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Land Issues Affecting
Irrigated Agriculture

INTRODUCTION

The relationship betweeri poverty and

growth is often postulated viatrade offs’
between allocation of resources for pro-
duction and consumption. Such a prog-
nosisgenerally subsumes that conditions
promofing poverty and growth operate at
levels diffarent to each other. Yet these
conditions are but different manifesta-
tions of on-going processes of capital
accumulation -and in this sense 'level-
neutral’. 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
anagrarian setting such as SriLanka, lies
in the nature of its land base, its agrarian
structural relationships which assist or
inhibittechnological progress, agricultural
productivity growth and wider access to
benefits of such growth.

ltis 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 inthe 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-
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ingland, food andincome security inrural
areas. It was also seen as a means of
" increasing domestic food production and
as amethod of overall rural development.

Betwsan 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 (40% of the total area alienated
under different projects) and resettiement
of 226,083 landless poor families (26% of
the total resettled) in the Dry Zone.

The legal tenure system in imrigated
sefttisment 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 wall 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). Aminimum fraction rule restricted
subdivision whereby !ands 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 inclidation
of settlers to subdivide their lands among
all children.

-On the succession issue, the Ordinance
of 1935 prescribed that a permit holder
could nominaté only one successor to his

.allotted holding. According to this the

.ated state lands.

1

permit was personal to the hoider. Upon’

-his death the title passes to a successor

duly nominated by the permitholder {LDO
of 1835: Chapt. Vii, Sect. 48 p. 16) Incase
of intestate succession, an order of pref-
erence amongst family daimants 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 nota
necassary 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-

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 Govemor of Sri
Lanka in the 1920s and a principal rpen-
tor of peasant settiements, to create “... a
prosperous self-supporting, and self re-
specting muifitude of peasant proprie-
tors..."” (Hansard: 1927: 283-307) - in
essence, the creation of a “market-ori-
ented” family farming system in settle-
ment projects.

In creating imigated 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, reja-
tively low cost sirategies of resetiement
of parsons have been adopted since
1950s. The allotted holding sizes (includ-
ing homesteads) have diminished ove
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 and t
1.1 hectares, thereafter. This reductioni
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he di fland for -
and the diminished avarlabtlltyo land for-. based largely Lpoh monociop produc-

allotted holding size was rationalized by

policy makers on grounds of: )

(@) hlgher absorptlon .of landlessper-
sons in settiement Iands, .

(b) higher Intenslflcatton of. productron
whlch was, eXpected to yleld an;
"adeduate oUtput, employment and

. incomes. .

In sptte of numerous problems which
have arisen in settlement projects, the
lerwrial safeguards have largely pre-
vented a permanent fragmentatron ofthe
land. Private investor accumulationis are
considered to account only for about 7-
percent of the fotal land area alienated in
Dry Zone settlements These accdmula—
tions are transitory as the land laws reject
them
. lncreasing ownership and use valya of
agricultural land which accompanies
market mftltratron stresses . prevailing
tenure systems of settlement lands in'two
ways..On the one hand, tenure systems
are, press’unzed to accommodate the
investor demand for .prime agncultural
land ‘On the other, a more basic.and
stronger pressure emerges from parce-
nary claimants to gain access to family
lands and their -product for their very
survrval The operation-af. these pres-
sures on the tenure base’ -generates
oounter-productrve features such asfrag;
mentatlon and parcellrsatlon of settle-
ment lands and increasing- rncldence of
micro holdtngs tenure. insecurities and'
landlessness in' these lands (as well asin
private Iands owned and operated under
tradmonal tenure torms) The above fea-
tures also retard technological progress
in agrrcultural lands. A

Mounting research evidence reveal that
all is notwell wrth the land and productlon
base of settlgmignts. The expected settle-'
nent initiated overall regronal develop-
ment, which would have contributed o
educe rural poverty has also not mate-,
jalised. Rather as.some.recent.reports
ntend (Wanrgaratne 1987; Wickre-
nasekera: 1985; Gooneratne and Guna-
vardena: 1984), poverty seems to be
enerated within them as well as within
heir encompassing regions.

