
September 23, 1950 ECONOMIC WEEKLY 

Britain And Her Colonies 
A CRITIQUE ON DEVELOPMENT PLANS 

THE British Colonial Office has 
been excessively eager of late 

to take the world into its confidence 
about what it has been doing for the 
development of the British colonies 
and for the welfare of the colonial 
peoples. The latest return for 1949-
50 published by the Colonial Office 
shows that during the year more 
than 500 new schemes were approv
ed—378 for development and wel
fare, and 142 for research—at a 
total cost exceeding £13 mi l l ion . 
The schemes previously approved 
under the 1945 Act amounted to 
nearly £50 mil l ion so that of the 
£120 mi l l ion authorised under the 
Act , a total of about £64 mi l l ion 
had been earmarked on approved 
schemes up to March 31, 1950. 

No one has ever accused Bri tain 
of being bl ind to world opinion. The 
reports on the Moral and Material 
Progress in India of the earlier years 
and the later annual white-washings 
by clever publicists like Rushbrooke 
Williams or Coalman bear testi
mony to i t . It would not be fair, 
however, to hold the present Gov
ernment in Britain responsible for 
al l the sins of commission and omis
sion of their predecessors. For L a 
bour d id bring a big change and it 
would be more to the point, there
fore, to note the new slant not only 
to the publicity now given to the 
schemes of colonial development 
but also to the schemes themselves. 
Neither are quite unrelated to the 
move in the Uni ted Nations to bring 
the colonial countries under some 
sort of international surveillance by 
using, as a lever, Article 73 of the 
Charter which makes it obligatory 
on the members "to ensure the pol i 
t ical , economic, social and educa
tional advancement of the peoples 
of these territories" and to assist 
them in the "progressive develop
ment of free political institutions" 
wi th a view to their eventual attain
ment of self-government. The words 
have a familiar r ing. This is what 
we used to hear of the aims of Br i 
tish rule in India. Not unnaturally, 
the Colonial Powers do not like this 
attempt of the non-colonial mem

bers, led by India , of poking their 
nose into their affairs. They have 
stoutly opposed such attempts and 
taken their stand on paragraph (e) 
of the Article 73 of the Charter ac
cording to which they deny that the 
Uni ted Nations have any other 
rights than those of recording the 
"statistical and other information of 
a technical nature, relating to eco
nomic, social and educational con-
ditions" in these territories provided 
for under this section. India has 
fought valiantly to make the Colo
nial Powers furnish more substantial 
information in regard to the politi
cal development of these areas, so 
that the. aims laid down by the 
Charter of bringing up these terri
tories to early self-government can 
be realised. 

The Colonial Powers, particular
ly Britain, strongly resent such en
croachment. The main battle
ground, true, has been the Trustee
ship Council through which the 
territories held under the. mandate 
from the League of Nations are 
sought to be brought under more 
direct supervision of the Uni ted 
Nations. South Africa's open defi
ance of UN authority over the 
mandated territory of South-West 
Africa has received wide publicity. 
It is not known equally widely that 
M r . Hector MacNei l l , the British 
Secretary for the Colonies, warned 
the General Assembly last year that 
the British Government had no i n 
tention of complying w i t h most of 
the 17 resolutions which tended to 
interfere unduly w i th their adminis
tration in their colonies. Bri tain has 
persistently opposed that the Trus
teeship Council, from being a review
ing body competent to make sugges
tions of moral persuasion should 
tend more and more to assume 
planning and administrative func
tions, a tendency now extended by 
the Assembly from Trust territories 
to various aspects of colonial gov
ernment. The Uni ted Nations cor
respondent of The Times (Survey 
of the British Colonies, February 
1950) was: flabbergasted that under 
a group of 10 resolutions affecting 

non-self-governing territories the 
administering powers should be 
asked to provide the Uni ted Nations 
wi th polit ical information in addi
t ion to the voluntary reports already 
submitted in conformity w i th Article 
73 (e) of the Charter on economic 
social and educational conditions. 

The United Nations' concern w i t h 
the trust territories, is not so i m 
portant as the eventual levelling up 
of the non-self-governing territories 
which concerns the fate of 200 m i l 
lion people, as against only 15 m i l 
lions who come under the purview 
of the Trusteeship Council. Apar t 
from resisting all attempts to elicit 
information of a political nature re
lating to their possessions Colonial 
Powers have discovered another 
method of evading unwanted pry
ing. Britain has done it by promot
ing some of the colonies into self-
governing countries, as in the case 
of Mal ta , France by their incorpo
ration in the metropolitan area, w i t h 
representation in the Chamber of 
Deputies. The number of colonial 
countries has in this way curiously 
dropped from 74 to 63 wi th in die 
last two years. This has been pos
sible because the definition of non-
self-governing territories had been 
left somewhat vague in the Charter 
itself. 

