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Introduction
The Cumbum Vallev 1s locetzd in South Western Madurai
district. It is a distinct geogrgphical and agricultursl
unit within the district and one with a relatively developead
level of agricultural techaique, Particularly on surface-
irrigated and lift~irrigated land

The western boundary of the Valley is marked by the
Western Ghats, whose watershed also marke the oundary
with Kerala; the eastern wall of the vVallev is formed by an
off~shoot of the Ghats ~= the High Wavy =nd Brasakkanayakanuar
Hills. The Periyar river znters the Valley from its south-
western akex and runs in a south west to north east direction

towards Theni, which is just ncrih of the Valley.

In terms of adninistrative divisions, the Valley covers
Uthamapalayam talukx and a few villages in the Theni block of
Feriyvakulam taluk, asbout 55 wvillagzs in all. Uthamogulgfam
taluk lies betvean 9% 34' mnd 100 10* N and longitudes 77
i0' and 770 z8' &®, and‘has a total area of 1,426 sg. kme

The population of the taluk in 19871 was 485,89S psrsons.

My specific field of stuiy has been th= socio~sconomic
characteristics of agriculiural lzboursrs in the Cumbum
Vallev =nd, in particular, in Gokilapuram, a predominantly
surface-irrigated village sbout 5 kilometrze sast of the
toaluk centre at Uthamapalavame. 3/ Thi

reflected in the theme of this paver.

The cbjective of this paper is to study the terms and
conditions of emplovment in the contemporary periocd of
workers employed at tasks associated with irrigation on

surface~ and lift-irrigated land and to compare the systems

- ria b g b s 8 g

1/ Gokilapuram Village: Area of Village : 418.,7¢C
hectares; population (1981) 3,945 persons:
agricultural labourers as per cent of all main

workers (1981) : 59.97 per cent.



that exist in these two sectors of agriculture. This study
is located in the context of changes that have taken place
in the agricultural economy and, in particular, in the

B

. ; . o 2
systems of surface and lift irrigation in the Valley.—

Over the last two decades the agrarian economy of

Tamil Nadu has reported a remarkable rlso in the incidence.

‘of agricultural labourers in the working xopulation.g/ Data
from successive censusss indicats that the incidence of
agricultural lsbourer (ief <

percénta;é of agrie
cultural labourers to total opulaticn) in the rural
arsas of Tamil Madu increased from 21.80 per cent in 1961
te 29.88 pPer cent in 1981, It hss been noted that one of

the factors associated with thig increase is chande in the

extent and relisbility of irrigation~, and, we add, concomitant

changes in cultivation.

The Cumbum Valley, where there are sicnificant sectdors
ift irr 1gat on and where there have besn
ges in farming and cultivation practices on
r ated land, is a particularly intersst ing area of study
in this respect. Tne incidence of agricultural labourers
Uthamapalayam and Pariyakulam taluks
rom 25.97 per cent in 1961 to 58,55 per
cent in 1981. The incidence oFf agricultural labourers in

O e e e ——

2/ A first report on the data we have collected in
Gokilapuram and the Valley is in V.<.Ranachandrar
"Inequality in the Distribution of Land Poldlnqg
and Assets among Hou us olds in Gokilapuram Village

1
2 Report from a Fleld Survey, ¥ MIDS worring Paper
Wo.31, June 1983

>
ah

3/ See B.Subrarvanian and V.K.Ramachandran, “Agricul-
tural Labourers in the Working kopal:tlon cf Rural
Tamil Nadu : Praliminary Results from the Censuses
of 1961, 1271 and 1981Y, MIDS ""'1J._inL7 i, April 1982,

g/ See V.K.Ranachandran, “agriculturazal Labourers in the
Working Population of Tamil Nadu: Some Results £rom
the Censuses of 1961 and 1971 and *het'orld.ﬁqr“cul-
tural Census 1970-71%, MIDS Bulietin, i#arch 1980.

5/ At the Census of 1961, Uthamepalavam was not an
independent taluwi; it was pars of FPeriyakulamn
taluk.



the rural areas of Uthaunapalayam taluk alone in 1981 was
60,46 per cent, which is the second highest incidence among
all taluks in the State (after Thiruvarur in Thaniavur.
district). In this paver, we have attenpted to explore
changes that have tgken place in irrigation in the Valley
and their impact on certain aspects of the agrarian sconomy,
namely cropping pattern and faming practices, and in this
context, tc study workars engaged in irrigation and water
management, Put differently, our attenpt in this paper is
to study, Iin the overall context of a changing agrosystem
and of the preoletarianisation of an expanding labour force,

‘irrigation labour under diffarent irrigation and crop regimes.

The paper comprises four sections. gection I contains
a description of the systems of irrigation in the Valley and
changes that have taken place in these systams. We deal
separately with surfece and 1ift irrigation and briefly
discuss the coontinued existencs of a large sector of unirri-

gated land in thce Valley. Section IT takes up what wmust be

counted as among the prim: community responses to irrigation:
changes in cropping patterns and farming practices on different
irrigation-types of Land., These btro sactions ars rather longer
than necessary for sections that are introductory to the

section on irrigation laboui; given the scope of this confe=-

s 3

rence, however, we decided to leave it that way, since
g

changez in the irrigation system and cultivation on different

U‘

irrigation~types of land wmay ke of independent interast to

participants.

Section IIT deals with the socio-econoni
of agricultural lsbourers who work at irrigation tasks. 1In
this section, we present in some detail the results of a case
study of irrigation workers in the surface-irrigated areas of
Gokilapuram. This cass study ig not a historical study of

changes in the organisation of irrigaticn labour. Although
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THE SYSTEM OF IRRIGATION

——— o Weere Tped erm

1
prid

THE CUMBUM VALLEY

Ihe kgg&zar Systen
The system of surface irrigation in the Cumbum Valley

is part of the Perivar system of ilrrigation, o0f which we

indicate certain baszic feztures.—

The Periyar Dan and lake are located at Thekkady in
+he Western Ghats in Xerala State, about severn kilcmetres
from the border with Tamil Nadu, on land that is on lease
+o the Tamil Wadu Govermment. This mascnry dam, completed
in 18%5, was buillt acrecss the Periyvar, a river that =zarlier
flowed westward and into the arabian Ssa, across an area where
ra*nFall is abundent. A lake has been created where the
river has been dammed, and the water of the Periyar diverted,
through a tunnel cut throuch the watershed, to the plains

in the east, particularly (almost entirely) in Madurai
i

1/

It was written by the Ceollector of Madurai in 1808

about the waters of the Vaigai and its tributaries that

tradition had from gencrations back handed down the
belief that the waters of this river, of such value

+o so many districts and about which such feuds have
at differsnt times aricen between the Rajahs of

pemnad and Sheveganca, might be beneficially augmented
by tuming from ;he interior of the mountains certain
streams which run in a westerly or southerly direction
into the sources of Shooruliar (Suruliar).

e P e i @O S e TS i e W

o/ Published accounts of the Periyar projsct are in
AeTeMackenzie, The Periver Project, Government
Press, Madras, (reprint) 1962 and W.Francis,
District Gazettesr, Madura, Madras, 1914.

7/ Report of Hr.Hodgson on the Dindigul District,
March 28, 1808, Madurai Collectorate Raccrds,
Vvolume 12 5; Pe 17«
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According to records, the idea of diverting the waters
of the FPeriyar was suggested in the late eighteenth century
by a court official of the Raja of Rammad, who sent “tvelve
intelligent men" to sutvey the area; it was suggested again
in 1808, though the plan was then considered “imbPracticable"
It was revived in the 1860s, in the wake of what has keen
called the general euphoria in respect of irrigation in
South India that follow=d the work of Arthur Cotton in the
Kaveri and Godavari deltas. The Plan for a masonry dam and
lake, investigated and designed primarily by John Pennycuick,

oo

was finally approved in 188

4; work began in 1887 and wate

/

foor

was released from the lake to the eastern tracts in 1895,

The Periyar descends from the lake into the Cumbum
Valley, the first and besi-served part of the command area
cf the Perivar system. 2After leaving the Vvalley, the
Periyar is joined by the Vaigai river a few kilometres
north of Theni. The combined flow of the two rivers is
dammed and their water stored st the Va iigail Dam,located
betiwveen Theni and andipatti, Below the Vaigai Dam, the
Pegriyar Main Canal irrigates a double crop and a single
crop region in Melur, Sholavandan and Nilakottai taluks
and near Madursi, and a new single crop extension to Thiru-
pathur taluk in Rananathapuram District is planned.‘ The

Thirumangalam Main Canal irrigates a single crop in Thiru-

mangalam taluk.

- —— ——— oy %£3 03w b

8/ The following are certain salient features of the
1 o .
lake:

Periyar dam and lak

Length cof the wmain dam - 1200*"
Height of the main dam - 155¢
Full reservoir level (f.r.l,)-- 1521
Logest level uoto which - 104*

water can be drawn

Useful stcorage at Cferele. 10150' mecft.

Area Of water spread - 10,21 sg. miles

Scurce: Records qvailable at the Cf£fice of the
ASsistant Bxecutive Bngineer, Uthamapalayam
Subdivision, Periyar Division, at Uthama-
ralayam, 1981 (hereafter PWD, Uthamapalayam,
i%81) . :



The Perlyar system is a canal and tank system. Channels
branch off from the main river; there are openings to agri-
cultural lands directly from these channels, and the command

area of such vents/sluices is called the ﬁ*rec% ayacut of

~the slutan. Channels lezad into QLOLajC tanug -- these
sy stems uaﬂ?v, which'havellltule 1ndepenaenb catchment,
constitute the reservoirs of the Periyar system -- and the

area irrigated by the tanks is called the indirect ayacut

of the channels.

The commgnd area of the entire Periyar system' is 1,66,880

acrese

The Periyar System in the Cumbum Valley

e N = . et Rt

The Cumbum Valley, as has been noted, is the first section

U

of the command area of the Periyar systewm. In the Vzlley, the
river follows, in general, the main water coursz of the river

system that existed bafore 18%1

. Directly as it enters the
Valley, the Perivar is joined by a non-perennial river, the
Vailravanar, a leftnbank'tributaryq The river then swings east
and north; it is joined by three right bank tributaries, the
Suruliyar, Koothanachivar and Varattar, the latter two being
today little more than raimwater channels during the monscon.
AS a consequence of deforestation along the hill slopesrin
the cast of the Valley there has been considerable silting
of the beds of thess two rivers; at certain places the old
water courses have almost beesn cbliterated. In additicn,

the flow in these rivers ig reduced as a consequence of the
fact that the catchment along the High Wavy Range, the
eastern wall of the Valley, is nov being channeled at the
watershed into the Surulivar, along whosSe course a liydro-
electric plant has keen established.

on T S oy

9/ Ibid.



South of Theni the Ferivor is joined, from the west,
by the Theniar.

Thers are 15 anicuts

rose the Perivyar in the Cumbum

Valley subdivision he Valgail Dam); 21 channels

branch of £ From the Tom these anic uts. Thess have

10/

a total ayvacut of 14 L acres~=" of double-crorved land.

There are 19 systen nesa channels:; thoe total

-

]
3 q‘{

o

indirvect avacut of 3,959 zores constitutes 26.78 ber cent
of the total ayvacut in the valley.—=~ The pericd of relea
of water, which is of different intons ity =zt different '

42/

times of the yecar, is from June 1 to March 1524

h@ Present channel and tanlk system built on founda—
tions that'Wﬂr- laid in the pre-Perivar period. GLofore

the Perivar, there were 16 :1s having the necessary

anicuts leading from the Ve
tributaries; up te 1922 many of the chanpels had open heads
and all of Tthem were wunsluic Cadl, =S The pre-Feriyar systen
was a canal and tanlt system and the rumber of stor age tanks
at that time was, in 2ll likeolihood, dgreater than today
(Some of the tanks have subsccuently been used for culti-
vation; some have becn renderad naturally obsolete with
the coming of a more abundant water sucply
10/ Ibid.
11/ Ibig.

