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Section 1: Introduction

The prominent role of governments across the developing world in acquiring agricultural land on behalf of industrial entrepreneurs has gained a lot of attention recently. In several cases there has been stiff resistance to these state-sponsored acquisitions by peasants and agricultural labourers whose livelihood is threatened by the conversion of agricultural land for industry, infrastructure or real estate. A particular case in point is the state of West Bengal in India which has witnessed since 2006, a protracted conflict between the state and unwilling farmers regarding the acquisition of agricultural land in the two locations of Singur and Nandigram (Guha, 2006; Sarkar, 2007). 

While state led land acquisition has been going on in other states of India as well, West Bengal deserves special mention due to its well known history of implementing several land reform measures in the last thirty years under the aegis of a Communist Party led Left Front Government (LFG). A lot has already been written about the land conflict in West Bengal. Most writers have focused on the short-term impact of such actions by the government on those affected directly and issues pertaining to just compensation or rehabilitation of the victims. This paper on the other hand, takes a more historical approach. It interrogates the present spate of land acquisition in the context of land reform programmemes implemented by the state in the past. With a detailed examination of the implementation and impact of the reform programmemes in the last three decades, it highlights some of the major challenges for the rural economy of West Bengal and discusses their implications for the current move towards industrialization by the LFG.
The structure of the rest of the paper is as follows: Section 2 provides a potted history of three decades of economic development under the Left Front Government in the state starting with a short account of the land reform programmeme undertaken by the communist party led government in West Bengal. Section 3 examines in more detail the data on the implementation of land reform in West Bengal along with some discussion on the possible impact. Section 4 raises some questions relating to the current industrialization strategy of the government in view of the results derived in the previous section. 

Section 2: The Recent History of West Bengal under the LFG
West Bengal, a populous and largely agrarian state in eastern India is well known for its Communist party led Left Front Government (LFG) for the last 30 years. The LFG has been democratically elected to power for seven consecutive terms and it is widely believed that the electoral base of the LFG has been primarily in the rural sector in which agriculture has continued to play the major role. When it was voted to power in 1977 for the first time, the LFG immediately embarked on a set of agrarian reform programmemes, which included comprehensive tenancy reforms, decentralization of rural governance as well as moderate rounds of land redistribution. The success of the left coalition was primarily due to its rural electoral base with an explicit demand for pro-poor redistributive change and thus it is not surprising that agrarian reform featured prominently on the agenda of the state government. In the first few years after 1977, several important steps were taken in this direction:

1. An outright redistribution of ceiling surplus land among the landless and land-poor.

2. Large scale tenancy reforms, entitled Operation Barga (OB) whereby sharecroppers were officially registered by the state and given legal permanent right of cultivation. It also enabled the sharecroppers to increase their share in the total produce vis-à-vis the landlord.

3. An elaborate and highly effective policy of decentralized governance (Panchayati Raj system) starting at the village level which bestowed substantial financial authority on the local governments to carry out developmental projects.


Of the three important moves related to agrarian development or, more generally, rural development, the tenancy reform programme is undoubtedly the most important. The OB programme is regularly cited in the development literature as one of the few successful cases of tenancy reforms in the world (see among others, Lieten, 1996; De Janvry et al, 2001; Banerjee, Gertler and Ghatak, 2002). The land redistribution programme undertaken by the LFG can at best be called limited with merely 3.5 percent of the net sown area being redistributed between 1977 and 2003 (see Gazder and Sengupta, 1997, for a similar view). The rejuvenation of the Panchayat system of local governance has been relatively successful. Since 1978, there have been regular elections to the three tier local government bodies at the village
, block and the district level. There has been substantial evidence of an active involvement of the rural poor in local governance as well as in helping the bureaucracy in implementing the agrarian reform programmes in the initial years of the LFG rule (see Government of West Bengal, 2004). 

The single most notable feature of West Bengal agriculture since the LFG came into power in 1977 is the remarkable growth in agricultural output. The history of   productivity growth had been dismal for a long time till the end of 1970s for West Bengal. Boyce (1987) has estimated that the growth rate of agricultural output was 1.74% for West Bengal for the post-partition period between 1949 and 1980. The rates are lower than the corresponding population growth rates during the same time period. This trend itself is a continuation of a prolonged period of agricultural stagnation that affected Bengal in the colonial period. However since the 1980s West Bengal experienced a structural break and emerged on a period of high agricultural growth. Though there is no unanimity among economists about the exact causes as well as the precise degree of growth (see page 18-20 in Bose et al., 1999 for a detailed discussion on some issues of contention), it is generally accepted that there was a turnaround in agricultural productivity from the early 80s. The 1990s have seen a steadily falling agricultural growth rate in West Bengal. 

