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Consumption patterns amongst Sri 
Lankan pre-schoolers appear to have 
changed since 1975/76, with a fall in 
calories consumed relative to proteins. 
One result has been a marked rite in the 
number of children "wasting" or having 
a weight for height ratio of less than 80 
per cent of the nationally accepted stan­
dard Reference Medium. The rise in 
"wasting" has been particularly marked 
among infants and those in the one to 
two year age range, which points to a sig­
nificant deterioration in the nutritional 
status of these age groups, maintains Di­
lesh Jayantha, an .economics graduate 
and Ph.D. student of St. John's College, 
Cambridge. On a recent visit to Sri Lanka 
Jayantha carried out this study of nu­
tritional trends, using the latest available 
government survey data. 

Sri Lanka has had a long history of state 
commitment to social welfare. As much as 
40% of government current expenditure went 
into such welfare programmes in the post­
war era. (1) Notable amongst these were a 
food and transport subsidy, and the provision 
of free medical and educational facilities. 
Thus, by the seventies, Sri Lanka enjoyed 
a better record In terms of mortality, life ex­
pectancy, literacy and income distribution, 
then other countries in her per capita Income 
bracket. 

However, the heavy emphasis placed on 
consumption and welfare In the allocation 
of resources, arrested the rate of saving and 
capital formation. This coupled with the 
long term decline in her terms of trade, con­
strained Sri Lanka's growth rate. Thus a 
dilemma emerged. With the rapid growth 
in population, unmatched by a corresponding 
growth in Investment and income, it became 
increasingly difficult to maintain real per 
capita income levels. But the maintenance; 
of such levels was essential, if the social welfare, 
programmes initiated were to be retained. 

The government which entered office in] 
1977 recognjzed that there was no industriel 
structure to provide the income and employ­
ment necessary to maintain prevailing welfare 
payments. It therefore decided on a major 
public investment programme, to be financed 

1979), saw the price of local par-boiled rice 
rise by 58%, and that of the imported variety 
by 53% (4) - both major constituents in the 
national diet. This means that by February 
1981, a given number of food stamps would 
have purchased less than half the quantum 

largely through foreign loans. This entailed of rice they did in September 1979. 
.<MF balance of payments support and appro­
val. A key condition of such support and In this context it is worth assessing what 
approval was that the expensive food subsidy changes in nutritional status are likely to have 
scheme of the past be phased out. occurred in the recent past. Two national 

In 1978 the free food ration was limited surveys, both 'focusing on pre-schoolers, can 
to -families whose annual income fell below be studied in this exercise. The first survey 
Rs.3,600. This reduced the number of bene-conducted between September 1975 and 
ficiories from 13,144,357 (or 93% of the March 1976 by the Ministry of Health with 
population), to 7,716,228 (or 54%) 2 In the assistance of CARE, the Centre for PI-
1979, the food subsidy was abolished and asease Control (CDC), and US AID, covered 
food stamp scheme which still prevails, in-children aged between six months and six 
troduced. years in the village and estate sectors of Sri 

Food stamps are issued to selected benefl- Lanka. (5) The second survey was conducted 
claries to enable them to purchase one or more by the Food and Nutrition Policy Planning 
items from a basket of commodites, com-Division (FNPPD) of the Ministry of Plan 
prising rice, paddy, flour, bread, sugar, pulses, Implementation, between September 1979 
dried fish and milk foods. Eligible households and January 1982. It covered children aged 
also receive kerosene stamps which can be between six months and five years In the village 
used to purchase food Items. However, food estate and urban sectors of Sri Lanka. (6) 
stamps cannot be used to purchase kerosene. 
Eligibility for the receipt of stamps is based A number of factors make a direct corn-
on household income and size. Households parison of the Information in the two Survey 
of five or less receiving an annual income Reports difficult. The sample sizes were diffe-
of Rs.3,600 or less, are deemed eligible. For rent. The geographical unit of the survey 
each additional member, the income cut -off w a s changed from the SHS area to the district, 
point is raised by Rs.720 per annum. Thus T h e FNPPD survey included an urban sector 
a household of six with an annual income o f , n addition to the village and estate sectors. 
Rs.4,319 would be eligible to receive stamps, Most significantly the survey universe was 
but not one with an income of Rs.4,321 changed and limited to those aged between 
per annum. six months and five years, whereas the Minis-

It is estimated that the food stamp scheme try of Health/CARE/CDC survey had covered 
benefits about half, (or 49%), of the total those aged between six months and six years, 
population. (3) However, as the value of the Thus the FNPPD survey failed to cover those 
stamps is fixed in nominal terms, the real of between five and six years of age. In this 
benefits derived seem to have been eroded context eny valid comparison of the two 
with inflation. The seventeen months-following Reports has to be made at a disaggregated 
the Introduction of the stamps (in September evel. 

(1) 

(2) 

(3) 

(4) 

(5) 

(6) 

General Treasury and Central Bank of Ceylon. 

Food Commissioner's Department and Department of Census and Statistics. 

Food Commissioner's Department. 

Ibid. 

Ministry of Health/CARE/CDC : "Sri Lanka Nutrition Status Survey, 1975-1976. 

FNPPD: "Nutritional Status.'tts Determinants and Intervention Programmes," (Final 
Report), Colombo, Sri Lanka, January 1983. The CDC/CARE definition ofthe "village 
sector", corresponds to the FNPPD definition ofthe "rural sector", and our comparison 
has been made accordingly. However, the CDC/CARE survey of estates was confined 
largely to the tea plantation areas, whereas the FNPPD survey of estates covered all 
land units of over fifty acres with a resident labour force of eight or more, thus embra­
cing the rubber growing regions of the low country too. We have therefore compared 
the CDC/CARE estate sector, with the FNPPD estate sector in the tea growing districts 
of Nuwara-Eliya, Moneragala, Ratnapura, Kegalle, Kandy andBadulla only. 
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Two forms of undernutrition can be 
distinguished. First, acute undernutrition 
which reflects current or recent deficiency in 
food intake, results in wasting, or a low weight 
for height ratio. (7) Second, chronic under­
nutrition, which reflects past and long term 
nutritional inadequacies, results in stunting, 
or a low height for age ratio. (8) 

It has been suggested that wasting and 
stunting have different dietary backgrounds. 
(9) This will be examined more closely, later. 