Colonial powers do not accept of 
course that political freedom w i l l 
necessarily improve the lot of the 
people in the territories under their 
domination. This is a matter on 
which there is, naturally, a differ
ence of opinion. But thanks to the 
support from the General Assembly, 
it has been possible for the Com
mittee which had been set up in 
1948 by the U N O to act as the 
clearing house for information trans
mit ted under Article 73 (e) on the 
non-self-governing territories, not 
coming under the jurisdiction of the 
Trustee Council, to have an exten
sion of life t i l l 1952. This sets a 
time l imi t to the Colonial Powers 
to tell the wor ld something about 
what they have been doing for the 
development of these backward 
areas. This may be put t ing rather 
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an uncharitable interpretation on 
the colonial policy of the Labour 
Government in Bri tain, for there is 
no doubt that Bri tain has now adopt
ed a more positive attitude, and 
given up her previous non-interfer
ence except in the narrow interest 
of her own trade and industry, in 
the social and economic affairs of 
the colonial peoples. The British 
lion had been accused of being a 
caged l ion, in that it d id so l i t t le , 
directly, to raise the standards in 
the countries under its domination. 
Wel l , it is not so enchained now. 

Development, however, can be 
primarily in the interest of the peo
ple of the non-self-governing terr i
tories, or it can be in the interest 
of the rul ing powers. A part of the 
way the two may not even conflict. 
For if her colonial empire remains 
as undeveloped as it is today, 
Britain can derive very l i t t le 
benefit from i t . Of this she is now 
very acutely aware. But from the ex
tensive information now released to 
the Press about what is being done 
under the Colonial Development 
and Welfare Acts, and also of the 
activities of the Colonial Develop
ment Corporation, it is obvious that 
the motives are mixed, and that in 
the development that has been plan
ned, and. is being executed, the wel
fare of the colonial people is not the 
first consideration. Partly, the 
urgency for development arises be
cause colonial resources are poten
tially the most important means of 
bridging the dollar gap. Secondly, 
the projects seek to meet Britain's 
own economic requirements, and an: 
intended to ensure steady supplies 
of essential raw materials like fibres, 
oi l seeds, minerals and food art i
cles. 

A n d though not specifically tailor
ed to the requirements of British 
defence, even a cursory examination 
of the development schemes show 
traces of a blue pr int for defence. 
The building of a road across the 
whole of Malaya from east to west 
cannot be pr imari ly in the interest 
of the natives, though it figures pro
minently w i th a grant of £456 
thousand in the total allocation 
of £1,200 thousand for development 
and welfare schemes for the Fede
ration of Malaya. True enough, 
there is also a grant of £566 thou
sand for the construction and equip
ment of a new technical college in 
Malaya. Trained labour and i m 
proved labour conditions as well as 

native technicians are now a sine 
qua non of any development worth 
the name. 

Finance for colonial development 
comes from two sources, grants un
der the Colonial Development and 
Welfare Acts, and investments made 
by the Colonial Development Cor
poration. As against £120 mil l ion 
authorised under the Act, of which 
£64 millions have already been ear
marked on approved projects up to 
the end of March last, the Colonial 
Development Corporation started 
wi th borrowing powers of £110 m i l 
lion, and its resources may be aug
mented. Its total capital commit
ment is expected to rise to about 
£52 mi l l ion in the next year or two. 
So, well are and commercial invest
ments have fairly moved in step so 
far. 

Of the grants under the Act— 
total £64 million—social, medical 
and educational services appro
priate £31 mil l ion, expenditure on 
economic projects w i l l take up £16 
mil l ion, and communications £10 
mil l ion. Administration accounts 
for £ 1½ mi l l ion , and training sche
mes for colonial services another 
£1¼ mil l ion , while planning, sur
veys, and census wi l l take up £3.8 
mil l ion. The emphasis on social 
expenditure is unmistakable. 

Terr i tory wise, West Africa, the 
West Indies and East Africa take up 
three-fourths of the total, the res-
pective appropriations being £17, 
15.7 and 13.4 mil l ion out of a total 
of £64.4 mi l l ion . 

