the sta
tutory quarter share as rent. To lose only a quarter of any extra yield re
sulting from improved farming practices are far less of a disincentive than 
losing a half. One should also note that, although the statutory landlord's 
share is a quarter, there is an absolute ceiling on this, calculated as a quarter 
of the average yield in the locality. This has not been increased since the ori
ginal ligislation in 1958, although actual yields have increased. Thus at a 
certain yield level all the extra output resulting from better cultivation accrues 
to the tenant. The other main factor is that tenants in the Low Country are 
relatively secure against eviction. For example, in Weligalagoda, 6 3 % of 
all ande contracts were of more than ten years standing, and none of the change-
in tenancy observed by the researchers involved any significant degree of co
ercion on the part of the owner. Most are done by common agreement, 
and cash compensation often paid by the owner to the tenant. Most tenants 
thus need not generally feel that they are likely to be evicted without warning. 

The other tenurial variable which was examined was rotational tenure— 
thattumaru and kattimaru. Special surveys were conducted on this topic as 
the main paddy samples contained an inadequate number of plots uder ro
tational tenure to make valid comparisons possible. The results have been 
summarised and the references to the full study of this topic given in Chapter 
Eight. In brief, the results confirmed the widespread belief among villagers 
and outside observers that input and standards of cultivation tend to be low 
on plots under rotational tenure. There is a case for tenure reform. 

The second main farmer characteristic which was examined was degree 
of involvement in cultivation: in other words, 'part-time farming' Part-time 
farming is characteristic of Sri Lanka as a whole, especially the wet zone 
(Chapter Two). This stems basically from the high level of involvement of 
the rural population in urban economic activities and public sector employment. 
Many different hypotheses have been put forward about the effect on farming, 
but no detailed investigation has been done. Some of the most common 
hypotheses are: that part-time farmers are bad farmers because their attentions 
are focussed elsewhere, and they are often absent from home; that part-time 
farmers are good farmers because they usually have a reliable non-agricul
tural source of income which will finance the purchase of fertilisers and enable 
them to take the risk of cultivating new paddy varieties :2 that part-time farmers 
are good farmers because their extra-village contacts result in their being well 
informed about new techniques and crop varieties as they become available. 
The latter hypothesis assumes that there exists a significant communication 
gap between extension and research agencies and the mass of cultivators about 
the very existence of new techniques or inputs. This is not true of Sri Lanka, 
especially of the Low Country, with its high levels of literacy and urban con
tact. The hypothesis could be rejected without investigation, and anyway 
found no support in fieldwork. The other two merit more investigation. 
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In investigating these hypotheses two major conceptual problems arose. 
The first was what actually constitutes part-time involvement. In our sample 
villages only a very small proportion of households were entirely economically 
dependent on the cultivation of family land (Table 8.12). Further, only a 
minority lived entirely on agriculture, including the proceeds of hired agricul
tural labour. About two thirds of paddy cultivating households had non-
agricultural sources of income. Yet these non-agricultural incomes were 
earned in a wider variety of ways. Some of the occupations were relatively 
remunerative, and others not; some involved absence from the village and 
others did not; some were regular year-round occupations, and others were 
seasonal, and perhaps postponable when there was paddy work to be done. 
It is important to remember that paddy cultivation is not a full-time job. Bet
ween sowing and harvesting there is scarcely any work to be done, to the extent 
that one or two cultivators, especially the aged, did not even inspect their 
plots at all between the two operations. With such a variety of non-agricultural 
occupations, it is difficult to specify which might affect farming performance. 

The second conceptual problem was to define the decision-making unit. 
In other words, should one confine one's attention only to the person in the 
household who is the main organiser of cultivation, or should one take into 
account the whole household? This would depend on inter-personal rela
tionships in the household and the precise nature of the hypothesis one was 
investigating. 

The response to these problems was to define part-time farming in a number 
of different ways, and search in each case for consistent relationships with 
input levels or with attitudes to cultivation as observed during field research. 
No consistent relationships were discovered. This does not mean that there 
is no relationship of part-time farming to cultivation practices. It seems 
rather to mean the following three things. Firstly, that in the Low Country 
environment, where non-agricultural activities are so widespread and so diverse, 
there are so many variables at work, some of them perhaps working in con
trary directions, that any general conclusions could only be drawn, if at all, 
after very detailed research. Secondly, that any research on the subject would 
have to deal with much more precise concepts than the term 'part-time farming', 
and would probably find a variety of causal relationships in operation. Thirdly, 
that from the policy point of view there is no reason to discourage part-time 
farming; there is no evidence that it is inefficient. 

The third farmer characteristic examined was size of land holding. In 
other environments it has sometimes been found that smaller farmers produce 
higher yields because they concentrate inputs, especially family labour, rela
tively heavily on each acre. Conversely, larger farmers sometimes obtain the 
best yields because they are richer and are therefore better able to purchase 
inputs like fertiliser, or get access to those provided cheaply through coopera
tives or similar government organisations. In our sample villages we could 
find no relationship between size of paddy holding and either cultivation prac
tices or yields. There seem to be two reasons for this, i.e. why neither of the 
two processes outlined above appear to be at work to any significant extent. 
The first is that, in an environment where there are so many sources of income 
other than the family farm, and where paddy farming itself is not very profit
able (Chapter Eight), there is no very close connection between farm size and 
wealth. Thus, for example, the larger farmers are not necessarily those best 
placed to purchase fertilisers. The second factor is that there is not in fact 
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much variation in farm size anyway in our sample villages. Almost every paddy 
farmer is a small farmer (Table 8.4). There is thus not a very good basis for 
comparison. 

The only farmer characteristic which seemed consistently to affect culti
vation practices was wealth. It took effect in two different ways. In the first 
place, there was a general tendency for the rich to use more fertiliser per acre. 
This was not however very much marked, and indeed was not detectable at 
all in Wattegama. In the second place, the rich tended to use less family labour 
per acre than poorer households. The reason for this appeared to be less the 
fact that the rich had more land over which to spread their family labour— 
since differences in land endowments were not marked—and more because the 
average member of a rich household did less work in the family fields than 
members of poor households. This reflects two closely related factors: being 
more able to afford hired labour, the rich could save themselves the unplea
santness of hard manual work; and they were generally more concerned about 
its adverse effects on their social status. The fact that the poor consistently 
used more family labour per acre does not mean that they always used more 
labour in total. This was sometimes the case, while in other cases the rich, 
by hiring a great deal of labour, used more per acre in total. 

Neither the general tendency of the rich to use more fertiliser per acre 
or of the poor to use more family labour was very strong. It did not result in 
statistically significantly higher yields on plots cultivated by the relatively 
rich, mainly because of the intervention of other variables affecting yields. 
These findings are however very important for the insight they give into the 
dynamics of the situation. As we shall see below, they are potentially of con
siderable importance in the context of paddy production technologies re
quiring high levels of purchased inputs. 

Before turning to this issue, there is a point arising from the above para
graph which requires separate mention. In general poorer household rely 
heavily on family labour for paddy cultivation A small minority of the sample 
households were totally dependent on family cultivation, and a substantial 
proportion of these were numbered among the poorer strata in the villages. 
It was typical of this latter groups that their attentions would, naturally, be 
focused on cultivation, and that they spend a great deal of time working on 
their farms, usually drawing heavily on the time of such teenage children as 
were in the household. They tended to register very high levels of labour 
inputs into their holdings. At the same time, they often could not afford 
to purchase much fertiliser, if at all. In consequence their hard work was 
little rewarded. As was described above, the marginal returns to above-
average labour inputs into paddy cultivation tend to be very low. The result 
is what might be described as "the tragedy of self-exploitation": poor people 
working very hard on their own land and getting very meagre returns because they 
are unable to afford inputs complementary to their labour, especially fertiliser. 

Shifts in Technology-Introduction 
As has been mentioned at several points, the shift in paddy production 

technology in which we are most interested is from broadcasting to transplant
ing (and perhaps also line sowing). This is the only way of substantially in
creasing productive labour use in paddy cultivation in the Low Country. This 
will be examined from the point of view of the 'traditional' situation of almost-
complete broadcasting in Wattegama and Weligalagoda, on the one hand, 
and, on the other hand, from the point of view of Polpitiya, where broadcasting 
and transplanting are of almost equal importance. 
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Shifts in Technology-Wattegama and Weligalagoda 

Transplanting (or line sowing) is feasible only with new high yielding 
varieties. The traditional Heras variety which is almost universal in Watte
gama and Weligalagoda has as its great strength robustness; resistance to pests, 
diseases and moisture stress; and height and broad leaves which enable it to 
outgrow and partially smother weeds. It has however limited yield poten
tial and limited ability to benefit from fertiliser application (Chapter Eight). 
It does not respond to transplanting or the associated practices of weeding 
and relatively high fertiliser applications. 

At present there is only one high-yielding paddy variety of the correct 
duration and otherwise suitable to Galle district conditions. This is B G 34/6, 
of three and a half months duration. This does not thrive in the Yala season, 
and can only be recommended for Maha. In the 1976-77 Maha season four 
farmers in Wattegama used B G 34/6, and six in Weligalagoda. In Wattegama 
they achieved an average yield of sixty-one bushels an acre, nearly thrice the 
village average, and a handsome cash profit. In Weligalagoda the compari
son is complicated by the fact that two of the six farmers did not spray their 
H Y V plots against the paddy leaf roller pest, to which the traditional Heras 
variety has a high degree of natural resistance. As a result, their harvests 
were a little below the village average. However, those farmers who did spray 
obtained yields twice the village average, and also made a good profit. Only 
a small part of the area under B G 34/6 was transplanted or line-sown not 
enough to draw any valid conclusions about profitability. 

The main conclusions about the use of HYVs are as follows. Firstly, 
farmers agree that on average they give good yields, but find that they are ris
ky. Wariness stems especially from crash campaigns in the early 1970s to 
persuade all farmers to use HYVs. These usually crashed and left bitter 
memories. Secondly, one of the main risks in cultivating HYVs is moisture 
stress during rainless spells, leading to empty paddy heads at harvest time. 
Thirdly, there was evidence that few farmers are willing to risk cultivating 
HYVs on a large area of land. The typical H Y V plot was about half an acre. 
Those farmers with only small land areas sowed them entirely to HYVs, while 
others used HYVs on a small area and Heras on the remainder of their land. 
Fourthly, in so far as the very small numbers involved enable one to draw 
conclusions, farm size, tenure and income did not seem to affect HYVs use. 
It was largely a matter of being personally interested in cultivation. Fifthly, 
Heras is preferred to HYVs for taste and keeping qualities, indicating, espe
cially in an environment where virtually all production is for home use, that 
the yield superiority of HYVs over Heras has to be substantial for wide accept
ability. One might also note that, despite the widespread belief among farmers 
that HYVs are not suitable for the Yala season, a total of six farmers in Watte
gama and Weligalagoda did try them in 1976-7, with very poor results. This 
indicates a problem of inadequate extension advice. 

The factors which will encourage a wider use of HYVs will also encourage 
the adoption of transplanting and line sowing. There are six:-

(i) A higher market price for rice, making farmers more keen to produce 
their own. This would however make almost all paddy farmers 
in our sample villages worse off, since they are deficit producers. 
Those with no paddy land would be even worse affected. 
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(ii) New HYVs more suited to local conditions. A great deal of research 
is being done in this area, but there are no prospects of any replace
ments for B G 34/6 within the next few years.3 

(iii) A better extension service. 

(iv) Most importantly, less unpredictability in the physical condition 
of paddy cultivation, especially in respect of the adequacy of water 
and security from flooding. 

(v) A reliable fertiliser distribution system, or some other means of en
suring that farmers can get supplies on time and to the correct speci
fication. At present a person may decide to cultivate a H Y V but 
not be able to get the fertiliser which is so essential. 

(vi) Improved soil conditions. This point is especially relevant to 
Weligalagoda and similar areas where the soil is sandy and acutely 
short of organic matter.4 Not only do the paddy plants suffer 
directly from lack of organic matter, but this also results in lower 
water retentiveness of the soil and the loss of chemical fertilisers by 
leaching into the sandy sub-soil This point is amplified in Chapter 
Twelve. 

Shifts in Technology—Polpitiya 

The above section on Wattegama and Weligalagoda throws light on the 
problems and issues involved in moving from the 'traditional' broadcasting 
technology which predominates in the Low Country to a more productive 
and labour-intensive transplanting/HYV technology. The latter technology 
already predominates in Polpitiya (Table 8.6) basically because of the relatively 
assured water supply. The detailed data on production practices tell us some
thing about the individual farmer characteristics affecting use of this improved 
technology. 

Table 9.1: Paddy Production Technologies by Income Group, Polpitiya 

Rich Medium Poor 
Cultivators Cultivators Cultivators 

% of cultivated area 
28 tilled with tractors 35 28 6 

% of cultivated area transplanted 
63 70 or line sown 83 63 70 

Comparisons of fertiliser use levels do not appear in Table 9.1 because 
water-logging in the survey season made it impossible or inadvisable for many 
farmers to apply chemical fertilisers. No conclusions can be drawn under 
such circumstances. Apart from fertiliser use, the other two important farm
ing decisions importantly influenced by cash availability are the choice of 
method of tillage and the choice of whether to transplant/line sow or use 
the cheaper but less productive method of broadcasting seed. 

Two-wheeled tractors are available for hire, and Table 9.1 shows that 
their use is very much affected by income. In statistical analysis no evidence 
could be found that use of tractors for tillage resulted in higher yields. This 
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rinding is however far from conclusive because of the multiplicity of factors 
affecting yield. Farmers believe that tractors do a better job of field prepa
ration, and there is no reason to doubt this. However, these benefits seem 
to be small and, from society's point of view are more than outweighed by 
the costs, in the form of the large scale displacement of agricultural labourers 
from work in field preparation. The extent of displacement depends on the 
extent and thoroughness of tractor use, and this is variable. Tractors how
ever can and often do replace all tillage labour except that required for the 
final levelling of the field and preparation for sowing. Tillage is the single 
most important source of work in paddy production. Tractorisation thus 
poses a threat to a large number of jobs, and should be discouraged (see below). 

The relationship between household income and transplanting is less 
strong than in the case of tractor use. The reason is that poorer households 
can avoid some of the additional cash requirements for transplanting by use 
of family labour. This is however only a partial solution. Hired labour is 
almost always required in addition. Overall 8 9 % of transplanting labour 
was hired. 

Improving the Economic Performance of the Paddy Sector 

From the point of view of a concern with alleviating poverty, the main 
targets to be met by the paddy sector should be increases in yields and employ
ment. These seem fully consistent with national economic goals. Our ana
lysis suggests that, in the Low Country, these can be translated into three rather 
more concrete objectives:— 

(i) The prevention of job destruction by the spread of the practice of 
tilling (and, in some areas, threshing) with two-wheeled tractors. 

(ii) A more efficient pattern of resource combination in order to increase 
the output obtained from existing resources. 

(iii) The spread of the practice of transplanting in order to create addi
tional productive employment, especially for female labourers. 

Objectives (i) and (iii) have already been discussed above and require little 
further comment. The first is purely a defensive measure against worsening 
unemployment. A positive attack on unemployment via paddy production 
must take the form of the popularisation of transplanting, since no other 
changes in paddy production practices can significantly increase employment. 
The point of advocating other kinds of changes-objective (ii) above—is that 
they could result in increased yields and returns from paddy cultivation, and 
thus encourage the shift to more labour intensive technologies. 

The conclusion that yields could be increased by re-arranging the way 
in which resources are combined is derived from studying the cultivation, 
practices of individual farmers. What is striking is the very wide range of 
practices and of yields obtained. Clearly one would not expect complete uni
formity. Practices and yields are affected by the technical characteristics of 
the paddy plot and by the characteristics of the cultivator—the extent to which 
he is able and willing to take risks with new or different practices, the preferen
ces of his family for the taste of different rice varieties, the amount of family 
labour he has available to work on the field, etc., However, the degree of variation 
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is far greater than these factors could justify. There are at least three other 
factors which help explain wide farmer-to-farmer variations in practices, and 
yields. The first is income. This particularly affects the use of chemical 
fertilisers. The amount of fertiliser used per acre is determined by two main 
factors: cash availability and the interaction between field size and the size of 
fertiliser bags. Cultivators tend to buy the biggest bag they can afford and then 
use it all at once to prevent deterioration in storage. There may be no con
nection between the level of fertiliser use and the level of use of other inputs, 
especially power. At one extreme a poor man may use a great deal of fami
ly labour per acre and no fertiliser; he would tend to obtain low yields. 
At the other extreme a rich trader might be too busy to supervise his hired 
labour, prepare his land hastily and badly with little labour, but try to com
pensate by purchasing relatively large amounts of fertiliser. He would also 
not get good yields. As any economist knows instinctively, the various in
puts interact with one another, and, for each level of application of, say, power, 
there is an optimal (most profitable) level of fertiliser application. One could 
increase the yields from our sample villages if all the paddy plots could be con
trolled by one decision maker. Some of the fertiliser used on the relatively 
well-fertilised plots would increase output more if used on one of the plots 
not fertilised at all. The same is true of other inputs. As it is, the overall 
social irrationality of the pattern of fertiliser use is sometimes very marked. 
Let us take as an example the 1976-77 Maha season in Weligalagoda. Both 
common sense and the regression analysis tell us that the extra yield gene
rated by each pound of fertiliser is greater in the more fertile 'bottom' plots 
than on the more sandy 'top' plots where water shortage is more of a threat. 
Yet the 'top' plots received on average more than 50 % more fertiliser per acre 
than 'bottom' plots. This appears to have been pure coincidence. 

The second factor affecting variation in practices and yields is information. 
Some cultivators are, in a relative sense at least, ignorant. For example, 
it is widely believed in Weligalagoda and Wattegama that HYVs are not suit
able for the Yala season. Past experience justifies this. Yet a few farmers 
continue to try using HYVs in Yala. Those in our samples who did so ob
tained poor yields. Other examples could be given. 

The third factor is not totally separable from the second one. It is simply 
that there are good farmers, bad farmers, and many in between. What ac
tually constitutes a good farmer is not easy to specify. They tend to be re
cognisable by their interest in cultivation, the general air of concern, and the 
number of times they visit the field just to keep an eye on things. In statis
tical analysis it was found that, in the two villages where data was collected 
for two paddy seasons, the same farmers tended to emerge as the best in each 
season, where 'best' means that they produced more paddy than the average 
given the amounts of land, fertiliser and power which they used. 

Individual farmer characteristics do then make a good deal of difference 
to cultivation performance. The emphasis is on the word individual. Per
formance does not, as was demonstrated above, correlate to any significant 
extent with such characteristics as land tenure, degree of involvement in farm
ing one farm size, and only to a minor extent with income levels. On most 
of these criteria, especially the first three, farmers in the Low Country are in 
fact relatively homogeneous in the sense that there is not a wide variation in the 
factors which affect their farming practices. It is personal characteristics which 
exert a major influence. 
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So what? Some readers might be tempted to reply that this 'finding' 
about the effect of personal characteristics on production and yields is both 
obvious and irrelevant from a policy point of view. In fact it is neither. In 
the first place, it is not obvious to many people, or at least not obvious that the 
range of production practices and yields is so wide. 

