December 8, 1979

Operation Barga

A Comment

Subas Chattopadbyay

ASIM MUKHOPADHYAY has drawn
a gloomy picture of the West Bengal
goverament’s Operation Barga (OB) or
the programme of rapid recording of
sharccrappers) But what he has writ-
ten is hardly convincing to those who
have some knowledge about the barga-
recarding  under the OB. Mukho-
padhyay savs that the OB had raised
high hopes among the peasantry be-
cause, unlike earlier land reform mea-
sures, it seemed to be a better thought
out and determined attack on agrarian
problems and secmed to have the
sincere support of the parties in the
Left Front in the state. He further
adds that during his first visit to difle-
rent parts of the state at the beginn-
ing of the OR he had noted extraordi-
nary jubilation among the prasantry
but a second visit after a few months
revealed a sharp fall in the people's
morale. This statement seems to be an
cxaggeration.

Tt was during the regime of the
second United Front (UF) government
rhat an extraordinary jubilation among
the peasantry was seen. At that time
the movement for unearthing excess
londs held by the landlords-jotedars
over the ceiling raised  high hopes
amongst the peasantry. The regime of
the first UF government also, Lo some

extent.  witnessrd  such  jubilation.
Whatever might have been the result
of thiy extraordinary jubilation, the

sharecroppers, poor peasants and agri-
caltural labourers have been cautious
in their movements since 1972. Even
afier the victory of the Left Front in
the state assembly elections of 1977
and the recent panchayat elections,
no such jubilation has been found
amongst the toiling masses of West

Bengal. But this does not mean that
they have done awae® with class
struggle. In fact class struggle is

increasing day by day. But the people
have alrcady been trained, up to a
great extent, to carry on their move-
‘ment in 2 verv calculated way, in
which extraordina-v jubilation does
not find any place.

Operation Barga is not an exception.
Rather it has to be made clear that
there are many impediments to a ra-
pid recording of sharecrappers.
Through successive amendments the
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West Bengal Land Reforms Act has
become reaily beneficial to the barga-
dars. All sorts of safeguards for the
bargadars have been provided in this
Act. Recording of bargadars climinates
all possibilities of their being evicted
fram the lands which they cultivate.

In spite of this the recording in the
last Scttlement Operation was very
poor. There is no correct estimate of
the total number of bargadars in the
state. It may be somewhere in the
range 2.2 to 3.5 million. But only 0.4
million had been recorded before the
initiation of the OB. There are mainly
three rcasons for this state of affairs:
(1) lack of awareness among the bar-
gadars about their rights, (2) fear of
reprisal by the landowners, and (3)
cconomic  dependence on the land-
owners.® Very few bargadars know
thut recording of their names gives
them  protection against  cviction.
Fear of reprisal by the landowners is
a serious impédiment to barga-record-
ing. The bargadars are cxploited by
the landowners in various ways. The
common method of cxploitation s
that they are given a lower share of

pr9du:c than they arc cntitied to.
The Jandowners are apprchensive
that if the names of the bargadars

are recorded. they would not be able
to continue the exploitation by giving
a lower share of the produce as be-
fore. Therefore, they are determined
ta thwart all attempts to record the
names of bargadars. In many cases,
the landowners resort to economic
pressures on the bargadars and to
intimidating and  threatening  and
even physical assaults on them or
setting fire to their houses and start-
ing criminal and civil cases against
them. Economic dependence of the
bargadars on the landowners is an-
other impediment to barga-recording.
The bargadurs are mostly perpetually
indebted to their landowners. If in
times of need, the landowners refuse
to give loans in cash or kind to the
bargadars, they are left with no other
source from which they can borrow.
% an indcbted bargadar comes for-
ward to record his name, his relation
with the landowner becomes strained
and his source of borrowing dries up.
Obviously an Indebted bargadar will be
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reluctant to have his pame recorded.

