
Mechanisation of Agriculture in Punjab 
Baldev Singh 

V A G U E promptings to mechanise 
agriculture had long been felt 

in many places. I t s immense pos
sibilities were discussed with zeal 
in the class rooms of agricultural 
colleges but the ineffeetuality of 
these discussions was evident in the 
farms maintained by these colleges. 
In the 'thirties the Khalsa College, 
which turned out graduates of agri
culture, could boast of a single 
tractor that was a gift from a 
Raja. It was a noisy machine: 
the only use it seemed to he put to 
was to run it occasionally to divert 
the students during the noon inter
val so that they kept out of mis
chief. A tractor about a decade 
ago was something even university 
undergraduates leaned out of their 
windows to see. The ploughing in 
the college farms was done by bul
locks. This was the k ind of scienti
fic agriculture taught by our aca
demic institutions. 

The British rulers had more im
portant pre-occupations than the 
improvement of Ind ian agrict l ture. 
They were quite contented wi th the 
progress they had brought by intro
ducing canal irrigation in the coun 
t ry . However they expressed their 
good intentions in this direation by 
an occasional gift of a substantial 
farm to one of their blue-eyed boys 
for the ostensible purpose of en 
eouraging new methods in agricul 
ture, though these were rewards for 
other services. The gift deeds sti
pulated scientific agriculture so 
some new gadgets were displayed 
on these farms but the experiments 
invariably failed. The failure was 
duly explained to have resulted 
from certain inherent difficulties but 
the gift was retained by the reci
pient. We believe one such farm 
was presented to the gentleman who 
was to grace later the gaddi of the 
Ministry of Agriculture. His report 
that must have argued the imprac
ticabili ty of mechanised agriculture 
in this country would make interest
ing reading today. The failures of 
such dabblings confirmed the offi
c i i ! view that mechanisation of 
farming had insurmountable odds 
against i t . The farms were too 
small and uneconomical due to 
fragmentation of holdings. The 
farmer lacked the capital required 
for buying machinery and he was 
indifferent to cooperation which 
alone could miticate this difficulty. 
There was no bore, it was conclued-
ed, of substantial mechanisation 

without ' revolutionary ' changes in 
our entire agrarian set-up. 

When the new government came 
with its high-pitched slogan of 

planned progress the advocates 
of mechanisation were happy at the 
accord in h igh places over the 
problem of agriculture. They al l 
seemed agreed that early mechanisa
tion was the only hope of provid
ing a morsel for millions of hungry 
mouths. In view of such unani
mity and the exigencies of the food 
situation., they expected last pro 
gress in this direction. Paradoxic
ally, progress on this sector was 
the slowest. The classical argu
ments against mechanisation still 
held good. Some schemes were, 
however, piloted to get around 
these difficulties. Government fin
anced tractor teams cultivated land 
at very reasonable rates that were 
payable only after the harvest, 
along wi th the and revenue. A 
very helpful venture indeed, only if 
it 'could expand. But it did not 
expand. On the contrary it shrank. 
The scheme may still be in force 
but the tractors run under it are 
today less in evidence on the fields 
than" on the premises of the district 
offices of agriculture, more or less 
broken down. 

Despite these failures and the 
patent obstacles in the way of 
mechanisation, tractors suddenly 
began to puff about in the small 
villages of Punjab. A town like 
Ludhiaua has to Jay agents for all 
makes, of tractors, whereas two 
years ago there was not one for 
any make of fac tors . Two miles 
away a village almost entirely in-
habi 'cd by refugees from West 
Punjab, with an area of not more 
than 1500 acres, has twelve trac
tors, some of them jointly owned 
by different families. Where the 
Government had failed, how did the 
peasant make both me hanisation 
and co-operation a success? How 
did this progress for which we had 
bee'i praying come about sponta-
neorslv? I t would cerainly be i n 
structive to analyse the socio-poli
tical impulses that have brought 
this about. W h y this initiative, 
localised at present, should not be 
made to grow into a countrywide 
movement? It may aid a wiser 
planning of agricuIture on which 
we intend to spend 40 per cent of 
our total investment for national 
development.. 
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As this change in Punjab has 
corne from individual init iative, it 
could most realistically be studied 
in terms of a concrete instance. 
Our village offers one example that 
explains both the failures in the 
past and the successes of the pre
sent. Our settlement in the district 
of Montgomery had the most 
h ig l i ly educated set of owners that 
could be desired any where. The 
family which owned the entire land 
had six doctors, l ive lawyers, three 
Masters of Ar t , a Doctor of Philo
sophy, and almost every member of 
the family—male or female—had a 
university degree. This group 
naturally talked a great deal acout 
progress and pioneering and occa
sionally thought of practising it too. 
I t s younger generation did not lack 
the usual tire for reform. They 
drew up a plan wi th fairly convinc
ing estimates to put the fanning of 
the village under collective manage
ment and mechanise i t . That 
would be cheaper because of lower 
overheads and in any case, not less 
productive than it was; it was 
admitted by all that the supervision 
of our farming was most lackadai
sical- It would release a number of 
active people who couId employ 
themselves more gainfully, men who 
were now tied down to their small 
patches of land. Even if they did 
not want to employ themselves 
better, they could holiday without 
care. Obvious though these advan
tages were, the plan came to nothing. 