12/ One wvill:s
betel vine:
irrigated
Ot water

anur, where sugar cans and
ant crbys on Perivar-—
:i7es internittent relcoases
through May as well.

-

~onogr@£@ o the Ferivar Svstaom,

4 —J.*I




It has been recordad that in pre-Periyar times the

"suruliyar was probably the most reliagble irrigation source

14/

in the{district"~m, irrigating about 12,000 acres in the
Cumbum Valley. W®What must be noted is that irrigatioﬁ as a
whole was less reliable and that a substantial portion of
the ayacut was single-cropped (it was estimated in 1915

that not more than half the ayacut in the pre-Periyar pericd

v

could have been ir ated for more than two crops)ié{ There
was no source of surfaces irrigation to provide for the dry
months from June to September, and ovar much of the land
where the first irrigated paddy crop is now plantedtin June,
fields were =ither left waste or planted with a dry cropP.
Surface irri tion }n

- o - o Yooy Ahaguunpi

kilspuram village: the FPalsyamparavu

[ W, SN~y =y

Channel

- g G o

Gokilapuram village is irrigated by the Palayamparavu

;o/

channels in the Cumbum Vallev. This is a right bank channel,

channel, the longest (agbout 15 k.m,)— the Perivar
branching off from the main river nzar Naraeyanathevanpatti
village, about 24 k.m. from the point where the Periyar enters
the Valley. It irrigstes land in 5 revernue villages: Narayana-
thevanpatti, Kamayeskavundanpatti, Gokilapuram and Karunkattan-

kulam and the eastern we et land tracts of Uthamapalayam.

Recornputation from revenue records of 1980-81 shov the direct

1

ayacut of this channel to be 1566 acres (52.89 per cent of

- e - g g S8 ot

14/ H“Froposals for A\uetLLemcnt of Madura District®,
Resettlement Report, Madura District, BP 117
(Sett.) april 29, 1915 (Pres.), P.<6.

16/ FwWD, Uthamspalayam, 1981.
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the total ayacut) and the indirect ayacut to be 1995 acres
(47.11 per cent), a total ayvacut of 2,961 wcrcso- 1/

We now deal with the sluices, subchannsls and tanks

of this subsystem, illustrated on the village mal.

R

'here are 8 sluices with direct ayacuts before the
channel reaches Gokillapuram village. The southern tip of
Gokilapuram village is about 4 X.n. scuth of the village
settlement:; a long stretch cf the wet land of the village

is contiguous to the village settlements of anaipatti and
Rayappankatti villages. There is no wet land in the revenue

jurisdictions of these villages and the surface~irrigated

o'

oldings of landowners in these villages are located withi

Gokilapuram revenue village.

Uptil point A on the map, there are 5 direct avacut

left bank sluices. Betvesn A and B (uptil B, the channel
runs through Gokilapuram and contiguous to Rayappanpatti
and arc 2 direct ayacut left bank sluices.

ron B, one left bank branch channel goezs to Thanaraikulam

8/

o Of abouvt 543 acresge—

+ =

is located
in Uthamapalayam villsge. Before reaching Thamaraikulam,
r 5

Y
= are 5 left bank sluices whose ayacut is in Gokilapuram.

Returming to the wain channel,

o

hers are 8 sluices at

C and D. Four have direct avac:ts, one channel leads to

. B \ 19/ .
Kalanccrkulam tank, whess ayacut of about 105 acre S““/ is
in Gokilapuram, and mnother to Karunkattankulem tank, which

is the terminal Doint of car channel =nd whosoe avacut, in
. ‘1. 2/
Karunkattankulam wvillaja, is about 755 acressi) In the

— e =" i . o

17/ Taluk Records, 1280-81: We note here the divergence

T between these and the corresponding figures available
from the PWD, where data relating to actual av;cut
extent is sevarely out of Adsnte: PWD records statz that
the direct ayzcut of the Palayamparava channel is S18
acres and the indirect ayacux 1422 acres. (PWD,Uthama—
palayam, 1931).

18/ PWD, Uthamapalavam, 1981.
19/ Talukx Records, 1980-81.
26/ Ibid.

=1
£
(o

(13
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upper reaches of the channel to XKarunkattankulam a left

bank sluice at E opens out into Gokilapuram village.

After 1973, a new channel, the PIR rnahnel,:;/ﬁ 2 inning
from Karunkattankulam, heos becn commissioned. In order to
feed this channel, which drawe mainly on Perivar water,
more water than before is rcaleased into Karunkattankulam,
and consequently, into Palayemparavu channel.

To sum up, therz are 17 sluicez with direct ayacuts in
Gokilapuram vil uwe.ig/ These irrigate about 580 acres in
all, although the extent irrigated by individual sluices

varies widely, from 2 acres through one of the sluices at

D, to 180 acres through the sluice at &. The indirsct
avacut, through two sluices in Kalanecrkulam, iz 105 acres.
L4 o

The ayacut consists of land that is almost entirely cropped
with paddy -- the returns for 1950-~81 shos a gross cropped
area under paddy of 1269 acres (net sown area 684.5C acres)

and no other crop on surfacc-irrigated land.

Irrigated iand in the pre~Periyvar village was located
in the ayacut of the tank, and of the three pres
sluices, at C, B and F. Of thess, only in the land fed by
the tank could two irrigated crops be raiszd; even in good

yvears the other land irrigate

o
g .
5
{_i_
o

2 Vairavanat~8uruliyar—
Varattar system had only a single annual irrigated crop.
AS g

- e e

21/ WYamed after P.T.Rajan, a big Mudaliar land-
T lord and Justice Party Minister, whose family
has vast wet land holdings all along the Periyar
trﬁctg. Their holdings —- of surface-irrigated,
lift—irrigated and dry land and of groves and
plantation land -~ are located in different parts
OF the Valley and district; the family seat is at
Uthamagalavan.

&)
P
~

The PWD records show only 10 slulces along the
entire Palayamp darava channel; we have seen that
There are 17 in Gokilapuram alone.

|
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The increase in the volume of irrigation water in

the

eriod that followed the release of Feri ar water .and uptil
] Y

the village resettlement of 1917-18 stimulated an important

Process of intensi

cation of irrigation in tracts that were

formerly poorly irricated. In an area where water supply

was irregular and scanty, and over large pvertions of which

water was availlable only for a single crop, it was now

abundant and available for two crops. Some extension of

cultivated land also took place, although we do not have

the data to be able to record the precise acreage.

The revenue returns for 1980-81 show that 685 acres

were under canal and tank irrigation in the village. Since

the resettlement, anicuts have bezn repaired and the channel

fitted with a head sluice and sub-sluic es along its course.

There has also been new land brought under irrigation

(although net sawn area has remained about the same Since

the resettlenent).  One pariod of such increase -- when a

stretch of fields and fallow land was broucht, en blog,

cenal drrigation == was in the early and nid-sixtiecs.

improvemont was under

t
and the canal south of .; this inmrovemznt consis

land levelling and breaching the canal to irrigate the

under
Land

awen in the tract between the river

of

fields. Big and medium landlords of Rayappanpattli and Goki-

lapuram have holdings in this area, and continuous efforts

were made at considerab

a 2
registered wet land, to recor

expense Lo convert the land into

it as part of the regular

a
ayacut of the Palavamparavu channel., These efforts have

partly vaid off —- irrigation hes besn regularised in
e

the penal rate on i

Water is distributed alons the channel by a turm
There are first, turns bebseen the threc villages that
water below ohliqnuran- Uthamapalayam (through Than
Karnkattankulam and 2 kllapuram itself. Thess vill lage

water by rotation, for 48 hours sach. (In a year when

=)

that

r),

minimi
vetema
receive
aikulam) ,
S recelve

there is
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no shortage, Karunkattankhulasm and Thamaraikulam, by agreesment
with wet land owners from Gokilapuram, exce=d their 48-hour
limit somewhat in the first few turns, since preparation of
seed beds in these villages generally begins kefore Gokila-

pPurame.)

There is also a turn system (EHEEE) within the village,

betveen the 17 sluices and the tank, with 2 sluicss. T

volume of water allaved through aach vent is a function of

the extent of ayacut of each. Slulces are either shuttersd
e

‘ied period) or are

0]
f=tn
o

(these are generally open for » spe
fitted with open pipes (most of them are continuously open

for 48 hours, the flow being restricted only by the diameter
of the pipe). The diagran illu

n

trates the murai within the
village over the 48-hour village turn. It should be noted

that tté area south of 7, which does not have the same status
as registered wet land in the village records as cther areas,

receives water equally in the village mural; the ovners in
i

this arsa have sufficient clout to ensure that.
In a yvear of scarcity, access to irrigation water depends
greatly on two factors: the proximity of a field to the head

reaches ©f a channel or sluice and the positicon cf a landowner
in relation to other avners in the ayacut, his ability to
block other outlets and take water to his field. In an area
which alsc has the feature that the land holdings of powerful
landlords 1s scattered across the ayacut, 1t is not surprising
that the strictness with which the murai is enforced varies

inversely with the availabllity of irrigation water.

vwe have been told that the present turn system was put
into effect
about seven years after the PWD took charge of the

canals. Before that, in vears of scarcity, only
those whose lands were in the upper reaches or those
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who could threaten others ord take ?ter to their
fields could ivr 1gatp hnlr CEORS o2

It is noteworthy that the vear mentiocned, which is about
1930, is the year following 1528 and 1922, "which were
years of very severe drought in the (Periyar) Delta --—
perhaps the two worst years in the history of the Deita."zé/
In an earlier period (uptil five years age), irrigation
workers and others from the village would go to the head
sluice of the Pglayamparavu channal, divert channels with
sand=Ffilled fertiliser sacks, and walk down the entire length
of the channel, blocking irregular channel breaches. Two
crop yeare in the recent past, 1973 and 1975, were years of

e we have not baen acls to gzt records concern-—-

shortage: whi
ing the losses in these vyears, persons in the village estima
that in 1975, 375 to 400 acres in the village were affected.
During this period there was a more rigorous enforcement of
the murais inadeguacy demanded a more careful husbeanding of
the sScarce resources. (This ¢id not make for a more equitable
distribution of water ketween all ayvacutdars, however. In
1975, tha restriction on

g ground-water in the Periyar
1

-

ayvacut was lifted, and bore-wells fitted with diesel motors
were permitted to be installed for that year. 2all those who
instailed beoreweils in the 300~acre area abutting the village
whose names we were akle to record were pProminent big or
medium landlords.) '

- o e i s £

22/ Interview with Raghael Udayar, 84 years old, of
?ava?panfattl, corroborated by others. R:Dhael
Udayvar's father wmade the southern-most breach in
the canal wall 1 1907 h*o son, tenaciously

all ir
litigious, regulasrised their claim to canal water
in 1921,

JHall, Officer on Special Duty in COHMCFLlOn with
Pe sm of Irrigation, Rs . n the

sult of the Investigation Diractéo.by Government
CJic. 2734~T, dated 22-9-1923, Collector's

e, Madurai, 12-5-1230 (hereaftocr Hall's Reporr),

W
113
™~
o
o




"'\LAE\_..L loosens.

Conversely, in wvozrs of :
Since 1978, the year t%e PTR cban“ 1 was commissioned, there
has been an increase in canal rlows. During the first crop
in 1981-82 {when much of the material for this paper was

collected), for instance, while the 48~hocur turns between

villages was maintained, tha rules of the wmural within the

village were hardly put into =ffect.

/At this point, we must draw attention to a signifi
r i

arezg irrigated are very inadequate; accurate analyses of

irrigation reguire data also on the velume of irrigation water
equired and available and the time~spPrzad over which water is
available. We have no £irpm data, at this point, on this aspect.

