Kerala's rubber revolution
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r/| ~ HE Rubber Research Insti-
tute of India (RRII), which is
celebrating its golden jubilee
this year, has a number of achieve-
ments to its credit.

Most significant is the develop-
ment and popularisation of the high
yielding clone RRII 105 since 1980.
The introduction of RRII 105 vir-
tually revolutionised the cultivation
of natural rubber (NR) in Kerala in
teijps of sustained increases in na-
tional average yield, production and
expansion of area.

Beyond these achievements, has
there been an intangible contribu-
tion by the RRII to the small-holder
sector?

In order to answer that, it is nec-
essary to comprehend the unique
regional and historical contexts in
which NR cultivation has been nur-
tured in Kerala, the policy regimes
and socio-economic milieu which
ensured surplus generation in the
small-holder sector.

First, unlike in the case of other
major NR producing countries, the
introduction of its cultivation in
Kerala was characterised by the ac-
tive participation of the peasantry.
Despite its colonial heritage, Indi-
ans controlled about 73 per cent of
the area under rubber even as early
as in 1946. This was contrary to the
dominant foreign ownership and
control of NR production in Malay-
sia and Indonesia during the coloni-
al period. This unique feature of
Kerala’s rubber sector, which has
accounted for more than 90 per cent
of the country’s NR production dur-
ing the last one century, had impor-
tant policy implications.

The introduction of commercial
cultivation of NR in the State in the
early 20th century coincided with a
phase of remarkable commerciali-
sation of agriculture, growth in
trading and banking, and other con-
ducive factors such as access to
general education and development
of the transport infrastructure.

The introduction of NR cultiva-
tion by the British opened up a new
vista of enterprise for the peasan-
try in the State to channel the sur-
plus generated from the
commercial cultivation of tradition-
al crops and those from trading and
banking. Three important develop-
pients during the pre-Independence
phase, namely:

» Growth of an indigenous rubber
products manufacturing industry
since the 1920s;

» bypassing of two International
Rubber Regulation Agreements (IR-
RAs); and

 statutory price regulations of
NR since 1942,

proved pivotal in the dynamic
growth of the NR sector. The cumu-
lative impact of these developments

ensured a comparatively remunera-
tive price.

The policy regime on 1, poit-In-
dependence, has been characterised
by proactive government interven-
tions under the national economic
policy for achieving the twin objec-
tives of self-sufficiency and import
substitution. The two-prbhged strate-
gy that was adopted to attain the ob-
jectives were: Increasing yield in the
traditional belt, and expansion of NR
cultivation in ~e nbn-traditional ar-
eas. Amajor breakthrough in the for-
mer was achieved with the
development and popularisation of
the clone RRII 105. The resultant
boom in planting, especially the rate
of new planting during 1980-90 was
unprecedented in the history of rub-
ber planting in the countiy since
1950.

However, the critical factor that
sustained the tempo of growth has
been a protected price policy regime
which ensured remunerative prices
as in the pre-Independence phase.

The popular adoption of RRI1 105,
with its higher yield, and protected
prices led to higher surplus genera-
tion. As the small-holder sector had
been more enthusiastic to adopt the
new clone compared to the large es-
tate sector, the potential benefits of
the higher yield and the protected
price primarily accrued to the
former.

At the other end of ttie spectrum,
this success story has been confront-
ed by three major challenges:

» Growing sub-division and frag-
mentation of holdings leading to lim-
ited options for reinvestment in the
dominant small-holder sector with an
average size of less than 0.50 hectare;

» Limited scope for new planting
in Kerala in the absence of adequate
area under favourable agro-climate;
and

» Growing market uncertainty in
NR prices since 1997 casting a shad-
ow on the hitherto observed momen-
tum in the expansion of area under
the crop.

The cumulative impact of the sur-
plus generation and the problems
arising from the three major chal-
lenges led to the channelling of the
surplus generated to non-rubber
sources of income, especially invest-
ments in the formal education of chil-
dren. The pattern of investment in a
new and sustainable source of income
by the dominant smaU-holder sector
in Kerala has been evident from vari-
ous field surveys done during the past
one decade.