We present, in table 2.1 below, some evidence regarding the growth rates in agriculture for the last two decades. We have used figures for growth rate of food grains as a proxy for agricultural growth. This is not inappropriate given the importance of food grains in West Bengal agriculture (at least 70 percent of total cropped area is under food grains) and is often used in the literature (Gazdar and Sengupta, 1999). The boom that prevailed in West Bengal agriculture in the 80s seems to have tapered off during the 90s. Whether agrarian reforms accounted for the high growth in the 80s and if the subsequent slowdown indicates some sort of limit to these programmes have been intensely debated. 
Table 2.1: Growth Rate of Food Grain Production in West Bengal
	Period
	% Growth Rate in Food Grain Production 

	1970-71 to 1980-81
	1.38

	1980-81 to 1990-91
	5.15

	1990-91 to 1999-2000
	2.39


Source: Bandyopadhyay (2003)

There has been a lot of debate about the nature and scope as well as impact of the agrarian reform programmeme. The commonly held view is largely positive about the reforms with several writers arguing that they were instrumental in bringing about the productivity boost in agriculture (See Banerjee et al, 2002, Bardhan and Mookherjee, 2007) as well as in achieving the social goals of poverty reduction and higher standard of living (see Lieten, 1996). There are also voices of dissent criticising this dominant view, whereby several limitations of the reform programme in terms of its original design as well as its process of implementation and its final impact has been raised (see Rudra, 1981; Basu, 2001; Dasgupta, 2006 and Dasgupta and Pellegrini (forthcoming), 2009). A more detailed discussion of the land reform programmeme is presented in the next section.

To complete the move towards a path of long-term development, the success in agriculture needed to be followed up with a drive towards industrialization
. However that did not happen in the case of West Bengal. While most of the land reform measures were implemented
 by mid-80s, there was no decisive move to kick start investment in industry either through the public or the private sector. In fact, what started to happen since the LFG came to power in 1977, was a steady withdrawal of private investment in the state through closures in established industrial units
. Although there were other economic reasons as well, a large part of the deindustrialization in the state was perceived to be a reaction to the militant trade union activities organized by the labour wing of the ruling party as well as the general anti-capital stance of the government.

In the Indian economic context, the early 1990s marked the beginning of market friendly, export oriented economic reforms, which also included special measures to attract foreign investment in industry and services (see Bhaduri and Nayyar, 1996). Although the LFG has been a vehement opponent of this economic liberalization since the beginning, its ideological position started changing quite rapidly since it was reelected for the 7th time in 2006. By this time there was a widespread agreement among observers that the state economy was in a crisis with agricultural growth steadily declining and employment in the existing industrial sector reaching a saturation point. The government’s response was a volte-face compared to its earlier stand. There was an all out move to welcome capital (both foreign and domestic) to invest in the state. Incentive packages were designed including allocation of land in prime locations way below market rate as well as tax breaks. 

The first major round of land acquisition was started in Singur for an automobile factory where 1000 acres of prime agricultural land was identified and acquired by employing a colonial land acquisition act
. Since then there have been other attempts at acquiring agricultural land, most famously in Nandigram where landowners were issued notices (of acquisition) by the state government without any prior dialogue or intimation. The response was a protracted episode of protest led by farmers’ groups (joined by the anti-left opposition and a few far-left political groups) who were not ready to part with their land. 

We do not need to go into the details of the political and social upheaval that was witnessed in rural West Bengal as a result of the land acquisition moves of the LFG. It would not be an overstatement to say that it rocked the foundation of three decades of LFG rule in the state and finally forced the government to withdraw some of its most ambitious projects. It is also well known that the company that invested in Singur for a huge automobile project was forced to leave the state abandoning the project in the final stages of its completion.
Any informed discussion on the current situation in West Bengal is incomplete without a close look at the actual experience of land reforms for the last thirty years as well as an understanding of how the present agrarian scenario has emerged in light of these reforms. This is what is undertaken in the next sections.

Section 3: Looking Back at Three Decades of Land Reform

3.1 Agrarian Reforms and their Coverage

According to the latest official data available (covering the period up to September, 2003), 439,585 hectares of land have been redistributed and 452,370 hectares of land have been recorded under the OB programme. They amount to 8.21 percent and 8.45 percent of the net sown area of the state respectively. Thus the total coverage in terms of area is a significant but modest 16.66 percent. In terms of the number of beneficiaries, in the same time period, 21.16 percent of the agricultural population (cultivators and agricultural laborers) in 2001 had received land due to the land redistribution programme while 11.68 percent have registered themselves as Bargadars as part of the OB. Thus together a substantial 32.84 percent of the agricultural population has been beneficiaries of the reform programmes in the state
.     

However there is an element of upward bias in the above figures because much of the land redistributed in West Bengal occurred before the Left Front government came to power in 1977. In Table 3.1 (in Appendix, pg 22), we can see clearly that most of the land distributed so far (roughly 58 percent) occurred before1977. Thus, if we are concerned with the reforms instituted by the Left Front, merely 3.5 percent of the net sown area has been redistributed and 13.6 percent of the agricultural population have benefited from it. If we add this figure to the extent of tenancy reforms in the form of Operation Barga (exact figures in the last paragraph), we have a total coverage of about 12 percent of the net sown area and 25.3 percent of the agricultural population. 

In fact, to be precise, we need to make some adjustments to the figures for Operation Barga as well. As is evident from official documents, the figures for the number of Bargadars recorded under the Operation Barga include sharecroppers registered under the provisions of the West Bengal Land Reforms Act prior to the Left Front Government
. Although it is hard to obtain a definite estimate of the number of sharecroppers recorded before OB, combining several sources that use government data we have estimated the number to be around 350,000 (see Table 3.2). This brings down the percentage of agricultural population strictly covered by OB to about 9 and when added to the 13.6% land redistribution beneficiaries we have a much lower estimate of 22.6% of the agricultural population who have been directly affected by the reform measures of the Left Front. However, it must be recognized that given the ineffective nature of the previous governments with respect to tenancy reforms, the benefits that tenancy laws provided for registered sharecroppers in terms of security of tenure or higher crop share were not likely to be realized before the Left Front assumed power and the OB programme was seriously initiated.

