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LAND POLICY AND AGRARIAN CHANGE IN INDEPENDENT 
SRI LANKA* 

DV 

P . J . G U N A W A R D E N A 

This paper reviews the land alienation programmes, land reforms and tenancy 
reforms implemented by the successive governments in Sri Lanka since indepen­
dence, and their implications for changing agrarian relations. It is shown that 
these programmes did not result in a major breakthrough in the different modes 
of production prevailing in the plantation agriculture and the domestic food crop 
production sector, which were established by the British colonial government as 
a result of its land policy. Nor did they make a substantial contribution to 
solve the problems of small peasant proprietors, tenants and landless labourers. 
Nevertheless, colonisation schemes in the Dry Zone have so far been able to serve 
as a corrective to the development of serious tensions on the agrarian scene, parti­
cularly in the overcrowded Wet Zone. But recent changes in policies with re-
gut d to alia cation of Dry Zone lands, which are aimed at attracting large scale 
private enterprise and capital into peasant agriculture, are likely to create fur­
ther imbalances in the land ownership structure and rural employment. 

Introduct ion 

Even p r io r t o t he l a n d re fo rms of 1972 a n d 1975, o w n e r s h i p of l and in Sri L a n k a 
h a d long been p r e d o m i n a n t l y vested in the h a n d s of t he s t a t e . Ac t s enac ted by t he 
Brit ish co lon ia l g o v e r n m e n t p rov ided t he initial legal t h r u s t for such a s ta te owner ­
sh ip of l and . All l ands in t he c o u n t r y t h a t were n o t p e r m a n e n t l y occupied a n d those 
for which o w n e r s h i p cou ld n o t be p roven b e c a m e t he p r o p e r t y of t he C r o w n u n d e r 
the C r o w n L a n d s E n c r o a c h m e n t O r d i n a n c e N o . 12 of 1840. Al l village pas tu res , 
chenas1 a n d o t h e r l a n d , which cou ld o therwise have been reserved for the e x p a n ­
sion of villages t h u s b e c a m e C r o w n p r o p e r t y . T h e W a s t e L a n d O r d i n a n c e of 1879 
p r o v i d e d for a sys t ema t i c survey of c r o w n land , which he lped the s ta te t o a l loca te 
a reas for different p u r p o s e s . Sale of l ands by the s ta te t o foreign a n d i n d i g e n o u s 
capi ta l is ts for t he o p e n i n g u p of p l a n t a t i o n s w a s great ly faci l i ta ted by this m o v e . 
Sales were in la rge un i t s of land a n d to the h ighes t b idde r s , w h i c h favoured t he 
inves tors , w h o h a d cap i t a l , t o t he de t r imen t of t he small f a rmer s . A s a c o n s e q u e n ­
ce the peasan t ry in t he Kandyan regions was exposed t o t he twin p r o b l e m s of land­
lessness a n d u n e m p I o y m e n t ( G o v e r n m e n t o f C e y l o n l 9 5 1 ; S a r k a r a n d T h a m b i a h 1957). 

O u t r i g h t sa le of C r o w n l a n d s was s topped in 1916 a n d a sys tem of leases was in i ­
t i a ted . In 1920, th i s sys t em was rep laced by the p r o g r a m m e of a l i e n a t i n g C r o w n land 
to selected " m i d d l e c l a s s " Cey lonese a n d peasan t s . T h e L a n d C o m m i s s i o n of 1927, 
however , dec la red t h a t C r o w n land m u s t be held by the g o v e r n m e n t in trust for t h e 
whole p o p u l a t i o n i n h a b i t i n g t h e is land a n d the l a n d s shou ld b e a l loca ted a c c o r d i n g 
t o the in teres t o f t h e c o m m u n i t y . T h i s dec la ra t ion c rea ted t h e p recedence for t he 
s u b s e q u e n t a t t e m p t s a t es tab l i sh ing co lon i sa t ion schemes in t h e D r y Z o n e u n d e r 
t he c o n c e p t o f " p e a s a n t p r o p r i e t o r s h i p " , which were expec ted t o h e l p t he landless 
in the W e t Z o n e . 

* The writer is grateful to Ishak Lcbbe for helpful discussions on some of the topics dealt with 
here, and to Jayantha Perera and Jacob Black-Michaud for useful comments on an earlier ver­
sion of this paper. 

(I) Land used for shifting cultivation. 
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T h e m o s t i m p o r t a n t piece o f legis la t ion which acce le ra ted t h e p r o c e s s o f p e a s a n t 
co lon i sa t ion in t h e D r y Z o n e was the L a n d D e v e l o p m e n t O r d i n a n c e of 1935. U n ­
de r th i s ac t , l a n d w a s t o b e a l loca ted a m o n g selected p e a s a n t s o n a p e r p e t u a l lease 
basis . L a n d s cou ld n o t be d i sposed o f w i thou t permiss ion o f t he s t a t e , b u t t he 
successors were t o b e n o m i n a t e d by t h e al lotee. T h e s e m e a s u r e s w e r e t a k e n w i t h 
a view t o p r even t ing the c o l o n y l and f ragmenta t ion by inhe r i t ance a n d the d i spos ­
session o f t he l a n d s t h r o u g h sales. 

N o t un t i l 1939 d id t h e co lon i sa t i on process in t he D r y Z o n e ga in i m p e t u s . G o v e r n ­
men t p r o g r a m m e s t o p r o v i d e the co lon is t s with hous ing facilities a n d farm services 
were t o b e o r g a n i s e d u n d e r t h e " n e w p o l i c y " o f l and a l i e n a t i o n i n t r o d u c e d in t h a t 
year . In f r a s t ruc tu ra l d e v e l o p m e n t , a s well as i m p r o v e m e n t s t o a n d m a i n t e n a n c e 
o f i r r iga t ion s t r u c t u r e s , t h u s b e c a m e t h e responsibi l i ty o f t h e g o v e r n m e n t . 

S ince i n d e p e n d e n c e in 1948, t h e successive Sri L a n k a n g o v e r n m e n t s h a v e m a d e 
several c h a n g e s in l a n d a l i ena t ion pol icy a n d imp lemen ted a series of laryj a n d t e ­
n a n c y r e fo rms . T h e s e pol ic ies a n d p r o g r a m m e s h a v e a l so given r ise t o c e r t a i n c h a n ­
ges in a g r a r i a n r e l a t ions . T h e p u r p o s e of the s u b s e q u e n t sec t ions of th is pape r is 
t o review these pol icy c h a n g e s a n d the i r impl ica t ions for a g r a r i a n c h a n g e . T h e 
per iod u n d e r review is d iv ided in to several s tages , i.e. 1 9 4 8 - 7 1 , 1972-77 , a n d 1977-80. 
L a n d t e n u r e r e f o r m s a n d c h a n g e s in l a b o u r r e l a t ions in ag r i cu l tu re a r e t h e n d i s ­
cussed u n d e r s e p a r a t e head ings . 

L a n d Pol icy and Al iena t ion , 1948-71 

T h e K a n d y a n P e a s a n t r y C o m m i s s i o n of 1950-51 ( G o v e r n m e n t of Cey lon 1951) 
a n d the n a t i o n a l p a r l i a m e n t a r i a n s even pr io r t o i n d e p e n d e n c e h a d mi l i t a ted for t he 
na t iona l i sa t ion o f t he p l a n t a t i o n s . These ag i ta t ions were t he indi rec t c a u s e of a 
g r a d u a l t ransfe r o f foreign o w n e d tea a n d r u b b e r es ta tes t o t h e c o n t r o l o f Cey lonese 
c o m p a n i e s a n d ind iv idua l s . T h e W o r l d Bank regre t ted this s t i t u a t i o n a s fo l lows : 

" . . . T r a n s f e r o f f o r e i g n - o w n e d tea a n d r u b b e r es ta tes h a s been go ing o n for t he 
las t ten o r fifteen y e a r s . S u c h g r o w t h of local in teres t is n a t u r a l , a n d in t h e l o n g 
r u n beneficial. Cey lonese obse rve r s p o i n t ou t , however , t ha t it h a s often resulted 
in lowered efficiency, a s well a s l a t e r de t e r io ra t ion t h r o u g h subd iv i s ion o f the es­
t a t e s . . . A c c o r d i n g l y , we urge tha t t he gove rnmen t refrain f rom a n y a c t i o n des igned 
t o force such t rans fe rs . T h e y s h o u l d be a l lowed to o c c u r na tu ra l ly , b u t n o t in a 
way to d i s cou rage t h e c o n t i n u e d interest of those n o n - C e y l o n e s e firms t o w h o s e 
en te rpr i se a n d ene rgy the i r c r ea t i on was d u e " ( W o r l d B a n k 1952: 15-16) . 

T h e W o r l d B a n k r e c o m m e n d e d , however , t h a t t he securi ty o f t enanc i e s a n d the 
cond i t i ons o f land o w n e r s h i p be i m p r o v e d , while s teps be t a k e n t o p r even t l and frag­
m e n t a t i o n in the d o m e s t i c ( p e a s a n t ) agr icu l tu ra l sec tor . In a d d i t i o n , t he mission 
suggested a r e d u c t i o n in t he size o f a l l o tmen t s a n d that a lowered subs idy b e given 
t o each set t ler o f t he D r y Z o n e co lon i sa t ion schemes . T h e e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f a r en ­
ta l on land e n a b l i n g t h e se t t l ement of a g rea te r n u m b e r o f famil ies was fur ther r e ­
c o m m e n d e d . T r a c t s o f i r r iga ted l a n d , it w a s a l so a r g u e d , s h o u l d b e leased o u t t o 
t h e pr iva te sec tor in o r d e r t o a t t r a c t cap i ta l a n d en te rpr i se in to d o m e s t i c ag r i cu l tu re . 

A l t h o u g h t h e r e w a s n o f u n d a m e n t a l c h a n g e in l a n d pol icy d u r i n g the pe r iod 1948 
t o 1971, t h e a b o v e r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s o f t he W o r l d B a n k were genera l ly a d h e r e d t o 
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by successive g o v e r n m e n t s in the i r i m p l e m e n t a t i o n of land a l i ena t ion p r o g r a m m e s . 
T h e p rocess o f co lon i sa t i on in t he D r y Z o n e was accelera ted whi le a n u m b e r o f 
o t h e r l and a l i ena t ion schemes were a lso imp lemen ted . These a r e d iscussed be low. 

F u r t h e r changes in t h e pol icy o f a l i ena t ion o f l and in the D r y Z o n e co lon i e s t o o k 
p lace as a resu l t of the r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s m a d e in 1952 by the W o r l d B a n k . I n 
1953, t he size of ind iv idua l a l l o t m e n t s was reduced to five acres of p a d d y a n d t w o 
ac res of h igh land . 

