
EMERGING INCOME INEQUALITIES AND 
FORMS OF HIDDEN TENANCY IN THE 
MAHAWELI 'H'AREA — PART U 
S. S. A. L. Slriwardcna 

With the commencement of activity on the Mahaweli Project in 1975/76 
some of the peasant farmers in the purana villages of the NCP, affected 
by this project, were re-located in this region which came under the "H" 
Area of the Mahaweli Project. Lionel Siriwardane, a Research Officer with 
the People's Bank Research Department, has monitored the adaptability of 
these settlers to their new environment over the years. He emphasises 
that the lot of these settlers need not necessarily be applied to all Mahaweli 
settlers, just as much as the benefits of the increased level of production 
in this area, during 1980 Maha season, would not have been equally enjoyed 
by all settlers. 

He draws attention to the crucial question of why (when ostensibly all 
settlers begin their settlement life on an equal footing, with an equitable 
distribution of resources; within a period of few years income disparities 
and concomitant social stratification occurs. With the aid of quantitative 
and qualitative data Siriwardane attempts to uncover the network of factors 
that contribute to this phenomenon and the consequential hidden or con­
cealed tenancy relations. Having attempted such an analysis Siriwardane 
also explores the policy implications in general and in particular for the 
system of turn out groups in the Mahaweli "H" Area. 
(Part I was published in our June/July 1981 issue). 
This paper is based on a 91 page monograph. 

Production Practices. Cycles and 
Life Styles — Old and New 

For the new settled families 
there was a sudden increase in 
consumption and production costs 
after the reset t lement under Maha­
veli i r r igat ion Project began. Such 
changes could be seen as a shift 
from subsistence farming, to a com­
mercialised modern agricultural eco­
nomy In which t h e settlers are sup­
posed to produce for the market . Al­
though the hardships they underwent 
during p u r a n a Midellewa vilage 
life was greater t h a n under the new 
set up, there was a finely worked out 
community life and agricultural ac­
tivities Incorporating Chena (high­
land) farming and paddy farming. 
Wild animals and the surrounding jun ­
gle; lack of roads, schools, hea l th and 
market ing facilities created difficul­
ties for the villagers, but those fac­
tors also had a positive effect on 
the settlers expenditure pa t te rn . 
Due to lack of marke t facilities the 
food requirements of a household 
would be adjusted to the available 
food crops and vegetables In the vil­
lage or their cultivation would be 
planned to meet t h e requirements of 
the household. Money and t h e mar ­
ket played a n Insignificant role in 
the village economy. The villagers, 
however, sold their surplus t o the 
outside market , when they needed 
cloth, sugar, tea etc. 

I n contrast under the new irr i ­
gation scheme they were provided 
with facilities such as boutiques and 
townships to buy or sell any items 
they wished; motorable roads and 
bus services were made available to 

t hem to travel anywhere; schools 
were opened closer to the village; 
and western medical facilities etc, 
were also provided. 

True enough the settlers were 
provided with allotments of 2.5 acres; 
but when all these facilities were 
also made available, the settlers had 
to find the means to make use of 
them. They therefore cultivated 
their 2.5 acre allotments with paddy 
and were then compelled to sell 
their produce in order to convert i t i n ­
to money and buy whatever items 
they needed or wished to purchase. 
There was an increase in their re­
quirements of goods and t h u s their 
requirements of money. The follow­
ing table No. in shows the increa­
sing number of basic consumer 
goods and increasing prices 
of those goods as required by the 
settlers compared to the few items 
of such goods and relatively low pri­
ces they paid during their purana 
village life. 

These items have been selected 
as basic consumer requirements 
after careful observation of the 
settlers ' day to day consumption 
pa t te rn . 