Three main hurdles stood in the 
way. First ly, each farming unit 
was a fally organised unit, all that 
was required to run it was a l rea ly 
there, cattle, implements, houses and 
trained hands. It worked by force 
of habit, its supervi ion was for the 
fanner a very leisurely occupation. 
Collectivisation would take away his 
kingdom and give h im in retern a 
mere vote in the managing commit* 
tee of the co-operative. He would 
have to look around for a new occu
pation which was something he was 
very shy of. Secondly, farming, 
as a vocation, breeds extrerne 
individualism. It does not in ulcate 
the habit of compromise which a 
business has to develop whether he 
deals w i th his principal or his cus
tomer. So temperamental differen
ces become live issues in this com
muni ty , often causing family feuds 
that linger on from generation to 
generation. The clash of persona
lities in the villages paralysed even 
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such innocent jo in t efforts as the 
repair of the village wel l . Nobody 
could confidently say that these 
people could pu l l together in a col
lective venture which called for 
mutua l help at every step. Two of 
the landholders of our village wi th
ou t whose participation we could 
do l i t t le were not on talking terms 
w i th each other, though they were 
cousins. Th i rd ly , though the farms 
were not producing al l they could, 
they d id provide a l l that was re
quired. The farmer had no house 
rent to pay, his bread and butter 
came from the land; if his harvest 
brought h im a little less to spend 
in the town or on his son's wedding, 
it was no great hardship. The pro
mise of greater income by methods 
he was not used to, and only half 
convinced of, coul"d not incluce him 
to plunge into an adventure like 
collectivisation. Even the one 
among us who had a doctor's degree 
in sociology could not suggest a 
way to light these group prejudices. 

The landowners of my village, 
like mill ion of others, were pushed 
across the border without their 
belongings. If they carried any 
th ing wi th them it was all consumed 
during the three years they were 
without a settled home. Four of 
them were allotted land in the same 
village in East Punjab. This group 
includes the two consins, who did 
not talk to each other. They were 
given the land when they could just 
catch up w i t h the next sowing. 
The lands had been ly ing fallow 
for three years, and were so weedy 
that only heavy tractors could clean 
them that year. the bullock ploagh 
would need three years to do that. 
An attempt to cultivate them in 
the old way would need th i r ty 
pairs of bullocks and as many men 
to follow the ploughs. Besides the 
in i t i a l investment, and the unbear
able maintenance costs, the prob
lem of management, wi th the local 
labour as unreliable as it was, would 
be formilable . The land could not 
be given to tenants because once the 
latter took possession of i t , there 
was no turning them out. Bo th the 
Government and public opinion were 
behind the tenants. None in this 
group was in a position to buy a 
tractor singlehanded and run it for 
a year without any retarns. If any 
use was to be made of this land, 
resources h i d to be pooled. So 
leaving exhaustive plans for co ope
rat ion to develop in their own time, 
they put together their hard cash 
and bought a tractor If no collec-
tive farming was possible, they rea
soned, the machine could be sold, 
and in the meanwhile they would 