T h e L a n d C o m m i s s i o n of 1955 r e c o m m e n d e d the se t t ing u p o f a n o r g a n i s a t i o n 
for l and use p l ann ing in t he co lon i sa t ion schemes a n d the i n t r o d u c t i o n of a sys tem 
of land t e n u r e involving th ree s tages . In t he first s tage, t he a l lo t tee wou ld be s u b ­
j e c t t o in tense supervis ion a n d p a y a n o m i n a l ren t for a th ree yea r pe r iod . In s t age 
t w o , the a l lo t tee migh t o p t t o p a y in i n s t a lmen t s the capi ta l e x p e n d i t u r e incu r red 
d u r i n g the initial d e v e l o p m e n t of his a l l o t m e n t . In s tage th ree the a l lo t tee w o u l d 
be a l lowed to d ispose of his l and a t will if all p a y m e n t s were c o m p l e t e d . T h i s l a t te r 
r e c o m m e n d a t i o n was n o t accep ted , because it was felt t ha t the l ands migh t he t r a n s ­
ferred t o m o n e y l enders a n d t h e r icher classes. S u c h a m o v e was cons ide red t o r u n 
c o u n t e r to t he object ives of t he co lon i sa t i on schemes . C o l o n y l ands , it was dec ided , 
were therefore t o be held by ind iv idua l set t lers o n a 99 year leasehold basis . 

F r o m 1958 on , a pol icy of " a d v a n c e a l i e n a t i o n " was a d o p t e d by which the c o l o ­
nis ts were admi t t ed to t he schemes before the c o m m e n c e m e n t of t h e l and 
d e v e l o p m e n t w o r k . Co lon i s t s themse lves were t o pa r t i c ipa te in t he c o n s t r u c t i o n of 
channe l s , r o a d s , e tc . , a n d p r e p a r a t i o n of l and for cu l t iva t ion , for which they w o u l d 
b e pa id . O n c e l and c lea r ing was ove r , t h e co lon i s t s were p laced in possess ion o f t he i r 
a l l o t m e n t s . T h i s sys tem resu l ted in the speedy d e v e l o p m e n t of l and for c o l o n i s a t i o n . ; 
Pa r t i c i pa t i on in l a n d d e v e l o p m e n t c r ea t ed a sense of selfreliance a n d i n d e p e n d e n c e , 
a m o n g the co lon is t s (Bansi l 1971). 

T h e s c h e m e o f a d v a n c e d a l i ena t ion w a s d o n e a w a y with in 1969 a n d a scl o f " n e w 
p r o p o s a l s " was d r a w n u p wi th r ega rd t o the selection of co lon is t s , l and d e v e l o p m e n t 
a n d se t t l ement . U n d e r t he revised system the l ands were c leared by the l a b o u r 
h i red by the L a n d D e v e l o p m e n t D e p a r t m e n t . T h e colonis t s were then b r o u g h t 
in to the scheme , and set t led in t e m p o r a r y hu t s p rov ided by this d e p a r t m e n t . T h e y 
were subsequen t ly p r o v i d e d wi th subs id ies for bu i ld ing houses . L a b o u r for h o u s e 
c o n s t r u c t i o n was to be p r o v i d e d by the co lon is t s a n d their families. In t he se lect ion 
o f a l lo t tees , preference had been ear l ier given to landless p e r s o n s wi th large families. 
Agr i cu l t u r a l k n o w h o w , phys ica l fitness, a n d prac t ica l exper ience in f a rming b e g a n 
t o receive pr ior i ty as cr i ter ia for se lect ion in the new sys tem. 

T h e object ives of the D r y Z o n e rese t t l emen t schemes , t h u s es tab l i shed s ince t h e 
1930s w e r e : (a) t o p ro tec t the p e a s a n t fa rmers as a class , (b) t o solve the g r o w i n g 
u n e m p l o y m e n t p r o b l e m in t he W e t Z o n e , (c) t o increase food p r o d u c t i o n , a n d (d ) 
t o es tabl ish new se t t l ements a s d y n a m i c g r o w t h cent res . A l t h o u g h these bas ic 
object ives were to a ce r t a in ex ten t ach ieved , subsequen t d e v e l o p m e n t s wi th in t he 
co lon ies a p p e a r t o have c rea ted new p r o b l e m s . 

Shifts in the i s l and ' s d e m o g r a p h i c g r o w t h p a t t e r n have been a significant conse ­
q u e n c e of D r y Z o n e c o l o n i s a t i o n . T h e m o s t densely p o p u l a t e d a r ea of t he D r y 
Z o n e w a s Nuwarakalaviya, wh ich h a d a p o p u l a t i o n dens i ty of less t h a n 30 i n h a b i ­
t a n t s pe r s q u a r e mi le a t t he beg inn ing o f t he twent ie th c e n t u r y ( D e n h a m 1912). 
C o l o n i s a t i o n helped t o increase the p o p u l a t i o n dens i ty by 1971 to 141 in Anuradlta-
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pura, 124 in Polonnaruwa a n d 337 in Hambantota ( D e p a r t m e n t of Census a n d 
Sta t is t ics 1971). As a result , t h e p r o p o r t i o n a l d i s t r i bu t ion of the to ta l p o p u l a t i o n 
be tween the t w o Z o n e s h a s changed . In 1946, t h e Wet Z o n e compr i sed 8 7 . 9 % of 
the to ta l p o p u l a t i o n , which figure decreased to 8 1 . 5 % in 1971. T h e p r o p o r t i o n 
of t he to ta l p o p u l a t i o n con t a ined in the D r y Z o n e , by c o n t r a s t shows a 6 . 4 % increase 
d u r i n g the s a m e pe r iod ( D e p a r t m e n t of C e n s u s a n d Stat is t ics 1946; 1971). A p a r t 
f rom inc reas ing di rec t e m p l o y m e n t , co lon i sa t i on p rov ided seasona l e m p l o y m e n t t o 
a s u b s t a n t i a l n u m b e r o f W e t Z o n e l a b o u r e r s . Schemes .wh ich were a t least init ially 
free f rom t enu r i a l a n d ins t i tu t ional p r o b l e m s , fos tered the a d o p t i o n of high yield­
ing t echno log ie s in p a d d y farming. T h e c o n t r i b u t i o n f rom the D r y Z o n e se t t l ements 
to n a t i o n a l p a d d y p r o d u c t i o n is significant, a s a l r e ady s o m e 2 0 % of the c o u n t r y ' s 
to ta l p a d d y o u t p u t is g r o w n in the ma jo r c o l o n i s a t i o n schemes . 

T h e r u r a l t o rura l mig ra t ion facil i tated by the D r y Z o n e co lon i sa t ion schemes 
t h u s he lped to check , t o a cer ta in extent , t he d e v e l o p m e n t of a n o therwise se r ious 
a g r a r i a n s i t ua t i on in the We t Z o n e . C o l o n i s a t i o n h a s a l so been " a pol i t ical ly 
m o r e neu t r a l so lu t ion t o the p r o b l e m of landlessness in the W e t Z o n e t h a n , for 
e x a m p l e , l and r e fo rm, which could have been less cost ly b u t m o r e sens i t ive . " ( R i c h a r d s 
a n d G o o n e r a t n e 1980; 125-126) . 

All t he object ives of i r r igat ion a n d c o l o n i s a t i o n have , however , been realised a t 
a g rea t expense to the na t iona l e c o n o m y , often involv ing cost ly foreign e x c h a r g a 
wh ich was largely ob ta ined as credi t a n d , t o a lesser ex ten t , as g r a n t s . T h e foreign 
e x c h a n g e s h a r e of the to ta l cos t of m a j o r i r r iga t ion schemes h a s been a b o u t 5 5 % 
in t he pas t . T h i s sha re was a b o u t 7 5 % for co lon i sa t ion schemes ( R i c h a r d s a n d 
G o o n e r a t n e 1980). T h e to ta l un i t cos t pe r co lon i s t of l and d e v e l o p m e n t a n d 
i r r iga t ion was a r o u n d R s . 9,000 pr io r t o 1956 (Bansi l 1971). Bu t th is rose t o a b o u t 
R s . 16,000 d u r i n g the la t te r p a r t of the 1960s ( R i c h a r d s a n d G o o n e r a t n e 1980). 
In t he la te 1970s, the cos t per set t ler was over t h r ee t imes grea ter t h a n t h a t prevai l ing 
d u r i n g t h e 1960s. 

A l t h o u g h the co lonis t s s ta r ted with ho l d i n g s of s imi lar size, wi th equa l subs id ies 
a n d ins t i tu t iona l facilities, e c o n o m i c a n d social dif ferent ia t ion began to t ake place 
o n c e p r o d u c t i o n had begun . T h e idea of c r ea t i ng a h o m o g e n o u s class of c o n t e n t e d 
p e a s a n t r y r e m a i n e d , therefore , unfulfilled. 

T h e n e w p r o d u c t i o n technologies i n t r o d u c e d to the co lon ies were successfully 
a d o p t e d by t hose w h o h a d some cap i ta l in the i r possess ion as well as be t t e r r e l a t ions 
wi th ex t ens ion worke r s . These s a m e fa rmers a l so h a d be t te r access t o ins t i tu t iona l 
c redi t , subs id ised i npu t s a n d hired l a b o u r , a n d were ab le to cul t iva te the i r en t i r e 
h o l d i n g w i t h o u t ge t t ing in to d e b t t o m o n e y l e n d e r s . O t h e r s w h o d id no t have re­
qu i r ed cap i t a l lagged beh ind in the a d o p t i o n of new t echno logy , while those w h o 
had p o o r access t o ins t i tu t iona l facilities leased o u t o r m o r t g a g e d pa r t s of t h e n 
ho ld ings t o m o n e y l e n d e r s , g o v e r n m e n t s e rvan t s , t r a c t o r o w n e r s a n d m e r c h a n t ? . 
S o m e o f t hem failed to redeem the land a n d u l t ima te ly h a d to pa r t wi th the i r ho l ­
d ings . C u s t o m a r y laws of inher i t ance a lso began to o p e r a t e wi th in the co lon ies 
resu l t ing in t h e emergence of complex , h a r d l y legal fo rms of l and tenure sys tems . 

T h u s , a l t h o u g h the d isposa l a n d f r agmen ta t i on of land were p roh ib i t ed by law, 
de facto t ransfer and parcel i sa t ion of a l l o t m e n t s cou ld n o t be prevented . S o m e 
set t lers in fact to ta l ly lost con t ro l over the i r l and a n d we ie compel led t o w o r k a s 
t e n a n t s (unreg is te red) o r l abou re r s o n l and they themselves had earl ier possessed. 
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A s a resul t o f this po la r i sa t ion process , t he inega l i t a r i an a g r a r i a n s t ruc tu re p re ­
vai l ing in the W e t Z o n e as well as purana 1 vil lages in the D r y Z o n e began also to 
a p p e a r in t h e c o l o n i s a t i o n schemes s o o n aftei the i r e s t a b l i s h m e n t . C o n s e q u e n t l y , 
a smal l c a t e g o r y o f r ich fa rmers o p e r a t i n g large ex ten t s o f p a d d y land c a m e in to 
exis tence side by side wi th a larger g r o u p of smal ler subs i s tence fa rmers , t enan t s a n d 
a n increas ing n u m b e r of landless l abou re r s . S u p e r i m p o s e d on th is s t ruc tu re was t h e 
r ich g r o u p o f a b s e n t e e l a n d l o r d s , m e r c h a n t s , m o n e y l e n d e r s , t r a c to r o w n e r s a n d 
a c a d r e of officials of s ta te ins t i tu t ions , w h o a lso c o n t r i b u t e d t o the emergence a n d 
p e r p e t u a t i o n o f a stratif ied ag ra r i an s t ruc tu re in the D r y Z o n e colonies . 