Table 9.2: Range of Paddy Yields (Bushels per Acre) 

Village Wattegama Weligalagoda Polpitiya 

Season Maha Yala Maha Yala Maha Yala 
76-7 76-7 76-7 76-7 77-8 77-8 

Category Trans Broad 
of plot All All All All planted cast 

Average yield 23 19 18 17 22 21 
Range 5-93 0-37 4-36 0-32 2-64 5-41 
Coeficient of Variation 56% 38% 45% 44% 51% 33% 

The information in Table 9.2 demonstrates that good yields can be obtain
ed in the study villages, but these are confined to a few farmers. In all cases 
the best yield recorded was at least double the average. The worst yields 
were however even more divergent, in a relative sense, from the average. If 
that half of the farming population producing less than average yields could 
be brought up to the average, then the new average would be very much higher. 

There are in fact two very different kinds of strategies for increasing pro
duction. One, which is implicit in the provision of HYVs, fertiliser, pesti
cide, etc., is to offer a high-performance target and induce as many farmers 
as possible to aim for that target. The other is to focus on the lower end of 
the performance scale: to induce those who are clearly performing poorly 
to improve. The latter strategy has two distinct advantages. One is that it 
tends to help the poorer. The second is that it is aimed essentially at promot
ing better practices and decisions, and not on promoting the use of expensive 
imported fertilisers and pesticides. It is more advantageous from the point of 
view of the national economy. The question is: how can it be done? The 
answer is already available in the form of results of experiments with what is 
somewhat misleadingly called 'group production'. 

The term 'group production' is misleading because there is no group or 
collective production as such.5 Farmers with adjacent plots are organised 
into formal groups. The groups have two functions. One is to agree, with 
the relevant extension advice, on a common cultivation programme: dates, 
varieties to be sown, and application levels of fertilisers. The other is the 
joint procurement of credit and fertiliser. All farmers cultivate their own land 
and have total control of the harvest. There is no collective production or 
appropriation. Group production operates to increase output through five 
main mechanisms:— 

(i) Most importantly, the particular social context in which decisions 
are made results in relatively high performance targets, and an ag
reed common schedule to achieve them. If the system works well 
poor performances become a thing of the past; every cultivator 
gets at least reasonable results. There is thus a great deal of 
levelling up. 
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(ii) The organisational strength provided by the group makes reliable 
fertiliser supplies much more likely. The government agencies come 
under much more pressure from their clients to perform efficiently. 

(iii) More people apply for credit and fertiliser because it becomes ad
ministratively easier, and involves less trouble, time and form-
filling on the part of each cultivator. 

(iv) A common schedule results in a more efficient use of scarce irriga
tion water. (This point is of course specific to rice production). 

(v) A common schedule normally reduces crop loss to pests, especially 
at harvest time. Pests spread themselves thinly over all the crop 
instead as in the case of staggered timing in adjacent fields, moving 
sequentially from plot to plot in large concentrations. 

There are thus three broad categories of factors which account for improved 
yields under group production. One set are technical—points (iv) and (v) above. 
The second is to do with the superiority of organised groups over individuals 
when dealing with the public bureaucracy-points (ii) and (iii) above. The 
third, point (i) above concerns inter-farmer social interaction, specifically the 
effect of group action on improving the performance of those farmers who, 
left alone, tend to be uninterested, unmotivated, or simply bad decision makers. 

Policy Implications 

To recapitulate briefly, the concrete objectives set for the paddy sector 
are the prevention of job loss by mechanised land tillage, more efficient patterns 
of resource combination to increase yields, and the popularisation of trans
planting. This section is concerned with the policies required to meet those 
objectives. There is in fact a package of policies whose components are both 
consistent with one another and which individually tend to promote more than 
one of the three main objectives. 

Some issues are not being discussed in detail, largely because they seem 
fairly obvious and are widely known. For example, in this category one would 
include the general performance of those public sector agencies which serve 
agriculture. The pattern of provision of credit, fertiliser and extension6 ad
vice all leave much to be desired. Similarly, a greater effort in rice breeding 
for the particular and somewhat problematic physical environments of the wet 
zone would probably be a good investment from the national point of view. 
Another issue not taken up here is that of the optimal open-market price of 
rice. A higher price would of course encourage cultivators to produce more, 
to use more fertiliser, to transplant, etc. Yet the great majority of people in 
the Low Country, most rice producers included, would be worse off as a re
sult because they have to purchase rice from outside (Chapters Two and Eight). 
The issues go beyond the scope of this book. 

There are in fact six main policy conclusions suggested by our analysis 
of the paddy economy:— 

(i) A major constraint on the adoption of both HYVs and transplant
ing in the Low Country is the risk of flooding and water scarcity. 
These risks can be significantly reduced by 'environmental engineer
ing'—re-afforestation, soil conservation methods, and improved 
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irrigation and drainage infrastructure—and by improved manage
ment of existing irrigation and drainage infrastructure. These 
issues are discussed in detail in Chapter Twelve. 

(ii) Deficiency of organic matter in paddy soils is also a major cons
traint on paddy yields in some areas. This could be alleviated by 
the addition to the soil of green leaves lopped from controlled fo
restry schemes (Chapter Twelve). 

(iii) Farmers are reluctant to invest in fertiliser-demanding practices 
like the use of HYVs or transplanting because of the persistent 
uncertainty surrounding fertiliser supplies. Attempts to improve 
the performance of the public sector agencies concerned (Fertiliser 
Corporation, Multipurpose Cooperative Societies) have not proved 
very successful in the past. A new strategy is worth trying: the 
organisation of the affected clients so that they may collectively 
press for better service, directly or by means of their political con
tacts.7 The group production approach would be suitable, as it 
has other advantages. 

(iv) In a physical environment like that of the Low Country where there 
are severe constraints on potential paddy yields, the best strategy for 
increasing overall production might be to concentrate on pushing 
up performance levels of the worst farmers. Group production 
can meet this objective. 

(v) Rotational tenure constitutes a barrier to better farming. The rate 
at which it is disappearing could and should be accelerated by the 
establishment of the appropriate institutions.8 

(vi) There is a certain case in principle for a land reform in the paddy 
sector involving a very low ceiling on holdings of, say, one acre. 
There are two arguments in favour. The first is simple equity. A 
paddy plot introduces a great deal of stability into a household 
economy, and a re-distribution would increase the number of fa
milies living in some degree of economic security.9 The second 
argument is based on the observation that, judging from our Pol
pitiya data, there is a strong tendency for larger farmers to use trac
tors to till their land. A major reason is probably that it obviates 
problems of recruiting and supervising large numbers of hired 
labourers. Since mechanical tillage tends to destroy jobs without 
making much difference to yields at the same time using scarce 
foreign exchange for the tractor itself and the imported fuel, the use 
of two wheeled tractors should be discouraged in the Low Country. 
A very low ceiling on land holdings should accomplish that end. 

Apart from the overwhelming issue of the political feasibility of such a 
low land ceiling, two objections may be raised on economic grounds. One 
is that this will clearly increase the proportion of paddy farmers who are defi
cit producers, not even producing enough paddy to feed their families. There 
is a fairly widespread presumption that farms should be, to iise the most com
mon terms, 'viable'. This means basically that they should yield an income 
sufficient to support a family. While there may be a case for 'viable' farm 
units on new land developments, our analysis does not indicate any reason to 
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advocate it in the Low Country. As has been mentioned several times, almost 
all farmers are already deficit producers, and thus in some sense 'non-viable'. 
But there is no evidence that this makes them bad farmers (see above). There 
is no reason to object to the creation of more 'non-viable' deficit paddy farmers 
if this has other benefits. 

The second possible argument against a low land ceiling is that this would 
stifle agricultural capitalism: it would prevent enterprising people from attemp
ting to become wealthy through paddy production, in the process spreading 
new techniques and increasing production. This argument seems to have 
little relevance in the Low Country. Because of the already acute land short
age and limited yield potential, paddy cultivation is unlikely to be attractive 
to enterprising capitalists. The evidence summarised above on the adoption 
of HYVs and transplanting does not suggest that capitalists are at the fore
front. The leaders in fact comprise a variety of different types of persons. The 
common characteristic seems to be caution: very few are prepared to invest a 
great deal in HYVs/transplanting because of the risks involved. It is in fact 
possible that a low land ceiling would increase the proportion of land covered 
by intensive production techniques, since very few of the farmers who stand to 
lose land use these techniques on all or even most of their land. A further point 
about capitalist development is that, if it did take place, it would certainly 
involve the use of mechanised tillage and threshing techniques, throwing a 
large number of people out of work without much benefit in increased yields. 
For the foreseeable future at least, thrusting capitalists are not wanted in the 
paddy sect. 

Conclusions 
Every one of the six policy measures recommended above involves insti

tutional change at the village level. Better services from public sector agen
cies are also required, but it is assumed here that one of the most effective ways 
of achieving this is the organisation of farmers so that they may make their 
voices heard and demand a better performance from the public sector. Cons
picuous by their absence are any suggestions for changing the price ratios of 
agricultural inputs or products. This reflects the prevalence of deficit rice 
production. In such a context price policy is not a very effective weapon. 

The policy conclusions have been stated briefly and baldly. Their im
plications will be discussed in more detail in Chapter Thirteen. 

Notes 

1. G. H. Pieris "Share Tenancy and Tenurial Reform in Sri Lanka", Ceylon Journal of 
Historical and Social Studies, New Series 6 (1), January-June, 1976. 

2. Some evidence to support this case for one Kandyan village is given in B. Morrison, 
"Meegama: Seeking Livelihoods in a Kandyan Village", in M. P. Moore et al, (eds.) 
The Disintegrating Village? Social Change in Rural Sri Lanka, Lake House Investments, 
Colombo, 1979. 

3. Information kindly supplied by the staff of the Bombuwela paddy Research Station. 
4. This point is not relevant to the ill-drained marshy soils, which already have an excess 

of organic matter. 
5. A detailed study of the phenomenon and demonstration of the way in which it can boost 

agricultural performance can be found in W. Gooneratne et al. "Group Production: 
A Case Study", Occasional Publication No. 14, Agrarian Research and Training Insti
tute, Colombo, 1977. The fact that the progress of small rice farming in Japan is based 
in part on social and economic conditions which lead all farmers to perform near the 
average has been documented by K. Nair The Lonely Furrow: Farming in the United 
States, Japan and India, The University of Michigan Press, Ann Arbor, 1969, pp. 231-4. 
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6. Lest the fact that these issues are not discussed in detail be interpreted to mean that they 
are satisfactory, one example is given. The Agricultural Instructor in charge of exten
sion in one of our survey villages said: "Of course, most farmers around here use tradi
tional varieties and no chemical fertilisers, only bone meal." In that same season in the 
survey village, which was close by, chemical fertilisers were used in 75 % of the acreage 
sown to traditional varieties. 

7. Some evidence on the plausibility of this strategy may be obtained by examining the per
formance of the cooperative retail branches in supplying different commodities. Their 
main business is supplying ration rice. It is (almost) unheard of for a branch to run out 
of rice; the political repercussions would be enormous. It is the norm for them to rum 
out of fertiliser and, since cultivators are not politically organised as such, the reper
cussions are generally rather muted. 

8. See M. P. Moore and G. Wickremesinghe, "Thattumaru-Kattimaru Systems of Land 
Tenure", Research Study Series No. 26, Agrarian Research and Training Institute, 
Colombo, 1978. 

9. There is in fact a strain of 'peasant radicalism' in Low Country villages which stresses 
that every family ought to have a paddy plot to grow its own food, and that, if 
necessary, this should be achieved by reducing the size of large holdings. 
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C H A P T E R T E N : 
COMPARATIVE EFFICIENCY 
IN TEA PRODUCTION 

The Characteristic of Smallholder Tea 

Wattegama is the only one of our sample villages in which tea is grown. 
As has been mentioned above, the village is characterised by a high level of 
integration between estate and smallholder production. Tea estate and tea 
factory employment are the main sources of hired work for villagers; they are 
familiar with tea production. Almost all the labour on estates around the 
village is provided by the villagers; there are very few Indian Tamil labourers, 
although more are found a few miles inland in the hillier areas. Villagers 
and estates have their tea processed in the same tea factories, and villagers 
obtain replanting material from the nurseries maintained on the estates. 

One difference between the smallholder and estate producers is especially 
marked: there is a marked discontinuity in size of tea holdings between the 
two groups. Almost all smallholders have very small acreages: 6 5 % of those 
in our household census who owned tea had no more than an acre, and only 
one household had more than five acres. 

The tea produced in Wattegama is classified, for obvious reasons, as 'Low 
Grown' as opposed to 'Mid-Grown' or 'High Grown'. These descriptions 
relate to altitude. Low Grown tea has a strong flavour, and traditionally 
has fetched a relatively low price. Relative prices increased with altitude. 
The situation has however changed a little in recent years. With the increas
ing importance of the West Asian tea market, where Low Growns are gene
rally preferred, the price of Low Growns has increased relative to that of Mid 
Growns, and now generally exceeds it. 

Table 10.1: Distribution of Wattegama, Households According to the Acreage of Tea Owned 

Acreage Number of households % of households 
None 99 58 
< 0 . 2 5 14 8 
0.26-0.50 15 9 
0.51-1.00 17 12 
1.01-2.00 12 7 
2.01-3.00 7 4 
3.01-5.00 1 3 

5 . 0 1 + 1 1 

Total 170 Total 100 
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Within Wattegama the main distinction to be drawn between teas is bet
ween the 'traditional' seed teas and the new high-yielding vegetatively-propo-
gated (V.P.) teas. In the long term, replanting with VP is an economic 
necessity for Sri Lanka, since only in this way can costs of production be re
duced sufficiently for the country to sell in highly-competitive world markets.1 

Without large-scale planting with VP there is a serious danger that, for the 
estate producers at least, costs of production will come to exceed world prices 
in the near future. 2 At the national level rates of replanting with VP have 
generally been disappointing. The smallholders of Wattegama stand well 
in this respect. Of the forty-two and a quarter acres covered in our Tea 
Sample, 53% are in pure stands of VP, 16% in stands of mixed VP and seed 
tea, and only 31 % in seed tea alone. All new plantings are of VP tea. The 
basic constraint on replanting is the same for tea as for all other crops with 
a delay between planting and first cropping-finance. One must be able to 
forgo the income for a period, and be able to afford the actual cost of replant
ing. During the time of fieldwork it was reckoned on average to cost about 
Rs. 5000 to replant an acre with VP tea, including the cost of terracing the land. 
One can however begin to pluck VP tea as early as two years after replanting. 
The delay is less than in the case of seed tea, cinnamon or rubber. 

Of the three crops we have studied in any detail—paddy, tea and cinnamon-
tea is the most commercialised. As is the case with cinnamon, all production 
is for sale. Unlike in the case of cinnamon, tea does not produce firewood 
for domestic use in important quantities. Tea is also more commercialised 
than cinnamon in the sense that it involves larger and more regular cash in— 
puts (and profits) per acre. Cinnamon is generally cropped once or twice 
a year (Chapter Eleven), while tea is plucked more or less continuously, with 
breaks during pruning and drought. Tea—at least VP tea-requires appreciably 
more labour per acre than cinnamon (Table 8.9). In addition the incidence 
of hired labour in tea production is appreciably higher than for the other 
crops studied. In Weligalagoda 6 0 % of the labour used in cinnamon was 
hired; in the three villages the figures for paddy ranged from 5 4 % to 74%; in the 
case of tea in Wattegama the figure was 78 %. On the face of it this high rates 
of hired labour in tea is something of a paradox. In the case of the other two 
crops there are sound technical reasons for the widespread use of hired labour: 
in paddy it is the timing constraints in land preparation and harvesting, and 
in cinnamon it is the skilled nature of the peeling job. No such factors apply 
in the case of tea production. The major demand for labour is: in plucking: 
this accounted for 51 % of the labour on seed tea plots, and 71 % on VP plots. 
This is a job requiring some skill, but it is a skill relatively easily and quickly 
acquired. Further, it can be practised regularly since tea has to be plucked 
continuously; this contrasts with cinnamon where the ability to peel can be 
practised on the family farm only once or twice a year. The reason that tea 
smallholders use such a relatively large proportion of hired labour is social: 
they are relatively wealthy, are not pressed to save cash by use of family labour, 
and are much affected by considerations of social status which dictate that 
wives and daughters should not work in agriculture. This has important 
implications for the economic analysis below. 

One might finally note that, compared to estate, smallholder tea produ
cers have considerable long term resilience in the face of adverse economic 
conditions. The price of tea is so variable that any meaningful estimates of 
rates of return to the growers can only be made with data covering a long 
period of years. Since our survey covered only seven months, at a time when 
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tea prices reached a long term record high and then began to fall, we have not 
attempted any such analysis. At the time of our survey smallholders were 
making good profits: recurrent costs (labour and fertiliser) were only a fraction 
of receipts. The actual rate of profit is crucially affected by longer term 
average prices and by the rate and cost of replanting. The growers felt con
fident about the future of tea: even if the price were to halve, they could con
tinue to pluck and make a profit, although not perhaps accumulate enough 
cash to finance replanting. As is the case with other tree crops, smallholders 
generally produce less tea per acre and per unit of labour than estates. They 
are however far better placed to weather periods of low prices, as they can 
cut labour and other costs back to the bone, and do not have to meet large 
fixed or semi-fixed overheads. 
Who Grows Tea? 

All tea is cultivated by the owners of the land on which it stands. There 
is no renting. Only 4 2 % of village households own tea (Table 10.1). The 
main constraint faced by the others is lack of land on which to plant. The 
general rule is that those who have suitable land plant tea. The need to 
finance the planting is a further constraint. Land and cash permit planting, 
and tea yields a good profit: it would be surprising if there were not a close 
connection between household income and the cultivation of tea. The weal
thier families have tea. Among the households in our initial census, 66% of 
those classified as rich have tea, as opposed to only 26% of those classified as 
poor. Among those who have tea, the richer tend to have much larger hold
ings. Of the thirty-nine households in our Tea Sample, the richest eleven 
had an average tea holding of just over two acres, while the poorest thirteen 
had an average holding of less than half an acre. The same relationship ap
plies to the ownership of different types of tea. Those richer households 
owned 53 % of the total acreage, but 62 % of the VP acreage. The cultivation 
of tea appears to be more closely related to relative incomes than are the other 
crops which we have studied. This is a reflection of the relatively high pro
fits which it yields and the high planting costs. 

Who Produces Tea Most Efficiently? 
In defining efficiency in tea production one must take into account the 

overall international market situation. As was mentioned above, the prime 
national objective should be to reduce production costs, and the main way 
of doing this is by replanting with high-yielding VP tea, thus making it possible 
for pluckers to pick more per hour. For estate owners this mainly implies 
producing as much tea as possible per hour of labour employed. For small
holders the situation is not so simple since, to the extent that they use family 
labour which has little alternative employment, they are not using a resource 
which has any real cost, either to themselves or to the national economy. If 
the labour they use has little real cost, then the question of how efficient they 
are comes to depend more on how much tea they manage to produce per unit 
of scarce inputs, especially fertiliser and land. Let us examine some of the 
statistics of economic performance before returning to this issue. 