In such circumstances, the tradi-
tional method of the Settlement
Opcration for barga-recording would
have been quite incffective in bringing

about tangible results,  Earlizr expe.
rience of the Settlement Oprration
had convinced the top land relormy
officials in the state that all posuble
cfforts would  have to be made to
educate the bargadars about their

rights, hefore embarking on OB which
was 2 scrious  political  task set by
the Left Front government. At the
same time. the attitude of the gov-
ernment officials required thorough
change. They should learn bow the
people for whom they work would
react to them. An armosphere would
have to be created in which poor peo-
ple could speak freely to them.

With a view to educating the barga-
dars and bringing about the desired
changes in the attitudes of the lan¢
reforms officials. reorientation camp
had been organmised in the districts
with the participation. in ecach camp,
of 30 to 40 poor villagers like barga-
dars, landless agricultural  labourers,
and small allottees of government
vested lands, and about 15 officials ar
the field level like junior land reforms
officers. kanungos and agricultural ex-
tension officers. For free exchange of
views, all the participants in a camp
stayed together for three days in the
same premises without any distinction
between an officer and a peasant. The
non-officials were actively involved in
the deliberations of the camps. They
narrated their cyperiences with rega
to their demands and rights, disgser
their problems  of cultivation o
made appraisal of the existing methe!
of barga.recording. In the first Rorn-
entation camp® which was held @
Malusai in Polba PS in the districh
ol Hooghly from May 18 to 20, 1978
it was supgested that if a special drive
for barga-recording was made by set-
ring up camps in areas inhabited by
sharecroppers -and agricultural labour
ers belonging to backward classes. the
brrpadars who were afraid of record-
ing their names might come forward
now for registration. On the basis of
this suggestion, follow-up action was
immediately taken. A special camp was
organised in mouza Patnabhairabpur
PS Polba on June 8 and 9. 1978
Wide publicity for the camp was given
by beating of drums, distribution of
leaflets and personal  contact. The
participants of the Halussi reorient
don camp helped very much in orga-




osio¢ the peasants. About 200 barga-
&, mostly belonging to the schedul-
of ¢htes and scheduled tribes, came
m €roups and pot their names record-
of The owners of the lands  which
e hargadars were cultivating were
wen time. during the camp, for fil-
3¢ objection to the recording, if any.
\hout 35 objections were submitted
+. the landowners. Afrer proper veri-
saton they were disposed of and the
~imes of 151 bargadars were gecorded
-n the Patnabhairabpur mouza.

The this  special camp
feee very encourading.  Subsequently
wme operational decisions relating to
wtemne the process of recording of
hadars were taken in the workshop
cn measuzes on land reforms held at
the headquarters of the Directorate of

results of

Lind Records and Surveys.t It was
decrded to organise camps of 3 o 4
dys' duration in carefully  selected

sonty pockets  having heavy inci-
dence of bargadars.  Squads manned
b kanuncos, jumor land reforms offi-
s amins and clerical staff under the
tadership of an officer of the rank of
Spectal Revenue Officer Grade 11 of
Subdivinional  Land  Reforms  Officer,

sould take up the work of braga-
rootding in these pockets. A squad
ageed to one pocket would take up

pleferably a group of mouzas at a
ume. Wide publicity would be given
i the arca by orpanising group meet-
ngs. by beanng of drums. by person-
mperson contact with the bargadars
and by umng the services of the mobile
sns of the state government’s Depart-
ment af Information and Culture. The
pubhaty would end with an evening
meeting with the bargadars at a place
cr the habitats of the intended
seafaaries,  In this  meeting  the
_mts of bargadars and the legal and
woaomic benefits that the bargadars
weald derive would be clearly ex-
flined.