We knoy haraver, that the rate of consumption of irrigation

water in the Cumbun Valley is higher than in other Darts of
the Pe a much lower duty
on wa in earlier other
repor

A specific feature of surface irrigation in the Cumbum
Valley and, in particular, in the avacut of the Palayawparavu
channel, is that the ayacut is not lat, but slopes dowrnward

fram the contcur channel toward the river (thus it can e sean
on the map thzt all the sluices along the channel after the
channel enters the village are left bank vents). Given this
slope, and given that water management in paddy fields rsqguires
that fiszlds be £lat, the division of the total ayacut in:
plots for farming are a function of the subdivision of land
nto ownership/operationsl heoldings as well as of the line
Of contoure (on many plots, these factors, combinad with
proolems of inaccessibility, make it difficuit -- in sone cases
impossible -- to take a tractor to the individual ficld.)

25/ Hall's Dleport, pPp. 46 £,



16

As a consequence of the slopa of the avacut

~- there is, in general, no problem of drainage from
paddy fields in Gokilapuram (this feature cof
farming in the village contributes to the fact

that cultivators stick to paddy):

-- there is considerable return flow of irrigation
water from the fiselds to the river: this is in the

form of surface run-—-off from outlets leading from

field channels and as goundwater that seeps below

from channsls and fields,

The system of surface irrigation in the village ({and
the Periyar system in general) is a channel—to-field system
and not field-to-field., While this is the general rule,
the extent of -field-to-field irrigation has increased, becaus

of changes in the pattern of owneérship of land,.

In 1937, it was noted that

Owing tc the extension of cultivation on hill

slopes consaquent on the wholesale cutting of

trees «- the noturel water courseg, which some

vears agc brought little silt...now flov down

laden with heavy coarse sand and pebkles and

£ill up the channels within a few hOUrSease

This state of affairs is most pronounced in the 26/
case Of the Uthamutln: and Eigayamparavu-channels....ﬁg

oo

While we do not hagve sgpecific data on the extent of silting
today, it is clear thet field channels and tank beds gest

silted every crop season (although, in a normal year in the
present period, it is unlikely that, as in the 19230sg, the
PalayamParavu charnnel gets silt-cleogged in a wmatter of hours),
and that there are seepage losses and a considerable squandering
of labour-time consecquent upon such silting.

26/ Chave, Op.cit, emphasis added.
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There are also svaporation losses from tank surfaces:
Cumbum Valley tanks are shallow, with a large waterspread.
We have learnt that the fact that tank floors are at a
higher level than the fields is a chedk against dead storage
and against waterlogglng, but that evapcration is bwqh i)
at least one of the tanks near the village, trees that pro-~
vided shade and checked =avaporation over a large part of

the waterspread uptil 25 years ago have nav Dbeen cut.

In 1930, the officer on special duty in connection with
the Periyar system of irrigatiocn, J.F.Hall, suggested that
the possibility of altering the present system of cheannels
into a prdperly regulated system be invest tigated and that

the costs and bsznefite of such altaration be made the subject

of special study in order thst the duty of irrigation water

in the Valley be increased and that, in general, the use of
27

irrigation water in the valley be optimisedﬁng' As f£ar as

we are aware, no such study has bzen made,

It appears that a more ratiocnal system of water use
in the village -~ and of the use of labour power in surface
irrigation tasks _— will have to include a system of shuttersd
and lined channels (including field channels) that are regularly
dredged and remcdelled on the ground in a wmanner that makes
for the most efficient use of watar. It must zlso include
a change in farming Dractices: the consolidation of seed-~beds
at the head=reaches of channels, for instance, has been
mentioned even in the early liter aturﬁzi/ as mors efficient
than the present practice of dispersing seed beds == and
censequently taking water === to every field in the ayvacut
of a slulce. Chandes such as these, however, are likely to
be more than the present system of ovnership and control of

land can bear.

_;_7_/ Hall's Report, Pr. 46 infra., =specially Paragraph 39,

o ey, Dxecutive Ingineer, PWD at HMHadurai,
cited in Hall's Repcrt, pp.36 f£f.
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Lift Irrigation in the Valley
The lands irrigated by the Periyar form the rich green
core c©f the Cumbum Vzlley; to the east and west is ite

garden land, land irrigated by wells that are mainly fitted
‘with electric motor pumps. (Interspcrsed with the garden
land, and stretching baycond it to the base . of the hills
that form the paundacwcr of the valley are the unirrigated

agricultural tracts ©of the Vallev.)

The major stimulus to the spread of 1lift lrrigation came
in the 1950s =nd 19603, with extension of rural =lectrification.
The process involved the conversion of land previcusly irrigated
by wells with water drawn manually and with bullocks to electric-
pumpP irrigaticn and the cornversion of land that was hitherto
unirrigated to well-irrigation, accompanied, in most cases, by

the CODSOlidathFgg/ and improvznant (including levelling) of

individual dry land plots,

The process of land improvement and conversion to modern

arden land involves, of course, heavy pPrivate investment.
The hugely increased and uncoordinated exploitation of ground-
water resources has caused a fall in the water table, particularly
in the western tracts cf the vValley:; in cne case reported
from Pennaipurem villace to the weszt of Uthamapalayvam, the
water level fell from 20' in 1853, when electric pumps were
first introduced, tc more than 80' in 1977. This has also led
+o the need for considerapble investmont in well deepening, which‘
in manvy cases must be undertaken every two years, and to disuni-
formity in the quality of well-irvigation available in different
parts of the Valley and to different classes of cultivators.

s S ot i St g g et S

49/ consolidation here 1s affected by periodic purchases
of, and fore closures of mortgages on, contiguous
Plots of thottam and dry land and not consolidation
by legislation. {Tamil ¥adu does not have any
legislations on consolidation of land holdings.)
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The grovth of the highly commercialised sector of

.‘

garden cultivation, characterised by heavy initial and
running =xpenditures, new Systems of cropping and crop
rotation that keep the fields of use 2ll year round, and
a new demand for hired labour, has led to significant
changes in agricultural production and technicue znd the
nature of production rzlations in the region, some aspects
of which are discussed in thes zections that followe. '
frends in Irrigation in the Seventiss

Official data from the 1970s on irrigation in the taluk
provide an update on trends that had kbegun tc work themselves

i . . . 30 .
out in an earlier perloa,éw/ (See Tables 1 and 2)

While the bulk of net sown area still remains without
any form of irrigation -- a large unirrigated and relatively
backward sactor that constitutes a major drag on sgricultural

avelopment -~ the data zlso indicate an increase in the area
under some form of irrigation, an increase over the decade
from 1970-71 to 1980~81 of almost 40 per cent. The economic
significance of the areca under irrigation is indicated by the

fact that gross cropped area under irrigated crops as a per

cent of total grose cropped arza was 51.18 per cent in 1980-81.
area under surface ilrrigation increased marginallv, and
cccupiad about 13 rer cent of the total net sown arca in -
1980~81. 2s we have ceen, this thirteen per cent is a parti-
cularly weighty segment of total agricultural land, being
largely (65 per cent of all surface irrigated area) part of

- e s o

gg/ As we have mentioned, official sources of data on

irrigation are limited in that they do not provide
data on the actual water evallakility from indivi-
dual sources oOf irrigation, a proklem that is pPare-
ticularly true of area under wells. In respect of
wells, there is also a problem of undercounting of
the number of energised wells and of inaccurate
recording of the area servzed by wells.
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the Periyvar system and receiving water for n¢ne munuh (two

i tr
paddy crops) in the year. Land in the Feriyar is the highest
Priced in the Valley; the importance of surface-irrigated

land is also indicated by the fact that paddy, mostly grown

’”<:

on these tracts, cccurie

0]

the largest share of any individuasl
crop in the gross cropp=d area of the taluk.

In respect of area under wells, it is seen that the
increase in area irrigated by wells was the highest for
different types of land (surface irrigated, lift-irrigated
and unirrigated) over the decade; the major contribution to
increase in irrigated area was wade by land under well~irri-
gation. The data thus p Jicate a continuation of the trend
of increase in well-irrigation that began in an earlier period,

The extensicn of well-irrigation, however, cannot be an
untrammelled process, particularly given the problem of a f£alling
water—taple in the Valley and the widely differing qualities

of wells as irrigation sources.

Irrigerion-Based Classification of Lang®

The distinction between three types of cultivation, with
the scurce of irrigaticn as the main determinant, is of great
significance to the agrogystem of the Cumbum Valley; in this
section we introduce the terms associszated with such an irrigation=
basad class

‘_l_
tHh
}.J-
0
v
ot
|_V
0]
)
°

It iz to be emphasised that the implications of such a
classification relate to distinct variations in the scale and
type of agriculture: including, fOr instance, in the number and
‘type of crops grown on the land and methods of cultivation used.

31/ This section drars heavily on MIDS Working Pape

—i ot s e s s e AN

Wo.31, Opicit.

£ o1
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unirrigated land as =

Uthamapalgyan

o g S

Areg under:

- e e o S e

- -

Canal and tank irrigation

Well irrigation

Other scurces cof irrigation

Unirrigated land

Totzal

13

(1)
1y

able 2 : Net }rglg sted aresa under different sources and

Emion STl e e RIS M e g e et

N 280

1
h-\

1970-71

Prrpuh o gneyonia o gitagiuty

ent of net sown area,

-81

(in rer cent)

0



to produce them, in the degree to which the productivity
of labour has develcoped and the intensity and forms of
employmént of agricultursl labour, and in the extent to

which the produce cof the land is sold on the market.

Well=-entrenched in popular Perception, the classification
igs as fcllowss

32/

Nanjai, or fields that are irrigated by canals and tanks
of which the bulk of the acreage in the Valley 1s under
the Periyar system, The predominant crop on nanjal is HYV
praddy, a large part of which goes tc the market. In some
of the lower-lving villages, betel, sugar cane and other
minor crops are grown, although on a small scale. Some
paddy lands are planted with manure and fodder crops during
the dry months from March to June.

Punjai, or unirrigated, rainfed land -- land that "locks up
£o the sky." The guality of punjai in the Valley varies:
from the more productive growndnut and sesamum groving punjail
in the soutn of the Valley near Gudglur, on which cultivation
has acguired a substantial degrce of coamercialisation, to —-
what is the most familiar tvpe of punjai =- dry and lowv-
yielding land. In such tracts, punjal reprasents the
badkward, traoditional sector of asgriculture. In years when
the rain €faills, agriculture is reduced to being pursued as
traditional craft, near a state of ruin == the soil is
scratched with a plough, seads broadcast and little care
taken of the crop until the time ccmes for a meagre harvest.
Hougeholds whose heldings consist entirely of punjal plots

o s o o e P S

32/ This refe to land actually under surface
lrrlg“ulOn and,nob merely land registered
in the revenue records as “wet".

Fx
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must allocate their labout-time elsewhere -- generally €O
labouring out for others -~ for subsistence. The crops
grown on punjel are generally coarse grains of tLadlthDal

warieties == cholam, tagi, varagu, seamal and irungucholam

and on gome fields, unirrigated groundnut. Cunbu is also
grown, particularly in trhe northwest of the Vvalley. Pulses

arz pPlanted as intercrcopse.

Thottan, 1ift irrigated or garden land, wherz walls are the

source of irrigation. ‘fhottam is planted with a diversifying

-ty of commercial crops, such as banana, cotton, h.y.ve

~»

&
=nd traditional cholam and ragi, vegetables, chilli and
T

e
¢, cultivated on an increasingly intensive scale.

While there are variations within these three types
that have to 4o with the cuality and religbility of irrigation
(particularly imwortant in the case cf thottam) , soil types
and fertility and the location and topography of fields,
these are secondary tce the wain nanjai-puniai-thottam
ificaticn, which helps to stamp cultivation (and the

involved in different sectors of



CROPP ING

EATTERN

In this secticn, wes take up cropping patterns on
different irrivation-tvees cf land in the Valley.==
Hanjal

Paddy is the specialised and dominant crop on nan jai
in the Valley, the entire area under paddy (32,493 acres)
being vlanted, in 18280-81, with high-yielding varieties.
Paddy ig grown in o ssasons, the first (kodai) from June
through Octoker, and the sscond (kalam) from October through

February.