In Table 1 we compare the prevalence 
of wasting and stunting in the village and 
estate sectors combined, amongst those aged 
six months to five years in the two survey 
periods. (10) Provision has been made to 
exclude those between five and six years of 
age from the 1975/76 data, so as to allow 
for comparability. The table shows that was­
ting has increased, and stunting decreased. 

Table 1 : A Comparison of Wasting and Stun­
ting in the Village ana Estate Sectors 
(1975/76 - 1980/82) 

- Per cent of children aged 6 to 59 months 
inclusive, wasting (i.e. with a weight for height 
less than 80% of the NAS Reference Median), 
and stunting (i.e. with height for age less than 
90% of the NAS Reference Median) 

Table 2: Wasting in the Village Sector 1975/76 - 1980/2 
(Percent of Children Weight-for-Height less than 80% of the NAS 

Reference Median by age groups) 

Survey 
Periods 

6-11 12-23 24-36 36-47 48-59 

1975/76 4.8 10.6 6.6 4.2 4.6 

1980/82 11.4 17.1 9.6 6.6 8.6 

Change in 
Wasting 
1975/76 
1980/82 

+138% +63% 

• 

+44% 

I 

+67% +87% 

Table 3: 

1975-1976, Table 16", and FNPPD/MRI Nutrition Status Survey 
data, 1980-1982 

Wasting in the Estate Sector 1975/6 - 1980/2 
(Per cent of Children Weight-for-Height less than 80% of the NAS 

Reference Median by Age Group) 
Age (months) 

Survey 

Periods 

Survey 
« 

Periods 

1975/76 

1980/82 

Wasting 

6.7 

10.6 

Stunting 'Sample 
I Size 

32j7t 11,267 
i 

24.4 , 24,684 
1 

6-11 12-23 24-35 36-37 48-59 

1975/76 6.7 13.6 9.2 9.1 7.1 

1980/82 11.0 165 7.3 3.6 6.3 

Change in 
Wasting , 
1975/76-
1980/82 

+64% +25% -21% -62% -25% 

Source: Figures for 1975/76 have been derived 
from the Ministry of Health, Sri Lanka: 
Nutrition Status Survey, 1975-1976, 
Tables 1,3 and 5. Figures for 1980-1982 
are derived from the FNPPD/MRI Nutri­
tional Status Survey data, 1980-1982. 

In Table 2 we compare the incidence 
of wasting in the village sector over the two 
survey periods, by age group, and in Table 3, 
we do the same for the estate sector. Wasting 
has increased in the village sector in every 
age group, the most marked rise being amongst 
infants (138%). (11) In the estate sector too 
there has been a marked rise amongst infants 
(64%), and a smaller rise amongst those aged 
between one and two years (25%). Amongst 
those aged two to four years inclusive there 
has been a fall in wasting. 

Traditionally wasting has tended to be 
most marked during the weaning period of 
one to two years. Prolonged breast-feeding. 

Source: Ministry of Health/CARE/CDC: "Sri Lanka Nutrition Status Survey,1975-
1976, Table 15," and FNPPD/MRI Numnonal Status Survey data, 1980-1982 

and the failure to introduce semi-solids until tices. Several informal studies suggest that 
well past the first birthday are attributed as with the liberalization of the economy in 
reasons for this. 1977, families devoted more resources to the 

purchase of consumer durables- and other 
The increase in wasting amongst those forms of conspicuous consumption, at the 

aged under two and especially infants, may expense of food. (12) In particular, infant 
be linked to a worsening of weaning prac- and weaning, foods have been neglected.H3) 

(7) In what follows we define a child as wasteU if he has a weight for height loss less than 
i of the NAS Reference Median. This is a measure of total wasting. 

20 

(8) In what follows we define a child as stunted, if he has a height for age ratio less than 
90% of the NAS Reference Median. This is a measure of total stunting. 

(9) Rutishauser, I.H.E., Whitehead, R.G., Br. J. Butr. 1969, 23, 1 quoted in Waterlow, 
J.C., "Note on the Assessment and Classification of Protein-Energy Malnutrition in 
Children,"Lancet, 1, 87. 

(10)In this table, as in those that follow, all percentages are based on weighted data, unless 
stated to the contrary, FNPPD/MRI figures cover all districts except Matara, Hamban­
tota and Jaffna, for which comprehensive data is not available. 

(11) Our measure of significance, the proportionate increase in wasting, (and stunting), 
does not take into account the distribution about the means (by age groups) of the two 
survev periods. A t-test of significance, which could take this into account, cannot 
however be calculated, as we do not havs the incidence of wasting (and stunting), jor 
each age group by SHSarea, for 1975-1*76. 
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A recent Report noted that although the food 
itemp scherne made available higher value 
stamps to poor households with children, 
In an attempt to promote greater milk con­
sumption, this objective was not realized 
In practice. (14) Indeed milk foods accoun­
ted for a mere 4% of total food stamp ex­
penditure. (15) It seems that rice consump­
tion, and the needs of the older (and adult) 
members of the family received precedence 
over the needs of the infant and young child 
being weaned. Indeed the Report noted that 
"due to the convertibility of stamps, there 
may have been a tendency by the adults to 
tell the stamps and/or commodities purchased 
with the stamps, to buy superfluous items 
like tobacco or alchol, at the expense of milk 
foods . . . . " (16) In such a situation infants 
and young children being weaned can be ex­
pected to be the most deprived. 

Those in the two to five year age range In 
the estate sector teem to have recorded an 
Improvement in their weight for height (Table 
3), whereas those In the same age range in the 
village sector have not (Table 2). This may 
be due to the institution of the Thriposha 
programme in 1974, and its better implemen­
tation in the estate sector than in the village. 
From 1977 an intensive feeding programme 
was launched through a number of maternity 
clinics on the estates. This buttressed through 
the extended programme of immunization 
(launched in 1977), and the provision of better 
water, sanltational and creche facilities. Mini­
mum wage rates on estates also rose relative 
to those In other sectors, in the post nationali­
zation era 17 But most important In the estates 
unlike In the villages, the Thriposha administe­
red to those aged two to four yean Inclusive, 
was administered on site, dally 18. In the 
villages on the other hand, Thriposha packets 
were given monthly, to be taken home and 
given to the needy child by the mother. Such 
Thriposha was, (and It), generally shared 
amongst the family, to that the needy pre­
schooler it likely to have felt the full impact 
of the cutback in nutrient consumption since 
1977, In a way his estate counterpart Is not 
likely to have. 

