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INTRODUCTION 

The relationship between poverty and 
growth is often postulated viatrade offs' 
between allocation of resources for pro­
duction and consumption. Such a prog­
nosis generally subsumes that conditions 
promoting poverty and growth operate at 
levels different to each other. Yet these 
conditions are but different manifesta­
tions of on-going processes of capital 
accumulation and in this sense 'level-
neutral 1. Fo example, the mode of incor­
poration of rights to land in the production 
process has a distinct bearing on the 
degree and nature of poverty. 

Thus, a principal determinant of agricul­
tural progress and economic opportunity 
creation as well as poverty generation in 
an agrarian setting such as Sri Lanka, lies 
in the nature of its land base, its agrarian 
structural relationships which assist or 
inhibit technological progress, agricultural 
productivity growth and wider access to 
benefits of such growth. 

it is in the above context that the choices 
offered by the land base will be examined 
as they pertain to the issues of land 
ownership, tenure and land rights affect­
ing irrigated agriculture. 

Tenure Systems In Irrigated Settle­
ment Projects 

Resettlement of landless poor of Wet 
Zone areas under village expansion 
schemes in the Wet Zone itself and under 
irrigated and rainfed resettlement proj­
ects in the Dry Zone, was viewed by 
successive governments since early 
1930s as a gradualist strategy for ensur­

ing land, food and income security in rural 
areas. It was also seen as a means of 
increasing domestic food production and 
as a method of overall rural development. 

Between 1920 and 1985 nearly 793,468 
hectares (including land alienation under 
the new Mahaweli and other recent proj­
ects) of state lands were alienated through 
various projects among 870,622 fami­
lies. Irrigated Settlement projects num­
bering 107 accounted for 298,304 hec­
tares ( 4 0 % of'the total area alienated 
under different projects) and resettlement 
of226,083 landless poor families ( 2 6 % of 
the total resettled) in the Dry Zone. 

The legal tenure system in irrigated 
settlement projects is based upon a 99 
year lease prescribed by the Land Devel­
opment Ordinance (LDO) No. 18 of 1935. 
The lease incorporates certain restric­
tions as we'll as flexibilities. Not only were 
restrictions placed upon sales, mortgages, 
leases and subdivisions in the inheri­
tance process, but the ordinance also 
expressly prohibited the seizure or fore­
closure sale of alienated state land for 
collection of debt repayments (LDO of 
1935: Chapt. V., pp. 13-14; Chapt. vi., pp. 
15-15). A minimum fraction rule restricted 
subdivision whereby lands could not be 
subdivided below a prescribed holding 
size. Through these provisions, the re­
stricted rights held in land by settlers 
were protected against outside investors 
as well as against the normal inclination 
of settlers to subdivide their lands among 
all children. 

On the succession issue, the Ordinance 
of 1935 prescribed that a permit holder 
could nominate only one successor to his 
.allotted holding. According to this the 

permit was personal to the holder. Upon' 
his death the title passes to a successor 
duly nominated by the permit holder (LDO 
of1935:Chapt .V i i ,SecL48p.16) lncase 
of intestate succession, an order of pref­
erence amongst family claimants for the 
99-year lease permit was prescribed. 

Thus, the 99-year lease placed restric­
tions on holding size, land transfers, and 
access to alienated land. 

The 1935 ordinance and the 99-year 
lease was based upon two central as­
sumptions. According to Schickele (1968: 
42) these are: 

(a) that fee-simple ownership was not a 
necessary incentive to increase produc-. 
tion. The subdivision of holdings in the 
inheritance process arising from fee-
simple ownership, was therefore deemed 
counterproductive because this led to 
uneconomic fragmented holdings; 

(b) in a milieu where land market imper­
fections exist, a restricted tenure pre­
vents accumulation and related condi­
tions of absentee landlordism in alien­
ated state lands. 