Before drawing any conclusions from the statistics in Table 10.2 two 
observations must be made about methods and data. The first is that, un
like in the case of paddy, it is not useful to analyse economic performance on 
the basis of data from individual households. The reason is that over the 
relatively short period of time covered by the survey (seven months) the level 
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Table 10.2: Relative Economic Performance of Rich and Poor Producers. * 
VP Tea 

Category of Acreage N. of Ferti- Labour %of Tea production (pounds) pen-
households house liser use labour 

holds use per which acre pound of hour 
per acre is fertil of 
acre (hours) hired iser labour 
pounds 

Rich 13.85 7 441 797 96 2198 5.0 2.8 
Medium and 
Poor** 7.46 12 480 1277 71 4887 10.2 3.8 
Total 22.31 19 456 979 83 3218 7.1 3.3 

Seed Tea 

Rich 5.96 5 244 619 83 1530 6.3 2.5 
Medium and 
Poor** 7 33 11 243 796 61 2021 8.3 2.5 

Total 13.29 16 243 717 70 1801 7.4 2.5 

* The information relates to all plots in full production in the seven month period De
cember 1976-June 1977. 

** Information for these two groups has been amalgamated because the acreage grown by 
poor households are so small that separate information for that category can have no 
statistical validity. 

of labour and fertiliser inputs but, more especially, the level of production, 
depends to a large extent on such factors as the age of plants and the stage of 
growth between pruning. It is hoped that aggregation of the data by house
hold categories will result in the mutual cancellation of the effects of these 
kinds of factors. The second observation is about the validity of the actual 
figures quoted in Table 10.2. Although households suspected of supplying, 
inaccurate information were omitted from the sample, the total strongly sug
gest under-reporting of production and plucking labour by some households 
in the rich category, mainly in the case VP tea. This may have been related 
to fear of reporting too large an income. A number of internal consistency 
checks however suggest that this is unlikely to be of a scale sufficient to affect 
the conclusions drawn below. 

The main conclusion suggested by the information in Table 10.2 is that 
the poorer growers (with lesser acreages) produce more tea per acre and per 
unit of fertiliser than do the richer growers. This applies separately to VP 
and seed tea. There is no clear difference between the two groups in produc
tion of tea per hour of labour, but in both cases the poorer groups use more 
labour per acre. There is a very close and positive connection between the 
amount of labour used per acre and the proportion of it which is family labour. 
If we revert to the three categories of households we find that the percentage 
of total tea labour which is family labour is 4 % for rich households, 12% for 
medium households, and 8 4 % for poor households (for VP tea). In the case 
of seed tea the figures are 17%, 26% and 6 9 % respectively. It appears likely 
that the hired tea pluckers used on the tea land of the wealthier households are 
quite naturally concerned to pluck as much tea as they can per hour of their 
time. They therefore do not pluck as thoroughly as family workers, who 
would be much more concerned to do a careful job in order to maximise total 
production and income, rather than income per hour of work. The same 
kinds of consideration may affect the relative performance of hired and family 
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workers in such jobs as weeding or pruning—these are often done on contract, 
giving the hired worker an incentive to work as quickly as possible. The end 
result is that by using more, and probably better (i.e. more committed) labour 
per acre, poorer households with smaller tea acreages produce more tea per 
unit of land and fertiliser. They are more efficient producers. 
Conclusion 

The ownership of tea is highly concentrated among the richer village 
households. There are three main kinds of reasons for this. The first is 
simply that tea generates wealth. The second is that the relatively wealthy 
are better provided with the prerequisites for tea production: land and cash 
to finance planting. The third factor, which might be labelled the 'access' 
factor, is that, because of their superior level of literacy, education and social 
connections, the wealthy benefit disproportionately from the government 
programmes for assistance to tea smallholders. There are two main pro
grammes. One is the provision of new planting and replanting subsidies. 
W e have no information on the distribution of these subsidies in Wattegama, 
but the fact that they are not given for any area less than half an acre is an 
indication of a degree of bias: in our sample 41 % of holdings were less than 
half an acre. The second programme is the provision of cheap tea fertiliser 
under permits. The fertiliser is supplied from a central depot in Galle town, 
but is usually collected on behalf of permit-holders by local lorry owners, 
especially those who also use their lorries to collect green-leaf tea from small 
holders. It is only about 8 0 % of the price charged for fertiliser by the coope
rative in the village. Of the eleven households in our tea sample classified 
as rich only three did not have fertiliser permits; of the thirteen classified as 
poor, nine had no permits. The effect of state assistance is to exacerbate in 
some degree existing inequality. 

The central paradox revealed in our analysis of smallholder tea is that, 
while various factors combine to concentrate tea in the hands of the richer 
village strata, the poorer and smaller tea producers appear to be more effi
cient. The apparent reason is that there is in tea production a very large 
scope for using family labour, especially for plucking, and that family workers 
do a better and more thorough job than hired workers. Social constraints 
however prevent the richer half of village households from using female family 
labour to pluck tea. It is likely that a more equal distribution of tea in the 
smallholder sector would result in better yields and a more efficient industry. 

Notes: 
1. The timing of replanting is an issue on which there is a great deal of dispute. The best 

strategy depends on the future pattern of world market prices for tea. A wide range of 
predictions are available. 

2. If one includes the substantial government tax on tea exports, this situation had come 
about by late 1979. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN: 
COMPARATIVE EFFICIENCY 
IN C I N N A M O N PRODUCTION 

Introduction 

In the all-Island context cinnamon is a relatively unimportant crop. It 
covers only between thirty and forty thousand acres—the figures are impre
cise—and, although virtually all the product is exported* it has in recent years 
accounted for less than one per cent of total exports by value. It is however 
an important crop in the southern Low Country: it is estimated that about 
three quarters of the total acreage is to be found in Galle and Matara dis
tricts where it accounts for something like a fifth of the area under highland 
(i.e. non-paddy) crops. 

Cinnamon shares a number of common features with tea and rubber, 
the main cash crops of the Low Country. All are highland tree crops which 
are destined for international markets and which generate most employment 
in the specialised harvesting procedures—plucking of tea, tapping of rubber, 
and peeling of cinnamon. All three crops are grown both on estates and small
holdings, although in the case of cinnamon the estates are relatively small 
and account for a much smaller proportion of total output than in the case of 
tea or rubber. Although relatively small, the cinnamon industry has many 
structural features which make it characteristic of cash crop production in 
the Low Country. Two points of immediate relevance distinguish cinnamon 
from the other main cash crops. One is that the plant, its product and the 
technical characteristics of the production process are little known outside 
the circle of those directly involved. The second is that the product has very 
deep-rooted historical associations. The cinnamon spice was the main single 
objective of the original European (Portuguese—and then Dutch) colonisation 
of parts of Sri Lanka, while cinnamon peeling is the traditional occupation 
of a rather prominent caste, the Halagama. For these two reasons it would 
be easy to devote many pages explaining the plant and the industry to an un
familiar audience. A lengthy study of the cinnamon industry has however 
already been prepared by one of the present authors. 1 Reference may be 
made to that for discussion and substantiation of many of the points made 
in this chapter. Only the barest necessary background information will be 
given here. One point which is worth a mention is that the people of Weli
galagoda, for whom cinnamon is the main highland crop, are riot of the Hala
gama caste. They have been cultivating and peeling cinnamon for many 
decades, and involvement in the industry is not considered in the least inap
propriate or unusual from a status point of view. Ambalahgoda town, to 
which their lives are in many ways strongly oriented, is the focal point for the 
cinnamon industry, and the main trading centre. 
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Characteristics of the Cinnamon Industry 

(i) In its cultivated state cinnamon grows as a bark, with a number 
of shoots which reach a height of up to seven or eight feet before 
they are cut 

(ii) The main product is the peeled bark ('quills'), which is made into 
sticks. 

(iii) Cinnamon oil is also produced by distillation of leaves and bark. 
This will however not be discussed in this chapter. 

(iv) Peeling is a complicated and skilled job. 

(v) Peelers are rewarded with a (variable) share of the produce. 

(vi) Cinnamon is often grown as a 'last resort' crop on poor soil. This 
is the case in Weligalagoda. 

(vii) Although there are certain times of the year which are best for 
cinnamon production, it can be peeled almost throughout the year. 

(viii) Because considerable discretion can be exercised about the time 
of peeling of cinnamon, smallholders tend sometimes to use it 
as a store for near-liquid cash. When a demand for cash arises, 
they harvest some cinnamon. 

(ix) The sticks which remain after peeling are used for firewood. This 
is a valued by-product. The availability of cinnamon sticks 
explains why, for example, the people of Weligalagoda spend less 
time than those of tea-growing Wattegama searching for firewood 
(Table 6.3). 

(x) For reasons which are explored in more detail below, the general 
standards of care and husbandry in cinnamon production are low. 

(xi) Cinnamon can easily be grown as a low-input crop which will 
provide some relatively small but nevertheless guaranteed annual 
cash return. At the minimum one needs only to weed the land 
once or twice a year and arrange for the crop to be peeled once. 

(xii) For economic reasons chemical fertiliser is relatively little used on 
cinnamon, although the response to fertiliser is widely recognised 
to be good. Fertiliser promotes quicker growth of the bark, but 
at the expense of quality: the finer-quality higher-priced thin bark 
is grown without fertiliser. 

(xiii) Because of the small absolute size of the cinnamon industry, the 
small number of shippers, the existence of bottlenecks in the 
supply to foreign importers, the instability of foreign orders, and 
the interaction of demand and price with the market for a competi
tive (but inferior) product called cassia, export and internal prices 
for cinnamon are very unstable. 
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(xiv) The cinnamon bush provides very little soil cover and, since the 
land is clean-weeded on average twice a year, it is subject to con
siderable soil erosion after rain. 

(xv) In order to sustain reasonable yields cinnamon does not require 
replanting as frequently as tea. The land does hot; require terrac
ing, and it is common practice to replace old or ailing bushes piece
meal. Replanting and new planting do not require the same con
centrated effort and cash resources as does tea. Cinnamon grow
ing is open to anyone with a little land and family labour. 

(xvi) No high yielding plant varieties are available 
The International Market 

Even more so than in the case of tea, one has to preface any econo
mic evaluation of cinnamon production with an examination of the 
international market situation. In the case of tea Sri Lanka faces a 
a competitive international market in which demand is relatively stagnant and 
supplies are continually being increased. In the absence of any international 
agreement to restrict supplies, the long-term strategy must be to increase pro
duction and cut production costs in order to maintain earnings. In the case 
of cinnamon the market is also characterised by relatively stagnant demand 
and increasing supply, and thus downward pressure on prices. The difference 
is that almost all of the increased supply comes from Sri Lanka herself. There 
are only three suppliers of cinnamon on international markets; Sri Lanka 
dominates in quantity terms, and is also the supplier of the better-quality higher-
value product. However, Sri Lanka is not in the fortunate situation of being 
a near-monopoly supplier able to charge monopoly prices by restricting output. 
Apart from the potential danger of other countries increasing supplies, there 
are two other obstacles to attempting a monopolist's strategy. One is that 
cassia is potentially substitutable for cinnamon over a wide range of uses. The 
other is that the taste and thus demand for cinnamon is not well-rooted; the 
market could be eroded if the price were driven too high. 1 

In the face of such a difficult market situation it is not at all clear what 
might be the best marketing and supply strategy for the country. It does 
however seem important to avoid the large increases in supplies which have 
been delivered to the world market over the last decade. They have been asso
ciated with a substantial fall in the real price of cinnamon. 

One aspect of a national strategy is whether the use of chemical fertiliser 
on cinnamon is economically justified from the nation's point of view, and 
therefore whether it should be encouraged. Fertiliser does increase yields 
and thus the individual farmer's earnings. The private benefit cost ratio of 
fertiliser use is marginally positive (see below), but there are three social costs 
associated with the private use of fertiliser. One is the subsidy on fertiliser 
retail prices, currently 5 0 % which is borne by the public purse. The second 
is that, because of Sri Lanka's position as the dominant supplier, the extra 
output associated with fertiliser use tends to depress the price received per 
unit; earnings increase less fast than production. The third is that cinnamon 
produced with fertiliser tends to be of relatively poorer quality and, as is argu
ed elsewhere, 2 it is in Sri Lanka's interest to emphasise and develop the pro
duction of fine quality cinnamon and develop a distinct market for Sri Lanka 
cinnamon in the consuming countries. W e return below to the question of 
the social cost-benefit ratios of fertiliser use. 
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Cinnamon Production in Weligalagoda 

(i) Almost all households grow some cinnamon, even if only a couple 
of dozen bushes scattered among the trees and shrubs around the 
house. The main exceptions are a small minority of very poor 
households who have no title at all to any land and find place to 
build a house by squatting on land owned by others. 

(ii) Cinnamon land falls into two main categories: pure stands and 
mixed stands, where cinnamon bushes are intermingled with other 
highland trees. Each bush in mixed stands produces less than in 
pure stands, mainly because it suffers adversely from shading by 
trees. 

(iii) Table 11.1: Size Distribution of Cinnamon Holdings in the Weli
galagoda Cinnamon Sample (%) 

Size class<0.5 0.5-0.9 1.0-2.9 3.0-4.9 5.0-9.9 10+ Total 
(acres) 

Percentage 21 32 36 4 7 — 100 
of holdings 

The average holding, including both pure and mixed stands, is 0.69 
acres. Renting of holdings is extremely rare. There is a posi
tive association between the size of cinnamon holding and house
hold income but it is relatively weak, and probably less strong 
than the association between size of tea holdings and income in 
Wattegama. Cinnamon yields less profit per acre than tea. 

(iv) The main tasks in cinnamon production are peeling, which account
ed for 7 2 % of labour time in the reference year, and weeding, 
which accounted for 25 %. Other jobs are insignificant, accounting • 
for 3 % of total time. 

(v) All peeling is done by males, while females contributed 7 0 % of 
weeding labour. 

(vi) As in the case of tea producers, there is a strong tendency for the 
poorer households to work their own cinnamon plots and the 
richer to hire in labour. This is partly a matter of status and, 
partly one of skill. Cinnamon peeling, the main job, is a skilled 
job which requires months of practice to achieve competence, but 
is poorly remunerated. Males in richer households generally 
have some more rewarding way of using their time. 

(vii) Overall, 6 0 % of the labour used in the sample plots was hired, 
as was 6 3 % of the peeling labour. 

(viii) There are substantial differences between pure and mixed stands 
in the pattern of labour use. This arises because pure stands are 
on average larger, are owned by richer households, and, perhaps, 
because they are more attractive to contract peelers. Hired labour 
accounted for 83 % of total labour on pure stands, and only 44 % 
on mixed stands. On pure stands almost all the weeding labour 
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is hired, and 4 7 % of the work was given to males. On mixed 
stands most weeding labour is provided by the owner's family, 
largely the females. Family females did 6 8 % of the work, and 
hired females another 15%, leaving only 1 7 % for males, family 
and hired. 

(ix) 2 2 % of the sample plots were peeled more or less; continuously 
throughout the reference year, mainly by their owners. 3 7 % of 
plots were peeled twice, and 28 % once. 

(x) Villagers who gain all or much of their incomes from agricultural 
work tend to shift to cinnamon peeling—their own or someone 
else's-during the slack periods in the paddy fields. Cinnamon 
work serves to almost completely iron out the very large fluctua
tions in labour demand resulting from the very marked seasonality 
of paddy work.3 

(xi) The returns accruing to cinnamon production are highly variable 
both for the land owner and the peeler because of the crop-sharing 
system and market price fluctuations. However, since the owner 
can reduce his own recurrent costs to very low levels, he is vir
tually guaranteed some profit, and, on occasions when the market 
price rises, the annual per acre profit can much exceed that of paddy 
land. By contrast, the peelers' rewards are generally low. They 
rarely exceed the hourly wages of casual labourers' working, say, 
in paddy production, and commonly fall far below them.'4 Al
though peeling is a skilled job, mos't poor youths can, if they are 
inclined, practise that skill on cinnamon growing on their own 
family land or that of a neighbour. There are thus few effective 
barriers to job entry, and an abundant supply of peelers, actual or 
potential. This competition keeps earnings low. 

(xii) Chemical fertiliser was used on 27 % of the sample area during 
the reference year and on 4 2 % of the area under pure stands. 
Calculations based on the coefficients on returns to fertiliser use 
in the production function imply a private benefit-cost ratio of 
applying fertiliser to pure stands of between 1.5 and 2.2:1, depend
ing on the price of quills.5 This is somewhat lower than the kinds 
of benefit-cost ratios widely considered adequate to encourage gene
ral use of chemical fertilisers by poor smallholders. The actual 
rate of use is a little higher than one might perhaps expect, but 
this may be because many of the owners are not poor, and are there
fore prepared to take the risk of using fertiliser even if the benefit-
cost ratio is not very high. 

Problems in economic analysis 
Three main problems arose in undertaking any economic analysis of the 

information collected in cinnamon smallholders in Weligalagoda :-

(i) The first relates to the length of the production cycle. As with 
other tree crops, and unlike rice, the production cycle for each plant 
covers many years. Yields over any given period of time depend 
on the age of the plant and past as well as present standards of 
husbandry and levels of fertiliser application. Further, cropping 
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is not near-continuous as in the case of tea: cinnamon may be peeled 
regularly every six, eight or twelve months, or irregularly. Thus 
there need not be any close relationship between the recurrent in
puts in a given year (labour, fertiliser) and the output of quills in 
the same period. Despite this problem, and partly because data 
had been collected for a full year, analysis was conducted at the 
level of the individual plot, attempting to relate current inputs to 
current outputs. Some statistically significant relationships were 
found, especially between fertiliser application and yields. This 
is probably because current fertiliser application levels are a good 
proxy for long-term average application levels: cultivators recognise 
that chemical fertiliser is most useful if applied regularly and tend 
therefore either to do that or not use it at all. 

(ii) There is a problem in specifying the relationship between labour 
inputs and yield, which arises because most labour (72%) is in fact 
engaged in the harvesting (peeling) process. A priori, it is just as 
plausible to argue that the yield levels determine the amount of 
labour input required as vice versa. Any rigorous attempt to 
sort out the processes of causation would require the use of simul
taneous equations. This was not attempted both because of the 
lack of adequate data and because, perhaps somewhat surprisingly, 
there was anyway little correlation between yields and levels of 
labour input. This remained true whether one took total labour 
input, only work in peeling, or work in all non-peeling activities. 