However, the incidence of stunting has 
declined in both the village and estate sectors, 
amongst every age group. In Table 4 we com­
pare the incidence of stunting in the village 
sector over the two survey periods by age 
group, and in Table 5 we do the same for the 
estate sector. 

Two points are immediately apparent. 
First, the decline in stunting in the village 
sector is not as great proportionately, as the 
increase in wasting. The mean unweighted 
increase in wasting in the village sector amongst 
those aged between six months and five yeen. 
Is 78%, but the decline in stunting is only 23%. 
Second however, the decline in stunting is more 
widespread and even than the increase in was-

ting. It has occurred in both village and es­
tate sectors, odd amongst all age groups in 
these sectors. Moreover, the decline is relati­
vely uniform across all age groups. 

As at first sight, a decrease in stunting 
with a rise in wasting appeared paradoxical 
it was decided to assess the significance of .this 
change. Fortunately, the distribution of height 

for age in the period 1980-82 was available, 
but only at a highly aggregated level; that is 
for the total survey population, with no break­
down by sector. As the 1975/76 survey covered 
only the village and estate sectors, and as the 
1980/82 survey included the urban sector 
which has a significantly lower rate of stunting 
(see Table 6), some provision had to be made 

Table 4: Stunting in the Village Sector 1975/76 - 1980/82 
(Percent of Children Height for Age less thanfJO* 5 of the NAS Reference Medium, by age 
groups). Age (months) 

Survey 

Periods 

Source: 

1975/76 
6-11 
9.3 

12-23 
21 £ 

24-35 
29.4 

36-47 
36.5 

43-59 
37.4 

1980/82 " 5.7 16.0 ua 29.9 2GB 

Change in 
Stunting 
1975/76 -
1980/82 

a a : _ T — i . —X. u . 

-39% 

ir% A M I " " 

-26% 

f>r\f%. s s o - t i 

-6% -18% -28% 

Table 17", and FNPPD/MRI Nutritional Status Survey data, 1980-1982 

Table 5: Stunting in the Estate Sector 1975/76 - 1980/82 

(Percent of Children Height for Age lest than 90% of the NAS Reference Median, by age 
Group) 

Age (months) 

Survey 
Periods 

6-11 12-23 24-35 36^47 48-59 

1975/76 27.4 47.2 62.6 71 £ 73.1 

1980/82 21.4 38.3 662 62A 50.3 

Change In 
Stunting 
1975/76 -
1980/82 

-22 «i -19% -12% -27% -31% 

Source: Ministry of Health/CARE/CDC "Sri Lanka Nutrition Status Survey, 1975-1978, 
Table 17," and FNPPD/MRI Nutritional Status Survey data, 1980-1982 

i(12) Personal communication from Mrs. Ntmali Kannangara of the U.S. Save the Children 
Fund, based on her observations. 

(13) Personal communication from Dr. (Mrs.) B. V. de Mel of CARE, based on her personal 
observations. 

(14) FNPPD: "Survey Report of the Food Stamp Scheme," Colombo, Sri Lanka, 1981, 
p. 50. 

(15) Ibid, p.32. Table 14. 

(16) Ibtd,p.39. 

(17) Central Bank" of Ceylon "Annual Report, 1982." 

(18) Personal communication from Dr. (Mrs.) B. V. de Mel of CARE. 
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to correct this bias so as to allow for compara­
bility. It was, therefore, decided to exclude 
those districts where the urban sector accoun­
ted for more than 20% of the total sample 
in 1980-1982. Although six districts (namely, 
Amparai, Gampaha, Batticaloa, Trincomalee, 

'Colombo and Jaffna) had to be excluded, 
the remaining sample of 19,299 was sufficiently 
large to provide a picture of tha situation. 

In Table 7 we compare the height for 
age distribution of the survey population of 
1975-1976, with a comparable (largely village 
and estate) section of. the survey population 
of 1980-1982, by age groups. This reveals 
that the decline in stunting is not marginal. 
Not merely is a greater proportion over 90% 
of the NAS reference median, but a greater 
proportion is also over 95% of the NAS re-

Table 6: A Comparison of Stuntino in the Village and Estate Sector with that in the Urban 
Sector, 1980-1982 

(Percent of Children Height for Age less than 90% of the NAS Reference Median, by age 
eWups) Age (months) 

6-11 12-23 24-35 36-47 48-5S 06-59 

Sector 

Villege 
and 
Estate 

7.1 17.7 30Ji 31.7 28.7 24.4 

Sector 

Urban 4.9 14.8 26.3 26.6 21.2 195 

Source: FNPPD/MRI Nutritional Status Survey data, 1980-1982 

Table 7: Height for Age: Percentage distribution of Survey Population 1975/76-1980/82 

Age Groups 
(months) 

Par Cant of NAS Reference Median Sampla 
Size 

5 + 

Age Groups 
(months) 

85 85.0 - 89.9 90.0-94.9 

Sampla 
Size 

5 + 

6-11 
1.9 

•' (2.4) 
9.9 36.6 
(65) (265) 

51.7 
(645) 

2,230 
(2,454) 

12-23 
6.3 

(3.9) 
18.4 445 

(14.8) (42.4) 
30.6 

(385) 
2598 

(4570) 

24-35 
7.5 

(6.0) 
25.6 465 
(22.1) (46.7) 

21.4 
(262) 

2,426 
(4503) 

36-47 
10.1 
(7.3) 

30.7 39.4 
(25.4) (435) 

195 
(235) 

2511 
(4,172) 

48-59 
11.8 
(7.3) 

30.1 41.0 
(28.0) (43.5) 

17.1 
(212) 

2,503 
(3505) 

6-59 
8.1 

(5.6) 
24.4 42.0 

(20.2) (41.6) 
255 

(325) 
11,270 

,(19299) 

Source: Brink, E. W.; Perera, W.D.A.; Broske, S.P.; Huff, N. R., Stachling, N.W.; Lane, 
J.M.; and Nichaman, M.Z. "Sri Lanka Nutrition Status Survey, 1975" Inter­
national Journal of Epidemiology, 1978, Vol. 7, No.1, Table 4, and FNPPD/MRI 

7797 
(20) 

Nutrition Status Survey data, 1980-1982. 
Districts with an urban sector accounting 
for over 20% of the sample population, 
have been excluded from the 1980 to 
1982 data to make for greater compara­
bility with the 1975/76 figures. 1975/76 
figures are stated in the top row of each 
box, and 1980/82 figures in tha bottom 
row in parenthesis. 

terence median, than previously. This is 
so for every age group. Moreover, there is 
also a smaller proportion below 85% of the 
NAS reference median, in every age group, 
save that of the infant. Only in tha six to 
eleven month age group has the proportion 
below 85% of the NAS reference median 
increased. 

