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For formulating a practical programme of using rural manpower for development it is necessary to take a 
dis-aggregated view of the unemployment and underemployment situation in the rural areas. The charcteristics of 
the problem and consequently the solutions relevant will differ depending on whether we are considering one 
section of the rural population or another. 

The broad approach suggested below is to encourage cultivators to take to more intensive cultivation and 
to supplement it with dairying and similar activities. 

For agricultural labourers a programme on the lines of the rural works programme included in the 
Third Plan, with a portfolio of quick-maturing projects which will also make intensive agriculture possible, is 
proposed. The programme will have to provide for training to form elementary skills and develop organisational 
abilities. 

The artisan classes should be covered by a programme of rural industries which will take into account 
their existing skills and will aim at developing and diversifying them with remunerative employment throughout 
the year. 

A MAJOR concern of planning in 
this country has been, and must 

remain, the proper utilisation of man-
power for economic growth and for 
providing gainful employment to the 
population in the working age-group. 
While setting the objective of fuller 
employment the consideration of econo
mic welfare has also been kept in 
mind since, because of the very size of 
the work-force in our country, i t w i l l 
never be possible to provide workers 
an adequate l iving except by giving 
them gainful jobs to do. In spite of 
all the concern wi th the problem, this 
is precisely the field in which planning 
has made the least impact. The fact 
of mounting unemployment is too well-
known to need any elaborate statistical 
evidence. Yet to suggest the broad 
dimensions of the problem, one may 
mention that the Second Plan began 
wi th a backlog of 5.3 mil l ion un
employed. At the beginning of the 
Th i rd Flan, unemployment, rural and 
urban, was reckoned at 8 mi l l ion . 
There has been an addition of 17 m i l 
lion to the country's labour-force dur
ing the Th i rd Plan period. But em
ployment opportunities created do not 
seem to have exceeded 13 mi l l ion OT 
SO. Thus 4 mil l ion more unemployed 
have been added to the backlog of 8 
mil l ion w i t h which the Thi rd Plan 
started, making a total of 12 mil l ion. 
Nor is there in the draft of the Fourth 
Plan any evidence to suggest that a 
significant dent w i l l be made on the 
backlog of unemployment. According 
to its framers, the Plan would be con
sidered a success if it could provide 
jobs to the new entrants to labour-
force, numbering about 23 mi l l ion . 

The lack of gainful opportunities 
for employment is common both to the 
urban as well as rural areas, though 
the nature and characteristics of the 
employment problem differ in the two 
areas. The acuteness of unemployment 
in urban areas becomes obvious be
cause a large part of the unemloy-

merit is overt. The problem is not 
less serious in the rural areas where 
most of the unemloyment is in the 
guise of under-employment coupled 
wi th meagre purchasing power. 

Of the total rural work-force, num
bering nearly 162. mil l ion workers (in 
1961), about 79 per cent were engag
ed in agricultural activities. Of these, 
nearly 60 per cent were cultivators 
and 19 per cent agricultural labourers. 
Of the rest about 6 per cent got em
ployment in household and cottage in 
dustries, and the remaining 15 per 
cent, were engaged in construction, 
trade, commerce and service, etc. To 
provide adequate employment to this 
labour-force needs very careful plan
ning. There are economic as well as 
social factors which have to be given 
due recognition in any attempt at 
rural manpower utilisation. The unem
ployment or under-employment situa
tion among different categories of 
rural workers differs as it does from 
one industrial category to another. 
The problem, therefore, has to be 
disaggregated. 

Cultivators Should Stick to Farming 
From data collected during the 

Farm Management Surveys in eight 
States, Maharashtra, Madras, Punjab, 
U P, West Bengal, Andhra Pradesh, 
Orissa and Bihar, it seems that on an 
average effective work on the farm 
ranges from 100 to 250 standard days 
(of 8 hours). The number of days in 
a year when the farm family worker 
is unemloyed ranges from 100 to 150 
standard days. It w i l l be wrong to 
conclude from this data that most 
farm family labourers w i l l be available 
for off-farm jobs for all these days. 
This is because the days of unemploy
ment are arrived at after totalling the 
hours of employment each day and 
converting them into standard days of 
eight hours To these are added hours 
(converted in to standard days) spent 
on social activities and hours (again 
converted in to standard days) when 

the respondent was not available for 
work due to sickness, etc. The re
sidual figure is considered as the unem
ployment during the year. Thus, hours 
of unemployment are spread practically 
through-out the working days of the 
year though wi th differing intensity. 
It is not as if a continuous period of 
100 to 150 days is available for off-
the-farm jobs. 

Even if it were possible to have a 
continuous period of 100 to 150 days 
of unemployment it is doubtful if the 
cultivators would opt for off-the-farm 
employment if they could help i t . 
Several studies by the different Agro-
Economic Research Centres, other i n 
stitutions and scholars clearly show 
that from the social point of view cul t i 
vators above the rank of marginal farm
ers, the latter being strictly agricultur
al labourers rather than cultivators, 
consider it "beneath them" to offer 
themselves for non farm employment, 
specially in construction type of acti
vities. 