As against a total grant on de
velopment and welfare of £64 m i l 
l ion, research grants come up to as 
much as £8 mil l ion, the two major 
calls on research being on economic 
and social schemes. It is interest
ing, however, that more is being 
spent on schemes of research in 
fisheries than in agriculture, while 
medicines come th i rd in order of 
preference, followed by research on 
insecticides and social science. 

It is not possible here to examine 
in detail the various projects taken 
up by the Colonial Development 
Corporation. The variety and 
range of the undertakings, however, 
can be gathered from the fact that 
of the 28 to which the Corporation 
had committed itself by the end of 
1949, 

(1) 14 are directed by the Cor
poration and in which it is a sole 
investor; 

(2) 7 are subsidiary companies, 

either wholly owned by the Corpo
ration, or in which the Corporation 
has a majority interest; 

(3) 3 are investments in which 
the Corporation holds a minority in
terest ; 

(4) 3 are loans on debentures to 
commercial companies; and 

(5) one is an undertaking in 
which the Corporation acts as 
managing agent for a Colonial Gov
ernment, 

The Corporation is engaged in 
copper and gold mining and chemi
cal industries in Kenya, running a 
hotel in Uganda, setting up a wattle 
estate in Tanganyika, and so on. 
In Northern Rhodesia, it has under
taken cement production in part i
cipation wi th the North Rhodesian 
Government. In Nyasaland it is 
developing a tung estate for grow
ing tung, and establishing an arable 
farm to provide food and supplies 
for workers on the tung estate and 
it is running a fishery in partnership 
wi th a commercial firm. It is also 
interested in flue cured tobacco pro
duction in the same colony. 

While these give an idea of the 
range and variety of the undertak
ings, mainly those have been taken 
up which can eventually export 
those products needed by Britain. 
To choose an example at random, 
the poultry farm which the Corpo
ration is setting up in Gambia in 
West Africa is expected to supply 
10 mil l ion eggs for the UK market, 
and 500 lbs. of dressed poultry in 
a year's time. There is along wi th 
it an arable farm which wi l l provide 
the feeding stud's required on the 
poultry farm, and a rice farm plan
ned presumably to feed the workers 
engaged in the first two. 

Apart , however, from some un
dertakings to meet the essential re
quirements of the natives in the mat
ter of housing (e.g., the wattle 
estate and cement factory mention
ed abow) , the investment is p r in 
cipally for developing the export 
resources, and not for setting up 
diversified industries to produce a 
balanced economy in the territories 
themselves. 

To be quite fair, even a cursory 
glance at the projects that the Cor
poration has on hand w i l l show 
some exceptions. The one that 
stands out is an agricultural project 
in Nigeria where the Corporation is 
carrying out an experimental land-
settlement w i t h the Government of 
the Colony combining modern 
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methods of fanning w i t h the t radi
tional system of peasant holding on 
some sort of co-operative basis. But 
the basic pattern of enterprise is that 
of plantation and mining—labour 
saving rather than labour intensive 
production, irrespective of whether 
the territories suffer from very heavy 
concentration of population or not. 
This was highlighted in the East 
African Groundnut Scheme which 
came to grief, but not for its failure 
to solve the problems of overcrowd
ed native agriculture. 

Most of these projects dovetail 
nicely wi th Britain's requirements of 
fibres, vegetable fats, minerals and 
other primary products; hardly any 
of them go beyond extraction or 
processing. Few of them are for 
working up raw materials to higher 
stages of production and helping 
the industrial development of the 
territories themselves. 

This lies at the root of the differ
ences which the Colonial Develop
ment Corporation always had wi th 
the Wor ld Bank, though on the sur
face its failure to obtain a loan from 
the latter or rather its refusal to bor
row on the terms and conditions im
posed on it were attributed to other 
and more technical reasons. The 
aims of both the Colonial Develop
ment Corporation and the World 
Bank are superficially the s a m e -
development of undeveloped areas. 
But while the latter looks to the 
eventual development of resources 
in which the US is interested as an 
importer, the former has the needs 
of British economy in view. And 
these aims may not always coincide. 

The resources of Britain's colonies 
are immense. They can be roughly 
divided into three groups, planta
tion crops, fibres, and minerals and 
metals. Plantation crops comprise 
rubber, tobacco, sugarcane, coffee, 
cocoa and vegetable oil seeds; fibres 
comprise mainly cotton and sisal; 
metals and minerals such products 
as copper, lead, zinc, t i n , manga
nese, graphite and so forth. 