Regular expenses on Items such 
as clothing, t ransport , education, 
social functions etc. have not been 
included. Also, the cost of rice (an 
Important i tem i n the diet of the 
settlers) has not been Included. Daily 
costs of rice per family would vary 
between Rs. 10.00 — Rs. 15.00. 
. . Another major cost to the far­
mer Is •his cultivation costs which 
varies between Rs. 1,055 — R B . 1.180 
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per acre for each season. (In the 
new irrigation schemes each settler 
has been allotted 2 £ acres) 

Table I I I below shows how 
In 1 9 7 4 when these settlers under the 
Mahaveli I rr igat ion Scheme lived in 
their old (Purana) village their con­
sumption requirements were fewer 
and t h e cost of wha t they purchased, 
was much less. By 1 9 7 8 when they 
were resettled under the Mahavell 
project their requirements increase 
and their dally expenditure goes up 
almost four-fold. After 1 9 7 8 more 
rapid inflation sets In and by 1 9 8 0 
these very same purchases cost them 
over 5 0 per cent more, 
(a) During the time they lived in the 

Purana village, they consumed 
kurakkan, maize, cowpea etc. only 
with coconut sambol or one other 
curry for breakfast. The majority 
did not need to buy even coconut 
at the outside market because the 
Purana Midellwawa village had 
about 3 0 coconut trees. In 1 9 7 4 an 
average family spent approximately 
3 0 cts. for their breakfast (accord­
ing to the record of the village 
boutique keeper). But their expen­
diture for breakfast has increased 
almost 1 0 fold after they came 
under the new irrigation project; 
because about 5 8 per cent of the 
settlers buy bread or some other 
grains and 9 8 per cent buy coconut 
from the market. They did not 
purchase these items earlier, 
during their Purana village life. 

medicine- which is available in the 
area. 

ic> The prices of more than 6 5 per 
cent of their basic consumer items 
which they have been buying after 
they came into the Mahaveli Irriga­
tion Scheme were higher than the 
prices of the Colombo market, i.e. for 
coconut oil, kerosene oil, dried fish, 
sugar, tea etc, they pay more than 
normal market prices since the 
shop-keepers charge them more 
when they buy in small quantities. 
Total expenditure for the selec­
ted basic consumer goods as listed 
in the table has increased more 
than six times between 1 9 7 4 and 
1 9 7 9 and more than 1 0 times bet­
ween 1 9 7 4 and 1 9 8 0 . With school 
and transport facilities also be­
ing made available the settlers had 
un opportunity to educate their 
children. They could also now 
move out and travel, a facility 
which was earlier not available to 
them. These advantages, however, 
have created additional expenses. 
With the present changes they are 
forced to clothe themselves better 
than they did earlier, because they 
now have to move with new peo­
ple. 

The other impor tan t change is 
the seasonal variations of their in­
come and expenditure, which is not 
easy for them to adopt to. The fol­
lowing two diagrams show the ag­
ricultural calendar of t h e settlers 

Table III. Average Daily Expenditure on Basic Consumer items for 7 Members of an Average 
Family In a new Mahaweli Settlement Scheme (Rs.) 

1974 
During Purana Midellewa village life 
(Before they were resettled) 

Breakfast 
Coconut 
Fish-fresh or dried 
Vegetables 
Onion 
Chillies 
Spices 
Sugar 
Tea 
Betel 
Tobacco , ... 
Soap 
Kerosene Oil 
Coconut Oil 
Medicines 
Total 
(b). A number of basic consumer items 

have been added to the family 
budget after they moved into the 
new irrigation project, due to 
change of the village economy. They 
purchase most of their consumer 
items such as dried fish, vegetables, 
chillies etc, from the market at 
present, due to lack of cultivation 
of other crops. They pay three 
times more for western medicines 
mainly due to the lack of indige­
nous medicines at present. A s an 
alternative they rely on western 

1978/79 
Yala 

1979 
Yala 

1979/80 
Maha 

.30 2.00 3.75 4.00 
2.50 2.50 2.75 
1.00 1.50 2.00 
1.00 1.50 1.50 

.40 .75 .75 .75 
2.00 2.00 • 2.75 

.75 2.00 2.00 2.50 

.60 1.50 3.00 3.75 

.10 .50 .50 .75 

.30 2.00 2.50 2.50 

.20 .80 1.00 1.50 

.50 .75 1.00 1.00 

.20 .75 1.50 2.00 

.35 1.00 1.25 1.75 

.30 1.00 1.50 2.00 
3.90 19.55 26.25 31.00 

during P u r a n a village life and under 
the new Irrigation scheme. 