(iii) Probably the main reason for the lack of association between yields 
and measured labour input is that, more so than in the case of the 
other crops studied, the labour used in cinnamon is of a very heter-
geneous nature. A large proportion is provided by family workers, 
many of them females, teenagers or old men, all of whom might be 
expected to have effective work rates very different from one another 
and from fit adult males. Similarly, even the hired peeling teams 
comprise varying mixtures of skilled adult male peelers and trainee 
young male assistants. Hired weeding is a job done by fit adult 
males, by older men not capable of heavier work, and by women. 
The degree of heterogeneity is far greater than in the case of paddy 
or tea labour; this is true both of family and of hired labour. At
tempts were made to control this heterogeneity by weighting for 
the efficiency of different categories of labourer (Appendix 4). These 
did not significantly affect the results of the analysis. 

The main methods of analysis used were multiple regression analysis 
to relate current inputs to current outputs, and comparison of different cate
gories of producer in respect of a wide range of variables. In all cases mixed 
and pure stands of cinnamon were treated separately. 

The Results of Economic Analysis 

In view of the above, it is unsurprising that relatively few firm conclusions 
can be drawn from the economic analysis. A number of points of interest 
did however arise. 
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From an overall point of view of concern with employment generation, 
one of the most significant findings is the evidence from the regression equations 
that the marginal product of labour in cinnamon production is very low, i.e. 
that extra work does not result in much extra output. 6 Because of the va
rious methodological and data problems little reliance can be placed on the 
precise magnitudes indicated: a marginal product per labour hour of cinnamon 
worth Rs. 0.50-0.75, depending on the prevailing price of cinnamon. It is 
however interesting that this order of magnitude corresponds fairly closely 
to the actual earnings of hired labourers, peelers and weeders^ This, is what 
would be predicted by neo-classical economic theory in a free market situation, 
i.e. the marginal product of labour would equal the wage rate. And there is 
generally unrestrained competition operating in cinnamon production, es
pecially in the labour markets. The returns to labour are low precisely be
cause there is a great deal of competition for work in a situation of land scar
city and abundance of labour. These results imply that the prospects for use
fully increasing the total amount of employment in cinnamon production are 
very limited. 
Table 11.2: Coefficients of Variation of Inputs and Yields in Cinnamon Production 

Pure Stands Mixed Stands 

Input of Chemical Fertiliser per Acre 207% 245% 
Input of Labour (Total) per Acre 57 % 68 % 
Yeilds of Quills per Acre 76% 74% 

The data in Table 11.2 chime in well with the tentative conclusions drawn 
in the previous paragraph. Let us recall the analysis of the determinants of 
paddy yields in Chapter Nine. It was found that the degree of farmer-to-
farmer variation (i.e. coefficient of variation) per acre labour inputs was lower 
than in yields, while the highest variation was found in fertiliser inputs. This 
seemed understandable in a situation where (a) labour was relatively abun
dant and cheap and therefore all cultivators tended to use more or less the same 
amount up to some standard level, and (b) where various financial and other 
barriers to the use of fertiliser resulted in great faimer-to-farmer variation. 
The same processes seem to be at work in the case of cinnamon production: 
the lowest coefficient of variation is found in labour inputs, and the highest 
in fertiliser application. The particularly high coefficient of variation for ferti
liser application reflects the fact that most farmers use no fertiliser at all, while 
those who use it tend to apply substantial quantities, partly because once they 
start using fertiliser they should use it regularly and in substantial quan
tities to reap the full benefit. More so than in the case of paddy production, 
it is an all or nothing choice. 

The fact that there is relatively little farmer-to-farmer variation in labour 
use is another indication that there may be little potential for increasing total 
labour input. The marginal returns to extra labour are low, and therefore 
the fact that a farmer uses more labour than another does not necessarily 
mean that he will see much difference in his yields. In the regression analysis 
fertiliser application is more closely related to inter-farmer differences in yield 
than in labour use.7 As in the case of paddy production, we come back to 
the phrase 'the tragedy of self-exploitation,' which relates to trie fact that some 
poor smallholders work their families very hard on their holdings, record large 
per acre labour inputs but, because they cannot afford fertilisers, are rewarded 
with relatively low returns per acre and extremely low returns per person hour. 
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In the case of tea production (Chapter Ten) the statistics suggested that 
the use of hired labour was, from the social point of view, relatively inefficient, 
especially for plucking. The probable reason was that hired pluckers, paid 
piece-rates, did not find it in their own interest to pluck very thoroughly, while 
family workers did. None of our results indicate any superiority of family 
labour in cinnamon production. This may relate partly to the difficulty of 
drawing any conclusions about labour when the data base is so dubious be
cause of the problem of heterogeneity. But it may also reflect a real difference 
between the two situations. When a hired cinnamon peeler/team takes a 
peeling contract they settle down in each place for a matter of days or weeks. 
It probably pays them to cut and peel every cinnamon stick which is peelable 
on the site, and thus get the maximum amount of work out of each contract 
before moving on. 

In comparing different categories of cinnamon cultivators two criteria 
for classification were used: size of cinnamon holding and household income. 
It was found that the latter criterion resulted in greater and more consistent 
differences between categories in ways discussed in the next paragraph. The 
fact that income is a more significant determinant of input decisions than size 
of holding chimes in with our analysis of paddy and tea production. In a 
situation where households grow several different crops and piece together a 
living in two or three different ways, the scale of production of one crop is not 
a good indicator of one variable which significantly affects behaviour and pro
duction decisions-household income. 

Household income affected the behaviour of the main categories of cin
namon producers in three main ways. In the first place, there was a signifi
cant positive relationship between income and the amount of chemical ferti
liser used per acre. This requires no further explanation. In the second 
place, as has already been mentioned above, there was a strong negative re
lationship between income and the amount (and proportion) of family la
bour used per acre. The reasons are also given above. Thirdly, the amount 
of hired labour used per acre was positively related to income. In aggregate 
these two latter factors tended to cancel one another out, and there was no 
consistent relationship between income and the total amount of labour used 
per acre. With similar levels of labour input and higher levels of fertiliser 
application on the part of wealthier families, they tended to produce more cin
namon per acre. This was not however very marked or totally consistent, 
and is anyway partly outweighed by the fact that the cinnamon they produced 
by using fertiliser had a slightly lower unit value than other cinnamon. 

Conclusion 
Because of their greater use of chemical fertilisers, richer households tend

ed to produce the most cinnamon per acre of land and per hour of labour used. 
However, the private and the social benefit-cost ratios of fertiliser use are very 
different. As was mentioned above, cinnamon fertiliser is subsidised by the 
government, and the extra output which it generates is in fact worth less than the 
market price it commands. When an allowance is made for these factors 
it appears that, in Weligalagoda at least, the social benefits of fertiliser use on 
cinnamon are little greater than, perhaps even below, the social costs. 8 For 
this reason there is no case for arguing that the richer or larger smallholders 
are socially more efficient producers than the poor. The problems of the 
cinnamon industry are essentially at the level of the international market. 
Without some improvements in this sphere there is little or nothing which can 
be done at the local level. 
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The cinnamon industry illustrates in an extreme form one of the domi
nant problems of the rural economy of the Low Country: dependence on cash 
crops sold in competitive international markets which (a) undergo large price 
fluctuations; (b) offer a prospect for producers which ranges from only tole
rable to bleak and (c) are beyond the control of the Sri Lanka government. 

Notes 

1. M. P. Moore "The State and the Cinnamon Industry in Sri Lanka" Occasional Publi
cation No. 15, Agrarian Research and Training Institute, Colombo, 1978. 

2. Ibid, p. 22. 
3. Ibid, p. 5. 
4. Ibid, p. 18. 
5. Ibid, p. 46. 
6. Ibid, p. 46. 
7. Ibid, pp. 46-47. 
8. Ibid, pp. 46-47. 

132 



CHAPTER TWELVE: 
USE A N D ABUSE OF T H E 
PHYSICAL E N V I R O N M E N T 

Introduction 
When choosing the three villages for study scarcely any attention was paid 

to what we broadly term environmental issues: questions of flooding, soil ero
sion, water management, irrigation structures and drainage. Only one ne
gative criterion was applied: none of our villages is regularly inundated for 
long periods of time by flood water. Such villages are common in parts of 
Galle and Matara districts, but will be far fewer when the current Gin Ganga 
flood control project and the projected Nilwala Ganga project are completed. 
A further consideration was that the sample should represent a variety of 
different highland cash crops. In Weligalagoda there is cinnamon, in Watte
gama tea, and in Polpitiya coconut. Of the four main highland cash crops 
grown in the region, only rubber is not represented in our sample, although large 
rubber estates are found at the borders of Weligalagoda. As we shall see 
below, the type of highland crop grown has a major effect on the rate of soil 
erosion and the incidence of flooding. 

In designing and initiating the research environmental issues were not 
in the least prominent. However, it was found that in each of the sample 
villages the potential of the physical resources—the soil, water and vegetation 
—was only being partially exploited because the environment was not being 
properly managed. Further, the consequent problems—soil erosion, lack of 
water retentiveness of the highland, flooding after heavy rain, water scarcity 
during spells of drought, washing of sand and debris onto paddy fields, situa
tion of channels, inadequate drainage, and lack of control of water—clearly 
constitute major obstacles to the development of a more productive agricul
ture generating more jobs, especially in the paddy sector. The issues therefore 
merit discussion. 

It was largely a matter of chance that each of the villages is very different 
in topographical and physical structure. Weligalagoda is located on an un
dulating plateau of poor soil. There are no complex irrigation or drainage 
structures, and its main environmental problems are related to soil erosion 
and poor soil fertility. Wattegama is located in a very different setting, in a 
valley surrounded by ranges of tea-covered hills. A substantial stream flow
ing through the valley is diverted for irrigation purposes by a number of con
crete anicuts. Irrigation and drainage structures are more important and more 
complex than in Weligalagoda. Occupying the middle of a large valley, Watte-
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gama forms but part of a larger water basin, and is therefore constrained by the 
needs of adjoining villages. The Polpitiya environment is different again. 
The village is clustered around a small valley which runs down, within half 
a mile of the village boundary, to the tidal lower reaches of the Nilwala Ganga 
(river). From the head of the valley the paddy fields are fed by an irrigation 
tank, a rarity in Galle and Matara districts. Lower down the paddy fields 
descend to the level of the river. Polpitiya is relatively well served with water 
control structures; the main problem is their abuse and disuse. 

Each of the three villages occupies a unique niche in the natural environ
ment and has its individual problems related to environmental management. 
There is no doubt that further village case studies would have unearthed new 
issues and themes. However, it seems likely that, chosen as they were at 
random from a point of view of environmental problems, our three villages 
give a fairly representative view of the situation in the region. A number of 
common themes emerged, and it is on these that we concentrate. 
Vegetation Cover on the Highland 

It is appropriate that we should begin with the issue of deforestation since 
it is, from the national point of view, by far the most serious and urgent 
environmental problem. The question has been widely aired in the mass 
media, and information about the adverse effects of deforestation on the natu
ral environment is now widely available. Rather than discussing the general 
problem again, we will illustrate it in the specific environment of Weligala
goda. The problems here are especially severe partly because the main high
land crop is cinnamon, which is rivalled only by poorly-maintained tea for the 
paucity of the protection it gives to the soil in the face of heavy rainfall. The 
highland tree crops, coconut and rubber, are less damaging in this respect. 
Unlike tea and cinnamon they do not require to be clean weeded, and the 
carpet of grass and weeds which flourishes beneath the leaf canopy keeps the 
soil mainly in place. However rubber and coconut do not permit anything 
comparable to the jungle environment of dense undergrowth and intricate 
surface and sub-surface mixture of decaying organic matter and roots. This 
jungle environment serves to impede the run-off of rain-water, trap moisture, 
increase the sub-soil moisture content, and prolong the period over which water 
percolates from the highland to the paddy fields. The cultivation of any 
highland cash crop in the place of uncleared jungle exacerbates the problem 
of flooding during rainy spells and water shortage during drought. 

The problems caused by deforestation are especially severe in Weligala
goda because the soil is generally sand, and is thus easily loosened, washed 
away and leached of minerals by heavy rain. When the jungle was cleared 
in the 1940s there was found a rich top-soil formed of decayed organic matter. 
The yams planted in this soil were known for their sweetness in Ambalangoda 
town, five miles away. But fame did not last. The top-soil was soon washed 
away, leaving only infertile sand. It is because this sand is so infertile that 
most of the villagers have planted cinnamon on their highland plots: little 
else will grow. But cinnamon has its price. It is a great destroyer of soils. The 
bush contains relatively few leaves, and thus gives the soil very little protection 
against rainfall. Worse, the land between the cinnamon bushes has to be 
clean-weeded, normally twice a year, if the crop is to be good. The soil is thus 
left fully exposed. When cinnamon sticks are cut for peeling, the leaves and 
twigs are lopped and left on the ground. This provides some useful mulch and 
soil cover. Unfortunately, the practice of collecting these leaves and selling 
them for distillation into cinnamon leaf oil is becoming increasingly common. 
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The exposure of the soil to rain has a number of adverse consequences. 
On the highland itself the ditches and bunds dug as anti-erosion devices tend 
rather quickly to get filled with sand. This is something of a disincentive to 
those who make an effort to arrest the process, and soil conservation is generally 
neglected. Because the rainfall runs off rapidly, the highland tends to dry 
out quickly between spells of rainfall. For this reason few of the households 
are able to grow vegetables on their highland plots, especially those who live 
at the higher elevations. They often have to travel some distance to obtain 
water for their own domestic use. Not only is there inadequate water for 
vegetable cultivation on much of the highland, but the sandy soil has been 
thoroughly leached of minerals and organic matter, and is thus of very low fer
tility. Older villagers remember clearly that, before the clearing of the jungle, 
the land was much more fertile and water retentive. The rain-water ran off 
less quickly and the problem of periodic water shortage was less serious. 

The consequences of rapid run-off from the highland are most evident 
in the paddy fields. In the first place, they rapidly fill with water after heavy 
rain. The adverse effects are relatively little felt in Weligalagoda compared 
to the villages downstream, which may be flooded for several days after heavy 
rain. Water runs off rapidly from the higher areas, but does not drain easily 
from the low-lying paddy tracts, situated almost at sea-level, which can be 
found on both sides of Weligalagoda. In the village itself heavy rainfall has 
two main adverse consequences. Substantial quantities of sand are washed 
off the highland and deposited in heaps in the paddy fields. The paddy fields, 
especially the higher ones, are already mainly sand, with a very thin top-soil 
of a more fertile clayey mixture. Fertilisers are easily leached out from such 
soils, they retain little moisture during drought, and overall fertility is low. 
Some of the land is totally unsuitable for paddy. Average yields! are very 
low—less than twenty bushels per acre in each cultivation season. After de
positing yet more sand in the paddy fields as it leaves the highland, the retreating 
water gathers force as it rushes down the pitawanas alongside the paddy fields. 
The pitawanas may overflow or be breached by the force of water. The water 
then often strips the scarce and valuable clayey soil from the paddy fields, 
sometimes taking fertiliser, paddy seed and young plants as well. This top 
soil is eventually deposited in the low-lying paddy tracts which already have 
adequate if not surplus organic material. 

There would be little point in documenting this situation if nothing could 
be done to reverse it. And of course the situation can never be fully restored. 
The basic problem is that the highland ought not, from the technical point of 
view, be used for anything other than forestry, with perhaps some grazing and 
restricted vegetable cultivation. The soil is too fragile to be exposed to tro
pical rain and sun. Be that as it may, hundreds of people have their homes 
there, and there is no alternative for them or for the thousands of others in the 
immediate locality who live on similar land recently cleared from jungle. Par
tial reversal of deforestation is however possible. There are substantial areas 
of highland which are either totally waste or planted to such poorly-
maintained cinnamon that it may be considered waste. The benefits of put
ting such land under controlled forestry would not only take the form of re
duced soil-erosion, less rapid run-off of heavy rain, and a more steady supply 
of water to the paddy fields. In addition, controlled forestry could provide 
a steady supply of firewood to the villagers and, equally importantly, green 
manure for the paddy fields. The fields are desperately short of organic 
matter. The addition of green leaves, grass, etc. would both improve the 
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fertility of the soil directly and help prevent the rapid leaching of chemical 
fertilisers through the top soil. The potential pay-off can be illustrated by 
the experience of the two owners of cinnamon oil distilleries, each of whom 
uses the waste ash (from burning leaves and twigs) on their paddy fields. Both 
obtain very good paddy yields with only moderate applications of chemical 
fertiliser, and attribute this directly to the organic material. 

Paddy cultivation in fact stands to benefit in four main ways from partial 
re-afforestation of the highland. The first is the supply of green manure. The 
second is the reduction of soil erosion on the highland and thus of deposition 
of sand on the paddy fields. The third is less flooding from the more water-
retentive forest-covered highland. The fourth is a more steady supply of 
water from small streams during periods of drought. The succession of 
droughts experienced in the first half of the 1970s have served to highlight the 
fact that in many wet zone villages like Weligalagoda the problems of periodic 
water shortage can no longer be ignored. On average the same amount of 
rain is falling as before ', but it is not being retained in the highlands for gra
dual release into the paddy fields in between spells of rain. Paddy crops are 
being damaged by lack of water. Fields are not being prepared on time, and 
if prepared with inadequate water, weeds are not being properly killed. If 
the drought comes when the plant has started to grow, its growth is curtailed 
much more severely than that of the weeds, which may come to choke the 
paddy, especially if it is of the the improved high-yielding short-stemmed type. 
These are also more vulnerable than the traditional varieties to moisture stress. 
It seems almot certain that this has been the main cause of failures with HYVs 
in Weligalagoda. It is no longer possible to assume that, just because a village 
is in the wet zone, the question of irrigation does not arise. 

Problems arising from deforestation do not dominate in the other two 
villages as in Weligalagoda, but both suffer nevertheless. Much of the tea 
in the hills around Wattegama is relatively poorly maintained. Like cinnamon 
in Weligalagoda, it provides little soil cover, and thus exposes the hills to 
large-scale soil erosion, rapid run-off and drying-out in periods when there 
is no rain. Several streams which formerly flowed from the hills have dried 
up in recent decades. This does not affect the paddy farmers seriously be
cause they have an alternative source of irrigation water in the ela (stream) 
running through the village. However as, we shall see below, it is becoming 
difficult to lift water from the ela to all the paddy fields, especially those near the 
highland. This is partly because, due to lack of careful maintenance, much 
of the soil, stones and debris washed off the eroded tea land has been allowed 
to choke the drainage ditches at the foot of the hills, and from there has been 
washed onto the paddy fields. Thus the level of the paddy fields nearest the 
highland and furthest from the stream has been raised. 

It is significant that in Wattegama the older paddy farmers look back nos
talgically to the years just after the jungle was cleared from the highland, since 
they then received on their paddy fields fertile humus washed off from the 
newly-cleared hills. At that time they were more concerned with the short-
term benefits of jungle-clearing than with the longer term costs. 