Table 3.2: Extent of Recording Sharecroppers in West Bengal

	Time Period
	Pre-Operation Barga Before 1978
	Operation Barga

Sept 1978-Sept 2003
	Total

Up to Sept 2003

	No. of Bargadars Recorded
	349,845
	1,164,612
	1,514,457


Source: Calculated using Bandyopadhyay (1980), Table 5.1 in Chakraborti (2003) and Economic Review, Government of West Bengal (2003-04)

3.2 Effect of Tenancy Reforms

Operation Barga (OB) is often referred to as a very successful programme of tenurial reforms in West Bengal (see Gazder and Sengupta, 1997). As mentioned before, some papers (for example Banerjee, Gertler and Ghatak, 2002) have studied the possible long term effect of the OB on productivity, there has been very little research on the effectiveness of the reforms in meeting their immediate objectives of providing security of tenure and a higher share of the crop to the Bargadars. One of the major reasons is the scarcity of data about the beneficiaries of OB. Most of the published papers contain case studies covering specific areas of West Bengal and it was difficult to obtain a robust result for the entire state even when the results of the case studies are combined. Very recently, however, the State Institute of Panchayats and Rural Development in West Bengal has published a comprehensive study (Chakraborti, 2003) of the beneficiaries of agrarian reforms. This report, based on a sample survey carried out in 2000, has a state wide representative coverage similar to other aggregate government surveys but focuses specifically on the direct beneficiaries of the land redistribution programme (who are called Pattadars) and the OB (the sharecroppers or Bargadars). We will use this study to discuss the direct effect of the OB and as a rough benchmark of the pre-reform situation of the tenants, we will also use Bardhan and Rudra (1983), which is a reasonably comprehensive study of tenancy contracts (among other aspects of the agrarian economy) in rural West Bengal that was undertaken in 1976. 
3.2.1 Security of Tenure

The first aspect of tenancy reforms to be discussed is security of tenure. The threat of eviction has historically been used by landlords to control their tenants and one of the primary objectives of OB was to provide tenants who were registered with the government, with security of tenure. There are no data available in the pre-reform period (up to 1977) that relate directly to security of tenure. Bardhan and Rudra (1983) report from their field survey in 1976 that 76 percent of the tenancy contracts had a duration of only one year and the remaining 24 percent were valid for less than a year. That is, none of the tenancy contacts were valid for more than a year. Thus, on paper, long term security of tenure was absent in West Bengal. There may of course have been informal understandings among landlords and tenants that tenants were expected to cultivate the same plot of land on a long-term basis, but these informal understandings (to the extent that they existed) did not give tenants any legal right to cultivate the land; he was entirely dependent on the landlord to provide him with land every year. OB sought to change this situation by conferring legal rights of cultivation on the tenant. In the report prepared by Chakraborti (2003) the issue of security of tenure has been evaluated in two ways. 

First, there is a distribution of Bargadars (or sharecroppers) according to their possession of the Barga (or sharecropped) land that they registered. At the state level, 85.6 percent of the Bargadars are reported to have held on to their Barga land while the remaining 14.4 percent lost possession of the land for a variety of reasons. The level of dispossession differs sharply across districts with more than 30 percent of the Bargadars losing possession of their land in Cooch Behar, South Dinajpur, North Dinajpur and Jalpaiguri. All of these are agriculturally backward districts in North Bengal. The incidence of dispossession is less than 10 percent in Malda, Purulia, Nadia and West Midnapore. Interestingly, the majority of Bargadars who lost their land after registering it, apparently were not evicted from it. In fact, only 24.1 percent of dispossessed Bargadars (i.e. about 3.5 percent of the total Bargadars) reported eviction as the reason for losing their land. The incidence of eviction is considerably above the state average in the former district of Midnapore (now divided into East and West Midnapore) and North Dinajpur. For 66 percent of the dispossessed Bargadars the study did not report a specific reason for dispossession but clubbed together all other reasons under the ambiguous category of “Others”. Although a few of the possible reasons under this category (such as surrender of Barga rights, natural causes like diluvium and forcible dispossession by anyone other than the landlord) were mentioned in the report, there are no details about the possible importance of each.

The report has also examined a second way of assessing security of tenure, namely, by examining the Bargadars’ own perception. About 74 percent of the Bargadars reported a sense of security about their tenancy rights while the other 26 percent didn’t feel a sense of security. It is curious that, although 85.6 percent of the Bargadars had retained their registered land at the time of the survey in 2000, only 74 percent actually felt secure about their tenancy rights. Although individual perception may not always be based on objective reality, a significant 10-12 percent difference between the actual reality in terms of dispossession and the perceived sense of insecurity may indicate that there is a real threat of some Bargadars losing their tenanted land. Also noteworthy is the very high proportion of Bargadars in some districts, who feel insecure about their rights as tenants, namely the districts of Darjeeling (47 percent), Hoogly (48 percent), Jalpaiguri (47 percent) and North Dinajpur (48 percent).