P l a n n e d se t t l emen t in t he D r y Z o n e h a s a l so o p e n e d o p p o r t u n i t i e s for s p o n t a n e o u s 
se t t l ement o r w h a t is popu l a r l y k n o w n as " e n c r o a c h m e n t . " I m m i g r a n t s from the 
W e t Z o n e h a v e been the pr incipal enc roache r s . S o m e o f purana vi l lagers in the D r y 
Z o n e have a l so e n c r o a c h e d on c r o w n land . Th i s type of illicit o c c u p a t i o n of l and 
h a s been mos t ly for cu l t iva t ion p u r p o s e s . A c c o r d i n g t o official s ta t is t ics , a t t he 
end of 1977 t h e r e were 178,741 acres of de tec ted e n c r o a c h e d land in the c o u n t r y , 
cu l t iva ted by 110,640 pe r sons (cited in R i c h a r d s a n d G o o n e r a t n e 1980). A l m o s t 
o n e - t h i r d of th is ex ten t w a s in e ight dis t r ic ts of t he D r y Z o n e . Th i s shows t h a t 
s p o n t a n e o u s se t t l emen t has occu r red a t a r a t e faster t h a n t h a t of p l a n n e d mig ra ­
t ion f rom W e t t o D r y Z o n e since the la t te r p a r t o f the 1930s. 

T h e e n c r o a c h e r s , however , c o n t r i b u t e d largely t o t h e c o u n t r y ' s food p r o d u c t i o n 
t h r o u g h ex tens ive cu l t iva t ion of chillies, o n i o n s , vege tab les , pulses and ce i l a in grain 
l egumes . But t he g o v e r n m e n t has no t been conce rned wi th t he p rov is ion t o t hem of 
s o m e ins t i tu t iona l facilities t o which m o s t of the co lon i s t s were ent i t led . H a v i n g 
n o t i t le t o l a n d , t h e e n c r o a c h e r s h a d n o access t o in s t i tu t iona l c red i t o r subs idy 
p r o g r a m m e s . M a n y e n c r o a c h e r s were c o n c e n t r a t e d in r e m o t e a reas a n d were 
the re fore c u t off f rom co lony inf ras t ruc ture . T h i s i so la t ion posed p r o b l e m s for 
t he m a r k e t i n g o f the i r p r o d u c e a n d o b t a i n i n g agr i cu l tu ra l ex tens ion advice . T h e y 
were t r e a t e d a s " l a n d g r a b b e r s " ; a n d successive g o v e r n m e n t s l aunched p r o g r a m m e s 
f r o m t ime to t i m e t o de tec t a n d evict or to regular ise the pos i t ion of o c c u p a n t s o n 
e n c r o a c h e d l and . T h e smal l p r o p o r t i o n of peop le w h o were ab l e t o ob t a in legal 
o w n e r s h i p t o the i r l and were those w h o h a d the abi l i ty t o influence pol i t ic ians a n d 
g o v e r n m e n t officials. 

A n o t h e r fo rm of land a l i ena t ion was t he Vil lage E x p a n s i o n Scheme , which mos t ly 
affected the W e t Z o n e from the la t ter pa r t of t he 1930s o n w a r d s . T h i s scheme 
involved b o t h t he e x p a n s i o n of exist ing villages a n d the c rea t ion of new ones . In 
a r e a s whe re a d e q u a t e s ta te l ands were ava i lab le , t h e y were a l iena ted to pea san t s 
for t he bu i ld ing of h o u s e s a n d cul t iva t ion u n d e r t h e L a n d D e v e l o p m e n t O r d i n a n c e 
of 1935 ( F a r m e r 1957). Bu t in the W e t Z o n e such l a n d s were l imited. T h e l ands 
least su i ted for cu l t iva t ion , b o t h u n d e r p l a n t a t i o n s a n d pr iva te o w n e r s h i p , were 
the re fo re a c q u i r e d for d i s t r ibu t ion a m o n g peasan t s u n d e r t he L a n d Acquis i t ion 
A c t of 1950. By 1970, a b o u t 635,000 a l lo t tees h a d received p lo ts u n d e r th is legis­
l a t i on . T h e a v e r a g e size o f an a l l o t m e n t va r i ed f rom 0.17 t o 1.33 acres ( M o o r e a n d 
P e r e r a 1978). 

S tud ie s o n a n u m b e r of village expans ion schemes s i tua ted in va r ious pa r t s of the 
c o u n t r y s h o w t h a t t he p e o p l e in nea r ly all these vi l lages live u n d e r c o n d i t i o n s o f 
p o v e r t y . T h e a r e a s chosen compr i s ed infertile a n d water less l and which a re no t su i tab le 
for cu l t iva t ion . M a n y beneficiaries a re w i t h o u t access t o cu l t ivab le land e lsewhere , 

(2) Term for an old village in the Dry Zone. 
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since they were init ially landless . M o s t of the villages a r e genera l ly cu t off from 
m a i n r o a d s , s choo l s , medica l facilities, etc . T h e major i ty o f t h e villagers w o r k 
as hired l a b o u r e r s in s u r r o u n d i n g agr icu l tura l a r eas . T h e s e schemes h a v e t h u s only 
slightly e levated t he landless t o a ha rd ly bet ter pos i t ion o f nea r landlessness . T h e 
result h a s been the soc io - economic marg ina l i sa t ion of this c a t e g o r y o f t he p o p u l a t i o n 
w h o have been p lunged in to m o r a l root lessness ( M o o r e a n d P e r e r a 1978; Pe re ra 
1979; M o o r e et al 1979; M o o r e a n d W i c k r a m a s i n g h e 1980). 

T h e Y o u t h S c h e m e s s tar ted in the mid 1960s were a i m e d a t y o u n g peop le be tween 
18 a n d 27 yea r s of age . The i r goal was to a t t r ac t e d u c a t e d a n d u n e m p l o y e d y o u t h 
t o agr icu l tu re t h r o u g h the se t t l ement of 23,500 pe r sons in 235 ru ra l loca t ions . H o w ­
ever, by 1973 on ly a b o u t 3,200 y o u t h s had been settled in 41 schemes ( E l l m a n a n d 
R a t n a w e e r a 1974). 

T h e s ta te l a u n c h e d t w o o t h e r schemes of l and a l i ena t ion in the 1960s, a i m e d a t 
midd le class n o n - p e a s a n t g r o u p s a n d large scale p r iva te en te rpr i ses . T h e l ands which 
did no t fall wi th in t he a r ea s sui table for i r r iga t ion d e v e l o p m e n t a n d were t hus c o n s ­
idered m a r g i n a l for ag r i cu l tu ra l d e v e l o p m e n t were t o be a l i ena ted t h r o u g h these sys­
t ems . T h e p u r p o s e of these p r o g r a m m e s was t o a t t r a c t p r iva te cap i ta l for agr icu l ­
tu ra l d e v e l o p m e n t , pa r i cu la r ly for the e x a p a n s i o n of subs id ia ry food c r o p p r o d u c ­
t ion a n d the l ives tock indus t ry . F u n d i n g was p rov ided by the b a n k s o n subsidised 
t e r m s a n d t h e g o v e r n m e n t offered concess ions for the i m p o r t of t r a c to r s a n d o t h e r 
m a c h i n e s . M a n y of the a l ienees , however , on ly r e m o v e d va luab le t imber f rom their 
a l l o t m e n t s a n d d id no t significantly c o n t r i b u t e t o ag r i cu l tu ra l d e v e l o p m e n t (Bansi l 
1971). T h u s , t he midd le class s cheme was a b a n d o n e d by t h e g o v e r n m e n t in 1965, 
while leas ing o u t l and to p t iva t e e n t r e p r e n e u r s was d o n e a w a y wi th in mid 1970. 

L a n d Refo rms and Alienat ion Pol icy , 1972-77 

T h e U n i t e d F r o n t g o v e r n m e n t which c a m e in to power in 1970 launched t w o a m b i ­
t ious l and re fo rm p r o g r a m m e s in 1972 a n d 1975. U n d e r the L a n d R e f o r m L a w -
N o . 1 of 1972, all individi /a ls o w n i n g h igh land in excess o f a ceil ing of 50 acres a n d 
p a d d y land in excess o f 25 acres were t o dec la re a n d h a n d ove r the i r es ta tes t o t he 
s ta te . T h i s cons t i t u t ed p h a s e I of this h is tor ic l and r e fo rm p r o g r a m m e u n d e r which 
a to ta l of 563,411 acres o f p r iva te l ands were vested wi th t he s ta te betsveen 1972 a n d 
1973. P h a s e I I of the p r o g r a m m e was ca r r ied o u t u n d e r t h e L a n d R e f o r m ( A m e n d ­
m e n t ) L a w N o . 39 of 1975, which resul ted in a to ta l of 417,957 acres of Ster l ing a n d 
R u p e e C o m p a n y es ta te l a n d s being t a k e n over by t he g o v e r n m e n t . 

T h e r e were a n u m b e r of r ea sons for such a mass ive t r ans fe r of l and o w n e r s h i p . 
T h e 1970 e lec t ion man i fes to of t he Un i t ed F r o n t , howeve r , h a d n o t p romised such 
a radica l c h a n g e . I t h a d on ly m a d e reference to the p r o b l e m s o f landlessness in 
the W e t Z o n e vil lages a n d suggested rel ieving it by t a k i n g over marg ina l a n d neg­
lected es ta te l a n d s for r ed i s t r ibu t ion a m o n g the landless . It w a s t h u s or ig inal ly 
m e a n t to t ake over l a n d s u n d e r the L a n d Acqu i s i t i on O r i d n a n c e of 1950 a n d t o 
a l i ena te these u n d e r t he o ld Village Expans ion S c h e m e s . W h a t , then , were t he 
factors wh ich m o t i v a t e d the 1972 a n d 1975 l and r e f o r m s ? S o m e h a d been ev ident 
ever s ince i n d e p e n d e n c e , whi le t he m o s t powerfu l m o t i v e s p r a n g f rom even t s a t a 
l a te r d a t e . 