Most of the highland in Polpitiya is covered with coconuts. Like rubber, 
this is a relatively benign highland crop from the ecological point of view. The 
tree leaves provide one level of cover for the soil, protecting it from rain and 
sun while the weeds and grass which grow between the trees provide yet another 
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The soil may not absorb and retain moisture to the same degree as uncleared 
jungle, but it is very many stages superior to tea and cinnamon. Soil erosion 
is not a major problem. Unfortunately, coconuts will not thrive on the slopes 
and tops of some of the hills to the north of the village. The soil is infertile 
and quickly dries out. Cinnamon is grown there, the 'last-resort' crop, and 
the consequences are much the same as in Weligalagoda. Rain runs off very 
rapidly, and the streams which drain these hills have, by the force of rushing 
water, eroded their beds very deeply. The sides gradually crumble, to the 
extent that nearby roads and culverts have to be strengthened. If floods 
occur in the paddy fields it is usually because water from these streams has run 
off with such force that it has breached the large bund of the pitawana into 
which they drain. 

The Maintenance of Irrigation Infrastructure 

Just as the deforestation problem is always to the forefront of ecologists' 
concerns with Sri Lanka's environment, so the problem of maintenance gets 
pride of place in any discussion of minor irrigation. It is widely felt that the 
problem is currently reaching a crisis point in many areas of the Island, after 
years of neglect. The kinds of problems are in fact few in number. The same 
situations recur constantly. The main ones are: small irrigation tanks which 
are not desilted or cleared or salvinia (a floating weed); theft or breakage of 
equipment at anicuts (i.e. the planks) and sluices (i.e. sluice-gate machinery); 
failure to clear irrigation and drainage channels of weeds and silt; failure to 
mend breaches in bunds; failure to organise programmes for the release of 
water from tanks, usually resulting in the almost perpetual opening of sluices 
and thus large scale waste of water. Our study villages all suffer from these 
kinds of problems. The seriousness depends on the extent to which paddy 
farmers depend on common tanks, channel and anicuts for water control. 
Weligalagoda, with its very rudimentary structures, is the least affected. The 
most important element in the water distribution system is the field-side pita-
wanas, and most of these are cleared by individual cultivators of the adjacent 
plots. Conversely, Polpitiya, is the most dependent on common water control 
structures, and the worst-affected by lack of maintenance. 

In order to find a time when the water control system in Polpitiya was 
well-managed we have to go back some considerable length of time, tb the days 
when this was the responsibility of the Vel Vidane, the government-appointed 
Irrigation Headman. There is an unanimous belief among the farmers that in 
those days things were generally well-managed, and that they have gradually 
deteriorated since the Vel Vidane was replaced by a Cultivation Committee 
elected from among the farmers in 1958. 

By far the most serious problem in Polpitiya lies in the mismanagement 
of the anicuts which are intended to keep out of the lower-lying paddy fields 
saline water from the tidal reaches of the Nilwala Ganga (See Map Eight). 
To be effective these must be opened and closed regularly and on time: closed 
before high tide to prevent the salt water encroaching on the paddy fields, and 
opened at low tide to release the water drained off from the fields. A consi
derable input of time is required. It seems that, after the abolition of the Vel 
Vidane system, these anicuts ceased to get the prompt and regular attention 
which they require. Salt water began to render some of the paddy fields nearer 
the river uncultivable. They were abandoned. In consequence, there was 
no one to clear the drainage channels at this point, and less pressure for the 
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anicuts to be managed correctly. A vicious circle of decay set in. As fields 
were abandoned, less attention was paid to the anicuts and to the clearing of 
the drainage channels. The salt water encroached further and further, more 
land was abandoned, and At the present day there are about sixty 
acres of land affected by salt. Most is totally abandoned. When the water 
level is low some bolder farmers attempt to take a crop, but yields are poor, 
and complete crop failure is common. The effect of this encroachment of salt 
water is felt more widely. Because it has led to the neglect of drainage channels 
at the lower end of the yaya, it is difficult to get rid of excess water higher 
up after heavy rain. There is one area near the top of the yaya which was 
formerly well-drained but is now permanently water-logged. If the water 
is especially deep the land is not cultivated at all. Even when cultivated the 
yields are low. 

Deteriorating drainage is not the only problem faced by the paddy farmers 
in Polpitiya. They are being 'squeezed' by twin problems of worsening drai
nage and worsening supply of irrigation water. Under the Vel Vidane the 
irrigation tank at the head of the yaya was manged in much the same way 
as elsewhere: under the supervision of the Vel Vidane the cultivators held a 
meeting before each season started and agreed on the dates for release of water 
from the tank. All would begin to prepare their land at around the same time, 
making the best use of the tank water as it flowed from field to field. It seems 
that these established procedures have been gradually allowed to fall into dis
use under the Cultivation Committee system. First the cultivators' meeting 
was abandoned, although the Cultivation Committee Chairman or Secretary 
continued to fix a programme for water releases which was posted publicly. 
But that too ceased eventually. After this it was said that water could only 
be obtained on the personal favour of the Cultivation Committee member 
holding the key to the sluice. Most cultivators ceased to rely on tank water. 
Partly as a result and partly as a cause, the farmers began to get out of step 
with one another in the timing of their crop seasons. Thus they do not even 
require water all at the same time, and do not constitute a very effective 
pressure group for better tank management. The old system, which is un
doubtedly the best, can only be restored if the organisation and discipline is 
there to force all farmers back into a common cultivation schedule. 

The Intervention of the State 

Over a time scale of, say, the last thirty years, one of the most significant 
changes in the sphere of minor irrigation and drainage is the increasing direct 
involvement of government agencies. This has taken two main forms. In 
the first place the Vel Vidane, who was formerly the local supervisory autho
rity, has been replaced by Cultivation Committees (later Cultivation Commit
tees and Agricultural Productivity Committees, most recently Cultivation 
Officers) who are much more directly under the supervision of a government 
agency, the Department of Agrarian Services. Although appointed by the 
government, the Vel Vidane was under little supervision, and was chosen from 
among the higher social strata in the village precisely in order that he would 
be able to exercise his authority locally by virtue of his social and economic 
standing, and without recourse to the formal procedures and authority of a 
government official. Thus the lines of authority over small scale irrigation 
and drainage have in the first place become more formalised even if, until 
recently, ultimate local responsibility devolved on elected (later appointed) 
farmers' representatives. The second main change is that government 
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agencies have become much more directly involved in construction work. 
Money has been made available for digging channels and constructing anicuts, 
etc. In some cases the work has been done directly by government agencies, 
but the preferred formula has been for all the small jobs to be contracted out 
to local institutions-Cultivation Committees, Agricultural Productivity Com
mittees, Rural Development Societies or cooperatives. 

The greater involvement of the state in minor irrigation has undoubtedly 
brought positive benefits. A great many cultivators are enjoying the use of 
concrete anicuts which would never otherwise have been constructed. There 
is however another side to the story, and it is on this which we now focus. 
The way in which the state becomes involved in minor irrigation and drainage 
works leads to three main kinds of problems. The first may be quickly sum
marised: too much concrete. Concrete structures, especially anicuts have 
often been constructed where they are not really needed, and in such a way 
that they are in fact of limited use. The clearest case may be found in Watte
gama. Here many of the paddy fields are irrigated from the ela (stream), 
running through the valley. Formerly water was raised from the stream by 
the construction of small temporary anicuts made of wood, banana trunks, 
earth and banana leaves. These anicuts were freshly made each season by 
small groups of farmers with adjoining fields. Twenty or more such anicuts 
were made in Wattegama alone. They seem to have been fairly effective. 
They were cheap and easy to construct, and very flexible: the locations could 
be altered from season to season, and the timing of costruction arranged to 
suit the group of farmers concerned. However, such anicuts are no longer 
in use. They have been replaced, starting just before World War Two, with 
five large concrete anicuts. The change has not been a great success. Three 
of the concrete anicuts are not actually operational, having been partly or com
pletely destroyed by floods. One at least was deliberately sabotaged by far
mers whose fields it put regularly under deep water. Since there are only a 
few concrete anicuts, each serves a large area, and, since they work by inun
dation, they put nearer fields deeply under water before the water reaches the 
further fields. Thus, unlike the old temporary wooden anicuts, they create ene
mies as well as friends. Even if not deliberately sabotaged, concrete anicuts in 
Wattegama and elsewhere are often broken by the force of flood water. This 
is difficult to avoid in an environment where heavy flooding is frequent. A 
temporary wooden anicut may be washed away at no great cost. If a con
crete anicut is broken, not only is a great deal of money wasted, but it may take 
years before it is replaced, and in the meantime farmers must resort to the old 
system. The dispensability of the majority of concrete anicuts in our sample 
villages is illustrated by the fact that scarcely any of them are used as they were 
intended. The main reason for this is that the planks used for blocking the 
water are missing in almost every case. The planks were intended to be safe
guarded by a Cultivation Committee member when not in use. The fact that 
they have disappeared reflects a number of factors: the weakness of the Culti
vation Committee/Agricultural Productivity Committee system which recently 
been abolished the fact that these are useful pieces of wood and thus 
targets for petty thieves; and the fact that cultivators can manage without them, 
and therefore make little effort either to safeguard them or agitate for their 
replacement. In their place banana trunks and leaves are used, and they seem 
to do the work well enough in many cases. 

The obvious question which arises from this analysis is why so many con
crete anicuts were ever constructed in the first place. There are three main 
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sets of actors involved, and each seems to have separate but quite understand
able motives. Even if not wildly enthusiastic about concrete anicuts, farmers 
at least give such proposals some support. Permanent anicuts do after all 
hold out the promise of being more effective than temporary wooden struc
tures, and do save a certain amount of work in re-building temporary anicuts 
each season. And they are, from the farmers' point of view, a free good, so it 
does not matter much if they are not really essential or if they don't do a better 
job. More positive benefits appear to accrue to those who actually obtain 
contracts to do the work. There is little doubt that there is substantial mis
appropriation of both funds and cement (a scarce commodity) on the part of 
local contractors, whether they be private or officials of contracting rural ins
titutions. Persons who might expect to obtain such contracts constitute a 
permanent lobby in their favour. It seems likely that misappropriation often 
results in poor work, and thus the collapse of structures during floods. Some 
cynical villagers jokingly say that this was what the contractors intended, so 
that they could profit again on the reconstruction! The third party involved 
is government. It appears that the aims of, and procedures adopted by, 
government agencies have some bias towards concrete structures. In the first 
place the results are clearly visible. In the second place they are relatively neat 
and self-contained little projects, and easier to undertake than, for example 
larger-scale earthworks. In the third place, they provide some outlet for the 
civil engineering skills of the staff of the departments concerned. These skills 
are construction skills; the staff are not trained to put questions of manage
ment to the forefront. None of these kinds of pressures discussed above is 
very powerful taken alone. Combined together, they seem to result in a mark
ed emphasis on one particular kind of project, which is expensive in terms of 
cash and scarce cement, and often not directed at the most urgent need. 

Our second main point about the effect of state involvement in minor irri
gation follows on closely from the last paragraph. It is basically that the 
mechanisms for project identification do not permit the right kind of dialogue 
between the technically qualified government officers and the farmers who have 
vitally important local knowledge. Both sides have something useful to say 
about whether new tanks, channels or anicuts are needed, and where exactly 
they should be located. Unfortunately, the dialogue seems often not to occur. 
There are several reasons for this. One is the lack of effective farmers' orga
nisations for generating and discussing ideas. Another is a feeling that far
mers are to be faulted for not bringing forward proposals which have unani
mous support. Such expectations are often unrealistic. If the pitawana 
on one side of a paddy yaya is to be deepened and straightened then it will 
be most advantageous to X and Y; if the same job is done on the other side 
then P and Q will be benefitted more. One farmer may want an anicut here, 
and another find it more useful if it is built a hundred yards dowstream. A 
channel may need to be widened in the general interest, but one can never 
expect to get the support of the cultivator who stands to lose a two-foot strip 
along the edge of his field in consequence. Conflicts of interest between indi
viduals are inherent in paddy farming, especially in matters related do water 
control. It is inevitable that villagers' reactions to many proposals should 
sound like a babble of contradictory voices. But it is not just a babble. Vil
lagers do know a great deal about their locality. They can often tell, for 
example, where is the centre of gravity of flood water, and thus where anicuts 
should or should not be placed if they are not to be destroyed. It appears 
that disillusioned by contradictory ideas, technical officers tend to reject vil
lagers' views entirely. On occasion they (the officers) can be completely over-
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ruled by politicians and forced to undertake projects which run counter to 
their own professional judgment. For example, very close to Wattegama 
the Territorial Civil Engineering Organisation was recently obliged by politi
cal pressure to construct a higniand irrigation tank whicn is so little needed 
that, more than a year after hs'formal opening, no attempt has been made to 
connect it by channels to the paddy fields. Tne officials tend to react, quite 
naturally, by holding in contempt the views of laymen, and ostentatiously 
denying any responsibility for irrigation structures once the construction 
work is complete. To quote: "Once the job is finished we hand over the keys 
to the APC Chairman, and from then on it is N O T H I N G T O D O WITH US." 
This helps explain why structures which are little used continue to be cons
tructed. The institutions concerned with the two stages are almost completely 
cut off one from another. 

It is unrealistic to expect that this kind of situation can be easily reme
died. Farmers will always complain and know more about how the job should 
have been done than the Technical Officers. The latter will have to grin and 
bear it. If however more formal consultations were held with meetings of local 
farmers before projects were finalised, a great deal of benefit could come. By 
finding out why different farmers held conflicting views the Technical Officer 
could get much insight into alternative proposals, and thus be in a better po
sition to decide between them. On the other side, if the farmers were obliged 
to make some contribution, in money or labour, to all irrigation or drainage 
projects from which they stand to benefit, then they would perhaps be less 
free with suggestions and give more thought to the balance between the costs 
and the benefits of different proposals. 

This last sentence leads us directly on to our third point about the involve
ment of the state in small-scale irrigation and drainage: that the cultivators 
as a class have become excessively dependent on the state for regular main
tenance work. A very large proportion of all the complaints made could in 
fact easily be remedied by farmers themselves without a great deal of effort 
but with, of course, a certain amount of organisation. This applies to such 
matters as clearing channels, clearing tanks of the salvinia weed, straightening 
channels, and replacing and safeguarding the planks on small anicuts. Most 
of these jobs require only a few men with mammoties, and indeed some of them 
were formerly done by the cultivators under the supervision of the Vel Vidane. 
However, by responding to demands the state has assumed responsibility 
for much regular maintenance work. Since the farmers' organisations have 
been in disarray, there has in many cases been no effective local institution to 
organise the work even when money has been available, and thus a great deal 
of regular maintenance has been neglected. Farmers often prefer to leave 
the job undone in the hope that it will eventually be done for them. 

Dispute and Conflict 

It was suggested above that disagreement between farmers over minor 
irrigation and drainage works is inevitable, and is the natural result of the 
pursuit of individual interest. Farmers are behaving quite rationally. Har
mony is a very rare thing; and it is better to design farmers' institutions and 
the procedures for official-farmer interaction in such a way as to allow for dis
putes. Almost the same analysis applies in the case of cultivation disputes. 
Cultivation generally, but especially paddy cultivation, is characterised by 
high levels of interdependence and interaction among cultivators. The oppor-
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tunities for disputes to arise are numerous. To the outsider many of these 
disputes appear petty. But not so to the cultivator. They are often, quite 
literally, deadly serious. The issue merits the attention of the government 
because, on the evidence of our case studies, it appears that the lack of appro
priate local institutions to settle dispute and enforce justice has adverse effects 
on agriculture. Let us quote a few examples from Polpitiya. The irrigation 
system, apart from being poorly managed, has lot a great deal of its effective
ness in the last year or so because the village tank is no longer being replenish
ed from the larger feeder tank. The reason is that digging for gems in the 
bed of the main tank has become a big business, and the gemmers make sure 
that the sluice is kept open and the tank water at a low level. The farmers 
are helpless without strong outside support. At a very different level, very 
many of the field channels have become so narrow as to lose much of their 
effectiveness. This is because farmers with adjacent fields encroach little by 
little on the channel in order to enlarge their own fields, the whole farming com
munity eventually suffering. One large and powerful farmer regularly diverts 
all flood water away from his field and directly through that of his weaker 
neighbours, seriously damaging their paddy in the process. Another man 
blocks a drainage channel at certain times in order to divert the silt-laden waters 
onto his own low-lying field, thus raising its level. Not only does this result 
in flood damage to neighbouring fields which still have standing paddy, but it 
has blocked another important drainage channel. 

A common feature of all such disputes is that, in the villagers' eyes, they 
would have been quickly and fairly resolved under the Vel Vidane system. 
One of the Vel Vidane's main functions was to arbitrate and enforce judgements 
in such matters as this, and to enforce certain rules about, for example, the 
width of field channels, which would have prevented some of these disputes 
from arising at all. For all practical purposes no such authority now exists, 
and might generally rules. 

Social organisation and the physical environment 

The various issues discussed above might in many ways appear very di
verse. Our analysis has however running through it a very strong common 
theme: the weaknesses and inadequacies of the social institutions for environ
mental management at the village level. In the villages we have studied there 
exists a very considerable technical potential for increasing employment and 
output in paddy cultivation, but that potential cannot be exploited under 
present institutional arrangements. It is primarily a matter of lack of orga
nisation. Most of the work required can be done by manual labour and simple 
tools. A certain amount of capital is required, but that does not seem to be 
very scarce. Over recent decades a considerable amount of capital has been 
sunk in minor irrigation and drainage works in our sample villages, mainly 
in the form of concrete structures. The rate of return on this capital invest
ment has generally been very low. 

To diagnose the problem as being lack of appropriate institutions and 
organisations is fairly easy. To describe exactly what is lacking and what 
changes are needed is less easy. Most difficult of all is actually to effect any 
change; for, as we shall see, the problems are very deeply embedded in patterns 
of rural social organisation and of government-villager relationships. It will 
be fairly easy to conclude that many of the problems and trends we identify 
are irreversible, and that the potential for better management of the village 

145 



environment is thus very limited. However, before sinking too deeply into 
pessimism let us try to explain how better environmental management at vil
lage level is related to social organisation. In our analysis above we have im
plicitly identified four functions related to environmental management whose 
effective performance is dependent on the creation of the appropriate kinds 
of social institutions. W e will discuss them in ascending order of complexity. 

(i) The simplest problem is the creation of an effective forum for the 
exchange of views on irrigation and drainage projects between tech
nical officers responsible for construction and local villagers. The 
main purposes should be to give the technical officers more insight 
into local physical and social factors affecting their decisions and 
to make them more aware of the problems of managing structures 
once they are built. For reasons given above, it is likely that vil
lagers will give many contradictory opinions. Yet a great deal 
can be learned from these very contradictions. Rather than try 
to filter out these contradictions by consulting only a small number 
of farmers' representatives, it may generally be better to discuss 
issues at public meetings, combined with the necessary on-site ins
pections. It is a matter of changing procedures to make the tech
nical officer and the farmer less remote from one another. 