have reclaimed their lands. They 
were dr iven to act together by sneer 
necessity. At that time they were 
convinced by no means that all 
out co-operation would be possible 
among them, because they turned 
down the proposal that al l their 
lands and resources be put together 
and registered as a co-operative 
society. They were not confident 
that w i t h years of distrust and 
bitterness behind them, they would 
be able to keep fai th as partners. 
However they worked together 
tentatively. The first crop was a 
failure due to lack of rain but the 
joint effort was a success. W i t h i n 
six months of i t , they were com 
pletely converted to co-operation. 
The next year all the four partners 
voluntarily made over their land 
and equipment for ten years to be 
managed by a co-operative society. 
Only one of them kept some fifty 
acres for private farming. He 
thought of t ry ing intensive cultiva
tion which is not possible on a large 
farm. Once everyone's entire 
assets were invested jo in t ly they 
became a perfect working team. 
No body was prepared to endanger 
for temperamental incompatibil i ty 
the working of the enterprise which 
was now the only hope of their 
rehabilitation. Another six months 
passed and the intensive cultivation 
enthusiast offered to put in the-
land be had kept for his experi
ment. He had discovered that for 
his private farm he had to buy a 
tractor and a water-pumning set 
and to maintain me h a n i s . In 
short his fifty acres had to bear the 
burden of an organisation that fell 
to the share of a hundred-and-fifty 
acres of the co-operative farm. He 
could hope to gain only if he pro
duced thrice as much per acre as 
the joint farm, which was too much 
to hope. 

Here was an example of people 
who had turned down in the days 
of their prosserity a profitable plan 
for cooperation backed by a good 
deal of sincere if ealism and can 
yassing but came to accept it when 
it became a practical necessity. 
This instance is symbolic of what is 
happening in Panjab in refugee 
settlements. Apart from the refu
gee, there is another class of farmer 
who is mechanising desperately be
cause he is threatened w i t h extinc
tion if he does not do so. It is the 
b ig landlord. He possessed more 
land than he needed, more than 
what was good for h i m . His 
tenants d i d the farming and at the 
harvest he got his share without 
having done any thing. H i s was 
an ideal insecure life which he pass

ed hobnobbing wi th the officials 
when he was in his village, and 
dawdling in the clubs and hotels 
when he was in town. A dream of 
unlimited leisure and secure, un
earned income. Things have chang
ed for h i m overnight. The tenant 
no more feels l ike sharing his har
vest wi th h im and often seriously 
questions the right of this man to 
lands that he never ti l ls. The times 
are against the big landlord and he 
knows that sooner or later he w i l l 
be left w i t h only that much of land 
that is actually cultivated by h im . 
So he turns out as many tenants as 
he can and goes in for tractors 
which alone can bring large areas 
under his personal control. 

The recent spurt in mechanisation 
in Punjab, therefore, springs from a 
sudden change in objective condi
tions. The refugee has to start 
afresh'. Being comparatively speak
ing a pioneer, having once before 
done new things in the colonised 
district, he is not afraid of t ry ing 
new methods. Today when he 
compares costs, he finds that capital 
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investment per acre is the same 
both for tractor and bullock cul t i 
vat ion and the cost of maintenance 
is not higher for i t , though cult iva
t ion by tractor is incomparably 
superior. The greatest advantage is 
the absence of management head
ache. He runs his own tractor, 
which does everything for h i m unt i l 
the harvest when floating labour is 
easily available. The b ig landlord 
has nothing to lose by this change
over. Capital investment does not 
matter for h im, and personal super
vision of farming gives h im some
thing more than mere profits—a 
hope for the future. This move
ment towards mechanisation should 
succeed because it is dictated by 
the needs of the situation. It is 
motivated by a stronger instinct 
than love of progress. The men 
behind it w i l l do all that is humanly 
possible to make it a success be
cause their future is irretrievably 
bound wi th i t . Both the refugee 
and the big landlord are doomed, 
if mechanisation fails. 

Turning to the wider problem, if 
similar stakes are there for other 
people in other places, probably 
they too w i l l behave identically. 
For instance, if the zamindar 
whose right to his land is going to 
be abolished is given an alternative 
that he could retain his holdings if 
he raised a part icular quota of food-
grain on his lands, he w i l l make a 
desperate b id to keep his lands. 
Should it require sinking tube-
wells, buying tractors, or manuring 
his fields, he would not lag behind. 
Should such an alternative be tried, 
it would be a positive step towards 
the solution of our acutest problem, 
the problem of food shortage. If 
the zamindar is a dead horse that 
wi l l never pul l again, let the same 
stakes be placed before the new 
owners of his lands, namely the 
tenant. The mere transfer of pro
prietary rights from the zamindar to 
the tenant is going neither to en
courage me hanisation nor to i n 
crease agricultural production. 