The expected outcome of lands alien­
ated through the 99-year lease on the 
basis of above assumptions was, in the 
words of Sir Clifford, a Governor of Sri 
Lanka in the 1920s and a principal men­
tor of peasant settlements, to create"... a 
prosperous self-supporting, and self re­
specting multitude of peasant proprie­
tors..." (Hansard: 1927: 283-307) - in 
essence, the creation of a •market-ori­
ented" family fanning system in settle­
ment projects. 

In creating irrigated settlements in the 
Dry Zone areas, successive governments 
from 1935 initially directed an extensive 
scale of aid to entice Wet Zone landless 
to resettle In the then hazardous environ­
ments of the Dry zone. However, in view 
of the substantial costs involved, rela­
tively low cost strategies of resettlement 
of persons have been adopted since 
1950s. The allotted holding sizes (includ­
ing homesteads) have diminished over 
the years from 3.3 hectares in the 1930s 
and 1940s, to 2.9 - 2 hectares in 1950s, 
to 1.4 hectares in the early 1960s arid to 
1.1 hectares, thereafter. This reduction in 
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allotted holding size was rationalized by 
policy makers on grounds,of: 
(a) higher absorption ,of .landless per­

sons in settlement Jands',.. 
(b) higher intensification of, production 

whiph was,expected to. yield, an-, 
adequate output, employment and 
incomes. 

In spite of numerous problems, which 
have arisen in settlement projects, the 

.tenurial safeguards have largely pre­
vented a permanent fragmentation of the 
land. Private investor accumulations are 
considered to account only for about 7-8 
percent of the total land area alienated in 
Dry Zone settlements..These accumula­
tions are transitory as the land laws/eject 
them. " 

. Increasing ownership and use value of 
agricultural land which accompanies 
market infiltration, stresses prevailing 
tenure systems of settlement lands in two 
ways,.On the one hand, tenure systems 
are. pressurized to accommodate, the 
investor demand for prime agricultural 
land. On' the other, a more basicrand 
stronger pressure emerges,'from parce­
nary claimants to gain access to family 
lands and. their product for their very 
survival. T-he operation-of. these pres­
sures on the tenure base generates 
counterproductive features such_asfrag,-
meritatiqn. and parceilisation of-settle­
ment lands, a n d increasing incidence ,pf 
micro holdings, tenure insecurities and 
landlessness in these lands (as vyell a s in 
private lands owned and operated under 
traditional tenure forms). The above fea­
tures also retard technological .progress 
in agricultural lands. 

Mounting research evidence reveal that 
ail is not well with' the land and production 
base of settlem'f ofs.'.ihe expected settie­
iTient Initiated overall, regional develop­
ment,, which would, have'contributed to 
educe rural poverty, has also not mate-, 
iaiis.ed. Rather, as some.recent.reports 
jontend (Wanigaratne: 1987; Wickre-
nasekera: 1985; Goorieratne and Guna-
vardena:. 1984), poverty seems to be 
jeneratedI within them as .well as within 
leir encompassing regions. 

Land constraints arising from uniformity, 
nd small holding sizes, legal restrictions 
ilaced upon their ownership and use, 

and the diminished availability of land for 
encroachment places a limit on the 
numbers that can be accommodated in 
available lands and their.product. The 
production process itself is constrained 
by risipg production costs and declining 
investment capacities of producers. The 
latter is partly a result of prevailing land 
and product fractionations that goe's oh in 

' settlements as a part of family level ac-
- commodation processes to absorb i'n-
f creasing population. . . . 

• While the total product of holdings tends 
to be fractionated among parcenary claim­
ants, which'ih 'fact-breeds poverty in set-

' tlernertt projects'fphysicial fragmentation 
•of 'land has -largely- been prevented 

(Wanigaratne': 1989). Informal land trans­
actions exist in settlements leading to 
cash arid produce'share'"tenancies as 
well-as land leasing by non :settler e'n'tre-. 
preneursi acquisition of cultivation nghts 
on accouht'of default o l l o a n s from pri­
vate sources. But, they indicate a'himpe'r-
mariehcy on accouht'of the overriding 
aufhority-of the Ordinance. ' • 