3.2.2 Changes in Crop Sharing Arrangements

Ensuring a higher share of output for the sharecropper has been one of the important provisions of the OB programme. If implemented effectively, it is also the most directly redistributive element of the programme since it seeks to shift the distribution of gross output in favor of the tenant by reducing the proportion of output available to the landowner. According to the West Bengal Land Reform Act (amended), the legal basis of the OB, Bargadars were entitled to 75 percent of the produced crop except in cases where the landlord provided all non-labor inputs. In such cases the tenant’s share was reduced to 50 percent of the produce
 (Chakraborti, 2003). It is clear from the legal provisions that crop sharing is intricately linked to the arrangements regarding cost sharing in production. Historically, cost sharing was a rare phenomenon in West Bengal where tenants provided all the inputs in traditional agriculture. However since the 1970s, with the advent of the so called “Green Revolution” technology, there emerged cost sharing arrangements between the share cropper and the landlord with regard to the “new” inputs such as high yielding variety (HYV) seeds, chemical fertilizers and pesticides (Rudra, 1981a, 1981b). Thus, in 1976, 66.7 percent of the tenancy contracts in rural West Bengal contained some cost sharing between the tenants and landlords (Bardhan and Rudra, 1983). One of the central criticisms of OB put forward by some economists (especially Rudra, 1981a, 1981b) concerns the possible termination of cost sharing arrangements as a result of the legal provisions regulating crop under the OB programme. According to Rudra, Bargadars could be worse off if cost sharing is absent, even if they receive the mandated 75 percent of the produce. This is because financing expensive inputs without the landlord’s help may be impossible for poor Bargadars and consequently the productivity of the tenant’s land and his net income could fall, even if he received a higher percentage of the total output. In fact, it is easy to see that a Bargadar could be worse off with a higher crop share in the absence of cost sharing arrangements simply because the gain from the higher share is outweighed by the loss arising from the higher input costs that he now has to bear alone. Thus, to evaluate the effectiveness of OB one must simultaneously consider changes in cost sharing along with the actual crop sharing data. 

Table 3.3: Percentage Distribution of Share Cropping Contracts According to Different Crop and Cost Sharing Arrangements, 1976-2000

	Time

Period
	Crop Sharing( Tenant’s Share)
	Cost Sharing by the landlord



	
	75%
	More than 50%


	50%
	Less than 50%
	exists
	Does not exist

	1976


	6.4
	14.1
	66.9
	19
	66.7
	33.3

	2000
	49.2


	80.8
	19.2
	0
	9.2
	90.8


Source: 1976 figures from Bardhan and Rudra (1983), 2000 figures from Chakraborti (2003)

Note: 1976 distribution relate to proportion of total number of tenancy contracts but the 2000 distribution actually relate to proportion of total number of Bargadars.

Table 3.3 above contains a summary of the data about crop and cost sharing from the two surveys conducted in 1976 and 2000 respectively. Since the 1976 survey captures a period before the OB programme was implemented, it provides us with a point of reference against which one can compare the data for 2000, when the programme was almost completed. If we look at the distribution of crop shares and how that changed between 1976 and 2000, we see an unambiguous shift towards a higher share of produce for the tenants or Bargadars. While only 14.1 percent of the tenants received of more than half the produce in 1976, by the year 2000 the corresponding figure was an overwhelming 80.8 percent. At the other extreme, in 1976 about 19 percent contracts showed less than half of the produce being received by tenants, in 2000 none of the tenants received less than half of the total product. Moreover, in 1976 only 6.4 percent contracts ensured the legally stipulated 75 percent of the produce for the tenant whereas by 2000 about 49.2 percent of the tenants received 75 percent of the output and an additional 19.1 percent received the entire output from their holdings and paid no rent
. Although this means that about 32 percent of the Bargadars did not receive the 75 percent share to which they were legally entitled, the fact remains that a large proportion of the Bargadars received a higher proportion of the produce in 2000. 

However, as mentioned, this in itself does not indicate betterment in the economic condition of the tenants. This is because of a decline in cost sharing over the same period. Whereas in 1976, there was some form of cost sharing in two-thirds of the cases, the proportion had declined to a negligible 9.2 percent by 2000. There is thus some ambiguity about the net gains to the tenants as a result of the OB and its accompanying crop sharing legislation. Assuming that the level of input usage in 1976 was maintained or increased (as is natural) by 2000, the tenants would be better off only if the value of the extra crop that they received now was greater than the extra cost of inputs that they now have to bear as cost sharing arrangements virtually disappeared. This of course is a complex calculation and the results are sensitive to changes in the terms of trade faced by tenants, i.e. the price of the crop relative to the price of inputs. Also important are changes in total output and in the use of inputs. 

The actual facts are further illustrated in the Table 3.4 which refers to the survey in 1976. It is clear that cost sharing is rare in cases where the tenant receives more than 50 percent of the produce and this is true both in the pre and post-OB period. We also see that by and large, a higher proportion of tenants are getting more than 50 percent of the total produce in the post-OB years. Thus, in 14 percent of the cases in the pre-OB period did the tenant receive more than 50 percent of the output while in the period after the implementation of the OB, the proportion of tenants receiving more than 50 percent of the produce increased substantially (namely, about 40 percent in one case and more than 56 percent in the other).