After the harvest the settlers 
sell their paddy and receive their 
income in cash. By the t ime they 
get this cash into their hands the 
off-season has arrived and they do 
not have any productive purpose a t 
t h a t t ime on which to spend this 
money. Instead, what they do is, 
since they have this money in hand, 
they spend much of i t on unproduc­
tive purposes such as visiting mar ­
ket places and the township and 
purchasing items' for consumption. 

They . even use pa r t of i t on gamb­
ling and drinking illicit liquor an 
bid habi t which now seems to be 
on the increase. As seen in the Diar 
gram the period after t h e Maha 
harvest also happens to coincide with 
the festive April New Year sea­
son and they are induced by the 
occasion to spend. Again, after t h e 
Yala harvest they find ways of 
spending their earnings on consump­
tion after repayment of debts. Thus 
these two periods or off-seasons (as 
seen in t h e Diagram) become peak 
seasons for spending their income. 
There is no inducement for the 
settlers to utilize this money in any 
other way: Moreover, they are not 
used to saving pa r t of their income 
for use during the next season. 

These settlers are not a t tuned to 
modern commercial type of activity 
where money t ransact ions play an 
Important role. They have t r ans ­
planted their old t radi t ional sub-
sistance economy behaviour to 
the new sett lements and are the re ­
fore not able to adjust the i r in­
come and expenditure pa t te rns to fit 
in with the changed circumstances. 

I t is clear t h a t they would not 
be able to become progressive farm­
ers and confident of their future un ­
less sufficient t ra ining and educa­
tion were given to t hem not only 
with regard to production but also 
on the value of savings and plan­
ned productive expenditure. 

Relationship of Cost of House­
hold Consumption on Produc­

tion and Outpnt 

The techniques of t h e agricul­
tural extension officials are geared 
mainly to persuading the farmer to 
use the required quanti t ies of fertili­
zer, agro-chemicals etc., while the 
settlers are always more, conscious 
t h a t this factor causes an increase 
in their cost of production. There­
fore when t h e ' price of their in ­
puts Increase most of them reduce 
t h e quanti t ies to enable them to 
meet their increasing costs; since 
they lack finances to purchase those 
inputs in proper quanti t ies and a t 
the time they need them. More 
t h a n 5 0 per cent of the settlers 
did not use fertilizer or agro-che­
micals and. more t h a n 8 0 per cent 
of them did not use t h e required i 
quantit ies due to t h e high prices, 
which they could hot afford. The 
other implication of the cost of 
production was t ha t on a number 
of Items new costs had been added 
and this further increased their p ro ­
duction costs when compared to 
those of the P u r a n a village. Such 
items now constitute a larger pro­
portion of their costs of production. 

Ploughing, levelling and th resh­
ing had been done by all t h e settlers 
with their own buffaloes when they 
lived in the Purana village. But now 
they were forced to hire t ractors or 
buffaloes for these activities under 
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t he new Irrigation scheme. be­
cause they could not main ta in their 
buffaloes in the new sett lement a rea 
due to lack of grassland. More t h a n 
95 per cent the settlers in t h e sam­
ple hire buffaloes (they hire t h e buf­
faloes from outside the area) or t r a c ­
tors for those activities which con­
st i tute more t h a n 45 per cent of 
the i r cost of production. The th resh­
ing which was managed with ex­
change labour during the pas t had 
now to be done with hired labour. 65 
per cent of the settlers In t h e sample 
hire labour for threshing. Table IV 
below shows the average cost of pro­
duction per acre, based on th3 
settlers' expenditure on paddy cul­
tivation. Assuming t h a t they t r a n s ­
p lan t the paddy, about Rs. 620/- per 
acre would have to be spent on hired 
labour, even though some families 
have a high number of dependents 
in their families. But the settlers 
who broadcast paddy pay about Rs. 