The choice of disciplines for pro-
fessional education ranged from pa-
ra-medical courses to information
technology and business manage-
ment. Despite the regional variations
in the proportion of persons with pro-
fessional qualifications and employ-
ment within the small-holder sector.

the growing trend towards multipl<
sources of non-farm income var;
from employment in the country ani
abroad as well as self-employment u
a wide array of activities in the ser
vice sector.

To a large extent, the diversifiei
sources of income must have enablei
the small-holder sector withstand cri
ses during the past one decade. In
terestingly, not a single farme
suicide has been reported in the rub
ber sector even during its worst peri
od of the crisis, in 1997-2001.

Although this highlights the intan
gible contribution of RRII 105 u
terms of the feasibility of surviva
strategies adopted by the small-hold
ers, the changes also had seeds of po
tential agro-management issues. Th<
three specific issues posing challeng
es to the small-holder sector are:

# Steady increase in the share o
part-time farmers;

# Growing trend towards home
stead farms with inter-planting o
timber species; and

# Increasing dependence on hirei
labour.

While the phenomenon of increas
ing number of pari-time farmers i
the outcome of the inherent dynamic
built upon the diversification of thi
sources of income in the small-holde
households, the logical premise of thi
transmutation process leading to th<
emergence of homestead farms ha
to be located in the sub-division am
fragmentation of the holdings.

The disengagement from authenti<
peasant selfhood by the new gener
ation of small-holders led to increas
ing dependence on hired labour L
spite of the smaller size of the hold
ings. In sum, while it is commendabl
to surmise that the evolutionary dy
namics of the small-holder sector i]
Kerala has been unparalleled in thi
realm of natural rubber cultivation
the challenges sin the era of marke
integration pose serious questions oi
the compatibility of the prescribe!
agro-management systems:

(The author is Deputy Director,
Rubber Research Institute of India,
Kottayam.)
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I tute of India (HKIQ, which is

cclcbrating its golden jubilee
this year, has a number of achieve-
ments to its credit.

Most significant is the develop-
ment and popularisQtiun of the high
yielding clone RKII IOS since 1980.
The introduction of RRII 105 vir-
tually rovulutionisod tho cultivation
of nature] rubber (NR) in Korala in
terms of sustained increases in na-
tional average yield, production and
expansion of area.

Beyond these achievements, has
there been an intangible contribu-
tion by the RRII to the small-holdcr
scctur?

In ot'dcr to answer that, it is ncc-
cssary to comprehend the unique
regional and historical contexts in
which NR cultivation has been nur-

.tured in Keralu, the policy regimes

and socio-economic milieu which
ensured surplus generation in the
small-holdQr scctor.

First, unlike in tlie case of, other
major NR producing countries, the
introduction of its cultivation in
Kurala was charactoriood by tho ac<
tive participation of the peasantry.
Despite its colonial heritage, Indi-
ans controlled about 73 per cent of
the area under rubber even as early
as in 1946. This was contrary to the
dominant foreign ownership and
control of NR production in Malay-
sia and Indonesia during the coloni-
al period. This unique feature of
Kerala’s rubber scctor, which has
accounted for more than 90 per cent
of the country’s NH production dur-
ing the last one century, had impor-
tant policy Implications.

The introduction of commercial
cultivation of NI< in thu State in the
early 20th ccntury coincided with a
phase of remarkable commerciali-
sation of agriculture, growth in
trading and banking, and other con*
ducivc factors such as access to

:general education and development

of the transport infrastructure.

Tho introduction of NR cultiva-
tion by the British opened up a new
viota of entQrpriso for the poasan-
try in the State to channel the sur*
plus generated from the
commercial cultivation of tradition-
al crops and those from trading and
banking. Three Important develop*
monta during tho pro-Indopendenco
phasoi nomoly:

¢ Growth of an indigenous rubber
[>roducts manufacturing industry
ilnce the 1920s;

« bypassing of two International
lubber Regulation Agreements (IK>
I1As); and

 statutory price regulations of

since 1942,

proved pivotal in the dynamic
irowlh of tho NR sector. Tho cumu>
Mive impact of these developments

ensured a comi'arativcly remunera-
tive pricc.