Over one half of the world's total 
rubber production comes from the 
colonics, mainly from Malaya, which 
is still by far the world's largest 
source, wi th smaller amounts from 
British Nor th Borneo and Sarawak. 

Tobacco is grown mainly in the 
self-governing colony of Southern 

Rhodesia, and to a lesser extent, in 
Nyasaland and Northern Rhodesia, 
These three countries supply nearly 
7 per cent, of the world's export of 
tobacco and 25 per cent, of Britain's 
annual imports. 

British West Indies, British 
Guiana, F i j i account for about 8 
per cent, of world's output of cane 
sugar. 

The amount of coffee exported 
from East Africa and Jamaica in 
relation to world's trade is about 3 
per cent. 

Cocoa is grown in the Gold Coast 
and Nigeria (which are responsible 
for over half of the world's export) 
and also in Tr in idad and Grenada. 

Vegetable oi l seeds are exported 
by colonies in both East and West 
Africa, Malaya and British posses
sions in the Pacific. These account 
for a quarter of the world's export. 

Cotton is grown in Uganda, Tan
ganyika, Nyasaland and Kenya, but 
its staple length is more suitable to 
Indian than British spinning mills, 
while the output from Nigeria and 
the British West Indies {" sea island 
co t ton") goes almost entirely to 
Britain to feed the Manchester mills. 
Hard hemps of the sisal variety are 
produced in Tanganyika, Kenya, 
Nyasaland, Mauri t ius, the Bahamas 
and St. Helena and the exports from 
these colonies account for over one-
third of the world's trade in hard 
hemps. 

Copper, lead and zinc are mined 
in Northern Rhodesia but the mines 
depend for their coal on Southern 
Rhodesia. T i n comes from Malaya 
and Nigeria. Manganese is export
ed from the Gold Coast, i ron ore 
exists in Northern Rhodesia, Tan
ganyika, Sierra Leone and Malaya. 

Coal is mined in South Rhodesia, 
Nigeria, Malaya, Sarawak and Nor th 
Borneo. 

The colonies also possess anti
mony, bauxite, beryllium, chrome 
and cobalt among the metals and as
bestos, graphite, diamonds, soda ash, 
sulphur and talc among the mine
rals. The output of most of these 
is small. The three chief exceptions 
are—tin which accounts for 40 per 
cent, of the world's output, copper 
15 per cent, and manganese 10 per 
cent. 

Gold is mined in most of the 
African territories, particularly the 

Gold Coast. 
Most of these materials are p r i -

mary products for which no indus
tries exist in the colonies, the entire 
production is exported. A l l the 
plantations, and mines are owned 
and run by the Britishers and the 
local population, except as manual 
labour or at best as subordinate 
hands, does not enter into the pic
ture. Of the enormous wealth thus 
produced (which is only a fraction 
of the potential since vast lands 
are yet to be surveyed), only a frac
t ion goes to the local population. 

There is one feature common to 
practically all the colonial economies 
—the dependence on a single or a 
limited group of exports and hence 
on their marketing. Some form" of 
bulk purchase or forward purchase 
agreement covers the whole Or a 
large part of the colonies' principal 
export products. This often takes 
the form of forward purchase for 
several years, of the whole available 
supply, w i th varying arrangements 
about prices. The primary purpose 
of bulk purchase is to assure a mar
ket for the producers and also 
ensure steady supplies of necessary 
food and raw materials for Great 
Britain at reasonable prices. The 
agreements are not always too mani
festly in the producers' interest. They 
can also be a means of denying 
supplies to others. In recent years 
bulk purchase has provided a con
venient means of put t ing into force 
policies to overcome dollar problem 
by intensifying the colonial trade 
wi th dollar areas. 

In the post-war years the dollar 
problem has brought colonies 
to even greater prominence. They 
earn the dollars but do not use them 
as docs Bri tain and hence contri
bute in bulk towards the filling of 
the dollar gap in the external trade 
balance of Great Britain. Sir 
Stafford Cripps once said that the 
" whole future of the sterling group 
and its ability to survive, depends, 
in my view, upon a quick and ex-
tensive development of our A f r i -
can resources" (November 12, 
1947). The t ruth behind it is borne 
out by Colonial Development sche-
mes which have come into existence 
in the succeeding two years. It may 
be mentioned in passing that what 
Sir Stafford Cripps referred to was 
not African resources, but "our" 
African resources. 
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