When they give their lands out 
and work as agricultural labourers 
they also could avoid quarrelling with 
others for water or depend on bouti­
que-keepers for credit, and no tdepend 
on t ractor owners and avoid various 
other difficulties if they do not cul­
tivate their allotments. By giving 
it on lease or for cultivating on Ande 
they would get some money or paddy 
in addition to the income they earn 
as labourers. Therefore the majority 
of settlers who are physically fit to 
work as agricultural labourers be­
lieve t h a t it is far more profitable 
to become labourers and give their 
al lotments to someone else for culti­
vation. As agricultural labourers they 
also find t h a t they are more Inde­
pendent and free of pressures from 
boutique keepers, t rac tor owners and 
the better-off farmers. 

In th is study we at tempted to 
uncover t h e factors t h a t have led 
to the emergence of stratified in-

Table IV. Average Cost of Production per acre for farmers in the new Mahaweli Settlement 
Scheme * 

Hired Draught 
Labour (Rs) Power (Rs) 

Ploughing and levelling 
Field bands cleaning and preparation 
Transplanting 
Harvesting and Threshing 
Transport 

Four draught power and labour 
Fertilizer Type I 
Fertilizer Type II 
Pesticide 
Weedicide. 

120.00 
200.00 
300.00 

620.00 

240.00 

100.00 
60.00 

400.00 

1,200.00 Cost of produc-
80.00 tion per acre 
20.00 of the settlers 
35.00 who broadcast 
25.00 paddy is about 

1.180.00 Rs. 1,055 

* This estimate may be lower than the area average because of the low quantities of inputs 
us:d and the low production levels, which means that draught power and labour charges 
are low. 

In addition to the steep increase in the costs of their daily food requirements (as seen in 
Tabic III) the Mahaweli settlers, like all rural farmers, experienced a steady increase in their 
costs of production between 1978 and 1980. The breakdown of costs given above shows 
the farmer's expenditure on working an acre of paddy; these production costs together with 
hisconsumption expenses, was exceeding the possible returns from the sale of his paddy. Sur­
veys carried out during 1980 in certain areas (especially in wet zone areas such as Kalutara, 
Galle, Matara and Gampaha) also show that the farmers level of returns has remained 
below his Costs. 

495/- per acre for hired labour. The 
draught power payment also be­
comes a crucial Issue because the 
charges seem to Increase every sea­
son. Some of the settlers earned 
sufficient Income to pay these costs. 
Yet they did not know how to m a n ­
age their incomes in the most effi­
cient and economical way to meet 
these costs. They often did not get 
the i r priorities correctly. Most of 
the settlers who have sufficient pro­
duction, s t a r t their cultivation pro­
perly, but do not use fertilizer or 
agro-chemicals during the growing 
stage mainly due to lack of finance 
which indicates the poor planning 
of their budgets. 
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come groups in a peasant sett lement 
village, though all sections of this 
community began their sett lement 
life with reasonably equitable dis­
tribution of the two major agricultu­
ral production assets-land and 
water. 

The Inter relationships, often 
symbiotic, among these sets of fac­
tors emerges i n th is analysis. I t 
suggests a pa t t e rn which may be use­
ful to discern and explore. 

Primarily the network is larger, 
in a physical sense, t h a n the set t le­
ment village or segment of it t h a t 
we have studied. Tha t the village 
is no longer an Independent, self 