Even if they accept employment in 
the cottage industries during the i n 
termittents periods of unemployment, it 
is doubtful if it would be of much 
avail. Even in these traditional indus
tries it is desirable to aim at ski l l -
formation which comes wi th continu
ous work on a job for a long period of 
time. Off-and on employment in a 
traditional industry wi l l not be of much 
help to farmers economically nor w i l l 
it expand the pool of skills in the in
dustry. What is worse, it may affect 
the efficiency of agricultural operations 
adversely. 

Economically more justifiable would 
be a programme for intensifying agri
culture by the introduction of irriga
t ion, intensive use of inputs and better 
care of land. Coupled w i th the inten
sification of agriculture stress w i l l have 
to be laid on encouraging supplement
ary occupations like dairying and ani
mal husbandry. In the Farm Manage
ment Surveys it has been clearly shown 

983 



June 19, 1965 T H E E C O N O M I C W E E K I Y 



T H E E C O N O M I C W E E K L Y June 19, 1965 

that differences in the number of days 
employed on irrigated and unirrigated 
farming is quite considerable. For in 
stance, in case of wheat, gram, jowar, 
cotton, cholam and ragi, man-hour 
employment on irrigated crops is easily 
2 to 3 times that on unirrigated crops. 

Two conclusions emerges from this. 
In the, first place, distribution of atten
t ion and time among various occupa
tions which arc not integrally related 
wi th each other is not very helpful. 
Second, the most important measure to 
give fuller employment to cultivators is 
the spread of irrigation and intensive 
use of inputs. As supplementary voca
tions, the cultivators should be en
couraged to take to dairying, animal 
husbandry, pisciculture and poultry. 

The next important group of rural 
workers, agricultural labourers, faces 
the problem of unemployment and low 
income in a more acute form. Accord
ing to the 1961 census, agricultural 
labourers numbered more than 305 
lakhs. By now their number must 
have increased at least by 10 per cent. 
This is undoubtedly the most disad
vantaged section of the rural popula
t ion. Several studies in this field sug
gest that employment of agricultural 
labourers is no higher than that of the 
cultivators; in fact it is lower. And 
per capita income of agricultural la
bourers is much lower than that of 
cultivators which itself is meagre. 

There are two or three characteristics 
of agricultural labourers which should 
be kept in view while devising any 
programme of rural manpower utilisa
t ion affecting this section of the 
labour-force. In the first place, this is 
not only economically the weakest sec
tion but is socially on the lowest rungs 
of the rural society. It is in fact a 
floating mass not particularly attached 
to any vocation and can be, wi th some 
persuation, mobilised for any type of 
unskilled labour. Because of the low 
aspiration level, this section is supposed 
to be characterised what has come to 
be known as "the backward-sloping 
supply-curve of labour" it: responds 
inversely to rise in employment oppor
tunities and higher wages once the 
minimum needs are satisfied. This 
characteristic, however, is fast dis
appearing wi th the impact of urbani
sation and modernisation to which 
even agricultural labourers have not 
been immune. Therefore, they should 
be considered as available for any type 
of un-skilled work. For the present, 
however, the employment opportunities 
as wel l as wage-levels of these work
ers are directly related to the profit
abil i ty of agriculture in the particular 
area. 

Agricul tural labour faces a continu
ous period of unemployment which 
more or less, coincides wi th the slack 
season in agriculture. The duration of 
the slack season in various parts of 
the country ranges from two to eight 
months depending largely upon i r r i 
gation and the crop pattern. For the 
larger part of the country, the latter 
figure is more relevant; it also ind i 
cates, broadly, the period of unem
ployment faced by agricultural labour
ers. The continuous period of unem
ployment spread practically through 
the slack season facilitates mobilisation 
of this work-force for gainful employ
ment. 

The above characteristics of agricul
tural labour provide certain guide
lines for a programme of utilisation of 
this section of rural manpower. The 
programme devised has to be, perforce, 
highly labour intensive. It should be 
dispersed in such a way that it is w i t h 
in walking distance of the population 
it seeks to cover. This condition is 
particularly necessary to overcome 
inertia and apathy. It should be a pro
gramme which can be completed w i t h 
in the duration of the slack season in 
the particular region and should 
strengthen agriculture. It w i l l have an 
indirect impact on underemployment 
of cultivators and w i l l promise fuller 
employment to labour in agriculture. 
Of course. in the choice of pro-
grammes a degree of flexibility w i l l 
have to be maintained, depending 
largely on the population and the 
area to be covered. 