Land constraints arising from uniformity.
d small holding sizes, legal restrictions.
laced upon their ownership and use,

encroachment places a limit on the

numbers that can be accommodated in

available lands and their. product The-
production process itself is constrained
by risi _ng production costs and declining
investment capacities of producers. The
latter is partly a result of prevailing land
,' and productfractionations that goes on in
. settlemrients as a part of family level ac-
* commodation processes to absorb- in-
4 creasing population. . .

+. While the fotal product of holdings tends
tobe fractionatedamong parcenary claim-
" ants; which'in fact tbreeds poverty in set-
" tlenfient projects; physical tragmentatlon
"of land s -largely been prevented
(Wanigaratne: 1989). liiformal land trans-
_actions exist in settiements leading to
cash and produce share‘tehancles as
preneurs aoqursrtron of cultrvatlon nghts
on aooount ‘of default 6t loans from pri-
vate sources But, they indicate ar |mper-
manency ‘on account-of the overndmg
authonty of the Ordrnance .',
For*example aHJbgal Kaltota a'smiall-
medium srzéd lr‘rlgated settlement
schemme on'thée uppér reachés of the Uda
.Walawe, Wamgaratne (1984 129)_ob-
Setved, 'Qurte a range of land transfer
forms exrst at Ka tota. Ageneral feature
"assoclatéd with thbsd forms 1§'a strong
elemenitof adaptablllty to ohanglng Sity-
ations. These range from the changmg
‘econdriic poslttons of settlers. their chil-
dren‘alid othér-reldtivés and 'olitsiders
(non relatrves) fothe changmg Iongterm
relatlonshlps associated witfithe' malnte-
nancé of’ rnstrtutrons such as mamage
and famlly e i
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Evolution of Tenure Forms ln lrrlgated
Settlements RN ’c“’ " ‘

- Severat‘studres provrde oorroboratlve
evidence that informal land transactions
are’ quité active in both old and new.
irrigated' settlement protects of the Dry
Zone. The evrdence provided by, these
studies also reveal that forms of rnformal
land transactions akin to what has beén
found within rainfed paddy lands of the
wet’ zone, as woll.as within small tank
irrigation  systems of the dry zone, have
also appeared wlthtn major lrrrgated set-
- tlement sohemes ot the dry zone.

Clearly in an agrlcultural environment -

tion, as found within irrigated settlements
of the dry: Zone with little else in terms of
new employment and income choices
besides in paddy, increasing inter-gen-
.erational-populations 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-acconmimodate’ these
populations to-the best: po'ssrble that set-

* <" tlers, their econony, ‘dnd: soctety couild

afford. Thisis only capable of malntalnlng
incredsing 'settler populations at a sub-
sistence minimum. ;v L i

Settlement research indicates that a

“ high incidence .of informal:landi transac-

tions, are present in settlement projects

-both in-their inception phasé:ag:well ds
-over thelong-run.-This, ineffect, denotes
" -that-the .holding size.-and.- “ownership”
. (through a 99-year lease) integrity thatis

sought through the Land Devélopment
Ordinance of-1935, as the basalland law
governingalienationandsubsequentuse
of state land.by slienees; :is ‘negated
through- a.process-of - informally. driven
landlproduct fracttonatron 2 hnang

The prooessvof mformal ‘land. transac-
tions is better understood through view-
ing settlementischenes as-dynamic enti-
ties::Their.land:base, its ownerghip,:usé
-andsizeof operational holdrngs.pnderg‘e
dynamic clianges .oniraccount 6t::eco-
nomic, social and envirohmentalthangss
which-. affect:‘settler: populatiohsi Tha
sevolutionconcept pertainingto'thé devel-
opmentoffrontieriand settliements posits
aninitial phase of stress confronting hew
settlers as they strive to adapt to the new
settlement envtronmenttScudder(tsat)
notes