sufficient economic uni t and t h a t the 
disintegration or perhaps more cor­
rectly the t ransformation of such 
entity, if i t did exist, had com­
menced long ago, with the advent 
of British imperialism etc. need not 
be rediscovered here. What Is pert i­
nen t to us is t h a t in settlement areas 
like the Mahaveli H area in the 
wider physical uni t ( than the vil­
lage) within which economic t r an s ­
actions occur (and this Includes 
apa r t from the obvious market ing: 
the sale of labour, the leasing of 
land; hir ing of agricultural inputs 
— e.g. buffaloes, t ractors etc), there 
emerges physical, (and coinciding 
social — partly as a consequence) 
pockets of disadvantaged groups. 
Mldellawa is obviously one such poc­
ket. I t is pa r t of a social and eco­
nomic scenario in which it is unable 
to t ransac t economic activity on an 
equal basis without exploitation. If 
this was not so. it would be difficult 
to explain to the reader how when 
nearly all the peasants found it 
uneconomical to cultivate their land, 
there was yet a demand for their 
labour for agricultural activities; 
and the presence of persons with 
sufficient production assets, capital 
and improved production techni­
ques which capital would buy. will­
ing to cultivate their land on a hid­
den tenancy basis. 

Looking a t this network of fac­
tors one discerns three main s t rands 
which may be categorised as histori­
cal; socio-economic; and deficien­
cies of set t lement management — 
Doth a t planning and operational 
level. 

The historical factors are facl-
lltative and otherwise. In the for­
mer are the climatic condition which 
ruined the first cash crops of pea­
san t settlers, a t r auma which made 
them lose confidence in both 
cash crops and agriculture exper­
tise of t h e M.D.B. In to th is also falls 
soil conditions affecting production 
initially, with chain consequences for 
later seasons The social antecedents 
of settlers, such as their previous vil­
lage of residence; exposure to ur ­
ban influences and State bureau­
cracy; caste: and educational a t ­
ta inment also may be seen as pa r t ­
ly historical and part ly socio-econo­
mic which we shall discuss later. 
The non-facilitative historical fac­
tors are initial mistakes in set t le­
ment management by t h e MDB. 

The socio-economic factors, 
however, appear the most crucial in 
determining the marginalization of 
the majority of the Mldellawa 
settlers. I t may be reptitive to 
sum u p here the various socio-eco­
nomic factors. A running s trand 
through these factors however needs 
comment — mainly the concentra­
t ing of control and access to r e ­
sources. There • appears to be an un ­
equal power relationship among the 
peasant settlers. This Is crucial in 
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unders tanding who will benefit most 
from t h e infrastructure facilities pro­
vided by the s ta te (water, credit, ex­
tension services to n a m e a few). This 
concentrat ion over a period of t ime 
bolsters u p t h e powerful fur ther­
ing the i r power and income with the 
disparities widening as a consequ­
ence. Those who have been left out 
had no access part ly because of the 
social antecedents ( the P u r a n a vil­
lage compared to t h e Kandyan vil­
lage was different and ill equipped 
with poor formal and social educa­
tion pu t t ing sett lers from the for­
mer a t a disadvantage to part icipate 
in t h e whole process). And once this 
sets in for those left out of the pro­
cess i t is difficult to catch up. For 
not only are the disparities in ­
creasing but those who climbed into 
power positions, once entrenched will 
s tand in t h e way of increase in ac ­
cess to the resources by the de­
prived or disadvantaged groups. I n ­
deed, the disadvantaged groups a p ­
pear to get sucked into t h e process 
as a "resource" ?pd victim. The 
disadvantaged provide labour and 
the i r land for t h e powerful to grow 
even more powerful. 

The challenge is to bring the 
d isadvantaged group into t h e de­
velopment process Installed in the 
H area. How this is to be achieved 
is a major problem. The M.n.B. 
appears to be aware of th is problem 
but it has yet to succeed in meeting 
th i s challenge. 

Though inadequacy in personnel 
and management techniques may 
be contributive, what appears cru­
cial are the s t ructural problems. 
There is an inter locking of the 
powerful Interests in the village 
with grass-roots officials in social 
and other activities, buttressing each 
other and concreting the system, 
with li t t le hope for the disadvant­
age to gain access. 