In 1980-81, paddy also occcupied the largest cropped

ar=za among cereals (38,22 per cent of all area under

cereals was under paddy and 73.18 per cent of all irrigated

cereals was vnder paddy) and the largest area under any

single crop in the taluk (12.16 per cent of total Sross

nd

v

37.4%Z pey cent of irrigated gross cropped

All other crops grosn on nanjal are localised and

S

very
total cropped arsacs

area under sugar cane
vine ocgipied 0,84

L e

cent of gross irrigated

area and 0433 prer total cropped area.

While paddy has boen the dominasnt crop on nanjai for a
congiderasle period, cultivation Practices in paddy farmin
¥
on surface-irrigated lznd have developad considerably in the
rast forty vaeazrs.
33/ ¥For trends in the Fattern of Tamil Nadu
28 a whole over the pericd 1250 to 1975, sae
C.'l.Kurien, Dyngnics ©f Dural Transformation: A
Study of Tgmil Iadu 1950-1975, pParticularly
Cheapter ITiI, and for a mors detailed description

of cropping Patterns in the Cumbum Vallevy in the
1970s, HIDS working Paper No.3i, oo.cit.,
ppb 10 [s




We take an exanple of changing farming Practices from
a case gtudy of the nanjal farming in the housshold of one

nanjai landlord in Gokilapuram vil lage. Gokilapuram is

o
19
o)
o
Q
ct
p

(o}

onMbination of natural conditions —-- in terms
£ soil, climate and topography =- greatly suited to the
cuiltivation of paddv. At the harvest of the first crop in
80~81, Ppaddy prcduction on the better tracts of surface-

3
irrigated land was about 7.66 tonnes pPar hectare and over
O o

st of the surface-irrigated land was about 6 tonnes per

the landlord hnousehold that has the

hcougeholds resident in +he

village (22 acres in 1977 and 30 acres in 1981), has been
supervising Paddy cultivation on the family nanjai since

e

195C. In the 1940z, they grew two arops of paddy, parurnel

(in the kodai season) and samba (in the kalam season), with
R EmTER——— 35
c of /

acout 483 to 580 kilograms per acre.——

anct was lzagsed out, and the family had 9
E: W |

Paying a fixed rent) working their
nanjal. By 1950, vaddy yield hed risen to about 967 kg. per
acre. This was not becauss 0f the avpiication of any special
pesticide, but Lecause, with the vrice of grain

rising, londlords saw to it that each operation was perfomed

with greater care, and wvere no longer haphazard. Manure was
spread evenly, bunds built more firmly, weeding was more
. thorough; this itself helped to increase vields on ngnJ ai.

——

34/

w

y way of ccmparison, in the official crop-cutting

3

survey estimates, the standard vield of rice in
kilogramz per hectare on 3ll f*zhts in 1978-79 was
2468 kg. for Madural District and 2017 kg. for Tamil

o
=
o
E_.
-

(Covernment of Tamil Wadu, Season anc Crop Report,
2-79, Tabls V-A, DP.85),

fad
W
\x

éé/ The local measurement is in terms of kalam {a volumetric
wreasure eqguivalent to 52 hg. of dry paady) per kuzhi
(roughly ecqual to 0,60 acres).
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In 1955, sulphate produced in Sindri began to be sold
in the Valley, and SNR used it for paddy cultivation. In
1965, he began to apply urea (imported from Japan) to the
nanjai. By 1960, paddy vield had risen to about 1160 kg.
Per acre and by 1966, to about 1450 kg. per acre. HMearwhile,
from 1950 omwards, the family had begun to evict the tenants
who worked the land, and by 1960, they had "not more than six"
tenants.

SNR remarks that it could not be said that in 1965, a
very big change had come gbout in paddy cultivation on surface-
irrigatad land.. tThe zpplication of urea and sulphate, combined
with more carefully conducted farming operations, had made a
difference tc mnanjal cultivation and to vields, but the crop
pattern and the pattern of employment of labour had not changed,
anc the major cdhange in paddy cultivation for this landlord

househcld was yvet to cone.

in 1267, the parunnel-szmbg crob pattern was broken; SHNR
began to have ADT-21 planted. This mads some difference to
yields, which went up to 1740 k¢g. per acre. Again, SNR said
that he wonld not say that 1267 was the year of big change in
agriculture., It was only when new seeds were accompanied by
new fertilisers, pesticides and large=scale Government loans
for agriculture that & ig change came about in cultivation,
Until then, they introduced sulphate and later urea, and even
new seed varieties, but the reazl development was after 19268,
and particularly after 1970, when there was all=-round development

in nanjai cultivaetion and, with it, in thottam cultivation.

After 1968, SWR began to take agricultural loans, and
took a clese interest in publications and broadcasts on '
agriculture and in the information provided by aAgricultural
Bxtension O0fficers. By 1970, the yield from nanjali land was
about 2417 kg. per acre, with new varieties being planted

in both seasonse.



Regular use of pesticides began in 1970. Since then,
i

S8NR has taken care to find ocut whether Lests

o}

: developing
imnunities to particular pesticides, and tries to use substi-
Is

tutes when he feels that pPacsticular b are not affective,

From the 1971=72 e IPK in additior to
sulphate and urea, and in 1976, bought a Macsey-Ferguson tractor

with a cage wheel, tillevr, disc plough and trailer. Eetweae
1967 and 1970, SNR also avicted all the tenants from his land,

excent ono, who has a leasede-in holding of (.50 acres and who

8]
0n
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Jode
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work abt supervising cultivation of the

housechold ag a whele. The

-

hired lapour and on an =2xpanded scale, had become apparente.
N"Tt was wasterful to let cut the land on wuthagai,™ SNR saild.
"We would lose a 1ot of income if we alloved tenants to take

half the vroduce.!

In 1981-82, on the better tracts of SNR'sz nijai holdings
+the first harvest yvielded about 2025 kg. per acre

In the preceding varagraphs, we have tried to outline

some of the changes that have taken place in paddy cultivation
irrigated lend in the post-Independence Period.

The most important change in cromoing Pattern and in farming

ices on surface-irrigated land over the past century,

r s the changes described above,
and was a congequence of the coming of Periyar water to the
illage. We have belos (Table 3) the returns for gross cropped

area under different crops in Sokilapuran village at three
points in tiwme: in 1887, prior to the Perivar irrigation

scheme: in 1217-18, at the *ime of the revenue rasettlement

and in 1980=81. {Two important gsps in the da

ak the
absence of figures on net =sown area in 1887 and of disaggregated

Ffigures Ffor irrigated and uvnirrigated land in 1917-18) .
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The corrcia the Teble can bz bYiefly stated:

- After the couing of Parivar water, irrigated cropped
area 7"7.47 wer cent of gross cropped
area 3 par cent in ths present
rericd) , areasg which wvere classiflied as “irrigatad®
were providad with chundant and timely water suPplye.

— The consecuence f£or cropwing pakternxvas that paddy
bagan o wipe out gll otheayr field crops, particularly
coarse caeraalsa In 1887, paddy occupied 12,14 per
cent of gross croppad area, and in 1980=-81, 94,41 per
cent of agroszs cropred area. '

- The third conclusicun from the data is an intensificztion
of croyring, ned arcea incrcocased 34.33 per cent
ovar thie ve AR0 -3 1_,;3..@/ There was an increase
of 12.40 p 8 -ca from 19i7-16 to
1980-31; thi has beon discussed, was a Period
of changing nodern methods of cultivation on
surface-iry

Thottam
I£f nanjai has Reen a cecter thzat has specialised in the

cultlvatlon of a sinagls crop, hi paddy, thottam

has been the nein arena of crow £ tion in the valley,

On thottam, where wells werse low and unreliable, coarsa grains

used to be an iwmportant crop. A sicgnificant feature of recent

development in 1ift lrrigation is that it has led to steep
incraeases in the gross croppnaed arca (GCA) under irrigated none

food crops (TWRC) .51/

.36/ The assumpticn is that the 'xpansion Of nat sovn

ar=a was considerakbly love

37/ See MIDS Working Fzper No.31l, pp.10-16, and
Appendix of Tables, fdble 9, Po.b=6, for deta

of this process.
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Fron 1970-71 +o 1930-81, GCa under THFC increased from
17,395 acres to 41,470 acres, or Dy 138.44 per cent; the

share of INFC in irrigated GCA increased from 25.35 per cent

to 47.76 per cent. This increase has been at. the e g

of lrrigated coarse ceregls (cholam, cumbu, ragi and other
cereals), area under which declined from 22,033 acres to
11,207 acres (a decline of 45.97 per cent); the share of

irrigated coarse cerezls in irrigated GC/ declined from 32.11

prer cent te 13.71 per cent.38/

Within the category of INFC, there has been an increase
in every crop sub-cataegory except condiments: in orchards
{(GCA increased 201.82 per cent from 1970-71 to 1980-81),
vegetables (247.27 ver cent), cotton (97.61 per cent),
groundnut (402.76 per cent) and coconut (234.02 per cent).
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Certaln features of comercialised cultivation
pronounced in the thottam scactcr, the sector where modarn

agricultural technigue is relatively advanced.

fuccessful thottam cultivation generally vequires high
initial investment. This includes the costs of land improve-
ment, Yarticularly land levelling and the consclidetion of
plots (often contiguous plots or erstwhile punjai); the

11 or improving and deepening and old

F)

sinking of & new w

one; and installing an =liloctric pump, Certain crops also

{ 1
0

require particularly high initial costs: exanmples are banana,
grape and coconut,.

- — g e R g

38/ ¥rom our obeervations in the valley - there are
T ne specific data From official sources on tha
subject ~— it ig ¢lear that "irrigated" cultivation
of moarse grain often reprfasents a very poorly
irrigated crop, grovn on land that has a well from
whnich water supprly is irregular ¢r scenty. HMore
abundant water supply generally makes the way for
diversification to INFC.



Most thottem crops involve oh running costs, including
osts of fertiliser, secd and pesticides znd of high inputs
of labour -~- cotiton, bmiana and grape come in this category
;

(vegetable crops and £1

wars als

Q

1

] aw heavily on hired
labour, particularly for digging itrrigation ditches, weeading
and harvesting). Cultivation of these crops are =lso risky
ventures: Plant diseasSs at the last stages of, say, a cotton

or banana crop can ruin a small cultivator.

A lmportant factor in the diversification of cropping
pattern on thottam has been the development of transport.