Ll fry :..‘ yTs

'Jt ls a stage of séttier: edeptatlon whtch

-can be expected to' last for two to' five

years for the majority in well planned and
well".implemented: ‘brojects, and for- a

‘considerably longer period In other set-
tlements. .In most cases, settlers need
adapt.fo a new agroecological-zone as
well as to-new production technigues and
forms of social orgariization: to new neigh-
bours (both hosts and other settlers); and
to closer government. supervision. For
this reason it is a perod of uncertainiy for

v the-eeftlers; Unicertainty involve. stréss,

R
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with mast 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 agricuttural
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 strongbecause 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 incurredin adaptingtoa
new environment is perhaps -uppermost
inthe settler household allocation of land
and labour during this phase. -

Global and local settlement research
reveals that two to fiye years after settle-
ment, non-agricultural. employment as-
gociated with infrastructure development
are well nigh exhausted, Settiers 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 settiements 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 6ver the years with a miriar--

ity of “failed settlers” habitually invelved
init. 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 othouseholds) 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 seftlers
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 disposableincomes, mostfarms
tendto be operated ona constantand low
stock of capital. Once more, the overiding
objective of investrnent 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!and transactions
predominate in the inception phase of a
settlementwhereas produce share based
land transactions dominate over the long
run,

The need to accomodate ris-
ing settier household populations as-a
foremost consideration of permit hoiders
intheir 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
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number;of their Jotal settler population
(3%-4%) opergted gaddy Jand on acash
lease basis. Much more were accommo-
dated on a crop share basis.

Itis cansidered 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),
inthe 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 early.

itis concluded that settlement projects,
because of their largely paddy based
eoonomies, develop deviancies in their
economies very early in the initial settle-
ment phase. Operational holdings be-
come much smaller than the allotted
hoidings 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 initiat subsistence
mainteniance and poverty.

Overthe 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 pressuras for mainte-
nance of kith and kin from family re-
sources. In this stage too, operational

Contd on page 41.
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Contd -from page 33

-holdings become minuscule. Both lands

as well as its product become fraction-
ated through complex family-level ac-
commodative tenure forms such as what
Wanigaratne (1984) Identified at Uggal-
Kaltgta. The end result is once again a
subsistence-maintenance system which
shares poverty.

Conclusions

Overall, it must be stated that tenure
forms and their constraining influence on
the formation of a market in land is also a

 reflection of problems in the overall econ-
omy. When economic growth is almost
totally sought through agricultural devel-
opment, as it is in Sri Lanka even at
present, apreoccupation with landis well
nigh inevitable.

Equally inevitable would be the devel-
opment of additional tenure-complexi-
ties, as owners of land and their users
. | (e.g. tenants) will try to maximize their
| | returns from land at a minimal cash cost
to themselves. Under rotational tenure
land will be exploited with-little reinvest-
ment to maintain land quality. Under
swidden.agriculture, land will be qualita-
tively more highly exploited with no at-
tempt to maintain land quality, as their
agriculture becomes increasingly market
oriented and specialised.

In settlement projects where existing
laws prohibitiegal fragmentation ofrights,
de facto fragmentation of land rights
through customary processes often re-
sult in a fragmentation of the product '
ratherthan ofthe landitself. Consequently,
while pressures towards intensification is
high, returns to individual users are too
meager for them to move into an inten-
sive and diversified production. The
substantial increase in cash and non-
cash costs which accompany suchamove
is too prohibitive for recipients of such
4 holding/product transactions.

Thus, the preoccupation with land, a
product of the failings of the total econ-
omy in most case inevitably leads to an
underutilisation of the full potential of the
land base.

[Experts from staffworking paper submit-
tedto IMPSA, September 1990]
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