C o n c e r n a b o u t t h e Kandyan peasan t ry whose l ands were d ispossessed by the 
sp r ead of p l a n t a t i o n , f r agmen ta t i on of p a d d y ho ld ings , e m e r g e n c e of insecure a n d 
u n p r o d u c t i v e l a n d t e n u r e sys tems in the p e a s a n t sec tor , g r o w i n g u n e m p l o y m e n t 
a m o n g rura l y o u t h , neglect of es ta tes by m a n a g e m e n t in fear of na t i ona l i s a t i on , a n d 
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t h e des i re t o speed u p the r e p a t r i a t i o n of I n d i a n es ta te w o r k e r s all a d d e d to the 
a g i t a t i o n over n o t on ly na t iona l i sa t ion of p l a n t a t i o n s bu t a l so red is t r ibu t ion of such 
l a n d s a m o n g the landless peasan t s . A l t h o u g h the a b o v e fac tors were c r e a t i n g a 
c o n s i d e r a b l e a m o u n t of p ressure on the U n i t e d F r o n t g o v e r n m e n t t o in i t ia te a l and 
r e f o r m , n o t unt i l t he 1971 insur rec t ion did it really c o n t e m p l a t e such a s tep . T h e 
i n su r r ec t i on was perceived as a v io lent r e s p o n s e t o g rowing landlessness a n d u n ­
e m p l o y m e n t , pa r t i cu la r ly a m o n g ru ra l y o u t h . T h e l and re form was cons ide r ed 
b y t h e g o v e r n m e n t a s a long las t ing s o l u t i o n t o these twin p r o b l e m s . H o w far 
h a v e l and a l iena t ion policies subsequen t ly fol lowed by the g o v e r n m e n t been a b l e 
t o ach ieve these object ives? 

R e s t o r a t i o n of land to the p e a s a n t r y w h o lost it began , however , t o be re lega ted 
t o a p o s i t i o n of low pr io r i ty in the cou r se o f ac tua l i m p l e m e n t a t i o n of the l and r e ­
f o r m p r o g r a m m e . O t h e r pr ior i t ies , such as , for ins tance , d e v e l o p m e n t of t he food 
c r o p p o r d u c t i o n sec tor on collect ive p r inc ip les of o w n e r s h i p , c a m e to the forefront . 
T h e c h a n g e in p r io r i ty w a s a p p a r e n t f rom the fo l lowing q u o t a t i o n from a speech 
m a d e by the then Min i s te r of Agr i cu l t u r e a n d L a n d s : " l and would n o t be d i s ­
t r i b u t e d h a p h a z a r d l y , bu t t h a t it wou ld be cu l t iva ted a n d p roduc t iv i ty i nc r ea sed . . . 
G r o w m o r e food shou ld be ou r p o l i c y . . . " (Cey lon Dai ly N e w s , 19.9.1975). 

A l i ena t ion <">f land t a k e n over by the g o v e r n m e n t was car r ied ou t in th ree bas ic 
w a y s . F i rs t ly , large es ta tes were n o t b r o k e n d o w n in to smal ler un i t s but the i r m a ­
n a g e m e n t w a s e n t r u s t e d t o o n e o r a n o t h e r of several pub l i c sec tor ins t i tu t ions . Se­
c o n d l y , s o m e of t he l ands were b r o u g h t u n d e r col lect ive fa rms . Th i rd ly , ma rg ina l 
l a n d s were d i s t r ibu ted a m o n g ind iv idua l s in smal l un i t s . 

T h e i m m e d i a t e i m p a c t of the land r e f o r m p r o g r a m m e was a d r o p in ag r i cu l tu ra l 
p r o d u c t i o n . Th i s is c lear from stat is t ics pe rsen ted in the Cen t r a l B a n k of Cey lon 
A n n u a l R e p o r t in 1974. 3 H o w e v c i , by 1977-78 , d u e t o i m p r o v e d m a n a g e m e n t 
u n d e r t he S t a t e P l a n t a t i o n s C o r p o r a t i o n a n d J AN AW AS AM A (Peop le ' s E s t a t e 
D e v e l o p m e n t B o a r d ) , the estates sec tor h a d showed signs o f p rogress ( C e n t r a l 
B a n k o f Cey lon , Rev iews o f t h e E c o n o m y 1977-80) . Even so , t he l ands m a n a g e d 
by o t h e r o rg an i s a t i ons—such as Vil lage C o u n c i l s , M u l t i p u r p o s e C o o p e r a t i v e Socie t ies , 
Spec ia l C o o p e r a t i v e s a n d so forth - d id s h o w a fall in p r o d u c t i o n levels d u r i n g the 
p e r i o d 1973-78 . Ad hoc o r g a n i s a t i o n s l ike USA WASAMA ( U p c o u n t r y C o o p e r a t i v e 
E s t a t e D e v e l o p m e n t Boa rd ) a n d Elec tora l Level L a n d R e f o r m Coope ra t i ve s s imi lar ly 
p e r f o r m e d bad ly . P r o d u c t i o n was a l so d i s r u p t e d on the l ands d i s t r ibu ted t o ind i ­
v idua l p e a s a n t s . Lack of p r o p e r m a n a g e m e n t was the m a i n r eason for the s h o r t ­
fall in p r o d u c t i o n on l ands m a n a g e d by ad hoc i n s t i tu t ions . 

T h e g o v e r n m e n t wished to genera te a d d i t i o n a l e m p l o y m e n t o p p o r t u n i t i e s t h r o u g h 
l a n d r e f o r m in t w o ways b y deve lop ing a s yet undeve loped l ands a n d i m p r o v i n g , 
in tens i fy ing a n d diversifying the a l r eady deve loped l ands . B u t the i m m e d i a t e im­
pac t o n e m p l o y m e n t c r ea t i on as a resul t o f b o t h these s t ra teg ies was very l imi ted 
d u e t o a n u m b e r of cons t r a in t s . A l r e a d y deve loped tea a n d r u b b e r l ands h a d by 
t h e m i d - 1 9 7 0 s reached a po in t of s a t u r a t i o n in the i r l a b o u r r e q u i r e m e n t s . S o m e 
p l a n t a t i o n s a lso h a d exper ienced p r o b l e m s of u n e m p l o y m e n t a n d u n d e r e m p l o y ­
m e n t even before l and re fo rm. E m p l o y m e n t gene ra t ion in such p l a n t a t i o n s d e ­
p e n d e d o n the acce le ra ted r epa t r i a t i on o f I n d i a n w o r k c i s a n d o n diversifying e c o n o m i c 
ac t iv i t ies . B o t h these were t ime c o n s u m i n g a p p r o a c h e s a n d were difficult to ach ieve 
in t h e s h o r t r u n ( A R T I 1978). 

(3) But it is also claimed that depressed investment due to export taxes, restrictions on repatri­
ation of profits abroad, the fear of a land reform, drought in the early 1970s, fertiliser short­
ages, etc., had been responsible for a continuing drop in production in the plantations since 
1965 (ARTI 1978). 
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P r o d u c t i o n intensif icat ion and diversif ication of ag r i cu l tu re did n o t h a v e m u c h 
pol i t ical i m p a c t a m o n g rura l y o u t h , since m o s t m e m b e r s of t he g r o u p were a i m i n g 
a t wh i t e co l la r j o b s . E n t r u s t i n g the m a n a g e m e n t func t ions of t he deve loped p l an ­
t a t i o n s t o s t a t e o r g a n i s a t i o n s helped to genera te e m p l o y m e n t o p p o r t u n i t i e s mos t ly 
a t m i d d l e m a n a g e m e n t levels. These pos t s were ma in ly filled by the pe r sonne l a l ­
r e a d y e m p l o y e d in s ta te ins t i tu t ions , fo rmer agency h o u s e s a n d pr ivate ly o w n e d 
p l a n t a t i o n s . 

C o c o n u t l a n d s , wh ich cou ld have genera ted a subs t an t i a l a m o u n t o f e m p l o y m e n t 
t h r o u g h i n t e r c r o p p i n g , were neglected by mos t ad hoc i ns t i tu t ions which were s u p ­
posed to l ook af ter the i r m a n a g e m e n t . A l the s a m e t ime , the re was a d i s p l a c e m e n t 
o f l a b o u r p rev ious ly e m p l o y e d on these l ands by new m a n a g e m e n t ( A R T I 1977). 

T h e l a n d s d i s t r i b u t e d a m o n g the villagers u n d e r t h e vi l lage expans ion p r o g r a m m e 
were m a r g i n a l l a n d s of tea , r u b b e r and c o c o n u t which needed large vo lumes of cap i ta l 
if they were t o b e deve loped . E m p l o y m e n t gene ra t ion on these l ands was the re fore 
negl igible . M o s t of these l ands were used to bui ld the dwel l ing places o f the a l lo t ­
tees a n d the i r families. 

S^vcrr l fyrws of coope ra t i ve agr icu l tu ra l en terpr ise ' , cons t i tu t ed in the gove rn ­
m e n t ' s eyes t he m o s t i m p o r t a n t m e a n s of e m p l o y m e n t c r e a t i o n . These fa rms in­
c luded 65 c o o p e r a t i v e villages (samupakara gammand), 200 janawasas, 50 Div i s iona l 
D e v e l o p m e n t C o u n c i l agr icu l tu ra l projects , a n d 18 c o o p e r a t i v e farms m a n a g e d by the 
N a t i o n a l Y o u t h C o u n c i l . All these, however , p r o v i d e d e m p l o y m e n t for on ly a b o u t 
20 ,000 p e r s o n s . T h i s r cp resnc t s a m e r e 4 % of t h e to ta l u n e m p l o y e d p e r s o n s in 
the l a b o u r force of 503,580 in 1976 ( A R T I 1978). S o m e of the pe r sons w o r k i n g 
o n these f a r m s were fo rmer worke r s of t he es ta tes a n d hence , t he net c o n t r i b u t i o n 
o f t h e janawasa p r o g r a m m e to e m p l o y m e n t gene ra t i on h a s been marg ina l . 

T h e object ives of r e s to ra t i on of land t o the landless p e a s a n t r y was m u c h publ ic ised 
in the initial s t ages o f l and re fo rm. T h i s m a d e the l and r e fo rm p r o g r a m m e p o p u l a r 
a m o n g the masse s a n d c rea ted the h o p e a m o n g the p e a s a n t r y t h a t they w o u l d b e c o m e 
a l and o w n i n g class . T h e red is t r ibu t ion p r o g r a m m e failed t o live u p t o these ex­
pec t a t i ons d u e t o v a r i o u s factors tha t a rc d iscussed be low. 