Many thottan crops are perishsble -~ such as flavwers {(which

-

are sent to Madural, Tiruchi and to smaller temple-torns) ;

rle

vegetables; Danana (marketed mainly in Bangalore and also

5

in Tiruchi} and cother fruit =- and their cultivation has

developed in arsas to which truck TLransport naw has sccess.

ot

The maintenance ccsts of a fField in thottam arse also

generally very high., &lecti

a
ricity Bills must be mot, pumps
kept in good repair and wells deepane

d and improved. Crop
rotation (and switching crove in response to Lrice changes)

alsoc contribute tovards anlnq the minimun viable size of

plot for profitable cultivation luXGuE than on nanja
Punjai

Except in the south of the Vvalley, where groundnut and
sesamum are commercial crops on unirrigated land, punjai
o]

reprasents the sect where agriculture is backwvard and rela-

tively unchanged. Meagre harvests of coarse grain and backe-
ward farming Practices characterise most of the runjal in
the Valliey: in 18970~71 and 1980-~21 foodgrain and oilseads

tog ther cccupiad 90,69 per cent and 87.99 pPer cent respecs-

tively of GCa on punjul.

oK Aokk 2k
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tlern on nanjel is marked

Tc swn up @ the cropping ©
by the specialised cultivation of double~cropped, high

yvielding paddy, wo the (almost vlete) exclusion of every -

9]

5

cother crop. Thottam ig characterised by crop diversification
and, in particular, by an increasingly diversifying pattern
of irrigeted non-food crops; cultivation is generally commer-
cialised, it reguires heavy investment, and is often pr'i e -
sponsive and risgk-exposed. Punjai cultivation (with quali-

re
fications) represents the badward sector of agricultul:e,
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WALTER MOMZOBEMENT sND TRRIGHTION LABOUR

& Case Study od Trackts of Gokilagpuram

in the villsge -~

ezource is taken to

s also a specific
of the social struciture of the village zs a whole.

zction, w2 shall discuss the irrigation workers

nen (kavalkarar) in cmmal-irrigated

tracts in Gokilanuram;

cround that we shall attempt to
cover shall include a brief descrivption of the ownership of

nanjai, the method of Dointing neerhai

avalkarar,
these

work, and

e ference yea

The basic reforence year for this section is 1977. ns
it happened, the agricultural yvenr 1977-78 was the last year
in which the svysten existaed in pr isely the wmenner that is
described here; in the later Sarts of this sectiorn we shall

outline the changes that tosk place between 1978 and 1981,
. 40/

holdi ing e

—— s o e e

Distribution of nap jal

e i o € e - o g

iz sucticn cons Sists of
=cte rough interviews conductad in
Gokilapuram anl otner villagecs in the Cumbum Vallay
in 198 1, data collacted in the hout*ﬁ]'\old survey in
ilapuram in 1977, and caose-~study material collec
rn 1977.

solon of 1and ovnershi
llage ond the class C:.zte--
18 section in MIDS Working

l‘.J.. ['{*,

ailed dizcu
€ A
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rrigation system
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in the village

is controllad. The follaring is a brief summary cf the
data cn this distribution,

Of +the 643 housenlclds regident in thoe wvills there
are 76 (11.81 per cent) that have ovnership holdings of
nanjzi. In the top we size categories, cf households
oyning more than 4 hectares {about 10 acres) each, there
are 4 houscholds: they constitute 0.62 per cent of all
househiolds in the v1ll.gc arnd 5,26 per cent of all nenjal
owner~households. Together they awn 27 per cent of the
arca of zll nanjai twnership holdings A strpiking feature
of +he distribuiticn of nonj is the continucd existence
of small uwnits of production: of 211 nanjai ovner households,
62642 Der cent owvn loss than half s hoctare cachy; together
they own onl 17.70 per cent of the total extent of nanjai
ownership heoldings, Thoip holdings avre, on the average,

0.52 acres {(0.24 hectares) =sach.

Concentration of osnership of nanjai, then, is very
high; the Gini coefficicnt for the digtributlion of nanjai
osnership holdings among households -—-— it must e ramemberced
that this zxcludes the housshiclds that are landless —~- 1is
0.6521.22/

CF thc total area of nanjal opcrational holdings, 21.84
per cent is leased in. This £ owners outside
theo villoge: agners resident generally opacvate
thoir land with Ffamily and/or (Major Zandlords
resident in the village 1oaSe ver cent of the
arca of their nanjai owneccrship rest i3 culti-
vatcd by hired laobour.) Tenants are concentrated among the
working Peasantry.

— i G s S e e € S8 o

41/ By another cla
FIIDS Working P
landlord house
1.89 ver cent ¢ -
village) CWptIQI
of all nanjai o
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argest blnglL nanjal landholding in the village

a n-resident fomily «- the family of the late

(see footneote 21). .among the castes resident in
ge, the Maravar caste wag, uptil the 1960s and

s, the largest nanjai land-owning caste, and the

rar landlords had the largest individual owrership
ings of naniai land among households resident in the
The position in the distribution of nanjal in

the vi ll adc

derance of

{along with tha

numeérical Prepon-

“~

olds

jele)

Maravar hcusel
the fact that they
cf the

nant posi

in the village population and
tl

ar=, by account, thae

has been

original
settlers village

te

a major contributory factor

4=

[0y

the
the

o)

omin ion nent Maravar lwnnloro

¢of the promi

ocial life of the village, -nd their particular rol

2

of watgr distribution.

of Maravars in nonjai land ovnership has,

3

Javar, rely ercded in recent particularly

Ca from

1
il

Eoraor
K2WAPD:
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nholic anpac Roy tha
Triugu Chettiar

1277,

?

and landlords
congtituted
al so

of housa-

ra

the

Today,

among houszhold
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Gwner Particularly

Se

»1ds togather cwned
Telugu Chettiars
that are residents

ovning nanjai;

ds
jal ownership

the ‘numerically

ship holdings from

ng to Telugu

by Maravar land
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Method of rcprultlnq lYYlg‘+lOn'JOtkerS

Uptil 1278, a wmeeting of all nanjai holders would ke
called in May and hold in the courtyazrd of the cooperative
society in the village. The mecting included all nanjail

avners and mortgages; tenants would not Lo represented.

from other villages would generally not zttend the

Owners
meeting and would be informed of the procsedings later.

The numlber of uscholds ropresznted at the mecting would

hao

be over 100; with the Dersons coming to watch whet was
hoppening, the total attendance would ke pbout 150. At the
mecting a commitbce o represcnt nanjal csners would be
proposad; village landlords vould have met earlicr and
decided the composition of thoe committos. The honorary
head of the commitisce was a reoprosentative of the P,T.Rajan
family and the other persons oo the committes wero -- and

rapresented the major groupings omong == prominent Maravar
ou

_nd Chettiar landlords from Gekilspuram. This gr

"G
34
o}
4]

in charge of the surface irrigation svestem in the village,
of magking rerrescntationg to the PWD and, when nucossary.

collzcoting money for the maintenance of the channels. The

nmecting would also o tvyo agents, who had to be Maravar

landlords, to e in charge of orgenising irrigation work.

The ‘minutez' of this weceting were then recorded in a
notebock, and the nanjel arners signed their names in rati-
ficaticn -- an interesting example of how an outward sign

of routine democratic procodure can be oressed into service

C)

to ratifv, after the fact, a decision of the landlords. The

custon was o«
=

ﬁ
®
63}
-
@]
{3

c
In
@]
]
C
Fh
o

oy

Lol

o
to be kapt fo resentative of the
ol mn

r
P.T.R, houschold and for Savarimuthu Udayar, o rich and pro=-

irst and sccond placcs in the minutes book

minent landlord with consicdecrable neanjed holdings and resident

Woouring villgge of Ravappanpatti.

in the neig
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The agents

~
o
0
)

a day following the meeting, would announce
among Mgravar agricultural labourer families that irrigation
workers woul

[CReY

be chosen. 1In general, nct more than 20 or 22
would come, nce most 0f these who would be chozsen would
have been irrigation workers in +ths previous yvear. Eighteen
agricultural labourers would be chosen to be irrigation.
workersy; as we have mentioned, all of them belonged (as they
dc to the present day), liks the agents, to the Maravar
caste. (Some belong to households with small punjal plots
or with a small plot -~ generallv on some form of lease —-— Of
nanjai land. In any case, the time of the neerpaichi hlmquf
cannot be occupied by the tasks of a cultivator.) The medal

age of the neerpai

O

Tiis in 1277 was 35-40 vears; about 4 of

7
them were more than 50 yvears old.

mi~ [ = 3

ihe working year of the neegpaichi would begin soon
after -~ the picture of the irrigation worker, metal-tipped
staff in hand, emerging Zrow his hut and moving out to the
sluices on the canal =arly in the wmorning of the first water-
turn in Juns, is one cof the most rerresentative images of
the baginning of the aew agricultural year in the Parivar-
irrigated trackts.

covered

s - o g

| B2

SLE

im

The nanjzi owners resident in Gokilapuram do not control

irrigation over the wholc extent of the revenue village of
Gokilgpuram. The tasks of the workers who were appointed by
the common agrszement previous +to 1978, and who are directly

employ=d by ayacutdars today, are confined to the command area

of five slulces (Grith direct ayacuts) with a total coverage of
297 acres of the nanjal land that is located closest to the

ement. The responsibility for irrigation duties
of the avacut (which includss the

whole command

area of the tank) rests with nanjai ovners resident in Rayappan-

[us
O

patti, whose nanjal heoldingz are catzd in the revenue juris-

diction of Gokilapruram.
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The tasks oL the neerpsichi~kavalkarar can he broadly
divided into those concerned with irrigation and cultivation
and those concarned with guarding the risen crop. In Gokila-
puram uptil 1978, both these sets of tasks were done by the

Same Persons.

The main shutters and sluil

Q

= gates that are on ths

- . 2 S . 472
Palayanmparavu channel are cgensd and closed by PWD laskars—)

1

in accordance with the turms between villages. The internal
control of irrigation water in the field channels of the
village is the responsibility of the nesrpalchi. The

neerpzsichl must

- ccen the sluices to field-channels in accordance with

ot

the VJWlaGe murai;

- clear the channel that water may flow to the field that

is to be irrigatad;

- open the water inlet —— bipe or channel —- that leads
to each field; alloy water to rzach the lavel that the
particular stage of the crop requires; close the inlet
after the requisite level is reached; ensure that the
level of water regquired is maintained;

- (when the ievel of a field is hicher than the channel)
dam the water in a channel in order that water be lifted

to the fleld;

- block breaches in the field bunds and holes in them made

h which water flows out of the field (when

by rats, throuc
peasants and agricultural labourers construct or strengthen

e

42/ Before the main channel came into the charge of the
PWD in 1922, and were under the control of "irrigation
panchayata®, the task of cortrolling the ocutlets on
the main Lhanné was that of the group referred to in
revenue rocords as village "sarvants' -= the necranikkam.

The 1 anil as from a Pallar family and there was
a service mar i —=— of which the family has long been
dispossessed —~- in the name of the neeraniklkam.



bunds at the beginning of sach crop season, the

nesrPaichi is generally at the field to assess and
criticise the work -~-~ a shoddily constructed f£isld
bund will add considerably to his work load over the

season) ;

orevent tamPering with fizld walls and block breaches
n

congtruct and trim ths border wall for the seed bed of
(1

the second crop (the nursery Zor the second crop is

F

generally raised in a corner of z field before the

first crop is harvested in the rest of the fisld):

pravent cattle from grazing on pPaddy fields and see that
grass from field bunds is rnot cut by persons other than

the owvner of the field; and

guard the crop after it has risen, until the last
field has been harvested (this is the kaval task, the

task of guarding the risen crop).

In addition to this wide range of what may be called the

regular tasks of irrigaticn and guarding, the neerpaichis

also

do all minor hoe=vork repair jobs (kudimaramath) on field

{When major work is to be done on field channels, esach owner

I._

as

Q

5 ]

-

@

2

ked to contribute labour for repsir of the channel in

is
numbers proportionate to the size of the holding in the ayacut
£ the channel,

‘alavamp

)

When major repalrs are to be undertaken on the

i

arava channel, the three villages -- Uthamapalayam,

Zarunkattankulan and Gokilapuragnm ~- contribute labour.)
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When the common agreemant was in existence, in times
when there was a shortage of water -—- this could be at
different times of the year, for instance, in June at the
beginning of the first crop, or in December-January, during
the grosth period of the second cron —-- the neerpaichis would
go to the head sluice with the agent. They would pack empty
fartiliser sacks with sand and wmzke bunds in the river to
divert water into the channel. They would then walk along
the chapnel to the village, closing any illegal water-exit
along the wa'y. There were vears when neerpaichis have had
to stand guard at points where water could be diverted.

Uptil 1978, ona or twa persons from aong the neerPbaichis
were assigned, every vear, the task of announcing, from street
to street, the temple festival in the Chithrai (april-tay)
month at the Kaliamman tamdle. At this and the other major
temnple festival, the neerpalchis would help with tasks
connected with organising the rituals and regulating the

crowds when the rituals were on.