, Onc year's experience of the OB has
proved the efficacy of the above
methodalogy., Evening mectings in the
selected areas have resulted in boost-
int the morale and raising the level
o consciousness of the bargadars.
They have been more organised under

tbe OB than before. But Mukho-
mdhyay gives a completely different
Meture : “Everywhere they seem to be

in the grip of despair and confusion
and are cngaged in  bitter quarrels
among themselves over narrow persa-
n3l gain " He claims that multiple re-
¢ording 1s a very h

Did he really visit thesc arcas before
bringing such serious allegation against
the OB? Perhaps he does not know
that after holding the evening meeting
of the bargadars in cach area. applica-
tions are collected from them for re-
cording their names, particulars  of
which are displayed in the locality for
information of the intcrested parties to
enable them to filc objections. {f any.
Field enquiry is thereafter undertaken
by the squad officers and the names
of the applicants who are found to be
genuine bargadars are recorded. Barga-
certlficates are then issued to them.
The wide publicity which precedes
barpa-recording leaves very little scope
for fake recording. Moreover, multipie
recording is out of question. There is
no provision in the Land Reforms Act

for recording more than onc name
on a plot of barga-land. Mukhopa-
dhyay's  report of infighting among

poor peasants over sharecropping rights
in the irripated zones where the land-
lords generally grow ‘boro’ crop beside
the traditional *aman’ crop and employ
different sharecroppers  for the two
crops. also seems to be baseless, be-
cause it is the usual practice to record
the name of that person who works
as a bargadar on a plot of barga-land
in the ‘aman’ season. If a different per-
son works on the same land in the
‘boro® season, his name is not record-
ed.

Mukhopadhyay says that the infight-
ing among poor peasants over narrow
personal gain has been “a development
that has very much pleased the forces
of reaction”. But he himsclf reports
that as soon as thc OB was launched,
“disgruntled landowners sought the
intervention of the Calcutta High
Court against the recording operation™
and that whenever “the new reform
tried to make any hcadway. volleys of
injunctions from the High Court obs-
tructed its progress”. What does this
mean? The landowners' attempt to
obstruct the progress of the OB
through the intervention of the High
Court is a dear indication that the
OB has been quite helpful in intensi-
fying class struggle in the rural Bengal.
The jotedars have clearly realised that
if they fail to thwart the progress of
barga-recording, they would be no
more in a position to bring the poor
peasants to heel. Therefore they have
not only sought the intcrvention of the
High Court but also tried to thwart
the progress of the OB in other ways.
Faor i officers and other staff

m the Bangar area in the South 24-
Parganas and recording- @f fake share-
froppers  has been done in Surl and
Khoirasol regions of Dirbhum district.

engaged in the OB have been man-
handled by henchmen of landowners
in at least 17 places. About 80. per-
sons, most of them being CPI(M)

workers and supporters.,  have  been
murdered. The retaliatory actions taken
by the landowners have no doubt ham-
pered the progress of the OB but the
overall performance in barga-recording
under the OB has been quite encour-
ng. During the 11 months preced-
ing August 1979, 7.32,955 barpadars
were recorded in 30,795 mouzas in
which the total number of bargadars
recorded in the last Settlement Opera-
tion had been only 2,41.672. Thus there
has been a nearly three-fold increase in
recording under the OB compared to
that under the Settlement Operation.

Top officials of the Land Reforms
Department expect that by the time
the OB is completed. the names of
another 2 to 3 lakh bargadars will be
recorded. They apprehend  that even
then about 50 per cent of the existing
bargadars will remain unrecorded for
various reasons. But these officials are
of the firm opinion that the allega-
tions ugainst the OB arc entirely fals
Of course, violation of the regulations
which are supposed to govern OB can-
not Le raled out when lakhs of inter-
ested porsons are involved. Such  at-
tempts were made in a very small num-
ber of cascs but the minister in charge
ot the land reforms department im-
mediately intervened and things were
set right. The huge task involved in
thc OB also leaves ample scope for
genuvine mistakes. The incidence of
such mistakes may have been quile
considerable. Dut the OB procecdings
are followed by four other stages of
work, »iz, Khanapurt-Bujharat, attesta-
tion, draft publication and final publi-
cation of the rccords. If there is a
genuine mistake or a viglation of re-
gulatiops 1n the OB proceedings. it
can be pointed out or chailenged by
the interested person at any subsequent
stage of the work. In fact many
genuine mistakes in the OB proceed-
ings have been corrected as and when
pointed out.