(ii) It is rather less easy to suggest immediate practical steps to re-in
troduce into the cultivation environment a modern replacement for 
the Vel Vidane in his role as organiser, judge and rule-enforcement 
officer. It is very important to remember that where the Vel Vidane 
was effective, this was largely due to the fact that he was appointed 
from a family enjoying considerable local social status and economic 
standing. His authority derived from this as much as from his 
official position, and, where his social and economic standing was 
inadequate, he was often unable to perform his job effectively. For 
example, althogh the cultivators of Polpitiya recall the Vel Vidane 
system with nostalgia and long for its revival, the people of Watte
gama think very differently. In Wattegama the Vel Vidanes seem 
to have been fully involved in local factional politics, while in Pol
pitiya they came from a small high status social group which conti
nue even today to command general respect. The Polpitiya situ
ation is exceptional. One of the dominant social changes in recent 
decades has been the erosion of the social, economic and political 
standing of the kinds of landowning families who generally domi
nated village life at the time of Independence and, as an element 
in this domination, occupied the Vel Vidane posts. For this reason 
the Vel Vidane system could not be re-introduced today. Lacking 
the resources of a high social and economic standing, any kind of 
equivalent would require to be supported by considerable official 
authority. Yet this is where the trap lies. If he is simply another 
government officer then he cannot replace the Vel Vidane, since 
the essence of the later post was local availability, local knowledge, 
non-formal procedures, and deep involvement in local affairs. 
These points have been taken into consideration in the appointment 
of the new Cultivation Officers to replace the Cultivation Commit
tees. The Cultivation Officers are local people working in their 
own village and not transferable. This is all to the good. But 
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as young political appointees the Cultivation Officers lack status 
in the eyes of many villagers, and at the same time they lack statu
tory authority. 

Both our analysis and field observations suggest that the Culti
vation Officers will not prove to be effective substitutes for the Vel 
Vidane in his role as judge and rule enforcer. When the new Pri
mary Courts are established they may help fill some of the gap. 
But, however simple their procedures may be, they remain courts. 
Many issues will seem to trivial to be taken to them, i.e. a paddy 
farmer's grievance that his crop is being shaded by coconut trees on 
the adjoining highland. Further, many causes of dispute are not 
between individuals but between one individual and society. For 
example, if a farmer gradually encroaches on an irrigation channel, 
all others may suffer, but no individual may feel motivated to make 
the cause his own and go to the trouble and expense of a court case. 
There is no easy solution to these kinds of problems. The Vel 
Vidane cannot be restored, government officers cannot, by the nature 
of their procedures and outlook, do a comparable job, and attempts 
to use farmers' organisations have failed. Until more effective 
farmers' organisations emerge, it is perhaps inevitable that 
more reliance be placed on formal legal channels for solving dis
putes. If that be the case, then the more widespread, frequent, 
simple and final are court sittings and judgements the better. 

Very much of what was said in the above two paragraphs also ap
plies in the question of mobilising labour to maintain and, if neces
sary, construct new infrastructure at village level-channels, anicuts, 
tanks, soil conservation ditches etc. There are two main problems 
which emerge here. One is that cultivators have come to expect 
the government to do relatively simple jobs which do not really 
justify the expense and trouble of government involvement and 
subsidy. The other is the lack of local institutions to initiate and 
supervise such work. In seeking solutions it seems useful to se
parate the question of regular maintenance from that of new cons
truction. In the case of regular maintenance the most promising 
line of approach is perhaps to follow in some respects the proce
dures usually followed under the Vel Vidane system. That is to 
say, cultivators are individually charged with the maintenance of 
certain lengths of channels, and fined if the job is not done promptly. 
They are normally alloted the channels which are nearest to their 
own fields, in order to bring in self-interest as far as possible. The 
great advantage of such a system is that, once responsibilities have 
been made clear, the system should work fairly effectively provided 
that there is someone to keep a continuous check. This person 
should be the Cultivation Officer. To be effective he would re
quire statutory authority to levy fines for non-performance, with 
appeal to Primary Courts available to both sides to provide adequate 
authority and check arbitrariness. Potentially less easy to manage 
are new construction projects, or the kind of irregular maintenance 
jobs, like de-silting a tank or clearing a large canal, which cannot 
by their nature be allocated among individuals. It is here that 
large scale labour mobilisation is necessary. Many of the neces
sary procedures and mechanisms are already available; the problem 
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lies in knitting them together effectively. There are already in 
existence the procedures and the resources for granting, via the Rural 
Development Department, food aid as an incentive to take part in 
such projects. What is lacking is adequate motivation and orga
nisation. Once again, the Cultivation Officer is the appropriate 
local organising officer. Motivation may have to come from a 
great deal more continuous administrative pressure. The experience 
so far does not suggest that the undirected spontaneous enthusiasm 
of villagers acting in concert will be terribly effective, certainly not 
on a continuing basis. The basic problem appears to be that in 
the present-day village there is no authority powerful enough to 
organise villagers on a continuing basis. This is the result of many 
deeply-embedded social trends, especially the democratisation of 
political and social life and the partial disintegration of; the village 
as a social unit which occurs as more and more villagers find their 
livelihood, or their aspirations for a better livelihood, directed out
side the village. Community action is still possible, but it requires 
greater back-up than before from government agencies. The go
vernment has become more deeply involved in minor irrigation and 
drainage work in recent decades, but mainly to provide funds and 
take over functions formerly undertaken by villagers. The kind 
of involvement now required is one involving less finance from 
government and more incentive and organisational support. 

(iv) The final issue is the one where solutions seem the most remote. 
The issue is that, for effective environmental management, there have 
to exist institutions which can effect considerable alterations in 
the village landscape, at the same time considerably re-organising 
many lives. Let us give a few examples. Re-afforestation is only 
possible if, in the first place, some institution has the authority to 
acquire unused or poorly-used highland and allocate it for forest. 
When the seedlings are planted they need to be protected. When 
they are grown then opportunities to fell firewood and collect green 
leaves for organic manure need to be allocated among households, 
and the exercise of these rights closely supervised lest the forest be 
stripped and destroyed. 

In Weligalagoda there is a site at the head of a paddy yaya 
which is very suitable for the construction of a tank. Although giving 
some protective irrigation, the main benefit of the tank would be as 
a fish farm. Technically the situation is clear. Organisationally 
it is not so. About half a dozen cultivators would be displaced. 
Their loss would be little, as the land in question is very infertile 
yields only about twelve bushels of paddy per acre per season. They 
and could perhaps be compensated by rights in the fish farm. If the 
tank is not to get quickly silted up, the owners of adjacent cinnamon 
land will have to carry out soil conservation measures on the land 
which will form the sides of the tank. If the potential tank site is 
to be fully exploited, one or two houses would be inundated and a 
cart track would have to be re-routed. From an economic and 
technical point of view the project appears promising; administra
tively it is a nightmare. No Assistant Government Agent could 
be expected to tackle it. They have neither the time, the resources, 
the authority or the local knowledge needed. The same kinds of 
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problems are met, on a smaller scale, in smaller projects. A pitawana 
may be too narrow and its bund too weak to do the job effectively. 
But it is not easy to find a farmer who will voluntarily give up two 
feet of his paddy field to permit the job to be done properly. If 
forced, he may simply restore the status quo after the job has been 
done, and a great deal of money spent. Just such a case occurred 
recently in Weligalagoda. 

These few examples illustrate some of the pre-conditions for 
effective environmental management at village level. The central issue 
is effective institutions, and there are two prime requirements for effec
tiveness: detailed local knowledge, and authority—actual as opposed to 
legal—to persuade and if necessary compel individuals to sacrifice 
immediate self-interest for the common good. The first requirement spells 
deep involvement of villagers, the second strong support from the state. 
Any institution effectively combining both of these characteristics would 
look very different from any of the rural institutions so far experienced. 

Let us conclude this section with one very important observation. 
On the one hand, because of population growth, land scarcity and 
deforestation, the village environment needs much more careful manage
ment today than in the past. In particular it requires aggressive measures 
to reverse, in so far as it is possible, the worst consequences of defores
tation. On the other hand, the pattern to social change is such as to 
lead to what might be termed the ' disintegration ' of the older social 
order based on paddy cultivation. Villagers, follow a wider range of 
economic activities, and are increasingly influenced by the moral and 
political values prevailing in the wider national culture, rather than in 
the village itself. In practical terms this means that the village has 
lost much of its autonomy and ability to regulate itself: custom and 
the weight of moral pressure from other farmers or influential land
lords are no longer adequate to ensure that every cultivator pulls his 
weight in channel clearing, keeps an informal eye on the sluice of the 
village tank as he passes, or cuts his coconut trees if they begin to 
shade a neighbour's paddy field; an irrigation dispute can no longer 
be informally adjudicated by a respected villager, but must either 
fester or go to the police or some formal institution. A great deal 
of the activity required for what we have broadly called "environ
mental management" no longer emerges semi-automatically from the 
pattern of everyday social activities. Instead, formal procedures must be 
adopted: a complaint made to the Cultivation Committee Chairman/Culti
vation Officer, or the police, and formal rulings given and enforced. 
All these things take time. And this is our main point. In this 
kind of environment where informal social regulation is being re
placed by formal procedures, a great deal of extra time is needed, 
and, equally importantly, authority requires formal sanction. It is in 
large part for these reasons that elected and nominated farmers' 
institutions—Cultivation Committees and Agricultural Productivity Commi
ttees—have been ineffective. In the first place, the voluntary unpaid 
members, especially the Chairman, were assigned an enormous range of 
duties which, if done properly, would often have amounted to full-time 
jobs. The second is that many simply did not have the authority of 
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government officials and clear support and backing from the relevant 
government agencies. Cultivators could afford to ignore them in so many 
cases. If their replacements are to be effective they require both authority 
and considerable resources of time. 

Notes 

1. Some of the older farmers in Wattegama claim that the level of rainfall is lower these 
days than formerly. Statistics from the two nearest recording stations show this to be 
false. There seems to be less rain because water runs-off more rapidly since the jungle 
was cleared, and problems of moisture shortage are more common. 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN: 
POVERTY, SOCIETY A N D 
AGRICULTURAL D E V E L O P M E N T 

The conclusions of this research can be organised into two categories: 
those relating to specific policies to improve the lot of the wet zone rural poor 
through agricultural development; and those relating to the broader issue of 
agricultural development strategy in Sri Lanka. They are discussed in this 
order below. 
What Kind of Poverty? 

The question of identifying the poor was given little attention in design
ing and initiating the research. It was taken as more or less axiomatic that 
the poor were to be found in those households without productive assets or 
secure jobs in the organised sectors. This view proved justified but inade
quate. It became clear that there were other factors at work in the processes 
through which households became numbered among the poorest. Policies to 
assist the poorest would stand little chance of success unless based on some 
understanding of these processes. 

A convenient way of summarising our conclusions on this subject is to 
describe the poor as marginal to three main sets of distribution processes, leav
ing aside the process of distribution of land and other productive assets. 

(i) The first point concerns fatherless families. No household is an 
island. Each must participate in local social, economic and politi
cal activities. Yet successful and rewarding participation seems 
almost premised on the existence of an adult male head of house
hold. In the first place, males are far better placed than females 
to earn a living. Poverty strikes especially hard in those house
holds which, apart from having no productive assets, do not bene
fit from the wage, salary or pension income of a fit adult male. Most 
households in this category comprise young children and one or 
more middle-aged or elderly women who are either unmarried, wi
dowed, deserted by their husbands or supporting a husband too sick to 
work. Male earnings, although small in absolute terms, are adequate 
to feed and clothe a small family. Female earnings are not, and 
families dependent on these fall into the category of the hungry poor. 

In the second place, absence of adult males comprises a politi
cal and social handicap. Social networks are sufficiently male-
focused and village politics sufficiently male-dominated for fatherless 
households to be, to a large extent, cut off from the mainstream of 
village life. Even had she the necessary time, energy and financial 
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resources, a widow is constrained by considerations of appropri
ateness from becoming deeply involved in organising a temple cere
mony or pressing the Rural Development Society to build a well 
in her locality. If she requires the help of an influential villager in 
getting a public assistance allowance for elderly parents, then she 
must rely on his sense of charity, aided perhaps by the evocation of 
a distant kin relationship. She has little else to offer. 
The second type of marginality is more widespread: marginality 
in relation to acquisition of extra-village resources. The impor
tance of this arises from the relatively small role of the smallholder 
sector, and therefore of small property, in the generation of incomes. 
The major sources of income, but especially of high incomes, are 
to be found outside smallholder agriculture and therefore outside 
the local community: in trade, urban and government jobs, and in 
the estate sector. 

As a source of high incomes, public sector employment domi
nates. Because of the non-salary benefits it offers, especially se
curity, it is more esteemed, rupee for rupee of earnings, than trad
ing profits. Further, the public sector is also the channel for the dis
tribution of other valued resources: places in good educational ins
titutions, which comprise an intermediate step towards public sec
tor jobs; permissions,, such as the right to keep a gun or to make a 
cart track through grain land to one's paddy fields; and subsidies, 
including cheap credit, for fertilizers, crop replanting, business ven
tures, house construction, etc. The volume of material and non-
material resources distributed through the public sector is such 
that the degree of access to these resources constitutes one of the 
important determinants of relative wealth and poverty. 

The concept of 'effective access to public sector resources' is 
no less real for being loose. Access can be achieved by a variety 
of methods: educational qualifications for jobs; the influence of re
latives and friends employed in government offices; the personal 
bearing and social standing to command the attention and services 
of the Grama Sevaka, the agricultural extension officer, the doctor 
in the Rural Hospital, or the Assistant Government Agent; ade
quate money to place in the right pockets; or an influential position 
in the rural political party. 

There is of course a strong degree of cumulativeness about the 
way in which the resources required for access are required. For 
example, wealth permits the advanced education of children; this 
helps place them in public sector jobs, and this leads to useful con
tacts in government offices. It is not in the least surprising that we 
have found ample evidence of a strong connection between socio
economic status and degree of access to state resources. This was 
so in the case of education, estate employment, public sector jobs, 
cheap tea fertilizers, and subsidised fertilizers more generally. Addi
tional evidence was collected but not quoted,1 and there is much 
which cannot easily be quantified. At the individual level the cor
relation between socio-economic status and access to state resources 
is far from exact. A relatively poor person may, for example, rise 
through political activity, use his contacts to get his children admit
ted to good schools, and look forward to some modest prosperity. 



to live an independent farmers' life, neither cultivating urban or 
political contacts nor educating the children, can to sink down except 
to the ranks of the poorest once the children have married and di
vided the land. However, at the societal level access to state re
sources is very much a function of socio-economic status. For a 
host of related reasons, a substantial portion of the resources dis
tributed by the state are of direct benefit only to the wealthier sections 
of the village population. 

(iii) The third sense in which poverty is associated with marginality is 
epitomised in our analysis in Chapter Three of social organisation 
in Weligalagoda and the way it contrasts with Wattegama. At 
the more general level, the main points seem to be: 

(a) In the particular cultural, historical, legal and socio-economic 
environment of Sri Lanka, village expansion typically involves 
the relocation of some of the poorest village households in 
places relatively remote from the main foci of social and econo
mic activity. 

(b) The relocation tends to cut off settlers to some extent from home 
village social relationships which were economically advan
tageous and psychologically and morally sustaining. 

(c) The concentration of poor uprooted households in one loca
lity tends to exacerbate their material poverty and moral root-
lessness. 

(d) The result is the creation of 'communities' comprising persons 
who are individually poorly-placed to help themselves or one 
another and not predisposed to do so collectivelŷ  

(e) Poverty and immorality becomes to be associated with locality. 

W e have then identified three referents of the concept of marginality in 
relation to poverty: lack of a male to support individual households; lack of 
access to extra-village resources; and spatial marginalisation. It goes without 
saying that some households would be categorised as marginal in all three 
respects. There is in fact a certain degree of mutual causation involved. 
For example, the origin of Weligalagoda in a process of village expansion 
helps explain why the villagers have a relatively low capacity for collective poli
tical action and thus a low level of access to state resources. At the same 
time, the marginality of the community permits and encourages many men to 
seek a living by temporary emigration to other parts of the Island, and this 
in turn facilitates the desertion of families and thus leads to the creation of 
marginal fatherless households. 

As was mentioned in Chapter Four, the very fact of widespread rural po
verty in Galle and Matara may be questioned by those observers who see only 
the relative prosperity of houses and shops lining main roads and road junc
tions. W e hope that we have established not only the existence of poverty, 
but described it in a useful way: 
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What Kind of J o b s ? 

If the kind of poverty described above is to be tackled by the creation of 
income-earnings opportunities, then these opportunities must be tailored to 
the circumstances. They should be:-

(i) Jobs for unskilled middle-aged females. 
(ii) Jobs in the villages, especially women's jobs. For obvious reasons, 

the poor in general, and poor women in particular, are unlikely to 
compete for jobs which requires them to travel outside walknig range. 

(iii) Jobs which are acquired other than by possession of formal education
al qualifications or mobilisation of social and political contacts. 
This excludes jobs in large-scale organisations, especially in the 
public sector. Given the nature of the job acquisition processes, 
it is almost impossible for the public sector to provide work for the 
very poorest. The argument applies, but with varying force accord
ing to local circumstances, to jobs on publicly-owned tea and rubber 
estates. However benign the intention behind any attempt to 
create jobs for the poor in the formal sector, institutional and poli
tical processes are aomost certain to triumph and direct the benefits 
elsewhere. 

Job Creation in Smallholder Agriculture 

The potential for creating new jobs in the smallholder agriculture in the 
wet zone is limited. The two main reasons for pessimism are: the mediocre 
economic prospects for highland cash crops, especially tea and rubber, and 
also cinnamon; and the lack of a new crop suited to wet zone conditions. 
The dry zone will continue to make the running in agricultural development. 
There is however no reason for total gloom. There is a potential for new wet 
zone jobs, mainly in paddy production, and this would fortunately give rise 
to the kinds of new jobs most likely to reach the poor: unskilled female jobs 
unattractive to members of less poor households. 

The exploitation of this potential is largely a matter of effecting a shift 
from broadcasting to transplanting of paddy. How such a shift is effected 
is however crucial One apparent option,—the raising of the real market price 
of paddy in order to make intensive production techniques more attractive,-
is to be ruled out as it would adversely affect the incomes of most poor house
holds. They buy all their rice, and could not expect to meet the big increase 
in the cost of living from increased earnings from a more labour-intensive 
agriculture. 

Another apparent way of encouraging the shift to transplanting and more 
labour-intensive techniques generally, strongly argued for Sri Lanka,2 is land 
reform. The general argument is that certain categories of cultivator have 
more incentive than others to use labour, and that an increase in total employ
ment will result from shifting land to those with the greater incentive. This is 
normally held to imply transfer of land from big to small farmers, and the 
transformation of share tenants into owners. It is with less conviction, also 
held to imply the discouragement of part-time farming. Our evidence and 
that quoted in Chapter Nine gives little or no support to such arguments. Only 
in the case of smallholder tea was there any supportive evidence, and this would 
need to be investigated further with a larger sample, Some of the main reasons 
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for the general inapplicability of the above arguments for land reform are; 
the small range of holding sizes found in the smallholder sector in the rural 
wet zone; the relative security of tenure and low rentals of paddy land tenants, 
at least in parts of the Low Country; the very prevalence and complexity of 
part-time farming; a general condition of relatively abundant cheap labour 
leading to relatively low inter-farmer differences in labour use; and the fact that 
size of landholding is not so closely correlated with income as it is in more 
purely-agricultural rural environments. In other circumstances, and even in 
other parts of Sri Lanka, we might come to different conclusions. 