The working vear of the neerpaichis begins with the
opening of water on June 1, and is complete with the second
harvest, in early March. BEvan before 19'78-, theyv were not
bound by the common agreement during the slack season, from
March to June. During the sszason when the nanjai land is
unirrigated, some neerpaichis contract with individual owners
to work on the fields, and among the tasks that they may do
in this period ares

-— keeping guard over £ields ir which green manure or

fodder crops are grawn;

- keeping guard over manure heaps laid out in the nanjail

- odd jobs, Particularly involving hoe=worl, in the village:

— manual tasks on nanj

al, such as hoe-work or helping with

basal manuring.
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Tt mustc ba noted that undeyr the terms of the common
agreemnent before 1978, there was little respite for a
neerpaichi: he was on <all throughout t}m year on nanj

He was not allowed to go £or any cother w aga-work in the

village even on the few cccasions that ho might have been
able to do s0.

Allocations Of work

nee ul"lqb with the

Before 1978, whon the cOmmon agreement was in foree

the agents would allocate work betyveen the neerpaichis.
Each neaergaichi would be allotted a set of fields ir[igated
by a particular ficld channel, ch person being allotted

From 12 £o 24 acres, the extent varying according to the

e ngture of the arza, particularly its
topography, demanded. (Where the land has ups and downs
and where there are fields that are above the level of the
channel, there ig relatively more work for the nearpaichi
than where the land 1s flat.) If there were to be complaints
that the load on a neerfPaichi was too great in the kodal
season, he would be given =z new area in the kalam. For kaval
work over the rissn crop, the entire arza would be divided

into mones (this Practics for kazval work continues), and

rhese zones allocated botresn all but wo of the neerpaichi-
kavalkarar, who would do the rounds every night. The beats

would e changed every weeke.

The neerpaichis and agents would meet regularly, gene-

rally once ever

i
i

threzs or four days and at least once a week.
2t their meetings thev would discuss their work and problems
that may have arisen: 1f a pPerson had broken a field bund,

encroached on ancther's £

+to interfere with the

rained another's

Ch

i
irrigation, grazed his cattle on the fislds,
field coon after top dressing was done, or tried to steal or
tamper with another

meeting. If there were complaints by a landowner about the
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work of an individual neszrpaichi, it would be raised at

the meeting by the agent. The neerpaichis would also
report on the state of the crop to the agents (and lazy
landlords who hardly wvatcn thoir crop considered this
obligatory for them) -~ when it was time for transplan-
tation, when weeding was overdue, when fertiliser for top
dressing was not bought, when leaves in a field began to
show signs of plant disease, Or when a ripsned crop remained
uncut.

Work s g}c}: _91:1.}__@

P e

The follosing is a work schedule £0r a Person who

1
combines the tasks of irrigation worker and guardsman (as
was the case uptil 19728} on the surface irrigated tracts

of Gokilapurame.

Sle. Task Humber Hours Total
NO. of per numbe
days day of hours
l. Construction of nurscry wall 4 245 10
3. Nursery irrigation {i) ' 3 14 42
(ii) 1 11 11
4, Preparation for wet land
ploughing (1) 2 14 28
(i1) 2 14 28
5. Checdking bunds, repairing 57 6 342

bund walls, etc.

6. Irrigation: from transplantation 8 10 80
to first weeding

7. Top dressing

8. Irrigation: from first weeding 10 10 100
to second weeding

contde.e.



Task
e e e e e e e e em o e e e e
Top dressing

Numbe
of

Irrigation: after second weeding 10

Guarding the standing crop

Cutting the seed bed for the
second crop (i)
(i)
Guarding the seed bed for the
second . crop
Nursery irrigation (i)

(id)

]
=
o]
2]

aration for wet
ploughing

R

\_/ ~ 0

ng (i
(id

Chediting 1 dwalls, repairing
bund gllg, etc.

Top dressing

Irrigation: from f£irst weeding
te second waeeding

Top dressing

Irrigation:

Cuarding the standing crop

Of which irrigation and other
tasks constitutes

and guarding the standing crop
constitute

JEN i BN

N

N

zecond weeding 10

35

Hours Total
rer number
day cf hours

10 160
18.5 647.5
e 16
7 28
9 36
14 42
1% 11
14 28
14 28
& 342
10 80
10 100
10 100
18.5 647 .5

2795450
1499,5
295400

Note: (i) The totzl number of hours is adjusted for

overlapping betwesn

tasks

between tasks 21 and 22.

11 and 12 and

(1i) The time taken for top dressing is merged

with other tasks.
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Thisg work vear ig digtributed over about 280 calendar
days in a vyear. The work sccounted for in the séhedule
is not, of course,cf uniform intensity: guarding the standiﬁg
crop, which takes uv a large part of the work-time, does not
involve the kind of manuazl labour that irrigation and other
tasks do; it regquires that the worker guard the field through

N

the night and be in the vicinity of the field and on call

during the day. Bven within the catsgory of 'irrigation and
other tasks!, the work is of varving intensity. With these

=

gualifications, thz average daily work—time of g worker is
abcocut 10 hours per werhidng day; in the work-year irrigation
and other taske takce about 54 per cent of the work-time andc

guarding the standing crop about 46 paer cent.

Some conclusions on tagks of neerpaichis

Saome conclusions emerge from the preceding secticns on
the tasks Of neerpaichis:

I . <

The duties of irrigation workers, while ceontring on the
task of water management in fields, encompass a wide
variety of other tasks. These include hoe-work on field
bunds and channels, application of chemical fertilisers,
work connected with the nursery stage of cultivation and,
in some cases, with the construction of bunds and basal
manuring. In some years, they would go the head sluice,
divert water into the channel and prevent water from being

drawvny off illegally,

The irrigaticon worker must have a close knaowledge of the
irrigation system, of the field and channcel layout of

the village and of the particular features of cultivation

in each segment of the ayacut. Hz must know the watcr

requirement of the paddy crop at sach stage ot its growth.
" He must be able to monitor the crop at every stage, to
£olloy its progress and detect %ythQﬂs of plant disease
when they appear =-- therc must be a comprehensiveness in

his Percecption of paddy cultivation in the village.
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There have been chonges in the tasks of irrigation
workers over time: changes in cultivatiocn practices

and water management that accompanied the introduc-
tion ©f new varleties are an exanple. There have

alsc been important changes, as we shall discuss

further on, in jdb-allocation to neerpaichi-kavalkarar
and in the method by which nanjai landowners recruit
neerraichis and aliot them work., However, corresponding
to the fact that certain major features of cropping
pattern and surface irrigation technology have remained
intact over an extended veriod, i1t must also ke noted
that there exist important elements of continuity in the
skills recquired for tasks connected with irrigation and
water management in the canal-irrigated tracts of the
village.

The combination of irrigation tasks and guarding work
represents z heavy work load: an average of about 10 hours

per day during the

ctual cultivation preriod of about
280 calendar days, about 54 per cent of the work time
being spent on irrigation and other tasks and 46 per
cent at guarding the standing crop.

While the work load is heavy, the task is not such that
lakbour wime is optimaily or uniformly distributed over
th

a Gliscontinuousnezz about the scheduling of work time

working yvear.  For the individual worker, there is

0]

over a work period:; the nature of the task and the
system of f£iszld channels and cultivation also make for
a considerable scuandering of labour time. To take an
exanple: on a day on which there are two small {0.10
acres each) seed beds to water at the end-=reaches of a
field channel, a neerpalichi may have to spand two hours
ub and cown the channel -- dredging the channel at
sevaral voints between sluice and field, packing the
channel walls, and blocking or regulating {(with earth,

tones, banana tree trunks) the flow at every branch
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and field inlet -- in order tC get water to the seed
beds. And where plots are fragmented and farming
operations nct synchronised, if another plot -— and
one alone -- 1s to be watered the next day, the
entire procedure will, in all likelihood, have to be

repeated. TFragmentation clearly makes fOr waste in

.

o
the patterming and consequant utilisetion of field
nt

ili
channels; nesrpaichis themselves po out, for examrle

a

that the consolidation of seed keds for‘the nyacut of

a single channel at a single or a few specific points

ould save congiderablly on water and labour time.

Pemunecwtlon
Bagsic remuner

In 1977, the bagic payment that cultivators made for
irrigation and kaval on nanjai was 2 kalam (one kalsgn =
58 kg of dry paddy) per sey (Z.40 acres) Per crop, or apout
48 g of paddy Per acre Per crop or 96 Iy pPer acre Ber year.
This amount was collected at the =2nd of each crop from all
cultivators, and to this fund was added whatever l..s 2%
extra payment that a landowner would add tc the regular

payment. The total collection was divided into 19 share
one each for the neerpaichis gnd one for both the agents.
-
£

In 1977, the neerpaichi-kavalkarar got about 13 bags

v

addy each per harvest, which is 26 bags (or 15

P Yy

paddy per vear. The market price of 26 bags of paddy in
1977 wasS Bs. 1560,

There had besn chang jes, over the years since 1966, in

the basic remuneration.

In the period immedlsziely Lrecedi

g the common agreement
1.8., in 1966: the system as it existed in 1977, with irri-

gation and kaval tasks being done by the same Dersons under

4
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the common agreement, began in that year), the payment for

irrigation work was at the following rate:

8 Kg) of paddy ver sey (2.40 acres) per crop,
acre per crop plus one sheaf of grain

est, which, uvon threshing, would

I
eld about 2 kg per acre Per arop plus what remalned of the
ed-paddy that is brought cut to sow in the nurseries, about

roe, plus grain received at the time of
preparation of seed beds for the second crop, apcut 2 K of

e
er scre —=- = total of about 58 K ver acre Per vear

Kaval work, which was seprarate, was paid at a rate
equivalent to goout 4 ¥ per acre per crop or 8 K of paddy
per acre Per year.

In 1966, immediately after the introduction of the

£

system in which irrigation and kaval tasks were merged,

the rate was changed to the equivalent of 24 ¥ of paddy

per acre P=r crop plus one sheaf of grain, or the equivalent
of abouﬁ 2 % per acre per crop plus leftover seed-paddy,
about 2 kg per acre Per crop -- a total of about 56 i per

acre per year (evcluding the grain amount f£or DPreparation

of the seed bed, which som2 workers received on an indivicdual

basis) for irrigation and kaval tasks.

A few vyears later, the neerpaichis asked that since the
amount that could s threshed f£rom a sheaf vasried, it De
substituted by a gtandard half-basy payment == the basic rate

then becane ths equivalent of 72,50 K Per acre.

q
¢l

The rates of 1977 were introduced in 1973 or 1974, after
the new varieties had completely altered the levels of produc-
tion in the village.

There was also a change in the numbeyr of Persons employed
as neerpagichis over the period. TFor 2 to 3 years after 1966,

there were 12 neerpalchis:; after that the number was raised to
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To sum up the data on basic remunerations

When the tasks of irrigation and kaval were merged,

vorkers lost cut in the werger of remuneration for

h

these tasks; the sum cf the rate per acre for irri-
gation and kaval was about 66 & of paddy per acre per
annut in the period immediately preceding 1966, and
the rate for irrigation and guarding was 56 Kg per acre

when the new svysten was introduced in 1966,

From 1266 to 1977, thare was an increass in the rate
Per acre Pald Lo nesrpalchi~kxsvalkarar, f£rcm about

56 kg of paddy Pper acre per vear e zbout 96 K Per acre
per yvear, and an increszse in samings per wocker £rom
about 1279 ¥ of paddy per worker Per vear, an increase

about 17.35 per cent.

Over this period, the share of tha anount paid to
neerpaichi-kavalkarnr in teotal product marginally
i

declined: assum Production to have been 1.45 tonnes

A slet
rer acre in 1966 and 3,00 tonn%%'in 1977, the chare
Paid to them was 3.86 per cent/1966 and 3.20 per cent

in 1977.