G i v e n the se r iousness o f the p r o b l e m o f landlessness (defined as t he lack o f access 
t o viable un i t s of ag r i cu l tu ra l land) in the rura l a r ea s of Sri L a n k a , a large scale 
r ed i s t r ibu t ion p r o g r a m m e could have m e a n t even b r e a k i n g u p b ig es ta tes in to small 
un i t s . Bu t this was cons ide red u n w a r r a n t e d a n d d i s rup t i ve insofar as e c o n o m i e s 
o f scale in the p r o d u c t i o n of p l an ta t ion c r o p s were c o n c e r n e d . T h e r e was a felt 
need to m a i n t a i n p r o d u c t i o n levels a n d the qua l i ty of p r o d u c e , pa r t i cu la r ly wi th re ­
ga rd to tea a n d r u b b e r . Sma l lho lde r s would have found it difficult t o realise eco­
n o m i e s of scale wi th in the exist ing in f ras t ruc ture a n d m a r k e t i n g facilities. A n o t h e r 
fac tor t h a t p reven ted a massive r ed i s t r ibu t ion of t ea a n d r u b b e r l ands was t he p re ­
sence of a r e s iden t l a b o u r force which co u l d n o t h a v e been o v e r l o o k e d in a n y cir­
c u m s t a n c e s . If the la rge estates had been red i s t r ibu ted in smal l un i t s , t h e res ident 
l a b o u r e r s w o u l d have h a d t o be expel led. T h i s c o u l d h a v e c rea ted a se r ious pol i ­
tical p r o b l e m . 

A t t e m p t s a t c r ea t i ng a large popu l a t i on of smal l l and o w n e r s cu l t iva t ing p l an ­
ta t ion c r o p s w o u l d m o r e o v e r have a d d e d to the p r o b l e m s of t h e a l r eady exist ing smal l ­
ho lde r sector , T h e la t tor wns a l r eady exper ienc ing p r o b l e m s wi th regard tt> p r o d u c ­
tivity, qua l i t y o f p r o d u c e a n d m a r k e t i n g . E n l a r g i n g such a sec tor t h r o u g h the 
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b r e a k i n g u p o f l a rge es ta tes wou ld h a v e m e a n t still heav ie r involvement o f t he s t a t e 
in the prov is ion o f credi t , subsidies , inpu t suppl ies , research , ex tens ion a n d m a r k e t i n g 
facilities. T h e g o v e r n m e n t was no t in a pos i t ion t o u n d e r t a k e such a mass ive p r o ­
g r a m m e o f inves tment . 

A l t h o u g h the a l iena t ion pol icy w a s t hus conv inc ing e n o u g h a c c o r d i n g t o e c o n o m i c 
a r g u m e n t s , it failed t o conv ince the p e a s a n t s w h o were expec t ing a fair deal f rom t h e 
l a n d re fo rm p r o g r a m m e . T h e r e was g r o w i n g d i s con ten t a m o n g the p e a s a n t r y , 
w h o felt neglected. A t t e m p t s a t so lv ing the p r o b l e m s of landlessness a n d u n e m p l o y ­
m e n t t h r o u g h t he collect ive f a rm a p p r o a c h h a d benefit ted on ly a few when it b e g a n 
t o p r o v e a failure a r o u n d 1976. P a r l i a m e n t a r i a n s from the Kandyan a r ea s w e r e 
a l so involved in ag i t a t ion over these issues. T h e s e cons ide ra t ions compe l l ed t h e 
M i n i s t e r o f A g r i c u l t u r e a n d L a n d s t o c h a n g e h is ear l ier land a l i ena t ion pol icy , a n d 
t o m a k e a r r a n g e m e n t s for r ed i s t r i bu t i ng l and a m o n g t he landless u n d e r the vi l lage 
e x p a n s i o n p r o g r a m m e . T h i s c h a n g e in pol icy resul ted in a to ta l o f a b o u t 120,000 
a c r e s be ing red i s t r ibu ted a m o n g landless vi l lagers by end of M a y 1977. T h i s r ep ­
resen t s a b o u t 1 2 % of the to ta l l ands vested wi th t he s ta te u n d e r b o t h p h a s e s o f t h e 
l a n d r e fo rm p r o g r a m m e . M o s t of l a n d s so d i s t r ibu ted were h a n d e d over in smal l 
u n i t s of 1/2 t o 1 acre . 

Landlessness in rura l a reas ou t s ide the la rge es ta tes was , however , identified m o r e 
w i t h the lack o f access t o viable p a d d y ho ld ings . T h e land reforms Tailed t o m a k e 
a n y app rec i ab l e i m p a c t o n t he p a d d y sec tor . On ly b o u t 20,000 acres o r 1.3 % of 
t h e to ta l l a n d s t a k e n over were asweddumised p a d d y lands . R e d i s t r i b u t i o n o f 
th is de r i so ry a m o u n t of p a d d y l and cou ld n o t be expec ted t o solve t he p r o b l e m o f 
land lessness in t h a t sector . O n the o t h e r h a n d , t he ceil ing fixed for p a d d y h o l d i n g s 
u n d e r the L a n d R e f o r m L a w N o . 1 of 1972 was t o o high (25 acres) for t he g o v e r n ­
m e n t t o t a k e over a h igher p r o p o r t i o n o f p a d d y l a n d s . T h e bu lk of the p a d d y 
l a n d s vested wi th t h e g o v e r n m e n t w a s loca ted in the sou theas t and eas te rn p a r t s of 
t h e c o u n t r y w h e r e p a d d y cu l t iva t ion w a s prac t i sed on a commerc ia l scale by t e ­
n a n t s us ing h i red l abour . T e n a n c y r ights spel led o u t in the P a d d y L a n d s A c t o f 
1958 were a lso g u a r a n t e e d by the L a n d R e f o r m Ac t . There fo re , these p a d d y l ands 
cou ld n o t be b r o u g h t under an effective r ed i s t r i bu t ion p i o g r a m m e . In the u p c o u n t r y 
a r e a s , where t e n a n t s were cu l t iva t ing large ex ten t s o f p a d d y l ands o w n e d by t e m p l e s 
a n d p r iva te ind iv idua ls , l and re fo rm a l so m a d e little i m p a c t . M o r e o v e t , 1972 l a n d 
r e f o r m s d id n o t resu l t in t he c o n s o l i d a t i o n of m i c r o h o l d i n g s , r ed i s t r ibu t ion o f v iab le 
p a d d y ho ld ings o r a t ransfer of o w n e r s h i p from l a n d l o r d s to tenan ts , which s h o u l d 
h a v e been essential e lements of a t r u e l and r e fo rm p r o g r a m m e in the p a d d y sec tor 
o f Sri L a n k a . 

T h e ma jo r e m p h a s i s of the g o v e r n m e n t d u r i n g the per iod 1972/77 was on the l a n d 
r e fo rm p r o g r a m m e . Ncvei theless , n e w co lon i sa t i on schemes in the D r y Z o n e 
w e r e a lso s t a r t ed , t h o u g h they i n c o r p o r a t e d ce r ta in changes as r ega rds the size of 
a l l o t m e n t . W i t h the object ives of se t t l ing a larger n u m b e r of families a n d r e d u c i n g 
t h e cos t pe r family, t he uni t o f a l i ena t ion was kep t a t 2 acres o f i r r iga ted l o w l a n d 
a n d 1 ac re of h igh l and f rom 1963 t o 1975. T h i s policy was changed in 1975 u n d e r 
t h e Mahaweli se t t l ement p r o g r a m m e , w h e n t he un i t of a l iena t ion was ad jus ted t o 
2 1/2 ac res o f i r r igable l and a n d 1/2 ac re for the h o m e s t e a d . 

L a n d Pol icy and Alienation 1977-80 

T h i s pe r iod witnessed a c h a n g e in cer ta in policies wi th regard t o m a n a g e m e n t 
o f p l a n t a t i o n s ves ted wi th t he s ta te u n d e r the land reform p r o g r a m m e s of 1972 a n d 
1975. T h e U n i t e d N a t i o n a l P a r t y ( U N P ) g o v e r n m e n t which c a m e t o p o w e r in 1977 
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first t r ans fe r red t w o large es ta te m a n a g e m e n t agencies - Usawasama a n d Janawasoma 
f r o m the Min i s t r y of Agr i cu l tu re a n d L a n d s t o t he M i n i s t r y of P lan ta t ion Indus t r i e s . 
Usawasama was subsequen t ly abo l i shed a n d the p l a n t a t i o n s h i the r to m a n a g e d by 
it we re h a n d e d over t o t he S ta te P l a n t a t i o n s C o r p o r a t i o n ( S P C ) a n d Janawasama. 
T h e n e w g o v e r n m e n t a l so dec ided t o l i q u i d a t e t h e E lec to ra l Level L a n d R e f o r m 
C o o p e r a t i v e s a n d to re l inquish the p l a n t a t i o n s m a n a g e d by it t o the S P C a n d Jana­
wasama. In 1978, s o m e es ta tes over 250 ac r e s in ex ten t previous ly m a n a g e d by t he 
Janawasa C o m m i s s i o n were a lso t r ans fe r red t o these t w o ma jo r s ta te ins t i tu t ions . 

In J u n e , 1979 t he L a n d G r a n t s (Special P rov i s ions ) Ac t o f N o . 43 was passed by 
P a r l i a m e n t to enab l e free d i s t r i bu t ion of l a n d s vested with t he s ta te a m o n g landless 
vi l lagers . T h e law was p u t in to effect in t h e la t te r p a r t of 1979. It m a d e p r o v i s i o n 
for t h e red i s t r ibu t ion of land t o a b o u t 100,000 landless families. Each unit of l a n d 
w a s t o be a b o u t one ac r e in size. T h i s was a n insufficient base for effective a g r i c u l t u r e 
b u t it was e n o u g h for the bui ld ing of a h o u s e , a s had been the c a s e i n the ear l ier d i s ­
t r i b u t i o n ca r r i ed o u t u n d e r the Vil lage E x p a n s i o n S c h e m e . 

M e m b e r s of Janawasa and ce r ta in c o o p e r a t i v e fa rms es tabl i shed be tween 1973 
a n d 1976 h a d to m o v e a w a y f rom these se t t l emen t s in 1978 w h e n the land was t a k e n 
o v e r by o t h e r es ta te m a n a g e m e n t o r g a n i s a t i o n s . M o r e o v e r , the g o v e r n m e n t re­
viewed the p rogress of t he Divis iona l D e v e l o p m e n t C o u n c i l ( D D C ) f a rms a n d the 
Y o u t h Se t t l emen t Schemes in 1977 a n d 1978. I t w a s dec ided as a resul t t o d i s ­
m a n t l e all t h e D D C pro jec t s a n d all b u t a few of the y o u t h schemes m a n a g e d by t h e 
N a t i o n a l Y o u t h C o u n c i l . 

W i t h r ega rd to the food c r o p p r o d u c t i o n sector , co lon i sa t ion in the D r y Z o n e 
was p u r s u e d a t an even g rea t e r pace , p a r t i c u l a r l y u n d e r (he Mahaweli s e t t l emen t p r o ­
g r a m m e . A large p r o p o r t i o n of t h e set t lers in t h e Mahaweli region h a v e so far 
c o m e f rom wi th in the a r ea s affected, i.e. s u r r o u n d i n g purana villages a n d o ld c o l o ­
n i s a t i o n schemes (Cen t r a l B a n k of Cey lon Rev iew of Ihe E c o n o m y 1980). S c o p e 
fo r the rese t t l emen t of W e t Z o n e vi l lagers h a s been l imi ted . 