The conclusion that land reform is unlikely to increase agricultural employ
ment does not necessarily mean that there may not be other arguments for it. 
This research in fact suggests two such arguments. One is the simple equity 
argument, based on the observation that even small extents of paddy or 
other land holdings give a great deal of stability to the fragile household bud
gets of the poor. The other is the need to discourage the use of two-wheeled 
tractors for land preparation, since this actually threatens to displace large 
amounts of labour. Tractors are less likely to be purchased or hired where 
units are small, and poorer households are, according to one of the few con
sistent behavioural patterns observed, more likely to use purchased inputs, 
including tractors. Considerations of equity and employment protection 
thus indicate a low ceiling on paddy holdings in the rural wet zone, while the 
evidence on farmer behaviour does not suggest that the large number of very 
small holdings thus created would contribute any less to the economy than 
fewer larger holdings.3 

The actual political infeasibility of a radical paddy land reform of the 
nature suggested will be evident. There is a rather different kind of redistri
bution which is possible, and which is feasible because it has a greater apparent 
legitimacy and involves no direct appropriation of private property. This is 
a redistribution of the subsidies which are given for replanting, rehabilitating 
and new planting of highland cash crops: rubber, tea, coconuts, and all the 
minor export crops, including cinnamon, citronella, pepper, cardamons, cloves 
and cocoa. The evidence which we have relates to tea and cinnamon, and 
shows that the subsidies mainly end up in the hands of the very wealthy. This 
is what we would expect given that they have the education, contacts and con
fidence to discover the existence of the subsidies, obtain application forms, 
follow the correct application procedures, and ensure that their applications 
receive attention. From the officers' point of view the more wealthy are more 
worth serving as one can achieve a higher acreage coverage at one time, and 
thus progress more rapidly towards departmental targets. Those who pro
pose to apply for subsidies for units of less than half an acre are anyway nor
mally not considered eligible. To channel these subsidies to the poor pre
sents some problems, but is not at all infeasible. It is partly a matter of speci
fying precisely the target groups. It would be especially desirable to earmark 
a substantial proportion of the funds for the use of residents in village expan
sion schemes, both existing and new. Small areas of income-yielding high
land cash crops would provide some economic and social stability, and help 
to obviate the social and economic problems of 'colonies' discussed in Chapter 
Three. The idea is especially suitable for tea-growing areas since there is a 
case for shifting as much tea production as possible into the hands of small
holders. Real wage rates for tea labourers have risen, partly as a consequence 
of the repatriation of Indian labour. There are signs of a labour scarcity in 
some tea-growing areas, and wage rates must continue to be attractive. How
ever, high costs of labour threaten to make tea production unprofitable for 
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estates. Smallholders, especially very small smallholders with a quarter or 
half an acre of tea, have available near-costless family labour to pluck tea, and 
can thus produce profitably at a market price well below estates' costs of pro
duction. 

The effect on poverty of the re-allocation of these crop subsidies could 
only be slight. It would however be positive and, since only the relatively 
wealthy would suffer any loss of subsidies, it is unlikely that the rate of re
planting and new planting would be adversely affected. It may even be ac
celerated. The wealthy can normally afford to replant or new plant with their 
own resources. 
Intensification of Paddy Production 

The aim is to shift paddy production from the low-input, low-yield 
broadcasting technology prevalent in the Low Country to a high-input, high-
yield transplanting technique. On this must rest the main hopes of gene
rating extra agricultural jobs for the poorest. Land reform and high pro
ducer pi ice incentives have been ruled out as the main means of achieving the 
desired shift, although they may have some role to play. The main focus 
must then be on reducing the costs inherent in changing technology, especially 
the reduction of the very considerable risks involved,-flood, drought, plant 
diseases and the non-availability of fertiliser and pesticide at the desired time. 
There are three main sets of policy measures which could contribute to the 
reduction of farmer cost and risk: 

(i) Greater investment in the breeding of new rice varieties suited to 
the difficult environmental conditions of the wet zone, especially 
the Low Country. 

(ii) 'Group production'—the organisation of farmer groups adhering 
to common agreed time schedules and production practices and 
jointly procuring fertiliser, seed and pesticides. Such an organi
sation can effectively disseminate extension advice, bring collec
tive pressure and example to bear on those who are bad at farming, 
and improve the ability of the farming population as a whole to 
bargain with the public sector for reliable input supplies. 

(iii) Better management of the natural environment along the lines 
sketched out in Chapter Twelve: re-afforestation of waste; soil 
conservation; improved maintenance and management of irrigation 
and drainage infrastructure; new construction; more effective pro
cedures for allocating public funds for irrigation and drainage work; 
rapid and effective procedures for settling cultivation disputes. 

Summarised so briefly this list of points, especially the last two, epitomise 
the broader conclusions of this research: the importance of institutional solu
tions to the problems of rural poverty. It is at this point that we may switch 
to the consideration of some of the broader issues. 

Development Strategies and the Wet Zone Rural Poor 
It would be unrealistic to expect any government or political party to 

talk of having 'a strategy to tackle rural wet zone poverty' in precisely those 
terms. Strategies are nevertheless implicit in policies, at least at some times 
and places. Sri Lankan governments may be said to have pursued three dif
ferent strategies likely to assist the wet zone poor in the period since Inde-
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pendence: the pursuit of general economic growth; welfareism; and the trans
fer of population to the dry zone. The first is still policy, as is the second, 
although in a somewhat muted form since the reduction of direct recipients of 
food subsidies to a minority of the population. Without economic growth 
and welfare measures, especially food subsidies, the lot of the wet zone rural 
poor would become very grim. But past rates of economic growth and cur
rent levels of welfare measures are in themselves inadequate to improve the 
situation of the poor. One of the main original intentions behind the colo
nisation of the dry zone was the relief of wet zone rural population pressure. 
Since poverty in the wet zone is closely related to high labour-land ratios and 
low wage rates, any outward movement of labour is likely to be of 
indirect benefit to the poor. Whether the wet zone poor benefit more directly 
from emigration to the dry zone is more questionable. This depends very 
much on the type of migration. Among those who re-settle on their own 
initiative the poor do not appear very prominent; they rarely have the re
sources required to shift a family. They are far more prominent in the irre
gular and seasonal migrations of labourers for agricultural and other kinds 
of work. This however is possible only for a limited period of a person's 
life.4 The only kind of migration which the state actively promotes, and 
the one which is most attractive, takes place in consequence of allocation of 
land on a new irrigation scheme. This provides immediate security and a 
near-guarantee of a good income in the future. To what extent are the wet 
zone rural poor likely to receive land allotments in the future? Some of the 
relevant factors have been briefly mentioned in Chapter Two. In the first 
place, an increasing population of places on new schemes are being allocated 
to families already living in the dry zone: existing inhabitants of the developed 
area or second generation settlers in other schemes. In the second place, the 
processes of settler selection are changing in a way that will almost certainly 
result in an upward shift in the socio-economic status of the average allottee. 
This is partly because M.Ps now have a very large say in selection, and the 
poorest tend to have poorly-developed political links. It is also because, in 
response to criticism of past selection processes, more weight is now being 
given to factors other than landlessness—education, agricultural experience, 
skills, and participation in village organisations. 5 As has been shown above, 
all the latter factors are characteristic of the less poor village households. 

It is then extremely unlikely that state-sponsored migration from the wet 
zone can directly benefit the poorest. And dry zone emigration, whatever 
the form it takes, is simply not a realistic option at all for one category of the 
poorest: families headed and supported mainly by females. 

Emigration to the dry zone will yield some benefits, but mainly indirect, 
to the wet zone poor. It can however contribute little to relieving the heavy 
population pressure on land since emigration only removes a small propor
tion of population increase:6 the rural wet zone populations continue to grow 
relatively fast in absolute terms. Attention must then be turned to the poten
tial for relieving poverty in the wet zone itself. 

The political, administrative and institutional implications of focusing 
on wet or dry zone development were summarised for the authors by a young 
and enthusiastic Assistant Government Agent recently posted to the Low 
Country after a period of duty in the dry zone (Anuradhapura district): 
"There (in the dry zone) the problems and the peoples' needs are clear. If 
you have the money you can get on and do the job. Here (in the Low Country) 
every job is much more difficult. Everything is political. You can't move 
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without upsetting someone." The dry zone has unexplpited resources of land 
and water and obvious deficiencies of transpoit, communications and social 
infrastructure. Capital and administrative effort can make a visible impact. 
The wet zone has very few unexploited resources, and a dense population. 
Almost everything belongs to someone. Almost any kind of project or inter
vention is likely to create enemies as well as friends, and will almost certainly 
involve greater administrative effort. To set up a new ibank someone's land 
must be acquired. A new handloom project is likely to pose a threat to the 
livelihoods of those already in the business. A loan to; one village entrepre
neur may help him develop his cycle shop, but arouse the jealousy of his com
petitors. 

It is in the context of this situation of scarce and jealously-guarded re
sources that the suggestions for agricultural development policies must be seen. 
There are no opportunities for agricultural development to be exploited through 
the stroke of the legislator's pen: land reform and price incentives are not 
applicable. It is more a matter of the careful husbanding, reorganisation and 
development of the resources already available—the slow grind of rice breeding, 
organisation of farmers into 'group production' units, re-afforestation, soil 
conservation, small-scale drainage and irrigation, re-allocation of replanting 
subsidies, improvement of fertiliser distribution. 

It is perhaps here that many of the most interesting issues arise. To 
pursue them in detail would take us into whole new areas and into many more 
pages. W e shall simply make what seem to be three of the main relevant 
points. 

The first is that the institutional problems are beyond the scope of both 
the kinds of local level participatory institutions (Rural Development Societies, 
Agrarian Services Committees) currently in existence and of the lower level 
agents of the public service—the Rural Development Officers, Cultivation 
Officers, Grama Sevakas, Public Health Officers, Irrigation Maintenance 
Supervisors, etc. Part of the problem lies in the way in which the status and 
roles of these various institutions are conventionally conceptualised. A per
sistent and powerful strain of thought places great faith in the local community, 
usually termed the 'village', as a unit of social organisation and mobilisation. 
This 'communitarian' view sees great reserves of vitality and cohesiveness in 
local communities which need only to be tapped. The problem is finding 
the tap and turning it on. It is in this kind of vein that governments talk 
of placing on, for example, Rural Development Societies, the prime responsi
bility for local development. Within this general approach the role of the 
public officer is seen as supportive of local organisation. 

The idealism of the communitarian approach rarely fails to elicit some 
sympathy. It is however misleading. By turning attention away from the 
examination of the actual pattern of local social relationships it postpones 
the formulation of feasible plans for local participatory organisation. Obser
vation and experience indicate the unreality of the notion of self-directed spon
taneous and democratic local organisation. The obstacles are many. They 
includes: local conflict; the unwillingness of capable individuals to accept 
onerous position; in local organisations for little or no reward; and the fact 
that landlessness and non-agricultural employment are so | common that the 
perceived self-interest of large sections of village populations does not lie in 
local agricultural development. 7 The communitarian ideal rests upon a 
false assumption of community of interest in the land or other village resources. 
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The fragility of the social basis for local participatory organisation does 
not mean that one can simply switch attention to the public service, arguing 
that its employees can perform the tasks often expected of local organisation. 
They cannot because they do not have the contacts, local knowledge, skills 
or incentive to do so. The gap between the public service and local society 
is still large, despite attempts to bridge it. One is then talking of some pattern 
of closer and more structured interaction between the public service on the one 
side and local organisation on the other. The general idea is not original: 
the newly-established Agrarian Services Committees, established after both 
local election and political nomination had not succeeded in the sphere of 
farmers' organisations, include both officials and a minority of farmer repre
sentatives selected from an elected panel. The direction of change seems to 
be towards the elision of that clear but unfortunate distinction between local 
participation and the public service. 

The second general point to be made is simply that the problem of wet 
zone rural poverty is essentially political. Little attention has been paid to 
their problems because they have not been organised to force these problems 
onto the political agenda. It is questionable how much they are likely to be 
helped by good intentions unsupported by political commitment. 

The third point is that rural wet zone poverty is a domestic problem for 
Sri Lanka, not one in which aid-donors can assist very much. For the insti
tutional processes through which foreign aid is allocated place a very high 
value on large capital projects relatively free of political and institutional en
tanglements. The problems of the wet zone rural poor are just the opposite: 
piecemeal, institutional and political.« 

The Wider Perspective 
The society and economy of the rural wet zone are of course unique. It 

would however be a mistake not to see some of the similarities with other 
countries and regions in Asia. The greatest similarities probably lie in dense 
populations, the growing importance of non-agricultural occupations and in
creasing levels of education and expectations. The increasing social and eco
nomic diversification and differentiation of rural society makes it less and less 
likely that local communities will find sufficient self-interest in local agricultural 
development to mobilise themselves for this end in a more or less united fa
shion. In particular, the propertyless poor see little prospect for themselves 
in agricultural development, and tend to put their faith in jobs outside agri
culture. All too often, they end up competing on very unequal terms with 
those who have better educational qualifications and social and political con
tacts. But the hope that the right kind of jobs will come is not given up light
ly. In consequence, political energy is concentrated on non-agriculture. 
Agricultural development, which does promise local jobs for the poor, has 
little poltical support. 

Notes 

1. For example, a field study by one of the authors of the subsidy for cinnamon replanting 
in the Low Country revealed not only that persons of higher socio-economic status 
were relatively numerous among the applicants for the subsidy, but that they were also 
more successful than other applicants in actually obtaining it. See M. P. Moore, "The 
State and the Cinnamon Industry in Sri Lanka", Occasional Publication No. 15, Agrarian 
Research and Training Institute, Colombo, 1978. 
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2. International Labour Office, Matching Employment Opportunities and Expectations. 
A Programme of Action for Ceylon, Geneva, 1971, pp. 92-95. 

3. There is a widespread objection to small holdings inadequate in themelves to support 
a family. The term 'non-viable' is commonly used. The notionof a 'viable holding' 
is useful when one is transferring families to new settlement schemes: they need to be able 
to make a living. It is however not relevant to land reform in densely-populated areas, 
certainly not in the Low Country. Behind the concept of 'a minimum viable size of 
holding' is the belief that if a family engages in cultivation at all, then it ought to support 
itself entirely from cultivation. If that 'ought' is based on a belief that full-time culti
vators are more efficient than part timers, then it finds no support; in our research. If 
it is based on a belief in the moral superiority of full-time family faming, then it advo
cates arrangements so different from the typical situation in the Low Country that it 
seems to have little relevance. As we have seen, full-time family farming is rare in the 
Low Country. Almost everyone is a part timer. If cultivable land is available for dis
tribution to the poor it is best, on grounds of equity and humanity, toj sub-divide it among 
as many households as possible, subject to the constraint that it does not become absurdly 
small. Accoridng to our observations, paddy holdings of less than a quarter of an acre 
begin to merit the label 'absurdly small.' 

4. It is also an option which, as it happens, is less open to the people of Galle and Matara, 
or the Low Country in general, than it is to the inhabitants of the Kandyan wet zone. The 
latter have been more generously treated in the allocation of places in dry-zone settlement 
schemes. (B. H. Farmer, Pioneer Peasant Colonisation in Ceylon, O.U.P., 1957, Table 20), 
and are anyway closer to the dry zone. The dry-zone settlers tend to recruit seasonal 
labour from their original native villages. In consequence, it is common for groups 
of young fellow villagers from Kegalle, Kandy or Nuwara Eliya to set off together for 
seasonal agricultural work in the dry zone. This is relatively rare inj the Low Country. 
There it is most common between Matara and the neighbouring Hambantota district. 
There is some evidence to suggest that the pace has decreased in recent years as Hamban
tota has become fairly thickly settled and the rate of development on the big Uda Wala-
we irrigation scheme has slowed. 

5. For example, settlers for the new Lunugamwehera scheme will be selected according to 
their rating on a points system. The maximum possible score is a hundred points. 
Twenty-one points are allocated according to age, civil status and working capacity of 
family, characteristics which are independent of socio-economic status. Fifteen points 
are allocated according to land ownership, and this will favour the poor, since the land
less score the full amount. However, the majority of points, sixty-four in total, are 
awarded to characteristics likely to be most common among the relatively wealthy: 
general education; agricultural training; agricultural experience; participation in volun
tary organisations and social affairs; credit-worthiness; and non-agricultural skills. 

6. Between 1963 and 1971 net emigration removed 27% of the natural increase in the popu
lations of Galle and Matara districts. See Economic and Social Commission for Asia 
and the Pacific, Asian Population Studies Series No. 23, "Comparative Study of Sri 
Lanka", Bangkok, 1975, p. 32. 

7. Evidence for this claim can be found in M. P. Moore, "Social Structure and Institutional 
Performance: Local Farmers' Organisation in Sri Lanka", Journal of Administration 
Overseas, 18 (4), October 1979. 

8. R. Chambers, "Project Selection for Poverty-Focused Rural Development: Simple is 
Optimal", World Development, 6 (2), February 1978. 
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APPENDIX ONE: THE SURVEYS IN THE SAMPLE VILLAGES 
WELIGALAGODA 

Survey Duration Number of 
Units i 

Data collected Method of 
choosing sample 

Method of 
collecting data 

Household 
Census 

Paddy-Maha 
76/77 

Aug.-Sep. 77 377 Households 

September 76 47 Households 
to Feb. 77 66 Plots 

Paddy-Yala 77 February 77 
to 
August 77 

Labour October 76 
to 
September 77 

Activity 

Cinnamon 

48 Households 
66 Plots 

62 Persons in 
28 Households 

September 76 34 Persons in 
to 10 Households 
January 77 

October 76 55 Households 
to 76 Plots 
September 77 

Composition, 
demography, 
occupation, 
land tenure, 
education 

All information 
on paddy 

All information 
on paddy 

Daily 
employment 
pattern 

Details of all 
activities every 
third day from 
all persons 
aged 1 0 + years 

All information 
on cinnamon 

All village 
households 

Randomly from 
census data 

Same sample 
as M a h a , + 
extras for 
representativeness 

Randomly from 
census + labourers 
from households 
in paddy sample 

Purposively 
chosen to 
represent village, 
especially poorer 
households 

All cinnamon 
cultivating 
households in 
paddy, activity 
and labour surveys 

Interview with 
an adult 
member 

Interviews, 
on average 
every 4 days 

Supervised 
diaries 

Interviews 
every 3rd or 
4th day Oct. 76-
Feb. 77. Then 
supervised 
diaries until 
September 77 

Interviews 
every third 
day 

Same as for 
labour sample 



APPENDIX ONE: (CONTD.) WELIGALAGODA 

Survey Duration Number of 
Units' 

Data 
Collected 

Method of 
choosing sample 

Method of 
collected data 

Identification 
and mapping 
of all village 
paddy plots 

Paddy-Maha 
76/7. All 
village plots 

November 76 
to 
January 77 

January to 
February 77 

199 Plots 

199 Plots 

Location and 
tenure 

Inputs, 
practices and 
yields 

All households 
cultivating in 
village fields 

Inspection with 
aid of aerial 
photograph and 
key informants 

Interview, once 
or twice. 