In 1977, tha cash egulvalent of the basic remnuneration,

h

with additions as inam, was e 1560, Setting this along-

side the work-gchedule (and reintroducing the qualifi-

cation that work-intensity cver the year is uneven),

the remuneration oer eight-hour day was azbout Rse.4.47

Per dav. The wade rate for an eight-work dav at hoe-work
1

in the village (a

¢t
g
§
k,ﬂ
vy
[
9
1
]
"
=
‘.J-

8 genesrally not

s

available to the indlviduzl worker throughout the agri-

cultural vear) in 1977 was 5.7.50.
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Other remune

There were certain other elements in the remuneration
r

of dlrrigation workers over this pe

Duclt keelers ars LPermitted to let their duckes graze
on the nanjai land before soring on payment of lease money
to the village nanjal avners. This monay used to be divided
between Gokilapuram and ?qyuphanﬁ tti and part of thes share

kept in Gokilapuram would be usad by the agents

— to vay an allowance to the workers when they had to
take a bus and go ufstream tc do manunl work at points

on the canal near Réyappanpatti or at the head sluice:

—— to pay, on occasion, for hoo-work on th= channels:
neerpachis would not be paid at the normal daily rate
for hoe-work, but deliberately less {they were paid
Bse5 against the regular F.7.50) -- the agents' expla-
nation being that those who receive a total annual wage
"ocould not ezxpPect" to be paid at the regular daily
wage rate for such tasks;

— to buy batteries and bulbs for the neerpaichis' flash-
lights and to buy them whistles for their kaval work:;
znd -

towel cloth for each worker

(

S to buy a dhoti, shirt an
at Thal Pcocngal.

During the first crop, necrpaichis got 10 ducks' eggs ezch.

Some of them also received, from individual ovners, a small

amount of grain during ithe preparation ©f sesd beds for the

szcond croPa

There ware two conponents of the tTotal earnings that
were knocked off during this period. lleerpPaichis were paid
ome money, 2 rupee in sCns cases and not more than five

SO

rupees, from landholders after the neerpaichis had scattered
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fertiliser over the crow. [his was an informal payment,
and one *thet the agents stopped. For about ten ssasons

after 196G, neesrvaichic were allowed to fish in the cha-
fr

nnels. This was later disallawed.

Fenalties, fines

The anents said that in the early per
aGreement, they cculd use group DPressure as punishment --
Tpunighment' merelyv Dy exclusion from the group. Fines and
suspensions, howevor, cuickly became regular forms of
punishment afte {

just say 'sit

a punishmnent €
unighment was imposed for violating the ban on f£ishing;
r

for not coming to work, pParticularly during the murad,

l""'

without letting the agent nos; for sleering on a kaval

job; for permitting a fizld wall to crumble oOr cattle to
graze or a person other than the owner to cut grass; for
not preventing a person from tanpering with the crop of

another, and sO O

¢hanges in the system after 1272

e W 207

The systewm of recruitment and allocation of work as

=5

has been described above was in effect from 1966 to the end

of the agricultural year 1977=78.

Uptil 1966, with a three year gap betveen 1960 and 1963,
o

kavael tasks in the fields were donc by a group of workers

under the terms of a common agreement (although the specific

teyms under which kaval was done changed over time) . ZIrrigation

tasks were Gone by individual peasant cultivators for the plots

that they cultivated and by agricultura
the task of irrigating fields. TIn 1966, the system that we

L
have described was instituted: at the suggestion of the head

=
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of the PTR fanily, the systsm was made roughly similar to
that of neighbouring Karunkattsnkulam, where the PTR family
has vast nanja

holdings and'whe:e‘irrigation and guarding
tasks were done by the same workers, From 1966 to 1978,
the system in Gokilapuram was extended to cover irrigation

and kaval tasks.

CFrom 1978, irrigation work and kaval have been sseparated.
Irrigation workers naw contract with individual cultivators
for employment, and agre no longer appointed by agents who
are chosen by the connittee that is formed at the meeting
of nanjal owners. Kaval on nanjai is still done by ccmmon

agreement; two lMaravar agents are appointed by the committee

1

.,
[
[
-~

and the agents appo 5 agricultural labourers from HMaravar

houscholds a3 kavalkarar to guard the standing paddy crop.

Even this system has not been smocth-functioning. The
agents appointed in 1978 ware not reappointed before the
beaginming of the next agricultural vear -- they continued to
act as agents for five consecutive sesasons without the cOmmon
meeting being held. After that, the common nanjai kaval did
not exist at all £for one crop; it was revived in the agricul—

tural vear 19281-82.

Hone of the ¢ld n=zervaichi-kavalkarar are kavalkaray
under the present system. Of the 18 workers who were employved
for irrigation and guarding tasks befcre 1978, 14 to 15 still
do neerpzsichi work. There are no new entrants to the job; a
single perscn who attempted te join the irrigation work—-force
after 1978 - a person from Raravanathevanpatti, south of

Gokilapuram ~- left bocause of his unfamili arity with the

irrigation pattern of the village.

while contracts are bhetvaen workers and cultivators (in
some cases, wo workers take thelr contracts together), these

are taken in such a manner that individual workers (or pairs

cf workers who have teamed tcgether) irrigate vlots of land



that are contigucus and irrigated from the same sluice

Although contracte are now individual, it is still the
case (as it was not before 1966) that no cultivator, even
a poor Ppeasant, does irrigation tasks with family lapour;

all of them employ and pay neecpaichis for irrigation work.

As we have mentioned, the tasks of the neesrpaichi no
longer includes guarding +the risern crop. The number of
acres irricgzted per worker has risen marginally, with 15

workers now irrg

(‘\

igating the area formerly irrigated by 18

workers. There has been, decline in

U)
)’)
i)}
]
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@
3
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the rate per acre paid to necrpaichis after thzs separation
of kaval tasks =- they are naov paid =t the rate of about
72.50 kg Per acre per year. Favmenta from the common fund

are no longer made to the neesrpaichlis and they also do not

have any tasks at the Chithrai fastival in the local temple.

aAn important change for the neerpaichis is that they
are now free to work at tasks other than those connected
with nahjai land == in the process of change they have
acguired, in part, the status of Claily casual labourers.
CWhen time permits, some of them (particularly those who are
young Or who have a relatively small extent to irrigate)
work at tasks wsuch as hoe-work on punijai and thottam land,
ploughing, guarding thopes and thottan and irrigating thottam
and somns eveh work at heavy manual operations in the tamarind

groves.

In short: after 1272, contracts have become individual
and a common system across 300 acres has been modified
ayacut-wise; at the sgne time, irrigation tasks are still
done exclusively by irrigetion workers. While irrigation

tasks have beoen separatea from wﬂv al, the specific tasks of

irrigation and the deployment of labour-time at these tasks
remain essentiazlly the same, although traditional functions

such as those at the Chithrai festival are no longer part



of the job. Wages are only for irrigation and are collected
by neerpaichis directly from their emplovers:; some of the
older elements in the remuneration are no longsr there.

As was not possible undor the common agreement, neerpPaichis
now also work as daily wage workers at a variety of tasgks

in the village.

We shall briefly outline some of the Factors assoceiated

n 1978,

0

o

o
with the dissolution of the system

-

In g period cf changingy socioc-econcomic conditions in
the village, the old system, with its rigidities, was basconing
obsolete. HMaravar owners wecire losing their traditional place
of pre-cminence in the ownership of land, and nanjai cwners
of different castes, no longer in the same position vigea-vis

the Maravars in the distribution of cvnership of nanjal land,

had no similar stak

o

in the continued existence of the system.
After the opening of the PTR channel (which is an extension

of the Palavamparavu channel: sce p.ll) =a néw and unprecedented
level of water suPply began to be recslived by the village, there
was a consequent loosening of the muyai, and cne technical
rationale for a coamon system —-= the restricted availability
cf water =- zlso becane less pressing. For thair part, indi-
vidual Margvar landlords were aither unwilling to work =s
agents or were unable to work togsther. For a year, four
égents were apPointed instead of two, but sven this could
net continues. Nor would thevy ajgres to Eelinguiéh the task

of being agents tc persons of other castes in the village.

A reascn frecuently stated by Maravar landlords for
breaking the old system is that the neesrpaichis no longer
"showved the same respect", and that they thought that the
neerPazichnis had to be “taught a lesson." One landlord and
agent said that the necrpaichis had begun to run their own
"underground" -= the refegrence being to the fact that a group

from among the neerpaichis had bagun to msst on occasion without
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the agent and that on one occasion all the neerpaichis had

met without the agent to plan a demand for higher wages.

Irrigation workers in Gokilapuram have not, as a
matter of fact, been unionised or formed or joined any
regular organisation of irrigatiorn workers, as was the
case with irrigation workers in some villages in the
southern part of the Valley in the ecarly 19705.é§/ There
have, however, been instances Of neerpaichis in the village
acting together spontaneously and as a groupéé{ and in a
village situation where the market for hired lapour based
on simple contracts between employvers and workers has seen
significant expansion in the recent periocd, the kind of
subordination and code of conduct that landlords expected
of the irrigation workers is quickly going out of date. The
cbvarse of a common agresmant by landosners {an agreement
formulated and implemented mainly by village landlords) to
organise irrigation is the recognition on the other side of

a common identity as woOrkerS.

Irrigation labou:r on fthottan
In contrast to nanjai, the nature of irrigation labour
on thottam is determinad, in the first place, by the fact
that the source of irrigation is privately owned and the
utilication of water controlled by the decisions of indivi-
dual cultivsztors. The other important feature of thottam
in this regard is the fact that the crops grown vary from
field to field; it is also often the casa that a single well
irrigates different segments of a single consolidated opera-
tional holding that are planted with different crops.

. ]

gg/ See Annexure I

44/ See mnnexure IT-
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There are two field oparations connected with irriga-
tion on thottam. While these tasks demand certain skills

associated with Pparticular oparations, they do not involve

el

ocverall under nding of "o entire process of cultivation

5

of the crop;'as irrigation work cn nanjal does =~ Zrrigation
work on thottam is more operation—-specific. The first task
is an operation that involves flield preparation for irriga-
fion: cutting ond forming irrigation channels and plant beds.
The size and Pattern of cheanncls and plant beds vary from
crop te zrop -- thay depond on thae crop {or crops, where

e
thers is inte Przad of the

rlant, a type of soil
and ths s by wen working
;ith ho (even small cultivators generally hire in workers
for this task). Male workers are employved at a time-rate,

enerally paid & rupees for an 8-hour day's work.

vhev: thottam cultivation is advanced and is
the dominaht scctor cf cultivotion and wheras the demand for
labour for ficld preperatica is high, fields are often given
out on contract Ly those who do not work the fields themselves:

2 rraer B VR
Y 1S "\J.—VLL"— — SO S DI T Tl

e of money (generally the
ivalent of the wages for five to six persons working for
8=hour day) and he zalls together a group of men to complete
the operation on a specified field in a day. The members of
the group share the money equally, working more inténsively
than when the task is daily-rated, in order that the individual

share e higher.

The second operation is, of course, that of irrigating
the field itself. This is done when the electricity is on
and involves dredging and clcaring the channels while water
flows. Some landlords hire workers on a permanent or sami -~
bPermanent basis for this task, Paving the worker menthly wages:
often such workers look after the pump rcom (many make it a
part-time residence), perfcrm irrigation tasks, guard the field

and crop ahd supervise 1abour enployed for cther operations on



the field. 1In thc case of peasant families working thottam,
whose monbers are thenzwlves engaged in the'major manual
cperations on the land, ation tasks and guarding the
r

1y among poorer households)

irrig
crop in most cases (particula
consume the highest shore of male family labour on thottam
It rmust be emphasised that in contrast to hanjai, there are
no systems of irrigating”or guarding the fields in common on
thoftam,'where tagks are done exclusively by hired labour in
the case of houscholds whose wembers do not work on the
land {(such as those of the landlords), or by family lagbour,
oy in-some caccs, by a combination of both hired and family

lzsbcure.
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The surface-irrigated lands of the Cumbum Veallay are
part of the Periyar system of irrigation, which was commis-—
sioned in 1895, The Perivyar system, which brought to the
Valliey an unprecedented supply of water, sufficient for
nine months (or o raddy crops)y, built on foundations that

existed in the pre-~Per
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cn the exlisting Surulivacp—
Valravanar irrigation system, =nd a tradition of careful
huskandry of water by means of a canal and tank system.
Consequent on thoe release of Feriver water, thers was an
oxtension of irrigatcd area; there was also a significant
process of intensification of cultivation in surfacc-irrigated

tracts.