Thus there has been an increase in was­
ting, and a lesser, but nevertheless significant, 
decrease in stunting. One hypothesis to ex­
plain this seeming paradox is that in the period 
1977—79, with the liberalization of the eco­
nomy, more food and nutrition was available 
laying the basis for long-term height gain and 
a decline in stunting; that with the food price 
inflation after 1979 less was consumed with 
the immediate effect of weight loss, and an 
increase in wasting; that the FNPPD/MRI 
survey being conducted over the period. 
1980-82, was able to catch this (short term) 
rise in wasting, but no rise In stunting (as the 
impact of the post—1979 deterioration in 
nutritional intake had not yet been felt on 
height). 

Unfortunately there is no data on the 
consumption of pre-schoolers in particular, 
for successive years. However, data on food 
supply is available. Graph 1 plots the per 
capita calorie and protein supply as a per­
centage of the daily per capita requirement 
from 1972 to 1981. This reveals that the 
years 1977 to 1979 inclusive, did indeed 
see a rise in tha per capita calorie and pro­
tein supply, and that these were the only 
three years when the per capita supply ex­
ceeded the per capita requirement. How­
ever, supply is no indication of actual nu­
tritional intake, especially in a situation 
of great income differentials. 

Moreover, if the hypothesis postulated 
were valid, then the incidence of stunting in 
the districts surveyed in June 1980 should 
be significantly less than that in those dis­
tricts surveyed in January 1982, the impact 
of the post - 1979 food shortfall being felt 
by the latter period. Table 8 shows that this 
i» not the case. Indeed in four of the five 
age groups stunting was markedly higher in 
June 1980, than in January 1982. This is 
partially due to the six districts surveyed 
in June 1980 traditionally having higher 
rates of stunting than those surveyed in 
January 1982, but a simple test using CDC/ 
CARE data suggested that this traditional 
difference was not significant. (20) In the 
event the hypothesis postulated, cannot be 
accepted as it stands. 

22 

Ibid. 
The mean incidence of stunting in the six SHS areas corresponding to the six districts 
surveyed in June 1980 was compared with the mean incidence of stunting 

in January 1982, using DCD/CARE 
data. (Ministry of Health I CDC I CARE "Sri Lanka Nutrition Status Survey, 1975-
1976," Table 4). The difference was not significant on a 20% two tailed test, which 
is a liberal measure. 
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Table 8: Stunting in the Village Sector; a 
Comparison of Stunting by Age Group in 
June 1980, with that in January 1982 

6-11 12-23 24-35 36-47 48-6? 6-59 

Six districts 
surveyed 
(June 1980) 

7.4 17.2 22.6 255 285 21.0 

Three districts 
surveyed 
(January 1982 

-

1J3 
) 

11.7 235 23.1 18.5 17.1 

Source: FNPPD/MRI Nutritional Status Survey data, 1980-1982 

Another possible explanation of this 
would be in terms of a changed protein: cal­
orie mix intake by pre-schoolers. A study 
currently being conducted by Dr. (Mrs.) B.V. 
de Mel, reveals that in the lower income groups, 
the fall in calorie intake has been greater than 
the fall in the protein intake in the last six 
years, and that this is especially so amongst 
pre-schoolers. (21) It has been shown that 
growth can take place with a sufficient protein 
intake, even if the calorie intake falls. (22) 
In such a context the greater fall in calorie 
intake, than in proteins observed by Dr. (Mrs.) 
B. V. de Mel, can be expected to translate into 
a rise in wasting, but a fall in stunting. 

This is especially so in the context of the 
Thriposha Programme, the main nutritional 
intervention directed at pre-schoolers. The 
current rations of Thriposha provide one third 
of the pre-schoolers protein requirement, 
but only one-sixth of his calorie requirement. 
(23) In the event of his calorie requirements 
not being adequately supplemented at home, 
the pre-schooler can be expected to experience 
a greater shortfall in his calorie requirement, 
than in his proteins. Such a scenario could 
well explain the rise In wasting, coupled with 
the fall in stunting. It would also explain 
the fairly even decline in stunting across age 
groups, as depicted in Tables 4 and 5. 

The increase in diarrhoea and other rela­
ted diseases particularly affecting pre-schoolers 
'since 1977, is also likely to have compounded 
the problem. (24) Such diseases result in 
weight loss (within a few weeks of their onset), 
with no corresponding impact on height. 

Overall, the increase in wasting is perhaps 
more significant than the decrease in stunting. 

Graph I 

This is because the 1975/76 survey was con­
ducted about eighteen months after the se­
vere food crisis of 1973/74. As a result of this 
crisis all those above two years of age in 1975/ 
76, would have exhibited abnormally severe 
stunting, reflecting the food shortage eighteen 
months previously. The 1975/76 survey 
figures would therefore portray an abnormally 
high incidence of stunting, any marginal im­
provement upon which may merely reflect 
a return to more normal patterns of growth. 

In assessing the nutritional status of those 
below three years of age, the Gomez classifi­
cation of weight for age is generally regarded 
as the most accurate index. However, an analy­
sis by age group and sector using this classifi­
cation has not been possible, as the data is not 
availaole. Thus we have not been able to 
carry out as rigorous an analysis of the situation 
as would have desired. Nevertheless, on the 

evidence we have, there seems to have been 
a worsening of the nutritional status of village 
pre-schoolers since 1975/76, this being parti­
cularly marked in the infant. 