' F p r / e f c a ^ 
"medium:' ste$cf'Jrfijgi'tetf' settlement 
scheme 6n%e upper reaches of the Uda 

. Walawe, .Wanigaratne .(1.984: 129),.ob-
served, "Quite a range'tif laricl transfer 

* - f i & i ^ ^ ^ ^ , l ^ | M S ^ ; X gen4r&'fe&we 
associafjld witfr m$s$ 'forms lii'a strorig 
element of adaptebi l^ tq '^ ianging shtp-
ations. These range from the 7 changing 
%coh6rriic!positJbHs of settdrs'thiBirchil-
dren'arid other-relatives and 'dividers 
° ( n 1 ) h > s l d i v ^ ) ' f o W d U ^ i h ^ ' l o ^ i ^ 
relationships'associated yyittthe'mainte-
nance" of'institutions such as'marriage 
andfamiiy; ' i v c " " 

Evolut ion of Tenure Forms In Irrigated 
-Settlements ::~ ' 

'•• SeveraFstudies provide corroborative 
evidence that informal land transactions 
are quite active In both did and new 
irrigated settlement projects of the Dry 
Zone. The evidence' provided by. these 
studies also reveal that forms of informal 
land transactions akin to what Has been 
found within rainfed paddy lands of the 
wet zone, as well .as within email tank 
irrigation systems of the dry zone, have 
also appeared within major irrigated set­
tlement schemes of the dry zone. * 

Clearly in an agricultural environment -
based largely up6n mdhocrop produc­
tion, as found within irrigated settlements 
of the dryzbrie with little else in terms of 
new employment and income choices 
besides in paddy, increasing inter-gen-
erationalpopulations tend to be pushed 
back into the paddy base, land and its 
product. Inevitably,- complex-tenure-ar­
rangements emerge (as was, demon­
strated before) -. to - accommodate' these 
populations to-the best-possible that set­
tlers,'-their economy, and; society could 
afford. This is only capable df maintaining 
increasing'settler populations at a sub­
sistence minimum. • -.),_ 

Settlement research indicates that' a 
high, incidence-oMnfbrmal:iahdi transac­
tions, are present in settlement projects 
both in-their inception phasa-.as;well as 
oyer the long-run.-Jhis, in effect, denotes 
.that:-the .holding size, and—ownership" 

. (through a 99-year lease) integrity that js 
sought through the l a n d Development 
Ordinance of ~1935, as the basalt land law 
governing alienation andisubsecjuent use 
of state land, .by al ienees; is negated 
through a<process-:'oHnformally driven 
land/productifractionatioh-.?! ',:> it< : 

: -''r ,-.'.r '•: > > -. :• - . . . r . ^ c 
The process'Of ; informal' l and transac­

tions is better understood through view­
ing settlerrrentscherries asdynahiic ehti-
tJes^Their/land-base, its ownei|ihip> use 
•and size of.pperationaihdldingsjprider^o 
-dynamic changes .oniratecount of-eco-
nomic.-social and envirohmental thariges 
which.affecti-settjere p6'pTjlatiot|si'<The 
'evolutionconcept pertaining to'the devel­
opment of frontier land settlements posits 
an initial phase of stress confronting new 
settlers as they strive to adapt to the new 
settlement environment-.tScudder (1981) 

"It i s * stageof settler-adaptation, which 
can be expected to' last.for two to 1 five 
years for the majority in well planned and 
well Implemented:'projects, and for- a 
considerably longer period In other set­
tlements. In most cases, settlers need 
adapt to a new agroecologicalzone as 
well as to new production techniques arid, 
forms of social Organization: to hew neigh­
bours (both hosts and other settlers); and 
to closer government'supervision.-For 
this reason it is a perod of uncertainty for 
the settlersrUricertainty involve stress, 

• ^ U i M M ' 1 "J" I * — — ^ a ^ w 

> Economic Rsvlew - FeMflarch 1991 



IRRIGATION] 

with most settlers trying to reduce further 
risks by clinging to the familiar....land use 
tends to be characterized by extensive 
agricultural systems of relatively low 
productivity rather than by agricultural 
intensification... Throughout the transi­
tion stage, the majority of settlers tend to 
be risk-averse; they adopt a conservative 
stance, their first priority being to meet 
the food needs of their family" Scudder: 
1981:3-4 . 