The commercial cultivation of paddy had an carly start
in the Valley, and rzaddy bocame the major crop on surface-
irrigsted land in the post-Periyar period, pushing cut other
crope, Particularly coarsce carcals. We have traced, in the
paper, changes in farming practices in paddy cultivetion cover
the past thirty years. In recent years, surface-ircigated

1and has become an arca of the specialised cultivation of

O
o

double cropped, high-yielding raddy, to the exclusion of

almost every othCr crop.

There has been considerable activity in the market for
surface—-irrigated lznd, Particulerly in recent years {(we have
not dealt with this in any

stoil in the paper). At the same
time, a high degroce of concentration of awnership of nanjal
is a continuing focature of the owncrship structure, as our
data from Gokilapuram village suggest. Surface irrigation
has been aon important asbPect of the agrarian economy of the

villag=, and the dominant posgition of the major l1ondlords in
the cwnership of nanjai is an important attribute of their

socic—cconomnic position in the village.
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While cultivation on nanjai is mainly *‘direct' culti-
vation, by hired labour (supplemented, in the case of
peasant households, by femily labour), tenancy remains a
significant though secondary feature of land tenure on
nanjai. Nanjai cultivation draws heavily on the large
‘foree of agricultural labourers resident in Cokilapuram

and other villages of the valley,

Surface irrigotion involves th e privete uvtilisation
of a puklic -- or government controlled —. resource. The
PWD regulates and controls the supply of water until it
reaches the meain water-gates for o village, and it is the

flow in viliage chanrels thot must be oLJﬂnlsmﬂ by ayacut-

dars. At pres sent, surface irrigation is charactericed by
the less than optimzl use and often by waste of water. The
system of field shannel Latterning is not the most efficient

:

and famn operations are not planned in a wayv that water is

(1

most economically used.

When representations zhout surface-irrigotion facilities
are wade to the PWD or Government, however, they are genera 1lly
made jointly, "on behalf of the ayacttdars' of a channel or
sluice. In many instances, nenjai cultivators enter into
some kind of common ogreement ©o ¢rganise irrigation over
avacuts that are largely ~= in most cases exclusively --

anted with paddy. The system of irrigation labour that we
have described in the paper is one that was, in a sense,
embedded in the traditional socisl Structure of the village.
While there are important elements of gontinuity in the specific

tasks of irrij:ClOT and water management Performed by irrigation
workers, there have also baen changes =- in the contaxt of
changes in the socioweconcmic milieu of the village == in the
manner in which irrigation is organised, and in the terms and

conditions of the work of irrigation werkars.

Py KER bid
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The major imbetus to 1i{t irrigation came after rural
electrification in the 1950s and 1960s; the growth in

acreage under 1ift irrigestion continued in the 1970s.

Lift irrigation (whose development has been heavily
supported by official credit) is at every stage ~-- at the
stage of prospecting the source, in the =xploitation of
the resource and in the actual utilisation of water —-

Privately owned and controlled.

igated tracts of the Vvalley are the maojor

r\

The 1ift ir:
op

area of crop diversitication in the Valley. ‘“There has been,

5]

in recent times, an expansion of cropped area under irrigated-

non—~food crops on lift=irrigated land, and of almost every
crop sub-category within this category. This expansion of
the hignly commerciaglised cultivation’of ifrigaﬁed non-food
crops has taken nlace mainly at the expense of area under
coarse cereals, formerly grown on land that was dry and is
now converted to ¢orden land, and on erstwhile thottam where
the source of irrigation was less reliable. 43/

sector of relatively advanced “vv3loomen+ in agri-

s
culture is characterised by ccostly techniczl recuirements of

cultivation: it involves heavy investment on land improvement
and the instaliation of zlectric pumps, on the maintenance of
fields wells and pumps and on costs of cuitivation that are

= e
relativelv highs ©ields are generslly in use throughout the

vear, and thottam cultivation demends hired labour around the

year anc on a substantial scale. Successful thottam cultivation,

involves a change over to a technology which prices out the poor.

— e . 5 s e B

éé/ The consscguences of this as spect of changing
cropping Patterns in terms of a decline in
The total availability of millet and other
coarse grain and of fodder are isgsues that
have been raised in the literature; we have
nct discussed these in thes pagper. ‘
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Tasks asscciated with irrigation on lift-irrigated
land are also privately managed by individual cultivators.
Some owners, Particularly landlords, hire workers for
field preparation for irrigation on a daily-rated or DPiece-
rated basis and for irrigation on a daily basis and in some
cases on a ionger term. In the case of the working peasantry,
hired labour has most often also to be employed for field
preParation; in the case of the peasant families cperating
thottam, the specific tasks of irrigation and guarding are
generally the tasks that absorb the highest share of male

family labour in cultivation.

In this paper, cur focus has bean restricted to workers
at tasks associated with irrigaticn; there remzins, of course,
the larger and crucial question of the impact of changing
irrigation and crop regimes -~ oL, mors generally stated, of
changes in the scale and type cf agriculture -- on the market
for hired labour as a whole. This is an issue we are attempt-

ing to deal with in the course of our current researche

PR
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These are accounts of two incidents when the neer-
paichis joined together, in defence of the rights of a
tenant in ons case, énd for payment in good quality grain
in the other.

i

Servar, head man of the Parayar caste group in the
villace, i¢ a respected member of the village coanmunity.
He is experienced in traditional veterinary wmedicine and
goes to great pains to take care of sick and disabled

animals =~ he is willing tC answer calls at any time of

o}
o

{

the day, even when the osner of the animal does not have
money or grain for immediate payment. From 1954 to 1976,
Servar was a tenant=at-will on hereditary trust Property

controlled by a landlord family of Rayappanpatti.

In 197¢, a new trustee tock over on the death of the
old. Without letting Servar know, the new trustee had the
land ploughed. Servar ﬂ39011cd to the landlord tO permit
him to continus for at least ancther year -- the previous
vear had Leen a bad one and he had incurred debts of more
than 2000 rupees. Servar completed the nursery ploughing
and Preparation of the seed bed. On a2 day when he was out
of .the village, the londlord had the seed bed plouched over.
Servar complained to others in the villoge against the
landlord and also filed a complaint against him at the

police station.

At this point, the neerpaichis intervened, and told the
agent that Servar cught o be permitted to continue for
another year. (Bven the agents of that vear recall that it
was beczuse of the intervention of Rayar, the oldest and

most experienced of the neerpaichis and the other neerpaichis
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that Servar's tenancy was saved foXr a vear.) - For each
operation, the landlord sent his-w@zkers; they were pre-—
bt

vented from entering the fi=ld by the neerpaichis. It

was alsc recalled that weeding was done by wo sets of
reorle: Servar's avn and pecple employed by the landlord.
When the crop was cut and threshed, the landlord still
claimed the crop. Rayar and other neerpaichis kept guard
over the crop, not allowing the landlord's men to move it
until a compromise was worked cut. Ultimately, Servar
cultivated the lund for the whole vear free of rent and was
paid rs, 2500 as 'compensation' for the loss of the 23-yvear
tenancy. It i3 also recorded thax Sarvar, in gratitude to
the nezsrpaichis, added to the dinam that went with they

payment for irrigation workers that season.

fro

At the end of each harvest, two neerpailzbhis, on behalf
of all the nesrpaichis, would go from house to house collect-
ing the paddy wage due to them from cultivators. 1In one
season, when after the harvest they had to collect grain,

. they went as usual to the house of SMER, the Chettiar landlord
who has the largest nanjai holdings among households in the
viliage. When the grain was being measured out they found,
to their dismay, that SNR was rayving them in very poor paddy,
tagken from the second threshing and full of husk and broken
grain. Paddy such as this yiclds vervy little whole rice,

and these were wadges being pald by one of the richest land=-
lorde in the village —-- hig reputation for being a miser was

certainly being provad.

Neithzr of the neerpaichis said anything, however.
They tock the grain to the other neserpaichis, showed
it to them and teld them who had measured out such poor

grain and then together worked cut a plan for the next day.
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On the morning of the next day, the two bags in which
SNR's grain was filled were taken to a place nesar the -
Vinayaka temple in the centre of the village, and kept
there with two nezerpaichis stationed beside them (they
took turng by the bags, which stayed thers the whole day,
until the cvening). The place they chose is the busiest
cross-road in the villags == 1t is also the village bus-
stop -— and ig a point which almbst every person in the
village CLaosses at least oncs a day. And when psople passed
on that day, they invariebly stomped by tne sacks and asked
the neerpasichis -~ "What are yvou deing with these two sacks
of husk and brokern grain in this vlace?® And the nesrpaichis

would answer, deadpan, "Oh these? -— th is the paddy that

ig
SHR measured for us as weoges this season.”

From morning till evening, people pessed the crossroad:
each asked the same cuestion and got the same reply and esach

person went away laughing at the stinginess of the man.

From the next season, SHR paid the neerpaichis in

whele grain.,

wAR xRk
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Unionisation of Irrigation Workers in the Cumbum Valley
In 1971-72Z, during a period of general militancy among

agricultural labourers in the Valley, activists of the all

India Kisan Sabha and CPI(M) in the Valley called a meeting

0f irrigation workers at a place near Gudalur in the south

of the Vallev. The meeting was attended by irrigation workers

from Gudalur, Cunbum, Narayvonathevanpatti and Kanayakavundan-

Pattl villsges, They later fommed a union, the Cumbum Area'

Irrigation Workers' Union

which was active through the first half of the 197Cs,

Their major demands concerned an increase in waoges, stan-
dardisation of measures in which grain wages were Ppaid,
separate payment f£Or tasks other than those directly concerned
with irrigation, payment in paddy of good quality and security
of employment.

Wage increase and standacdisation of measures: In thes regular

v

volumetric measure, 4 padi ('Madras measures') comprise one
Eadt P

-

marakkal, and 12 gaEAxgg; comprize a kKalom, which is equivalent

to 58 Kg of dry paddy. A regular kalam thus consists of 48 pzdi.

e

A coolie marakkal, which is used specifically for wage paYment,
hovever, contains only 2.50 to 3 padi, and one kalam comprised
of 12 coolie marakkal contains only 30 to 36 padi*. The union
demanded that irrigation workers be paid 2 kaloms per sy
(2.40 acres) in the regular matskkal and not the coolie
marakical.

*In certain areas, rent is collacted in g kuﬁhgggi

(rent) maraikal. This measure, predictably, holds
more than the regular marakkal -- about 5 padi.
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Separate ptayment for tasks other than irrigation: The union
demonded separate wage payment for all tasks othar than
speclfic irrigation tasgks; for instance, a paynent oOf Rs.8
per sey for top dres s3ing, similar wages for applyving pesti-
cides and a regular daily wage for hoes-wwork such as cons-

truction and maintenance of £iz2ld bundse.

Paddy cquelity: The unicon demanded that paddy wages be paid

in grain cobtained from the first threshing and not, as was
the practice, from the sacond threshing.

Protection ngainst dismissal: Most neerpaichis are men with

many vears of irrigation lgbour behind them. The union
demanded that landovnsrs not be allaved o hold out the
nst

threat of dismissal agair

The first demand, relating to payment in the regular
marekkal, was generally won; the other demands were gene-

rally not gained.

While canvassing membership for the union, its activists
exposcd a case of bondsge. Suruli, an agricultural worker of
cumbum, took a lcan of pocr-guality cholam ("that not even an
animal would eat®) from Buddhivappa Gounder, medium landlord,
Congress Party man and secretary of a local charity hostel.
Suruli was made to repay the debt by working on Buddhivappa
Gounder's nanjei land. His debt began t0 accumulate, and by
the time he was contacted by activists of th2 union, -Surulil
had not bzen paid for seven harvests. The union demanded of
the landlord that Suruli be paid. Their demond was eventually

successful: they had him pey 105 padi of paddy to Suruvii as

back wages.