Table 3.4: Association between Crop Sharing and Cost Sharing in West Bengal, 1976

	
	Cost Sharing Exists


	Cost sharing is absent
	Total



	Tenant’s share less than 50%
	98.5
	0.5
	99

(19)

	Tenant’s Share equals 50%
	69.4
	30.6
	100

(67)

	Tenant’s share is more than 50%
	10.4
	89.6
	100

(14)

	Total
	66.7
	33.3
	100


Source: Bardhan and Rudra (1983)

Note: 1) The figures in brackets in Table 3.4 are the percentages of the respective group of crop share in the total number of contracts.

2) The percentage figures in the first row don’t add up to 100. There is no obvious explanation for this provided in Bardhan and Rudra (1983).

In a recent paper, (Dasgupta and Pellegrini, 2009) NSS household survey data has been analysed to study the impact of OB on the standard of living of tenants. The authors find that between 1983 and 1993, there is no statistically significant difference in the growth of real per capita consumption expenditure between tenants and non-tenants. This result is true after controlling for different household level characteristics. Covering roughly the same time period for which Banerjee et al (2002) find a substantial impact of OB on agricultural productivity, this result challenges the accepted wisdom about the positive impact of OB for the tenants. 
3.3. The Effect of Land Redistribution 

As mentioned above, 186,029 hectares of land have been redistributed by the LFG since 1977 to 1,760,383 beneficiaries. This amounts to roughly 3.5 percent of the net sown area of the state distributed among 13.6 percent of its agricultural workers (laborers and cultivators). The amount of land redistributed was 0.11 hectare per beneficiary. Although it is not obvious that redistribution to this limited extent will result in a major change in the distribution of land ownership, we examine the relevant data to see what changes have in fact occurred.
3.3.1 Changes in the Ownership Distribution of Land

The only source of data on ownership holdings is the National Sample Survey (NSS) decennial surveys conducted since the early 1950s. Though there have been minor changes in the survey mechanism as well as the number of class sizes used for categorization over the years, the data are broadly comparable over time except for the last round in 2003-04 (Sharma,1995, Rawal, 2008, Venkateswarlu,2003). In this section we focus on the last four rounds of household surveys (1971-72, 1982 and 1991-92, 2002-03) which cover the relevant period for the LFG land redistribution programme.

Table 3.5 (in Appendix, pg 23) contains information on the distribution of households and area owned in each class size. A readily observable trend is the increasing concentration of households in the lower class sizes and an increase in the area held by these households. The percentage of households owning 1 hectare or less has increased from 77.62 in 1971-72 to 81.6 in 1982 and further to 85.88 in 1991-92. The corresponding area held by these households also increased during this time from 27.28 percent in 1971-72 to 30.33 percent in 1982 and a substantially higher 41.3 percent in 1991-92. However, concealed in these figures is the increasing trend of landlessness. According to the NSS figures for rural West Bengal, landlessness increased dramatically (by almost 80 percent) in the 1970s and early 1980s (till 1982) which includes the initial years of the LFG regime when land redistribution was occurring in full swing. In fact as mentioned before, according to Government of West Bengal documents, 56,849 hectares of land was distributed among 472,443 beneficiaries between 1977 and 1983. Going by the total number of estimated households for 1982 in the NSS survey, this amounts to a substantial 6.1% of total households receiving land in the first six years of the LFG regime. The simultaneous occurrence of increasing landlessness and land redistribution are contradictory results which are hard to reconcile.

Largely because of the increase in landlessness between 1971 and 1982, the inequality of land distribution increased marginally between these years. This is evident from the slightly higher value of the Gini ratio in 1982 in comparison to 1971. The inequality reverted back to the original level of 1971 in the latest survey for 1991 with a corresponding apparent decrease in landlessness in comparison to 1982. Thus in the twenty years between 1971 and 1991, which covers the most effective period of land reforms under the LFG, inequality in land distribution has remained the same. This is true in spite of 116,229 hectares of land being redistributed between 1977 and 1991 among 1,009,584 beneficiary households.
Another striking finding is the alarming increase in landlessness (almost 35%) in the last round of the survey in 2002-03. Although it is not clear if the definition of landlessness is the same in this round of the survey, this trend of increasing landlessness is consistent with a swelling in the number of agricultural labourers in comparison to cultivators(which include tenants as well) in the latest population census. The worsening the Gini ratio in the last time period follows straight from this trend of increasing landlessness

3.3.2 Changes in the Distribution of Operational Holdings

On the basis of our analysis of ownership, it would appear that there has not been any significant equalizing effect of the land distribution programme implemented by the LFG. But, since a major part of the agrarian reforms in West Bengal consisted of tenancy reform legislation, it is instructive to consider the distribution of operational holdings as well. Operational holdings are different from ownership holdings in that they take into account the area leased in or leased out in addition to the area owned. Thus data on distribution of operational holdings is useful to capture the change in tenancy patterns, if any, along with changes in ownership.

There are two major sources of information on operational holdings for West Bengal: the five-yearly Agricultural Census published by the West Bengal government and the decennial Survey of Landholdings done by the National Sample Survey Organization (NSSO). In this section, we use the data provided by both the agencies in order to detect changes in the distribution of operational holdings for rural West Bengal. Table 3.6 (in Apendix, pg 24) contains data on the distribution of operational holdings. 

The census data give a clear indication that the distribution of operational holdings became substantially more equal during the period 1970-71 to 1995-96. The Gini ratios constructed from the distribution of operational holdings show that the degree of inequality declined markedly between 1970-71 and 1995-96 with the curve for 1970-71 clearly dominating that for 1995-96.