T h e m o s t recent a n n o u n c e m e n t s in r e l a t i on t o land a l i ena t ion pol icy reflect a 
t r e n d t o w a r d s t h e large scale sp r ead o f cap i t a l i sm i n t o t he n o n - p l a n t a t i o n a g r i c u l t u r a l 
sec tor , pa r t i cu la r ly in t h e D r y Z o n e . T h e re levant s t a t e m e n t s of policy were m a d e 
in 1 9 8 0 - 8 1 . Li t t le h a s however as yet h a p p e n e d o n t he g r o u n d . Dec i s ions t a k e n 
inc lude the leasing o u t (i) of s o m e 24,000 ac res of i r r igable land in the Mahaweli 
a r e a t o a foreign c o m p a n y for oil p a l m cu l t i va t i on , a n d (ii) o f 8,000 acres t o a s u g a r 
p r o d u c t i o n c o m p a n y for the cu l t iva t ion o f sugar . Leas ing ou t land to foreign 
c o m p a n i e s will m e a n n o t on ly capi ta l in tens ive p r o d u c t i o n us ing hired l a b o u r b u t 
a l so a res t r ic t ion of l a n d s tha t cou ld h a v e o the rwise been d i s t r ibu ted a m o n g indivi ­
d u a l p e a s a n t s in smal ler uni t s . 

T h e recen t a t t e m p t s a t g ran t ing l and t i t les t o set t lers in the D r y Z o n e co lon ie s 
will be i n s t r u m e n t a l in speed ing u p t h e p r o c e s s o f f r a g m e n t a t i o n , r en t i ng , m o r t ­
gag ing a n d u l t ima te d ispossess ion of l a n d s o f sma l lho lde r s , unless m o r e v i g o r o u s 
p r o g r a m m e s a r e ini t ia ted to serve smal l f a rmer s in t he sphe res of i npu t supp ly , f a rm 
financing, ex tens ion a n d the m a r k e t i n g o f p r o d u c e . If t he acquis i t ion of c o l o n y 
l a n d s by o u t s i d e e n t r e p r e n e u r s by the m a n i p u l a t i o n o f usu ry o r by p u r c h a s e h a p p e n s 
o n a la rge scale, it wou ld resul t in s e r ious i m b a l a n c e s of l and o w n e r s h i p in t he pea ­
san t sec tor , the reby a d d i n g t o t he a l r e a d y very c o n s i d e r a b l e ca tegory of l and les s 
labourers. In the absence of healthy agro-industrial or manufacturing sectors, 
emerging situation is l ikely to create a serious p r o b l e m o f r u r a l u n e m p l o y m e n t . 
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Tenancy Refo rms 1953-80 

In Sri L a n k a , t h e g r o w i n g insecur i ty o f t e n a n c y a n d the e x o r b i t a n t r e n t s pa id by 
t e n a n t s were cons ide red largely respons ib le for t he s t a t e of low produc t iv i ty in t he 
p a d d y sec to r f r o m the ear ly 1950s o n w a r d s . A n u m b e r o f legislat ive e n a c t m e n t s 
were ca r r i ed o u t by successive g o v e r n m e n t s wi th a view to p r o v i d i n g securi ty of 
t e n u r e a id t o e n s u r e fair r en t s . These inc lude t he P a d d y L a n d s Ac t s N o . 1 o f 1953 
a n d N o . 1 of 1958, the Agr icu l tu ra l P roduc t iv i ty L a w N o . 22 of 1972, the Agr icul ­
t u r a l L a n d s L a w N o . 42 o r 1973 a n d the A g r a r i a n Serv ices A c t N o . 58 o f 1979. 

A s a m e a n s o f t e n a n c y re fo rm the 1953 A c t was a fai lure. I t was o p e r a t i o n a l 
on ly in t he t w o dis t r ic ts of Hambantota a n d Batticaloa. U n d e r this Ac t , t enan t s 
were r equ i r ed t o o b t a i n a let ter f rom the l a n d l o r d s cer t i fying t h a t they were in fact 
r e n t i n g l and which only resul ted in the evict ion of t h o s e w h o reques ted it ( H e r r i n g 
1974). T h e 1958 A c t sough t p r imar i ly to secure t enanc ies o f asweddumised p a d d y 
l a n d s o n a p e r m a n e n t a n d her i tab le basis a n d to fix r e n t s a t a m a x i m u m of 25 per­
cen t of the ha rves t or 12 bushels per ac re , wh icheve r w a s less. T h i s m a x i m u m ren t 
var ied f rom o n e p rov ince to a n o t h e r . T h e Ac t a l so m a d e p rov i son for t h e p r o p o r ­
t ional r educ t i on o f ren ts in bad c r o p seasons . T h e a rch i t ec t s o f this piece of legis­
l a t i on in fact perceived t he mul t i facetcd c h a r a c t e r o f t h e t e n a n t - l a n d l o r d re la t ion , 
wh ich is n o t s imply a t enure c o n t r a c t . It c o m p r i s e s several o t h e r aspec t s like p r o ­
vis ion o f c red i t , seed , fertiliser, d r a u g h t a n i m a l s , e tc . In recogn i t ion o f this c o m ­
plexity, C u l t i v a t i o n C o m m i t t e e s were es tabl ished a t t h e village level a n d the D e p a r t ­
m e n t o f A g r a r i a n Services was c rea ted t o l o o k af ter t h e s u p p l y o f i npu t s , c r o p in­
s u r a n c e a n d credi t , in add i t i on t o i m p l e m e n t i n g the p r i m a r y p rov i s ions of the A c t . 

A l t h o u g h t h e 1958 A c t was successful in c rea t ing consc iousness a m o n g t e n a n t s 
o f the i r new legal r ights t o h a v e a secure t e n a n c y c o n t r a c t a n d in es tab l i sh ing a vil lage 
level ins t i tu t ion t o l o o k after cu l t iva t ion m a t t e r s for t h e first t ime , it was a failure 
insofar as it d id n o t ac tua l ly g u a r a n t e e secur i ty o f t e n u r e a n d the s tabi l i ty o f r en t s . 
T h e Ac t was a c o m p r o m i s e be tween t he pos i t ion of a M a r x i s t po l i t i can w h o perceived 
t h e l a n d l o r d - t e n a n t re la t ionsh ip as explo i ta t ive , o n t h e o n e h a n d , a n d o f those 
conse rva t ive l a n d l o r d M e m b e r s of P a r l i a m e n t w h o saw it as a pa t ron -c l i en t r e la t ion­
sh ip , on t he o t h e r ( H e r r i n g 1 9 8 1 ; G o l d 1977). F o r e x a m p l e , a l t h o u g h the init ial 
bill p r o v i d e d for t he immed ia t e r e s to ra t ion of evicted t e n a n t s on - the i r land p e n d i n g 
a n e n q u i r y , this c l ause h a d to be a b a n d o n e d u n d e r p r e s su re f rom conserva t ive o p ­
p o n e n t s w h o po in ted o u t that this wou ld have v io la ted es tabl i shed laws. T h e c la im 
was clear ly a reflection of l a n d l o r d s ' in teres ts . S imi la r ly t he draf t h a d p roposed 
t h a t n o n - c u l t i v a t o r s be excluded f rom the Cu l t i va t i on C o m m i t t e e s . But a c o m p r o ­
mise f o r m u l a w a s finally a d o p t e d whereby cu l t iva to r s were t o m a k e u p no less t h a n 
th ree - four ths of the m e m b c t s h i p . 

T h e A c t h a d in prac t ice several adverse effects. I m m e d i a t e l y after its i n t r o d u c ­
t ion , a s p a t e o f ev ic t ions occu r red t h r o u g h o u t t he I s l a n d . Un t i l 1963, t he L a w was 
o p e r a t i o n a l in on ly s o m e of the 22 dis t r ic ts , which gave an o p p o r t u n i t y t o the l and­
l o r d s in t h e r e m a i n i n g dis t r ic ts t o evict their t e n a n t s before it was appl ied in their 
a r e a s . T h u s , b y 1960, 18,000 cases of evict ion h a d been r e p o r t e d . Between 1958 
a n d 1972, nea r ly 43,000 cases of ev ic t ions were r e p o r t e d . In on ly o b o u t 2 5 % of 
the se cases w e r e t e n a n c y r igh t s eventua l ly r e s t o r e d ( W e e r a w a r d e n a 1975). I t is 
l ikely m o r e o v e r t h a t there were a large n u m b e r o f cases o f evic t ion which r ema ined 
u n r e p o r t e d for fear o f coe rc ion by l a n d l o r d s . S o m e t e n a n t s d id no t a t t e m p t t o ge t 
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themse lves regis tered in the P a d d y L a n d s Register a n d even gave in to p ressu res forc­
ing t h e m to accep t t he s t a t u s of ag r i cu l tu ra l l aboure r s in e x c h a n g e for the r ight t o 
c o n t i n u e to cu l t iva te a given plot of l and ( R a z a 1970). 

T h e fai lure of the 1958 A c t t o secure (he pos i t ion of t e n a n t s was ma in ly d u e to 
weaknesses i nhe ren t in t he legis lat ion itself. T h e cons t i t u t iona l i t y o f the L a w was 
ques t ioned in the c o u r t s . T h e a u t h o r i t y of Ass i s t an t C o m m i s s i o n e r s of A g r a r i a n 
Services to ad jud ica t e over c o m p l a i n t s of evict ions was pa r t i cu la r ly cha l l enged . T h e 
c o u r t s in te rpre ted ev ic t ion a s forcibly a n d physically eject ing a t e n a n t f rom the p a d d y 
field bu t ove r looked the m o r e usua l p rac t i ce of s imply refusing to a l l c w the t e n a n t 
to till the land ( H e r r i n g 1981). Cu l t iva t ion C o m m i t t e e s were in the ini t ial s tages 
perceived by the c o u r t s a s i l legi t imately cons t i tu t ed because m a n y l a n d l o r d s boy­
co t t ed t h e m . T h e C o m m i t t e e s were t hus u n a b l e t o help evicted t e n a n t s a n d cou ld 
n o t issue vaca t ing o r d e r s t o t he l a n d l o r d s guilty of unlawful ev ic t ion . T h e A c t h a d 
t o be a m e n d e d live t imes be tween 1958 a n d 1970 to rectify these l o o p h o l e s . B u t the 
a m e n d m e n t s did not resu l t in app rec i ab l e i m p r o v e m e n t s over t h e ear l ier s i t ua t ion . 
U n d e r the 1964 a m e n d m e n t , non -cu l t i va to r s a n d ag r i cu l tu ra l l a b o u r e r s were exc luded 
f rom m e m b e r s h i p o f t he Cu l t iva t ion C o m m i t t e e s . 