The worsening of nutritional standards 
may be attributed partially to the switch 
from a food subsidy to a food stamp scheme. 
In the pre—1978 era, a ration of polished and 
lightly milled rice was made freely available 
to all consumers. At the same time certain 
other basic commodities were also made 
available at subsidized prices. The free rice 
and commodities were collected by the mo­
ther, and thereby prepared for the entire 
household including the young children. 
The food stamp scheme means that this food 
is no longer available in kind. Food stamps 
may be used for the purchase of food, but 
they may just as well be resold on the black-
market, and the proceeds used to purchase 
alcohol, tobacco or whatever. A> the father 
collects the food stamps this is what gene­
rally happens. The needy family therefore 
does not get the same sort of nutritional 
quota it received in the food subsidy era. 
This has been further excerbated by the rapid 
price inflation since 1979. 

It seems that in the poorer urban areas 
there has been a switch from the more expen­
sive lightly milled rices to the cheaper impor­
ted white polished rice. (25) The protein, 
vitamin and niacin contents of the latter 
variety are significantly less than those of the 
former. (Table 9). This is believed to be a 
key factor in impairing work potential. 

(21) Personal communication from Dr. (Mrs.) 
B.V. de Mel of CARE. 

(22) Richard Jansen, Colorado State 
University - Personal communication 
from Dr. (Mrs.) B. V. de Mel. 

(23) Personal communication from Dr. (Mrs:, 
B.V. de Mel of CARE. 

(24) Ibid. 

(25) Ibid. 

Per Capita Cilone and Protein Supply u • % of the daily per capita requirement 
Daily Per Capita (1972-1981) 
Supply as a %ol 
Dairy Per Capita 

Requirement 

Year 

Source: Food Balance Sheet,. Dept. of Census and Statistics. It is estimated by Dr.lMrsI 
B. V. de Mel of the MRI that 2,200 calories and 48 grains of proteins are the 
minimum per capita daily requirements. 
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Table 9 : Nutritional Value of a 100 grms of Edible Portions of some Bade Staples 

Name of 
foodstuff 

Protein Iron Calcium Vitamin 
81 

Vitamin 
B2 

Niacin 

Unit S- mg. mg. Neg. Meg. mg. 

White 
Polished 
Rice 

6.8 3.1 10.0 60 60 13 

Red 
Lightly 
Milled Rice 

7.5 3.2 10.0 210 160 3.9 

Par-boiled 
Lightly 
Milled Rice 

8.5 2.8 10.0 270 120 4.0 

Wheat-flour 
70% Extrac­
tion 

11.0 2.5 23.0 120 70 2.4 

Wheat-flour 
95% Extrac­
tion 

12.1 11.5 48.0 490 290 4.3 

Source: Dr. (Mrs.) B. V. de Mel. 
The introduction of Prima Wheat into 

this country is unlikely to alleviate the pro­
blem. The flour has a 70% extraction rate. (26) 
Like ell wheat flours its protein content is grea­
ter than that of rice, but its Vitamin B and 
niacin content is significantly less then that 
of lightly milled rice, (Table 9). From 1983, 
all domestic wheat flour requirements will 
be met by the Prima mill. (27) In this con­
text the basic staples made available to the 
Sri Lanka consumer are likely to be very 
poor in terms of nutritional value. 
Conclusion 

To sum up there seems to have been a 
marked rise in wasting since 1975/76 with 
a significant but lesser fall in stunting. It 
is suggested that this has been due to changed 
consumption patterns amongst pre-schoolers, 
and in particular a fall in calories consumed 
relative Co proteins. It is also noted that the 
rise in wasting has been particularly marked 
amongst infants and those in the one to two 
year age range, and that this is so in both 
the estate and village sectors. This points 
to a significant deterioration in the nutritional 
status of these age groups. A verification of 
this using the Gomez classification would 
have been most useful. However, this cannot 
be done with the data currently available. 
Nevertheless, on the evidence we heve, it would 
seem that these youngest ege groups should 
receive special attention; that cheep end whole­
some weaning foods should be popularized, and 
perhaps the milk food subsidy reintroduced. 

Thriposha when properly administered 
has been found to be important in reducing 

malnutrition amongst pre-schoolers. (28) It 
is suggested thet the better administration of 
Thriposha to those in the two to four year 
age range inclusive on the estates, than to 
those in the villages, explains the better record 
of the former sector, as compared to the latterj 
This implies that improved administration 
of the Thriposhe Programme, complemented 
by better health and infrastructural facilities! 
could help ameliorate the current nutritional 
inadequacies of Sri Lanka pre-schoolers. In 
order that such benefits be disseminated amon­
gst the populace at large, such a strategy 
would heve to be underpinned by a new food 
distribution scheme; e scheme where nutritious 
food in kind is given to the mother, rather 
than the present stamps which can be exchan­
ged for other commodities. Such a scheme 
may involve a higher budgetary burden than 
the present food stamps. However, if it is 
aimed at the most needy groups it need not 
be as expensive as the food subsidies of old 
It is particularly necessary, given the poor 
nutritional quality of the staples being intro­
duced into Sri Lenke today. 

(26) Ibid. 

(27) Food Commissioner's Department. 

(28) Community Systems Foundation in 
co-ordination with USAID : "Nutrition 
Programs ,„ $ri Lanka using US Food 
Aid (An Evaluation ofP.L. 480 Title 11 
Programs)," October, 1982. 

BUREAUCRACY AND POWER 
- GROUPS IN A SETTLEMENT 
VILLAGE - A SYMBIOTIC 
RELATIONSHIP 

>S. L. Tilakasiri 

The relationship Jbetween the bureau 
cracy and power groups, observed in some 
settlement villages of the Mahaweli project 
forms the basis of this paper by S. 1.. Tila­
kasiri of the Research Department of the 
People's Bank. This paper which was 
presented for the Seminar on "Village 
and National Development, jW Lanka 
Foundation Institute" is based on a com* 
bination of results of several macro and 
micro studies dating from 1976 com­
pleted on the political economy of Maha­
weli 'H' area. Questionnaire and partici­
pant observation methods have been, used 
in appropriate circumstances. In villages 
selected for in-depth study, monitoring 
has been done from the Utter half, of 
l&W&JhAjmmmmofto^ 
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The planning of Mahaweli settlements 
has been based on the results of different 
field studies and experiences gathered' 
over a long period of time in colonisation 
schemes. The size of the allotments has 
been reduced to a level et which the econo­
mic productivity of the land could be main-

.tained by the participation of family mem­
bers. All families are entitled to private 
ownership of land with the allocation of 
2.5 acres of lowland, provided with irri­
gation facilities. (In addition each family 
is allocated a residential allotment of 0.5 
acre of highland). Accordingly every 
settler. enjoys an equal opportunity re­
garding two main resources (land and 
water) essential for agricultural activity. 