POLPITIYA 

Household 
Census 

Paddy-Maha 
77/8 

Identification 
+mapping of 
all village 
paddy plots 

June to 
July 1977 

August 77 
to 
March 78 

September 77 
to 
January 78 

344 Households 

38 Households, 
102 Plots 

All 

Composition, 
demography, 
occupation, 
land tenure 
education 

All information 
on paddy 

Location, 
conditions and 
tenure 

All village 
households, 
except a few 
localities 
containing no 
farming 
households 

Randomly from 
census data 

Interview with 
household head 

Interviews, 
average every 
4 days 

Same as for 
Weligalagoda 



APPENDIX ONE: (CONTD.) WATTEGAMA 

Survey Duration Number of Data Method of Method of 
Units 1 Collected choosing sample collecting data 

Household 
census 

Mid August 
to Sept 76 

170 Households Composition 
Demography, 
occupation, 
land tenure, 
education. 

25% of village 
households chosen 
from the electoral 
and cultivation 
committee registers 

Interview with 
an adult 
member 

Paddy-Maha 
76/77 

September 76 
to 
February 77 

37 Households 
77 Plots 

All information 
on paddy 

Randomly from 
census data 

Interview on 
average every 
5 days 

Paddy-Yala 
77 

March 77 
to August 77 

37 Households 
80 Plots 

All information 
on paddy 

Same sample 
as Maha 

Supervised 
diaries. 

Labour December 76 
to June 77 

41 Households 
75 Persons 

Employment 
pattern on 
random days 

Randomly from 
census+ labourers 
from households 
in paddy sample 
+ tea sample 

Interviews and 
supervised 
diaries 

Activity December 76 
to March 77 

27 Households 
114 Persons 

Details of all 
activities of 
persons aged 
above 10 years 
2 days a week 
at random 

Chosen to 
represent village 

Interviews and 
supervised 
diaries 

Tea December 76 
to June 77 

43 Households 
60 Plots 

All information 
on tea 

Randomly from 
census 

Interviews and 
supervised diaries 

Identification 
and mapping 
of 

November 76 
to Jan. 77 

10 major 
paddy tracts 

Location and 
water supply 

Inspection with 
aid of aerial 

photographs and 
key informants 

2? 1. This figure represents the final number of sampling units providing usable information. 
W 



APPENDIX T W O : 
ESTIMATING T H E INCIDENCE O F DEFICIT 
P A D D Y FARMING O N A DISTRICT BASIS 

The estimates in Table 1 are derived as follows :-

(1) Estimate average per acre production of paddy (on a district basis). 

(2) Estimate the amount of paddy per acre remaining with the cultivator 
after ande shares are paid to landlords and an allowance is made for 
wastage and seed. 

(3) Estimate how much rice a cultivator needs each year to feed an ave
rage family on a rice-staple diet. 

(4) Estimate how many acres of paddy land a cultivator needs to feed 
an average family, given calculations (2) and (3). 

(5) Estimate the proportion of paddy holdings which are smaller than 
the size required to feed a family. This is the final figure sought. 

The procedures for estimation are basically very simple. All the problems 
and reservations arise from the inadequacies of the available information and 
the consequent need to make a large number of assumptions. The main as
sumptions made are as follows :-

(1) That the paddy harvests for the year 1976-7 were generally 'average' 
throughout the Island, and 'typical' of recent years-higher than the 
poor harvests of the early half of the 1970's, and lower than the 
bumper harvests of the most recent year. 

(2) That within each district there are no consistent differences between 
paddy holdings of different sizes in respect of such factors as yields, 
the proportion of area under ande tenure, or cropping intensity. 

(3) That the information on the incidence of'ande tenure given by the 
1962 Census of Agriculture is accurate for the mid-1970s. 

(4) That all ande tenants give a half share of the harvest to the landlords. 

164 



(5) That the cultivator has only 80 % of his net share of the harvest avail
able for consumption, the remaining 2 0 % going for seed, to pay 
harvest labour, or being lost to pests. 

(6) That the average cultivator's family is the same size as the national 
average-5.7 persons. 

(7) That on a rice-staple diet the average person require 300 pounds of 
rice per year. 

(8) That one bushel of paddy is equivalent to 31.3 pounds of rice. 

(9) That the information from the 1962 Census of Agriculture on the 
size distribution of paddy holdings remains accurate for the mid-1970s. 

There seems little justification in discussing the validity of each of these 
assumptions. Each is of course questionable, but overall, most if not all the 
errors probably tend to cancel one another out. Consistent biases probably 
arise from assumptions (4) and (9); the first probably tends to result in an 
over-estimate of the extent of deficit farming, and the last in an under-estimate. 
All in all, the estimates given in Table 1 are probably fairly accurate, and cer
tainly sufficiently accurate to define the main features of inter-district variation 
in the extent of deficit paddy farming. 
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APPENDIX THREE: 
FAMILY RESPONSIBILITIES A N D 
E M P L O Y M E N T LEVELS O F 
PERSONS IN T H E L A B O U R SURVEYS 

The hypothesis which was to be tested in this piece of analysis was that 
manual labourers with relatively irregular job contracts would tend to work 
in proportion to the level of their family responsibilities. A quantitative esti
mate of each workers' family responsibilities was arrived at as follows :-

(1) A quantitative estimate was made of the relative amount of consumer 
goods needed to support each worker's family. The only factors 
entering into this estimate were the number of persons in 1 the family 
and their age/sex characteristics. The following weightings were 
applied :-

Age 0-4 years 5-9 years 10-14 years 15-19 years 20,+ years 
Males 0.40 0.55 0.70 0.85 1.00 
Females 0.40 0.55 0.70 0.85 0.90 
(Persons living in the household only part-time were given a half weighting)-

Adding up all the weightings for the individual members of the family, 
one obtains a total figure called the "Family need factor." 

(2) The next step is to allocate responsibility for the total "family need 
factor" among all earners in the family. 

The following formulae were used: 
Number and character of all earners, Percentage share 
including non-residents of responsibility 
(a) Sole earners:- ... ... 100% 
(b) A fit adult male household head below 

55 years of age (FAMHH):- ... ... 7 0 % 
and one other earner:- ... ... 30 % 

(c) F A M H H : - ... ... 6 0 % 
and two other earners:- ... ... 2 x 20 % 

(d) F A M H H : - ... ... 5 5 % 
and three other earners:- ... ... 3 x 1 5 % 

(e) If no F A M H H , then all earners share ... n x 100 
equally:- ... ... n 

N.B. All earners below 20 years of age are allocated only a half of what would 
otherwise be their share of the responsibility. 
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As a result one arrives at a weighting for the individual responsibility for 
family maintenance of each workers—the "family responsibility factor". 

The hypothesis that higher family responsibilities lead hired workers to 
work more was tested by means of regression analysis:-

i •> v 

No. of working days and 
No. of workless days 

X = Family responsibility factor. 
The results were as follows :-

Wattegama, Irregular Contract Workers:- Y = 41.48 + 8.72 X 

No. of working days 
Y — Employment levels (= x 100) 

R 2 = 0.28; n = 16; 
significant at 2.5% 

Weligalagoda, Irregular Contract 
Workers:- Y = 21.84 + 12.26 X 

R 2 = 0.61; n = 24; 
significant at 0.1 % 

Weligalagoda, Semi-Irregular 
Contract Workers:- Y = 49.15 + 11.80 X 

R 2 = 0.57; n = 17; 
significant at 0.1 % 
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APPENDIX FOUR: 
COPING WITH T H E HETEROGENEITY 
O F C I N N A M O N L A B O U R 

The problem is explained in Chapter Eleven. An attempt to standardise 
for the differing efficiency of the various categories of labourer was made by 
attributing alternative weights to different categories of labour, classified by 
age, sex and employment status. The actual adjustments made are admittedly 
crude. , 

All labour was categorised as either 'prime' or 'non-prime'. Prime labour 
was defined as that provided by hired workers of any age or sex, and by all 
male family workers aged twenty or more years. Non-prime labour is thus 
that provided by family females and family males aged less than twenty years. 
Each piece of analysis involving labour inputs was conducted four times, with 
labour measured a different way each time: first without any weighting for 
different categories of labour, and thus with each hour of non-prime labour 
equated to 0.75, 0.67 and 0.50 hours of prime labour respectively. The weight
ing did not significantly improve the explanatory power of the statistical models. 
Part of the reason is probably that a far more discriminating (and time-consum
ing) set of weights are required, and part is that the relationship between effec
tive labour input and cinnamon yields are anyhow low. 
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APPENDIX TABLE ONE 

SEASONALITY OF HIRED EMPLOYMENT, WATTEGAMA AND WELIGALAGODA: 
THE PERCENTAGE OF HIRED EMPLOYMENT DAYS SPENT ON DIFFERENT CATEGORIES OF J O B , BY MONTH 

WATTEGAMA 

Oct. Nov. Dec. Jan. Feb. Mar. April May June July Aug. Sept. Total 

Type of Job '76 '76 '76 '77 '77 '77 '77 '77 '77 '77 '77 '77 YEAR 

Paddy work — 10 6 9 — — — 4 

Timber Sawing 7 2 3 1 1 2 1 3 

Estate Employment 76 73 75 76 85 85 84 80 

Other Job 16 15 14 14 14 13 14 15 

TOTAL 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

WELIGALAGODA 

Paddy Work 18 8 neg neg 24 21 7 neg 3 19 3 1 8 

Cinnamon Work 14 24 35 29 12 17 22 38 31 20 38 44 27 

Timber Sawing 5 3 6 8 7 3 5 6 6 6 4 1 5 

Estate Employment 12 18 19 20 14 19 24 18 22 19 21 19 19 

Weaving 48 44 37 42 40 37 38 38 38 34 32 36 39 

Other Job 2 2 3 2 1 3 5 1 1 neg 2 — 2 

TOTAL 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 



APPENDIX T A B L E TWO 

AVERAGE HOURS PER DAY SPENT IN DEFINED ACTIVITIES BY DIFFERENT CATEGORIES OF P E R S O N 
IN T H E ACTIVITY S A M P L E S 

WATTEGAMA 

Category of person 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Total 

4.57 0.07 7.09 4.91 0.17 5.2 0.16 8.58 2.47 

- 0.05 - - - 0.01 - - - 0.01 

0.44 0.09 - - 0.89 0.12 - 0.17 - - 0.31 

0.59 0.17 - 0.02 0.34 0.07 0.07 0.41 - - 0.26 

0.79 0.41 - 0.17 0.55 0.28 0.11 0.78 - - 0.48 

0.02 0.23 0.17 0.03 0.02 0.15 0.14 0.08 
0.42 0.18 - 0.32 0.18 0.19 0.22 0.31 - _ 0.25 
0.63 5.55 - 4.56 0.62 0.99 4.22 4.59 4.29 2.33 

- - - - 0.1 5.08 _ 0.13 _ — 1.37 
1.16 0.86 - 0.25 0.6 0.61 0.99 0.53 1.17 - 0.74 

8.62 7.61 - 12.58 8.22 7.54 10.96 7.22 14.04 - 8.29 

20 17 0 4 21 30 8 13 1 0 14 

1. Hired/Salaried Job 
2. Weaving 
3. Work on family 

paddy 
4. Work on family tea/ 

cinnamon 
5. Work on other 

own crops 
6. Housework-collecting 

firewood 
7. Housework-shopping 
8. Housework-general 
9. Schooling 

10. "Business" * 

TOTAL 

No. of persons in 
category ... 

For a fuller definition, see Table 6.3 

Categories of person: 1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 

Active male household head 
Housekeeper 
Semi-retired elderly male 
Full-time weaver 
Working son, not at school 

6. Full-time scholar 
7. Female working full-time or nearly full-time 
8. Housework assistant -
9. Part-time worker & part time housekeeper 

10. Other category 



APPENDIX TABLE TWO (CONTD). WELIGALAGODA 

Category of person 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Total 

1. Hired/Salaried Job 4.99 0.1 2.39 _ 3.74 0.01 5.3 - - - 1.79 

2. Weaving - 0.13 - 8.28 0.15 0.2 0.04 - 3.65 1.34 0.76 

3. Work on family 
paddy 0.97 0.06 0.2 - , 0.25 0.01 - - 0.01 - 0.22 

4. Work on family tea/ 
cinnamon 1.11 0.08 0.16 " - 1.26 0.25 0.28 - 0.04 0.19 0.5 

5. Work on other 
own crops 0.22 0.04 1.89 - 0.41 0.1 0.1 0.28 0.13 - 0.2 

6. Housework-collect
ing firewood 0.2 _ — 0.01 0.01 - 0.11 0.09 0.05 0.05 

7. Housework-shopping 0.34 0.65 0.09 - 0.51 0.15 0.05 0.24 0.08 0.23 0.33 

8. Housework-general 0.54 6.64 0.27 1.72 0.3 0.65 1.28 4.62 3.19 2.19 2.11 

9. Schooling - - - 0.04 - 2.74 - - - 2.64 0.68 

10. "Business" 0.66 0.43 0.5 0.08 0.48 0.12 0.18 1.08 1.43 0.57 0.48 

TOTAL 8.83 8.29 5.5 10.11 7.12 4.25 7.22 6.32 8.61 7.21 7.12 

No. of persons in category 7 8 1 2 8 10 2 2 3 I 44 



APPENDIX T A B L E T H R E E 

OCCUPATIONS OF THOSE AGED 10-34 YEARS WHO ARE UNMARRIED AND HAVE COMPLETED SCHOOLING 
ACCORDING TO SEX, AND EDUCATIONAL L E V E L * 

WATTEGAMA-MALES 

Educational At Migrated Helper Own Weaving Estate Govern Other Other Other TOTAL 
level Home out for in farm work ment or manual job activity 

work family or white labour 
job activity 

farm business collar 
or job 
business 

Grades 0-5 — 4 5 3 — 1 — 9 2 — 24 

Grades 6-10 — 19 18 18 — 14 7 15 6 2 99 
GradeslO -f- — 8 1 3 — — 4 —• — . 16 

TOTAL — 31 24 24 — 15 11 24 8 2 139 

WATTEGAM A-FEM ALES 

Grades 0-5 14 — — — — . 3 1 4 — — 22 

Grades 6-10 36 1 — 7 3 15 2 1 — — 65 

Grades 10 + 4 2 — — . . 5 . — 11 

TOTAL ... 54 3 7 3 18 8 5 98 

Includes family members who live outside the village for work purposes. 



APPENDIX TABLE THREE (CONTD.) WELIGALAGODA-MALES 

Educational At Migrated Helper in Own Weaving Estate Govern Other Other Other TOTAL 

Level Home out for family farm or work ment or manual job activity 
work farm or business white labour 

Business collar 
job 

Grades 0-5 26 12 15 — 1 5 — 56 2 2 119 

Grades 6-10 21 22 27 7 6 3 8 24 8 —• 126 

Grades 10 -f- 7 2 3 1 — — 3 1 1 — 18 

TOTAL ... 54 36 45 8 7 8 11 81 11 2 263 

WELIG AL AGOD A-FEM ALES 

Grades 0-5 37 5 — 59 4 — 1 — 3 109 

Grades 6-10 38 3 1 1 63 1 3 3 3 1 117 

Grades 10 + 13 2 1 • — 6 1 1 — 2 — 26 

TOTAL ... 88 10 2 1 128 6 4 4 5 4 252 



APPENDIX T A B L E T H R E E (CONTD.) POLPITIYA-MALES 

Educational At Migrated Helper in Own Weaving Estate Govern Other Other Other Total 
Level Home out for family farm or work ment or manual job activity 

work farm or business white labour 
business collar 

job 

Grades 0-5 36 1 5 1 — — 2 4 2 3 54 

Grades 6-10 64 35 8 9 — — 17 4 16 4 157 

Grades 10 + 4 2 2 — — — 6 — 1 — 15 

TOTAL ... 104 38 15 10 — - 25 8 19 7 226 

POLPITIYA-FEMALES 

Grades 0-5 28 4 1 — 3 1 — 1 — 2 40 

Grades 6-10 89 3 — — 8 1 4 — 4 3 112 

Grades 10 -f- 12 — — — — — 1 — 1 — 14 

TOTAL ... 129 7 1 — 11 2 5 1 5 5 166 



GLOSSARY 

Agricultural Tribunals—Official institutions responsible for the settlement of 
agricultural disputes, especially tenancy issues. They were 
abolished in 1977. 
Share-cropping. 
(Agricultural Productivity Committee)—Local level institutions 
in existence between 1973 and 1977 which were responsible for 
a wide range of duties connected with agriculture. They were 
composed of politically-nominated non-officials, mainly cultivators 
Reciprocal exchange of labour among cultivators. 
A caste traditionally associated with drum-beating and other 
ceremonial functions. 
A mildly narcotic concoction of betel leaves, arecanut and lime 
widely used. 
The relatively low-status uxorilocal form of post-marriage re
sidential arrangement whereby the couple live close by or with 
the bride's parents. 
Ridge of earth along paddy plots and water channels. 
A volumetric measure. A bushel of paddy (unmilled rice) 
weighs about 46 pounds. After milling it yields about 31 pounds 
of rice. 

Cadjan— The fronds of the coconut palm, which are woven and used for 
roofing and sometimes walls of houses. 

C C (Cultivation Committee)— A lower-level organisation sub-ordinate to 
the APC but with very similar functions and composition. 
Also now abolished. 

Diga— The most common form of post-marriage residential arrange
ment whereby the couple live near or with the groom parents. 

Durava— A caste traditionally drawing their livelihood from the harvest
ing and processing of the various products of the coconut palm. 

Goigama— The largest and most prestigious caste in Sinhala society, identi
fied with cultivation. 

Grama Sevaka—The government official who represents the general adminis
tration at village level. 

Ande— 
A P C — 

Attam— 
Berava— 

Betel— 

Binna— 

Bund-
Bushel— 
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Karava— A caste traditionally associated with fishing. 
Kattimaru— A form of rotational tenure of paddy land. 
Kurunie— A local volumetric measure, which varies from area to area. 

The term is also used to describe the measuring vessel. 
Maha — The paddy season benefitting from the main northeast monsoon, 

normally starting around September. 
Mammoty— The large hoe-like tool used for almost all earth-moving operations 
Okanda— The part of the paddy field at the upper end of the tract. 
Peon— Office messenger. 
Pirivena— School run by Budhist monks. 
Pitawanas— Small drainage and irrigation channels in paddy fields, especially 

those separating the paddy from the highland. 
Pola— A periodic market. 
Sarong— The skirt-like cloth worn for everyday purposes by most Ceylo

nese, men and women. 
Shramadana-Voluntary collective work. 
Thattumaru- A form of rotation tenure of paddy land. 
VelVidane— The former Irrigation Headman, appointed from among 

villagers. 
Yala— The paddy season benefitting from the southwest monsoon, 

and starting around March or April. 
Yaya— A paddy tract. 
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