T h e ren t s t i pu l a t i ons of t he P a d d y L a n d s A c t were genera l ly a d h e r e d t o on ly in t he 
less densely p o p u l a t e d a r e a s lying in t he no r thea s t e rn , eas te rn a n d s o u t h e a s t e r n 
p a r t s of the i s land ( A R T I 1978). T h e m a i n r easons for th is was t h a t t he re were n o 
age-old t r ad i t i ons o r c u s t o m s g o v e r n i n g t enan t - l and lo rd r e l a t ions in these newly 
deve loped a r e a s . M o r e o v e r , the re was n o scarcity of l and in these p r o v i n c e s w h e n 
c o m p a r e d wi th , for e x a m p l e , the Kandyan region, whe re t enancy w a s widesp read 
a n d renta ls were m u c h h igher . 

T h e 1972 a n d 1973 legis la t ions a l so failed to o v e r c o m e the w eak n es s e s o f the 
P a d d y L a n d s Act of 1958, w h e r e b y it w a s possible t o force t e n a n t s t o regis te r as 
l a b o u r e r s , l a n d l o r d s cou ld c la im to be o w n e r cu l t iva tors , l a n d l o r d s co u l d f requent ly 
c h a n g e their t e n a n t s a n d c h a r g e high ren ta l s . T h e Agr i cu l t u r a l P r o d u c t i v i t y L a w 
of 1972 a n d the Agr icu l tu ra l L a n d s L a w of 1973 inc luded p r o v ' s i o n s for t h e a p p o i n t ­
m e n t of agr icu l tu ra l t r i b u n a l s t o hea r a n d decide o n m a t t e r s r e la t ing t o t enanc ies . 
Bu t the t r i buna l s s t a r t ed func t ion ing on ly in 1975 a n d were t h e n d i s m a n t l e d in 1977. 
T h e Agr icu l tu ra l P r o d u c t i v i t y C o m m i t t e e s a n d Cul t iva t ion C o m m i t t e e s a p p o i n t e d 
u n d e r 1972 a n d 1973 L a w s c o m p r i s e d a n u m b e r of pol i t ical ly a p p o i n t e d m e m b e r s , 
w h o did no t d o m u c h for b e t t e r m e n t of t h e t enan t s . Af te r the i r a b o l i t i o n in 1977, 
a fresh wave of ev ic t ions m u s t have t a k e n place, a l t h o u g h the i r exac t n u m b e r s a rc 
n o t k n o w n . 

Even the A g r a r i a n Services Ac t of 1979 d o c s n o t seem t o avo id all t h e weaknesses 
of the or iginal P a d d y L a n d s Act . A g r a r i a n Services C o m m i t t e e s n o w c o m p r i s e 
m o r e publ ic officials t h a n the o w n e r cu l t iva to r s or t e n a n t s . M o i c o v e t , t he new 
A c t seems to be m o r e f a v o u r a b l e to the l and lo rds t h a n to the t e n a n t s by res t r ic t ! ig 
t h e a m o u n t o f l and t h a t c a n be held by a n y o n e t e n a n t to five acres a n d by inc reas ing 
the r en t t o 15 bushe l s o r 25 pe rcen t of the p r o d u c e , whichever is g rea t e r . Vi r tua l ly 
all t e n a n t s h a v e t o p a y a h igher s h a r e of p r o d u c e to the l a n d l o r d . T h e dec la red 
object ive of these i n n o v a t i o n s is to p e r s u a d e the t enan t s t o till the l and m o r e effi­
c ient ly a n d a l s o t o p rov ide a n incent ive for the l a n d l o r d s to ren t o u t l and . It is 
never theless p a t e n t t h a t t h e p r i m a r y object ive of the w h o l e Ac t is t o i m p r o v e the 
efficiency of cu l t iva t ion , r a t h e r than t o g u a r a n t e e g rea te r secur i ty of t enu re o r to 
c o n t r o l r en t s . T h i s is a l so c lear f rom t h e fact t h a t p r o v i s i o n s wi th r e g a r d t o t e n a n ­
cies a n d m e a s u r e s t o i m p r o v e p roduc t iv i t y have been i n c o r p o r a t e d u n d e r o n e a n d 
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t he same Ac t , which was n o t the case in ear l ier ins tances . A l t h o u g h t h e t e n a n t ' s 
land cei l ing, if im p lemen ted effectively, w o u l d prevent the emergence of regis tered 
t e n a n t s cu l t iva t ing large l and h o l d i n g s , t he re is n o w a y o f check ing t he poss ib i l i ty 
of t e n a n t s r ema in ing n o t regis tered in the P a d d y L a n d s Regis ter . M o r e o v e r , it is 
l ikely tha t m a n y l a n d l o r d s will t a k e o v e r t e n a n t ' s land a n d re ta in g r e a t e r a r e a s fo r 
se l fopera t ion , as there is n o p rov i s ion t o c o n t r o l t he a m o u n t o f l and cu l t iva ted by 
o w n e r farmers (subject , of c o u r s e , t o t h e ceil ing o f 25 acres s t ipu la ted by L a n d R e f o r m 
L a w N o . 1 of 1972). 

C h a n g e s in l a n d l o r d - t e n a n t r e l a t i onsh ip s have t aken place as c o n s e q u e n c e s o f 
the P a d d y L a n d s A c t o f 1958 a n d its s u b s e q u e n t a m e n d m e n t s . In m o s t cases , 
these h a v e been t o the d e t r i m e n t of t e n a n t s themselves . In t he cen t ra l h i g h l a n d s 
a n d sou thwes te rn a r ea s of Sri L a n k a , the t e n a n t - l a n d l o r d r e l a t i onsh ip closely 
c o r r e s p o n d e d t o t h e pa t ron -c l i en t m o d e l o f pre -co lonia l t imes ( R y a n 1 9 5 8 ; A R T I 
1975). H o w e v e r , in t hose a r e a s a s well as in m a n y rura l a r ea s in t h e rest of the 
c o u n t r y , t he pa t ron-c l i en t r e l a t i ons h a v e w a n e d t o vary ing degrees , h a v i n g its effects 
o n t enur ia l re la t ions . 

A case s tudy c o n d u c t e d in a Kandyan village by Silva (1979) p r o v i d e s useful in­
s ights i n t o the causes o f d e t e r i o r a t i n g pa t ron -c l i en t r e l a t ionsh ips . A c c o r d i n g t o 
th is wri ter , t h e t r ad i t iona l socia l s t r u c t u r e was o n e of t e n a n t s b o t h supp ly ing cas te 
services and d e m o n s t r a t i n g a genera l wil l ingness to run e r r a n d s or o the rwi se he lp 
w h e n requ i red to by the i r u p p e r cas te l a n d l o r d s . In r e tu rn , the cl ients recieved t he 
secur i ty of a p lo t of l and t o cu l t iva t e , occas iona l gifts in k ind , a n d ass i s tance when 
they were in t r o u b l e o r excep t iona l ly in need o f m o n e y . But these social r e l a t i ons 
were d i s rup ted by t he P a d d y L a n d s Ac t , the i n t roduc t ion o f c o m m e r c i a l vege tab le 
cu l t i va t ion , t h e spread o f m o d e r n va lues , a n d t h e p a r t y po l i t i c a l . sy s t em. 

I n t h e D r y Z o n e c o l o n i s a t i o n s c h e m e s , v a r i o u s n e w fo rms o f s h a r e c r o p p i n g te - \ 
n a n c y h a v e emerged . S o m e of t h e or ig ina l set t lers , hav ing be ing d i spossessed of 
the i r l and , w o r k as t e n a n t s . M o n e y lenders , t r a c t o r - o w n e r s , t r a d e r s , r ice mill ow­
ners a n d g o v e r n m e n t se rvan t s ac t a s l and o w n i n g p a t r o n s . S o m e o f t hem a r e n o t 
l e s iden t in t he colonies themse lves b u t a r e in u r b a n a reas . T h e absen t ee l a n d o w ­
ne r s have s o m e t i m e s a p p o i n t e d a g e n t s a t t h e vi l lage level t o l ook af ter the i r p a d d y 
l and . In Himbantota d is t r ic t these agen t s a r e called gambarayas. Of ten the gam­
barayas c a n n o t cu l t iva te t he l and themse lves because they h a v e t o m a n a g e la rge 
p a d d y t rac t s . T h e y a l loca te t he l and they admin i s t e r a m o n g several t e n a n t s . 
T h e s e t e n a n t s a re n o t of ten reg is te red a n d a r e hence no t subject t o c o n d i t i o n s p r o ­
vided by the t e n a n c y regu la t ion laws . W h e r e t he gambarayas d o n o t p r o v i d e any 
o t h e r ass is tance , t he t e n a n t s mos t ly p a y a b o u t 2 5 % of t i e p r o d u c e . Bu t such cases 
a r e r a r e . T h e gambarayas of ten s u p p l y credi t , d r a u g h t power a n d i n p u t s a n d a p p r o ­
p r i a t e m o r e t h a n t w o th i rds of t he ha rves t . 

H i r e d L a b o u r in Agr icul ture 

T h e large scale use of h i red l a b o u r 4 was an i m p o r t a n t feature of the cap i ta l i s t i c 
p l a n t a t i o n enclaves o p e n e d u p by t h e Bri t ish ma in ly d u r i n g t h e 19th cen tu ry . L a -

(4) However, before the t,adc union activities and collective bargaining for wages, which started 
in estates in the 1930s, the labourers lived as virtual "captives". Semi-feudnl practices like 
part payment of wages in kind, (res to the management in terms of debt and social obligations, 
restrictions over outside conlacts.the existence of estate or kangany owned shops, and housing 
tied to employment ail explain flic nature of the vertical relationships that existed between 
the labourers and the employers. The estate worker could not sell his labour on a competi­
tive labour market but was tied to the estate management, although the entire plantation 
system was run on capitalistic lines. 
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b o u r e r s were b r o u g h t in f rom S o u t h Ind i a . H o w e v e r , poli t ical i n d e p e n d e n c e , r e ­
p a t r i a t i o n of S o u t h I n d i a n T a m i l s a n d the na t iona l i sa t ion of cs ta les h a v e led t o the 
increas ing e m p l o y m e n t of Sri L a n k a n l a b o u r e r s in w o r k on t he p l a n t a t i o n s . F r o m 
t h e beg inn ing Ind i an l a b o u r e r s were k e p t o n t h e es ta tes in line r o o m s a n d were 
pa id very low dai ly wages . A n u m b e r of legislative e n a c t m e n t s — s u c h a s en fo rce ­
m e n t of m i n i m u m wage ra l e s -wcrc l a t e r i n t roduced for the welfare o f e s t a t e w o r k e r s . 
M i d d l e class I nd i an T a m i l s ogan iscd th i s p l an t a t i on p ro le ta r i a t in to relat ively p o w e r ­
ful t r a d e u n i o n s in the la te 1930s ( J a y a w a r d e n a 1972). Even after the n a t i o n a l i ­
sa t ion of es ta tes as a resul t of l and r e fo rm, the highly stratified a n d a u t h o r i t a r i a n 
m a n a g e m e n t sys tem did no t c h a n g e t o a n y grea t ex tent . It is a fact t ha t , desp i t e 
t he l o n g h i s to ry o f t r a d e u n i o n i s m a n d g o v e r n m e n t welfare measu re s , e s t a t e l a b o ­
u re r s a r c still l iving a t m i n i m u m subs i s tence levels (Bond 1974; J a y a w a r d e n a 1979; 
D a w o o d 1980). 