A short-run subsistence orientation 
during this initial phase, of settlement 
therefore, seems inevitable with "risk 
aversion" which usually accompany such 
as orientation among new settlers. Ac­
cording to one study... risk aversion may 
be quite strong because the returns above 
expected values may not offset the se­
vere penalties (such as a serious lower­
ing of living standards) for returns below 
the expected values". 

In this transitional phase, as a strategy 
of .minimizing risks of self management of 
holdings while also maximizing house­
hold earnings and meeting their subsis­
tence needs, some settlers may let all or 
part of their holdings for a season or two 
for a cash sum of a produce share! In 
general, the need to gain cash to defray 
substantial costs incurred in adapting to a 
new environment is perhaps uppermost 
in the settler household allocation of land 
and labour during this phase. 

Global and local settlement research 
reveals that two to five years after settle­
ment, non-agrioulturaj; employment as­
sociated with infrastructure development 
are well nigh exhausted. Settlers who are 
so employed are eventually left to their 
own resources - their allotted lands and 
family labour. Agriculture then becomes 
more attractive as the best (and perhaps 
the only) choice available. More settlers 
may therfore opt to work the lands them­
selves than let them out to investors. 

Over the long run, with second genera­
tion pressure on the economy on the 
increase, more of the settler lands would 
tend to be allocated among own family 
members either for produce shares or 
exclusively for their own subsistence. It 
may arise sooner as apparently found in 
the initial settlements of the Mahaweli H-
area where over 50 percent of the settler 

families were mature families with more 
second generation adults. 

Generally, 'large' land accumulations, 
letting of lands to investors, become 
marginalised over the years with a minor­
ity of "failed •settlers" habitually involved 
in it. The majority cultivates their own land 
with informal accommodation of family 
members in the land and its product, 
which maintains their food, income and 
employment needs. Reports of settler 
(heads of households) majorities respond­
ing to "own-cultivation" of their holdings 
indicated in research studies on older 
settlement projects, on closer scrutiny 
reveal evidence of substantial individual 
family use accommodation - in land and 
its product-with accompanying land and 
product fractionation. 

The consequent overall long run eco­
nomic position of a majority of settlers 
would still remain risk-averse with ex­
panding, household populations largely 
dependent upon the economy of allotted 
holdings for their food and living needs. 
With expanded population accommoda­
tions (in a largely paddy based economy) 
lowering disposable incomes, most farms 
tend to be operated on a constant and low 
stock of capital. Once more, the overiding 
objective of investment among most set­
tlers over the long run seems to be to 
secure a means of subsistence, for ex­
panding family populations at a minimal 
cash cost. 

Evidence from empirical studies on 
settlement projects also points towards 
an apparent qualitative shift in forms of 
informal land transactions at different 
phases of development of settlement 
projects which justify the above thesis. 
Apparently, cash-based land transactions 
predominate in the inception phase of a 
settlement whereas produce share based 
land transactions dominate over the long 
run. 

The need to accomodate ris­
ing settler household populations as a 
foremost consideration of permit holders 
in their allocation of resources within their 
reach, seems to be borne out. For ex­
ample, Dewahuwa, Uggal-Kaltota, Kirindi 
Oya incorporated old settlement areas, 
and Padaviya, all of which are over 20 
.years of age, reveal that only a minuscule 

numberjqf- their 4otal settler population 
(3%-4°4 operated daddy,land on acash 
lease basis. Much more were accommo­
dated on a crop share basis. 

It is considered that, on the detailed field 
In evidence from Uggal-Kaltota, a sub-

. stantial part of the "share-tenancies" to 
the settlement projects would in fact be 
family level accommodations of an infor­
mal form and not a strict demarcation of 
crop shares as found in share tenancies 
in private lands (eg. in the Wet and Dry 
Zone villages). 