Special programmes or special 
a t tent ion were not designed for the 
upliftment of the poorer settlers 
amongst t h e progressive farmers. 
Therefore, t he benefits of delivery 
services were absorbed by the bet ter-
off, progressive farmers. Efforts 
seemed to be oriented towards sup-
por t ins t h e stronger. The com­
muni ty development programme 
tended to work through educated, 
progressive farmers (those who form­
ed the bet ter off groups la ter ) who 
were most responsive to official a c ­
tion. Those 'progressive* farmers 
also tended to develop close links 
with the politicians and officials, and 
turned out to be very influential. 
They ult imately appeared to be more 
representative of the emerging elite 
t h a n of the poor settlers, who were 
supposed to be the subject of com­
munity development. 

The need is for an organisation 
capable of ensuring a s tern com­
mi tmen t from t h e villagers in the 

( S E T T L E R S ' O W N C U L T I V A T I O N C A L E N D A R A N D T H E M A H A W E L I 
T I M E T A B L E ) 

a. 
b. 
c. 
d. 

Land preparation and sowing Maha and Yala .seasons 
Harvesting Maha and Tola 
Peak season spending their own income 
Non productive Idling seasons 

1 . = Mahaweli timetable 
2. = Farmer's actual cultivation calendar 
3 = Parmer's expenditure pattern 

planning and implementation of the 
development of the village. The 
heal thy feeling of responsibility of 
the villager should not be slighted 
but exploited in full. If t he con­
struction and maintenance of 
roads, wells, channels etc. in the vil­
lage is to be the responsibility of 
the settlers, t hen he should be 
made a significant factor in the 
very process of decision making. 

The practice a t present leaves 
the villager, out of planning and 
construction, i t must be realised 
t h a t his involvement In local deve­
lopment would also bring about a 
heal thy change In his mentali ty. He 
could then be liberated from his 
present mentali ty of dependence on 
officials. In most cases the emerging 
leadership in the project area seem­
ed to be mainta ining their influenc? 
unopposed from below; while from 
above their s ta tus was enhanced, 
through political leaders and 

through the fact t h a t all decisions 
of the officials were more or less ad­
ministered by these new leaders. 

The actual impact of the set t le­
ment programme to da te appears 
to be t h a t growth is localised and 
restricted to those capable of 
taking advantage of t h e facilities 
being provided. In this way the in­
vestment is not being filtered to 
those groups who actually need to 
benefit from i t most, 

I t is apparent t h a t future poli­
cies would have to be more pre­
cisely aimed to reach t h e "disad-. 
vantaged" groups, who are in the 
process of being marginalised. If 
the inequality and impoverishment 
which those groups now face are to 
be reduced, a more effective p ro ­
vision of extension services and in ­
put delivery system to 'marginal 
farmers ' would have to be contem­
plated and pushed with far more 
significant vigour. 

Forestry in Sri Lanka (Continued 
senior staff engaged in full-time re ­
search. For a Depar tment t h a t will 
celebrate its centenary this decade 
and which is involved in an exten­
sive forestation programme involving 
a number of non-indigenous species, 
its research section is far too small. 
I t needs to be s t rengthened greatly. 
Special a t tent ion should be paid to 
areas of research and development 
t ha t are either receiving no at tention 
a t all or are dealt with only very 
minimally a t present (e.g. growth and 
yield studies of plantat ion species). 
Even in the areas where some re­
search and development work is being 
done, much more could be accomplish­
ed If adequate staff and resources 
are made available. I t is strongly 
urged t h a t a full fledged forestry re ­

frain page 22) 
search inst i tute be established in Sri 
Lanka. This inst i tute could consist 
of a central station in Colombo and 
a few field stat ions located In the 
major bio-climatic zones of the island. 

Finally, in the sphere of forest 
administration, i t is recommended 
t ha t the authorit ies concerned give 
serious thought to expanding the ad­
ministrative structure of the Depar t ­
ment which has seen little change 
for more t h a n 25 years. The whole 
island is divided into only eight for­
est divisions. This s t ructure is too 
diffused a n d hence inadequate to meet 
the challenge of the eighties when 
i t is expected t h a t an expanded and 
dynamic programme of research and 
development will be implemented. 
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