T h e use of hi red l a b o u r in p e a s a n t ag r i cu l tu re began t o ga the r m o m e n t u m af ter 
t h e o p e n i n g u p o f large scale c o l o n i s a t i o n schemes in t he D r y Z o n e f rom t h e l a t e 
1930s o n w a r d s . H o w e v e r , feudal a n d semi-feudal fo rms of corvee l a b o u r a s well 
a s t he prac t i ce of exchange (attam) l a b o u r d id n o t ent i re ly d i s a p p e a r even in th is 
new con tex t ( G u n a s i n g h e 1975). T h e rajakariya sys tem, by which f t u d a l l o r d s a n d 
t emples go t the i r p a d d y land cu l t iva ted , is still in e x i g e n c e in cer ta in Kandyan a r e a s , 
t h o u g h it was officially abol i shsed by the Brit ish in 1833. Var ious fo rms of i n secu re 
t enanc ies which r e q u i t e high ren ta l s t o b e pa id is a n o t h e r form of l a b o u r service still 
prevai l ing o n a wide scale (see sec t ion o n t e n a n c y re forms) . 

E x c h a n g e l a b o u r cou ld n o t be p rac t i sed in t he D r y Z o n e co lon i sa t i on s c h e m e s 
whe re cu l t iva t ion h a d to b e d o n e a c c o r d i n g t o specific t ime schedu le s 5 a n d w h e r e 
e a c h a n d every f a rmer had f rom t h e ou t se t t o cul t iva te a p a d d y h o l d i n g of s imi lar 
size. But co lon is t s wi th i n a d e q u a t e family l a b o u r d id resor t t o the use of h i r ed 
l a b o u r on a la rge scale. A l t h o u g h a g r o u p of landless l a b o u r e r s , e n c r o a c h e r s a n d 
m a r g i n a l f a rmers c a m e t o be ava i l ab l e wi th in t h e D r y Z o n e a r ea s in t he l a t e r s t ages 
of co lony d e v e l o p m e n t , h i red l a b o u r h a d nonethe less still t o be s o u g h t f r cm t h e 
W e t Z o n e a r e a s , pa r t i cu la r ly d u r i n g p e a k pe r iods o f fa rming . T h u s , a n o rgan i s ed 
m o v e m e n t of seasonal m i g r a t o r y l a b o u r n o w occur s f rom the W e t t o t he D r y Z o n e 
( C r o o k s a n d R a n b a n d a 1981). 

T h e r e a r e n o accu ra t e e s t ima tes o f the n u m b e r of hi red l a b o u r e r s in p e a s a n t ag r i ­
cu l t u r e . H o w e v e r , (here is n o d o u b t t h a t the i r n u m b e r h a s been g r o w i n g ever 
since the beg inn ing of the 20 th c e n t u r y . Es t ima te s a r e difficult t o find for t h e p re -
1970 per iod , b u t the 1971 C e n s u s of P o p u l a t i o n j u d g e d tha t the re were s o m e 200 ,000 
h i red w o r k e r s (wage ea rne r s ) in p e a s a n t ag r i cu l tu re in Sri L a n k a in t h a t yea r (cited 
in G u n a w a r d e n a 1979). T h e L a n d a n d L a b o u r U s e Survey o f the C e n t r a l B a n k 
of Cey lon (1975 , u n p u b l i s h e d , ci ted in P e t c r a a n d G u n a w a r d e n a 1980) e s t i m a t e d 
t h a t 600,000 pe r sons were h i r ing o u t the i r m a n p o w e r in peasan t ag r i cu l tu re a n d t h a t 
5 5 % o f these were landless l a b o u r e r s . 

Vil lage s tudies s h o w t h a t a c o n s i d e r a b l e p r o p o r t i o n of t hose engaged in agr icu l ­
t u r a l o c c u p a t i o n w o r k a s w a g e e a r n e r s (i.e. h i red l aboure r s ) . F o r e x a m p l e , Pe r e r a 
a n d G u n a w a r d e n a (1980) s ta te , a s a result of their survey of agr icu l tu ra l l a b o u r in 
n i n e vil lages, t h a t a b o u t 40 pe rcen t o f t he ru ra l h o u s e h o l d s covered c o m p r i s e o n e o r 
m o r e hired l a b o u r e r s w h o a r e ac t ive in ag r i cu l tu re . T h e y a lso found t h a t t he p r o ­
p o r t i o n of agr icu l tu ra l l a b o u r e r s a s a pe r cen t age of the to ta l w o r k f o r c e engaged in 
ag r i cu l tu t e varied from 44% t o 8 8 % in the villages s tud ied . 

(5) This is because, for exampie.irrigation water was issued on specific days so that all farmers 
had to complete land preparation within a certain period of lime. 
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W o r k re la t ing t o p a d d y a n d o t h e r food c r o p cu l t iva t ion is s ea sona l wi th p e a k s 
a n d t r o u g h s o f ac t iv i ty . T h e r e f o r e , p e a s a n t ag r i cu l tu re un l ike t he e s t a t e sec tor d o e s 
n o t a l low the f a n n e r s t o have a p e r m a n e n t o r a t t a c h e d force of h i red w o r k e r s . 
T h e w o r k e r s a r e t h u s h i r e d o n casua l t e r m s for which they a r e m o s t l y pa id a dai ly 
wage . S o m e t i m e s w o r k is p e r f o r m e d o n a c o n t r a c t o r piece r a t e bas i s . 

G r o w i n g p r o b l e m s o f landlessness a s well as t he i n a d e q u a c y o f j o b expans ion b o t h 
wi th in ag r i cu l tu re a n d in t he indus t r ia l sector have resul ted in a n increas ing g r o u p 
o f ru ra l l a b o u r e r s r e m a i n i n g u n e m p l o y e d d u i i n g t he ma jo r p a r t o f t h e year . But 
they still have t o d e p e n d o n ag r i cu l tu re to m a k e a living. T h i s , t oge the r with in­
flation, has led t o a regress ion of real wages which in t u rn h a s resul ted in a low level 
of living for near ly all r u r a l l aboure r s . T h e w o r k i n g c o n d i t i o n s or wages of the 
hi red l a b o u r e r s in the ru r a l sec to r have n o t been t he subject of n a t i o n a l legislat ion, 
a s was t he case in t he e s t a t e a n d u r b a n sec tors . N o r h a v e l a n d a n d t e n a n c y r e fo rms 
i m p r o v e d the c o n d i t i o n s o f hired l a b o u r e r s in p e a s a n t ag r i cu l tu re ( W i c k r a m a s e k a r a 
1977; G u n a w a r d e n a 1979 a n d 1 9 8 1 ; Pe re ra and G u n a w a r d e n a 1980). 

Desp i t e a few sca t t e red g r o u p efforts by l a b o u r e r s - s u c h a s t hose r e p o r t e d by H a r r i s 
(1977) a n d W i c k r a m a s e k a r a (1977) the i r d e p e n d e n c y o n the i r e m p l o y e r s for e m p l o y ­
men t a n d wages h a s p r even t ed t h e m from organ i s ing for col lect ive ba rga in ing . 
Never the less , s o m e recen t t r e n d s in l a b o u r r e l a t ions e m e r g i n g in t he p e a s a n t sec tor 
a r e w o r t h y of n o t e in th is c o n n e c t i o n . T h e r e is a smal l ca t ego ry of capi ta l i s t f a rmers 
cu l t iva t ing their l a rge p a d d y t rac t s by us ing on ly h i red l a b o u r . T h e y mos t ly recrui t 
h i red l a b o u r t h r o u g h i n t e r m e d i a r y c o n t r a c t o r s a n d there a r e n o persona l i sed rela­
t ionsh ips be tween t h e m a n d the hi red l aboure r s . These c o n d i t i o n s , if con t i nued 
a n d grew in m a g n i t u d e , a r c likely t o c rea te an e n v i r o n m e n t wh ich will even give 
rise to spontaneous l a b o u r o rgn i sa t i ons in t he p e a s a n t ag r i cu l tu ra l sec tor in future . 

Concluding Remarks 

M o s t recen t c h a n g e s in l and a l i ena t ion policy which a r e a i m e d a t a t t r a c t i n g large 
scale p r iva te en te rp r i se a n d cap i t a l in to peasan t ag r i cu l tu re w o u l d , inter alia, acce­
lera te t he dif ferent ia t ion p roces s of t he peasan t ry . T h e stratified p e a s a n t r y w o u l d 
then c o n t a i n a smal l c a t e g o r y of capi ta l is t fa rmers a n d firms wi th large scale f a rming 
en te rpr i ses , a n even l a r g e r n u m b e r o f smal l a n d m a r g i n a l f a r m e r s , ( s o m e o f w h o m 
wou ld be t enan t s ) , a powerfu l c lass of t r ade r s a n d t r a c t o r p w n e r s w h o c o m b i n e 
m o n e y lend ing , m a r k e t i n g a n d i n p u t suppl ies , a n d an ever e n l a r g i n g g r o u p of l and ­
less l abou re r s . T h i s d i f ferent ia t ion process , which is an inev i t ab le o u t c o m e of t he 
p e n e t r a t i o n of t he capi ta l i s t m o d e of p r o d u c t i o n in to pea san t a g r i c u l t u r e , wou ld even 
lead t o a t ens ion s i t ua t i on in t he a g r a r i a n scene t h r o u g h t he c r e a t i o n o f fur ther i m ­
ba lances in l and o w n e r s h i p s t r u c t u r e a n d ru ra l e m p l o y m e n t . T h e a g r a r i a n unres t 
wou ld r each u n m a n a g e a b l e p r o p o r t i o n s if no p r o g r a m m e s a r e in i t ia ted t o d e v e l o p 
the small pea san t p r o p r i e t o r s o n a s o u n d basis a n d to increase the l a b o u r a b s o r p t i v e 
capaci t ies in ag r i cu l t u r e a s well as in m a n u f a c t u r i n g indus t r ies wi th a view to p rov id ­
ing sufficient e m p l o y m e n t o p p o r t u n i t i e s t o the increas ing g r o u p o f l and les s l a b o u t e r s . 
These h y p o t h e s e s s h o u l d o f c o u r s e , be subject t o intensive r e sea rch , which co u l d 
fo rm a n i m p o r t a n t p a r t o f t h e s tud i e s of a g r a r i a n r e l a t i ons in Sri L a n k a in fu ture . 
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