However, the picture is rather different when one analyzes the NSS estimates pertaining to the distribution of operational holdings. For the same time period 1970-71 to the early 2000s, the NSS has conducted four Landholdings Survey for India, the latest being 2003 (the last survey has changed the mode of data collection and presentation and thus is not strictly comparable with the earlier ones). See Table 3. 7 (in Appendix, pg 25).

The effect of the reforms would not appear to be favorable if one looked only at the NSS figures in isolation. First, if the figures are to be believed, there was a marked deterioration in the distribution between 1971-72 and 1982 and a marginal improvement in 1991-92. Inequality in 1991-92 was significantly greater than in the initial year. The trend is consistent with what was observed for the distribution of ownership holdings for this period, except that the disequalizing tendency was much more prominent for the first period in the case of operational holdings with the Gini Ratio increasing from 0.490 to 0.597. Since the major difference between the two sets of distributions (ownership and operational holdings) can be traced back to the existence of tenancy in agriculture, let us examine the particulars about sharecropping, the major form of tenancy in West Bengal. 

As can be seen in Table 3.8 below, it is evident that the incidence of sharecropping has declined drastically during the 1970s and the early 1980s. Curiously, this time period includes the first four years of Operation Barga when registration of sharecroppers was proceeding with full vigor. One of the obvious possibilities that explain the data is large scale eviction of sharecroppers at the beginning or just before the tenant registration programme. However, there is no evidence to document such a phenomenon of forcible eviction in the pre-reform period. On the contrary there are reliable sources which claim that such evictions were successfully prevented by the effective implementation of the tenancy reform programmes (Bandyopadhyay, 1980). 

Table 3.8: Incidence of Tenancy in Rural West Bengal 1971-72 to 2002-03

	Time Period
	% of holdings reporting share tenancy


	% of area leased in under share tenancy


	% of holdings reporting fixed rent


	% of area leased in under fixed rent


	% of holdings reporting leased in area


	% of area leased in

	1971-72
	30.64
	17.34
	1.37
	0.64
	34.56
	18.74

	1982
	11.01
	6.85
	2.68
	1.82
	23.1
	12.3

	1991-92
	8.51
	4.83
	3.72
	2.11
	14.4
	10.4

	2002-03
	4.90
	3.10
	7.85
	5.10
	14.10
	9.30


Source: NSS Reports on Landholdings, various rounds and Sharma (1995)

Although it is impossible to prove that the tenancy reforms were responsible for the increased concentration in the distribution of operational holdings and the decline in share tenancy, it is evident from the data that the tenancy reforms (which intended to affect the sharecroppers or Bargadars positively) were implemented in a period when the incidence of sharecropping was falling sharply. Moreover, this trend continues well into the 2000s. This phenomenon needs to be examined more carefully to find out the conditions under which people have withdrawn from sharecropping.

Based on our detailed analysis of the land reform programme in West Bengal presented in this section, we now raise a few important questions next about the agrarian situation that exists in West Bengal currently and its relevance for the recent industrialization drive of the LFG. 

Section 4: The Agrarian Crisis and the Ground for Industrialisation

The West Bengal Government and its supporters have come up with their own justification for the current move towards industrialization. One of the main points that have been emphasized in this respect is about industrialization being the obvious next step to the government’s intervention in agriculture, building on the benefits of land reforms. In this sense, the current stance is merely a continuation of the earlier land policy of the state rather than a major change in course.
When the LFG embarked on its land reform programme almost immediately after coming to power in 1977, it was motivated to do so for two reasons. First, there was an obvious need to provide immediate relief to large sections of the rural poor that constituted the political base of the main parties in the Left Front. This was important given that the ultimate goal of a social revolution was not realizable in the short run. Of course, tied to this goal of providing relief was the important task of uprooting the exploitative social structure in a primarily agrarian society. Second, land reform or more precisely agrarian reform (in the sense of institutional change in the agrarian structure) was to provide the basis of an alternative broad based development strategy for the state. Land redistribution and the pro-tenant changes in the terms of sharecropping (detailed above) were supposed to improve the rural income distribution in favor of the poor and generate new demand for goods and services for small and cottage industries in the rural areas. Additionally, with agricultural growth resulting from the newly endowed peasantry, linkages were to develop with the urban organized sector through increased demand for agricultural inputs as well as basic consumer goods (Mitra, 1978). In many ways, the development strategy conceived by the LFG was similar to the East Asian countries like South Korea and Taiwan where successful industrial growth was based on the fruits of extensive land and tenancy reforms in the post-war period
 (Kay, 2002). 

Whether the current strategy of the LFG towards industrialization is in accordance with their original vision of development is an interesting question to ask. Our analysis in the last section has raised several concerns about the state of agrarian West Bengal and how that relates to the move towards recent industrialization drive.  

First, tenancy, especially sharecropping as an institution is dwindling in West Bengal. Although, the national surveys are known for underestimating the incidence of tenancy, there is no reason to expect a systematic bias that would explain the downward trend. Reduced presence of tenancy contracts is not a reason for concern per se especially if we know that sharecroppers or other tenants are voluntarily choosing to stay out of it. Although there is scanty evidence of tenants buying ownership rights of their occupied land informally or paying no rent (effectively becoming owners), this is far from being established as a general phenomenon. Moreover, since transaction of Barga land is still not permitted officially, it should not be reflected consistently in the NSS surveys. On the other hand, the results from Chakraborti (2003) show at the state level, dispossession of Barga land is not uncommon with the situation being especially critical in some backward districts of North Bengal with more than 30% of Bargadars having lost their land.