Mukhopadhyay also wants to con-
fuse his readers about the objective of
the OB when he obliquely points out
that it has failed to bring about any
definite change in the economic condi-
tion of the downtrodden. He conceals
the fact that the OB was conccived as
a crash propramme for recording of
bargadars within a specified time frame
and not as a mcasure for bringing
about any definite change in the eco-
nomic condition of the bargadars. The
Left Front government has attached
utmost importance and urgency to the
recording of bargadars for two reasons:
(1) once a bargadar is recorded as a
bargadar and given a certificate it be-
comes more difficult for the landowner
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to evict him than sn unrecorded bar-
gador; {2) the barga-certificate issued
him entitles him to financial assist-
ance (rom institutional sources. Pro-
tection against eviction is of vital im-
portance to a bargadar but it has very
fimited scope for promoting his econo-
mic interest. After reccording. he would
probably get his due share of the pro-
duce more casily if there be. behind
him, the organised strength of the
bargadars of the locality. The OB can-
nat bring about any other change in
his economic condition. Financial assi-
stance from institutional sources would
not come to him directly through the
OB.

With a view to promoting the eco-
nomic interest of the bargadars and
assignees of vested lands, the West
Bengal government has already started
4 new programme. A pilot scheme for
providing agricultural credit to some
recorded sharecroppers and assignees
of vested lands in 23 selected clusters
was initiated with the help of five
public sector banks and a co-opecative
bank during the 1978 kharif season.
The result of the experiment was by
and large encouraging. In the current
year a greater number of sharecroppers
and assignees have been covered by
the scheme with the help of 11 banks.
Under this scheme credit is made avail-
able to the sharecroppers from institu-
tional sources on the basis af the
barga-certificates issued to them by the
Settlement Department. The rate of in-
terest charged for this credit is cither
2era or very nominal. With the help
of the Gram Panchayat all formalities
for providing the cregit are completed
as quickly as possible and cregdit s
supplied well ahead of the agricultural
season. Instead of paying the entire
loan in cash a portion is paid in seeds
and fertilisers depending on the re-
quirement of the borrowers, so that
there is no misuse of the loan. This
agricullural credit would help the bar-
gadars in two ways: (1) their perpe-
tual d 1 on  money-lenders
would e reduced to soma extent and
(2) they would be encouraged to in-
crease production on their barga-lands.
But  agricultural credit for a single
crop season cannot bring about any
definite improvement in the economic
condition of the borrowers. Recycling
of the credit for a couple of years is
necessary if the sharecroppers and
other poor peasants are to be freed
from perpetual indebtedness to the
money-lenders.

Successful implementation of the
scheme is very difficult even if the con-
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cerned government officials and pan-
chayats work in right earnest. It may
be pointcd out that as per agreement
with the banks involved in the sche-
me. a target was fixed to give loans to
79,837 sharecroppers and assignees of
vested lands in selected areas, but due
to certoin reservations amongst a cate-
gory of the bonks’ managerial staff
about ¢he viability of sharceroppers or
even the desirability of financing of
hitherta ‘non-bankable entities’ like
sharecroppers, assignees of vested lands
and marginal farmers,5 not more than
55,000 borrowers could be given loans.
There might have been other con-
stroints on successful implementation
of the scheme., The target of borro-
wers that was fixed accounts for only
about 5 per cent of the total recorded
bargadars and  assigneecs of vested
lands in the entire state. The difficul-
ties encountered in the implementation
of the scheme were such that even
this low rarget could not be reached.
In such circumstances, it is very diffi-
cult to think of continuing the scheme
from year to year, ultimately covering
all the poor bargadars.and small allot-
tees of wvested lands in the entire
state. Moreover, there is the problem
of.rolling or recycling of funds. If a
large number of borrowers fail to
make timely repayment of loans, the
time-bound programme will get bog-
ged down and it would be embarrass-
ing for the state government to ask
the bankers to continue the scheme in
‘the subsequent crop seasons.
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