The policy regime on NR, post-In-
depcndence, has been characterised
by proactive government interven-
tions under the national economic
policy for achieving the twin objec-
tives of seif-siifficiency and import
subsliluHon, Thu two-pri>ti((Cil Htroto-
gy that was adopted to attain Ilio ub-
jcctives were; lucrcusing yield in tUc
traditional belt, and expunKion of NH
cultivation in tiie non*trnditional ar-
eas. Amajor breakthrough in the for-
mer was achieved with the
development and popularisation of
the clone RRII 105. The resultant
boom in planting, especially the rate
of new planting during 1980-90 was
unprecedented in the history of rub-
ber planting in the country since
1950.

However, the critical-/actor that
sustained the tempo of growth has
been a protected price policy regime
which ensured remunerative prices
as in the prc-Indcpendence phase.

The popular adoption of RK 11105,
with its higher yield, and protected
prices led to higher surplus genera-
tion. As the small-holdcr sector had
been more cnthusiaittic to adopt the
new clone compared to the large es-
tate scctor, the potential benefits of
the higher yield and the protected
pricc primarily accrucd to the
former.

At the other end of the spcctrum,
this succcss story has been confront-
ed by three major challenges:

« Growing sub-division and frag-
mentation of holdings leading to lim-
ited options for reinvestment in the
dominant small-holder'sector with an
average size of less than 0.50 hectare;

e Limited scope for new planting
in Kuruld in the alisence of niUu]uate
iirca under favnurable ai”ro-cliniale;
and

» Growing market uncertainty in
NR priccs sincv 1997 casting a shad-
ow on lhc hitherto observed momen-
tum in the exp~tnsion of at'ca under
the crop.

The cumulative impact of the sur-
plus generation and the problems
arising from the three major chal-
lenges led to the channelling of the
surplus generated to non-rubber
sources of income, especially invest-
ments in the formal education of chil-
dren. Thu pattern of investment in a
new ond sustain;«ble sourcc of income
by tho dominant small-holdor sector
in Kornla has been evident from vari-
ous field survcyf) done during the past
one decade.

Tho choice or disciplines fui' pwu-
fessiona! cducalion ranged from pa-
ra-medical coui'ses to information
technology and business manage-
ment. Despite the regional variations
in the proportion of persons with i>ro-
fosHiunal qualifications and employ-
ment witl\it\ the small-holder scctor.

the growing trend towards multiple
sourccs of non-farm income vary
from employment in the country and
abroad as well as seif-empioymcnt in
a wide array of activities in the ser-
vice scctor.

To a large extent, the diversiHed
sourccs of income must have enabled
tho small-holdcr Keclnr williHintul crl-
seo during lhe prist one ilucndc. lu-
terestingly, not u single furmur
sulcldo has been reported in the rub-
ber sector even during its worst peri-
od of the crisis, in 1997-2001.

Although this highlights the intan-
gible contribution of RRII 105 in
terms of the feasibility of survival
strategies adopted by the small-hold-
ers, the changcs also had seeds of po-
tential agro-management issues. The
three specific issues posing challeng-
es to the small-holdcr scctor arc.

e Steady increase in the share of
part-time farmers;

e Growing trend towards home-
stead farms with inter-planting of
timber species; and

* Increasing dcpcndcnce on hired
labour.

While the phenomenon of increas-
ing number of part-time farmers is
the outcome of the inliercnt dynamics
built upon the diversification of the
sourccs of income in the small-holdcr
households, the logical premise of the
transmutation proccss leading to the
emergence of homestead farms has
to be located in the sub-division and
fragmentation of the holdings.

The disenﬁagementfrom autlicntic
peasant selfhood by the new gener-
ation of small-holders led to increas-
ing depcndcncc on hired labour in
spite of the smaller size of the hold-
ings. In sum, while it is commendable
to .surmise that tho evolutionary dy-
nnmicH of thu smull-huidur neuliir in
Kerala has been unparullelud in llie
realm of natural rubber cultivation,
the challenges sin the era of market
integration poso sorioui questions on
the compatibility of tho proscribed
agro-management systems.

(The author is Deputy Director,
Rubber Research Institute of India,
Kottayam.)