Second, the evidence regarding the change in sharecropping contracts and the increased burden of costs of cultivation on tenants, raises some doubt about the impact of OB on their income. The absence of any significant impact of OB on tenants’ standard of living (Dasgupta and Pellegrini, 2009) reinforces this doubt and challenges the widely accepted view of OB being instrumental in enhancing the well being of its beneficiaries. One possible factor driving the above result could be the deteriorating relative price between agricultural output and inputs. As Khasnabis (2008) shows, the rate of return from rice cultivation has been steadily declining through the 1990s for West Bengal. More recent data at the national level indicate that the situation has not improved since. 

Third, the limited land redistribution programme has not been successful in creating a class of independent peasant producers. Because of the very scarce supply of  land above the land ceiling, the average amount of land redistributed during the LFG regime was barely 0.11 hectares or about a quarter of an acre. The land reform beneficiaries have not been able to live off their land in the post- reform period. This is demonstrated in the study by Chakraborti (2003), which finds that more than 90 percent of new land recipients do not find year-long employment on their own land. The analogous figure for Bargadars is 83.5 percent. Most of these people join the ranks of agricultural laborers who work for larger landowners for wages
. It is not surprising, thus, to find that there has been an unprecedented increase in the number of agricultural laborers in the rural population of West Bengal. Indeed laborers constitute a majority of the agricultural population for the first time in 2001. The crisis in the agrarian sector is summarized by recent data that show that while the share of agriculture has dropped from 34.45 percent to 26.42 percent between 1999-2000 and 2004-05, its share in the workforce has remained almost stagnant (47.76 percent to 46.35 percent in the same time interval).

The official stance of the LFG as well as its dominant partner, the CPI (M) has been rather ambiguous regarding its present move towards industrialization. On the one hand, there has been an attempt to justify the strategy to attract industrial capital as a continuation of the earlier focus on land reform i.e. in some sense, following the original model of development that was conceived by the LFG at the beginning of its rule in the 1970s. In this narrative, the focus is on the spectacular growth in agriculture since the inception of the reforms and how that growth has been translated into increased purchasing power of the rural peasantry and created the basis for broad based industrial growth (Bhattacharya, 2007). On the other hand, there is also a recognition of the severe crisis looming in the agrarian sector which makes it necessary to look beyond agriculture for economic growth and employment. The blame for the crisis is put squarely on the agricultural policy pursued by the national government in how they have made agriculture unviable for small producers by eliminating subsidies as well as downsizing public investment in agriculture.

While it is true that the broad agenda of neo-liberal development followed by the Indian state has had definite implications for the crisis in agriculture (Reference to be inserted), it is not clear how the state of the small farmer is different in West Bengal compared to other states despite the three decades of agrarian reforms
. Moreover, there is also the question regarding the best response in face of the crisis. The LFG’s move towards corporate led industrialization has justifiably come under a lot of attack in this respect (for example see Bhaduri, 2007).  
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Table 3.1: Implementation of Land Ceiling Laws in West Bengal

	
	Up to 1977


	Between 1977 & 1983


	Between 1983 & 1991


	Between 1991 & 2003


	Between 1977 & 2003


	Up to 2003



	No. of Beneficiary Households


	984,032
	472,443
	537,141
	750,799
	1,760,383
	2,744,415

	Cropped Area Redistributed

(in Hectares)


	253,556
	56,849
	59,388
	69,792
	186,029
	439,585

	Land Redistributed/Beneficiary

(in Hectares)


	0.26
	0.12
	0.11
	0.09
	0.11
	0.16


Source: Calculated using Gazder and Sengupta (1997) and Economic Review, 2003-04.Govt. of West Bengal

Note: The exact time periods after 1977 are of unequal length and are chosen on the basis of data availability

Table 3.5: Percentage Distribution of Ownership Holdings in Rural West Bengal, 1971-72 to 2002-03

	Class Size of Ownership Holdings
	Year

	
	1971-72
	1982
	1991-92
	2002-03

	
	Percentage of Households
	Percentage of Area
	Percentage of Households
	Percentage of Area
	Percentage of Households
	Percentage of Area
	Percentage of Households
	Percentage of Area

	Landless


	9.78
	-
	17.21
	-
	10.98
	-
	34.69
	-

	Sub-Marginal

(0.01-0.4 Ha.)
	46.74
	6.83
	47.03
	9.42
	54.11
	12.57
	42.71
	20.04

	Marginal

(0.4-1 Ha.)
	21.1
	20.45
	17.36
	20.91
	20.79
	28.73
	15.81
	37.77

	Small

(1-2 Ha.)
	12.65
	25.68
	11.5
	28.77
	9.48
	28.11
	5.4
	26.95

	Medium

(2-6 Ha.)
	9.01
	39.27
	6.62
	36.7
	4.5
	28.55
	1.3
	13.05

	Large

(> 6 Ha.)
	0.72
	7.77
	0.28
	4.2
	0.13
	2.04
	0.09
	2.2

	Total
	100.00
	100.00
	100.00
	100.00
	100.00
	100.00
	100.00
	100.00

	Gini Ratio
	0.67
	0.70
	0.67
	0.74


Source: Rawal (2008), Sharma (1995) and NSS Report 399(1996). Gini ratios are calculated using the detailed distribution for each year.