Besides the provision of adequate 
irrigation facilities for Yala (dry) and 
Maha (wet) cultivation seesons, several 
institutional facilities also have been pro­
vided. They include agricultural credit, 
fertiliser, agro-chemicals, agricultural ex­
tension and marketing facilities provided 
by several government departments and 
institutions. Further, institutions of di­
fferent levels such as, schools, post offices, 
dispensaries, hospitals and police stations 
have also been mede use of es agencies 
to provide the necessary facilities. 

The system of private land owner­
ship and private consumption of water have 
in most instences led to en individualised 
system. While it is anticipated to provide 
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DIAGRAM 1 - Organizational Chart (Previous) 

Dy. RPM Agrtailturs 

I 
Rsglenel I | ^ o f f i c e r KVt 

T ~ 
RtflflB 

K«a- Knahlktnma Waptl Sevaka 

Rsskkmlsl Prafsel Msnsgsti IRPMI 

Dy.RPM 
Community 

ACOO/DA 

Settler 

CDO-Corr. 
ACDO-Al 

ununlty Dsvslopr 
shttntCDO 

nantOfficsr 

Dy.RPM 

IE 
EA - Engineering 
JP8 - Mb Pttlka 

equal facilities, and equal opportunities to 
all farmer-families, the intensive develop­
ment effort makes necessary a vast bureau­
cracy of officials. 

Structure of Bureaucracy 

In a settlement region planned to func­
tion differently from a traditional village, 
the functions referred to above bring to­
gether teams of officials of different levels. 
In most instances a centralised adminis­
trative system is in evidence. They are ves­
ted with the responsibility of implementing, 
communicating and administering decisions 
which have been taken outside the village. 
These officials who are in receipt of 
monthly salaries from government depart­
ments or other institutions do not carry 
any responsibilities towards the settlers. 
Therefore they utilise their time and energy 
to satisfy and meet the needs of their 
superior officers rathr than attend to 
the specific needs of the farmers. Accor­
dingly, a large number of officials operate 
regional, block and hamlet (1) levels. 

The officials dealing with agricu'tural 
extension services are the Agricultural Ex­
tension Officer (Al) and the "Krushi Vyap-
thi Sevaka" (KVS). The Engineering Assis­
tant (EA) and 'Jala Palana Seveka" (JPS) 
deal with water management and main­
tenance activities. The Assistant Commu­
nity Development Officer (ACDO) and 
Development Assistant (DA) attend to 
community development and land work. 
There are rriany other minor categories 
as well. (See Diagram 1). In addition, 
bank officials, school teachers, postal 
employees, police constables. Co-operative 

diagram l i -On j r t in ioodCmi f tam) 
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employees and a number of similar govern­
ment officials could also be identified 
as engaging in agricultural extension work. 

They could be considered as the 
village-level officers or as the bottom layer 
of government officials. The aim of govern­
ment is to provide, through those officials, 
maximum services in the respective areas of 
activity. This system of management con­
tinues under the Mahaweli Authority. 
There is now a Unit Manager for a cluseter 
of Villages (consisting of about 250 farm 
families) responsible to the Block Manager. 
(See Diagram 11). It is proposed to supply 
through the Unit Manager, all the services 
which were made available earlier. He is 
assisted by two other officials and three 
labourers. 

(1) 'Hamlet' is the smallest unit in Mahaweli settlements. It.consists of approximately 
100 families. 

Who are the power groups? 

Settler families differing widely from 
each other in background and economic 
conditions have been settled in Kala Oya 
basin where settlement activities are nea-
ring completion. They could be broadly 
classified into four different categories 
as follows: 

(a) Land-owning and landless gioups 
who lived in Purana villages 
within the command-area of the 
Mahaweli project. 

(b) Peasant farmers displaced by the 
reservoirs/irrigational construc­
tions of this project. 

(c) Some of the second generation 
overflow groups from early colo­
nization schemes like Minipe and 
Padaviya who have entered the 
project area. 
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(d) Groups selected for Mahaweli 
allotments on various objective 
criteria, from the Wet zone and 
other regions. 

Neerly 73 per cent of families settled 
under System 'H ' (H 1 , H 2, H 4, H 7 and 
H 9) fall into the first two categories 
referred to above. In most instances they 
have been allocated their own house and the 
highland without any change. Some have 
been able to receive under the new settle­
ment system, extents of land almost equal 
to what they owned in the purana villages. 
(This includes the allotments given to all 
family members, sometimes in contagious 
blocks. The agricultural activities of such 
blocks however are collectively done by 
the family and the income goes to the 
family pool. Their socio-economic strength 
enables them to develop close contect 
with officials who were engeged in the 
different ectivities. (Tilakasirl 1981) 

(2) This background has enabled those 
who owned boutiques, buffaloes/tractors in 
the original villages to further develop 
their sociel end economic power. 

The opening of small temporary bou­
tiques by them at the commencement of 
settlement operations enabled them to 
develop contact with the new villages 
with comparative ease. These boutiques 
became important as centres for distri­
bution of consumer goods and as purcha­
sing points for certain products. At the 
same time these became important as 
centres for supplying basic needs to offi-

Baaa 

cials of different levels who came into the 
village at the very commencement of 
settlement activities. This provided a 
medium for developing close contact with 
officials. 