The high incidence of share tenancies 
identified by Bulankulame (1986) , 
Siriwardena (1981) and Tilakasiri (1980), 
in the H-Area of the Mahaweli Project so 
early in its settlement history, indicates a 
problem of settler selection. Most were 
relocatees from Purana villages of the 
Kalawewa area and some were from 
Kotmale and Victoria relocatees. Most 
were mature families with able bodied 
children. In settling these families in the 
H-Area, the phenomenon of subsistence-
maintenance through accommodation of 
family members in land and the product-, 
usually noticeable 15-20 years after set­
tlement, has been noticed quite earfy. 

It is concluded that settlement projects, 
because of their largely paddy based 
economies, develop .deviancies in their 
economies very early in the initial settle­
ment phase. Operational holdings be­
come much smaller than the allotted 
holdings as their "owners" strive to gain 
cash by leasing/mortgaging/selling them 
in order to defray high costs of settling 
down. The result is an initial subsistence 
maintenance and poverty. 

Over the years, as the essentially mono-
crop based settlement projects exhaust 
employment and income avenues, the 
scope for additional employment and 
enterprise niches become constricted. 
The increasing inter-generational settler 
populations are pushed back into family 
lands, where they are accommodated 
through customary pressures for mainte­
nance of kith and kin from family re­
sources. In this stage too, operational 

Contd on page 41-
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holdings b e c o m e minuscu le . Both lands 
a s well a s its product b e c o m e fract ion­
a t e d through complex fami ly - leve l ac ­
c o m m o d a t i v e tenure forms such a s w h a t 

Kal tota . T h e e n d result is o n c e a g a i n a 

s h a r e s poverty . 

Conclusions 

Overa l l , it must be sta ted that t e n u r e 
fo rms a n d their constra ining inf luence o n 
the format ion of a marke t in land is a lso a 
reflection of p rob lems in the overa l l e c o n -

I o m y . W h e n e c o n o m i c growth is a l m o s t 
totally sought through agricultural d e v e l ­
o p m e n t , a s it is in Sri L a n k a e v e n a t 
present , a preoccupat ion with l a n d is wel l 
nigh inevi table . 

Equal ly inevitable wou ld b e the d e v e l ­
o p m e n t of addit ional t enure c o m p l e x i ­
t ies , a s o w n e r s of land a n d their users 
( e . g . tenants ) will try to m a x i m i z e their 
returns f rom land at a min ima l c a s h cost 
to t h e m s e l v e s . U n d e r rotat ional t e n u r e 
land will b e exploi ted with little re invest ­
m e n t to mainta in land qual i ty . U n d e r 
s w i d d e n a g r i c u l t u r e , l and will b e qual i ta­
tively m o r e highly explo i ted with n o at ­
tempt to mainta in land qual i ty , a s their 
agriculture b e c o m e s increasingly m a r k e t 
or iented a n d spec ia l ised . 

In se t t lement projects w h e r e exist ing 
laws prohibit legal f ragmenta t ion of rights, 
d e facto f ragmenta t ion of land rights 
t h r o u g h . c u s t o m a r y p r o c e s s e s often re­
sult in a f ragmenta t ion of the product 
rather.than of the land itself. Consequent ly , 
whi le p ressures t o w a r d s intensif ication is 
h igh , returns to individual users a re too 
m e a g e r for t h e m to m o v e into a n inten­
s ive a n d diversi f ied product ion. T h e 
substant ia l increase in c a s h a n d n o n ­
cash costs which a c c o m p a n y such a m o v e 
is too prohibit ive for recipients of such 

t holding/product t ransact ions . 

T h u s , the preoccupat ion with land , a 
product of the fai l ings of the total e c o n ­
o m y in most c a s e inevitably leads to a n 
underuti l isat ion of the full potent ial of the 
land b a s e . 

[Experts from staff working paper submit­
ted to IMPSA, September 1990] 
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