Table 3.6: Distribution of Operational Holdings According to the Agricultural Census, 1970-71 to 1995-96

	Size Class

(in ha.)
	Year

	
	1970-71
	1976-77
	1980-81
	1985-86
	1990-91
	1995-96

	
	% 

of

Holdings
	%  of Area
	% 

of

Holdings
	%  

of Area
	% 

of

Holdings
	% 

 of Area
	% 

of

Holdings
	%  

of Area
	% 

of

Holdings
	%  

of Area
	% 

of

Holdings
	%  

of 

Area

	<1
	59.97
	21.5
	66.5
	27.25
	69.69
	29.16
	70.97
	31.27
	73.83
	36.5
	76.42
	42.93

	1 - 2
	22.33
	25.7
	20.55
	28.54
	19.55
	31.21
	19.09
	31.07
	17.62
	29.95
	16.81
	29.06

	2 - 4
	13.23
	28.9
	18.36
	27.09
	8.84
	25.26
	8.39
	24.5
	7.28
	22.45
	5.83
	18.73

	4- 10
	4.38
	19.2
	2.55
	13.25
	1.9
	10.71
	1.53
	8.61
	1.26
	7.52
	0.92
	5.66

	>10
	0.09
	4.6
	0.04
	3.97
	0.02
	3.66
	0.02
	3.55
	0.02
	3.58
	0.02
	3.62

	Gini Ratio
	0.52
	
	0.44


Source: Statistical Abstract of West Bengal, 2001-02. Gini ratio is calculated for the two years for which detailed distribution was available

Table 3.7: Distribution of Operational Holdings According to NSS Estimates
	Size Class 
(in ha.)


	Year

	
	1971-72
	1982
	1991-92
	2002-03

	
	% of Holdings


	% of Area


	% of Holdings


	% of Area
	% of Holdings


	% of Area


	% of Holdings


	% of Area



	< 1
	61.21
	24.80
	74.34
	29.27
	80.69
	39.98
	88.8
	58.30

	1- 2
	22.80
	28.92
	15.83
	28.77
	13.43
	30.69
	8.90
	26.70

	2- 4
	12.94
	31.06
	8.07
	28.25
	5.00
	22.06
	2.10
	12.20

	4- 10
	2.98
	14.58
	1.67
	11.39
	0.88
	7.27
	0.20
	2.70

	> 10
	0.07
	0.64
	0.09
	2.32
	0.00
	0.00
	0.00
	0.00

	Total
	100.00
	100.00
	100.00
	100.00
	100.00
	100.00
	100.00
	100.00

	Gini Ratio
	.490
	.597
	.585
	


Source: NSS Survey of Landholdings, different rounds. Gini Ratios from NSS Report 407.

Note: Gini Ratio for 2002-03 is not calculated as detailed data is not available.
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� The lowest tier in the local government system is the Gram Panchayat or the village council which typically serves a cluster of 10-12 villages rather than a single village


� The nature of industrialization is of course very important as we shall see (in section 4) in the context of the current policy of the LFG.


� Although, the recoding of sharecroppers continued in small numbers through the 1990s.





� West Bengal was one of the first areas to attract industrial investment in British India. Industries included jute mills, heavy machinery, coal and steel.


� There have been other cases of land acquisition before Singur (See Guha, 2004) but they were not part of a conscious change in the industrialization policy of the state which started in 2006. Moreover, Singur was the first case when such huge area of land was acquired.


� The percentage of population covered by the reforms may appear to be underestimating the real coverage as the number of beneficiaries is likely to be an indicator of households while the agricultural population refers to individuals. However, given that the average household size in rural West Bengal for the time period in question was about 5 and the work participation rate was 38 percent and the percentage of agricultural workers in the total workforce was 58 percent, the average number of agricultural workers per household is approximately 1.1. Thus our figures are likely to be accurate indicators of the coverage of the reforms.


� It has been pointed out by several authors (for example, Bandyopadhyay (1980) and Bhaumik (1993)) that the tenurial reforms of the Left Front did not require any new legislation but involve the first serious implementation of some of the existing legal provisions.


� Even in cases where the landlord and the Bargadar share the cost of inputs (i.e. the landowner is not providing all the non-labour inputs), the Bargadar is entitled to 75 percent of the produce.


� To what extent this group actually remained legal Bargadars without fulfilling their rental obligation is unknown. But it does underscore the basic point that a sizeable majority of Bargadars are now receiving their stipulated crop share.


� The comparison with East Asia should not be pushed too far. For example, the kind of export led industrialization that was instrumental in the success in East Asia was hardly what the constituents of the Left Front had in mind for West Bengal. There is also the problem of comparing sovereign countries with a state like West Bengal which is not in charge of macroeconomic and trade policy.


� Some of these cultivators may also earn a livelihood in the rural non-farm sector. Recent figures do show a sharp increase in the level of rural non- farm employment.


� I am consciously limiting myself to the economic conditions facing the agricultural population, the question of political empowerment in a Left ruled state may of course be raised.
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