Such groups hailed from different 
socio-economic backgrounds. Those with 
more socio-economic power were able 
to obtain more favourable allotments 
(with fertile soil and water supply) (3) 
This is particularly so in category H 1 
where the allotments were in the purana 
villages itself or in close proximity to it. 
These groups being possessed of a certain 
degree of economic power were able to 
secure minor contracts for constructional 
work, through village-level officials. They 
have sometimes undertaken them jointly 
with some officials. These mutual activi­
ties not only enabled them to develop 
closer contact with officials but consoli­
date their economic power as well 

Use of recommended quantities of 
fertiliser, agro-chemicals, seed and adop­
tion of cultivation practices meant high 
production costs. Settlers who possessed 
better economic power were able to afford 
this and were also able to hire labour 
when necessary. They were able to reap 
successful harvests by the adoption of new 
agricultural practices supplemented by 
the availability of the recommended quan­
tities of water. They were able to harvest 
about 100 bushels per acre while the other 
farmers realised about 40 bushels. High 
incomes which led to savings enabled 
them to increase their extent of land-
ownership (by obtaining the allotments 
of other farmers on ande or badu ) basis. 
Thus they became marked out as "succe­
ssful farmers" or "progressive farmers". 
Some of them are often singled out as 
illusttious examples of the success of the 
Scheme, particularly to impress foreign 
experts. Their ability to function as suc­
cessful farmers has been achieved more 
by greater access to institutions and offi­
cials than through individual farming 
abilities. 

be identified by using material criteria such 
as ownership of houses, boutiques/busi­
nesses (such as rice mills) undertaking of 
contracts, life styles and scale of agricultural 
activities. 

At the sametime in most instances 
they began to hold office in voluntary 
institutions set up in these villages, such 
as, committees of co-operative societies, 
"Sasanarakshaka Samities" (religious or­
ganisations), parent -teacher associations, 
death donation societies, community deve­
lopment societies, youth and women'*: 
organizations, and politicalparty organiza­
tions. It was the same group of persons 
who continued to hold office in all these 
different organizations. Further, these 
'successful farmers' appeared to be taking • 
the initiative in the voluntary programmes 
relating to health and community develop­
ment work started in Mahaweli settlements. 
Thus it becomes evident that a limited , 
number of persons have consolidated their , 
economic and social power in this en- < 
vironment through settlement activities ' 
which were begun with equal opportunities I 
for all. 

In mid-1979 farmers were grouped . 
on the basis of turnout physical areas, < 
for organisation of water-management and ' 
other activities. It was also anticipated that * 
this would lead to the development of 
collective forms of action. Although ' 
arrangements had been made for the farmers , 
themselves to select two farmer-leaders, i 
evaluation reports of these organisations I 
reveal that a majority had been selected ' 
on their being named by the officials. 
Empirical evidence clearly indicates that , 
many 'successful farmers' who maintained , 
contact with officials had been selected j 
for these posts. In one village 60 per ' 
cent of this leadership was held by them. ' 
Although these activities appear to have * 
failed as they have not been a popularly , 
selected leadership, they have got an oppor- , 
tunity to function as a privileged group J 
and as an extension of another layer of the ' 
bureaucracy. (4) 

i 
Institutional credit and the strength of 1 
power-groups ' 

Financial facilities play a valuable j 
role in supplying cultivation requirements < 
in colonisation schemes which use modern • 
technology. The People's Bank has opened • 
bank branches in the new settlement areas 
in a scheme drawing in the Rural Banks ^ 
as well. The Bank of Ceylon and Hatton , 
National Bank too have followed with a 
branches. The People's Bank has operated < 
a special credit scheme in the settlement ' 
areas using a team of specially trained 

7 V two points aerosr the riiff where the dam wilt eome up 

Such categorisation resulted in offi­
cials performing various services focussing 
more attention on them. Other farmers 
became further isolated and as the govern­
mental institutions by-passed them, they 
began to depend also on farmers who were 
better-off. These successful farmers could 

(2) The Mahaweli Settlement Scheme - Displaced peasants and their problems. Paper 
presented at the Annual Sessions SLAAS, Colombo Dec. 1981. 

(3) This has been a common feature in colonisation schemes in Sri Lanka. Please see 
"Politics and Land Settlement Schemes in Sri Lanka" by David Dunham in "De­

velopment and Change" Vol. 13No.l January 1983. 

(4) Tilakasiri, S. L. "A critical look at farmer's organisations in the Mahaweli area". 
26 
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development officers. This facility, provi­
ded all allottees equal opportunities ror 
credit facilities and thereby cultivation 
ability even at the very commencement 
of settlement activities. However, inability 
to pay cultivation loans becomes a problem 
in seeking fresh loans. 

A majority of settlers have evaded 
settlement of agricultural loans. A review 
of this situation reveals that two important 
factors were responsible: 

(al crop failure in subsidiary crops 
in Maha 1976/77. 

lb) poor yield mainly due to inade­
quate water supply. 

Thus the difficulties in loan re-pay­
ments commenced from the very first 
cultivation season. Some have been dis­
qualified on account of non-repayment 
and even subsequent loans (1977/78). 

Findings from two samples in Gal-
newa block of Mahaweli H area indicate 
that the number of borrowers have been 
decreasing with every new season due to 
the progressive increase in the number 
of defaulters. During the 1976/77 Maha 
season the number of persons who obtained 
loans from the People's Bank and Rural 
Banks was 120. By 1979/80 Maha, the 
number had decreased to a mere 08 which 
is a drop to as much as 97 per cent of 
the other groups who could not obtain 
institutional credit facilitiees. 

This situation leads to a closer relation­
ship between bank officials and "good 
creditors" or "progressive farmers". They 
not only become eligible for loons other 
than agricultural loans but receive the 
ready assistance of Bank officials as well. 

Those who could obtain credit 
from institutional sources did scvtonly 
for cultivation purposes but for purchase 
of tractors and other capital assets. Thus 
the credit system as it operates within 

the context of land utilization, access to 
water etc. (to be discussed later) gradually 
made the poor farmers ineligible, while 
the more successful farmers made greater 
use of credit facilities. This situation 
contributed to further widen existing 
disparities. (5) These successful families 
also have begun to cultivate land on badu 
or on a system of tractor hire (i.e. a part 
of the land owners land is cultivated by the 
tractor owner for ploughing the land for the 
peasant). All this leads to the "successful 
farmer" increasing their income. 

Required quantity of water for whom ? 

Water is a very important input in irri­
gated areas. A specific quantity of water 
is required at the proper time for a success­
ful crop. Irrigation facilities as well as other 
serivce facilities and administrative measures 
are subjected to a centralised system of con­
trol, while administrative responsibility upto 
field-channel level of the farmers' paddy 
lots rests with the administrative officers, 
the responsibility for the balance lay with 
the farmers of those turnout areas. 

Turn out areas (see diagram 111) 
which are determined according to irrigation 
plans consist of about 15 allotments. The 
quantity of water necessary for such an area 
is supplied according to the cultivation 
cycle. All settlers in these areas are entitled 
to equal water rights; physical lay-out 
of the channels and field lots have been so 
designed to provide this facility. 