Failure of Rural Works 
Since 1960-61 a Rural Works pro

gramme has been in operation wi th 
more or less the same objectives is I 
have mentioned above. This programme 
unfortunately has not met wi th any 
perceptible success. As against the 
target of providing employment for 
100 days to 2.5 mil l ion workers in 
the Third Plan, total employment 
generated t i l l 1964-65 is not more 
than 3.5 lakhs. lt is envisaged that 
during the fourth Plan, the programme 

. w i l l receive high priority. More than 
1,500 blocks are l ikely to be covered 
and something like Rs 250 crores 
wi l l be spent on i t . The target is to 
provide 5 mil l ion rural workers 
employment for 100 days by the end 
of the Plan. This target in itself seems 
quite impressive, but in view of the 
dimensions of the problem of unem
ployment and under-employment even 
if i t is fulfilled i t w i l l bring only 
modest relief. It is all the more 
necessary, therefore, that rigorous 
standard should be set in coverage of 

population, selection of areas and 
choice of projects. 

It follows from what has been said 
above that agricultural labourers 
qualify for this type of programme 
more that any other section of rural 
population. Therefore, the existance 
of a large number of agricultural 
labourers should be the most important 
criterion for the selection of areas. 
Similarly, the projects selected should 
be such as create the potential for 
future development of the region and 
fuller employment of labour so that 
the programme does not remain merely 
a relief programme but becomes an 
economic programme in the true sense 
of the term. The selection of the pro
jects wi l l be conditioned by several 
consideration, viz, they should be 
labour-intensive, quick maturing, and, 
preferably, conducive to development 
of more intensive agriculture in the 
area. 

There is another aspect which also 
should be kept in mind, namely the 
objective of skill-formation. The pro
gramme should be so devised that at 
least the elimentary skills, e g those 
of masons, brick-layers, ordinary 
surveyors, etc, should be imparted to 
the workers on the site, so that the 
programme w i l l be helpful in trans
forming the out look of the participants 
and in enhancing their capacities. 
Development of organisational skills 
and leadership should also find a 
suitable place in the programme. As 
the programme is phased over five 
years, it should be the aim that at 
least in the later years the skilled or 
semi-skilled workers needed are 
recruited and trained from among the 
workers who came to work in the 
earlier years. 

In this connection it w i l l be worth
while to experiment with a labour crop 
employed all the year round in the 
construction of works of quick-matur
ing nature This crop should be 
organised in those areas where the 
problem of surplus agricultural labour 
is particularly acute. In such areas it 
may happen that the prospects for 
intensive agriculture and consequent 
increase in agricultural labour require
ment may not be there and so structural 
changes in the economy have to be 
initiated. This w i l l be facilitated by a 
labour crop working all through the 
year in construction projects 'and 
attracting to their ranks even the 
small and marginal farmers who may, 
if assured year-round employment, 
dispose of their tiny bits of land. In 
this way the programme can indirectly 
help in init iating radical structural 
changes. There is no desire to deprive 
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agriculture of its normal labour 
requirements. 

Artisan Classes 
Another important group whose 

labour-time can be utilised for deve
lopment is that of the artisans and crafts
men. They constitute about 6.1 per 
cent of the total rural labour-force. 
They pursue a number of crafts, most 
of which have not received any direct 
aid or support from government or 
quasi-government agencies. It is for 
this group that the programme of 
cottage and rural industries should be 
specially oriented. 

The artisans have the tradition of 
such activity behind them. The identi
fication of occupation wi th caste is st i l l 
a real phenomenon in the rural areas. 
It w i l l be difficult to interest any 
major group in the rural areas in rural 
industries wi th as much ease as the 
artisan castes. Further, they can 
pursue these activities exclusively and 
round the year which, again, no other 
group in the rural areas w i l l be able 
to do. The advantage of the year-
round pursuit of one particular acti
vi ty as against division of interest has 
already been pointed out. Thi rd , the 
artisans have the elementary skills for 
the type of industries which can be 
developed wi th l i t t le effort and atten
tion. Wherever small scale or cottage 
industries have developed rapidly the 
artisan castes have been the first to 
take the advantage of them, In Punjab 
and in parts of Gujarat where such 
industries are becomming important 
the artisan castes have taken the lead. 
Finally, a class of people fully devoted 
to and specialising in small industries 
in the villages w i l l also help, indirect
ly, in encouraging farmers to use ordi
nary mechanical appliances which can 
supplement human and bullock labour 
more fully since the servicing and 
minor repair of these appliances wi l l 
no longer be a deterrant. 

Conclusion 
For formulating any practical pro

gramme of utilisation of rural man
power for development, it is neces
sary to take a dis-aggregated view 
of the rural unemployment and under
employment situation. The characteris
tics of the problem and consequently 
the solutions offered differ from one 
class to another and have to be viewed 
in the specific context of the locality 
and the region. The broad policy ap
proach suggested is to encourage the 
cultivators to go for more intensive 
cultivation and supplement it by 
dairying and similar activities. For 
agricultural labourers a programme 

on the lines of the rural works pro
gramme uncluded in the Third Plan 
with a portfolio of quick maturing 
projects, which also help make 
intensive agricultural possible, for each 
locality, is proposed. The programme 
must provide for training which may 
lead to formation of elimentary skills 

and development of organisational 
abilities. For the . artisan class it is 
proposed that they should be covered 
by a programme of rural industries 
which takes into account their existing 
skills and develops them further 
while providing them remunerative 
employment round the year. 
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