Cotton Textile Prices 

Owing to unusual and artificial 
conditions prevailing in the Egypt
ian cotton market, the Government 
of Ind ia have decided that the usual 
practice of adopting the Egypt ian 
cotton prices ru l ing in the first week 
of the month prior to the quarter 
for which cotton textile prices are 
fixed, w i l l not be adopted for the 
coming quarter. 

Sanity in Open Market Operations 
P. A. Seshan 

THE outstanding development of 
the week is the resumption of 

open market operations by the Re
serve Bank and the token purchases 
of 3 per cent 1986 at Rs 80. A 
fortnight ago, the Reserve Bank had 
issued a communique stating that 
it was responsible for the main
tenance of the Government's credit 
and that it would be prepared to 
support gilt-edged prices if it was 
found necessary to do so at any 
stage. The communique added 
that the Reserve Bank was " w a t c h 
ing the developments in the money 
m a r k e t " and that the needful 
wou ld be done when considered 
desirable. 

At the meeting of the represen
tative of scheduled banks, the i n 
surance companies and the Reserve 
Bank of Ind ia , held on many occa
sions recently, there was no indica
t ion of the att i tude the Reserve 
Bank would take. It was naturally 
apprehended that the Government 
were encouraging speculation and 
holders of Government securities 
were obliged to suffer heavy losses 
unnecessarily. 

What exactly is the. policy behind 
the Reserve Bank's latest move is 
not clear though commonsense de
mands that this policy should obvi
ously be aimed at securing a new 
alignment for gilt-edged 'prices and 
at determining the new basis of 
interest yields. On a quotation of 
Rs 80 for 3 per Cent 1986 the tun 
ning yield works out to 3.7.5 per 
cent against the bank rate of 3.5 
per cent. Even before the bank 
rate was raised to its present level, 
the yield on 3 per cent 1986 was 
higher than the bank rate though in 
the halcyon days the yield on long-
term loans was definitely lower than 
on medium-loans and the highest 
level touched by 3 1/2 per cent. Paper 
was Rs 108- These days w i l l never 
return and are not desired to return. 
But it is curious that there should 
be a disposition to undertake the 
losses resulting from the decline in 
gilt-edged values when the Govern
ment has in effect cut its nose to 
spite its face. 

It may be that the Government 
is in a position to afford the loss 
sustained in the recent debacle. But 

the objective of dearer money would 
be defeated if the Government is 
busy only in acquiring gilt-edged 
securities and not effecting a dis
persal of ownership. As matters 
stand, it is very unlikely that i n 
stitutional investors would be pre
pared to add to their portfolios 
pending a clarification of the out
look and a definite assurance that 
there wi l l be no further losses. 

Banks would certainly hesitate to 
add to their holding of gilt-edged 
securities unless money was going 
abegging and alternative sources of 
investment were unremunerative or 
insecure. As far as insurance com
panies are concerned, there is still 
a very h igh ratio of investment in 
government securities to the total 
of their assets, especially in the 
case of the bigger life offices and 
the statutory provision need not be 
observed in certain cases, though 
there may still be an anxiety to buy 
gilt-edged. Formerly, about 75 
per cent of the fresh funds were 
invested in government secu
rities. Now there w i l l he only the 
barest m i n i m u m , w i t h the result , 
the Government cannot expect any 
further enquiry for gilt-edged f rom 
sources other than the insurance 
companies. It remains to be seen 
how the funding operations w i l l be 
carried out and how fresh loans 
would be planned. 

If the deflationary psychology 
results in prices coming down all 
round and a relatively higher level 
of money incomes is maintained at 
the same time, there may probably 
be an increase in savings in those 
sections of society which have been 
the supporters of the stock and 
money markets in the past. It is 
perhaps too early to expect such a 
development. Confidence a l s o 
might be slow in returning after the 
happenings in the past few years. 

M o r e than ever, the Government 
w i l l have to depend on the pro
ceeds of the national savings certi
ficates for financing its projects and 
it is not unlikely that the servicing 
of the debt may become costlier, 
thanks to dearer money. 

In regard to the reaction to the 
new policy of the Reserve Bank, the 
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