The degree and methods of water-use 
differ according to the agricultural practices 
the settlers have been used to in their 
purana villages. Generally, a majority of 
them attempt to use excessive water. How­
ever, such opportunities are limited in the 
Mahaweli scheme due to the nature of the 
water supply to Turn Out areas. Yet 
some farmers desire and use the quantities 
of water they had been accustomed to. 
Farmers owning lots in the upper regions of 
the channel are keen on using extra water. 
Sometimes, farmers owning lots in the lower 
regions too obtain extra quantities of 
water by reducing the supply to others 
by obstructing the channel flow. This 
becomes more acute in times of rotational 
irrigation. Even those appointed as farmer-
leaders, instead of ensuring an equal supply 
to all make use of their position to secure 
extra water to the allotments they own 
and those cultivated by them on lease 

(5) The writer has discussed similar issues in a paper entitled "An emerging income 
gap - a study of a household in the Mahaweli area " - presented to SI.AAS Annual 
Sessions December, 1980. 

(6) Barbara Marshal and Thomas Karrimel - "Class formation in Peasant Coloni­
zation in Sri Lanka, in Social Science Review. 

It is rarely that officials take effective 
steps even if complaints are made to them. 
This matter has been analysed by the 
writer in a monograph on "Water rights 
and Irrigation Practices" - a People's 
Bank publication. 

On the other hand even if the paddy 
lots in a Turn-Out area are able to receive 
the required quantieies of water, a problem 
arises if the actual cultivated area is more 
than the area planned for. Cultivation 
of encroachments is one such factor. Such 
cultivations are done by groups who have 
been identified as "successful farmers" 
or power groups or their relations/friends. 
Farmers are reluctant to complain against 
this group which has increased their socio­
economic strength, and even if they do so, 
in most instances no action is taken by 
the officials. This then is another instance 
where the close relationship existing bet­
ween village level bureaucracy and the 
power group buttresses and functions 
to the benefit of the 'successful farmers'. 

Although according to the Mahaweli 
settlement olans specific cropping patterns 
have to be followed (they vary according 
to the physical qualities of red soils and 
black soils, and according to cultivation 
seasons) farmers who could exercise power 
do not abide by these conditions in most 
instances. Therefore, they use extra quan­
tities of water in times of rotational irriga­
tion as well as at other times. Sometimes 
they even use water which they aro legiti­
mately not entitled to. Duration of water 
supply damaging the water way or ob­
struction of others' waterways etc. depend 
on the power occupied by the respective 
persons. In the context of emerging eco­
nomic power relationships and the resultant 
type of tenant farming, when the tenant 
cultivator (who has obviously some social 
and economic power) resorts to these prac­
tices, the other farmers face difficulties 
in their cultivation activities in view of 
the influential position of the wrong­
doer. 

Water occupies a position of social 
and political power, which is much more 
than the importance it is normally assigned 
to the major determinant of production 
in most instances. Therefore allottees 
have been to resort to different practices. 
Instead of abandoning cultivation they 
have begun to lease their allotment/portion 
of thier allotment to farmers (successful 
farmers or sometimes government officials) 
who could obtain water. In view of this 
practice of giving out on "ande" or badu 
which is resorted to, for this reason as 
well as others, it was revealed that in one 
of the villages studies, the number of 
families of actual allottees has declined 
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from 76 per cent in Maha 1978/79 
to 42 per cent in Yala 1980. Along with 
this, the actual extent of land-use has 
changed from J4 acre — about 6 acres. 

Power groups which have emerged 
due to socio-economic strength gathered 
from the availability of greater oppor­
tunities for water-use, credit facilities, 
other agro-inputs and advice could be 
accordingly identified in settlement areas. 
Assistance received, from officials as well 
as the provision of meeting the needs 
of officials have enabled these power 
groups to strengthen their position. 

Meeting the needs of officials some­
times begins with provision of rent free 
accommodation, meals, acceptance in the 
villege in number of instances leads to the 
official beginlng to take up to agricultural 
activity on badu basis. In obtaining suitable 
cultivable land on badu for different offi­
cials (irrigation officials, police officers, 
co-operative employees, teachers etc.) — 
an arrangement which is relatively easy 
under this operational set-up, 'successful' 
farmers are key persons. They assist such 
cultivation by giving their tractors on easy 
hire terms or jointly investing in cultivation, 
etc. This symbiotic relationship is advan­

tageous also to the rich farmers who cul­
tivate lands on ande or badu. This Is be­
cause they could get the support of offi­
cials for securing water and other needs. 
In these villages studied we came across 
several co-operative managers, school tea­
chers, water management officers, commu­
nity development officers and police offi­
cers among those cultivating allotments. 

On the other hand, some farmers 
have come forward to undertake con­
struction contract work in the area. This, 
though formally it appears to be done 
by them. In actual fact the execution 
of these is by the officials and benefits 
accrue to the officials. This not only 
enables the officials to consolidate their 
economic hold but also helps to strengthen 
the position of power-groups. Such village 
level officers who combine different culti­
vation activities with contractual work 
do not have time to perform the services 
expected of them.These officials are better 
able to obtain tractor services and require­
ments such es fertiliser, agro-chemicals 
and services from co-operative societies. 
Although the farmers are generally aware 
of these developments, they are helpless In 
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the face of this operational pattern. 

The relationships which have arisen 
as a result among certain farmers and 
officials and their operation are based 
on the power structure in their villege. 
These features appear to determine opera­
tions, much more then the individual 
abilities of the farmers. 

CONCLUSION 

This paper has attempted to analyse 
how only certain settlers are able to take 
maximum use of service facilities provi­
ded by various Institutions and to what 
extent the village bureaucracy aids this 
process. It was also observed how certain 
benefits accrue to the village level bureau­
cracy in the operation of these processes. 
There is thus a symbiotic relationship 
between the bureaucracy and the power-
group at the village level. What is of sig­
nificance is that in this whole process the 
original goals of equitable eccess to re­
sources, equitable development and growth 
of income of the settler families tend to 
be displaced. And in this village level 
bureaucracy, the very delivery mechanism 
that was to ensure equitable distribution 
etc. is counter productive. 
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